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To Donna



J'adore la liberté. J'abhorre la géne, la peine, I'assujettissement. Tant
que dure l'argent que j'ai dans ma bourse, il assure mon indépen-
dence; il me dispense de m’intriguer pour en trouver d’autre;
necessité que j’eus toujours en horreur: mais de peur de le voir finir,
je le choie. L'argent qu’on posséde est I'instrument de la liberté; celui
qu'on pourchasse est celui de la servitude. Voila pourquoi je serre
bien et ne convoite tien.

I love liberty; I hate embarrassment, worry, and subjection. So long
as the money lasts in my purse, it assures me of independence and re-
lieves me of the need of plotting to obtain more, a need which has al-
ways appalled me. So afraid am I to see it end that I treasure it.
Money in one’s possession is the instrument of liberty; money one
pursues is the instrument of servitude. That is why I hold fast to
what I have, but covet no more.

—J.-J. Rousseau, Confesstons
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Preface

THIS ESSAY IS ABOUT MONEY not in the strict sense of coinage or currency but
in the much more general sense of a medium of exchange that consists of countets,
whether these counters take the form of cowrie shells, money of account, credit, or
specie. The question is to understand how close numerical measurement of exchanges
influences social structure, and thereby has an effect on the chances for political lib-
erty. Because the subject is the role of money in modern Europe, hatdly anything
will be said of the origins or development of money, and nothing will be said of the
problem of defining money. Whether money necessarily begins as something that
has its own use value or can serve as a store of value, what effects increases or de-
creases in the quantity or velocity of money have on economic activity —these and
similar questions will not be considered here. By 1700 it was an integral function of
any European state to issue coins and to define in law what role such coins should
play in the settlement of private and public debts. That these state functions made a
difference for social relationships will be assumed rather than argued here. This
hardly seems controversial. The precise nature of social relationships involving
money exchanges, on the other hand, and the vector of change in such relationships
associated with the expansion of commerce are the subjects of widespread discussion
of the highest significance, and will be dealt with in depth in this essay beginning in
Chapter 2.

Before this subject can be broached, however, it is necessary to deal with the
concept of class. The concept of class is a common tool for analyzing the social
structure both of societies that use money and of those that do not. In modern soci-
eties where monetary exchange is the principal determinant of one’s social position,
analysts commonly divide people into classes defined by the kinds of monetary ex-
changes they engage in. This may be done either by function or by living standard.
If by function, those who receive rents, dividends, interest, and other profit from
the ownership of property are usually separated from those who sell their services
for a wage. And the latter group is then subdivided according to kind of service.
Thus one has a capitalist class (or sometimes bourgeoisie), a managerial class of
wage-earning executives (often also included in the bourgeoisie), a white-collar
class and a blue-collar class (proletariat, or working class). If classes are defined by
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living standard, then this is usually done, as in Lloyd Watner’s classic Yankee City
series, by establishing more or less atbitrary cutoffs between an upper, a middle,
and a lower class, with each of these subdivided in turn into upper and lower seg-
ments.” Naturally there is considerable overlap between these two approaches —up-
per-class people will tend to own income-producing property, and so on—and the
two apptoaches are often collapsed together as a result. Analysts will speak of an up-
per class of wealthy rentiers; a middle class or bourgeoisie of owners, managers, and
professionals; a lower middle class of shopkeepers and cletks; and a lower class of
blue-collar workers with a skilled upper and unskilled lower segment. Many other
variations are possible.

Any of these schemes involves considerable abstraction from social reality, how-
evet, not only because many individuals will fit the definition of more than one
class—by, for example, earning a factory wage and owning farm land at the same
time — but also because individuals may change their positions drastically over a life-
time, as when the younger son of a wealthy family is excluded from inheritance or a
shopkeeper accumulates real estate slowly over several decades. An individual’s out-
look and behavior can be as deeply influenced by future prospects as by current cir-
cumstance. How much social behavior class identity can account for and which
scheme of analysis will work best are therefore controversial.

The concept of class has also been applied to nonmonetary societies and to soci-
eties that severely restrict the impact or scope of money exchanges, but such appli-
cations are themselves usually controversial, whereas few observers object to the use
of class as such for modern societies. (For them class is after all a native term, as
ethnographers would say.) Whether slaves or women in certain preindustrial soci-
eties, that is, persons who have no money income and no way of getting one,
should be considered members of distinct classes is a subject of sometimes heated
debate.

Because historians have depended heavily on the concept of class both for explain-
ing the causes and for describing the effects of change in Europe over the last three
centuries, they have not been able to escape from the difficulties that this concept
presents to any analyst of social structure. On the contrary, the difficulties of this con-
cept lie at the heart of a number of debates among historians that have continued
without sign of letup for many decades. These debates have been of the highest sig-
nificance both in methodological and in political terms. Nor has it been simply a
question of the left versus the right. One might suppose that left-leaning historians
would be in favor of a more rigorous use of the concept of class, along Marxist lines,
to measure the extent of exploitation and to identify its victims, while conservative
historians would attack the abstract and ad hoc chatacter of such analysis and would
prefer living standards or cultural attitudes as criteria of class membership. There has
been debate of this kind, but it has hardly been the only kind of debate to occur.
There has been general disagreement all around. Some conservatives have, for exam-
ple, used very rigorous definitions of class in order to attack the loose usage of class
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labels by Marxist historians. Some Marxists have found it difficult to use the concept
of class rigorously in a convincing way and have opted for bold theoretical revisions
that have drawn fire from both left and right.

The first chapter of this essay provides a critical review of a number of these de-
bates in an attempt to identify the underlying difficulty posed by the concept of class
to historical explanation. The rest of the essay represents an attempt to deal with this
difficulty and—in the process—to show how this difficulty has plagued not just his-
torical debates but also the course of modern history itself. It is in this sense that the
essay represents a critique of historical understanding. It is a critique in that it seeks
to probe beyond current discussion to underlying presuppositions and to reconstruct
understanding from scratch. All the lines of the debate over class lead back to the
question of monetary exchange. There has been a strong tendency in all of modern so-
cial thought to theorize about monetary exchange as if it were uniform. The character
of the monetary exchange itself is viewed as always the same, as impersonal and
anonymous; class distinctions are then based either on the function or production pro-
cess carried out to receive money (worker, capitalist) or else on the amounts of money
received (lower, middle, upper). But social historians have found that this approach
squares poorly with their evidence. Increasingly they have been forced to recognize
that monetary exchange relationships are not all the same. Commerce does not ho-
mogenize. The infamous cash nexus is not impersonal or anonymous in most of its
manifestations. It is this recognition that has compelled some historians to develop
ever-more-sophisticated concepts of class in recent years. This is undoubtedly a rea-
sonable response, and the present study grows out of the ongoing theoretical discus-
sion that has resulted. But here it will be argued that a better response is to set the
concept of class aside entirely, with all that it entails. Developing a new orientation
to the question of monetary exchange will require, first, the elaboration of a theory of
history building on interpretive method (in Chapter 2); second, the use of this theory
to set out a critique of the history of liberal and Marxist economic thought (in Chap-
ter 3); and finally, an application of a new view of monetary exchange to the interpre-
tation of specific episodes in history (Chapters 4 and 5).

An apology is owed to the reader for the appearance of the word “Europe” in the ti-
tle. Alchough this essay will include numerous reflections on Europe-wide and even
worldwide developments, my limited expertise and considerations of length and read-
ability strongly recommended some restriction of the scope of the inquiry. Attention
has therefore been limited to the histories of England, France, and Germany; and for
the pre-1867 German states, Prussia alone has received more than cursory comment.
In defense of this plan it can at least be said that these three countries present striking
diversity to the historian, diversity representative of the wide range of social struc-
tures and state formations that characterized Europe on the eve of the age of revolu-
tion. The issues that their separate histories have raised are sufficiently varied to
ensure that any argument which seeks to encompass them all is likely to be of very
general applicability.
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I have incurred many debts in completing this study. It was during two brief stays in
1980 and 1982 at the Max-Planck-Institut fiir Geschichte in Gottingen, West Get-
many, that I was first given the opportunity to discover something about German his-
tory and to be fascinated by the sophistication and breadth of research currently under
way in the Federal Republic. I was invited there because my work on France created
common temporal and methodological interests with several members of the Institut.
My attempt to come to terms with German history began in earnest only later on.

The opportunity to write this essay came during a year as Marta Sutton Weeks Fel-
low at the Stanford Humanities Center in 1983—84. The excellent resources and
stimulating environment provided by Director Ian Watt and his staff and by col-
leagues at the Center and in the History Department made this a very productive pe-
riod. Early versions of the first three chapters were read and commented on by Lloyd
Kramer, Dena Goodman, Morton Sosna, Herrick Chapman, Drew Faust, Renato
Rosaldo, William Sewell, Lynn Hunt, James Epstein, and Donna Slawson. Later
chapters were presented to the Faculty Interdisciplinary Seminar on Marxism at
Duke University and to the Washington, D.C., area Old Regime Study Group. Vi-
tally useful comments on the full preliminary draft were provided by Joan Scott, Stan-
ley Pierson, and Frank Smith. An informal seminar held in Ann Arbor, Michigan, in
April 1986, provided useful stimulus for a final set of revisions. Dennis Trout gave
valuable help as my research assistant in 1984—8s. Erica Zweig and Dorothy Sapp
prepared the manuscript. To all these persons this essay owes a good deal of whatever
coherence and persuasive power it has, but none of its still uncorrected discontinui-
ties, errors, or idiosyncracies.

xii



I The crisis of the class concept

in historical research

A NEWKIND OFSOCIETY emerged in Europe during the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries. On this there is widespread agreement; agreement also extends
to characterizations of the kind of society that emerged: that it was an individualistic so-
ciety, based on laissez-faire economic policies and on liberal political institutions, and
that it made possible a pace of economic expansion never known before, ensuring Eu-
rope a century of unchallenged world domination. Argument has persisted, however,
over three mutually interconnected issues: (1) the origins or causes of this transforma-
tion, (2) the extent to which its economic and political elements necessarily entailed
one another, and (3) how broadly the benefits of this social transformation extended
themselves through the social hierarchy. The peculiarities of national history have
ensured that each of these points of contention has exercised a different set of national
historians. The question of origins has stimulated along and spirited debate among his-
torians in France seeking to account for the outbreak and course of the Revolution of
1789—99. The problem of the relation between the political and economic elements of
the transformation has been most keenly felt among historians of Germany in particu-
lar and of Central Europe in general, because in that region certain political institu-
tions and entrenched power elites were able to put off liberal political reform and in the
end to dilute its effects even as society around them moved toward a free-trade econ-
omy and rapid industrialization.

The question of the distribution of benefits from this transformation has been
most intensely debated in England. There the old political regime survived intact be-
cause it was, in effect, already liberal in form; the onset of industrial revolution and
its attendant dislocations and protests represent the events to be explained. These
events have been viewed variously as the creation of a great general good attended by
a few necessary evils or as an exploitative politico-economic coup carried out against
the traditional way of life of the laboring poor.

Despite this rough division of labor in practice, the issues are in reality so closely
connected that it is impossible to discuss one without touching on the others. Each of
these issues has arisen because historians have had in the backs of their minds a single
scenario that they wished either to attack or to defend, to refine or to revise. This sce-
nario is the Marxist one, although it is in several respects not very different from non-
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Marxist scenarios formulated both before and after Marx. (Theda Skocpol has ably
demonstrated the similarities between Marxist and non-Marxist theories of bourgeois
or “modetnizing” social transformation.)' In its simplest form the scenario explains
the emergence of the new society as follows: Gradual commercial development cre-
ated a new social class, the boutgeoisie; this class seized power and then reformed law
and society in its own interest, that is, to promote capitalist development; liberal in-
stitutions limited political power, freed the individual, and ensured the businesslike
administration of government; and laissez-faire economic reform provided the indi-
vidual with a competitive marketplace in which to floutish.

The problem of the origins of the French Revolution has focused on the question
who. Who initiated the Revolution? Who prolonged it? Were the initiators mem-
bers of a new commercial class? And it has focused on the validity of the term “class”
for prerevolutionary society. Was there in fact such a thing as a bourgeoisie in the
sense of a commercial class that had enough coherence in its way of life or its outlook
to play a consistent political role?

The problem of Germany’s “special way” through the transformation has likewise
focused on the failure there of revolution from below. At first glance the scenario
does not seem to apply at all. The old elites held onto power, but was this because of
a peculiar weakness of the bourgeoisie —either numerical or spiritual? Or was it be-
cause of an astute compromise forced on the bourgeois class by the old elite, which
ceded to the bourgeois class the economic policies it wished if not the political institu-
tions it preferred?

And the controversy in England has tended to revolve around the question of class
versus general interest. Were the interests of the commercial class sufficiently similar
to those of the general populace to legitimate their energetic, laissez-faire
expansionism? Or did they in fact go counter to the interest the poor had in maintain-
ing an established way of life that expansion swept away?

All of these controversies have been going on for some time now, although not al-
ways in perfect coordination with each other. The lack of coordination is understand-
able, given the vast tetritory and lengthy time period implicated in the emergence of
the new society. In view of the size of the subject and the scale of the research effort
under way, no attempt at a general summing up can be anything more than tenta-
tive. Nonetheless, many recent attempts at review have signaled the necessity of sig-
nificant alterations in our whole approach to the problem.?

In fact, the material now seems to be available for a frontal attack on the old sce-
nario at every point where questions have previously been raised and for every coun-
try involved, even if a particular question has previously not stimulated much contro-
versy in a given country. In other words, it now seems possible to argue that there
was no such thing as a coherent commercial class acting politically to defend its inter-
ests, neither in France nor in England nor in Central Europe. Likewise, there was no
necessary connection between liberal political institutions and unregulated, competi-
tive industrialization in any of these countries. And, finally, the transformation that
occurred was not in anyone’s interest. In the sense in which the term “interest” has
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been understood by the whole historical guild, one could easily atgue that this trans-
formation violated the interests of all parties, everywhere. In other words, the notion
of interest as it is normally used is nonsensical.

Challenging the old scenario in this way is not the same thing as challenging
Marxism as a whole. The breadth of Marx’s thinking, especially as it worked itself
out late in his career, and the distance that Marxist thought has come recently in deal-
ing with the relation between consciousness and material conditions mean that the
old scenario outlined here can be jettisoned without serious threat to a great deal of
the theoretical edifice that has been built up. That scenario stems from an essay writ-
ten in 1848, the Communist Manifesto; it provided a macrohistorical framework for the
further elaboration of Marx’s thought. But it is also true that the detailed application
of the insights of the Grundrisse and of Capital to real historical situations has been
one of the continual sources of difficulty for that macrohistorical framework. (Recent
investigations of specific groups’ relations to the means of production, for example,
have raised serious question about those groups’ class identity. Examples of this are
discussed later.) At the same time, Marxists have hardly been the only ones to believe
in the efficacy of the idea of class interest as the underlying motive force in politics.
But it is just this widely shared idea that is proving increasingly unworkable in the
practice of research.

Further on in this essay (in Chapter 3) the question of the whole of Marx’s theory
will be dealt with at least in passing. The argument presented there will be not so
much that his larger theory is wrong as that in borrowing so many of his key terms
from political economy Marx also borrowed some enduring conceptual weaknesses.
Not Marx’s fundamental insights but his choice of technical terms and his style of us-
ing them create the constant danger of a certain kind of oversimplification. It is just
this kind of oversimplification that has bedeviled the Marxist scenario of bourgeois
revolution.

At the same time, this challenge to the old scenario brings liberalism into ques-
tion just as much as it does Marxism. It is a well-known difficulty in the study of lib-
eral political thought that it contained certain ambiguities from the beginning and
that, thanks to its tremendous success and prestige, it was subsequently developed in
numerous directions, becoming by 1850 a great tree with many branches. But it will
be the contention here that all forms of political liberalism gained part of their appeal
from an erroneous view of the nature of monetary exchange (and therefore of the na-
ture of property). This critique of liberalism will shed at least some light on the
strange consequences that followed from roughly 1780 on as liberal ideas were ap-
plied to the real world of social practice. And it will also suggest ways to salvage for
the future what was best about liberalism, its forthright defense of freedom and equal-
ity. Too often in the past, critiques of liberalism, both from the lefc and from the
right, have ended by throwing out the baby with the bath water. The consequences
in our century have been chilling. But it is necessary to recognize that these critiques
have always had a just foundation and that the horrors of the twentieth century have
resulted most prominently from the fact that opponents of liberalism, whether fascist
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or Communist, have had difficulty distinguishing aright between its faults and its
virtues. Usually they were right that desperate measures were necessary to stop the
evils liberalism legitimated, however true it is that their efforts misfired grotesquely.

Fundamentally this is an argument about language. Too often, in recent years,
those who have come to a new understanding of language have demonstrated their
discovery by creating new, private languages of their own. They have launched imme-
diately into a heady kind of poetry that has divided their readers into the elect who
understand and the frustrated, scoffing majority. But the real advantages of such an
understanding of language can only come from communicating it, that is, from us-
ing the language at hand, the one that people understand and with which they have
made their history and written their histories. In the following discussion, the lan-
guage of a long-standing historical debate is scrutinized in order to show that the im-
portance of language in history has not been recognized in that debate. As a conse-
quence, the debate has been built up uncritically out of the same terms or, what is
more telling, the same &inds of terms, as those that shaped the history under debate.

The new society of the nineteenth century was not so new after all. A very ancient
form of authority and social deference was given a new set of clothes. This in itself
was quite a cataclysmic occurrence, one that left no individual fate untouched. But
the individual was never liberated in the way that the apostles of the new age claimed
(or later its critics believed). Bourgeois freedom is slavery for the vast majority, Marx
declared in 1848; in reality bourgeois freedom never came into existence. This is not
to say that one should try to make it now. It was, and is, a social impossibility. But
that fact demands a total reorientation of the critique of modern society.

The first step in the argument is to examine how research in social history in re-
cent decades has led inevitably in country after country to dissatisfaction with the
idea of class and class interest.

REVISIONISM IN FRANCE

In the debate over the origins of the French Revolution, the revisionists have clearly
carried the day. As recently as the 1950s the bold rebellion of the delegates of the
Third Estate, backed by the Paris crowd, against royal absolutism in the summer of
1789 was still seen as a class conflict in which a vigorous capitalist bourgeoisie, allied
with the peasants and artisans, had overthrown the declining feudal aristocracy.
Called to approve new taxes, the delegates of the Third Estate arrogated sovereignty
to themselves, declaring that they constituted a National Assembly, and passed a
revolutionary Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen. This document swept away
at a stroke the vestiges of the seigneurial system, noble privileges and tax exemp-
tions, all the restrictions on trade that underpinned urban guilds, and all claims of
the king to absolute power. Private property was made the cornerstone of both social
and political order; absolute freedom in the enjoyment and disposal of property was
made into an imprescriptible right. The result, in law at least, was to give unlimited
scope in both town and country to commercial competition and capital accumula-
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tion. For a long time it seemed perfectly reasonable to suppose that this revolution
was brought about by and for a class that depended on commercial and industrial
wealth and stood to benefit from its free development. While it was recognized early
on that the actual delegates who made the Revolution were not themselves capital-
ists, this was not perceived as a problem, so long as the politicians could be seen as
imbued with an outlook that represented the interests of a capitalist class.’

But now it has become clear that such a class not only had no representatives in
the revolutionary assemblies but in effect did not exist. There was no revolutionary
bourgeoisie. Members of the upper strata of eighteenth-century French society were
more or less homogeneous in their values and based their status on “proprietary”
rather than profit-maximizing investments.* What few merchants or capitalists
there were, insofar as they played a political role, do not appear to have favored radi-
cal solutions in 1789. They wanted the guilds reorganized; they had no desire to end
the seigneurial system. Proprietary wealth was the support both of those who made
the Revolution and of those who resisted it. Proprietary wealth had a rank order of
prestige that had nothing to do with profitability. Land was more prestigious than
commetcial stocks; land with feudal rights attached was better still; property in pub-
lic office gave one an elevated function, and above a certain rank, such office brought
actual ennoblement to its possessor and his family. The whole of the elite, noble and
commoner alike, were united, it has been repeatedly shown, in their admiration for
and pursuit of such highly unproductive forms of property. They were, so the refrain
now goes, a single class, a wealthy notability.’

But in documenting this thesis and in combating what they have seen as the blind
dogmatism of their Marxist opponents, the revisionists have done more than just tear
down the old Marxist scenario of bourgeois revolution for France. Inadvertently they
have also undermined the whole modern notion of social class and its use in historical
explanation. This becomes evident not in the work of destruction itself, as it has been
brilliantly carried out by a host of researchers over the last twenty-five years, so much
as in their feeble attempts to propose a plausible alternative explanation of the out-
break of the French Revolution. When it has come time to say what really did, after
all, happen to bring about such a staggering crisis, there has been little agreement
and even less effort expended among the revisionists, who ate united only in being
critical of the old view. The problem with their alternative proposals has been that
they lack the great virtue of the Marxist original while sharing its great weakness.

The virtue of the idea of a revolutionary bourgeoisie was that it was at-least on a
scale commensurate with the events to be explained. To replace the stirring image of
a proud and prosperous new capitalist class victoriously leading the attack on the feu-
dal order, critics have proposed that the Revolution resulted merely from the frustra-
tions of lower royal officiers (Alfred Cobban) or from the royal government’s gradual
alienation of the propertied class (Denis Richet).® The real seeds of revolution are
now said to be found in obscure rifts and provincial hostilities between rich and poor
nobles (Jean Meyer, Guy Chaussinand-Nogaret), or between the magistrates of the
sovereign courts and their lesser colleagues (Lenard R. Berlanstein), or between the
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intellectual establishment and a “literary rabble” of ambitious but unsuccessful au-
thors and journalists (Robert Darnton). Finally, as it were in desperation, recourse
has been made to the idea of “stress zones” in the hierarchy of elite status (Colin Lu-
cas). And some have even concluded that the Revolution had no social causes at all,
only social consequences (Geotge V. Taylor).” The French Revolution was an unprece-
dented cataclysm, marking an extraordinary break in human history, bringing a dec-
ade of bitter civil violence to France. That such a stupendous social transformation
should be attributed to the stymied hopes of a few lower-level government officials or
the paltry jealousy that old nobles felt for nouveau-riche anoblis, or to no social causes
at all, is highly unsatisfying. Granted, few of the revisionists have claimed to explain
the whole crisis with their discoveries. Still, there surely must be some more pro-
found origin for the Revolution, anchored in the very course that social development
had taken over the previous centuries.

The great weakness of the Marxist scenario was that it tried to attribute the Revo-
lution to the intentional and purposive action of a specific group. This weakness has
been fully exploited by its critics. They have shown that no revolutionary bourgeoisie
distinct from the rest of the elite can be discerned. The critics should have known bet-
ter, therefore, than to propose alternatives that were open to the same kind of attack,
but that is exactly what they have done. They have broken the elite as a whole down
into numerous smaller groups, each less than a distinct class but sufficiently large to
be a plausible political actor. This procedure has been based on detailed empirical re-
search into the petty details of estate management, provincial politics, professional
advancement, preferment, protocol, and prestige. But obviously one can always go
further with this kind of research. The documents have proved far more informative
than anyone could have imagined in the beginning; there is no reason to suppose that
they will not continue to yield even more. Hence there is nothing to stop further ef-
forts to challenge the distinctness, coherence, and self-consciousness of each new,
smaller social group that is proposed as a political actor. Surely lesser royal officials,
provincial nobles, lawyers, magistrates, pamphleteers, and merchants can be broken
down into even smaller groups with distinct attitudes and grievances. Chaussinand-
Nogatet, for example, insists that “the traditional nobility, often engaged side by
side with the young noblesse commensale, was involved in all the most important min-
ing and metallutgical enterprises, those which broke through the traditional forms of
family exploitation.” At the same time he admits that only a tiny minority of old no-
bles were connected with such novel ventures.® But how is it that a large subgroup,
the traditional nobility, can be said to be involved in something merely by virtue of
the fact that a few of its members are involved? To talk this way merely replicates the
worst conceptual sins of the Marxists who are under attack.

The revisionists have put French society under a microscope and shown that no
group can be found that fits the old stereotype of revolutionary bourgeoisie. But
what is to stop later revisionists from raising the microscope to a higher level of mag-
nification, to reveal that the currently proposed alternative groups have in their turn
only a spurious unity? Eventually one gets down to the individual, whose unity is at
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least ensured by the existence of his body. But, then, why stop here? Individuals are
often utterly incoherent, after all. Why be taken in by the illusion that the individ-
ual actor was necessarily coherent and consistent, especially in the midst of a political
and economic crisis that must have shaken the roots of every man’s and woman’s iden-
tity? As Darnton’s deft portraits have shown, many major actors in the drama did not
act consistently.® Why should the faces in the crowds be any different? They are
anonymous to us but were not so to themselves.

This is the knotty problem that the attack on the revolutionary boutgeoisie has
brought to the fore. The enchanting coherence of the old approach is gone. How sim-
ple it was for Georges Lefebvre, the grand practitioner of Marxist revolutionary his-
tory in our century. In 1957 it was still possible to write sentences like the following:
“. . . News that an Estates-General was to be convened sent a tremor of excitement
through the bourgeoisie.”” Or, speaking of the aftermath of the October Days:

Along with the aristocracy a group of bourgeois were indignant that violence
had been done to the king. . . . The nobility was now struck in its material pos-
sessions and not only in its pride by suppression of orders and privileges. . . .
At the same time the Third Estate split: the petty bourgeoisie, if not the prole-
tariat, would be excluded from political life only with strong protest. . . . As
Mirabeau told the boutgeois, they needed an energetic government to consoli-
date cheir accession.””

A story of phantoms, or so it would appear now. But the only replacements so far of-
fered with which to rewrite the story have been equally suspect phantom groups, as
well as new cleavages and rivalries whose only advantage has been that they are too
small and too numerous to be worth attacking singly.

Aware of the problem but unable to come up with a solution, revisionists have
taken to talking about social groupings in a most confusing way, as in the conclusion
to Chaussinand-Nogaret’s work on the nobility, where he remarks, “Introducing
class struggle into a society of orders simply distorts one’s whole perspective. The or-
ders themselves were nothing more than the transparent envelope of a multitude of
corps which crumble on contact; from one otder to another corps were united by a com-
munity of interests but isolated by juridical frontiers.”** Even defenders of the old
Marxist scenatio have been reduced to this kind of confusing language, as in the fol-
lowing comment from Michel Vovelle:

Second order behind the clergy in law, the nobility was che first in fact, and per-
haps the only order that had a real homogeneity. It corresponded to an
economico-social definition without genuine ambiguity, forming the core of the
rentier class and being the major beneficiary of feudal appropriation. A whole as-
semblage of privileges —political, fiscal, juridical —sanctioned their de facto pre-
eminence; class and order, here, reveal a real convergence [emphasis added}. '

One may legitimately object that the italicized words in this passage do, after all, in-
troduce an element of genuine ambiguity, especially the concluding term, “conver-
gence” (complicité in the original). Vovelle goes on to explain that the bourgeoisie was
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dominated by a “mixed” group, not really capitalist, not really feudal, and that
France was, as a result, a society in transition." But if the boutgeoisie is basically
mixed, with most of its wealth taking on the same form as that of the nobility, then
how can the nobility be characterized as a genuinely distinct class? And if it is not,
then against whom was the Revolution waged?

The question that is raised is whether it is possible to continue to speak of socially
distinct sets of individuals, united by some identifiable trait or traits, as having
shared intentions. But without this convention, the social origins of political conflict
and change will have to be totally reconceived. To judge from the most recent re-
search, the ruling elite of France, formerly as homogeneous and unified as one could
desire, suddenly and inexplicably divided into two hostile groups in the fall of 1788
along a previously invisible fissure that cut down through the elite from top to bot-
tom following no reasonable line of demarcation.’> Hence Lucas’s desire to speak of
“stress zones”; but even the inventor of this term hesitated to attribute to these minor
stresses the whole force of the split. As a result, there is currently no acceptable
theory of the social origins of the French Revolution.

But how significant is this dilemma? Can the conclusions of the revisionists about
the irrelevance of class to the outbreak of the French Revolution be exported to other
countries on the eve of their respective transformations at the end of the eighteenth
century?

At first glance, it would seem not. None of the disturbing ambiguities of French
wealth and rank seem relevant to the situation in either of two other key countries,
England and Prussia. Here are some of the reasons why. In England property in land
had already been stripped of many of its seigneurial and judicial elements. Titles of
nobility were restricted to such a tiny minority of the population that they wete not a
realistic target of ambition. Government offices were therefore bought and sold more
with a cold eye on what income they would bring than with a concern for the
honorifics and exemptions associated with them. Profit-maximizing investment
seems to have been the rule in every realm of society. Nothing could be more dra-
matic than the process of enclosure in agriculture carried out on a vast scale with the
aid of Parliament and with the sole aim of simplifying the production of cash crops.
The eighteenth century was the golden age in England of the gentleman agronomist,
draining fens and fencing wastes, introducing new crop rotations and new breeds of
cattle, not averse to investing in a canal or a turnpike road if it might add to his net
worth. The landowning aristocracy was itself a capitalist class. At the same time the
burgeoning manufaccures of the towns wete under the control of an apparently quite
distinct group, outsiders, religious dissenters who had no hope of political influence
or acceptance in polite society, who ran their businesses not in order to retire as soon
as possible to the countryside (as was the rule in France) but as ends in themselves,
family patrimonies to be nourished and passed on. A readily identifiable manufactur-
ing class was taking shape with its own distinct interests and outlook, prepared to
mount sizable political movements when it seemed to be necessary for the good of
business, as the successes of the Great Reform Bill (1832) and of Corn Law Repeal

8



The crisis of the class concept

(1846) demonstrate. Not only was English government already liberal in form, but
English society was already capitalist. The dramatic transformation of the period was
more an economic one, a reorganization of commercial relationships that followed on
the discovery of dramatic new means of production.*

Prussia, at first glance, lay at the opposite extreme. There an exclusive and self-
conscious aristocracy, the Junkers, totally dominated society. Service in the officer
corps and the upper bureaucracy was reserved to them and provided the legitimation
of their preeminent rank. They operated their landholdings with the aid of direct la-
bor services from bound serfs over whom they exercised extensive police and judicial
power. Ownership of these lands, like government office and military rank, was re-
served to those of noble birth exclusively. Heavy dependence on an export economy
had stunted the growth of towns, so that persons of intermediate rank were numeri-
cally few and politically powerless. Only destruction of the Prussian army by Napo-
leon in 1806 forced upon this society a recognition of the need for change. Even then
reforms were haphazard and piecemeal because so strongly resisted by certain factions
among the Junkers, and their application in the end did not really challenge the pow-
erful hold of this class on state and society."’

It is not surprising, therefore, that the issue of class has stimulated far less debate
in the historiography of these two countries than it has for France. But closer inspec-
tion raises problems: As in France, once the microscope is brought into focus, neat
class boundaries dissolve; larger homogeneity becomes apparent; and smaller group-
ings suggest themselves as the important factors in political struggle. The whole no-
tion of class as an explanatory principle in history is again brought into question.

In England the characters of classes have too often been extrapolated from the biog-
raphies of famous men in a misleading way. It is true that improving landlords, for
example, were far more common in England in the eighteenth century than they
were in France, but it may be that they remained exceptional even so. G. E. Mingay
concluded from his study of eighteenth-century estate records that “although large
owners did much to improve estate administration, to consolidate holdings, and
bring waste land into cultivation, they did not, in general, do very much towards
new discoveries; nor it appears did they greatly extend the use of improved tech-
niques by means of progressive leases or home farms, long supposed to be the great in-
struments of technical advance.” Elsewhere Mingay estimates that the borrowings of
the gentry for dowries and for refurnishings and redecorations of their country homes
and parks were far larger than their productive commercial investments.*® Profit was
shunned in favor of a form of prestige far less tangible but apparently quite desirable.
There can be no doubt that enclosure ran its course, virtually wiping out the open-
field village and reducing common land to a negligible residue over a great portion of
the English countryside. But how frequently such enclosures resulted in higher
yields of marketable produce per acte of arable land —as opposed to the mere exploita-
tion of short-term market scarcities or the formation of convenient country seats for
the enhancement of status—is no longer clear. Cases have been found of old open-
field villages adopting the new crop rotations and breeding techniques of the agricul-
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tural revolution with great success.” On the whole, yields per acre may have in-
creased more rapidly in France than in England in the eighteenth century.** In En-
gland some of the more prestigious forms of wealth were every bit as unprofitable
and therefore “noncapitalist” as in France, with the difference that they were not so
intimately connected with state functions and exemptions. Even this difference is
only one of degree, when one recalls the role of landownership in the control of parlia-
mentary seats through rotten boroughs and electoral bribery.

Moreover, the manufacturing and landowning classes were not so distinct as was
once supposed. For every Richard Artkwright or Robert Owen who worked himself
up from obscurity to ownership of a great enterprise there were two others whose con-
nections or background lay with the established gentry. This became even more true
as time went on, and it meant that the attitudes and outlook of many English indus-
trialists were deeply influenced by the old landed elite.? Still others resisted utilitar-
ian doctrines on religious grounds.”” It is no longer possible to attribute the appeal of
patliamentary reform or of the Anti-Corn-Law League to the existence of a manufac-
turing class with interests distinct from those of the old elite, utterly committed to a
Ricardian outlook.”® The neat, one-to-one correspondence between ideology and
class interest that was once believed to account for the French Revolution turns out in
England, as well, to be fraught with problems.

As for Prussia, it must be remembered that Junker domination of this society was
founded on grain exports through the Baltic to the Netherlands, England, and be-
yond. The recrudescence of setfdom in this region was made possible by the same de-
veloping commetcial links as are deemed to have broken down feudal relations else-
where.** The irony of this has by now been repeatedly underscored. Grain was for
Prussia what cotton was for the American South or sugar for the West Indies, a com-
modity produced for world trade by bound labor under the control of a harsh
landowning elite.”® All three regions directly benefited from the quickening of inter-
national trade associated with the onset of industrial revolution in England in the sec-
ond half of the eighteenth century. England’s new factories needed raw material and
their work force needed food; after 1765 England no longer supplied enough grain
for its own consumption.*® “Noncapitalist” because utterly backward technically,
Prussian agriculture shared in the boom begun in Lancashire, and the impact of the
resulting prosperity in the final decades of the century was already blurring old social
distinctions, and pushing the state toward reform, well before Napoleon arrived on
the scene.

The heavy demand and continually rising prices for grain stimulated a speculative
real estate boom in Prussia after 1786 that resulted in the doubling, tripling, and
even quintupling of land prices. Since 1769 state credit and mortgage guarantees had
been available to protect nobles from foreclosure, and now these financed the feverish
price rise. The pressure to keep the boom going forced the king to issue numerous dis-
pensations for the purchase of noble land by commoners, so that by 1800, roughly 10
percent of Riztergéirter (noble estates) were held by commoners with peasant or urban
backgrounds. Rapid turnover favored concentration of holdings in the hands of great
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magnates; smaller noble landowners found their relative social rank eroding. The old
paternalistic bonds between lotrd and serf wete undermined by rapid turnover.”” Both
results call to mind the similar consequences of enclosure in England. Even before
1806 a few Junkers began to invest in improved techniques of cultivation; certain oth-
ers insisted that bound labor was inefficient because it was lazy and pootly moti-
vated, and to prove the point they formally freed their serfs.?® Neither of these trends
became significant before 1806, but it is indicative of the direction of things that
such changes had begun and were being avidly defended in print by otherwise per-
fectly conservative aristocrats. In 1806, with defeat and the cutoff of normal trade
with England, the speculative boom fell in like a house of cards.*® One of the first
emergency measures taken following the surrender to Napoleon was a moratorium on
debt payments and foreclosures that saved many Junker landowners, preventing a di-
saster for the Prussian elite that could have been worse than the collapse of the army.

In view of these developments a debate has arisen whether eighteenth-century
Prussian agriculture ought to be viewed as a feudal throwback or as part of the gen-
eral European advance toward capitalism. Some Marxist historians have held for the
former, for obvious reasons: Otherwise, the Prussian nobles would have to be seen as
progressive capitalists instead of as part of the aristocratic order that had to be (but
was never) overthrown by the German boutgeoisie. Against this view, however,
Hanna Schissler cites the comments of J. Nichtweiss that the recrudescence of serf-
dom must be seen as part of “the adjustment of estate management to new economic
conditions, to the development of capitalism in Western Europe and certain regions
of Germany . . . which . . . led directly to the breaking down of the rigid forms of
exploitation of the old agriculture.” Schissler herself says of the Junker stratum, in
language reminiscent of Vovelle and Chaussinand-Nogaret, “If its political and social
status was defined in terms of the idea of a social estate, and in reality was affected by
this idea, the land-owning nobility developed the ever sharper features of an eco-
nomic class as a result of the process of commercialization.”** Viewed in this way, the
Prussian Junker becomes one of those ambiguous phenomena, one of those confusing
intermediate forms that the revisionists in France have made so much of. Like the
“businesslike” noble estate owners of Toulouse uncovered by Robert Forster or the up-
wardly mobile entrants into the noblesse de la robe, they are neither bourgeois nor aris-
tocrat.®" The old class categories break down. Reform in Prussia can therefore be seen
as a response to an internal dynamic of social development paralleling changes in
France, instead of as an imitative reaction to defeat by Napoleon. By living off a
booming export trade, by speculating in land with borrowed money, the Prussian no-
bility proved itself to be anything but backward or feudal in nature. By destroying
noble land values the defeat of 1806 wreaked havoc on a profitable business; reform
was the only way to put it back on its feet.

And the reforms that were carried out did exactly this. Serfdom was not abolished
outright. Labor dues were made redeemable at the cost of a third to a half of the peas-
ants’ subsistence plots or an equivalent in cash. A great deal of peasant land was re-
integrated into noble demesnes, and thousands of peasants were forced to seek work
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as wage laborers from their former lords, either because their plots had become too
small to support them or because they could not meet the heavy annual redemption
payments through sale of their own produce. The testrictions on access to estate own-
ership, to the officer corps, and to the government bureaucracy were swept away, but
noble families were protected with strict laws of entail and inheritance similar to the
forms of protection used by English gentry. And state-financed credit continued to fa-
vor the large landowner.>* From 1807 on, furthermore, the pattern of investment
changed. No longer did Junkers run up debts merely to enlarge the surface of their
holdings. Instead they invested in the new agricultural techniques, adapting output
todemand, increasing yield per acre, minimizing labor costs. Agricultural productiv-
ity rose 122 percent in Prussia between 1800 and 1849, by one estimate.> All it had
taken was one quick lesson, the shock of defeat, for the Prussian nobility to get the
message. From 1807 on they fit the definition of capitalists as satisfactorily as any
other landowning group in Europe. Yet old attitudes remained vital; noble status did
not become meaningless overnight. The close relationship between large landowners
and Prussian military and governmental service remained. Their heavy influence on
Prussian politics, their prestige and authority in every realm of social life, continued
with little abatement.?® Was this an “old” class or a “new” one?

Judged by the rigorous standards that have grown up in the debate over the
French Revolution, Prussian Junkers cannot be ascribed to either category, nor can
the landowners and manufacturers of industrializing England. Viewed from a Euro-
pean perspective, all were subgroups—each with its own peculiar variations on a com-
mon set of themes —of a single continentwide elite. Moreover, this elite was learning
in a single uneven yet massive movement, between about 1780 and 1820, to invest
money in a thoroughly capitalist manner: “capitalist” in the strict sense of seeking to
maximize return through the transformation of production methods. At the same
time, this was an elite that held tightly to many age-old notions of prestige, honor,
authority, and —for lack of a better term —highly unprofitable “conspicuous consump-
tion.” Capitalism was more of a new trick that they added to their bag than the spe-
cial skill of a new class struggling to find its place in the sun.

This elite in most areas shaded off toward the bottom in impetceptible degrees, so
that it would be impossible (or highly arbitrary) to draw a line and to say that above
this line is the elite and below it ate the poor. In Western Eutope thete were plenty
of members of what Lefebvre once called the “rural boutgeoisie,” substantial and am-
bitious peasants; there were innumerable literate scribblers, young lawyers, impover-
ished aristocrats, small-scale merchant-manufacturers, landowning masons, and wig-
sporting glassworkers who lived on the fringes between elite and poor. Without
them the character of the elite would have been entirely different; its values, ambi-
tions, fashions, cultivation, and privileges would have been meaningless. Where
would the power of the Paris Parlement have been without the asoche, the rabble of
law clerks and pamphleteers who haunted the lower floors of its meeting hall, and
who mobilized the Parisian crowd in its defense?*> Where would the country gentry
of England have gained their self-confidence and snobbery if there had been no re-
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spectable but poor widows and younger sons —Jane Austen’s heroes and heroines —to
honor and envy them and to eat gratefully at their tables? Even in Prussia there were
numerous government officials, tenant farmers, and smallholders who filled the
space between serf and lord in the eighteenth century, as well as many noble families
reduced to their level. Besides, Prussia would not have existed without the mer-
chants and growing urban masses of the western seacoast who wete rich enough to
buy imported grain but not rich enough to own their own farms.

The idea of seeing the political crisis that spread across Europe at the dawn of the
nineteenth century as a consequence of class conflict in any simple sense becomes com-
pletely untenable. The relationship to the means of production of this Europe-wide
elite was extremely varied and complicated; and all levels of this broad elite shared ac-
cess to the same diverse and complicated range of methods for getting money. Gov-
ernment service, landownership, tax exemptions, and market restrictions, as well as
new agricultural and industrial technologies, provided income for people at every
level of the elite in quite diverse mixes that had characteristic (but constantly chang-
ing) patterns in different regions. All one can say for certain is that accompanying the
French Revolution and the onset of industrialization in England was a telative rise in
importance everywhere of those forms of investment that were strictly capitalist.

It also remains certain that the transformation was associated with widespread so-
cial conflict of every imaginable form: factional infighting, riot and insurrection, forc-
ible takeovers of power, civil war, tetror, repression. Mobilizations of large segments
of society for specific political ends occurred on an unprecedented scale. It is equally
certain that in those transactions that mark a person’s rank and identity (that is, ac-
cess to advantageous marriage alliances, to property, office, craft membership, and so
on) highly restrictive and prejudicial arrangements remained routine (however much
their specific character or justification may have shifted), and distribution of goods
and resources remained sharply unequal. If there were no identifiable classes, there
was certainly a steep hierarchy. But there is no neat relationship between these stark
social inequalities and the battle lines that were constantly being drawn in the politi-
cal arena. Even among the sans-culottes of the Year 2, the most characteristically
artisanal political movement of the period—at least by reputation—it is possible to
find important industrialists whose leading role in the movement was a direct result
of their economic stature as large employers within poor Parisian neighborhoods.*®
Even among the Prussian Junkers, where the transition to a reformed social order ap-
pears to have occurred almost painlessly, a closer look shows that every step of the
way reforming bureaucrats met strong resistance both from within the government
and at the local and provincial levels, resistance that forced them to scale back, and
delay implementation of, their already modest plans. Even the Prussian solution, in
other words, was the outcome of a fierce internal conflict within the elite.?’

The crisis that is emerging for historical explanation out of the debate over the
French Revolution might be characterized as one of emplotment. What kind of narra-
tive can be constructed that deals adequately with the obviously deep social roots of
conflict in this period without merely identifying various political factions with spe-
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cific social groupings—whether classes or orders or professions—whose interest that
faction is said to represent? At present there is no answer to this question.

The old solution to this problem was in fact a product of the age under examina-
tion. It was during the French Revolution that political factions began to identify
themselves and their opponents by social epithets. The “sans-culottes,” the virtuous
poor workers, confronted an “aristocratic” plot of continentwide proportions, accotd-
ing to a way of talking that became prevalent in Paris by 1792. From there it quickly
spread, and countervocabularies were as quickly formulated by the Revolution’s ene-
mies, who saw the drama as one pitting civilization against the mob. Already in
1788 the word “class” had begun its fateful new career under the pen of Sieyes as a po-
litically charged means of referring to functionally defined subgroups within soci-
ety.*® However much the passionate epithets of the time have been superseded by a
calmer and more precise terminology among historians, the basic strategy has re-
mained unchanged. Conflict is still seen as arising from the mutual hostility of so-
cially distinct groups with distinct interests. This is the problem that now confronts
historical explanation: Research shows that the facts cannot be squeezed into such
boxes. Something other than the collective self-interest of classes or ordets, however
defined, will have to be found to account for the motivations that underlay political
conflict and social change in this pivotal period.

LIBERALISM AND THE GERMAN WAY

The catastrophes of the twentieth century have turned German historiography into a
work of diagnosis. The excesses of the Nazis and their terrible defeat have been
turned into a lesson. Germany became a powerful industrial state and developed ad-
vanced forms of political participation by 1914 without ever becoming a genuine lib-
eral democracy. Germany was therefore the one exception to a rule that seemed to ap-
ply to all other great industrial powers by that time. But the price of this
exceptionalism was pathology; the exception proved the rule. Where modernization
and liberalism do not advance hand in hand, disaster follows. This is the lesson that
had repeatedly been drawn from the study of German history since 1945. It was
drawn first and most forcefully by English-speaking historians with a strong liberal
outlook that they did not hesitate to advertise. Since 1960 this lesson has increas-
ingly been accepted and elaborated by liberal West German historians as well.*

As applied to the course of nineteenth-century German history, however, this les-
son has taken on the form of an implicit acceptance of the Marxist scenario of revolu-
tion, the very one that revisionists have so successfully challenged for France in the
last thirty years. Nowhere is this more apparent than in accepted views of the “failed”
German revolution of 1848, as Geoff Eley has recently argued.*® A standard interpre-
tation of 1848 sees the failure as a question of class alliances. In 1848 Germany like
the rest of Europe was shaken by popular uprisings that forced every existing govern-
ment to make sweeping concessions. Liberals and democrats who had long been lan-
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guishing under the neglect and censorship of Restoration-era regimes were welcomed
into the corridors of power. At Frankfurt an all-German Parliament was assembled,
its members hastily elected by a broad new electorate that, if not fully democratic,
was wider than anything in previous experience. This Parliament set about its work
with a will; it wrote a Declaration of Rights and a Constitution, just as liberals had
done in America and France before them. In the process, however, it made a fatal er-
ror; instead of avidly courting the support of the revolutionary masses and keeping
their fervor for change alive, German liberals everywhere turned to existing executive
and military institutions (that is, to the surviving Restoration regimes themselves) to
keep order in the streets. They would have none of the rabble’s excesses interrupting
the important work of reform; in their folly they undercut the one political force that
had ensured their rise to power. As a result, within twelve months of the outbreak of
the revolution the popular movement had been broken; the old monarchs and their
ruling circles were once again in the saddle, and they dismissed the liberals they had
so fearfully welcomed into government a year before. The Prussian king disdainfully
refused to accept the crown offered by the Frankfurt assembly, who wished him to be
first ruler of its new constitutional monarchy. Soon after, the Parliament’s members
were in their turn dispersed like so many fishwives gathered in the street, as were the
members of every other liberal assembly created during the revolution. The victory
of reaction could not have been more complete, and the way was open for Bismarck la-
ter to unify Germany by military conquest, thwarting all hope for a popular and
democratic revolution.*' The first step had been taken on the road to Nazism.

This standard interpretation depends on the Marxist scenario by implication; the
revolution of 1848 “failed” in that it did not fit the Marxist scenario. The German
bourgeoisie failed to take over when they should have; as a result the normal form of
bourgeois class rule, liberal democracy, never developed in Germany.

The first thing to notice about this interpretation is that, like the standard sce-
nario of the French Revolution, it stems ultimately from the participants themselves.
Just as those who made the French Revolution were the first to identify social strata
with specific political factions, so the reigning explanation of why the German revolu-
tion of 1848 failed was first proposed, in its aftermath, by the German liberals who
had led it. Leonard Krieger’s analysis of the revolution’s impact on German liberal-
ism shows how little has changed in the diagnoses of failure since the end of 1848.
The revolution’s failure was interpreted at that time in terms of an odd dichotomy be-
tween “ideal” and “real” that cut across the existing social realm in peculiar ways, but
it has retained great persuasive power to this day.

Krieger cites, for example, the painful reflections of Eduard Lasker, looking back
from the perspective of the early 1860s:

I grant for myself thar the core of my life will always be the spirit which the year
1848 called forch. . . . Yet I grant that it was a grave mistake, to a certain ex-
tent an excess of idealism to have dwelt so long on fundamental rights and dur-
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ing this labor not to have brought the other, material, elements into equal con-
sideration.*?

In reaction to the subsequent course of events, Lasker had retreated from a demand
for representative government to a more cautious insistence on rule of law as the true
key to liberty. Having retreated this far he “raised this compromise to an absolute
dogma,” in Krieger’s words. Lasker wrote:

Rule of law and rule of police are two different ways to which history points, two
methods of development between which peoples must choose and have
chosen. . . . The true man is the independent citizen. . . . He has no other
claim on the state than protection from injurious force; for this he has to sacrifice
nothing to the state but his desire to attack the rights of othets. . . . In the
Rechtstaat {tule of law] the violation of law is the worst evil; it may be suffered at
no time from any side.*

Absolute obedience to the law: Here was a principle that, unlike the heady idealism
of 1848, at least brought the other “material” elements—the Prussian state and its bu-
reaucracy — into consideration. But it did so in a way that also has a fateful, even a
tragic, ring to it now, after the holocaust a century later.

Ten years earlier another disillusioned liberal, August Ludwig von Rochau, had al-
ready published a work entitled Principles of Practical Politics {Realpolitik}, in which
he argued that

the discussion of the question, what shoxld rule, whether justice (Recht), wis-
dom, virtue, whether an individual, many, or few — This question belongs in the
realm of philosophical speculation; practical politics has to do first of all with
the simple fact that it is power alone that can rule. To rule means to exercise
power and only he who possesses power can exercise power. This direct connec-
tion of power and rule forms the fundamental truth of all politics and the key to
all history. . . . Recht is related to power as the idea is to face.

This opposition between idea and fact was strange for the simple reason that existing
power relations are themselves always infused with and maintained through commu-
nicative, ideational, symbolic elements. No society is ruled by violence alone, just as
none has ever dispensed with violence. The Prussian state of mid-century, with its
dreamy and erratic kings, and the confused political balance in Miztelexropa of which
it was a part are strange things to refer to as merely “material” conditions. So, for
that matter, were the revolutionary masses, whose hardships and aspirations had led
them first to support and then to abandon German liberals. The phrase “material ele-
ments” in the context of the thinking of Lasker, Rochau, or other German liberals in
the 1850s and 1860s appears to have meant forces whose principles or ideals they did
not understand or refused to recognize as intellectually legitimate. The idea that
“only he who possesses power can exercise power” begs the essential question what
brings power — which has always been some combination of an ideal or principle of le-
gitimacy and a threat of violence.
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Post-1848 German liberals now insisted on reform only when it seemed called for
by existing real conditions, as they understood them. This was the hard lesson of
1848. Hence, Rochau felt constitutional regimes to be legitimate only because the
“younger social forces” of the age—in effect, the rising bourgeoisie —~demanded this
form of political rule.** Rudolf Haym likewise insisted on “the most thorough-going
possible liberalism in Prussia . . . not for its sake alone” but to help Prussia in the
task of achieving German unity.* Long before Bismarck appeared on the scene to
bully the liberal opposition in the Prussian assembly in 1862, his infamous policy of
Realpolitik had already been laid out by the liberals themselves. His blustering 1862
speech before the liberal majority in the Prussian assembly reads like a passage from
one of their own works: “Not through speeches and majority votes will the great ques-
tions of the age be decided —that was the great mistake of 1848 —but through iron
and blood.”*” Theodore S. Hamerow quotes the following opinion from one of Bis-
marck’s rare supporters in the press at the time of his appointment as Prussian prime
minister in 1862:

People are breathing a deep sigh of relief at the prospect of once again seeing a
man act and confound a hundred thousand chatterboxes. Whatever may come, it
cannot be worse than the epidemic of petty-mindedness which is presently rag-
ing and from which our poor Germany must ultimately dissolve in a solution of
notes, articles, and speeches. If Herr von Bismarck cuts this process of decay
short one way or another, then we will honor him as our personal benefactor.
And we believe that he will do it because he must.*®

A peculiar dichotomy between ideas and forces, developed to explain the failure of
the revolution of 1848, had by 1860 become a commonplace of German political
discourse. Bismarck’s opportunistic wars of 1864, 1866, and 1870—71 seemed to
fulfill his own prophecy of 1862. And his constitutional concessions of 1867 were
highly reminiscent of compromises the liberals had already long advocated. The
new Imperial Parliament (the Reichstag), after 1871 reduced almost to an advisory
role with no control over ministries or power to introduce legislation, represented a
frank recognition by Bismarck that the liberalism of many Germans in his enlarged
state could not be totally ignored. But they got only as much as he deemed it in
their power to demand. His highly successful policies appear then to have been
founded on the liberals’ explanation of their own failure. His stunning political
achievemnents sank home the lesson that principles and power were strangers to one
another—a fateful principle.

But history seemed to prove it right, and many historians have echoed German lib-
eralism’s own self-diagnosis. Krieger attributed the failure of 1848 to the “with-
drawal of real social supports from the political liberals,” and the result was that
“within the liberal movement as outside it the recognition of the power of the amoral
existent fact reduced the ideal of individual freedom to the status of a formal political
doctrine.”* Michael Stiirmer concluded likewise that the liberal majority in Frank-
fure was “victim of its own interests” because as property owners and members of the

17



Money and liberty in modern Europe

educated classes, the men who made up that majority hesitated to call upon the arti-
sans and journeymen in the streets for political support. The real facts of interest over-
"% According to
Reinhart Koselleck, “Fear of a mass uprising threw the bourgeoisie back upon the

came the “naive” belief in the “unity of liberalism and democracy.

state,” ensuring that the force which brought the constitutional movement to the
fore also brought it down. This force was the “social crisis” that had caused the revolu-
tion.>' Real forces, factors, and interests wreaked havoc on liberal ideals; historians
have consistently agreed with the breast-beating conclusions that the liberals pain-
fully worked out in the aftermath of the debacle. Now, however, to the consequences
of the liberal failure have been added the greater disasters of the twentieth century.

The real forces, factors, and interests that the liberals are said to have neglected
were, it is worth noting, those represented by social classes, by the old ruling elites
of the all-too-numerous German states on the one hand and by the troubled artisanal
and peasant masses on the other. In other words, the German liberals are said to have
failed to calculate in terms of a political struggle between upper and lower social
strata, a form of calculation that was supposedly central to the ideology of the (by
comparison) successful French Revolution.

The second thing to notice about the standard interpretation of 1848 in Germany
is that the liberals’ failure is often explained as resulting either from comparative
weakness or immaturity of the German boutgeoisie or else from its complete absence
from German society. This approach has been shared by a wide range of historians of
both Marxist and liberal persuasions because, in contrast to France, with its success-
ful Revolution, in Germany the failure of the revolution has not stimulated a search
for the revolutionary bourgeoisie. Many Marxists have seen the bourgeoisie of that
time as failing to be revolutionary, as engaging in “an alliance with the nobility and a
common front against the mass of the people,” as Helmut Bleiber puts it.** Their op-
ponents have gone a step further, insisting that the term “bourgeoisie” in the Marxist
sense is not really appropriate to the Germany of the pre-March era.>* What most his-
torians have had to say about the social origins of the German liberals of 1848, in
fact, resembles very closely what the revisionists in France have maintained about the
social origins of the Revolution of 1789. The resemblance is so close that it makes
one pause. After all, if the social origins of the two events were so similar, then ori-
gins alone explain nothing about the failure of 1848 in Germany.

According to Krieger, the most important source of support for German liberal-
ism in the pre-March era came from “those members of the older middle classes who
grew with the quantitative development of the German economy until they reached
the point of feeling hemmed in by aspects of a system to which they were still com-
mitted.” By “older middle classes” Krieger means port merchants, prosperous peas-
ants, urban artisans, and above all members of the “intellectual estate” —that is, pro-
fessors, writers, lawyers, and reform-minded bureaucrats who felt both a “desire for
modern liberal reforms” and a “continuing attachment” to existing institutions.**
James Sheehan remarks in summary that “it is misleading to consider the social basis
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of liberalism as some kind of embryonic ‘bourgeoisie’ that dimly reflects analogous
groups in England, France, or Belgium. Instead we must see them as vividly reflect-
ing the diverse and fluid realities of the German Vormirz.”** Wolfram Fischer has
provided a careful investigation of the social underpinnings of liberalism in Baden,
the most liberal of German states before 1848, showing that it was high-level bureau-
crats in charge of the administration who, elected to the Landrat (the new con-
stitutional Parliament), led the opposition after 1819. Economically Baden was par-
ticularly backward; its small towns and numerous independent peasants provided few
candidates for political leadership; but liberal officials won easy popularity and domi-
nated the Landrat.’® From the least likely of social origins in the least likely of states
arose the most successful liberal movement of the period. Likewise it has been shown
that in Prussia’s Rhineland territories, reform bureaucrats, ranking nobles, and rich
urban merchants, bankers, and manufacturers mingled on equal footing in social
clubs and arranged legal and administrative reforms through intimate and informal
consultation. When the leading intellectual of the region, David Hansemann, urged
in the early 1830s that Prussia should have a constitution, he was careful to praise the
existing system and received a warm letter of thanks from the king for his thoughtful
proposals.®” Michael Stiirmer has remarked in general of 1848 that “the large-scale
merchants, manufacturers, bankers, lawyers, and professors neither in 1847 nor after-
wards became the spearhead of revolution” because they were too closely connected to
the landed interests of the eastern nobility and too habituated to the idea of reform
from above.”® They entered the revolutionary assemblies and ministries of 1848 only
halfheartedly.

More recent research has further undermined the idea that German liberalism be-
fore 1848 was a bourgeois phenomenon in any sense of the term. The enthusiastic
support of a wide spectrum of master craftsmen, shopkeepers, and even journeymen
for (often vague) liberal goals—brought to light in some recent studies—has made it
impossible to speak of liberalism as a middle-class ideology.”® Or, as Wolfgang
Schieder notes, “in Germany, in contrast to England and France, up until 1848 the
concept of a middle class {Mittelstand - literally, middle estate] continued to include
the whole unbroken biirgerlichen spectrum” —that is, the whole spectrum of town
dwellers o citizens.* The contrast with England and France in 1848 is valid, but it
must be remembered that the support of shopkeepers and journeymen for liberal
ideas in both France and England in the 1790s was equally conspicuous.

Koselleck reflects on the origins of revolution within urban Prussia this way:

The estate of towndwellers [stadsbiirger—literally, bourgesis in the old French le-
gal sense of the term], as it developed economically, pressed to become full citi-
zens of the state [Staatbiirgertum], a status from which they saw themselves
closed out by the very bureaucratic estate [Beamtenstand} which had set them
free economically and had given them full internal self-government. As soon as
the leaders of the bourgeoisie [Biirgertum) gained sufficient strength from the so-
cial grievances—the reverse side of economic freedom—to put pressure on the
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whole constitution of the state, they were able to force the transition from town

dweller to citizen. In a certain way, they drew those political conclusions from
. . 6

the management of reform that it was not possible to draw."’

Obviously, in their efforts to account for the causes of the German revolution of 1848
and its rapid failure, historians have been led into the same kind of linguistic difficul-
ties as have the revisionists in France. By subtle redefinitions and intricate interweav-
ing of incommensurate terms they have sought to convey a sense of the growing in-
congruity of the existing system of social stratification in Germany in the pre-March
era. Krieger's notion that the “old middle classes” were feeling “hemmed in” is
highly reminiscent of Colin Lucas’s conclusion that commercial prosperity had cre-
ated “stress zones” within the French ruling elite by 1789. Koselleck’s masterful jux-
taposition of old and new social vocabulary conveys a sense of confusion and transi-
tion not unlike Chaussinand-Nogaret’s talk of the “communities of interest” —a very
modern notion of how society groups itself —that cut across the old corps within the
“transparent envelopes” of the orders.

By their very convergence these two lines of development within European histori-
ography threaten to undercut each other. If there was no revolutionary bourgeoisie in
France and yet the Revolution was successful, then the absence of a revolutionary
bourgeoisie in Germany is no explanation for its failure. Moreover, the inability of
the revisionists in France to come up with a viable alternative explanation of the
causes of the Revolution means that there is no new point of comparison with which
to develop new explanations of Germany’s failure. The alternatives proposed by revi-
sionists could easily be found in Germany. There were plenty of frustrated lower-
level officials in both countries. Marx and Engels are only the best known of a whole
host of German literary rabble, embittered by censorship and exclusion, who rushed
to take advantage of the new situation in 1848. There was certainly plenty of new
money looking anxiously for landed estates, government positions, and titles of nobil-
ity in Germany. The old nobility had indisputably gone a long way down the road of
embourgeoisement, probably farther in Germany by 1848 than in France a half-century
earlier; and in both cases the inclination to close ranks and draw artificial distinctions
more sharply was growing. One is inclined to conclude that there is currently no satis-
factory social explanation for the profound contrast between these two revolutions,
just as there is currently no accepted social explanation of the first one.

Of course, not every author cited here attributes the failure of 1848 directly and
explicitly to the absence of a revolutionary bourgeoisie. Recent interpretations have
muted — without neglecting —the role of this factor. Both Stiirmer and Sheehan, for
example, take pains to explore the impact of German disunity and the European bal-
ance of power on the course of the revolution.®* Political disunity has more recently
been conceived of as having social as well as political consequences. As Mack Walker
has argued, the existence of numerous small, independent states created the condi-
tions necessary for the eventual rift between “hometownsmen” and the “General Es-
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tate” —that is, between artisans and shopkeepers and the liberal elite.* (Note,
again, the playing with social vocabulary.) Sheehan has shown how the diversity of
German states impeded national organization among liberals, pushing them to view
their movement as a community of the spiric rather than a concrete political interest
group.® But then, the party of Enlightenment and reform was equally devoid of for-
mal organization in France up until the spring of 1789 and equally believed itself na-
ively to have no need of such things. Furthermore, there was plenty of particularist
sentiment among French “hometownsmen” on the eve of the Revolution. The cabiers
de doléance are full of complaints about local matters, denunciations of machinery
and economic progress, and demands to shore up the guilds. The Vendée uprising
and the federalist revoles of the summer of 1793 demonstrate strong local loyalties
and an abysmal lack of understanding of national-level politics among provincial
populations.® The only difference that remains secure between the German and the
French cases is that Germany had no political focal point, no capital city, no single
governmental structure for the revolutionaries to seize and hold onto. But if chis is
all that distinguishes the two cases, then it would seem to follow that there is no rela-
tionship between the structure of German society in 1848 and the peculiar unfolding
of the revolutionary crisis there—a highly unsatisfactory idea. Perhaps a question
ought to be raised about the conventional distinction between state and society.

The identification of classes and interests in late nineteenth-century Germany is a
field equally filled with confusion and paradox. As Germany’s rapid industrialization
proceeded and the institutional forms of Bismarck’s unified state were consolidated
and accepted after 1871, there was an accompanying social transformation of the rul-
ing elite that makes the identification of “aristocratic” and “bourgeois” elements in-
creasingly arbitrary. Yet historians have insisted on making such identifications and
on asserting that the aristocratic element remained tragically preeminent in Ger-
many in contrast to the other industrializing nations. Closer scrutiny of the specifics
of such arguments, especially in a comparative context, raises serious difficulties.
The German bourgeoisie, for example, is said to have become “feudalized,” to have
adopted, that is, feudal, nonliberal values in emulation of the preeminent Prussian
Junkers who continued to dominate the government in Bismarck’s new empire. Usu-
ally cited in this context is the increasingly conservative outlook of the bureaucracy
at all levels, the rush of businessmen for titles of nobility and landed estates, the in-
fluence of the reserve officer corps, the aristocratic code of honor propagated by stu-
dent brotherhoods.® The search for evidence of feudalizing elements in bourgeois life
has sometimes been pushed to extremes. One historian has argued that the growch of
middle-class suburbs after 1870 represented a search for the prestige of rural estates.
Heidi Rosenbaum, recognizing that suburbs appeared everywhere in the Western
world abour this time, denies the significance of this factor but points nonetheless to
the prevailing taste for building “lictle castles” or imitation palaces as a sign of bour-
geois “aristocratization.”®” But obviously this was also a very general pattern, as true
of late nineteenth-century Chicago as of Berlin.
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In reality all of these facets of “feudalization” can be found in abundance in other
European countries, a fact that has led two recent comparative studies to quite oppo-
site conclusions. Arno Mayer in his Persistence of the Old Regime has extended the
feudalization idea to the whole of European society; it was not difficult for him to
find evidence of the middle-class pursuit of titles, of noble marriage partners, of
landed property, and of military honor in every country he looked at.®® Almost simul-
taneously David Blackbourn turned the argument on its head.® If Germany was simi-
lar to other countries, in his view, it merely shows that the bourgeoisie actually did
dominate German politics and social life by the end of the nineteenth century.
Where others have insisted that only real parliamentary sovereignty represents the
proper form of bourgeois domination, Blackbourn sees such domination in the cre-
ation of a public realm, of Oeffentlichkeit in Habermas’s sense, the existence of which
does not depend on true parliamentary sovereignty. The spread of zoos, museums,
and opera, the flourishing of the press, the organization of parties and of a parliamen-
tary forum, even a debilitated one, in Germany after 1870 prove that this was indeed
a bourgeois society. Evidence of “feudalization” Blackbourn dismisses as merely signs
that the bourgeoisie was now able to take over for itself the old symbols of aristocratic
domination; in other words, the apparent “feudalization” was only the final step in
the bourgeoisie’s rise to power.

This kind of interpretive game can be played endlessly. What Mayer sees as signs
of aristocratic “flexibility” and “adaptability” — for example, the adoption of capital-
ist management and open sale of East Prussian estates—Blackbourn triumphantly
points to as indicators of embourgeoisement. One is soon reduced to speaking, not of
classes and their interests, but of the complex interplay of values, the subtle transfor-
mation of social symbols. It is just in this sense that Michael Stiirmer has recently
characterized German society of the late nineteenth century from the kaiser down as
fundamentally bourgeois in its values. On the same tack Pat Thane and José Harris
have recently, half in jest, coined the term “aristocratic boutgeoisie” to refer to Euro-
pean bankers in the period after 1880. The condition of using these terms meaning-
fully appears increasingly to be that one detach them from any exact socioeconomic
definition. Soon the identification of any one person or thing as strictly bourgeois or
strictly aristocratic begins to appear gratuitous. Whether the elaborate paternalism
of the Krupp enterprise, for example, was a sign of feudal backwardness or a facet of
advanced capitalist rationality is not a question to be resolved by looking at evi-
dence.” Out of such material one may consttuct a history of the German catastrophe
to fit any taste; it can be laid to the domination of the bourgeoisie or else to its de-
feat, to the abstractness and lack of realism of German liberalism or to its overly real-
istic assessment of power relations, to the backward or to the progressive character of
German capitalism. Indeed, all of these characteristics are cited together in some
cases without any sense of contradiction.

The idea of class has been a central one in European politics ever since Sieyes wrote
his pamphlet “What Is the Third Estate?” For a long time the idea of class interest
has provided a hardheaded, apparently realistic underpinning to narratives of Euro-
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pean social history in the nineteenth century used both by acrors like Bismarck and
Lasker and by observers. For long it guided innumerable hiscorians through the con-
fusing maze of evidence that always arises when the details of social life are under in-
vestigation. But it has reached a point of diminishing recurns, not just for the under-
standing of revolution but also for the understanding of normal times. Enough of the
maze has been plotted out to show that too many paths crisscross class boundaries in
countless directions both inside and outside politics.

Some may feel no discomfort with this state of affairs and may even view it as
normal. Human reality is complex; the power of language is limited. One cannot
expect the term “class” when used with theoretical rigor to yield neat resules. It is
really superior practice, some will insist, for historians like Chaussinand-Nogaret,
Koselleck, or Walker to mix the social vocabularies of different periods and cheories
or to invent expressions of their own in the search to convey to the reader a sense of
the delicate balance of perception and practice that characterized a particular pe-
riod. “Class” is simply one additional less-than-adequate social term available to his-
torians, with its own advantages and drawbacks. There is much to be said for this
view. Nonetheless, even its supporters must recognize that this approach to histori-
cal explanation requires the greatest attentiveness to vocabulary. The concept of
class has a long historical association with rigorous theorizing about society. No
one can afford to be indifferent to the implications that the term carries with it as a
result of its history. A critique of rigorous usage of the term may show that all us-
age of it is dangerously misleading.

STANDARD OF LIVING AND WAY OF LIFE IN ENGLAND

The question of the revolutionary bourgeoisie has stimulaced little discussion among
historians of nineteench-century England, not only because there was no revolution
but also because the existence of a numerous and growing business class has never
been challenged. Instead, the search for a bourgeois revolution has been excended
backward into the seventeenth century, and controversy over class and class interest
in the nineteenth century has focused on the formation and political behavior of an in-
dustrial working class.

Early on, the actempr to interpret cthe Puritan rebellion of 1640—49 as a bourgeois
revolution raised difficulcies of exactly the same character as those encountered in the
case of the French Revolution. Just like France in 1789 or Germany in 1848, En-
gland in 1640 had no numerous group of industrial capitalists organized to defend
its interests or grasp for power. Since the ruling elite was made up almost exclusively
of substantial landowners, controversy has arisen over whether some segment or scra-
tum of this elice had emerged to form a new “gentry” class, capitalist landowners, in
sum, with a businesslike outlook and the ability to prosper in a harsh, inflationary
economy. It is not possible to follow this long argument through all of its steps here;
in the end, just as in che French case, the discussion seems to have mired itself in an
inconclusive and unsatisfactory lack of clarity about social relations, prestige, values,
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and standards. The principal antagonists, instead of talking about identifiable
classes, have fallen to discussing “status inconsistency” (“stress zones”), to question-
ing the existence of a social crisis, or to disputing whether the Puritan defenders of
parliamentary power had ulterior motives (especially, fear of the lower orders) or were
in actuality sincerely concerned with liberty and salvation.”" A large measure of agree-
ment exists about the nature of social change in the period by now, but not about its
causes or the proper social vocabulary for discussing the shifting subtleties of rank
and influence. Said Lawrence Stone in 1972, “The rise of the gentry, interpreted as
something a good deal more profound and complicated than merely a redistribution
of economic resources, is politically the single most important social development of
the age.””” But, it may be objected, the issue from the very beginning of this contro-
versy has been the question whether a metaphor such as “the rise of the gentry,” with
all its familiar narrative implications, is really a useful way to think about the “pro-
found and complicated” shifts and reversals that occurred. Stone, like Vovelle, belies
himself.

The most recent shift in the direction of the debate over the Puritan rebellion was
signaled by the appearance in 1979 of Conrad Russell's Parliaments and English Poli-
tics, 1621—10629, an immensely detailed narrative of parliamentary proceedings dut-
ing the troubled 1620s.7? It is noteworthy that this narrative allows Russell to docu-
ment in abundance the thesis that members of Parliaments were ambivalent, that
they had no one clearly focused desire or interest, but were torn between the conflict-
ing pulls of county loyalties, crown demands, and court patronage. By implication,
notions of class or class interest can offer no help in understanding this complex moti-
vational web. There is in fact a parallel argument about the French Revolution re-
cently propounded by Patrice Higonnet. In his view 1789 was a moment of flux; de-
spite the emerging overall unity of the elite, the old distinction between nobleman
and commoner retained just enough persuasive power to polarize the political arena
in a way that was not strictly in accord with social fact. People were ambivalent, and
social epithets helped them resolve their ambivalence, albeit in ways that were not
very fruitful over the long run. It is remarkable that, with reference to both revolu-
tions, historiography is now penetrating the shell of the individual to find there, not
desires or interests, but collectively significant uncertainties, imposed from the out-
side by prevailing vocabulary or by institutional contexts.™

The period of the industrial revolution proper in England, roughly from about
1770 to 1850, according to a traditional interpretation, gave rise to a full-blown mar-
ket system. The establishment of this system required the mobilization of all the ba-
sic factors of production—land, labor, and capital —so that they could be put up for
sale at competitive prices to industrial entrepreneurs. Enclosure transformed the
land, banking institutions created a capital market, population growth and economic
dislocation threw up a propertyless laboring class ready to sell its services for wages.
The principal change in social structure, therefore, was long considered to have been
not within the elite so much as among the poor: the creation of the working class.
The most remarkable fact about the historiography of this question is that the great-
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est Marxist historian to deal with it and its principal revisionist are one and the same
person, E. P. Thompson.

Before the publication of E. P. Thompson's The Making of the English Working
Class in 1963, historians had assumed that the development of industry had directly
created a new class of wage laborers who were directly responsible for the disruptive
protest movements of Luddism, Owenism, and Chartism.” A new class meant a new
contender for power. This idea could be traced back to Marx and Engels (or even fur-
ther), but, like so many other features of the revolutionary scenario, it was not ac-
tively disputed by non-Marxists.”® Controversy arose instead over whether this new
class’s protests were justified, whether the pioneers of industrialism or its enemies de-
served the greater sympathy of posterity, whether industrialization as carried out in
England was or was not in the general interest.

Central to this controversy was the question of standards of living. Defenders of in-
dustrialism hoped to disarm its critics if they could show that its benefits were early
and widely distributed. The Luddites and Chartists could then be viewed as mis-
guided, or at best as exceptional victims of an essentially benign process. Critics of in-
dustrialism saw the danger of such a strategy, and they responded in two ways. First,
they successfully disputed the optimistic figures on standards of living put forward
by their opponents. Further rounds of research followed; the obvious documentary re-
sources were in time exhausted. All general answers, it became apparent, were bound
to be inconclusive. Nonetheless, agreement gradually emerged that the standard of
living of the English poor may have actually tended slightly downward during the
early decades of the industrial revolution as the demands of investment in plant and
infrastructure weighed heavily on the growing national product. But by 1850 or
thereabouts, all concurred, things definitely began to get better.”” Secondly, those
who sympathized with the working class and its protests sought to shift the ground
of argument away from the standard of living narrowly conceived to larger and more
diffuse questions of morality, environmental deterioration, and political oppression.
Even if members of the new working class suffered on the average only slight rever-
sals in their living standards, they nonetheless saw a general deterioration in the qual-
ity of their relationships, their surroundings, and their political voice.”

Thompson concentrated on the latter strategy, but in the process of gathering an
extensive and detailed documentation for such an argument he also became aware of
an extraordinary diversity of economic standing, social prestige, relations to the
means of production, political participation, and self-consciousness among the labor-
ing poor at the very time the factory system was supposed to have been homogeniz-
ing them into a single working class. Rather than being dismayed, he welcomed this
discovery: After all, it undercut the relevance of the standard-of-living debate even
more effectively than he at first, perhaps, hoped. At the same time, he put forward
an avowedly Marxist interpretation of all the diverse protests against change in differ-
ent trades and regions that he carefully catalogued. They were, he said, the actions of
a class making itself. Across all this diversity a single pattern was discernible, “exploi-
tation” —at once a political and an economic attack on established modes of produc-
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tion and the ways of life they supported. Exploitation was the stimulus of working-
class formation, defined as the laboring poor’s coming to awareness of cheir unity of
interests against the propertied entrepreneurial elite. The working class consciously
made itself out of the diverse ingredients that had entered the maw of commencing
industrialization and laissez-faire reform.”

Apart from the problems that this thesis generated within English working-class
history, for both the early nineteenth century and after, its bold sweep and its capac-
ity to encompass inexhaustible empirical details were alone sufficiently stunning to
require time before its implications were all digested.* Thompson had in effect
openly embraced revisionism of the very kind that Marxists were resisting in the de-
bate over the French Revolution or the Puritan rebellion. From his own evidence it
was all too easy to see that there was no uniform class of wage laborers behind the
stormy protest movements of the period. Any facile link between social structure and
political conflict seemed definitively ruled out. On Thompson’s evidence alone his
thesis has been disputed.®’ The majority of those who engaged in protest or resis-
tance were clearly from artisanal trades, often independent craftsmen, whose tradi-
tions went deep into the past but whose future was doomed. Wheelwrights,
stockingers, saddlers, shoemakers, and tailors were condemned to skill dilution and
gradual disappearance; they were not the working class but its preindustrial predeces-
sors. Yet Thompson insisted that they be included in the ranks of the new class on
the grounds that that is how they came to see the matter (a difficult contention to dis-
prove with evidence alone). By shifting the definition of the notion of class onto the
terrain of consciousness he saved the old scenario even as he undermined it. This feat
has been the admiration and frustration of labor historians ever since. In the end it
has been necessary to question whether Thompson’s solution can remain the defini-
tive one. In the meantime, in the sphere of working-class history at least, he has
forced Marxists and non-Marxists alike to confront the issue of class consciousness in
its own right—and therefore also the issues of social vocabulary, ritual, tradition, col-
lective action, and so on. These can no longer be considered ancillary matters to be
dealt with after the basic facts of economy and social structure are known. In the end
the status of such basic facts and their relation to consciousness has become unclear
since consciousness has a way of creating its own basic facts and its own interests. The
differences between Marxist and non-Marxist in the face of such difficulties have lost
their sharpness of definition.

A good example is the debate over the “labor-aristocracy” question in late nine-
teenth-century England. Labor aristocracy is one of those peculiar, paradoxical no-
tions like the feudalization of the bourgeoisie in imperial Germany. It goes back to
Lenin, who wanted to explain the absence of a revolutionary socialist movement in
England. Again it is a question of something that did not happen, of a class that did
not defend its interests or grasp for power in proper form. Lenin claimed that English
industry had bought off the most highly skilled and self-conscious members of the
working class by giving them a share in the superprofits of colonial exploitation.*
Under the impact of Thompson-inspired historical investigation, however, the diver-
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sity and complexity of the so-called labor aristocracy have been fully explored. Le-
nin’s thesis in its simplest form has fared rather poorly, not because the issue of En-
gland’s privileged economic position in the world at that time is deemed irrelevant,
but because it has been impossible to draw a simple causal link between that privi-
leged world position and the political and social outlook of the English working
class. Some of the labor aristocrats, it turns out, worked in unskilled jobs at tasks as-
signed in other countries to women and children.” Even the wages of the most
skilled were lower than those of equivalent U.S. workers.® The strength and persis-
tence of deference have been explained as arising, not from high wages or conspicu-
ous privilege, but from the experience of workplace authority, from a particular fic
between familial and workplace social needs, or from a widening split between sub-
versive thought and accommodative action made possible by the “essentially incoher-
ent and fragmented character of ideology.”®® Not money but a host of finely articu-
lated social ties and a negotiated cultural leadership allowed many mid-Victorian
industrialists even to count on the votes of their employees for Tory candidates.
Merely to support the Liberal Party was, for many, an act of bold independence.®
For others it meant deference not to employer but to an intermediate class.®” Even in
this truly liberal social order, it appears, political allegiance was determined by senti-
ments of loyalty, deference, and admiration for social betters in which considerations
of class interest, strictly defined, played only a negligible role.

Those who were not labor aristocrats, the unskilled casual laborers and outwork-
ers, did not follow the moderate lead of their better-off class brethren in any case. In-
stead, Gareth Stedman Jones has argued, they retreated into a reserved and sullen re-
jection of society as a whole, finding an outlet for their social and political alienation
in the corner pub and the Victorian music hall. This “remaking” of the working class
transformed even those who shared least in the superprofits of empire into a conserva-
tive element in the social order.®

Even before Thompson’s work appeared, similar research was already under way
in France and there were glimmerings in Germany as well. By 1963 Michelle Perrot,
Maurice Agulhon, Remi Gossez, and Rolande Trempé, for example, were already at
work in France on large projects of a kindred nature.® All sought to characterize the
elusive unity that held together variegated groupings of shopkeepers, artisans, peas-
ants, laborers, and their middle-class leaders in nineteenth-century protest move-
ments. Perrot’s vast study, organized as an almost platonic picture of the typical
Third Republic strike, generalizes across the whole diverse range of working-class ex-
perience; Agulhon’s notion of an archaic peasant communalism as the mobilizing ele-
ment behind the uprising of 1851 closely parallels Thompson’s views on the transi-
tional nature of, for example, the Luddites. In the last decade numerous studies have
appeared on both France and Germany, directly inspired by Thompson, all seeking
to achieve a similar balance between the exploration of diversity and the identifica-
tion of unifying conscious experiences among the laboring poor of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Numerous variations on Thompson’s solution have been tried out. Skilled arti-
sans and industrial workers have been seen as brought by ephemeral trade crises into
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momentary political alliances.” Members of certain trade groups—miners, mule
spinners, seamstresses—once considered to be archetypical industrial workers have
been shown to be more like artisans in pay, skill level, or habitual outlook.”” No one
speaks of the “proletariat” anymore but of “proletarianization” —a term that can be
used to cover a distutbingly wide variety of specific alterations in status, skill, pay,
or political consciousness.” By an act of faith implicit in the word, all such changes
are deemed to be tending toward a single, if still distant, end point.

Even the notion of the self-conscious artisan has now come under attack in its turn
as an oversimplification, a myth, propagated in part by literate, militant artisans of
the past who, in reality, hated their work and would have preferred to be middle
class.®® The revisionism implicit in Thompson’s approach, despite his brilliant last-
ditch defense of the idea of the working class, has triggered a constantly widening
awareness of the extraordinary range of statuses, experiences, and political aspirations
that characterized those who worked with their hands in the nineteenth century. As
in the case of the nonexistent revolutionary bourgeoisie, whether in France or Ger-
many, as in the case of the “flexible” aristocracies of England and Prussia or the
“feudalized” middle classes of Bismarck's empire, so in the case of the European work-
ing class, social historians over the last two decades have been brought to a point
where no characterization of a group’s identity or unity seems immune from chal-
lenge. Whenever it becomes a question of linking political comportment with social
or economic status, endless subtleties and the constant discovery of new exceptions
and subgroups have taken the place of the simple schemas of class conflict. It has be-
come difficult to dispute any one historian’s thesis for the simple reason that all are
equally disputable and the critique itself seldom immune from challenge.

THE PROBLEM OF COLLECTIVE INTERESTS

Should the concept of class be dispensed with entirely? Some insist that it should.
They point out that prerevolutionary French society, for example, was a society of “or-
ders” or “estates.” These were the words used then, and therefore they are the only
words historians should use.®* But this is an unacceptable alternative. The social vo-
cabulary of a particular society at a particular moment is not the same thing as its so-
cial structure. The way relationships are spoken about or thought about is not the
same thing as the way they are. Whether class or some other concept is used, it is nec-
essary for historians to have a social vocabulary of their own with which to distin-
guish and discuss different forms of human relationships. Social terms and concepts
are an important element of human relationships but are not identical to them. It is
precisely when the terms fail that social change becomes likely. Explaining change is
impossible without an independent vantage point. At the same time the use of any so-
cial vocabulary by the historian is going to be itself a highly political act, implying
preferences and principles not shared by all.

Part of the originality of Thompson’s contribution is that he redefined the term
“class” to apply simultaneously to an economic and political predicament and to the
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consciousness of that predicament that emerged in response among its victims.
Thompson insisted repeatedly that exploitation, as he called it, was no more struc-
tural or unconscious than the opposition it provoked. Each was one side of a human
relationship. But he has never fully spelled out the implications of this view.

Lawrence Stone, with his usual lucidity, has commented on the search for origins
of the Puritan rebellion in a manner applicable to the whole current status of social
history:

If the historian is to reduce his evidence to intelligible order he is obliged to use
abstract concepts and collective nouns. In discussing society he deals in groups
labelled peasants, yeomen, gentry and aristocracy; or tenants and landlords,
wage-labourers and capitalists; or lower class, middle class and upper class; or
Court and Country; or bourgeois and feudal. . . . Every individual can be classi-
fied in many different ways. . . . In assessing the motives of the single individ-
ual, the precise admixtute of calculation and emotion, the effects of heredity and
environment, are difficult enough to determine even when the evidence is avail-
able in unusual quantities. How much more complicated it all becomes when it
is a question of handling these abstract nouns, of dissecting them and of petceiv-
ing the precise relevance of the various threads which make up the pattern not of
individual but of collective behavior.”*

This represents a cogent statement of at least a part of the problem. Social historians
have been scruggling for a long time to identify with some security a social dimension
to the motives of political actors. This has been the principal means of linking political
conflict to underlying social causes. But both common sense and long experience of re-
search show that it is at best a slippery road on a foggy night that leads from social sta-
tus to political motive. Motive in the best of circumstances is not observable and diffi-
cult to pin down. Any human action is influenced by as great a multitude of subjective
factors as of objective ones. This is so obvious that, on reflection, one must wonder why
it has taken so much work to establish that social history is not immune from the gen-
eral uncertainty that characterizes our knowledge of the motives of others.

The underlying assumption about human motives that went along with the old sce-
nario of class conflict and bourgeois revolution was, however, a simple and quite com-
pelling one. It still commands the allegiance of a great many. This assumption is that
on the whole, and especially in their social and political dealings with one another,
most people want money and power. This is not true of everyone, but it is true of
enough people that the traces of such desires should be unmistakable in history, espe-
cially if one looks at large-scale events like the French Revolution or the process of
industrialization in England or the unification of Germany. Here large numbers of hu-
man beings were involved in contending for money and power in the high-stakes are-
nas of politics, war, and capital investment. Social change was an inevitable side effect
of their contention. The problem of motives has usually been considered to be easier
when we look at the patterns of collective behavior. The complexities of individual per-
ception and calculation have been assumed to be washed out by the simplicity of the av-
erage person’s, and therefore of any large-enough group’s, desires. But a long struggle

29



Money and liberty in modern Europe

over the evidence has got to the point where Lawrence Stone can plausibly turn this as-
sumption on its head. Collective motives are not easier to understand, but harder. The
progress of research on a number of fronts points inevitably in this direction.

CLASS BY ANOTHER NAME

Is the concept of class, then, undergoing a crisis? It is only fair to say that many of
those involved in the areas of research reviewed in this chapter would not agree. So-
cial historians have in fact widely hailed recent developments in research as signs of
the concept’s vitality rather than of its decrepitude.®® That simple pairings of social
classes with political factions can no longer provide plausible explanations of conflict
or revolution, that the class identity of specific individuals or groups can no longer be
considered a straightforward issue—chese are causes not for concern, many believe,
but for celebration. At last the conditions have been realized for a definitive rework-
ing of the concept of class along Marxist lines; the challenge is variously seen as in-
volving a new conception of the relationships among consciousness, ideology, and
daily experience; or as requiring that class structures and class struggle be seen as op-
erating at a deeper, longer-term level of social reality, one that is not directly appat-
ent on the surface at any given moment. The concern with rethinking the relation
between ideology and experience shows up in recent works by William Sewell, Ray-
mond Williams, Rainer Wirtz, Sean Wilentz, and Jacques Ranciére. Concern with
the underlying struccure of classes and their conflicting interests is evident in the
work of Geoff Eley, Ronald Aminzade, David Abraham, and Hanna Schissler. These
approaches have been combined in E. P. Thompson’s controversial 1978 essay “Class
Struggle without Class?” and in the work of David Blackbourn.®’

At least two things may be said in favor of the view that class is undergoing not a
final crisis but a healthy period of reformulation. First, the general sense of class as a
dividing line, however fuzzy its edges, between empowerment and impotence, au-
thority and deference, security and fear, is in no way challenged by the findings of
the new research that has been reviewed here. No one has suggested that modern soci-
ety is not characterized by stark differentials in access to subsistence goods, to educa-
tion, to physical comforts, to authority, or to political influence. Insofar as “class” is
the term used to refer to such differentials, it has obvious validity. Questions have
been raised only about two related notions deeply embedded in the concept of class
that informed the old Marxist scenario of revolution: (1) the notion of relation to the
means of production as an unambiguous marker of class identity and (2) the notion
that individual political factions ought to be seen as representing the interests of spe-
cific classes defined in terms of this unambiguous marker.

Second, new thinking about class among social historians has been paralleled by a
general shift in the treatment of class and class conflict within the Marxist tradition
as a whole since World War II. This shift is evident in the rediscovery of Gramsci, as
well as in the writings of figures like Ralf Dahrendotf, Nicos Poulantzas, Lucio
Colletti, Pierre Bourdieu, or more recently, Erik Wright and Michael Burawoy.98
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Constantly at issue in the writings of these and other recent Marxist thinkers are the
two linked difficulties mentioned in the previous paragraph. These two problems
have emerged as central not only in historical research but in any attempt to give a
Marxist account of the rise of the new middle class in the twentieth century, of the
failure of the old working class to retain a revolutionary stance vis-a-vis the estab-
lished order, or of the spread of revolution in peripheral peasant and plantation-domi-
nated countries. Solutions of considerable variety have by now been proposed to these
difficulties; some resemble each other closely, but each one has quite distinct implica-
tions. Two recent and very influential proposals illustrate the nature of the problem:
Pierre Bourdieu has insisted that there is a kind of “cultural” capital circulating in
modern societies that shapes elite access to power and to surplus approptiation in
ways quite different from fixed productive capital.® Erik Wright, in his search to ac-
count for the complexity of class structure in present-day industrial societies, has pro-
posed two whole new mechanisms of exploitation —in addition to the traditional ones
of feudal coerced labor and wage labor. He calls them skill-based and organization-
based exploitation. (Wright adds that none of these four mechanisms apply to exploit-
ative relations within families or households.)'® One can see a close resemblance be-
tween Bourdieu's notion of cultural capital and Wright's concepts of skill-based and
organization-based exploitation; but one must also recognize that in the Wright
scheme, a whole new theory of history results, with two completely new stages of
revolution, while in Bourdieu's nothing of the sort is expressed or implied.

The profusion of such inventions in recent years testifies to the vitality of the
Marxist tradition and to the creative energies unleashed by the effort to bring refrac-
tory new evidence into the scope of the theory’s basic categories. But one may le-
gitimately question whether all these new theoretical departures do not add up toa
fundamental alteration in the status of the theory itself. Will it not be necessary to
conclude in the end that Marxist theory represents not a discovery, not a form of
knowledge or a “science,” but instead an interpretive framework that consists of
categories built on underlying metaphors and that is infinitely manipulable? If so,
then the crisis of the class concept for the Marxist tradition consists not of the fact
that there is no way to rework class to fit new findings or to answer revisionist ob-
jections but of the fact that there are too many ways to rework it, all of which are
equally successful, none of which is evidently superior to any of the others. One
can speak of classes as distinguished by their access to cultural capital, or to organi-
zational capital, or to sexual capital. Do advertisers engage in symbol-based exploi-
tation? One can speak, as Burawoy does, of class relationships that “manufacture
consent” or of what he calls “the politics of production,” or for that matter of the
“production of politics” or the “politics of reproduction.”®" Following Bourdieu,
one can speak of the “mode of production of opinion.” One can discover class con-
flict in the design of a bathroom or in the Nicene Creed. One can measure the ex-
traction of surplus value from the “labor” of Hollywood movie extras. This is all to
the good. The claim being made here is not that such novel manipulations serve no
purpose. On the contrary, nothing is more important than the continued elabora-
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tion of such penetrating juxtapositions of terms. The claim is that much current
discussion of new notions of class is based on metaphorical extensions or inversions
of received Marxist categories that are thereby revealed to be no more than meta-
phors themselves.

Marx took many of his basic terms from Ricardian political economy, a theoretical
language whose metaphorical origins were already lost in the past before Marx came
across it. Ricardo by 1817 could assume, for example, that his readers were habitu-
ated to thinking of society as a vast marketplace; so deeply had this metaphor taken
root by then that the original insight encoded into it had been lost from view. Meta-
phors give insight, after all, only so long as one remembers that they are metaphors —
that is, constructs, human artifacts. By 1817 the idea that prices were measurements
akin to experimental findings in chemistry or observations of stars and planets in as-
tronomy also had a long history. Had it been otherwise no one would have accepted,
to say nothing of understanding, Ricardo’s highly schematic, breathlessly abstract
theory of wages and rents, which resembled nothing so much as a Newtonian model
of the solar system or Carnot’s laws of thermodynamics. For Ricardo, not only was so-
ciety a great marketplace but this marketplace operated by laws not of human mak-
ing whose discovery was the legitimate object of scientific inquiry. No figure of
speech for him, but self-evident truth, was embodied in the idea that society was
“like” a market or a market “like” the solar system. Marx subjected Ricardo’s highly
technical language to a dialectical critique. In Marx’s hands, not just Ricardian
theory but the whole language of the liberal tradition—-including key words like
“class,” “labor,” “commodity,” or “value” — was shown to be an instrument of mystifi-
cation in its everyday meanings. Yet he never jettisoned the terms that he unmasked.
Once he was fully aware of their limits and their dangers, he saw no reason to replace
them.

More will be said of this in Chapter 3. It is enough to note here that the con-
cept of class in both the liberal and the Marxist traditions always refers back to rela-
tionships of exchange. Where money is involved in these relationships, the precise
quantities exchanged remain central, in both traditions, to one’s estimation of the
character of the relationship. If the money is deemed to be an insufficient retribu-
tion for the quantity of commodity or service delivered, then the class relationship
in question is an exploitative one. The principal bone of contention between the
two traditions has been and continues to be how one decides what represents suffi-
cient retribution. In the Marxist tradition, one accepts that money is an instcrument
of measurement and contends only that prices are always inaccurate reflections of
true value.

The aim of this study, however, will be to shift the whole controversy onto en-
tirely new grounds, to replace the underlying metaphorical structure of the language
in common usage in both traditions. A given quantity of money, it will be argued,
means ucterly different things to different people. In the end, modern society is less
like a marketplace than like a royal court in which belief in the validity of prices is
like the profound respect once accorded to titles and degrees of nobility, with all the
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finely calculated —and utterly illusory —distinctions of personal worth they make pos-
sible. And, as at court, those who do not believe, or do not act as though they be-
lieve, receive no invitation to the banquet.

But before these issues can be pursued further, some consideration of recent at-
tempts by social historians to employ new interpretive methods is in order. That
will be the task of the next chapter. From a critique of these attempts will emerge
a very simple theory of history, a bate-bones schematism that says very little about
what the future will bring and that lays the groundwork for a new approach to
monetary exchange.

33



2 Meaning and its material base

ThE siMPLICITY OF THE NOTIONS of money and power has bewitched histori-
ans and others for a long time. One can interpret almost any action as arising from a
desire for money and power and end up with a quite plausible resule. Who is to say
that money and power do not motivate the pope in making a trip to Guatemala or
the young poet as he publishes his first volume of verse? Obviously, if either actor is
successful he or she will have more money and power, among other things. The idea
that this is the basic or underlying motive of human action links all realms of en-
deavor - religion, metaphysical speculation, politics, amateur astronomy, tulip grow-
ing —into an apparently neat, single skein of power relations. But seeking money and
power by writing a poem is a very different thing from doing so by selling short on
the New York Stock Exchange. The idea that both are merely different means to the
same end explains nothing about why individuals might choose such radically differ-
ent means or why some might succeed in gaining money and power by these diverse
means. This is exactly the problem that confronts social historical research today. It
is impossible to say why some provincial lawyers in France supported the Revolution
of 1789 and others did not or why, among those who did, some became Feuillants,
others Girondins, and others Montagnards.” For a long time it seemed plausible that
the collective interests of large groups —that is, of classes—were so self-evident that
organization and leadership were easily achieved around such interests. But there is a
crushing weight of evidence, painfully buile up, that now rules out this idea. Yet to
suppose that there is no systematic social dimension to the complex motives that
urge people forward is clearly unacceptable, is tantamount to saying that there is no
such thing as society, that groups have no influence over individuals, that we are all
droplets in a gaseous cloud tossed about in Brownian motion by the random impact
of loose motivational molecules.

MOTIVES IN PRACTICE

In the face of the dilemma just outlined, it is not surprising that social historians be-
gan turning to cultural anthropology, literary theory, and structuralist philosophy
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for assistance, nor chat one of the firsc resules was a forchrighe declaration of indepen-
dence for the realm of the cultural from the blunt facts of mere macerial incerests.

Natalie Davis in 1973, for example, in an influential essay entitled “Rites of Vio-
lence,” asserted that previous historical explanations of religious violence in six-
teenth-century France attributed too much importance to underlying economic mo-
tives.” The rhychm of religious violence did not correlate wich grain scarcicies or
price fluctuations, nor did the social composition of violent crowds allow one to dis-
cern economic conflicts of interest becween perpetrators and victims. Instead, Davis
argued, these occurrences must be taken at face value. Much as an echnographer
works in the field, the historian must search for deep regularities of meaning in the
words and actions of religious communities. She demonstrated, moreover, that there
were numerous and striking regularities to be found in the religious riots. Violent ac-
tion was usually an extension of some more common social activity; it served to dem-
onstrace theological doctrine, to purify the community of religious contamination,
to supplement the funccion of the magistrate. Davis developed a whole taxonomy of
violent acts revealing a profound spiricual, political, and social rift between che
Catholic and Reformed churches in sixteenth-century French towns.

In anocher arcicle that appeared at che same time, “The Moral Economy of the En-
glish Crowd in the Eighteencth Century,” E. P. Thompson rejected in terms even
more definite than Davis’s what he called “the spasmodic view of popular history” by
which collective actions are treated as “compulsive, racher than self-conscious or self-
activating,” as if they were “simple responses to economic stimuli.” For historians of
the spasmodic school, “it is sufficient to mention a bad harvest or a down-turn in
trade, and all requiremencs of hiscorical explanation are sacisfied.”> Thompson, like
Davis, had his eye on the interpretive methods of culcural anthropology as an alterna-
tive approach. He demanded that the popular masses of eighteench-century England
be credited at a minimum with the human capacicies that make possible “the delicate
tissue of social norms and reciprocities which regulaces che life of Trobriand islanders
and the psychic energies involved in the cargo cules of Melanesia.”

At about the same time historians were becoming aware of the work of Michel
Foucault, a philosopher who, drawing on his familiarity with French psychoanalysis
and scructuralist anchropology, began in che 1960s to interpret French social insticu-
tions and incellectual craditions of the eighteench and nineteenth cencuries. He em-
ployed what he called an “archaeological” method; that is, he in effecc assumed the ex-
istence of the most radical discontinuities over time in the way human beings used
language, with thoroughgoing effects on every realm of social and insticutional activ-
ity. He argued chac the linguistic, biological, and social “knowledge” of specific peri-
ods in the past differed in the same fundamental ways as did their asylums, econo-
mies, prisons, and schools from those of subsequent periods.* Foucault made the past
look suddenly, uncannily strange to historians whose stock-in-trade was continuity,
development, and connection. Foucault’s unfamiliar past required che same kinds of
interpretive care as Davis’s rioters or Thompson’s crowds. Clifford Geertz's impor-
tant collection of essays The Interpretation of Cultures also appeared in 1973, providing
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the example of an interpretive method that drew heavily on literary criticism and phe-
nomenology and whose potential for use in historical research was clear.® A great
many social historians saw these and other works as representing an important and
timely challenge, offering a possible way out of the dilemma that Lawrence Stone so
nicely summarized in 1972. Obviously interest could no longer be taken as some-
thing given, and the existence of class could no longer be taken as self-evident. What
unites people in the first instance is not common economic or political goals, but
what Davis calls “perception,” Foucault “the order of discourse,” Geertz “meaning.”
This dimension of social reality in the past had to be unearthed and reconstructed
with the loving care that an archaeologist employs when piecing together potsherds.

Application of these new methods (for there were significant variations among
them) of cultural interpretation and atcempts to solve the probiems that arise from
their application have been a major preoccupation of social historians working on all
three countries under consideration over the last decade. It is difficult to sum up the
results of these efforts because they are still largely confined to specialized studies
dealing with small fragments of the national pasts that do not quite add up to a
whole, revised vision. There has been a significant amount of work done, in English
history, on the development of political economy, revealing its intimate links to so-
cial conditions and political outlooks in that countty from the seventeenth through
the early nineteenth centuries.” The general project of the History Workshop group
in England, and the methodological debates over that project, have focused on im-
mensely detailed knowledge of day-to-day working-class life and struggle in the in-
dustrial era.® Thomas Laqueur and Gareth Stedman Jones have reexamined the pe-
riod of reform agitation and Chartism between 1815 and 1848, seeking to come to
terms with the “language” of working-class political action in a formative period.® In
Germany “Alltagsgeschichte,” that is, careful reconstruction of the shape of everyday
life, has come into vogue and stirred debate.’® In addition, the exercise of power by
bureaucratic elites has begun to receive close scrutiny, revealing the complex concep-
tions of honor and of social well-being that moved government officials in Prussia
and elsewhere to discipline social life so much more minutely than did English or
French administrators. German peasants and workers have been shown as well to
have been capable of subtle yet pervasive forms of resistance to the omnipotent reach
of elite authority. In the work of David Sabean and Alf Liidtke, popular culture no
fonger appears as an autonomous, unchanging sphere untouched by the developing
power of the state.™’

Rather than trying to review all of this work in detail, however, which would be
quite difficule, I will concentrate on the Davis essay just mentioned and on a few re-
cent works on the origin and course of the French Revolution. As always, attitudes to-
ward the great French Revolution of 1789—99 remain divided; but the interest of
this decisive episode has become, if anything, greater as new methods have arisen
that promise to put it in an entirely new light. As a result, recent work on this one
subject can offer a convenient means of reviewing the strengths and weaknesses of
new interpretive approaches to European history as a whole. What historians of the
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French Revolution have attempted to deal with, in particular, is a weakness inherent
in the works of Davis, Foucault, and Geertz and in the method of cultural interpreta-
tion in general, that is, the difficulty of depicting (not to mention accounting for)
change, which has always been, after all, the historian’s primary concern. The discus-
sion that follows will identify drawbacks in all these efforts and then attempt to get
beyond these drawbacks by outlining a new theory of history.

The picture Davis paints is static and monolithic. Because all evidence is used to
build up a picture of a single array of symbolic relationships, it is difficult to see how
this array developed, whether it varied from place to place, whether individuals var-
ied in their commitment to it, or why it declined later. Davis depicts communities
wholly given over to their particular religious world view, innocent of any second
thoughts or doubts, ignorant of any notion of a neutral, secular, nonreligious realm.
This view is difficult to square with other well-known facts about the period, with
the cynical maneuverings of the great families, the scheming of Catherine de Medici,
the guarded skepticism of Montaigne, or the blithe (and very popular) apostasy of
Henry IV."™ Cultural anthropology as currently practiced is a poor tool for under-
standing diversity, personal calculation, crisis, or change.

Of course, under normal circumstances individual doubts, fears, and ambiva-
lences raise few difficulties. Many areas of social action are so highly routinized and
rule-governed that the attitudes of the individual have little observable effect on
their operation. In such cases the motives of social actors are in effect prescribed. Indi-
viduals must either accept the prescribed motives and make them their own or else
cease to engage in that form of activity. This point requires illustration. Eighteenth-
century France was full of these kinds of routinized activity right up to the eve of the
Revolution and provides a convenient source of examples of how they worked.

It is not necessary to ask, for example, why a merchant partnership of La Rochelle
outfitted a ship in the 1730s. Only one motive was possible for engaging in such ac-
tivities: profit. Nor is it necessary to wonder why the partnership sent that ship to
West Africa in search of slaves to resell in Saint-Domingue in the Caribbean, where
indigo was loaded for transport back to La Rochelle. The Atlantic triangular trade
was well established by then and could be quite profitable, if the ship met with no
mishaps and if the Saint-Domingue planters’ letters of credit were good. Today, we
may deplore this face. We are shocked that a successful slave rebellion on board the
La Rochelle-based Galatée while off the African coast in 1737 appears in a merchant’s
journal as no more than an austere notice of unavoidable financial losses. ** It is repug-
nant that slave deaths on board ship were calculated as a normal part of operating
costs. ™

But it is not necessary to question the immediate motive of the individual mer-
chant. To be a2 merchant was to embrace the search for profit as it was then practiced.
By the eighteenth century international trade, from the individual participant’s
point of view, was a tightly organized cultural construct with rules as strict and out-
comes as clearly defined as in the game of chess. One either played to win or else one
did not play. What one did with one’s earnings was another matter. One was per-
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fectly free to continue plowing them back into trading ventures, but in actuality al-
most no one in La Rochelle or elsewhere did this indefinitely. Sooner or later most
successful merchant families began investing in land, a far less remunerative but
more secure form of wealth. Not to have done so would have marked any particular
merchant as an oddity, without necessarily endangering his reputation or that of his
family, however. The rules of profitable trade were rigorous and unambiguous. But
eighteenth-century French communities also had another set of rules for an ancillary,
less carefully laid-out game, that of family advancement. Profits from the first game
served as a ticket of entry into the second. Within this second game, by following
the prescribed course, with careful planning and a little luck, it was possible to man-
age a gradual social assent, slowly transferring the family’s wealth out of trade into
land and ennobling office. Robert Forster’s research has led him to argue that mer-
chants may have played the game of family advancement with less self-consciousness
than historians usually assume. "> But there is no doubt that the game’s existence and
the rules that governed it were known toall.

Over the long run there were many families that did not achieve this transition.
The problem may have been in part motivational. One may scrutinize individual
lives and account for such failures by discovering weaknesses of will, indifference,
troubles of conscience, dissipation of energy in unproductive channels, even outright
rebellion against the prescribed merchant way of life, with its distant and often illu-
sory goals, with its petty jealousies and invidious distinctions. Doubtless there were
hundreds of people in the merchant communities of La Rochelle or Bordeaux who did
not really want this way of life and turned away from its rigors wholly or partially,
ceding the advantage to those with greater sureness of purpose. Nonetheless, such pri-
vate doubts and disillusionments did nothing to change the game itself or to alter the
motive of family advancement that it prescribed. Of course, in 1789, the whole
applecart was upset; people possessed by other kinds of longings had a chance to
shine. Later, after 1799, when the old game of routine social advancement was fi-
nally reconstituted in France, it had new rules and prescribed an altered, but very
similar, set of motives.

The same could be said for every sphere of social life. It is not necessary to ask
what a journeyman windowmaker wanted when he left home on his rour de France
in 1759."° To go on the tour was to accept the desires that went along with ic. The
tour offered an escape from home and, beyond it, the possibility of mastership, free
from the petty commands and oppressions of journeyman status. It was a chance to
see the world, to collect stories of exploits and defeats, to prove one’s prowess and
skill, to make some money and spend it with a free hand, to enjoy the pageantry,
gallantry, and violence of the journeyman life. To do the tour without making
one’s own the desire for some of these things would have been very difficult. Un-
like the rules of international trade, but like the rules of family advancement, the
code of the journeyman tour left room for much flexibility and variation; but there
were nonetheless limits on the range of personal desires that could be accommo-
dated within it.
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To understand the rules of this kind of established practice, there is nothing to
match the methods pioneered by cultural anthropology. What drinking or violence
means within the whole range of journeyman practice, what the purchase of a rural
seigneyrie means within the merchant circles of La Rochelle—these are not matters
that can be summed up under the term “interest.” Instead, they require a literary evo-
cation based on the careful analysis of texts such as records of rituals, family letters,
autobiographies, laws and charters, treatises on social rank, or political speeches on
the virtues of specific reforms. "’

The only problem with the method of cultural interpretation is that it threatens
to leave the individual out of account in a manner different from, but not altogether
more convincing than, the old notion of class interest. He is dissolved into
typicality, treated as a bundle of symbolically significant conventions, as a member
of a symbolically defined, rather than a socioeconomic, class. This is exactly what
Natalie Davis intended to accomplish in her essay on religious riot, as she said in her
own defense two years after its publication:

We find we must imagine a multidimensional model of social structure, one
that incorporates and goes beyond the standard one of socio-economic classes.
We must stretch our definition of “social tensions” well beyond the issue of
wealth and poverty. And rather than being “covered by a religious cloak” {as Da-
vis's critic, Janine Estébe, contended], the social face of the Reformation is as
real as its obverse, the spiritual face, different sides of the same coin. 8

Instead of being dissolved in socioeconomic typicality, the individual is lost in cul-
tural convention; his impulses and tastes are nothing more than the integrated com-
ponents of a larger sociosymbolic coherence.

Such a method can always yield satisfying results in the study of a steady state. At
most moments of history, after all, there is almost nothing that the individual could
do that is not, in effect, anticipated by the established practices of society. Even if
one refuses to accept the prescribed motives of one’s milieu, in most societies this is
also a kind of routine, and there are both practical structures and ideas ready to be ap-
plied to it. Conversion to Calvinism was by 1560 in France an act surrounded by a
well-ordered array of contending conventional interpretations. Such conversion was
no longer a common means of rebellion by the eighteenth century. But one need only
read a few of the novels of that time— Manon Lescaut or Le paysan perverti—or a few of
the sermons of Bossuet or the Tablean of Mercier to realize that a halfhearted commit-
ment to a way of life or an outright rebellion against it was a normal occurrence. Devi-
ance was anticipated by moral thought, legal principle, the geography of urban
space, the current taxonomy of social forms, and the available furniture of the imagi-
nary."” Any individual aberration could be classified and yield an administrative file
as well as predictable private reactions. The interpretation of culture provides a
means of piecing together the world views that inspire the multifarious and
polyvalent routines that can make deviance, crime, and ennobling office look like
parts of the same coherent order.
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But interpretation of this kind entails great difficulty when it comes time to ex-
plain how societies get from one steady state to another. Before the clear boundaries
and organized violence of 1572 or 1793 were possible there must necessarily have oc-
curred a period of flux. What did the first lonely converts to Calvinism in the 1530s
think they were doing? Did they know they were starting a new church? What went
through the minds of the delegates to the Estates General of 1789 on the first day of
their meetings? No interpretation of the spectacle and pageantry of that session could
answer this question.

And this is a critical weakness, because the problem of motives would never have
arisen among social historians if the aim had not been to account for rapid social
change. In periods of revolutionary upheaval the question of motives gains a particu-
lar urgency, for those directly involved as well as for historians. When rapid change
occurs, the guiding hand of established practice fails to limit and structure the
choices individuals may make and therefore the things they can reasonably want. The
opportunities that a revolution opens up are unexpected and frightening; those who
seize the occasion are bound to be strong-willed — whatever else they are —bound to
have a depth of character that the old social routine would never have allowed them
to reveal. Such were, for example, Robespierre, the obscure young lawyer from Ar-
ras, or Madame Jeanne Phlipon Roland ci-devant de la Platiere, wife of an inspector of
manufactures and moderately successful encyclopedist of Amiens, both of whom
shone briefly and went to the guillotine. Before the crisis, like everyone else, they
were preoccupied with careers that gave only a moderate scope to their talents and as-
pirations. This is an indispensable feature of any form of social stability. After the cri-
sis, like everyone else, they found their motives subject to constant suspicion and
were constantly uncertain of others, both in the Assembly hall and on the steps of the
scaffold.

CRISES OF MEANING

Since the appearance of Davis’s essay attempts have been made to compensate for this
weakness of cultural interpretation by developing cultural theories that allow a place
for a dynamic of change within them. A number of these have focused on the French
Revolution, aiming to fill the explanatory vacuum created by the revisionists. In gen-
eral they have taken the form of a “crisis-of-meaning” interpretation: The revolution-
ary crisis is reinterpreted as one involving not ancien-régime society itself so much as
the social and political language of that society and the shifts, fault lines, and incon-
gruities to be found in this language.

Frangois Furet has developed a theory about the political function of discourse to
explain the outbreak and gradual radicalization of the Revolution.* According to
Furet, because the formation of public opinion was hindered and obscured by censor-
ship and privilege before the Revolution, concepts such as the nation or the people
had a vague and insubstantial quality to them that they retained through the 1790s.
The blindness of the Montagnards and the violence of their rule were simply symp-
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toms of a highly abstract political language born in the constrained atmosphere of ab-
solutist repression. Through the structure of discourse, arbitrary rule bred arbitrary
rule. In the absence of any established consultative procedure, what was to prevent
the sans-culottes from assuming that they represented and spoke for the whole na-
tion? But then, by the same token, what was to stop anyone from making such a
claim, including the Thermidorians and finally Napoleon himself? The bewildering
outbreak and course of the Revolution may, in other words, have social origins not in
the intentions, interests, or frustrations of any particular group but in the manner in
which language was used in the ancien régime to construct an idea of the social
whole.

Such an approach is actually compatible with the “stress-zones” idea, as well, be-
cause in both instances what is proposed is that problems occurred in the way sym-
bols conferring power and self-esteem were distributed, so to speak, whether these
symbols were ennobling office or the idea of the nation. In 1789 France was in the
dangerous situation of having allowed public opinion to grow halfway to maturity in
the interstices of law and at the same time of having denied many people privileges,
offices, and exemptions commensurate with their wealth and education. It was possi-
ble for anyone to assert that he had the backing of that quasi-legal thing, public opin-
ion, of the people, and that therefore he had a much more ennobling function to ful-
fill than any mere influence-monger at court. True freedom of speech, when it finally
came, could not eradicate the habits of decades of semilegal political talk; it was not
long before newly created authorities dispensed with free speech, all the better to as-
sert their absolute claims to popular support.

Lynn Hunt has rightly criticized Furet’s new interpretation of the French Revolu-
tion because, for all its powerful insights into the workings of revolutionary politics, it
leaves the social dimension almost entirely out of account.”’ According to Furet, “The
‘people’ was not a dacum or a concept that reflected existing society.”** This was be-
cause “a network of signs completely dominated political life.”** As a result, “the Revo-
lution replaced the conflict of interests for power with a competition of discourses for
the appropriation of legitimacy,” and legitimacy was equivalent to “the people’s
will.”* The only respect in which the Revolution can have had a social origin is in the
forms of discourse to which ancien-régime society gave rise in preparing the way for the
Revolution’s “network of signs.” But in Furet’s discussion these forms seem to arise en-
tirely out of the interplay between Enlightenment political thought and royal absolut-
ism. The question of social or economic change is passed over inssilence.

Hunt has accepted the core of Furet’s interpretation of revolutionary discourse in
her recent book, adding to it several penetrating observations.”> She agrees that revo-
lutionary discourse rejected the play of interests totally. And from this fact, she
shows how the discourse became necessarily radicalizing, giving everything in social
life a political significance: “In the face of ambivalence toward organized politics, es-
pecially in the form of parties or factions, new symbols and ceremonies became the
most acceptable medium for working out political atticudes.”*® Furthermore, fear of
conspiracy forced the revolutionaries to examine and reform every “nook and cranny”

41



Money and liberty in modern Europe

of daily life and to elaborate revolutionary discourse into a complete, life-encompass-
ing system.

Unlike Furet, however, Hunt goes on to look for a social origin of the “new politi-
cal class” thrown up by the Revolution. She argues that the revolutionaries were re-
cruited — increasingly as time went on—among the structurally marginal elements of
ancien-régime society. Extensive research has allowed her to document this claim
with numerous, vivid examples. Jacobin leaders came often from the ranks of the geo-
graphically mobile or uprooted, from people with Protestant or Jewish backgrounds,
from those who had been ostracized from local society in times past for diverse of-
fenses against propriety. The difficulty with this thesis arises not from the brilliant
documentation Hunt provides but from the lack of an explanation of the occasion of
Revolution. Such people would have been available for an adventure in political lan-
guage building at any time in any society. Therefore, Hunt offers no counter to the
unsatisfactory idea put forward by some revisionists that the Revolution was an acci-
dent, that it had no social origins, only social consequences.

Both Hunt and Furet offer an explanation for the extreme radicalization of the
French Revolution that is disturbingly similar to explanations offered for the extreme
moderation of German liberals in 1848. In both instances the revolutionary assem-
blies rejected factional politics outright in favor of a search for principled unanimity.
The German liberals later denounced their own refusal to recognize the power of orga-
nized social interests. This, they later decided, is what defeated them. Yet a similar
refusal, according to Furet and Hunt, is what forced the Jacobins forward into ever-
more-radical experiments in pure democracy (saving the Revolution from “failure”
along the way). The Jacobins no more than the German liberals were willing to ad-
mit the legitimacy of any interest other than the general one. Perhaps the difference
lies in the Jacobins’ ruthless pursuit of those they saw as enemies of the general inter-
est, of the illusory “aristocratic plot.”

In any case it seems impossible to accept Furet’s claim that “the ‘people’ was not a
datum or a concept that reflected existing society.” The question is not whether but
how it reflected existing society. It is not at present clear whether any vocabulary can
merely reflect social relationships without at the same time shaping and influencing
them, and being in turn shaped by them. What does Furet mean when he says that
the Revolution “replaced the conflict of interests for power with a competition of dis-
courses for the appropriation of legitimacy”? Does this statement imply that under
normal circumstances the conflict of interests does not require a discourse of some
kind or does not involve a contention over the legitimacy of different terms or forms
of discourse? If so, it is surely wrong, and fails to distinguish revolutionary politics
from normal politics.

Following Furet’s interpretation of the French Revolution, it would be necessary
to praise, rather than castigate, the German liberals of the 1860s who bowed before
Bismarck’s fait accompli.”” They were in fact doing what they have been condemned
(especially by themselves) for failing to do in 1848, that is, frankly recognizing the le-
gitimacy of class interest and openly granting to the Prussian aristocracy a place in
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politics commensurate with its de facto power. They replaced the dangerous and
anomalous “competition of discoutses for the appropriation of legitimacy” with the
normalizing “conflict of interests for power.”

Lynn Hunt claims the opposite, that the Jacobin refusal of party politics paradoxi-
cally paved the way for the creation of a rich and lasting revolutionary tradition that
eventually, after 1875, made possible a healthy and normal party politics in France.
The German liberals’ frank recognition of the interplay of interests, in the absence of
an established republican tradition, she would presumably argue, permanently crip-
pled parliamentary life in Germany. This is a more satisfactory view, but it is one
that forces us to recognize a deep relationship between terror and the establishment
of a stable parliamentary regime. In Germany, too, terror was used; only it fell out
that it was wielded in the name not of liberalism but of an absolute monarchy that,
through military victory, carried out many of liberalism’s tasks. The failure of Ger-
man liberals, then, was that they failed in 1848 to be illiberal in the application of
their liberal principles, and in the 1860s they were again too liberal in the frank rec-
ognition of class interest. Liberalism is supposed to eschew tetror and applaud the in-
terplay of interests. This is precisely what German liberals did.**

These reflections lead back to a more fundamental question. Why was it impossi-
ble to establish liberalism in Europe by liberal means? For it succeeded only where it
found fanatical violence to support it. Another way to put this question is: Why was
the liberal political vocabulary (words like “nation,” “people,” “citizen,” “class,” “in-
terest,” “society,” “contract,” etc.) such a blunt tool for reshaping social life that it al-

ways caused extensive hemorrhaging on first application? This question, already
raised in the most trenchant way by Ralf Dahrendorf, is difficult to answer because
the liberal vocabulary is so far the only one ever consciously used as a political tool to
reshape social life.”® (The Marxist vocabulary is largely of liberal origin, after all.) It
is difficult to answer because there is no other vocabulary ready to hand for talking
about the social origins and social impact of the liberal vocabulary. Here is where all
current efforts ought to be concentrated. But it is not clear at the moment how the
method of cultural interpretation might be used to answer this question, since an-
swering it would require one to have an idea of what society is. Mere interpretation of
the meanings of texts, rituals, and practices can never reveal, on its own, why a pat-
ticular set of texts, rituals, and practices (those of liberalism) could be instituted only
through direct application of the state’s most powerful instruments of civil coetcion.
It may be that cultural interpretation as a method has implications for what society is
that would help to explain why this was so; but in that case, it would be necessary to
spell out these implications, to build a theory of history on the basis of interpretive
method. An attempt to do so will follow; but it would be worthwhile first to men-
tion at least one other recent discussion of the French Revolution.

William Sewell’s study, Work and Revoiution in France, offers a third variant of the
crisis-of-meaning approach to the French Revolution, one that has certain advantages
over Furet’s. > First, Sewell’s inquiry is a search for the dynamics of change within so-
cial discourse based on the assumption that social discourse is both inevitable and pow-
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erful in any society. He is not required to claim that crisis may result from discourse’s
taking on an anomalous power; the power of social language is a constant for Sewell.
Second, Sewell has criteria of his own for determining what aspect of discourse is wor-
thy of scudy. He chooses to examine over time the changing discussion of that most con-
crete, most necessary, and most constant of social activities, labor. However drastic
the alterations that a social order undergoes, some conception of human labor will rea-
sonably have to hold a central place before, during, and after the crisis; and changes in
that conception are likely to hold the key to larger shifts in general patterns of language
and of practice. Sewell has been criticized for failing to integrate his account of chang-
ing language with actual changes occurring simultaneously in the practice of work. It
is true that he does this only in a general, global way. Nonetheless, his decision to seek
out the dynamic of change in social discourse by examining conceptions of work allows
him to balance continuity and change in his account, so that the Revolution does not
appear to be merely an accident and the later recurrences of revolution in nineteenth-
century France do not appear to be mere repetitions.

By Sewell’s account work turns out to have been for the Enlightenment that form
of interaction with nature which was the origin of all true knowledge and order in so-
ciety as well as the ultimate justification of the right of property. Nature was me-
chanical, labor the manipulation of the mechanism, property the right to labor’s
fruits. This was the critical wedge used by the revolutionaries to pry away all forms of
property and privilege that had no possible origin in physical labor: feudal dues, ve-
nal office, guild restrictions, noble tax exemptions. But a competitive economic te-
gime based on private property, Sewell argues, was bound to cause a growing tension
between the implicit nobility of labor ~as the paradigm of human action and the ori-
gin of all property —and labor’s all-too-evident degradation under the free play of
market forces. It was this “dialectic” that gave rise to artisanal socialism under the
July Monarchy. Potential contradictions in subordinate ideologies, in Sewell’s view,
may lie dormant until that ideology becomes dominant in society. Then the contra-
dictions become evident in practice and serve to stimulate the further elaboration of
new ideological configurations.

Although the bulk of Sewell’s effort is devoted to the interpretation of abstract po-
litical language, from Enlightenment texts, from the Revolution, and from nine-
teenth-century artisan movements, nonetheless his “dialectic” pivots on a concrete
shift in the established practices of the workplace consequent on the enactment of lais-
sez-faire policy. This is what split the masters, now competing property owners,
from the journeymen and what gave to the lacter a new understanding of the remem-
bered solidarity of guild life. Of all the actempts at cultural interpretation of change
so far made, with perhaps the exception of Raymond Williams’s, Sewell’s alone has
maintained a vital role for the everyday order of work, survival, and authority.*’

Yet Sewell no more than Natalie Davis makes allowance for the individual, pat-
ticularly in the all-important account of the emergence of class consciousness be-
tween 1830 and 1848. Like Davis in “Rites of Violence,” Sewell takes evidence at
face value. He seeks to maximize the internal order he can find within that evidence
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and, as a result, creates a picture of perfect unity, as if all artisans spontaneously
agreed without much forethought on how they ought to act in the crisis moments.
The evidence is treated as emanating from a single, fixed source, an artisan commu-
nity, which in reality must have been less sure of itself, less unanimous, less coordi-
nated than it appears. In fact, Jacques Ranciére’s recent wotk has shown that much
of Sewell’s own evidence was taken from the outpourings of a literate stratum of arti-
sans who were as disillusioned about the life of work at some moments as they were
full of praise for the nobility of labor at others.** Had Sewell been able to take this di-
versity into account, he could have actually strengthened his own argument by point-
ing out that the “dialectic” he analyzed had, in some respects, an inherent force of its
own. Whatever their personal experience, certain artisans had to struggle with the
idea of the nobility of labor because it was implicit in the dominant social order in
which they lived.

Declaring independence for the cultural realm against the supposed explanatory
power of material interests was an important step for historians to make in the face of
the evident success of revisionism.>? Studying culture in its own right meant denying
that every human being secretly wants only money and power; it meant taking evi-
dence of social meaning at face value and searching for whatever order could be found
within it. But now that this declaration of independence has been made it ought to be
unmade. The point was never to claim that culture has no links with physical exis-
tence; it was only to claim that these links cannot be understood by positing a simple
and universal underlying human motive. The aim was not to see the individual as
merely a creation of culture, a unit or locus within which cultural meanings are real-
ized. The aim was only to prevent the individual from being oversimplified as nothing
more than the point where material “factors” and “forces” registered their impact.

Following the interpretive method unreflectively, however, runs the danger of
merely substituting one spurious universal motive for another. Instead of treating
money and power as the ultimate aim of human desire, cultural interpretation can
end up positing coherence in its place. Any explanation of change based on the idea
of a crisis of meaning or a dialectic of implicit contradiction ends up assuming that
human beings fundamentally desire coherence and meaning and eschew contradic-
tion and chaos. How else could radical and conscious change be explained, in purely
cultural terms, except as the consequence of a breakdown of coherence and a desire to
reestablish it? Such an account of change is therefore discurbingly self-serving; it is
deductive, a canon rather than a discovery, an assumption about the underlying mo-
tive of human action that is really a metaphor.

However, it may be that one has no alternative but to choose some such metaphor
according to one’s taste, to deduce the ultimate motive of human action from it, and
proceed to tell pleasing stories about the social present and the past. This appears to
be what many of the great thinkers have done, after all, not to mention many very
successful historians. And it is the clear implication of the work of such figures as
Hayden White or Michel Foucault that in historical understanding, one’s choice of
topos is utterly arbitrary and determines everything that follows.?* One may posit
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that everyone ultimately desires money and power, or sex, or death, or coherence, or
closeness, or physical comfort, or moral rectitude. One may see the action as comedy
or tragedy, conflict or negotiation, or groping for meaning. Application of any of
these assumptions to the past will yield a consistent pattern as well as a satisfying pro-
gram of research.

MESSAGES FROM THE UNKNOWN

But the dilemma just described can serve as the starting point of a theory of history,
once it is seen as a difficulty that goes beyond the merely methodological sphere.
That so many initial assumptions can lead to plausible and internally consistent re-
sults has been a problem within history, not just within historiography. Not that
those who made history have been conscious of it; few have. Nonetheless, the babel
of voices, of claims and counterclaims, of systems and creeds, that ascends upward
from out of the European past —the revolutionary preachings of Augustine, Aquinas,
Ockham, Luther, and Lenin; Calvin’s certainties; Shakespeare’s ruminations,
Descartes’s doubts; Kant's deliberation; Hegel’s obscurity; the delightful heresies of
Montaillou villagers and Tuscan millers—how could all of this powerful and diverse
persuasion even have been conceived in the first place if there was not a blankness and
uncertainty at the root of our souls so absolute and so silent that it bears almost any
interpretation imaginable? Even those who insist on seeing all this as so much ideo-
logical mystification in the service of the ruling class must admit that mystification
which is at once so diverse and so effective implies an awesome gullibility, a cogni-
tive apparatus completely detached from its proper moorings in class interest, utterly
malleable. Is this not, after all, the experiential counterpart to that “behavioral plas-
ticity” that is the dominant trait of the human species? Direct vision of this glowing
formlessness is denied to most people precisely because of the way established prac-
tice prescribes motives, structures choices, shapes long-term goals, gives form to fail-
ure and disenchantment. Here most people find a dependable refuge; their contact
with uncertainty is reduced to brief intervals, to idle moments of reflection with lit-
tle relevance to everyday life, or else it is transformed into a safely diffuse sense of
alienation.

If these reflections are even partly correct, then there is nothing wrong with
assuming that the maintenance or reestablishment of a minimum of coherence nec-
essary to the carrying on of social life is usually high on the list of aims of a large
number of social actors. The one great advantage of this assumption over other as-
sumptions about basic human motives is that it takes into account the difficulty of
interpreting motives, not just as a methodological problem but also as a social real-
ity, as one of the driving forces behind historical events. Here the contribution of
the crisis-of-meaning approach can be essential, so long as one holds in mind the
idea that difficulties about meaning are not exceptional events, as Furet seems to as-
sume, but a more or less endemic characteristic of human affairs, which worsen
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into crises under certain circumstances. Uncertainty is a constant, and it is con-
stantly combated by certain social actors.

One must not, however, leap to the assumption that those actors most likely to
promote coherence in social life are those who stand to gain most from its mainte-
nance. Such an assumption would merely lead back to a slightly altered notion of
class interest that would beg the question of motivation in just the way that past re-
search has shown to be so fruitless. Worse, such an assumption would be so vague
as to preserve the notion of interest against all possible attack from evidence. Those
who worked to maintain coherence would always be identified as standing to gain
from it—a process resulting in a quod erat demonstrandum of satisfying, if delusory,
neatness.

It is nonetheless clear that there is a connection between the search for coherence
and the use of violence. If there were any doubt that individuals usually fail to agree
on the meaning of—and thus fail to assent to—the cultural and practical forms in
which they live, one need only reflect on the pervasive recourse to coercion. Human
communities everywhere fall back on force and the threat of force to keep individuals
in line, as well as to chastise, defeat, transform, or at least hold at a distance other
communities whose alien practices and creeds represent an implicit challenge to the
universality and self-evidence of their own. Violence has many meanings; soldiers
may think they are fighting off devils incarnate or ritually murdering gods racher
than killing fellow human beings. But whatever world of meanings organized vio-
lence occurs within, it almost always appears as a kind of #/tima ratio whose outcome
ratifies the correctness of that world of meanings. Ultimately, this is because those
who suffer violence are physically removed from the stage of history. The implica-
tions of such removal may be, of course, variously interpreted according to what one
supposes the world to be. Coercion, the threat of impending violence, has as many
meanings as there are societies within which it is practiced, but the family resem-
blances of these diverse meanings are unmistakable.

Few systems of practice have ever long subsisted without incorporating within
them a police and a military function. It is not just the marginals or the foreigners
who need the implied threat of violence to control their actions; all people share a
shadowy awareness of how easily they could become foreigners to themselves if there
were no ingrained disciplinary fear to set limits on their everyday imagination or if
the form of coercion altered suddenly and radically. Skeptics are invited to examine
the life histories of French émigré royalists who ended up working for Napoleon or
czarist officers who served in the Red Army. It is not just that martyrs like Thomas
More are rare but that even the Thomas Mores must face a crisis of identity when coet-
cion is suddenly trained against them. This is not to say that people want to be disci-
plined, nor, conversely, that they want to break free. The point of this inquiry lies
just in seeking a way out of the continual, unteflective, and tiresome attribution of
standardized motives to large classes of individuals that is the most salient weakness
of modern social thought. We do not all secretly enjoy punishment or secretly long
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to escape. Plastic as we are, unknown as we are to ourselves, given the diversity and
unpredictability of the desires humans are likely to conceive (even those already fully
absorbed in a stable culcure), our systems of practice seldom survive in the absence of
coercion.

It follows that some part of the established practices of a society (insofar as it has
any) must impose on some of its members a desire to coerce others, to engage in con-
trolled violence, just as commerce imposes a desire for profic. Those who participate
in the practice of violence may be ambivalent. From the time of Homer to that of
Stephen Crane, in fact, ambivalence has been one of the essential ingredients of hero-
ism; neither Hector nor the hero of the Red Badge of Courage wanted to go into bat-
tle.”® Likewise, the history of warfare is full of evidence that points to the necessity
of totally limiting the individual combatant’s options, as well as of building solidar-
ity among combatants on the basis of their shared entrapment in the cul de sac of
the battlefield.** How this is done—by what codes of honor, in the name of what
ideals, and with the threat of what sanctions —is profoundly important to the struc-
ture of the remainder of established practices, those that are sustained and sup-
ported by the coercive ones. In a relacively stable and complex society the entrap-
ment of some individuals into exercising violence spreads successfully to others a
milder sense of having limited options. They renounce possibilities that would other-
wise be very attractive; they learn the practices at hand very well; they become ei-
ther content or else deviant in prescribed ways. But of course the sustained exercise
of violence can always backfire; enemy armies may take over, or a society’s own
armed force may break apart into warring factions. Its codes and conventions may
have held inconsistencies, or bred active frustrations, or inculcated deadly rivalries
that have debilitated or destroyed it. The existing practices may make conflict en-
demic, for that matter, by prescribing dueling and factionalism as part of the code
of the warrior. Whatever the exact circumstance, the rest of society cannot escape
the consequences. Even Christian monks may end up making a virtue of necessity,
like Saint Bernard in the ctwelfth century conferring sanctity on violence even
though his most sacred texts preached explicitly and repeatedly against ic.>’

Coercion does not result so much in widespread hypocrisy as in a felt need to recon-
cile existing contradictions, to emphasize those aspects of one’s own desires that can
be made compatible with the influence of coercion at the expense of those that can-
not. The kind of enforced coherence that emerges in consequence may be shallow,
full of holes. To the extent that coercion plays a role in resolving difficulties of mean-
ing and desire, social life is riddled with badly kept secrets and poorly concealed in-
congruities. People think less cleatly; their ability to confront the problem of their
own existence is lessened. The moment coercion fails, crises of meaning of various
kinds are ready to break out. Or rather, such moments do not resule from the failure
of coercion, as an effect from a cause; they are the failure of coercion.

But of course meanings are not the only things that life consists of. No amount
of hermeneutical contortion can erase this truth, and no theory of history can afford
to ignore it. There is something else besides meaning. To name this other thing,
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to give it a meaning, always offers a hostage to those who would argue otherwise,
even if the name one gives is as guarded and empty as Ding an sich. One ought not
to name this other thing “nature”; that is too definite a concept and too closely tied
to the outlook of a specific civilization in a specific period. Perhaps one can call it
safely the “world,” without going further into it. It is because meanings occur in
the world that there is history. The superiority of Sewell’s approach to the crisis-of-
meaning form of historical explanation arises from the fact that he left a way for the
world tout court to have influence on the world of meanings. First, by keeping his
eye on labor Sewell implicitly recognized that people need more than just coher-
ence; they also need subsistence goods; and the consequences of such needs for a
society can be far-reaching indeed. Second, by discovering that the drive behind
ideological development emerged from the unintended consequences of putting for-
merly oppositional ideologies into practice, Sewell implicitly recognized that hu-
man actions may (and usually do) have consequences that entirely escape the mental
horizons of their authors.

Such consequences can never be captured by an interpretation of the meaning of ac-
tions for the actors involved. Roman peasants plowing and sowing their fields in a
two-field rotation generation after generation did not intend to exhaust the soil. The
inventor of gunpowder did not intend to make medieval chivalry obsolete. Columbus
did not intend to find a new continent. A materialist viewpoint is not justified if it
leads one to oversimplify the problem of motives of individual actors and
collectivities, if it, in effect, assumes that all actors are themselves —in a different but
related sense of the term — “materialists.” But it is equally shortsighted to neglect the
fact that whatever our diversity in other respects, we all live in a single world with a
definite and in principle determinable structure, a world whose unnoticed features
can unleash enormous crises in one social order or gradually undermine another, a
wortld in which the technical breakthroughs pioneered in one society can suddenly
thrust it into contact with hundreds of others whose existence was unknown to it a
few years before. In such ways the world provides those seed crystals that give shape
to our protean human character, and the outcome is history. Just as a society’s estab-
lished practices shelter human beings from full knowledge of uncertainty, so history
constantly probes and challenges, metcilessly exposing unwarranted assumptions and
dashing the finest hopes of warriors and peacemakers alike.

Among the tremendous wealth of examples known in history of this kind of unpre-
dictable intrusion of the unknown into human affairs, the arrival of new gunpowder
and sail technology in the Hawaiian Islands after 1780 is a particularly instructive
case. The Europeans brought first and foremost new tools of coercion, which the Ha-
waiians immediately took to using on each other, with stunning consequences.
When Cook first made contact in 1778, the major islands were dominated by numer-
ous tiny princelings (fe-a/i7) frequently at odds with one another and constantly coin-
peting against their own lieutenants (the rest of the &/i7 class) for ascendancy. War
was highly admired; preparation for it absorbed the lives of #/7/ males in peacetime.
But metal was unknown. In traditional warfare:
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Often the campaign opened in a leisurely manner, with sacrifices, prayers, exhor-
tations by spear-flourishing orators, and individual combat between champions,
before the agreed moment of general attack. In the early stages the chiefs, re-
splendent in feather cloaks and helmets, directed the battle under the protection
of a phalanx of warriors carrying long spears, but once the fighting was fairly un-
der way and javelins and sling stones began to break up the stylized formations,
the @/iis joined their near-naked subjects in sweaty, hard-breathing personal com-
bat. At close quarters it was a war of daggers and clubs and even bare hands.*®

But after 1785 the islands became a regular stop for English and American trading
vessels on the Pacific crossing. The Hawaiians traded water and provisions for adzes,
guns, and artillery; they captured ships, enticed artisans and gun crews into their ser-
vice, and put the new weaponry to use in their own endemic conflicts. After two dec-
ades of intermittent warfare the islands were united for the first time under a single
king, the chieftain whose use of the new weaponry was the most massive and most ef-
fective. He established an impressive governmental machinery, exacting direct trib-
ute from his dominions in the form of a wide variety of crops and artifacts; he care-
fully preserved his royal monopoly of trade with foreign vessels —the key to his early
technical superiority —and ruled over a growing community of whites who served
him in various capacities, as carpenters, armorers, marksmen, and advisers.*

Weaponry did not in any sense “determine” this outcome. It was equally “deter-
mined” by the exact nature of the Hawaiian status quo ante, by the ethnic and linguis-
tic unity of the islands, for example, and, as Marshall Sahlins has brilliantly argued, by
the ready adaptability of native categories to the newcomers’ arrival.*® No such out-
come is known for any of the other Pacific archipelagoes. No one can say what role the
talents and personality of the victorious chieftain, Kamehameha, played in these
events. What is clear is that the old warrior code, with its emphasis on ritualized hand-
to-hand combat and continuous factionalism, could not survive the introduction of
metal blades and gunpowder, nor could the social order it sustained. This highly com-
petitive and fluid code was, at the same time, what gave metal and gunpowder their
transforming significance, pushing the Hawaiians to acquire the new weaponry withra-
pidity and to improvise new tactical skills appropriate to it. The old code and the new
techniques of violence were explosively unstable in combination.

It is not necessary to suppose that people inherently desire power to understand
the course of these events. Many of the known facts of the Hawaiian case appear more
compatible with the assumption that individuals in the absence of established prac-
tices do not know what they want.*' The arrival of gunpowder in Hawaii was associ-
ated with unprecedented confusion at first. It was difficult enough establishing con-
ventions for trading with the incoming vessels, whose captains and crew behaved in
ways that defied Hawaiians’ initial expectations. Many incidents of blood-chilling
violence between ships’ crews and flotillas of Hawaiian canoes resulted from simple
miscues. Apart from this problem, battlefield practices and relations among the Ha-
waiian chieftains themselves were thrown into chaos. In all these domains treachery,
sudden betrayals, ambushes, poisonings, and broken promises, not unknown before,
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spread like wildfire. It soon became apparent that following the old battlefield eti-
quette ensured certain defeat; but no one knew what to put in its place. Alis even
went calmly to their death, in some cases, apparently because they were not sure
whether to accept their own misgivings, whether mistrust was really the appropriate
response to a particular situation.*

Of course, the state of the sources on these events is such that no interpretation
can be advanced with great certainty. Hawaiian oral traditions recorded by unsophis-
ticated white settlers hardly qualify as solid evidence. But their confusing appearance
before the critical eye in fact speaks in favor of an interpretation along the lines
sketched out here. The gaps and inconsistencies, the frequently questionable attribu-
tions of motive, that appear throughout early European reports are a concrete trace of
the real confusion that reigned in the islands in that period.

Violence has so far proved indispensable to stable social life. But as physical action
violence is part of the world and has an existence of its own independent of the inter-
pretations and intentions of human beings. The significance of this conclusion is no-
where more apparent than in cases where the physical properties of violence change
rapidly, dissolving the dependable meanings, conventions, and codes that had built
up around it, setting society adrift in a heavy sea of dangerous improvisation and mis-
trust. The Hawaiian case had a dramatic and relatively happy outcome, the unifica-
tion of the islands under a single ruler whose state endured to the end of the nine-
teenth century. But the new equilibrium can often take on more somber forms.

The established practices by which any society shelters its members from the daunt-
ing vistas of potential human diversity represent fragile barks constantly exposed to
stormy weather and uncharted currents. Almost any set of established practices that ful-
fill physical needs —however poorly, however unequally —can be explained and justi-
fied by means of an appropriately elaborated world view using appropriately chosen
metaphors. But it is not common for such configurations of practices and world views
to subsist unchanged for any amount of time. Challenges may as easily arise from unex-
pected prosperity as from exhaustion of natural resources, or the sudden onset of famine
orepidemic. The balance may be tipped toward rapid change by the forging of new con-
tacts with the outside world, by unexpected and unsought technical breakthroughs, or
even, finally, by unexpected reformulations of existing teachings that cast old practices
in a new and critical light. Naturally, in most cases of actual change, some or all of
these dimensions are in play at once. Rapid change, change that disrupts not only the
satisfaction of immediate needs but also the comprehensibility of the surrounding
world, constantly threatens human beings and human societies from within and with-
out. The interpretation of meanings of specific texts or acts cannot possibly by itself
capture the full scope of the historical drama.

EXCHANGE AS SYSTEM

But critics of the method of cultural interpretation do not usually characterize its in-
adequacies in the way just described. Among social historians in particular there has
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been widespread apprehension that interpreting the meaning of established practices
or studying crises of meaning entails a too-ready abandonment of the old themes of
money and power. As Eugene D. Genovese and Elizabeth Fox-Genovese put it, meth-
ods borrowed from cultural anthropology lead “away from the political content of
class relations™ and result in an attempt “to put everything and anything (‘race,” ‘cul-
ture,” ‘socialization,” and ultimately Rabelais’s ergo Gluck) in place of class confronta-
tion—in place of the fundamental problem of power and order—at the center of the
historical process.”** As has been seen, the tutn to cultural interpretation was partly
motivated by a profound uneasiness over the whole concept of class confrontation.
But now, perhaps, it is possible to reformulate Genovese and Fox-Genovese’s dissatis-
faction in less troublesome language.

Social classes are widely seen, and not just by Marxists, as arising out of the roles
individuals fill in production. A good deal of the revisionist argument about the
French Revolution discussed in Chapter 1, for example, has been carried out by show-
ing that individuals in the ancien régime did not fill the roles in production implied
by the terms “feudal aristocracy” and “capitalist bourgeoisie.” The importance of the
evidence on this point is accepted by all parties to the debate, both Marxists and non-
Marxists, because there is a general consensus that one potential criterion of social
class is relation to the means of production. Where opinions currently diverge is over
the question of what to do about the concept of social class, once relations to the
means of production prove to be so complex and confusing in their details that neat
class lines cannot be drawn. This is, in effect, the dilemma that has arisen in the
study of the nineteenth-century working class, so many of whose strata were not
filled by pure and simple wage laborers, or in consideration of the relationship be-
tween the German “bourgeoisie” and the Prussian “aristocracy” after 1871, both of
which groups were obviously capitalists by that time if measured by their roles in pro-
duction. These problems are compounded by the difficulties raised when the com-
plexity of human motivation is taken into account. It is no longer possible to deduce
interest from role in production and exchange, and to account for political conduct
by citing underlying interest. Genovese and Fox-Genovese are featful that amid this
welter of difficulties, the fact of domination and oppression will be lost from view.
And they suspect that this outcome may be the result of a hidden conservative politi-
cal agenda among those catrying out the research. Without inquiring into this latter
fear, it is certainly possible to recognize the validity of the former one. What provi-
sion can be made to take domination and oppression into account in a theory of his-
tory generated out of an interpretive method that gives full recognition to the diffi-
culty of knowing human desires?

What has been said already goes part of the way to meeting the objection of Geno-
vese and Fox-Genovese, first, by recognizing the role that coetcion plays in disciplin-
ing and shaping human desire and second, by recognizing the role that the world
plays in generating change out of the unintended consequences of action. But this
alone is not enough. In the Marxist tradition, class relations are exchange relations.
That exchange relations are important to social structure no one doubts. Interpretive
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method cannot avoid coming to terms with exchange in generating a theory of his-
tory. It will be argued here first that exchange can be, like coercion, a fruitful source
of unintended consequences, and second that exchange relations can have a disciplin-
ary effect very similar to that of coercion. A full exploration of these two points will
make it possible to take the pervasive fact of domination into account and to reevalu-
ate the thrust of historical change that has derived from exchange practices. Some
may object that not exchange but production is the central issue needing attention.
Those relations to the means of production that organize production, however, and
determine its vector of development are always exchange relationships, whether what
is exchanged is products or labor or knowledge or household chotes, whether ex-
change is organized by gift, by barter, or by open-matrket prices. Thus an interpreta-
tion of exchange relationships that shows how they make domination possible will
bring the full Marxist agenda, including labor and production—not just the old sce-
nario of class conflict —into the scope of an interpretive theory of history. At the same
time, it will be possible to elaborate a critique of the concept of class based not just
on detailed empirical evidence but on a critique of the whole history of economic
theory, Marx included. Class, it turns out, is a concept as likely to blind one to the
precise means by which power has been exercised in modern European society as are
any of the revisionist challenges to its validity that have so far been made. These mat-
ters can only be sketched out here, but it is hoped that the character of the argument
will be made sufficiently clear nonetheless. Several case studies follow in later chap-
ters in which the theory is applied in some detail.

The first step in the discussion of exchange, then, is to explore the special way ex-
change activities can result in unintended consequences. The differences from the im-
pact of unintended consequences on the practice of violence, as just discussed in the
Hawaiian case, are striking.

Exchange, like violence, is an essential human activity that often has physical
properties that escape detection and subvert the intentions of those humans who en-
gage in it. This is as true of commercial trade as it is of all those forms of barter and
gift giving that have flourished wherever human society exists. Cultural theorists
have often discussed practices such as potlatch, “total prestation,” or the exchange of
wives between hostile clans as evidence that the desite for gain as it is known in the
West is not a universal human motive but a peculiat construct of our culture.** No
example has been cited more frequently in such arguments that the famous kula ring
of the Trobriand Islands, first studied by Bronislaw Malinowski.** This well-known
case also provides convenient evidence on a further point that should never be lost
from view. Exchange of whatever kind for whatever motives always has the potential
of implicating physical systems, and physical systems have an order of their own.
Wrong as Western assumptions about homo economicus may have been over the last
two centuries, this fact has been a central and valid concern of economists from the
very beginning.

Kula is a grand system of gift exchange that encompasses an enclosed ring of is-
land groups east of Papua New Guinea. Clan chiefs and their retainers go regularly
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on expeditions to nearby islands to exchange gifts of red necklaces and white
armbands. The two forms of gift are complementary. A partner who receives
armbands gives necklaces in return. The gifts as a result circulate in opposite direc-
tions, gradually completing a full circle of the archipelago over a number of years.
The whole aim of kula giving is to establish one’s prestige by the extravagance of
what one gives away. But since one must receive in order to give, much energy and
concern are also concentrated on how to acquire the best pieces. One could actually ar-
gue over whether the motives of the participants are altruistic or self-interested.
Open bargaining is, in any case, frowned upon. The structure of the practice imposes
generosity as the prescribed motive; there is, of course, plenty of room for private ava-
rice, which is even ritualized in various ways.*® It is in fact the peculiar mix of these
two pulls on the individual that gives the kula its unique experiential flavor.

The useful aspect of kula gift giving for present purposes is that it can help to clar-
ify, like a thought experiment, the relation between motives and exchange systems.
The motivational requirements of a kula ring may be specified fairly easily. If the in-
habitants of a ring-shaped archipelago did engage in gift exchange out of a desire to
prove their generosity and if they always returned armbands for necklaces — that is, if
this synopsis of Malinowski’s interpretation of Trobriand motives were a correct one
for some island ring (an unknowable thing, in the last analysis) - then and only then
would there be a ring-shaped physical system in which necklaces flowed clockwise
and armbands counterclockwise (or vice versa). As this statement underscores, knowl-
edge of the existence and character of an exchange system is inseparable from knowl-
edge of the motives of the participants. At the same time, the systemic potential, so
to speak — that is, the possibility of things’ traveling in a circle~can be a source of
bias, helping to push gift giving of a particular kind to the fore as an established prac-
tice, limiting the options of actors, and therefore simplifying their motivational re-
sponses. So it is likely in a certain respect that motive and systemic potential will
come to some kind of accommodation with each other. But it is not necessary that
they do so, and a breakdown is possible at every moment. Human desire is like the
wind, not like gravity.

Nothing has been said so far, either, of the precise quantity of flow in this hypo-
thetical gift circulation. Obviously the flow of armbands and necklaces would not be
of equal mass, nor would the two necessarily flow at an equal or regular rate, because
each gift would be evaluated differently according to the beauty and rarity of its ap-
pearance. A number of mediocre armbands might be matched by the return of one ex-
quisite necklace. Rate of flow in each direction would be extremely variable over
time and not tightly linked with rate of flow in the other direction. Nonetheless, a
circle could exist, and its existence would warrant one’s speaking of an exchange sys-
tem, not merely a set of exchanges.

What would happen in the case of breakdown or change raises further interpretive
difficulties. If Trobriand Islanders suddenly stopped receiving necklaces from their
kula partners, would they continue to give armbands with triumphant alacrity, bury-
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ing their partners under unreciprocated gifts (just as they were being buried)? Or
would the whole system come to a stop? In the former case, one can imagine crisis sce-
narios like the following:

A kula ring exists with two production points for gifts, one for armbands, one for
necklaces. (See Figure 1.) Production of new gifts is necessary to make up for wear,
loss, and some leakage out of the system (gifts given to inland partners, for example).
Suppose there is a break in the circuit between islands C and D. Armbands would ac-
cumulate on island C, necklaces on island D. On island A gifts of both kinds would
continue to flow in both ditections, because A lies between the production points;
flow would reduce to the trickle of new production, unless production increased. Is-
landers at A might be the last to recognize the existence of a problem. On island B,
the flow of armbands would dry up quickly; only necklaces would be exchanged. Is-
landers at B might suppose at first that the crisis involved a shortage of armbands,
since that would be their initial experience. If the circumference of the circuit were
twenty-five miles, word would doubtless spread very rapidly of the disturbance in
the normal practice of gift giving; coordinated effort to fix or compensate for the dis-
turbance could be easily otganized — if the meaning of gift exchange called for such ef-
fort. This would obviously requite a public, sanctioned interpretation of the signifi-
cance of the disturbance, hammered out in meetings or perhaps issued by clan chiefs.
There might be disagreement, confusion, panic. If gift giving were sufficiently cen-
tral, one might get a crisis of meaning, a search for replacements, otganization of
new practices exploiting previously neglected motives. If the circumference were
twenty-five thousand miles, however, island A might experience no change for many
decades. Its people might never heat of what had happened, until one day, after a cen-
tury or so, it might happen that someone began to redistribute some of the huge accu-
mulations from islands C and D —to advance his own prestige on island A, perhaps.
Or one could imagine other scenarios of this kind by which the material disequilib-
rium would finally give rise to social consequences. To know what would happen in
any given crisis would require an exact knowledge of the motives of those involved,
both prescribed motives and private motives. But even the actots involved would be
hard put to predict theitr own responses to an unexpected breakdown. To reconstruct
what has happened in a past crisis situation, less difficult, nonetheless requires an
even more exact knowledge of motives than that which is required to be sure the ex-
change system really existed in the first place. For one must understand how people
would react to the unexpected if prescribed motives stopped simplifying their lives
one fine day.

Economists have begun to understand the intimate link between variable human
motivation and the existence and trajectory of exchange systems. Lester Thurow, for
example, has strongly criticized the economics profession for treating preferences as
exogenous factors “fully developed and immutable,” the most important being our
old friend the desire for money and power, what economists call “comparative net ad-
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vantage.” “What we want and like,” Thurow insists,
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constantly evolves as we experience life. We will often do something deliber-
ately, take a music appreciation course, for example, to explore or even alter our
preferences. So some real theory of preference formation has to lie at the heart of
the rebuilding effort in economics. No one knows where the reformulation of
the behavioral assumptions of economics would lead, but it is clear that the cur-
rent assumptions neither conform with what we know about human behavior
nor produce models with much predictive power.*’

Where such a reformulation may lead is to the conclusion that prediction is a will-o'-
the-wisp. Where it must lead is toward the recognition of the intimate and fragile tie
between system and motive and therefore the necessity of interpreting motives in all
their complexity and variability before any even tentative knowledge of exchange sys-
tems is possible.

A special problem of exchange systems that makes them even more difficult to in-
terpret, by comparison with techniques of violence, for example, is that they can eas-
ily transcend the local cultural horizons of participants in them. And unnoticed fea-
tures of the system can have unexpected consequences. A system of exchange may be
very different from what it is represented to be by local practices and meanings at
some point within it. Recently gathered evidence shows, for example, that
Malinowski passed on incomplete or erroneous reports about the production points of
red necklaces.*® This error had absolutely no bearing on his interpretation of the cul-
tural significance of kula for the island of Kiriwina, where he worked, or other is-
lands he visited. But if production were ever disrupted, such erroneous information
could play a crucial role in the course of events. A matter of indifference to the
ethnographer, such questions are often central to historical explanation.

Until recently, violence has been a more or less face-to-face matter; when it oc-
curred those involved could see how it worked; alterations in the system were
readily apparent even if not fully understood. Exchange, however, can easily create
physical systems too large for any one person to observe their workings and often
complex enough to defy model building. Erroneous notions extraordinarily fecund
in their consequences are therefore comparatively common in the human understand-
ing of exchange. This is especially the case in money-based exchange systems where
credit and accounting make the total stock of money into a purely symbolic rather
than a physical matter. Money is a counter; it is not symbolic in the normal sense—
it does not signify in the way that phonemes, lexemes, or categories do—but it is
not physical either. Even when precious metals remain the primary medium of ex-
change, misapprehensions can run rampant.

From at least the thirteenth century prices have played a role in European society
too great to be ignored. And events very much like the hypothetical disruption of the
kula ring just sketched have happened repeatedly. In the sixteenth century, for exam-
ple, the Spanish imported large quantities of gold and silver from New World
mines, triggering a severe inflation, the so-called price revolution that tripled prices
between 1560 and 1640. It is certain in retrospect that inflation was an unavoidable
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outcome of Spanish spending; but this was not understood at the time. Price in-
creases were often laid down to a general increase in greed. Historians first believed
that this inflation might have hurt feudal lords and helped ambitious, middle-class
merchants with good business sense. But this version of the social crisis brought on
by inflation has been largely rejected. No such neat groups of sufferers and beneficia-
ries have been identified; yet it is still generally agreed that the inflation had power-
ful social consequences related to the Religious Wars in France, the Puritan rebellion
in England, and the Thirty Years’ War in Germany.*

A consensus has emerged among English historians that inflation helped in the
breakup of the feudal retainer system.*>® Great lords, assiduously raising rents to
keep up with prices, alienated their tenants, whose notion of price made no allow-
ance for inflation. Formerly, these tenants had served as a ready reservoir of armed re-
tainers, whose loyalty to local barons made possible the endemic civil strife of the fif-
teenth century. The exchange of loyalty and deference in return for protection, stable
tenure, and a just—that is, unchanging —rent was broken down by the price rational-
ity that inflation forced on the great. Research suggests that the great by and large re-
mained great, but their greatness lost its military dimension. Centralized authority
was bound to benefit (it was on the rise for other reasons anyway); and a struggle en-
sued over the nature of that authority, a struggle led (on both sides) by independent-
minded, medium-sized property holders—the “gentry.” This was, then, an
extremely complex outcome to the mere increase in availability of specie, misunder-
stood as it was at the time. As with the arrival of gunpowder in Hawaii, it is impossi-
ble to attribute the whole crisis to the single “cause” of inflation, and it is unneces-
sary to suppose that the desire for money and power was the central human motive
behind the struggle. Precisely what form power should take and what role money
would play in the practice of violence were the issues raised by inflation. How prac-
tices prescribed motives necessarily changed, as practices changed. As a result, these
events cannot be accounted for by assuming that what people really wanted was a con-
stant. Power in 1480 was the number of retainers one could muster from one’s rent-
rolls; in 1640 it was the number of followers one could attract with a speech in Par-
liament, a pampbhlet, or a sermon on the profligacy of the court. Perhaps this is to
overstate the difference. But it appears certain, in any case, that inflation, poorly un-
derstood but universal in its effects, was one of the background conditions behind the
emergence of a political public in the English state; and it is not necessary to see poli-
tics as the mere expression of class interests to follow the chain of circumstance and ac-
commodation that leads to this outcome.

Another revealing example of error about exchange relationships is the case of Ben-
gal spinners and handloom weavers in the early nineteenth century. Their trade at
first benefited from closer commercial links with Europe in the late seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. But by 1800 Lancashire’s machine-made cotton yarns and cal-
ico cloth began to supplant Bengal products in foreign markets. By 1815 Lancashire
exports began to reverse the flow of goods, underselling Bengal products in their own
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domestic markets—aided, of course, by the growing British political hegemony in
the subcontinent.’’ In this instance the novel link in the physical chain of social prac-
tices (the steam-powered spinning mill) was literally half the world away, unavail-
able to scrutiny, impossible to understand fully, but nonetheless decisive in its im-
pact. The population of Dacca, a muslin production center dependent on export
trade, fell from 150,000 to 30,000 within two decades after 1800.°* Indian weavers
soon found that they could keep a hold on the domestic market only by buying and
using British machine-made yarn. It is estimated that over two-and-a-half million
spinners wete thus put out of work in Bengal alone between 1825 and 1830.% In
1828, one widowed spinner wrote that she had been reduced from relative prosperity
to utter destitution by the influx of foreign yarn. “I had a pride,” she said,

that foreign thread would not equal mine in quality. But I saw afrerwards it was
better than mine, and I heard that it sold at three or four rupees a seer {less than
half the eatlier price}. If the foreign thread were sold at a good price it would do
no harm. But instead it has ruined us. . . . So I beseech the spinners of the coun-
try sending this thread to consider my application, and see for themselves
whether it is proper to send yarn to this counery.>*

Spinners in Europe who had undergone a similar experience at least knew what they
were up against, those “jennies” (a shortening of “engines”) or méaniques (as they
were called in Normandy) that they at first actacked but soon adopted for them-
selves.’> The Bengal spinner knew of nothing but the disastrous price differential
that hurt her pride and destroyed her living, and she naively appealed to the “spin-
ners of the country sending this thread,” whoever they were, to save her.

However fluid in practice, the Indian caste system, in addition, increased the
difficulty of shifting to new occupations. There can be little doubt that England’s
lead position in the development of world trade had already made its effects felt on
those English laborers who jumped into the handloom trade at its peak around
1780. This was not because they were maximizing mere monetary gain (as their
subsequent refusal to leave the trade demonstrates) but because they were searching
for an ideal of skill, independence, and self-respect already very much more flexible
than what was available in Bengal.’® The constant rate of change in commercial sys-
tems had already begun to have a sustained effect on English culture. In the mean-
time English wooden ships plied the waters between Liverpool and Calcutta in ex-
actly the same way in 1780 as in 1810, carrying whatever would sell best. (Some
may have continued on to Hawaii.) On the ships themselves, sails were unfurled in
identical fashion; the authority of the captain may have altered slightly, but the
lives and symbolic worlds of the sailors were little changed. Their practices were ef-
fectively identical, but their material significance and cultural impact were reversed
because the system of exchange had changed around them. In 1780 their trade
brought prosperity to Bengal; in 1810 it brought Lancashire yarn. Of course,
within a few decades the steam engines that made the yarn in Lancashire would also
eliminate the need for sail technology.
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ASYNOPSIS

Although the theory of history being proposed here has not yet been completely laid
out, enough has been said to warrant a pause for review. The remaining portions of
the theory are better explored in the context of a brief discussion of the history of eco-
nomic thought, which will be undertaken in the next chapter.

What has been said so far may be summarized as follows. The concepts of class
and class interest are in crisis for two reasons: (1) because individuals’ roles in produc-
tion and exchange are seldom simple, so that their class identity is a difficult matter,
and (2) because human motivation and perception are, in any case, too complex to en-
sure that class identity will offer any key to political behavior. The turn to interpre-
tive methods of the last decade has been, in some measure at least, a reaction to the
crisis of the class concept. But cultural interpretation as historians took it up proved
a brittle tool for explaining change, and —even when crisis-of-meaning concepts are
developed to cope with this problem—it remains an inadequate means of evaluating
individual alienation in general and the necessity of terror in the founding of modern
liberal social orders in particular. A way out of these problems is to elaborate a theory
of history based on interpretive method. The starting point of this theory is that diffi-
culties of meaning are endemic to societies, not exceptional. The near universal re-
sort to coercion in human affairs is evidence of the inevitability of discord over the
meaning of human social existence or the meaning of any publicly recognized set of
principles for dealing with such existence. It must be said at once that coherence is
not the only thing necessary for a minimum of stability in social life. Subsistence
goods must be procured. In addition, the world has an independent existence. The ac-
tions and things that are the vehicles of meaning are also physical events and condi-
tions that may have unintended consequences. Every set of social practices is there-
fore the expression of a three-sided struggle: the struggle for subsistence goods, the
struggle to clarify cognition and to order desires, and the struggle to ward off, com-
prehend, cope with, the unintended consequences of this-worldly action. Individuals
may not feel any of these imperatives at any given moment; they may play no part in
individuals’ actual motives; but if the sum total of people’s coordinated actions does
not achieve a minimum of efficacy on all three planes, crisis is in the offing.

Coercion and exchange are spheres of activity within which messages from the un-
known frequently emerge. By comparison with the exercise of violence, at least up
until World War I, exchange relations are an especially fruitful area for the genera-
tion of unintended consequences because these consequences so frequently occur at a
distance from many who participate in creating them. (Modern mechanized warfare
obviously presents similar problems for participants.) In addition, the understanding
of the structure of exchange systems requires accurate knowledge of the motives of
the participants, an extremely difficult thing to achieve.

What remains to be discussed is the way in which certain kinds of exchange rela-
tionships resemble coercion in that they create a potential for social discipline. The
argument of the next chapter will be that within the language of classical political
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economy this potential for discipline becomes invisible; it becomes in effect a conse-
quence unintended by a theory of exchange systems that in other respects sufficiently
resembles practice to be plausible. Marx, or at least Marxism, did not adequately sur-
mount this drawback of the language of political economy, a fact that is evident in
the unavoidable simplifications of Marx’s view of capitalism that result whenever
summary statements on class relations are created for popular consumption. Once
these matters have been spelled out, it will be time to see how the disciplinary poten-
tial of certain exchange relationships can help explain the French Revolution and
nineteenth-century social conflict. This will be the task of Chapters 4 and 5. The aim
is to produce a cultural interpretation of European history that puts power in its
proper place, that puts an end to the chase after neat but illusory social classes, and
that at least suggests some starting points for a redefinition of our inherited notions
of political liberty.

61



3 Growth of the liberal illusion

A SYSTEM OF EXCHANGE can easily have unintended consequences, conse-
quences that can have a catastrophic effect on the fates of thousands of people while
other parties to the system go on as before, blithely ignorant of the impact of their ac-
tions. Each participant sees only a tiny part of the whole. For the rest each must de-
pend on hearsay. This was the dilemma that piqued European thinkers to reflect on
trade with a new urgency in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The vicissi-
tudes of commerce increased with its volume; the reversals and uncertainties and bit-
ter surprises to which it gave rise forced on consciousness a need to grasp the systemic
underpinnings of trade’s unintended consequences. Strangely, however, the eventual
outcome of this reflection was a doctrine of indifference. The existence of system was
perceived, but once perceived it was declared best left alone. The individual’s igno-
rant carrying out of his business, indifferent to the larger consequences, was discov-
ered to be beneficial to the whole. Western thinkers no sooner gained a new insight
into the systemic nature of exchange relationships than they renounced all use of it.
How did this come about?

THE DOCTRINE OF EQUAL EXCHANGE

The forms of exchange that a new group of economic theorizers wished to defend in
seventeenth-century England were undoubtedly grounded in a desire for monetary
profit. Speculation in grain, lending at interest, foreign currency transactions, and
enclosures of common land were all highly structured established practices that in-
volved individuals who had no desire to create broader, multivalent relationships
with one another.” (Enclosing commons was in effect a renunciation of such relation-
ships.) Furthermore, they were activities engaged in by persons already possessed of
wealth above the common degree, activities made possible solely by the order and au-
thority of the early modern state and the advancing technology of transport and com-
munication. One could not engage in such practices without desiring to profit from
them. The desire for profic was effectively imposed by their structure. But this was
not true of most social practices at the time, whether or not they included monetary
exchange as one of their elements.
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From the beginning of modern economic thought, however, motives were as-
sumed to operate with perfect uniformity within exchange systems. The recent
works of Albert O. Hirschmann and Joyce Oldham Appleby have made this quite
clear. “Is not gain the end of trade?” asked Edward Misselden in 1623 —for him a
question that needed no reply.” Because all participants were assumed to want the
same thing when they engaged in monetary transactions, the tendency was to see all
such transactions as fundamentally similar both in their social causes and in their so-
cial effects. But this meant that the great diversity of motives for engaging in money
exchange and the great diversity of effects of such exchange —some beneficial, some
disastrous — were hidden from view. The common outcome of so much modern eco-
nomic thought, the recommendation to leave trade alone, stemmed from an errone-
ous assumption about motives. This assumption first arose as a means of defending
commerce against traditional Christian condemnation. Not just merchants, so went
the argument, bur all people sought their own gain. “Did not Moses in all his afflic-
tion with the children of God, aim at his own advantage?” asked Reverend Joseph
Lee in 1656.% In doing so he helped plant the seeds that would later grow into the
modern belief in the universal desirability of money and power.

In contrast to Lee, some early apologists of trade recognized the exceptional na-
ture of the merchant’s activities. Rather than insisting that gain was a motive shared
by all, they praised the moderation and harmlessness of commerce by comparison
with the depredations of warfare or the violence of religious fanaticism.* It was Vol-
taire who found a way of reconciling this second rhetorical strategy with the first. On
the one hand, he praised the religious toleration of the commercial spirit. Com-
merce, like philosophy, moderated passions, disciplined desires; both were inimical
to fanaticism and superstition. On the other hand, he argued that the real foundation
of even the religious zealot’s actions was self-interest. Voltaire gave this point a satiri-
cal bite in his definition of amour-propre in the Dictionnaire philosophique:

A missionary traveling in India met a fakir loaded with chains, naked as a mon-
key, lying on his stomach, and having himself lashed for the sins of his compatri-
ots, who gave him a few pennies. “What self-renunciation!” said one of the spec-
tators. “Self-renunciation!” replied the fakir. “Let me inform you that I only
have myself lashed in this world to pay you back in the next, when you will be
the horse and I shall be the rider.”

In a flood of writings, Voltaire propagated the new truism: Everyone was really
moved by self-interest. But commerce reduced and civilized the deleterious effects of
this fact of the human condition, while religious orthodoxies all too evidently barba-
rized and exaggerated these effects.

Of course, at just this moment on the periphery of the expanding European com-
mercial system, human beings were being reduced in Eastern Europe to bound serfs,
and in West Africa to chattel slaves, dying in their thousands in the holds of “civi-
lized” merchant vessels. Misery on a scale to match anything produced by the age of
religious warfare — in the end on a far vaster scale, if one considers the whole long his-
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tories of Prussia or the American South that would follow —was being facilitated by
commerce. In those distant places certain human beings sought, not monetary gain,
but absolute overlordship, a desire imposed by the current practice of estate manage-
ment and cash-crop cultivation. Commerce put the means into their hands and
pointed the way. The Portuguese taught the Dutch how to manage slave plantations;
the Dutch taught the English. Sugar prices and later cotton prices required slave la-
bor; indentured servants were too hard to discipline and too scarce. Racial difference
and African background were easily reinterpreted by English planters as making
blacks suitable for slavery.® Even as it abetted massive terror, however, commerce
also obscured the practice of terror from the view of traders and thinkers in London or
Amsterdam. In these metropolises, slavery in the Caribbean and serfdom in
Pomerania wete as distant and invisible as was the mule jenny later to Bengal cotton
spinners, or the production of kula gifts to Malinowski. In the comfort of a European
salon, it was easy to evoke the image of two wealthy London merchants, one Puritan,
the other Quaker, dickering over the price of their wares, and to treat this image as a
paradigm of what commerce did to social relationships.’

ASYMMETRICAL EXCHANGE

In reality the social relationships surrounding the use of money and commodities in
preindustrial Europe were far more varied, even if one excludes for a moment the ex-
tremes of the Atlantic slave trade and Eastern European serfdom. These variations,
buried in the rural and neighborhood routines of life—easily overlooked by met-
chants’ apologists — were nonetheless essential to the hierarchical arrangements of per-
sons and the concentrations of authority that made society what it was. There were
variations in the uses to which commodities were put and the effective experience of
owning commodities. And there were consequent variations in the kinds of contact
that existed between persons who engaged in exchange. These latter variations con-
cerned what may be referred to as asymmetries in monetary exchange. By “asymme-
tries” is not meant here that the poor gave services or money to the rich of a higher
value than what they received in return, though the word has sometimes been used in
this sense. Here it is used to refer to something quite different, to the sheer difference
in personal worth of the parties involved and the consequent divergence in their atti-
tudes toward use values. Monetary exchange asymmetries have existed as long as
money has been in use, and they survive relatively unchanged to the present day, de-
spite the prodigious development of capitalism. Monetary exchange asymmetries, far
more than slavery or serfdom, have influenced the distribution of social and political
power over the last three centuries in Europe without ever being properly under-
stood. Exchange asymmetries remain the principal means by which the use of money
helps to create social structures. They thetefore deserve detailed attention. They may
be briefly described as they appeared on the eve of the eighteenth century as follows:

In preindustrial Europe a rich man could afford to buy clothes for hunting,
clothes for dinner, clothes for town, clothes for home. He could have a chair for his

64



Growth of the liberal illusion

desk and another in his parlor. He could have fifteen different dinner dishes served in
as many days. He could pay a man to clothe him and another to bring his brandy. He
could make land transactions twice a year, order major improvements to his house
and park every decade. Each individual transaction played a very small part in his
life.® A poor artisan, on the other hand, bought one shop and one set of tools at the
beginning of life, one bed, one pot, one ladle, one apprentice. He slept in the same
room as his family all year round. Each transaction bulked much latger in his life be-
cause the commodity involved was for him an essential and long-term feature of his
life.® Over time he lost sight of the precise relation between price and good. His
tools became worn, but those were his grooves and the rubbing of his hands that he
saw on them. His linen became threadbare, but he knew exactly what the stains and
tatters were from. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, as now, most people
got married once or at most twice (although then it was death rather than divorce
that occasioned the repetitions). There may have been competition at the time of the
courtship, but what did that mean fifteen years later? The same sort of disjuncture be-
tween purchase and use characterized the relation of the poor farmer to his plot of
land, the poor weaver to his loom, the spinner to her wheel.

The poor had to live and work with what they bought while the rich soon sold it
again or rented it out. A question to the rich of figures, balances, letters of credit,
deeds, and bonds, property was for the poor a question of highly particular and pecu-
liar utensils, four specific walls, one single piece of bottomland that had a tendency
to flood in wet years, one address on a narrow street. By the eighteenth centuty, price
could appear as a mere mathematical entity to one, a proper subject of scientific fot-
mulas and abstract theories; to the other it was a dangerous and unpredictable thing,
a destroyer of lives and bringer of blessings, a capricious god, probably manipulated
by unseen conspirators. *°

In a sale of land between a rich and a poor man, their attitudes toward the land
would be starkly different. The rich man might focus on the average annual yield of the
acres in question; the poor man would wonder how easily the plow slipped through the
clods of earth, how frequently stones were to be met with. Was there good drainage for
a place to build his cottage? Who were the neighbors? It might be argued that a profit-
maximizing rich man would also inquire into such things. But this misses the point.
The poor man’s interest was not in profit as such; it was in the pain he personally would
feel when the blade of the plow struck a hidden boulder, the sleep he personally would
lose when extra hoeing was necessary or when manure just spread was washed away by a
sudden rain. The poor man’s use of the commodity was immediate, life-encompassing,
a question of smells and flavors, muscle aches and broken ankles; it would shape the
character of his connection to wife and children.

It is exact for the eighteenth century to speak of men and not women in the ex-
changes discussed so far, but similar observations apply obviously to women. For the
chambermaid in the rich man’s house, it was a fateful day when she entered service
and would be another when she left. Was the mistress of the house kind or domineer-
ing? Did the design on the silver make it easy to polish? Her annual wage built up
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very slowly into something that would buy her another fateful master, a husband.
Two huge transactions, very small to a rich man, and her life course was settled. In
addition, one very concrete way in which rich women resembled the poor was that
they, too, were often insulated systematically from the kinds of transactions whose
personal significance could be adequately expressed in a ledger.

From this stunning contrast in the personal use of commodities arose asymmetties
in the personal relationships created by monetary exchange. It is important to remem-
ber that most monetary exchanges in rural areas and within the workshops of urban
artisans gave rise to complex personal relationships, instead of simple, anonymous
ones. '’

In such transactions, the mere difference in the relative significance of a particular
commodity to each party could give the rich a certain power over the poor very differ-
ent in kind from the power created by coercion (although indirectly dependent on
coercion). A landowner who leased out twenty farms could afford to make a few mis-
takes, to suffer a few setbacks, without feeling the pinch. Of eighteenth-century En-
glish landlords, for example, Mingay remarks that

farms in hand meant trouble, expense, and possible loss, and at the least were
highly inconvenient. Even the smaller landlords, who customarily engaged in
farming, disliked having more land than they could propetly manage. When the
Purefoys had a farm fall into their hands [i.e., by losing or evicting a tenant]}
they found their comfortable days of leisure replaced by a “great hurry,” and
with the servants away looking after the farm, and the horses all “workt down,”
their normal life of entertaining and visiting was out of the question. '*

But such inconvenience, which would have been much less to a large landiord,
must be multiplied a hundredfold to appreciate the position of the landless farmer
caught between leases. Such a person with a dependent family had a great deal at
stake when seeking a lease. If he did not estimate the value of the land properly or
did not convince the owner of his skill and energy, if he lost the farm or took it on
at too high a rent, he was in serious trouble. But even if he was the petfect tenant,
the landlord might refuse him for some extraneous reason without suffering much
loss. This difference alone was often enough to elicit humility, deference, and obe-
dience from the poor in their dealings with the rich.'> However freely both parties
entered into the transaction, the owner had only inconvenience at stake; the tenant
feared destitution. The rich can afford to be capricious; the poor must therefore be
careful.

This asymmetry in the stake each party had in given transactions, based as it was
on a contrast in the use value of given commodities to each party, worked to give
shape to a large proportion of European society by the early modern period. The
poor’s use of commodities was more varied and multidimensional than the rich’s; it
was comparatively difficult for the poor to reduce in any satisfying way this varied
use to a single, quantitative monetary expression. Yet the poor's need, when dealing
with the rich, to reduce all this varied usability of things to an accurate price value
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was great. They had to marshal all their shrewdness when facing a rich man. But
theirs could never be the simple shrewdness of a profit-maximizing merchant.

A competitive environment raises no impediment to the impact of such asymme-
tries. If a prospective tenant is confronted with ten landlords or ten thousand, he still
needs a farm desperately. His very survival and that of his family may depend on the
kind of lease he can get. For the landlord, even a relatively small one who owns only
three or four farms, the quality of any one lease agreement is never a life-or-death mat-
ter. This difference alone, no matter what the attending circumstances, will be suffi-
cient to give the landlord a crushing advantage over his tenants if he chooses to use
it. Few landlords will fail to do so; the structure of the situation prescribes a desire
for submission and humility from tenants, whatever the landlord’s private inclina-
tions. Tenants more often than not will learn to offer these things as a matter of
course.

Money is not an essential ingredient of exchange asymmetries. Asymmetrical ex-
change may be regarded as a large genus within which asymmetrical monetary ex-
change forms an important species. Marcel Mauss in his celebrated essay The Gift re-
marks that among the Kwakiutl,

if a subject receives a blanket from his chief for a service rendered he will return
two on the occasion of a marriage in the clan chief’s family or on the initiation of
the chief’s son. But then the chief in his turn redistributes to him whatever he
gets from the next potlatch at which rival clans repay the chief’s generosity.

The obligation of worthy return is imperative. Face is lost forever if it is not
made or if equivalent value is not destroyed. ™

In such a gift-giving relationship, it is not just the subject’s need to return more than
is received that holds him in thrall to his chief, but also the fact that the chief, with
his ever-growing stock of valuable gifts, is never in danger of losing face before any
one of his subjects. It is not the equality or lack of equality of what is exchanged that
sets up the advantage of one party; it is the fact that what is exchanged is of only mi-
nor significance in one party’s life and of major significance in the other party’s. The
whole of the two parties’ social identities must be taken into account. This is why the
word “unequal” fails to capture what is being described here; “asymmetrical” may be
an awkward term, but it at least draws attention away from the thing exchanged,
away from the reductionistic simplification of a quantity concept, and toward the
whole imbalanced social configuration of the relationship. Being a geometrical meta-
phot, it invites the imagination to open up, where numerical metaphors encourage it
to close down.

When money enters the relationship and when the thing exchanged for money is
not ornamental or prestigious artifacts but either subsistence goods or else the means
of making subsistence goods, the asymmetry takes on a very special shape. The pecu-
liar shape of such a monetary relationship is so important that it warrants a step-by-
step exposition.

67



Money and liberty in modern Eurgpe

First, the term “subsistence goods,” as used here, means anything that satisfies
needs which, in a particular case, are rated very high by the parties involved. People
make hierarchies of needs for themselves; the survival requirements of the body and its
nervous system must be creatively transformed by consciousness before they can be-
come the object of action. Food, clothing, and shelter are often found high in the hierar-
chy of needs, but they are never alone there and will frequently be sacrificed for other
goods in specific communities. Wine has been for long a subsistence good in many re-
gions, just as in many others it has been regarded as an imported (and vicious) luxury.
Special holiday dress on which great care is lavished is a subsistence good in most soci-
eties, however poor. Pilgrimages to religious shrines in times of sickness, the
Wanderjahr of adolescent males, gloves, scarves, buckles, and pictures to hang on the
wall all represent goods for which poor people have routinely sacrificed immense quan-
tities of food, clothing, and shelter. It is misleading to leave them out when talking
about subsistence or to suppose that the basic needs are merely biological or “material”
incharacter. (More will be said about this in the first section of Chapter 4.) In asymmet-
rical exchanges of money for subsistence goods or for the means of making them, sanc-
tion for a failure to make “worthy return” is not (or not only) loss of face but directly
and immediately loss of the ability to live and work.

Second, the unique characteristic of money is that it allows an extremely exact cal-
culation of what constitutes “worthy return.” Under the proper circumstances the
rich may use monetary transactions to establish a highly flexible and detailed disci-
pline over the poor tenants or laborers or outworkers they engage. Under the proper
circumstances it is possible to exercise this discipline at a distance, from the library of
a country house, the counting room of a warehouse, or an urban hdtel particulier. A
field of force is set up in which one pole is represented by the account book of the
wealthier party and the other is represented by the diverse bodily needs and familial
obligations of his poor subordinate. A pen, by raising a rent figure at one pole, may
cause physical pain in the stomachs and on the calloused hands at the other pole; or it
may cause moral anguish when parents regard children in want.

One must know exactly what is exchanged to see how the disciplinary potential is
set up. Sharecropping, for example, a very common form of relationship in rural Eu-
rope down through the nineteenth century, is like Kwakiutl blanket exchange in
that it involves no money, but different in that it involves the exchange of a means of
making subsistence goods (land) for a share of those subsistence goods. Use of farm-
land (and sometimes equipment) is exchanged for a fixed proportion of the yield. In
such a relationship it may be necessary for the landowner to impose discipline
through direct surveillance, the ultimate sanction being nonrenewal of the relation-
ship."> Otherwise, the sharecropper may work only enough to ensure his own live-
lihood instead of maximizing yield, and the owner will then be left with a smaller
harvest to split. If the sharecropper’s right to renew is ever established, the owner’s
ability to discipline may become nil. In a farm lease involving money rent, discipline
does not have to be exercised by direct surveillance; it becomes contingent on the
landowner’s ability to adjust the rent frequently. A nine-year lease in a period of ris-
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ing crop prices will allow the tenant to retain all the benefit of the growing value of
his harvests over the course of the lease. The tenant will have the option of translat-
ing this benefit into less-sustained effort or improved consumption or improved
equipment or the purchase of additional land. Whatever the case, the field of force
weakens. If crop prices fall over the term of the lease, the tenant may be driven to
starvation or to abandoning the farm in despair. Discipline degenerates into destruc-
tion of the relationship.*® In wage-labor and subcontracting relationships, still other
factors determine the efficacy of potential discipline. (More will be said on this mat-
ter in Chapter 5.) In short, money in asymmetrical exchanges can be either a highly
refined instrument of discipline or a very blunt one, depending on the circumstances.

Such exchanges establish only a potential for domination, for the exercise of disci-
pline. The potential varies in form just as the exchange does. Whether or to what ex-
tent this potential is used by the wealthier party or responded to by the poorer one
cannot be determined except by looking at specific cases. The potential’s use may be
blocked by other features of the situation; and it is always the case that idiosyncracies
of the persons involved determine the exact nature of the relationship. Exchange
asymmetries may be thought of as features of established practices to which individu-
als may or may not give assent and which are more or less difficult for individuals to
ignore depending on the circumstances. The concept of asymmetry is not meant to
straightjacket interpretation or to reduce complex relationships to a unidimensional
flatness. It is a concept that interpretive method needs because it draws attention
away from the mere meanings of the visible acts of social life and toward the disor-
derly, unrealized desires of actors. By looking at both the effects of coercion and the
character of exchange asymmetries in a specific society one can develop one’s own in-
dependent idea of what a society is and how its relationships are structured. One can
then do more than merely interpret the ostensible meanings of texts, rituals, and
practices; one can make a judgment about their effects on real relationships, that is,
about their role in giving order to cognition and desire. By investigating the articula-
tion of coercion and exchange with the ordering and fulfillment of desires and by
identifying the unintended consequences of established practices (that is, those re-
sults of practices which their public meanings do not encompass), one puts oneself in
a position to discern trajectories of change. Interpretive method is thus provided
with a theory of history tailored to its needs, a theory that allows one to use interpre-
tive method without losing sight of the role that our common this-worldly existence
and our conflicting desires play in shaping human societies.

One important limitation of the concept of exchange asymmetry is that it refers ex-
clusively to the structure of a dyadic relationship and says nothing about the larger so-
cial and political context within which that relationship takes shape. It is a
mictoeconomic concept, so to speak, focusing on two isolated individuals. Asymmet-
rical exchanges cannot give structure to a society except insofar as some collective de-
cision or the outcome of some collective conflict sets the terms within which these ex-
changes will occur. It would be misleading, therefore, to present a picture of the role
such exchanges played in structuring European society about the year 1700 without
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saying something, however summary and inadequate, about how things got to be
that way.

It is noteworthy that both G. E. M. de Ste. Croix and M. I. Finley (that is, a
Marxist and a non-Marxist) identify the same distinctive feature as setting off
Greek and all subsequent European civilizations from their Near Eastern precur-
sors.'” That feature was, in a word, money. From at least the seventh century B.C.
exchange relationships involving money, property, and labor services constituted a
new kind of social order on the northern coast of the Mediterranean Sea; and the
state, as we now understand that term, grew up as a formalized arena within which
conflict over such relationships could be contained and sufficient consensus created
about the rules governing these relationships to avert constant civil war. The very
idea that societies have states (or vice versa— that the two things are not in any case
coterminous) arises from the fact that in Western societies law and custom create a
private arena within which individuals come face to face with each other and strike
vital bargains involving work, money, family, and the necessities of life. To sepa-
rate state and society when speaking of the Kwakiutl—or of an early medieval
manor, for that matter—is nonsense for the simple reason that neither Kawkiutl
nor early medieval society was organized around two prevailing kinds of relation-
ships: one kind (“social structure”) involving asymmetrical monetary exchanges, the
other (“politics”) involving more-or-less-organized contention over the laws and cus-
toms that shape the first kind.

Three reasons may be cited to explain why the spread of asymmetrical monetary
exchange was likely to transform social conflict. First, conflict resulted from the po-
tential bluntness of money as a disciplinary tool. A bit of bad weather was suffi-
cient in 6oo B.C., just as it remains in 1986, to upset all calculations and to
thrust thousands of farmers into crisis, putting them at the mercy of wealthy credi-
tors or landlords. It was about 600 B.C. that Solon averted civil war in Athens and
set that society on the road to democracy by decreeing that debts could no longer
be secured against the persons of Athenian citizens. Defaulting debtors who had
been sold into slavery were immediately freed; others liable to the same fate were
declared free of their debts. From this reform arose that stark distinction between
citizen and slave in Athens upon which civil equality and popular sovereignty were
later buile.*®

Second, conflict in this new kind of Western social order tended to take the form
of intervention by third parties in the common dyadic relationships that money cre-
ates. Politics and sometimes warfare have provided the sphere in which such third
parties emerge — whether in the form of the state, of riotous crowds, or of invading ar-
mies. In Rome, for example, the failure of the Gracchi brothers to achieve legal re-
form in favor of the poor after 120 B.C. sealed the republic’s fate. From that point
on, the senate foreclosed any further use of state institutions to mediate between rich
and poor. Within a few years Marius opened the road to autarky by taking landless
citizens into his legions, paying them in cash for their services, and rewarding veter-
ans with land. Loyal service to a victorious general became a form of protest against
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the senarorial aristocracy and simultaneously a route to independence from the enor-
mous power of its private wealth. This particular form of protest was vitiated by its
opportunism. Obviously the poor did not lament the passing of the republic and the
creation of an unchecked monarchical state, but in the very long run they suffered a
severe deterioration in their position under the empire, so severe that the distinction
between citizen and slave again lost its meaning by about 400 A.D." The precise
structure of the state in Western societies is important first and foremost for the way
it creates opportunities to regulate or modify the disciplinary potentials of monetary
exchange. When discipline becomes too blunt, people caught on the painful end of
dyadic exchanges will become available for political adventure. They will look for ral-
lying cries, for allies, for certain forms of solidarity.

Why not call this “class conflict,” as many historians do? The reason is that being
subject to discipline through asymmetrical monetary exchange is not the same thing
as having a specific relation to the means of production. (This point is discussed in
greater detail in the final section of Chapter 5.) It would be easy, of course, to rede-
fine the term “class” to apply to such disciplinary relationships, and many readers
might be more comfortable with such a strategy. After all, everyone who uses the
term “class” nowadays redefines it.*® But that is also a good reason not to use it at all.
A few moments after redefining it both writer and reader would be in danger of slid-
ing back into the comfortable notion that it is natural or normal for a one-to-one map-
ping to exist between classes and political factions and that when this does not occur
(which is virtually always) it is because of an intervening factor, a peculiarity, an odd-
ity of ideological or economic circumstance that must be surmounted by the progress
of history. This is just the opposite of what the historical record shows, which is that
political movements draw on broad bands of support, coalesce around principles that
transcend the concerns of specific positions in the social structure, and depend on the
dedication of selfless innovators. All of the leaders and many of the supporters of the
popular parties in ancient Athens or Rome were themselves aristocrats. As in the case
of the French Revolution, fissures broke Athenian and Roman society apart along a
jagged diagonal rather than a neat vertical or horizontal line. Solon, Pericles, the
Gracchi, and Julius Caesar rallied broad coalitions behind them, coalitions that
tended, more often than not, to recruit persons who suffered in a variety of ways from
painful discipline exercised by wealthy exchange partners, or who feared they might
suffer from it. The same could be said for any modern leader of a “working-class”
movement, whether Feargus O’Connor or Lenin. Asymmetrical monetary exchange,
when prevalent, creates predispositions, “raw material,” if one likes, for political
movements, but nothing so definite or deceptively clear as the term “class conflict”
implies. The fact that the notion of exchange asymmetry refers only to a dyadic rela-
tionship and does not simultaneously refer to the collectivities whose conflicts and
compromises create the social context around dyadic relationships gives it a flexibil-
ity thae the concept of class almost unavoidably lacks.

Finally, conflice in Western-type social orders is shaped by the fact that money is
confusing. It is perennially perplexing that apparently fair bargains scruck between
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relatively (or legally) free individuals should result in one party’s falling into the power
of the other. On the one hand, is not the money proffered a just and reasonable measure
for the service or good received? On the other hand, flattery and self-deception (them-
selves weapons of conflict) have assured as the centuries passed that the rich would feel
justified in disposing of the fates of others. The poor were insignificant, lesser forms of
being, polluted by their continual intercourse with the particular facts of their worn lit-
tle cottage walls, degraded by long boring hours behind the plow. These two ideas —of
the fairness of money and of the inherent superiority of the wealthy — remained in un-
easy balance through all vicissitudes down to the modern era.

It was easy, as commerce and communication shriveled away at the end of the
Roman Empire, to translate the disciplinary control of lease and sharecropping rela-
tionships into the juridical, military, and personal power of a lord over his serfs.”’
Across the subsequent millennium, relations surrounding the meeting of subsis-
tence needs in European society shifted back and forth between the extremes of di-
rect, coercive surveillance on the one hand and purely monetary discipline on the
other. Monetization of labor dues combined with inflation hurt the lords of the thir-
teenth century. The Black Death was a further boon to the peasants that survived.
But even in the darkest days of the century following the plague’s outbreak there
was never the slightest threat of social equality breaking out in landlord—tenant
dealings. Some lords revived the legal strictures of serfdom to extract submission
from the dwindling number of peasants. Others offered terms of tenure that were
extremely favorable — payments low, security high—to attract new tenants to their
abandoned farms. But tenants were never invited home to dinner. On the contrary,
there was instead much discussion of the proper relation between villeins and lords,
as the latter sought to coordinate the use of their lessened (but hardly threatened)
asymmetrical advantages and coercive resources.”

With the return of demographic pressure in the fifteenth century, the balance
tipped back even more firmly in the lords’ favor. Commetcial expansion and inflation
from 1500 on, causes of the rebirth of serfdom in Eastern Europe, had more varie-
gated results in Western and Southern Europe. The taste for money income among
the rich led in some regions to enclosures (driving out villagers to create pasture land
for sheep), in others to further translating of the vestiges of manorial rights into
money payments, in still others to accumulation of land rented on short-term leases
whose rents rose along with, and in the seventeenth century faster than, prices. There
was no return to serfdom, however; those peasants who retained manorial land usu-
ally emerged with greater control of it and greater security of tenure by 1700.** But
even when the extreme of this evolution had been reached in the eighteenth century,
it remained perfectly possible for sheer differentials of wealth to confer personal
power. Having comparatively less at stake in any transaction with the poor, the
wealthy —whatever the origin of their wealth—were able to command fear and re-
spect from the poor through their money alone if necessary, just as they had in Petro-
nius’s Rome or Alcibiades’ Athens.
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What gradually changed after 1650 or so, and eventually altered everything, was
that social thought began to deemphasize the just preeminence and authority of the
wealthy, which had been frankly acknowledged and celebrated in European culture
for two thousand years. Instead, a new emphasis was placed on the fairness and preci-
sion of money as a medium of exchange between legal equals. It is not that people
lost sight of the advantage of the wealthier party when they turned their minds to the
matter. But it became increasingly difficult to give representation to this advantage
within the new conceptions of the body politic that arose with the Enlightenment.
The beginnings of this change in social thought have already been alluded to; it is
now necessary to diagnose with greater care the weaknesses that resulted.

MONEY AS UNIVERSAL EQUIVALENT AND
PRINCIPLE OF LIBERATION

As early as the 1640s in England, following the victory of the parliamentary army
over the ctown, one of the factions in the ensuing political struggle showed itself to
be in the grip of strange assumptions about monetary exchange.

As C. B. Macpherson has shown, the Levellers in the famous Putney Debates did
not demand universal manhood suffrage (as they are frequently supposed to have
done).” Their disagreement with the Independents was over how much property was
sufficient to ensure the political independence that was a prerequisite for the fran-
chise. The Levellers wished to exclude from the franchise “apprentices, or servants, ot
those that take alms . . . because they depend upon the will of other men and should
be afraid to displease (them).”** For precisely the same reason, the Independents’ lead-
ing spokesmen, Cromwell and Ireton, wished to exclude a much greater number of
persons: all tenants at will, copyholders at the will of the lord, and artisans and shop-
keepers not members of trading corporations. Such persons were bound to be jealous
of those who owned property; given the vote, they would use their new power to steal
from the propertied or abolish property entirely. Artisans who were members of char-
tered guilds, by contrast, held a privilege that, like property, could be lawfully
taken from them by no man. For the same reason, Cromwell was willing to admit to
the franchise all tenants with copyhold by the custom of the manor (since the lord of
the manor could not take their land away from them) and even leaseholders whose
lease was measured in lives, a common practice that secured the tenant from eviction
at the landlord’s pleasure. In effect, the Independents felt that all other persons were
“dependent on the will of other men” and would be either afraid to displease them or
else anxious to rebel against them. The Levellers insisted, on the contrary, that un-
privileged artisans, leaseholders at will, or copyholders at will were full “free-born En-
glishmen” who, unlike servants or apprentices, had alienated none of their birthright
of liberty.

This debate would have been impossible had the feudal retainer system survived,
since it was just the people the Levellers wished to enfranchise who had earlier pro-
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vided the core of the great barons’ private armies. Their dependence had earlier been
self-evident. Now at this central moment in the genesis of modern theories of natural
right, thanks to the elimination in England of direct nonmonetary services from
leaseholder obligations, it was possible to demand that the “birth-right of all English
men [to vote] be restored to all which ate not, or shall not be legally disfranchised for
some criminal cause, or ate not under 21 years of age, ot servants, of be‘g‘gars."26
The Levellers’ claim that all such persons were sufficiently free to exercise the fran-
chise implied that paying a money rent for land on a short-term lease did not deprive
one of reason or make one envious of all property (as the Independents persistently
chatged). Money, by implication, played a liberating role; a servant or apprentice
who lived under his master's roof owed obedience and subordination, but a
leaseholder owed only rent. His birthright of liberty was intact. This general view of
the role of money in society lies at the foundation of most modern democratic consti-
tutions. It is fundamental to most versions of liberalism, whether democratic or oth-
erwise. But it is a view that has been plagued with problems from the very begin-
ning, since it assumes that the poorer party to a purely monetary transaction is as free
as the richer.

The advantage that the Levellers sought by treating monetary relationships as po-
litically neutral was obvious; by doing so, they eliminated the principal objection to
the extension of the franchise and thus hoped to gain for leaseholders and unprivi-
leged artisans that additional bit of control over their own lives, of liberty, which the
right to vote conferred. But by the end of the seventeenth century, other thinkers rec-
ognized new uses for the Leveller argument. The idea that monetary exchange was a
politically free form of relationship was found to dovetail nicely with the idea that
gain was the operative motive in all exchanges. In both notions one particular kind of
exchange came to serve as an implicit paradigm. In this exchange, money and tangi-
ble commodity are virtually the only things that pass between the two parties, who
are indifferent to each other in every other respect and perfectly free of other entangle-
ments with each other. In early modern society this kind of exchange was most com-
monly encountered only in exceptional circumstances: in long-distance trade be-
tween urban commercial centers, in banking and discount transactions, in certain
land purchases, in the exchange of the petty commodities of daily consumption in cit-
ies. This most highly constructed, rarefied, and special form of exchange, albeit a rap-
idly proliferating form, was taken to reveal the salient characteristics of all forms of
exchange.

The spreading confusion can be seen cleatly in John Locke’s Second Treatise of Govern-
ment, where, as Macpherson has shown, he combines the arguments of the Levellersand
the Independents into a single incongruous vision. For Locke inequalities of wealth
had their origin in the state of nature. Of course, he forcefully asserts the general free-
dom and equality of all men in the state of nature, and justifies property on the basis of
direct labor and use: No man may keep more than he works himself nor hoard goods
that will spoil before he uses them. For these forthright views he is justly famous. None-
theless, Locke goes on to remark that the introduction of money allows a person to
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hoard without spoilage. And money can be introduced in the state of nature “by a tacit
and voluntary consent.” “This partage of things, in an inequality of private posses-
sions, men have made practicable ot of the bounds of society, and without compact, only by
putting a value on gold and silver and tacitly agreeing in the use of money."”*” Before
civil society is founded, in other words, great inequalities already exist, but based on
an underlying tacit consent of equals to use money. Elsewhere Locke readily admitted
that those who ended up possessing nothing because of money and trade, living “from
hand to mouth,” - /ere unable to “raise their thoughts above” to matters of state.”® In
practice, then, strict limitation of political participation was unavoidable, even under
a government founded on recognition of the liberty and equality of all men. Wisely,
Locke avoided saying exactly where he thought the line should be drawn between “ac-
tive” and “passive” citizens, as the French later called them. He had everything to lose
and nothing to gain from being specific.

Most of the great figures of the Enlightenment, knowingly or not, followed in
Locke’s footsteps on these matters. Montesquieu, despite his starkly different style of
thinking, despite his flexibility and his omniverous empiricism, failed like Locke to
see in the monetary power of the rich over the poor any threat to liberty. In his ideal con-
stitution, everyone is allowed to vote for representatives except those “in such an estate
of baseness that they are not considered properly to have any will of their own.”* Like
Locke, he did not specify whether Levellers or Independents had the better opinion on
who was to be included in this group. In addition, those “distinguished by birth, by
wealth, or by honor” must not be confounded among the rest of the people. “The com-
mon liberty will be their slavery, and they will have no interest in defending it, be-

» o«

cause the greater part of resolutions {voted by the people’s representatives} will be
against them.”*" Therefore they must form a separate hereditary corps with its own de-
liberative body having the power to veto tax measures —a House of Lords.

Of course liberty for Montesquieu did not require ideal conditions; true liberty es-
chewed extremes of any kind and flourished under government of whatever form so
long as it was moderate. The early monarchies of Europe, for example, preserved the
deliberative tradition of the Germanic tribes by establishing representative bodies
(parliaments and estates) in the Middle Ages.

Such was the origin of gothic government among us. . . . It had the disadvan-
tage that the lower people [/e bas peuple] were reduced to slavery {that is, serf-
dom]. This was a good government with the capacity to become better. The cus-
tom arose of granting letters of manumission [to serfs], and soon the civil liberty
of the people, the prerogatives of the nobility and the clergy, the power of the
kings were in such harmony that 1 do not think there could be found on earth a
government so well tempered as was that of each part of Europe so long as it
lasted.*’

The preservation of property was as essential to government for Montesquieu as it
was for Locke:
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The public good is always that each one conserve invariably the property which
civil law gives to him.

The constitution of Rome was founded on this principle, that only those would
be soldiers who had sufficient property to answer to the republic for their con-
duct. . . . Marius took all sorts of people into the legions, and the republic was
lost.

The revenues of the state are a portion which each citizen gives of his property
[bien} in order to secure the rest. . . . There is nothing which wisdom and pru-
dence must more carefully determine than the portion that one takes and the por-
tion that one leaves to the subjects.>

Without saying it in so many words, Montesquieu nonetheless made his views quite
clear: Those without property are too jealous of the rich to be allowed full participa-
tion in government. Or else they have no will of their own and can contribute noth-
ing to the wisdom of political deliberation. It is wrong for them to be held in bond-
age; debt bondage is particularly dangerous to a democracy; but setfdom is only a
minor evil in a well-balanced constitution, an evil easily overcome. Freed setfs, pos-
sessed of their “civil liberty” but unable to participate in government (because incom-
petent) or allowed only a limited participation (because too prone to jealousy of the
great), are therefore in the highest state of liberty that the éas pesple can hope to at-
tain. Implicit in these views is a complete failure to think about the power that
grows out of monetary exchange relations between the rich and the poor. Only if the
poor are subjected to nonmonetary, juridical forms of direct or personal domination
is there any disadvantage {nconvénient]. If, however, power over the poor arises solely
out of the lesser stake that the rich have in any one transaction, it is liberty.

These views, or rather this way of talking about property — “views” is perhaps too
strong a word —had a long and fruitful history. Few in the Enlightenment stood out
against the combined authority of Locke and Montesquieu. The Encyclopédie merely
passed on conventional wisdom when it declared civil society’s origin to be the desire
to protect property or defined natural liberty as the right to dispose of self and prop-
erty in the state of nature, and civil liberty as the freedom from personal bondage.*
The Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen of 1789 likewise made property a right
existing prior to government, which governments were created to protect.>* The Na-
tional Assembly abolished “privilege,” that is, all property that did not take the form
of direct disposal over natural objects, and it wrote a constitution with strict property
qualifications for the franchise. In this way liberty and equality were supposedly
achieved. Only Rousseau and a few other minor voices held out against the chorus of
agreement, persistently denouncing the forms of dependence that grew out of active
commerce and great concentrations of wealth. Even Rousseau felt forced to make a
place for private property in his ideal state, yet it was a highly restricted one. Prop-
erty was for him a limited right held by the individual directly from the state, which
served the function of separating individuals from each other and subjecting them di-
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rectly to the general will, so that they could not enter into debilitating dependencies
among themselves. It is, in fact, one of the keys to Rousseau’s originality, from the
First Discourse to the Social Contract, that he mistrusted money.*

In the meantime the further development of economic thought continuously re-
confirmed the prevalent equation of property with liberty by systematically obscur-
ing from view the existence and impact of exchange asymmetries. The universality of
the motive of gain was given ever-greater emphasis; money gradually came to be con-
sidered a universal equivalent, a medium that could express the significance of any
feature of human experience. Eventually, this approach to money and motives virtu-
ally theorized exchange asymmetries—or any variability in motives for engaging in
exchange—out of existence. One can trace this development from Montesquieu
through Ferguson to Smith.

In De Vesprit des lois, Montesquieu treated calculation in money terms as an excep-
tional practice characteristic of the commercial spirit: “We see that in countries
where people are taken up with the spirit of commerce, one trades in all human ac-
tions and all moral virtues: the smallest things, anything human beings demand, are
made, or are given, for money.”* Peoples without commerce, by contrast, engage in
brigandage but also offer hospitality to travelers freely, without counting the cost.
Commerce brings peace and civilization but also “a certain sentiment of exactitude
{de justice exacte}.”’

For Ferguson, as well, the motive of gain was a circumscribed characteristic, lim-
ited to those who engaged in certain occupations. A necessary division of occupa-
tions between those that were “liberal” and those that were “mechanic” was for him
the underlying fact of social structure. A man in polished society seeks to “conceal
his regard for what telates merely to the preservation of his livelihood.” Such a man
views the beggar, the laborer, and the mechanic as “degraded by the object they
pursue and by the means they employ to attain it,” whereas those whose skill cre-
ates objects of beauty are of a “superior class” because they earn “applause as well as
profit.” The highest station is reserved for those who do not act out of “the consid-
eration of mere subsistence, and the regards of intetest,” that is, those with suffi-
cient property to ignore these things.>® The need to limit the political participation
of the laboring poor arises directly from, among other things, their necessary con-
cern for gain:

Ignorance is the least of their failings. An admiration of wealth unpossessed, be-
coming a principle of envy, or of servility; a habit of acting perpetually with a
view to profit, and under a sense of subjection; the crimes to which they are al-
lured, in order to feed their debauch, or to gratify their avarice, are examples,
not of ignorance, but of corruption and baseness. >

The weakness of Athenian democracy was that such persons were allowed to engage
directly in political deliberations. Here the use of property to dominate the
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propertyless is passed over in silence. But the motive of gain is still seen as an odd, ex-
ceptional factor in social relations.

The change in tone from Ferguson’s essay of 1767 to Adam Smith’s Wealth of Na-
tions, published nine years later, could not be more dramatic. For Smith, gain was
not one of the degrading results of the division of labor but its original fountainhead.
It was “a certain propensity in human nature” to “truck, barter, and exchange one
thing for another” that first led to the creation of separate occupations and thereby to
the gradual increase in the productive power of labor. The creation of the occupation
of “philosophy or speculation” was as much a consequence of the pursuit of advantage
as was that of making pins; and both inevitably became subdivided in their turn.*
The pursuit of gain ensured the rational distribution of society’s resources, because,
as Smith put it,

The whole of the advantages and disadvantages of the different employments of
labour and stock must, in the same neighbourhood, be either perfectly equal or
continually tending to equality. If, in the same neighbourhood, there was any
employment evidently either more or less advantageous than the rest, so many
people would crowd into it in the one case, and so many would desert it in the
other, that its advantages would soon return to the level of the other employ-
ments. This at least would be the case in a society where things were left to fol-
low their natural course, where there was perfect liberty, and where every man
was perfectly free both to choose what occupation he thought proper, and to
change it as often as he thought proper. Every man’s interest would prompt him
to seek the advantageous, and to shun the disadvantageous employment.*'

“The whole of the advantages and disadvantages”: By this phrase Smith meant to in-
clude money as one kind of advantage among others. A butcher, for example, whose
job in Smith’s view was highly unpleasant, received more money for his work than a
tailor, because the extra money compensated for the unpleasantness of the work. Oth-
erwise butchers would prefer to make garments. Money was not an odd or peculiar
object of desire but the liquid medium that balanced and coordinated all desites. Fol-
lowing this line of reasoning, exchange asymmetries could be wished out of exis-
tence. Assuming that all enjoy “perfect liberty” in the disposal of self and property,
lord and tenant or master and journeyman bargain with each other solely with an eye
to their own advantage. The poor need not be ingratiating; the rich have nothing to
gain from sychophancy. Each must simply convince the other that he offers advanta-
geous terms, secure in the knowledge that the invisible hand of self-interest will
move the other to strike a deal. The rich man’s potential caprice, his comparative
lack of stake in the outcome of what are for him minor transactions with a crowd of
poor tenants or laborers or servants, is simply defined out of existence. Even if ten-
ants are found to offer humility and obedience, or lords to demand them, then this
may be said to be part of the price, one of the disadvantages weighed by the tenant
against the advantage of access to land; obedience can be treated as merely one of the
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“rents” that the landlord finds it advantageous to receive. If one is robbed of political
liberty and self-respect, it is merely a rent.

In France Quesnay and the Physiocrats, though less sophisticated than Smith,
nonetheless perpetrated the same error. True, they held that the laborer was
parasitical whenever he received more than a bare subsistence wage for his work—a
view that seemed to ratify the laborers’ lowly status. But in the contemplation of the
abstract flow of wealth through the different organs of Quesnay’s Tzblean économique,
one easily loses any sense that monetary exchange all by itself can create a vast variety
of forms of submission and dependence.** One sees only a functional, and equal, mu-
tual interdependence in which the great source of value is the fecundity of the earth,
of landed property. As Smith’s work became known, French economic thought was
already treating money implicitly as a universal equivalent, and the French were pre-
pared to recognize the superiority of Smith’s thinking; by the end of the 1790s his
doctrine had displaced Quesnay’s as the new orthodoxy.

Pushing Smith’s formula to its logical extreme makes it impossible to distin-
guish any exchange relationship from any other. The differences between the kula
ring and the New York Stock Exchange, or between these and Prussian serfdom,
are reduced to a matter of the particular mix of monetary versus nonmonetary ad-
vantages sought by each party. In the Stock Exchange, monetary advantage reigns
supreme; in the Trobriand Islands kula givers prefer esteem to tangible wealth;
Prussian serfs pay for their land with service, deference, and obedience instead of
rent. Everyone is happy.

Pushing Smith’s formula to its logical extreme is exactly what his disciples set out
to do over the subsequent fifty years in England.

According to Nassau Senior, if a father did not minimize the expense of raising his
child by apprenticing him out to “a farm yard ora cotton mill,” if he engaged in the un-
profitable “speculation” of giving him a more expensive education, it was because
“withall men, except for a few outcasts, one of the greatest sources of immediate gratifi-
cation” was to witness the daily improvement of his offspring. The apparent irrational-
ity of the behavior involved a concealed trade-off of money for satisfaction.**

By contrast, a person who refused to enter into a demeaning relationship of depen-
dency and deference could be said to be forgoing increased wages in return for “free-
dom of action,” as J. S. Mill put it, quoting as follows from a commission of inquiry
into the state of handloom weavers:

He {the handloom weaver} can play or idle as feeling or inclination lead him; rise
early or late, apply himself assiduously or carelessly, as he pleases, and work up
at any time, by increased exertion, hours previously sacrificed to indulgence or
recreation. There is scarcely another condition of any portion of our working
population thus free from external control. The factory operative is not only
mulcted of his wages for absence, but, if of frequent occurrence, discharged alto-
gether from his employment. . . . The weaver will stand by his loom while it
will enable him to exist, however miserably.**
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Thus handloom weavers were merely exercising their “perfect liberty” as they starved
on four shillings a week rather than enter a Manchester steam weaving shed, where
they would have been forced to submit to the clock and the foreman’s atbitrary disci-
pline. By implication, factory workers sold obedience and time discipline for money.
The same argument could be applied to any relationship of deference or obedience on
one side and patriarchal authority on the other. Parent and child, master and journey-
man, landlord and tenant—according to classical political economy, such relation-
ships were actually between two equal parties freely exchanging money equivalents.
Thus prostitutes sold their virtue, aristocrats their grain, miners their exposure to
dirt and danger, it was said, at a price that exactly balanced their pains.

This is an interpretation that can fit any evidence, as it has been repeatedly re-
marked, because no one can say how much virtue or danger are worth to anyone else
ot whether they are even a question of money.* Any time a laborer’s wage level is
higher than expected, according to Nassau Senior, “we may infer, either that his em-
ployment is subject to some peculiar disadvantage, or that, in fact, rent or profit en-
ter into his remuneration.”*® Such a procedure is immune from all possible disproof.
For this reason, the notion of advantage that rests at the core of classical political
economy can lay no more claim to validity (and no less) than Freud’s notion of the oe-
dipal stage or Luthet’s notion of the futility of works for achieving salvation. All are
equally profound and instructive statements about the underlying nature of human
motivation; all are equally metaphorical, nonscientific, essentially poetic. Money is
numerical, however, whereas salvation or making love to one’s father or mother are
not. One can make calculations and projections with money. To do so looks like sci-
ence, even though in reality the value of money is as variable and uncertain as the hu-
man soul. ¥

The idea that price created a mechanism that balanced the various advantages and
disadvantages of particular uses of capital and labor, common on both sides of the
Channel by 1780, was especially apt to appeal to the rich man’s experierce of life by
the eighteenth century. The rich were constantly engaged in transactions large and
small, able to gain a sense of the relative potential money value of otherwise quite dis-
parate things. A rich man could appreciate that two new chairs for the library
equaled the annual rent on a twenty-acte farm or that a stretch of parkland could be
traded for the feudal right of bunalité in a neighboring village. Within his day-to-day
life money was something very close to a universal equivalent; it was not hard for him
to feel the persuasive power of the ideas of Quesnay or of Adam Smith. Successful
merchants, of coutse, were even mote familiar with the game of monetary compari-
son. Only by soating high above the fates of others could one view the ravages of eigh-
teenth-century price swings for grain, land, or manufactured goods as a beneficial
mechanism. But this is exactly how wealth already allowed some people to feel, that
they rightly disposed of the fates of others. Smith and Quesnay told them, even bet-
ter, that it was a public service for them to make shrewd deals, that trade at the
“natural” price benefited rich and poor alike. Famine prices brought more land under
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the plow: a noble image to cover up the memory of mass beggaty or of funerals for
the dead children of the respectable poor.

The problem with any such approach to understanding exchange systems is that
the very things human beings need most to understand about them, the unintended
consequences of their operation, are explained away. The destruction of Bengal cot-
ton spinners, the starvation of cottagers in times of high grain prices, the subjection
and enslavement of persons whose labor is used to cteate commodities for interna-
tional trade, the systematic curtailment of political liberty —all such things tend to
be treated as merely functional elements of a beneficial equilibrating process. In real-
ity, they are the very things one would most like to be able to anticipate and prevent
by understanding the systemic functioning of monetary exchange.

It might be possible to calculate, for example, that an armed retainer in the fif-
teenth century provided on the average £10 Gs. 2d. of military power per year. But it is
important to recognize that if both parties to the deal opt for cash instead of service—a
minor matter for the Smithean economist — the result can be a complete transformation
of society, a new configuration of political institutions, the occasion for revolutions in
mind and in the public forum. Matters vital to human liberty are at stake. It is obvious
that if parents began apprenticing their children to the highest bidder, some signifi-
cant social change would be afoot, and not a good one. But every shift in the monetary
and nonmonetary mix of elements in any transaction, equally, has a direct social im-
pact that nosociety concerned with freedom can afford to ignore.

It is therefore essential for a social historian looking at the age of laissez-faite to
tecognize that a pivotal confusion of the period lay exactly hete: in the notion that un-
regulated monetary exchange was perfectly compatible with—indeed, was an essen-
tial precondition for—personal freedom. This is a most profoundly erroneous idea.

MONEY SUBSTITUTIONS AND DISCIPLINARY POTENTIALS IN
THE PRUSSIAN REFORM

The folly of this new conception of liberty, linked to the idea of money as a universal
equivalent, was nowhere more apparent at the dawn of the nineteenth century than
in the terrible misfiring of the Prussian government’s attempts to liberate the serfs af-
ter 1807. In Prussia all the misconceptions of Enlightenment economic thought bore
fruit in practical miscalculations. It is an instructive case. Prussian reformers thought
they were liberating serfs; in fact they were merely altering the disciplinary poten-
tials within which serfs could be made to continue obeying their betters.

Important as the Prussian defeat of 1806 was in giving the government the re-
solve to carry this reform through, it was Adam Smith, not Napoleon, who provided
an acceptable notion of liberation. Smith’s thought had received an enthusiastic re-
sponse within Germany, although virtually every German economic thinker quali-
fied his acceptance of Smith with a certain number of reservations, as Marie Vopelius
has shown.*® With respect to the serf populations east of the Elbe River, most agreed
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that they were too backward, too uneducated, to maximize gain. To free them from
their hereditary dependence without proper preparation would lead to disaster. Ef-
forts to break them of their familiar work habits, to inttoduce them to new crop rota-
tions and stock-breeding techniques, failed repeatedly, it was said, because they did
not understand the first thing about their own interest. That Smith’s theory did not
apply to them, which was generally acknowledged, was also, by a peculiar slip, held
to be the serfs’ problem, not the theory’s.** Smith’s theory purports to be descriptive,
but almost everywhere its influence led to a prescriptive outlook. The desirability of
an eventual freeing of the setf class was disputed by none of Smith’s German disci-
ples, but few saw it as immediately advisable.

One exception, however, was Christian Jakob Kraus, whose position as professor
at Konigsberg alongside Kant gave him an inordinate influence over the future lead-
ers of the Prussian bureaucracy. As early as 1791 he is reported to have spoken in fa-
vor of an immediate freeing of the setfs.>* The only possible objection he could see
was that the current value of estate land took into account the value of the labor dues
that serfs owed the estate. It followed, by the Smithean law of universal money
equivalence, that estate owners could have no possible grounds for objecting to the
end of serfdom if they were given a money payment to compensate for the lost labor
dues. This opinion, expressed privately and in his teaching, had altered by 1802,
when he published a short treatise on the subject.’ In this treatise he denied that es-
tate owners had any right to compensation. The backwardness and low productivity
of the serfs he attributed to the drawbacks of their condition. Rising grain prices dis-
couraged those who had to buy a part of their provisions. The increasing frequency of
estate sales and the extension of grain acreage on existing estates made wage labor a
method of labor distribution that was preferable to, because more flexible than, the
rigid counterproductive compulsion of service dues. Serfdom, in effect, interfered
with the easy substitution of monetary and nonmonetary equivalents. Further, he in-
sisted, it was a matter of simple justice “that the country people [Land/eute] should be
able to choose their overlords {Herrschaften}, and likewise the overlords their peo-
ple.”** Without the freedom to change masters, the serf gained little from the host of
laws designed for his protection. Kraus’s was a vision of freedom highly restricted in-
deed; justice was established when the serf became free to change one overlord for an-
othet.”® Self-betterment would result from the heightened insecurity of wage labor.
Liberation of the serfs, in effect, involved no threat to the power of the estate owner,
only a reformulation of the terms under which it was exercised.

Of the Oktoberediket of 1807 that formally liberated the serfs in Prussia, Vopelius
remarks that it was “thoroughly imbued with [Kraus's] spirit.”** Koselleck notes
that it was fundamentally conceived in terms of economic principles, quoting its own
stated aim: “to eliminate all those things that have, up until now, hindered the indi-
vidual from achieving that well-being which his own abilities make him capable
of.”** The edict established free land exchange, free choice of trade, and the abolition
of hereditary serfdom. Noble estates (with their judicial and police powers still at-
tached, but soon to be stripped of labor dues) would be open to anyone to purchase.
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Guilds in the towns would lose their monopolies. At a stroke an unregulated econ-
omy of freely exchangeable properties and services would be created. But on the all-
important issues of compensation for discontinued labor dues, the edict was mute,
leaving the details for later clarification. Where Kraus’s own opinion had varied,
there the reformers were internally split.”®

Following Stein’s departure in 1808, those in favor of compensation carried the day;
and Hardenberg’s Regulierungsedikt of 1811 spelled out the terms on which compen-
sations were to be made. Serfs who held their plots with nonheritable titles — these had
been the majority, however heritable their status as serf (Erbuntertan)— were allowed to
gain full property rights in their land, free of all labor dues, in return for a compensa-
tion to the overlord equivalent to from one-third to one-half the value of that land (or in
certain cases even more).>’ The compensation could be paid by direct alienation of land
to the estate owner, by a one-time capital payment, or by a rent payable in twenty-five
yearly installments.*® Until such payments were arranged, although the setf was per-
sonally free, he continued to owe the same labor dues as before in return for his land.
(Serfs with heritable titles in their plots were not covered by the 1811 edict; compensa-
tion conditions were not laid down for them until 1821.)* These conditions were
much harder on the serfs than Stein had originally envisioned or Kraus had recom-
mended in 1802, not only because of internal disagreements among reform bureau-
crats but also because of stiff and rapidly expanding opposition from the provincial
nobility to the whole project of reform.® “The constitution of the [noble and common}
estates [Stande}, founded on holy and long-standing agreements, was the most beauti-
ful bond between the landed nobility and the nation; it established their unshakable
mutual dependency, which in the past has held our state together through the most
dangerous crises,” declared the deputies of the Kurmark nobility on the eve of
Hardenberg’s 1811 Regulierungsedikt.®’ Hardenberg’s circle hoped that the edict’s
terms would soften this kind of opposition. In effect, the serfs were put in grave danger
of losing all rights in land —through indebtedness or because their reduced holdings
would no longer be viable — in order to win minimum compliance from their overlords.

Even this concession was not enough, however. Hardenberg originally envisioned
a three-year period for the establishment of compensation levels and the settlement of
modes of payment throughout Prussia, with the concurrence of local authorities. By
1815, he hoped, the serfs would be in possession of their land so that land taxes could
begin to be collected directly from them.®* But the provincial nobles, thwarted in
their desire to undo the reform, resisted it by means of legal maneuver. The actual
nature of serf titles in many regions was extremely unclear, so that the possibility of
endless litigation remained open.® In the end the government had to set up special
provincial boards (the Generalkommissionen) with broad powers to rule on titles, re-
draw property lines, consolidate holdings, even move whole villages, in order to en-
sure that alienated land was equal in quality to that retained by the former serfs.®
These boards were open to influence, the experts on them often ignorant of law and
local unwritten custom. They faced many imponderables when attempting to deter-
mine the money value and legal status of all the diverse forms of labor services and
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use rights. In general, their decisions were favorable to the nobility. They ruled, for
example, that certain classes of titles to serf plots were too weak to justify the former
serfs in retaining any land. Labor dues continued to be owed for plots held by these
weak titles, but now as a rent rather than as the feudal obligation of an Erbuntertan.
Thus, one group was removed entirely from the effects of the 1811 edict.%

What Kraus had imagined in 1791 to be an extremely simple matter of paying to
estate owners an amount equivalent to the value of labor dues turned into a social and
administrative nightmare. Most nobles were not at all content with a money equiva-
lent; they wanted serfs. If they could not have serfs then the next best thing was to
keep the land and reduce the peasants to a penniless proletariat, an outcome that Ger-
man disciples of Smith before and after 1807 widely denounced as unfavorable to the
nation.* But few of them asked why it was a goal so fiercely pursued by such a large
proportion of the estate owners, noble and nonnoble alike. Were they merely maxi-
mizing gain? Or seeking to shore up a threatened sense of honor and authority that it-
self could have no money equivalent? The process of compensation dragged on
through the 1820s and 1830s. As late as 1848, 16 petcent of peasants had still not
concluded agreements to buy out their labor dues, thirty-three years after
Hardenberg’s target date.” Many did lose their land, owing to the weakness of their
titles (as adjudged by inscrutable boards of experts) or to their inability to make a go
of it on reduced holdings. State credit was legally withheld from them, although
readily available to estate owners. Peasants could pledge no more than 25 percent of
their reduced holdings for private loans; modernizing investment was effectively de-
nied them. Population growth swelled the ranks of the landless, whose condition by
the hungry 1840s became piteous indeed, a kind of mass beggary.®® Estate owners
took to paying wages to their now free laborers by giving them small plots of land
that they could farm in their free time. Such arrangements looked so much like a re-
birth of serfdom that the government found it necessary to put a twelve-year legal
limit on this kind of contract, forcing the poor laboret’s status, by this access of inse-
curity, to remain juridically that of a “free” man.* This is how hereditary serfdom
was turned into labor agreements between freely contracting parties in Prussia.

The outcome in Prussia was utterly different from what the reformers had envi-
sioned. Hardenberg had promised in 1811 that “the state would thus acquire a new,
estimable class of motivated property owners” and that “through the desire to enter
this class, the cultivation of the soil would profit from more hands, and through their
greater effort, because freely given, more work as well.””” Up to 1848, in fact,
roughly 350,000 peasants did gain ownership of some land in Prussia, although com-
pensation payments and indebtedness made their position precarious and many now
had to depend on wage labor to supplement the yield of their own meager acres. Even
worse, the number of rural landless laborers in Prussia in the meantime tripled, reach-
ing well over a million.”” Hope of gaining access to land ownetship was for this
group nil; their insecurity was extreme in the best of times, their suffering during
the potato blight and bad harvests of the mid-1840s second only to that of the Irish.
The disappearance of armed retainers in England by the beginning of the seventeenth
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century —an earlier case of money being substituted for a service—helped pave the
way for social revolution. The common conclusion of German historians is that the
Prussian reform likewise was one of the preconditions of the very different social revo-
lution that followed there in 1848. How simple it is to translate nonmonetary pains
and preferences into money equivalents!

Certainly Kraus was right to imply that the abolition of serfdom constituted no
threat to the domination (Herrschaft) of estate owners within Prussian society. Had it
been otherwise, reform would have been judged politically unacceptable and
Smithean economics would doubtless never have found a following in Prussia. That
such a shift in disciplinary potentials could be called liberation, however, gave it con-
siderable appeal in a revolutionary age. At the same time, those who opposed the re-
form were also right to insist on the fundamental nature of the change involved. Serfs
exchanging labor services for land had always been profoundly disadvantaged by the
asymmetrical character of their relationship to estate owners; historically this disad-
vantage had been enhanced by the juridical condition of hereditary bondage. In 1807
the bondage was dissolved; between 1811 and 1848 the exchange itself was gradually
terminated and replaced largely by contractual exchanges of labor services for cash
payments —wage labor.

The potential for discipline was not lessened in these new asymmetrical monetary
exchanges so much as completely transformed. An old sanction was removed, the
threat of punishment for flight. A new sanction was made available, the threat of job-
lessness. Lords lost the ability to say whom and when their serfs would marry; but
population growth made joblessness more frightening.”” An old, vague calculus of
equivalents, involving plots of land (held by diverse, vague kinds of feudal title) in re-
turn for a certain number of days of service per year, inflexibly set by custom, was re-
placed in most cases by the highly flexible, highly precise calculus of money for
work. The extremely intimate, diverse, and personal solutions that individuals in
Prussian society, whether lords or serfs, had previously worked out to the problems
of day-to-day survival within the existing array of disciplinary potentials had to be ex-
tensively rebuilt. Everyone’s identity changed, and not in any simple way. The
threat of joblessness, for example, was not likely to hold in place the people who had
previously feared punishment for flight. New incentive pay schemes such as piece
rates were not likely to stimulate the enthusiasm of those who had learned to be con-
tent with customary labor service measured without reference to output in days at the
plow or days in the harvest. Others, who had chaffed under the old system, would
feel relief at receiving ready cash payments measured by their effort. Those Junkers
who had learned to be content with cracking the whip over their reluctant serfs’
heads as they worked in the fields were not likely to feel immediately comfortable
with the potential for control at a distance inherent in the precise calculation of wage
levels. Yet other estate owners welcomed the change.

The problem that the Prussian reformers faced was that the new economic think-
ing encouraged them to treat the substitution of money equivalents for labor and
land as a very simple thing, yet their own knowledge of Prussian conditions, as well
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as the protests their proposals aroused, told them that such substitutions were actu-
ally revolutionary in their consequences. The result was that their legislative propos-
als, imbued with the new economic thinking as they were, were at first extremely
oversimplified. But even the later, more-detailed reform edicts failed to allow for the
complexity and diversity of titles, land quality, use rights, and labor dues. Applica-
tion of these measures was in consequence slow, complicated, and corrupt; the out-
come capricious, but almost never in the serfs’ favor.

The notion of exchange asymmetries allows one to see how the Prussian reform al-
tered disciplinary potentials without in any way threatening their continued exis-
tence in some form or other within established practices. If one confined oneself to in-
terpreting the texts of reform edicts and memoranda, one would never be able to see
this, or to see what these texts had to do with the texts of Junker protests. Because
the substitution of money for any element of an exchange relationship alters the disci-
plinary possibilites created by asymmetry, such substitution always constitutes social
change. This has long been recognized partially and imperfectly. The German econo-
mist Georg Friedrich Christoph Sartorius, for example, remarked in 1806 that the
choice of equivalents for labor dues and other use rights (Nutzniessungen) was not, as
many imagined, an easy matter. If done improperly, the whole reform effort could go
awry, he warned.”® The irony is that the reform measures eventually enacted fit
closely with Satorius’s recommendations, but reform went awry anyway.

The very character of money is to be substitutable. Modern economic thought,
from the seventeenth century on, has exploited this character of money in the build-
ing of theoretical constructs. Such essential ingredients of theory as the concepts of
capital, value, price, income, wealth, yield or return, rent, revenue, and utility ap-
pear precise because they may be expressed in numerical terms in specific cases; but
in fact each may refer either to money or to things, depending on the circumstances.
Each such term therefore rests for its meaning on the ready substitutability of money
for things. But in reality money substitution always involves a “cost,” which cannot,
in the nature of things, be quantified. Thousands of Prussian Junkers did not want
their serfs’ labor dues to be bought, no matter what the price. Nor is it possible to
say, once those buy-outs began, what the “cost” was to the millions involved of the
extensive changes in their routine, vital, day-to-day relationships, that is, in their
very identities. Dependence on economic terms that obscure from view the fundamen-
tal difference between money and other things makes it extremely difficult to appreci-
ate the full impact of introducing money equivalents into specific relationships. The
very stuff of modern social history can be erased from the mind with this kind of lan-
guage. Of course economic theory has often developed in the direction of taking into
account distinctions between money and other things, as in the distinction between
fixed and liquid capital, for example. (But note that other terms, such as “operating
capital,” remain inherently ambiguous.) The thrust of economic thought has always
been, in any case, to get around such distinctions, to come to a numerical “bottom
line” of, say, marginal unit cost or gross national product or standard of living — con-
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cepts that obliterate all those distinctions that might allow one to appreciate the inde-
finable “costs” of money substitution.

MARX'S VALUE

Begun as apologetics for merchant activities, the great project of economic theory
failed from the beginning to appreciate the highly variable role of money in human re-
lationships. Or rather economic thinkers struggled to deny the existence of such vari-
ability, at first in order to win social acceptance for commercial profit and interest on
debt. The endeavor worked, largely because in the seventeenth century the complex
and personal money exchanges of village and workshop were hard for theorists to see
and the impact of commerce on New World slavery or Eastern European serfdom was
obscured by distance. The idea of gain as a universal motive for trade fit nicely, as
well, with the arguments of Levellers and later of a Whig apologist like Locke that
monetary transactions were politically neutral and did not impinge on the political
liberty of either party. By Adam Smith’s era, it was possible to fuse a number of in-
gredients into a single, erroneous vision of economic practice. Smith’s synthesis was
the full-blown liberal illusion. Its ingredients were (1) the unlimited and easy substi-
tutability of money for any other object of desire, and therefore (2) the universality of
the underlying desire for “advantage” or gain; (3) the political neutrality of money ex-
changes, and therefore (4) the compatibility of free trade with personal liberty. Each
of these ideas so neatly entailed the others, all so plausibly turned on the apparent
truth of the first principle, that the theory seemed to sum up what the essence of
money is, especially in the experience of well-to-do landlords and merchants who had
little contact with either production or deprivation.

With Smith as their guide, economic theorists could now turn to the countryside,
look directly at relations of sharecropping or serfdom, and see them purely as results
of the search for advantage. Insofar as serf or lord might not be motivated by gain,
this was actually a consequence, as German disciples of Smith agreed in a nearly
unanimous chorus, of the backwardness and ignorance of the rural population. Aston-
ishingly, not the theory but the people were deemed to be at fault. In Prussia reform
introduced money and freely alienable property into lord—peasant relationships with
the intention of liberating the underlying desire for gain that motivated everyone. If
gain did not motivate everyone, then reform would make sure that people had no
choice but to be motivated by it. Prussian reformers were victims by 1807 of a kind
of doublethink that allowed them to carry out a program that went disastrously
astray from the very first, without ever feeling the need to question the principles be-
hind it. Sure of the superiority, liberty, and flexibility of money transactions as they
were, they were unable to see resistance as anything but ignorance. No evidence what-
soever could overcome a conviction structured in this way.

Of course the liberal illusion, as it won disciples all across Europe, did not go
unchallenged. In England and France, where free-trade reform measures began dis-
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locating the lives of the laboring poor in dramatic ways between 1790 and 1815,
limited freedom of speech and press, as well as spreading popular literacy, al-
lowed plebeian theorists to mount a sustained attack on the idea that monetary ex-
change was politically neutral. But the challenge remained incomplete. Because
this countertradition as it developed borrowed extensively from the vocabulary of
its opponents, one or more of the elements of the liberal illusion entered persis-
tently into the attackers’ thought, depriving it of clarity, rendering it prone to
misconception. This was true even of certain tendencies within Marx’s thought.
That this great champion of working-class revolution may have borrowed too ex-
tensively from the vocabulary of political economy is a claim that cannot be made
without offering 2 minimum of explanation, however, especially in a period when
his intellectual reputation is enjoying a vigorous renaissance. The discussion that
follows in this section and the next attempts to spell this claim out as carefully,
and as briefly, as possible.

The beginnings of the countertradition can be traced back to the last decade of the
eighteenth century. Hébert, Babeuf, the enragés, and others in the streets of Paris dur-
ing the Revolution sensed the threat of domination inherent in free monetary ex-
change between rich and poor, even so clearly as to point to the poot’s more intimate
contact with the day-to-day uses of things and with day-to-day deprivations as the
starting point for disciplinary potentials. But these penetrating glimpses were never
codified. More will be said of these sans-culotte beliefs and their limitations in the
next chapter. In England Thomas Spence, Charles Hall, William Thompson,
Thomas Hodgskin, Charles Bray, and others created a tradition of critique of politi-
cal economy built on a labor theory of value derived from Smith and later, in part, at
least, from Ricardo. There has been considerable controversy over the significance of
these English plebeian theorists, as well as over the extent of Marx’s debt to them.
They have been called “proto-Marxists,” “Ricardian socialists,” and “arcadian social-
ists,” each term emphasizing a different facet of their wide-ranging views.” Their
starting point was the doctrine that those who labored were entitled to the whole
product of their labor. In England, they argued, those who worked received back less
value as income than they created by their effort. Hence the core problem was one of
unequal exchange between the “industrious classes” (including self-employed artisans
and yeomen) and the idle rich. But unequal exchange was not viewed as inherent in
the exchange relationship itself so much as resulting from the corruption of parlia-
mentary rule. Taxes voted by the rich members of Parliament to pay interest on state
bonds held by the rich were one source of difficulty. Acts of enclosure and other laws
that permitted the amassing of great landed estates wete another. This English tradi-
tion of plebeian theory thus easily fed into the Chartist effort to wrest control of Par-
liament away from the privileged few.”” Far from effectively challenging the central
fallacies of Smithean theory, these early socialists sought to fight the theory on its
own ground, armed with borrowed notions of production, capital, value, and compe-
tition. The role of money as a disciplinary tool within asymmetrical exchange could
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not be clearly delineated in this idiom. To use the concepts of classical political econ-
omy without falling victim to them required a mind of a very special order, some-
thing that did not appear until Marx came on the scene.

Some will object indeed that nothing has been said here so far that Marx did not an-
ticipate. Marx’s system began and ended with a radical critique of the basic concepts of
political economy that was not so very different from the one being put forward here.
Marx was, inone sense, perfectly aware of what are referred to here as exchange asymme-
tries. Nothing could have surprised him less, for example, than to discover that Prus-
sian serfs, once freed, remained subject to the power of their former lords. He insisted
repeatedly that bourgeois freedom meant “a degraded and almost servile condition of
the mass of the people.”’® He recognized that this servile condition arose within the
wage relationship itself and was not a result (as the earlier English tradition had
claimed) of the manipulation by government of property law, central banking institu-
tions, or public debt. The laborer was reduced to servility precisely because he was “the
free proprietor of his own labor capacity” and because selling labor capacity was not the
same thing as selling a cow or some surplus grain. To sell labor power is to hand oneself
“over to the buyer for him to consume, for a definite period of time, temporarily.” The
laborer’s freedom, in Marx’s view, was an odd thing indeed. “The worker,” Marx said,
“must be free in the double sense that as a free individual he can dispose of his labor-
power as his own commodity, and that, on the other hand, he has no other commodity
for sale, i.e., he is rid of them, he is free of all the objects needed for the realization of
his labor-powet.””” Such a state of “freedom” could result only from a prior historical
process of radical predation, the so-called primitive accumulation, in which a great
mass of people were stripped of productive resources.

But it is important to notice that the ironic play on the word “freedom” in this pas-
sage is characteristic of Marx’s treatment of the language of liberalism and of political
economy. His dialectical method made possible almost endlessly sustained ironies
that gradually eroded his opponents’ language from within by repeatedly pointing
out the practical consequences of applying liberal economic categories to real soci-
eties in history. Marx played with political economy the way a cat plays with a
mouse. Says David Harvey of reading Marx:

To understand the concepts fully requires that we understand the inner logic of
capitalism itself. Since we cannot possibly have that understanding at the out-
set, we are forced to use the concepts without knowing precisely what they
mean. Furthermore, Marx’s relational way of knowing means that he cannot
treat any one concept as a fixed, known, or even knowable building block on the
basis of which to interpret the rich complexity of capitalism. . . . Marx never
treats any one concept in isolation as if it could be understood in itself. w8

It is true, then, that the notion of monetary exchange asymmetries is fully antici-
pated in Marx; nothing has been added here that he has not already at least alluded
to. In another sense, however, simply to use the term “exchange asymmetries” is to
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break with Marx, because it represents a terminological break with the basic catego-
ries of classical political economy (commodity, production, capital, etc.). Rather
than following Marx’s method of working to undermine economic categories from
within, the notion of exchange asymmetry points to something that simply cannot
be expressed using those categories.

The difference from Marx can be seen in his treatment of the concept of value. In
classical political economy, value is an unproblematic notion and its relation to money
is relatively simple. Commodities may not always trade at their exact value, but they al-
ways tend to do so, all things else being equal. Otherwise money could not have been
so readily accepted as a universal equivalent. But Marx was painfully aware of the inade-
quacy of such a view of the relation between money and value. His critique of capital-
ism and of political economy as a theory of capitalism rests squarely on his conclusion
that money in exchange transactions was bound to fail to represent value accurately.
The simplest reason was that exchange value cannot be an accurate reflection of use
value; that is, the myriad uses to which any commodity can be put are never success-
fully expressed by a single number. From this it followed that the use value of labor (a
commodity) could not be expressed by the wage (determined by the cost of delivering
labor power); that surplus value (the difference between the wage and the true value of
labot’s use) was not the same as profit (the difference between the wage and the ex-
change value of labor’s products); and so on. By the time Marx finished following up all
these consequences it appeared that money expressions, that is, all prices in capitalist
economies, were no more than a vast and complex sham, a skein of appearances that
fooled both capitalists and laborers alike. Further, money’s failure to reflect value
doomed capitalism to recurrent crises and eventual breakdown. The most conspicuous
victim of this sham, the source of all value, the engine behind the curtain, was the la-
borer himself.”

Marx did not imagine that these wrongs could be righted merely by giving the la-
borer a truly just wage; to do so would be to put an end to surplus value, which was
the underlying basis of profit, and therefore to capitalism and therefore to the wage
relationship itself. Wage labor was inherently unjust, just as exchange value was in-
herently inadequate as an expression of use value. To quote David Harvey again,
value in Marx is not “a fixed and immutable measuring rod tied to labor inputs.”
That is, it is not quantifiable in a mathematically consistent manner. Value is in-
stead “ ‘a definite social mode of existence of human activity’ achieved under capital-
ist relations of production. . . . The paradox to be understood is how the freedom
and transitoriness of living labor as a process is objectified in a fixity of both things and
exchange ratios between things.”*® By this point the classical political economists’
simple term “value” is being made to carry such a heavy load of meanings that it may
almost be heard to cry out under the strain. This is exactly what Marx intended.

Following Marx it is possible to speak of “free labor” without ever making the mis-
take of supposing that those who freely dispose of their labor are actually free. Simply
by being forced to dispose of their labor in one way or another they are enslaved. Fol-
lowing Marx it is possible to speak of value as the most concrete sort of thing while re-
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membering that its existence is contingent on the historical emergence of a patticular
form of social order. But it is also possible that constantly retaining in awareness all
these qualifications and reservations about the terms one employs may eventually
overtax the mind. The danger of inadvertently resting satisfied with an incomplete or
reified usage of one or more key terms is great.

It is easy to forget that the imperative to accumulate, for example, which is cthe
drive for profic that runs capitalism, resules in the stockpiling of surplus value,
which is a form of value; but value is “not a fixed and immutable measuring rod.” As
a result, neither the size nor the rate of accumulation can be measured in a “fixed and
immutable” way; and it follows that capitalism’s tendency to ovetaccumulation is
not “fixed and immutable” either. The revolutionary crisis may never come, that is;
or at least its arrival is not guaranteed by the process of accumulation alone. But was
this Marx’s view or not? Experts remain divided.®" Presumably, every change in the
social and political order results in a change in the constitution of value as well. “Ac-
cumulation,” like “value,” is one of those Marxian terms that, like the vocabulary of
political economy, refer at once ambiguously to either monetary or nonmonetary ele-
ments of exchange relationships. What is accumulated is in the fitst instance cash,
which is reinvested in stocks or bonds ot in the direct purchase of further fixed capi-
tal. Various use values and exchange values are all juxtaposed to one another under
this single umbrella term. This is just the point that Marx sought to draw out. But
once he had made the necessary distinctions, he immediately collapsed them back
into the technical terms that were at once the objects and the tools of his critique.

Here is another example of the dangers of Marx’s approach. One imagines that
one may confidently use the term “free labor,” knowing that free labor is teally en-
slaved and that the term “free” is borrowed from boutgeois political economy. “Free”
then refers to the contractual freedom of a competitive market, not political freedom
or freedom in any other sense. Familiar with dialectical reasoning, one knows that
treating “freedom” as “enslavement” is not a problem. But a kind of dialectical
complaisance may ensue in which one fails to ask whether the enslavement of free la-
bor may not be inhibiting freedom of contract, inhibiting, that is, competition. If
this were the case, then wages would be determined not by the cost of labor power
but in some other way; the crucial relationship in the creation of value, the wage rela-
tionship, might not be constituted in the manner described in volume one of Capi-
tal, with cascading consequences for all the other key Marxian concepts.®” This is just
what will be argued here at the beginning of Chapter 5. But it might be worthwhile
to anticipate at least a part of that argument now.

It is easy to show that “enslavement,” that is, the monetary exchange asymmetries
of wage-labor agreements, did inhibit competition, even in Marx’s day, the heyday
of unregulated trade. Even in industrial Lancashire, Marx and Engels’s paradigm case
of a competitive, capitalist social order, monetary exchange asymmetries—it can eas-
ily be shown —dampened the formation of a competitive labor market to a consider-
able extent.®* One need only look back at the testimony of a certain Journeyman Cot-
ton Spinner of Manchester, quoted by E. P. Thompson i extenso over twenty years
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ago. In 1818 —1t00 early for the influence of Ricardian or other labor market theories
to have clouded his vision—he described the situation in the cotton mills of Lanca-
shire as follows:

The master spinners are a class of men unlike all other master tradesmen in the
kingdom. They are ignorant, proud, and tyrannical. What then must be the men
or rather beings who are the instruments of such masters? Why, they have been for
a series of years, with their wives and their families, patience itself - bondmen and
bondwomen to their cruel taskmasters. It is in vain to insult our common under-
standings with the observation that such men are free, that the law protects the
tich and poor alike, and that a spinner can leave his master if he does not like the
wages. True; so he can: but where must he go? why to another, to be sure. Well:
he goes; he is asked where did you work last: “did he discharge you?” No; we could
not agree about wages. Well I shall not employ you nor anyone who leaves his mas-
ter in that manner. Why is this? Because there is an abominable combination exist-
ing amongst the masters, first established at Stockport in 1802, and it has since be-
come so general, as to embrace all the great masters for a circuit of many miles
round Manchester, though not the little masters: they are excluded. They are the
most obnoxious beings to the great ones that can be imagined. . . . When the
combination first took place, one of their first articles was, that no master should
take on a man until he had first ascertained whether his last master had discharged
him. What then is the man to do? If he goes to the parish, that grave of all indepen-
dence, he is there told — We shall not relieve you; if youdispute with your master,
and don’t support your family, we will send you to prison; so that the man is
bound, by a combination of circumstances, to submit to his master. %

Things had been freer, he said before the introduction of the steam engine enlarged
the size of individual plants. In the new steam-powered plants,

various disputes then originated between the workmen and master as to the fine-
ness of the work, the workmen being paid according to the number of hanks or
yards of thread he produced from a given quantity of cotton, which was always
to be proved by the overlooker, whose interest made it imperative on him to lean
to his master, and call the material coarser than it was. If the workman would
not submit be must summon his employer before a magistrate; the whole of the acting
magistrates in that district, with the exception of two worthy clergymen, being
gentlemen who have sprung from the same source with the master cotton spin-
ners. The employer generally contented himself with sending his overlooker to
answer any such summons, thinking it beneath him to meet his servant. The
magistrate’s decision was generally in favour of the master, though on the state-
ment of the overlooker only. The workman dared not appeal to the sessions on ac-
count of the expense. . . .

These evils to the men have arisen from that dreadful monopoly which exists
in those districts where wealth and power are got into the hands of the few, who,
in the pride of their hearts, think themselves the lords of the universe [emphasis
in original}.®
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What this testimony shows, and it is in no way surprising or unusual, is that the
mill owners frequently used monetary exchange asymmetries to thwart market
forces. The reference to a combination among mill owners should not be given too
much weight. H. I. Dutton and J. E. King have shown that formal otganization
among them was highly intermittent because informal consensus on hiring practices
was easily achieved.® Not monopoly but sheer size differentials, “wealth and power
got in the hands of a few,” were the source of the owners’ advantage. Backing them
up was the active collaboration of parish officers and justices of the peace. All sem-
blance of bargaining, of maximizing gain through bid and response, information
flow, and the free choice of contractual partners, was denied to Manchester laborers.
It was easy for mill owners to accomplish this denial because their stake in closing the
most advantageous deal with any one laborer was tiny. They could forgo with perfect
equanimity the benefit to be gained from successfully bargaining with one worker.
They had much more to gain from repressing all batgaining opportunities for individ-
ual laborers; they could thereby dictate terms to all who worked for them. The Jour-
neyman Cotton Spinner’s firsthand testimony suggests that Lancashire mill owners
well knew how to use the threat of joblessness as a disciplinary device. Doubtless by
as early as 1818 threat of discharge was a response so widely resorted to as to repre-
sent an established practice that few mill owners would have dared dispense with; as
such it had become a key feature of the social order. It must also be remembered that
“unskilled” cotton spinners in Lancashire, although their earnings varied widely from
person to person and from week to week, were nonetheless a relatively privileged
group, earning considerably more than a subsistence wage by the standards of the
time. Mill owners faced stiff competition in the world market for cotton yarns, but
such competitive pressure did not translate into inexorable downward pressure on the
wages they paid. By the same token, their employees’ grievances focused not on the
exact wage but on the disciplinary effect of the wage relationship.

This matter will receive more thorough discussion and documentation in Chapter
5. All that needs to be recognized here is that one cannot simply presume that mar-
ket forces determined wage levels or that suffering in Manchester slums was a direct
result of the impersonal law of supply and demand. Surplus value was therefore being
extracted in this historic home of industrial capitalism by other than strictly capital-
ist methods, by methods that cannot be appreciated unless one has a language for de-
scribing them. David Harvey interprets the mature Marx as holding that both labor
and capital “are forced at certain moments to take class action” that interferes with free
competition in labor markets (emphasis added).®” But what the Journeyman Cotton
Spinner points to is a consistent, unremitting interference that makes the notion of
free competition simply inapplicable. Yet competition in Marx's theory is the mecha-
nism that assures the fundamental link between wage levels and the cost of produc-
ing labor power. The testimony of the Journeyman Cotton Spinner suggests that ex-
actly what the laborer earns is, in any case, only an ancillary feature of an oppressive
situation that cannot be thought of as an economic mechanism. Quite distinct from
the question whether the wage received by the laborer adequately remunerated him
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for the value he created is the more comprehensive, less quantifiable question what
kind of life he led, what kind of social relationships he had. The notion of monetary
exchange asymmetry points to the imbalance of any relationship between large em-
ployer and penniless worker and to the disciplinary potential set up by formalizing
such a relationship as a free contract to deliver labor for money. This imbalance arises
out of the brute fact that equal amounts of money cannot possibly mean the same
thing to different individuals. (Again, this matter will be more fully discussed in
Chapter 5.) The whole problematic of value calculus, with all its metaphysical
imponderables, simply misses the point. One does not have to calculate values very
nicely to see who has the upper hand.

THE FETISHISM OF THE PROLETARIAT

With reference to the body of Marx’s theory, the proposal being made here involves
more a shift of vocabulary than an attempt to supersede, disprove, or undercut Marx.
Marx was perfectly aware that what were use values to poor persons were often only
exchange values to the wealthy. He was perfectly aware of the advantage any large
property owner has in his dealings with propertyless persons. But by naming the
combined effects of the contrast in use values and the advantage of size a “monetary
exchange asymmetry,” and by placing this concept at the center of attention (instead
of treating it as a means to the end of appropriation or accumulation), one gains a
whole new method for analyzing social relationships. Even more important, one be-
comes proof against certain dangers of oversimplification that arise with peculiar per-
sistence in Marxist views of class formation.

Marx’s mature views on the question of class were surely more complex than his
early ones or those that Engels propounded in his first book. Marx even anticipated,
as R. S. Neale has shown, some of the problems that historians have since encoun-
tered and that provided the subject of discussion in Chapter 1 here.® But there can
be no doubt that Marx never renounced the underlying validity of the ideas expressed
in the Communist Manifesto of 1848. In 1875, well after completing the first volume
of Capital, he simply quoted directly from the Manifesto when trying to summarize
his views on class:

In the Communist Manifesto it is said [wrote Marx in 187s]): “Of all the classes
that stand face to face with the bourgeoisie today, the proletariat is a really revolu-
tionary class. The other classes decay and finally disappear in the face of Modern
Industry; the proletariar is its special and essential produce.” . . .

The proletariat is revolutionary relative to the bourgeoisie because, having itself
grown up on the basis of large-scale industry, it strives to strip off from produc-
tion the capitalist character that the bourgeoisie seeks to perpetuate. Bur the
Manifesto adds that the “lower middle class” is becoming revolutionary “in view
of {its] impending transfer into the proletariat. i
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In the same document, Marx criticized the Gotha Program of the embryonic Ger-
man Social Democratic Party for proclaiming socialism’s aim to be “the abolition of
the wage system together with the iron law of wages.” “Quite apart from the false
Lassallean formulation of the law [of wages}” that appears in the Gotha Program,
Marx found that

the truly outrageous retrogression consists in the following:

Since Lassalle’s death there has asserted itself in oxr Party the scientific under-
standing that wages are not what they gppear to be, namely, the valze, or price of
labor, but only a masked form for the value, or price, of labor power. Thereby the
whole bourgeois conception of wages hitherto, as well as all the criticism hith-
erto directed against this conception, was thrown overboard once for all and it
was made clear that the wage-worker has permission to work for his own subsis-
tence, that is, f0 /ive, only in so far as he works for a certain time gratis for the
capitalist (and hence also for the latter’s co-consumers of surplus value); that the
whole capitalist system of production turns on the increase of this gratis labor by
extending the working day or by developing the productivity, that is, increasing
the intensity of labor power, etc.; that, consequently, the system of wage labor
is a system of slavery, and indeed of a slavery which becomes more severe in pro-
portion as the social productive forces of labor develop, whether the worker re-
ceives better or worse payment. And after this understanding has gained more
and more ground in our Party, one returns to Lassalle’s dogmas although one
must have known that Lassalle d#d not know what wages were, but following in
the wake of the bourgeois economists took the appearance for the essence of the
matter.

It is as if, among slaves who have at last got behind the secret of slavery and
broken out in rebellion, a slave still in thrall to obsolete notions were to inscribe
on the program of the rebellion: Slavery must be abolished because the feeding

) N . . 0
of slaves in the system of slavery cannot exceed a certain low maximum.”

Here Marx attempted to summarize the analysis of Capital, showing how far both he
and Engels had traveled since the 1840s, when their views were much closer to those
of Ricardo and Lassalle. But one could also say that Marx in this passage had still not
come quite far enough. Was he not, after all, inscribing on the program of the rebel-
lion: “Slavery must be abolished because, however well the slaves are fed, they are
made to work too hard and an ever-growing proportion of this wotk is done gratis”?
This is, of course, virtually a parody of the profound critique of political economy
found in Capital, but it is one that Marx himself wrote, and he wrote it, moreover,
when giving his fellow socialists advice about the very practical matter of formulat-
ing a party program. The “enslavement” of wage labor arises from the disciplinary
potential inherent in a supposedly free contract between persons whose stake in the re-
lationship is entirely different, or asymmetrical. It does not arise from unequal ex-
change, as Marx implied in this passage, whatever he may have said elsewhere. Un-
equal exchange, assuming that it can be accurately measured, is a result, not a cause,
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of enslavement. Whenever one seeks to summarize Marx’s critique, even when Marx
himself did it, the vocabulary of quantified values threatens to take over in this way.

Engels in his famous pamphlet Socialism: Utopian and Scientific, to cite another
noteworthy example, simplified the analysis of Capital just as Marx did in his Cri-
tique of the Gotha Program. Gateth Stedman Jones has rematked that this pamphlet,
first published by Engels in 1880, “became the most popular introduction to Marx-
ism apart from the Manifesto.”®" In the pamphlet Engels identified the distinctive
feature of the capitalist mode of production as the development of a planned, coordi-
nated division of labor within single large enterprises. Production is “socialized” in
the sense that it is no longer left to individual producers to organize it however
they like. No one can say of any end product, “I made this.” Yet this socialized pro-
ductive power continues to be owned by individuals, and its fruits are still appropri-
ated exclusively by the owners. “The [capitalist] mode of production is subjected to
this [private] form of appropriation, although it abolishes the conditions upon
which the latter rests.” And further on Engels concluded, “The contradiction between
socialized production and capitalist appropriation manifested itself as the antagonism of prole-
tariat and bourgeoisie” (emphasis in original).®® This is the view of the underlying
cause of class conflict to which Marx gave voice in the Critique of the Gotha Program.
The focus is on the robbing of the proletariat by private appropriation (that is, on
unequal exchange), which is justified by an increasingly outmoded right of prop-
erty. Conflict begins over amounts exchanged, and the proletariat’s special role in
abolishing capitalism arises from the fact that a wage, however high it is, is always
lower than it should be.

Of course, a socialist state would also appropriate surplus value in order to achieve
all kinds of collective goods, from schooling and medical care to capital investment.
This is a point that Marx emphasized in the Critique of the Gotha Program.®® But social-
ist appropriation would be public, rather than private, regulated by and for the citi-
zenry as a whole. It was not necessarily the amount of surplus value appropriated but
the private character of the appropriation that was unjust, although private appropria-
tion could and usually did become too large. The evil of private appropriation, even
when not too large, was that it was inevitably plowed back into capitalist enterprises
in order to ensure opportunities for continued or increased appropriation in the fu-
ture. This was wasteful and irrational. To receive a wage was therefore to be victim-
ized by a wasteful and irrational system in which owners of capital used the fruits of
labor to increase and perpetuate their access to the fruits of labor.

Stated in this schematic way for purposes of popularization, however, Marxist doc-
trine can easily give rise to a kind of fetishism of wages. It may be a penetrating cri-
tique of the capitalist drive for profit, but it still fails to deal with the grievance of
the Journeyman Cotton Spinner of Manchester. His sense of injustice arose from the
discipline that the factory owners were able to exercise over a population of submis-
sive, docile laborers who could not take the risk of bargaining or resisting under most
circumstances because they had so much more at stake in their jobs than the owners
had in keeping them on. This is a kind of discipline that a socialist state could im-
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pose with even greater ease than private employers, unless there were very rigorous
and very extensive safeguards created expressly to prevent such discipline. On the
shape of such future safeguards Marx and Engels had virtually nothing to say. What
the Journeyman Cotton Spinner was suffering under was not the exclusive fate of pro-
letarians strictly defined. Disciplinary potentials arise in many exchange relation-
ships; their forms are as varied as the relationships themselves. They are as easily es-
tablished under “feudal” as under “socialist” production. Hierarchy and control in a
given social order are a function of the whole array of such disciplinary potentials and
the uses made of them.

Failure to deal fully with the disciplinary potentials of wage and other exchange re-
lationships has handicapped the Marxist tradition’s treatment of class formation. The
fetishism of wages has given rise to a fetishism of the proletariat. Almost inevitably
wage laborers are believed to hold a privileged position in the hierarchy of suffering
and to have a special propensity to rebel because of low wage levels and because the
surplus value they create becomes someone else’s private property. In reality quite
the reverse is true. That is, earning levels are, if anything, symptoms, not causes, of
oppression. They will be lower where disciplinary control is more fully established.
But even this statement oversimplifies. The near-universal pooling of wages among
members of laboring households has ensured historically that wage levels of individ-
ual workers have had only the remotest relationship to the “cost of producing labor
power.” Wage levels alone tell very little about the social situation of individual la-
borers. The extraordinary hardships suffered by female heads of households—in the
nineteenth century, as now, forced to live on wages meant to serve only as a supple-
ment to male earnings —testify to this fact.> The relation of any individual laborer’s
wage level to his needs and desires is complex in the extreme. The real key to compre-
hending the character of his social position lies elsewhere.

The fetishism of the proletariat has given rise in recent historical research to the
problem of the artisan, referred to in Chapter 1 with reference to E. P. Thompson’s
work, a problem that is no nearer solution now than it was in 1963.

Indeed, one of the great puzzles of the last century and a half of European history
is the now well-known fact that proletarians, strictly defined, took a back seat to
skilled artisans in all revolutionary and trade-union movements down to and includ-
ing the Russian Revolution. Some of the largest urban trades of the nineteenth cen-
tury — carpentry or masonry, silk weaving on jacquard looms, bespoke tailoring, shoe-
making, furniture making—involved small-scale artisanal ownership of capital and
employment of labor. Yet the members of just these trades provided the shock troops
of urban revolt and the principal popular support for socialist doctrine at least down
to the 1920s.%* Were they members of the working class? Answering either yes or no
to this question is unsatisfactory, as is the common impulse to treat them as bearers
of a backward-looking or transitional consciousness that was doomed to disappear
with the rise of a true proletariat. To see them as caught up in the “process of
proletarianization” echoes Marx’s view of them, stated in the Manifesto, as a lower
middle class or petry bourgeois class facing “impending transfer to the proletariat.”
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But this face-saving expedient arbitrarily identifies one form of relationship, proletar-
ian wage labor, as the only true revolutionary form of oppression and then accounts
for all political movements arising out of other relationships by a kind of teleological
analogy to the proletarian position.96

Examining the monetary exchange asymmetries in which nineteenth-century arti-
san groups were caught up, however, reveals disciplinary potentials that both explain
artisan desires for liberation and account for artisans’ greater ability, by comparison
to, say, mill operatives or unskilled outworkers, to express such desires. None of this
analysis requires that one decide on their class identity.

It would be worthwhile to examine a concrete example. The memoirs of the Paris
mason Martin Nadaud give a vivid account of his brief experience as a subcontractor
in 1841—42 that allows one to gauge the impact of monetary exchange asymmetries
on his political activism. Stripped of guild regulation, construction in the nineteenth
century gave rise to an unusually rich variety of forms of enterprise. There was wide
scope for small-scale, speculative subcontracting, and doubtless most skilled artisans
dabbled in it from time to time.?” Nadaud in 1841 was faced with an urgent need for
money.* The family farm in the Creuse department was burdened with a heavy mort-
gage; his father, becoming too old to work on the scaffolding, had just retired perma-
nently to the farm and could not hope to pay off the mortgage without his son’s help.
Nadaud and an old working companion concluded a favorable deal to do the masonry
on two buildings for an architect named Totain and his general contractor, Giraud.
The price set was good, but there were rumors that Totain and Giraud were mauvais
payeurs, bad payers—that is, that cash, when due, would be short, late, or nonexis-
tent. Real payments would require renegotiating the promised price downward. It
was late in the season; rain and sleet slowed up the work. Nadaud and his partner
worked on the walls alongside the journeymen masons they were paying (on a piece
rate) to help them. A competition developed to see who could lay the most stone de-
spite the cold drizzle and the icing up of the scaffolding. Teams were formed accord-
ing to the various native villages in the Creuse from which the masons came. “The
enfants de Beaumont never shirk on the job!” one mason shouted. “Nor do those of
Perseix!” called another.®® With village honor at stake, they set to work and finished
a story before dark set in. Content with the progress, Nadaud and his partner bought
their employees dinner. At 2:00 a.m., arm in arm, they and their fellow masons
marched home from a suburban café singing “like men thrilled with themselves and
with their noble feat {comme des gens ravis d'eux-méme et de leur belle action}.”**® The next
day all were on the site at 7:00 a.m. as usual. The masonry work was complete
within six weeks, and payment was received as agreed. After paying off their masons
and counting out daily salaries for each other, Nadaud and his partner had over two
thousand francs of pure profit to divide between them.

Nadaud continued subcontracting into the following year, but never with as good
results. He found contractors to be an untrustworthy lot, tricky, always big on prom-
ises and short on cash. Supply of materials was a difficult problem, as was keeping up
the spirits of his masons and their apprentices. As he took on bigger jobs, he always
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had to commit his accumulated cash reserve to paying wages to his employees and
could only hope that his contractors would honor at least a part of their obligations to
him. One missed payment by a contractor would put him out of business. Despite
the heady profits, Nadaud quit within a year and went back to working for others.

Nadaud'’s skills and his very modest capital gave him great freedom about how to
lead his life, at least by comparison with the Journeyman Cotton Spinner of Manches-
ter quoted earlier. He could work for a wage or employ others as an independent op-
erator; he could pick and choose among the various contractors according to their
trustworthiness and to the prices they offered. (Unfortunately, these two often varied
inversely with each other.) Once engaged on projects, however, Nadaud became very
vulnerable before the much larger operators he was working for, who might or might
not pay him what was promised. Usually, it appeared, they did not. Once the work
was under way, they used the asymmetry of the exchange relationship to gain lever-
age. Having committed his capital and his effort to a building, Nadaud was over a
barrel; he was always willing, in the event, to take less than he was promised so long
as he got something. General contractors all knew this. Eventually Nadaud learned
to inflate his initial cost estimates in anticipation of the contractors’ underhanded pro-
clivity to renegotiate. But by this time he was growing so disgusted with the work
that he quit soon after.*”

Subcontracting also compromised Nadaud’s relationship with his fellow masons.
Rather than drive them on, he chose to invoke their sense of honor and their pride in
their skills to ensure that they worked hard for him. But to him this was itself hardly
an honorable way to make profits over the long run.

The milder disciplinary potential of asymmetries of the construction trade (by
comparison with outwork or factory wage labor) involved masons in intermittent but
painful moments of vulnerability. Most of the time they were free of direct supervi-
sion. Nadaud, an ardent republican, often wore his red Phrygian cap (symbol of the
sans-culottes) on construction sites. No one objected. He and his colleagues talked
openly of revolution and of the glorious 1790s in their bars after work. They were
free to formulate political views of any kind, press laws notwithstanding. And they
had just enough experience of the domination of large-scale capitalist operators to de-
velop a lively distaste for the competitive regime. The reign of laissez-faire, as they
saw it, had turned once-honorable work into a sordid kind of gambling for high
stakes. Textile operatives in the same period, far more completely dominated by the
authority and surveillance of their employers, had more to complain of but less oppor-
tunity to discuss their grievances openly. As a subcontractor, Nadaud feared destitu-
tion only once every few weeks. The Journeyman Cotton Spinner had to fear it every
day; he dared speak only anonymously and in secret. Nadaud wore his bonnet rouge to
work.

To say that “proletarianization” is what radicalized Nadaud is imprecise in the ex-
treme and fails in particular to allow for a precise estimation of the disciplinary pres-
sures that both spurred him and permitted him to express his political opinions. As
the label of a tendency or direction in capitalist development, “proletarianization” is
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even less adequate. A century and a half after Nadaud, construction workers still al-
ternate between subcontracting and wage labor; the world system shows no impa-
tience with immense diversity in workers’ fates, such as between, for example, De-
troit assembly line workers and independent Guatemalan weavers. "™ What unites
these people is not levels of remuneration but forms of discipline, forms that they
share with many who are not manual laborers.

PRICES AND CLASSES

Since Marx’s time, economic theorists have not even tried to defend classical political
economy against Marx’s onslaught. They have abandoned not only Ricardo’s labor
theory of value but the very notion of value itself as a false and misleading con-
struct. ' People do not exchange things because things have equal value, twentieth-
century economists insist. Exchanges occur because people want what they are get-
ting more than they want what they are giving up. Any one person’s desire for a
thing (that person’s “preference”) will depend on various factors, but especially on
how many the person already has of those things that he or she is trading for. Each ad-
ditional thing has what is called a “matginal utility,” which usually drops as the
quantity already possessed increases. ** (This concept will be referred to again at the
beginning of the next chapter.) The route that theory has taken since Marx has forced
economists to give up on the idea that there can be any common, public measure of
goods, of utility. Prices measure only the current, fleeting balance points between
conflicting subjective preferences.

The most serious difficulty of this brilliant salvage job, which has rescued so
much of the edifice of classical political economy from Marx’s clutches, is that it can-
not be disproved. It has no empirical content. Preferences are not measurable or ob-
servable, and therefore they can always be claimed to be adequately balanced by
prices. The procedure is as arbitrary as was Adam Smith’s original idea of advantage;
it allows economists to continue to treat money as a universal equivalent whose substi-
tution in exchange relationships offers no difficulties. It allows them to continue to
believe if not in the universality of the motive of gain then in an underlying “maxi-
mizing” process behind the formulation of desire, to believe in the essential equality
of all trading partners and therefore in the political neutrality of monetary exchanges.

Obviously, few economists today believe that everything has a price tag; two cen-
turies after Adam Smith our culture is full of the wisdom disseminated by classic
spoofs of economic theory like Dickens’s A Christmas Carol or George S. Kaufman
and Moss Hart’s play Yo« Can’t Take It with You. All are obliged to admit that there
are limits to money’s usefulness, on pain of being visited by the Ghost of Christmas
Past. But it is also easy to avoid specifying the exact limits to money’s substitutabil-
ity for other objects of desire by adroitly appealing to new theoretical refinements,
most notably in recent decades to the notion of “market impetfections.” A market im-
perfection is anything that prevents prices from accurately reflecting the balance
point between supply and demand. Market imperfections are viewed as a pervasive
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characteristic of the real world; perfect markets are never encountered outside the
theoretical constructs, or models, economists use to approximate that world. For ex-
ample, the impediments to free bargaining that the Journeyman Cotton Spinner of
Manchester complained of in 1818, discussed eatlier, in the section called “Marx’s
value,” can be dismissed as a market imperfection that slows, without preventing,
the emergence of an accurate market price for labor. The widespread and diverse disci-
plining effects of exchange asymmetries and the various roles that the instrument of
money plays in them can thus remain as invisible to the modern economist as they
were to Locke or Ricardo. Some very recent theorists have atisen to challenge this col-
lective blindness, but so far with only minor effects."” The four interlocking princi-
ples of the liberal illusion, which formed the persuasive core of the Smithean synthe-
sis and became the creed of laissez-faire reformers from Potsdam to Westminster in
the early nineteenth century, continue to be actively proselytized and to win adher-
ents today."*

But this is not all. Beyond the precincts of professional economics people continue
to use unreflectively terms like “capital,” “income,” “standard of living,” and
“value,” which refer indifferently to money instruments, real use values, or combina-
tions of the two. They continue to use words like “price,” “interest,” “cost,” or
“profit” in ways that imply acceptance of money as a valid instrument of numerical
measurement. By such means the implications of the liberal illusion insinuate them-
selves into the thinking of persons who would not, on teflection, subscribe to the
whole doctrine in its explicit form. Into this latter group fall many if not most prac-
ticing historians at one stage or another of their work.

The concept of price, for example, is full of paradoxes. Every time an advertiser an-
nounces that he has products of exceptional value, he implies that the price
demanded is not an adequate measure of the worth of his wares. Yet we all accept
without question that statisticians use such price figures to measure gross national
product, rates of inflation, or productivity. A price is a number; therefore it must
measure something, we suppose. But this is not so. The liberal illusion is merely an
elaborate social vision built upon a much older and more widespread presupposition,
one that is inherent in the use of money. This presupposition is that numerical mea-
surement of what is exchanged between persons creates a valid, interpersonal stan-
dard that is at least potentially accurate and fair. This notion is as widespread and as
old as its opposite, which always lurks nearby, that the use of money is inherently un-
just and unfair. In the thirteenth century St. Francis of Assisi forbade his followers to
touch money; even when they found coins lying in the ditt and picked them up and
gave them to the poor, they risked moral contamination, he said. Two generations la-
ter the Scholastic philosophers were justifying commercial gain as the fair retribution
for services rendered. Social thought in Europe ever since has oscillated between these
two poles. But the whole question whether specific prices are fair or not can draw at-
tention away from the undeniable fact that money serves as an instrument of disci-
pline in many relationships. It becomes an instrument of discipline just insofar as the
money involved has a different significance to each party, essential to survival for
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one, a matter of indifference for the other. This difference in significance cannot be
expressed numerically. It makes the whole notion of a fair or accurate price irrele-
vant. If it were measured and adjusted for by some overarching bureaucratic author-
ity, then everyone would be guaranteed the same income, and the use of money, al-
though now certainly fair and just, would immediately lose all purpose since there
would be no incentive to accumulate it.

It is easy to see that if the price of all foods were to double tomorrow, the impact
on individual habits of consumption would vary widely, correlating in part with lev-
els of wealth. Some poorer persons would not change their food consumption but
would lower other expenditures to compensate. Others would consume far less food,
some because they had no choice. Many wealthier persons would not consciously be
aware of any alteration in their habits. Most persons would be affected in a marked
way. Gradually the demand (and all prices) for other essentials (clothing, shelter)
would alter significantly. There would be political consequences—strikes, election
campaigns — whose character would be difficult to predict. Nothing could be simpler
than to say what the new price of any food item would be: the old price times two.
Nothing would be more difficult than to say what this change would mean to any in-
dividual or to the society as a whole. (Ironically, it is socialist Poland that has come
closest to carrying out such an experiment, with the dramatic consequences wit-
nessed in recent years.) A price is a balance point not between contending freely
chosen preferences of detached individuals but between diverse disciplinary pressures
and resistances to them; a price gains its significance within the context not only of
all other prevailing prices at a particular moment but also of the whole array of func-
tioning disciplinary practices that give societies their structure. A price measures
nothing, because it represents something different to every person. Were this other-
wise, the use of money would become immediately pointless.

One can see how acceptance of the potential validity of prices as measures spreads
confusion to other concepts by reflecting for a moment on the common linkage of
class with the notion of exploitation. Class relationships are widely seen as exploit-
ative in character, with exploitation defined as the self-perpetuating extraction of sur-
plus labor. The extraction is self-perpetuating when the ruling class uses the surplus
to reproduce “the conditions of a new extortion of surplus labor from the produc-
ers.”'” But such a definition becomes troublesome the moment one begins to try to
measure how much surplus is being extracted and by whom. This can be illustrated
with a thought experiment about the current state of world trade.

A landless agricultural laborer in Costa Rica or the Philippines today may expect
to earn roughly $2 a day working on a banana or sugar plantation. An assembly line
worker in Detroit can expect to make close to $20 an hour in total compensation for
making automobiles. Yet their labor is very similar, similar enough to be viewed as
of equal intrinsic value. If the Detroit worker is exploited at all, then the Philippine
worker is extremely exploited. One may in fact see the Philippine worker as ex-
ploited not by his employer alone but also, even principally, by other countries.
Sugar is very cheap on the world market; if the Philippine worker's wages went up, it
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would price Philippine sugar out of the market. His wages must remain very low be-
cause analogous workers’ wages in other tropical countries are very low. Competitive
international trade is pumping somewhere between $150 and $200 per day out of
this worker, assuming his labor is as valuable as the Detroit worker’s is. Some of this
surplus benefits growers and distributors. But most of it is being passed on in the
form of low retail prices for sugat to consumers in industrialized countries. The De-
troit worker who eats doughnuts and chocolate, drinks coffee or tea, eats bananas, or
munches crackers cooked with palm oil is directly consuming the surplus of his fel-
low worker in the tropics. How can he then be consideted a victim of exploitation
himself?

One may object that the Detroit worker’s labor is intrinsically more productive
owing to the fixed capital base and advanced technology he wotks with. The $20 an
hour he earns is only a small fraction of the value he produces using these highly pro-
ductive tools. His higher standard of living is in patt a result of the higher level of ac-
curnulated capital in his country. He is capable of producing five Cadillacs a year
but is allowed to keep only two. Hence he really is exploited by the definition just
presented. The Philippine worker’s labor is not so productive. He is capable of pro-
ducing five thousand pounds of sugar per year but is allowed to keep only one thou-
sand. But this distinction offers no real justification for paying him less than the
wortker in Detroit: Both engage in drudgery; if anything the Filipino’s work is far
less pleasant. Why should he receive less in pay? Were he earning as much and be-
ing exploited at the same rate as the Detroit worker, sugar would cost $50 per
pound. Chocolate, bananas, coffee, shirts sewn in Taiwan, and watches assembled in
Hong Kong would see their prices increase by similar orders of magnitude. This
means that the Detroit worker is receiving a hidden income of pethaps quadruple his
nominal eatnings, even if he spends only 10 percent of his wages on tropical and
Asian imports. However one reckons it, the Detroit worker comes out as a member
of the ruling class. Even those earning a minimum wage as street sweepets in Paris
are taking surplus out of the Thitd Wotld, by these figures; even they are making
on the order of ten times as much as the Philippine worker by benefiting from the
flow of low-wage imports. The whole population of the Western world, Japan, and
several Arab countries must be consideted members of the exploiting class. There
are no class boundaries within these countries if exploitation is to be taken as a defin-
ing feature of social class.

Only by focusing on the disciplinary character of wage and other monetary rela-
tionships in these countries is it possible to reestablish a coherent approach to what is
occurring within them. After all, these societies would not necessarily change so very
much if prices of tropical imports were raised to their “proper” level tomorrow. Bana-
nas, coffee, chocolate, cheap radios, stuffed animals, and fried snack foods could all
be dropped from consumers’ budgets without sevete threat to the social ordets of in-
dustrialized countries. The cost of clothing could double or triple without shaking
them to the core. There would be turmoil, probably healthy turmoil. However, the
real determinants of oppression do nor lie in exactly how much intrinsic value is be-
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ing pumped about the world with improper prices on it. They lie in the way relation-
ships are organized. Only by looking at their disciplinary character can the relation-
ships of Detroit and Philippine workers be seen for what they are, still dramatically
different but fundamentally variations on a single theme of asymmetrical monetary
exchange. This is not to downplay the fact that in the tropics direct threat of starva-
tion keeps workers humble on the job, whereas in the United States it is fear of losing
access to stimulants and to high-status consumer durables, or fear of exhausting un-
employment benefits or defaulting on a mortgage. Who would not prefer the latter
fate over the former? Still, the industrialized countries today present stunning object
lessons in how easily needs can be made to keep pace with endless advances in produc-
tivity, so long as the fundamental structure of relationships remains unchanged.
They show how wealthy people can become while continuing to feel that the wolf is
at the door. People cannot be liberated merely by increases in their incomes. The low
prices of tropical imports are criminal. But there is no fair way to use money.

Marx’s dialectical treatment of the concept of value, however obsolete in the view
of certain economists, is a good method for uncovering and tracing through the
nonquantitative character of money-mediated relationships. But it has many pitfalls.
If one supposes that the essential characteristic of the wage-labor relationship is the
“extraction of surplus value,” for example, it is a simple matter to forget that surplus
value cannot be measured by money units any more than value can in any of its other
manifestations. The value of labor is not expressed by the value of wages, or by that
of wages plus profits, or by that of wages plus profits plus some extra amount of value
passed through to purchasers by competitive pressures—or by any other figure that
could be derived by manipulating money units. The very idea that the value of labor
can be measured in numbers on a single scale is a mystification.

Doubtless, if Marx had ever given his ideas on class a full theoretical develop-
ment he would have subjected this liberal concept to a dialectical treatment similar
to the one that he applied to the liberal concept of value. Arguably, this is what E.
P. Thompson and his followers have tried to do in the last twenty years.”® If one
defines capitalist class relationships as the extraction of surplus value, then there
have been all along in capitalist societies many independent producers who, be-
cause surplus value is extracted from them, ate among the exploited —wage laborers
in reality if not in the conventional sense of the term, just as there have been wage
laborers like the Detroit assembly line worker who apparently benefit from the ex-
traction of surplus value. If one recognizes that surplus value cannot be precisely
measured, then who is in or who is out of the category of the exploited working
class is never easy to determine. It is likely in any industrial society, no matter how
mature, that this class will include thousands of independent petty producers, like
the mason Nadaud, like cottage weavers in nineteenth-century Yorkshire or twenti-
eth-century Guatemala, like small farmers in North Dakota or Provence. All these
groups have faced market conditions that forced them to labor endlessly for the
smallest return. Not employers, but bankers, contractors, and grain and textile
merchants, discipline such people through contractual relationships involving
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credit, or purchase and sale of produce. Large corporations will employ armies of
relatively privileged white-collar workers—clerks, supervisors, technicians—whose
subjection to discipline is, if anything, more complete than that of manual labor-
ers, and whose wages shade upward to a level where they become in Marxist terms
recipients of surplus value, a level that can never be precisely identified. It is impos-
sible to shut these people out of the working class, even though some of them are
its immediate oppressors. The working class must be left to identify itself by a com-
ing to consciousness. This was Thompson’s starting point.

It is just this range of difficulties in defining the working class that has pushed
not only social historians but also recent Marxist theorists like Poulantzas, Wright,
John Roemer, or Burawoy toward bold reformulations of the concept of class.
There can be little doubt that Marx himself would have eventually been forced by the
rigor of his own theory to take the same path. Thus, in the present, the concept of
class may be said to be undergoing active evolution toward a status that would be in
every respect suitable for expressing the central argument of this essay, that money is
primarily an instrument of discipline, not of measurement. However, as with terms
like “value” or “capital” or “accumulation” in Marx, so with the new concept of class:
Its resemblance to the old commonsense original is so faint that one can legitimately
object to retaining the old word. The potential is great for confusion, for retrogres-
sion, for subtleties slipping from the mind when one turns to application of the con-
cept to practical problems. It can hardly be objected if one sets it aside. The virtue of
a concept like monetary exchange asymmetry is that it can replace both value and
class in their dialectical guise with a new, open, unsubtle, nonquantitative expres-
sion. The weaknesses of the new concept can only be identified in use. As will be
seen, these weaknesses do exist, but on balance they are easily outweighed by its
strengths.

Historians have now reached a point where, to use the concept of class coherently,
each practitioner must, and most do, redefine it anew.'*® Those who reject it out of
hand are as few in number as those who use it unthinkingly in the old way. Most in-
sist that it must be defined in a manner that allows it to refer complexly to any num-
ber of differences of wealth, status, power, or honor in society, differences that serve
in diverse circumstances as rallying points for factional conflict or insurrection. Arno
Mayer, Patrice Higonnet, Sean Wilentz, William Doyle, R. S. Neale, and Charles
Maier—to name but a few examples ~all take pains in the course of recent studies to
use “class” or related terms like “bourgeoisie” or “working class” in carefully circum-
scribed ways, peculiarly appropriate to the immediate evidence they are dealing
with.""" But even if everyone carefully redefines such terms when working with his
or her own evidence, is there not a danger that retention of the terms themselves will
obscure from view the immense difficulties that now surround the use of these terms
in all contexts?

Within any sphere that is foregrounded in a historical account, money substitu-
tions always seem important, as when peasants with common rights are bought out,
or seigneurial dues become freely alienable, or journeymen cease to take part of their
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wages as room and board, or government bureaucrats begin to receive salaries for
their work. But in the background the great abstractions that provide the general
frame of reference often remain ambiguous regarding the changing role of money in
social relationships. Prussian Junkers remain “aristocrats” before and after 1807; ten-
ants, sharecroppers, and smallholders are “peasants”; wage laborers whether paid by
the piece or by the hour are “proletarians.” It is not that there are too many details to
take into account; it is that the whole prevailing mode of social thought generalizes
with a vocabulary either borrowed directly from liberal theory or else infected by its
assumptions about money'’s function as a universal equivalent.

The concept of monetary exchange asymmetries is being proposed here as a means
of making a break once and for all with the liberal illusion, with all of its intricate
consequences. Exchange asymmetries, in general, create disciplinary potentials
within established practices; such disciplinary potentials structure the life choices of
serfs and lords, mill operatives and mill owners, general contractors and masons or
plumbers, in a great variety of ways. They do so by limiting options, not by deter-
mining the actual choices individuals make. They operate throughout societies, not
simply at the fault lines between supposedly distinct and uniform classes. They set
up, to borrow a metaphor from E. P. Thompson, a “field of force” within which indi-
viduals must respond, with either compliance or resistance, to disciplinary pressures
brought to bear on them from above.'’* Asymmetries do not eliminate the mystery
of human desire, but they provide a grid of stark alternatives that conceal and domes-
ticate that mystery.

What remains to be seen is how this approach works in practice and what new
view of the great modern transformation of European society it makes possible. The
aim is not to wash out the sea change of liberal revolution, to dissolve all develop-
ment within the uniformity of asymmetrical discipline. The aim is to characterize
the change more precisely. This approach cannot work without being applied to spe-
cific cases; it merely offers a way of uncovering the character of social discipline in
any specific community. Only after a number of such cases have been examined in de-
tail will it be possible to begin again to build up a picture of the whole coutse of mod-
ern historical development. The remainder of this essay is therefore devoted to the ex-
ploration of two classic problems, the origins of the French Revolution (discussed in
Chapter 4) and the new protest movements of the laboring poor in the nineteenth cen-
tury (discussed through two case studies in Chapter 5). The Conclusion will then of-
fer some fragments of a revised view of European social history in the industrial era.
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4 Money and the rights of man in 1789

THE NOTION OF MONETARY EXCHANGE ASYMMETRY being put forward here
is merely a novel combination of some old and common economic ideas. One is the
notion of marginal utility, a theoretical breakthrough of the late nineteenth century.
The other is even older, from the fable of Midas, the idea, namely, that if everything
one touches turns to gold, one is in big trouble. These two ideas are actually closely
related. The notion of matginal utility in its simplest form is a microeconomic
theory to explain how individual actors respond to prices. How many units should an
auto manufacturer produce? The first unit is very expensive, if it is the only one. All
the fixed costs of plant, equipment, management, and labor recruitment must be
botne by it. If one produces a thousand units, these costs may be spread over all of
them; if a hundred thousand are made, costs may be spread even further. At any mo-
ment an auto manufacturer must make enough units so that when costs are spread
over all units, costs fall below prevailing prices for autos in the open market. The
cost of the last unit (the “marginal” unit) must be low enough to allow a satisfactory
profit. The utility of the matginal unit (i.e., its utility in bringing in profits) is the
determining factor in the firm’s decision about output.

Marginal utility also deals with the responses of consumers to prices. The first car
one buys is likely to be very useful, the second is likely to be slightly less useful. The
tenth car one buys is likely to be almost useless, as a means of transportation at any
rate (unless one has a very large family, in which case it is the tenth car each family
member has that is next to useless). At a given price, therefore, one buys enough cars
so that the utility of the last one bought (the “marginal” car) equals the price. If cars
cost only $10 apiece, individuals are likely to buy many cars; the last one purchased
need supply only $10 worth of utility. If they cost $10,000 apiece, most families
will be able to get $10,000 worth of use out of one or at most two cars. Combining
these two halves of the theory offers a complete theoretical account of how prices bal-
ance output with demand. Competing auto manufacturers must continue producing
cars until the cost of the last one is as far below the prevailing market price as possi-
ble, so as to maximize their profits. But if as a result too many cars are produced to
be useful to consumers at the prevailing price, manufacturers then lower the price as
far as they can without endangering their profits, and the extra cars are bought up; or
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else they reduce production until demand comes back into line with a profitable
price.

These are the bare bones of the theory of marginal utility. It has been viewed by
many economists as a replacement for the labor theory of value of Ricardo and Marx.
The amount of labor used does not determine value and therefore price, so the argu-
ment goes; instead, prices balance the utility of the marginal unit to exchange part-
ners. Marxists have in turn criticized the theory as being only a partial and localized
explanation of price formation. It is generally agreed, in any case, that in
macroeconomics things get a good deal more murky all around. If many manufactur-
ers cut costs by lowering wages or laying off laborers, for example, consumers may no
longer buy enough to keep prevailing prices at current levels. An unstable downward
spiral can result. Where competition is muted by bigness, manufacturers facing a
slump during which demand sags may find it easier to raise prices to cover the higher
cost of the marginal unit than to fight costs within the plant. If the higher price
blocks sale of even a reduced number of units, manufacturers may raise prices fur-
ther. Again, disequilibrium may result. This is notably what U.S. automakers did in
the 1970s following the oil price shocks and the resultant sagging demand for big
cars. Cars got more expensive, not less."

Marginal utility is a good enough idea, however, to allow one to notice something
profoundly important about money. Money — that is, any medium of exchange in a so-
ciety where use of such a medium is necessary for access to basic goods —has a negative
marginal utility. The first amounts of money individuals gain access to they must get
rid of quickly. Only when they have a sufficiently large amount of money can they keep
some of it. An impoverished day laborer comes into a sudden inheritance of millions.
His very first step will be, not to reinvest it or even to count it precisely, but to spend a
certain minimum providing for diverse needs he has been neglecting. He will buy sim-
ple things first: a big meal, new clothes, drink, a new car. His own previous earnings
were so low that he always spent all of his money. The utility of a small enough amount
of money, as money, is next to nil. The first carrot, the first loaf of bread, and the first
shirt one gets are precious. The first ten dollar bill is got rid of immediately. Human
needs at their simplest level are too diverse to be satisfied by any one thing. This was
Midas’s error and his doom. He could not wear gold, he could not hug it, he could not
eat it. But this is true not only of gold. If one has nothing but ten loaves of bread, one
will seek to turn some of the loaves into a medium of exchange, probably to buy some
clothes first and then maybe a bit of cheese. On this level, the idea that gain is what peo-
ple want breaks down entirely. What people want is a host of diverse things: music,
roofs over their heads, conversation, meals, showers, newspapers. Until this diversity
of immediate needs is gratified, one can want little else systematically.

WEALTH AS A POLITICAL PHENOMENON

The analysis just presented explains why the calculus of money equivalents is so un-
true to the position of poor people. Of course, generalizations about the motives of
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poor people, like all generalizations about motives, are hazardous ventures. Different
people will make widely differing decisions about their immediate needs. A miner
may not care about coal dust and darkness as much as a bank cletk would. Some
women may enjoy selling sex at a certain price because their personalities and their
outlooks incline them to it; others may do it out of desperation, fearing starvation.
Still others starve rather than do it. All people retain a measure of freedom to choose
which deprivations and which sufferings they will undergo and which needs they will
seek to satisfy first. Everyone may exercise this freedom to achieve high moral ends as
easily as to fulfill mundane sensual inclinations. To feed my child I would at least try
to work in a mine if that were my only immediate choice; childless, I might balk at
the idea. Classical and neoclassical economists are right to insist that in such matters
as choice of profession individuals can and often do attach a price to the various moral
and physical features of the work. For each person there are a range of such features
that can have a money equivalent, although both the range and the prices would be
highly idiosyncratic. Such matters are not completely irrelevant to the explanation of
wage levels.” But everyone has limits to the range of things that can be given a price
tag in this way, limits that the poor are more likely to be confronted with than the
rich.

These limits arise first of all from the structure of the human body. Its survival
and health and the sensitivity of its nervous system are indeed matters an individual
can choose to ignore, if that individual is prepared to do the work necessary to achiev-
ing such indifference. Even then, however, the possibility of death or disability can-
not be willed away. No one can choose, for example, to do without food for a year in
order to buy a new car. But far short of death or ill health the body is already exerting
strong pressure against making certain kinds of choices. Some miners may grow to
positively enjoy their work, but one seldom sees a tourist spa being set up at a pit
head.

Besides the bodily limits there are also historical and social ones. Historically, hu-
man communities entered the world of money equivalents with a definite past in a
world of household-based subsistence labor. Socially, people still enter this world to-
day from a background of household relations of sharing, duty, and reciprocity in
which money exchange plays no role or at most a didactic role (as when a parent sol-
emnly pays a child for a household chore). Of course, some parents may charge work-
ing adolescents for room and board; others may put five-year-olds to work at produc-
tive tasks. But no one pays wages directly to five-year-olds or charges them rent.
“Historically and socially speaking”—the terms become almost comical at a certain
point—if children are not nurtured, not given gifts of unstinting concern and atten-
tiveness at least for a limited time, then one does not have survivable human commu-
nities. French cities in the eighteenth century were not survivable in just this sense;
so many infants were put out to rural wet nurses and so few of them survived to re-
turn that apart from the other causes of demographic decline, these cities would have
quickly disappeared from the face of the earth had it not been for the continual inflow
of peasant migrants.? Somewhere in French society children were receiving the mini-
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mum of care —otherwise “France” would have ceased to exist—but by and large it was
not among the working populations of the cities. The limits imposed by the body
cannot be strictly separated from those imposed by the expectations and the sense of
duty historically given to individuals by the viable human communities that create
them. It is from within these expectations and duties that the body’s limits are inter-
preted and assented to. People frequently prefer their own pain to someone else’s.
Miners beg their children to try another line of work. Mothers go hungry before al-
lowing their families to be short of food at mealtime. These are not just poetic im-
ages but real tendencies that social historians have come across in their researches.*

Such choices ought not be compared to the decision of an investor to add rail-
road stocks to his portfolio and drop computer stocks. The investor still goes home
that night to the same bed and the same spouse as he had the night before. He does
not have to trade off blackened and broken fingernails for a glass of beer as the
miner does. To lump all such choices into the single bag of “preferences,” as econo-
mists are in the habit of doing, is to confuse apples with oranges. In Chapter 3 the
historical origins of such mistaken thinking were shown to coincide with the formu-
lation of the modern liberal notions of personal and political freedom. The eco-
nomic idea of preferences and the liberal idea of freedom share the drawback of
treating two actors as equally free of constraint when one is deciding what pattern
his china will have and the other is deciding if the surliness of his foreman is un-
bearable or if it must be humbly swallowed for the sake of his children. One of
these persons is free; one is not. A wage-labor agreement might be adjudged an ex-
change of equal values—or even unequal ones in favor of the laborer—by someone
applying any number of methods for calculating amounts of abstract “value” or
“utility.” What the notion of asymmetry points to is the completely different role
that the exchange plays in the lives of the two parties. The laborer seeks first of all
to satisfy his own diverse bodily needs and those of the people most closely con-
nected with him who share in the household wage pool. Any surplus then may be
used for entertainment, education, adornment. Often certain less strictly “bodily”
needs will in fact be set before the provision of food, clothing, and shelter. Painful
bodily deprivation will buy a newspaper or a costume for carnival. The employer,
by contrast, wishes only to have a part of his relatively immense surplus of goods
manipulated in order to facilitate further monetary exchanges. John Locke, Adam
Smith, John Stuart Mill, and Milton Friedman have seen no essential differences be-
tween the two situations. Marx and Engels’s gaze, firmly fixed on this contrast at
certain moments, was turned aside by their desire to destroy political economy us-
ing as their weapons only its own misleading categories.’

Negative marginal utility is a widely prevailing character of money, one that is
more or less coterminous with money’s use as a sole or principal means of access to
subsistence goods. This is a generalization about human motives that seems like a
safe starting point for two reasons: (1) Rather than being a claim about what all hu-
man beings want, it is merely a rule for recognizing a pattern in the diverse desires
that human beings evidently feel; (2) this pattern is anchored in the needs of the body
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and the needs of minimum social connectedness that are everywhere essential to hu-
man survival. It is not necessary to come up with some universally valid minimum
list of these physical and social needs. There is no such list. One must merely recog-
nize that when people turn to the use of money, they already have such needs, more
or less flexible, more or less specific (and of course capable of being shaped by the ex-
perience of using money to satisfy them). The poor person who requires to get, and
get rid of, money quickly in order to satisfy such needs is extremely vulnerable when
he looks for money by dealing with anyone whose equivalent needs are already pro-
vided for. The contrast in their situations creates a disciplinary potential.

Of course, to say that the contrast in their situations “creates” a disciplinary poten-
tial is to speak in a highly abstract manner, for the sake of clarifying the meaning of a
new vocabulary for talking about exchange relationships. The contrast does not ante-
date the potential, nor does one often find people consciously deciding to use the po-
tential for discipline or, conversely, to bow to its use by another. One does not find
societies deciding one fine day to begin using money and then discovering, to their
surprise, that it creates unexpected vulnerabilities. Without being detoured into a
long historical exploration of the origin of money, it is possible to say nonetheless
that when one encounters money-based societies, one encounters certain kinds of dis-
ciplinary potentials in active use, exploited according to rules of established practice
in a way that hardly allows individuals (rich or poor) much choice about how com-
mon forms of relationship will be conducted.®

One frequently finds that in established practice the disciplinary potentials of
monetary exchange asymmetries are used to “create” —again, the unfortunate abstrac-
tion, but analyzing something that is alive requires artificial divisions and reunifica-
tions—to “create” personal authority. By authority is meant here the ability to com-
mand willing obedience, loyalty, allegiance. There will be people who will work
hard to see things from their employer’s or landlord’s point of view rather than face
the pain of pawning their shirts for bread. Others may quit rather than do this. Nor
is it necessary that every underling a rich man depends on feel active loyalty toward
him, but he can easily require that some of them do, especially those butlers, stew-
ards, clerks, and foremen who attend on him personally or carry out sensitive or-
ders. By established practice, more or less compulsory depending on the context, he
usually does require it of them. From the rest of his underlings, warm allegiance
may not be necessary; dissent or resentment may be tolerated to a degree. But it is
rare indeed for a rich man not to exercise the option of dismissing anyone who is
openly disloyal or disrespectful, however useful that person’s service may be in other
ways. Besides being personally unpleasant to its object, disrespect is usually a sign
of deviance, a breach of convention that demands either considerable personal cour-
age or personal derangement, but in any case marks one as unpredictable. Therefore
even secretly sympathetic employers may well do the expected thing and discharge
the offender. The cumulative effect of authority so maintained when it is spread
throughout a society is to limit the possibility of political liberty severely, whatever
form the constitution may take.
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The ability to command the active allegiance of others is, after all, properly seenasa
political phenomenon rather than an economic one, even if it appears within ostensibly
economic institutions such as agricultural estates or factories. By established practice
landlords or mill owners may use their personal authority, once consolidated, to im-
prove their bargaining position even further in lease or wage agreements, and thus toin-
crease their wealth. But this should not blind one to the inherently political nature of
that authority. The mere possession of wealth is sufficient to ensure that a person can
command active allegiance by picking and choosing his hirelings—capriciously, per-
haps, insofar as immediate monetary advantage is concerned. Underlings as a result
find it very much in their interest to think more about their masters’ intetest than their
own. From this it follows that the mere possession of wealth confers political power. It
is not necessary to put the wealth to use, through bribes, contributions, or other influ-
ence peddling, to get political power —although that is usually possible. Wealth is a
form of political power already.

Some may object that the term “political” should be reserved for reference to the
state, an institution that seeks to maintain a monopoly of violence. But wealth is al-
ways a creature of the state; property rights are nothing more than rules that allow
differential access to state violence. Often such rights confer limited police powers di-
rectly on the owner of property as well. Coercion is an inherent feature of wealth, es-
sential to any conception of wealth, including Locke’s or Smith'’s conception of it as
stored-up value resulting from labor. Besides, the state is as much a creature as it is
the creator and regulator of monetary exchange. State institutions cannot become
separate from social or economic ones without issuing a currency and establishing
laws on property and exchange. States then become arenas for collective contention
over the social discipline that monetary exchange makes possible. Or if they fail to
serve as arenas of such contention, as when a monatch or an oligarchy fails to adjudi-
cate successfully between contending claims, then control of state institutions may
become the goal of collective civil violence. In either case, no such thing as merely
“economic” wealth can exist, even where property is defined in such a way as to make
it purely private, stripped of all feudal, police, or other public features. Exchange
asymmetries can still confer on owners the ability to command, to coerce indirectly.

These observations shed a new light on the function of conspicuous consumption
in money-based societies.” The wealthy, as their wealth increases, move into a sphere
where money really is much like other things one can own, and additional amounts
of it have decreasing marginal utility. The first million is extremely useful, the tenth
million less so; the thirtieth million may be positively boring. Consumption patterns
display the small matginal utility of the last million acquired. It may be squandered
without disquiet. And squandering some in a highly visible manner announces how
much one has left. Conspicuous consumption, by displaying wealth, issues a silent
command to all who witness it to offer obeisance and to submit their wills to its pos-
sessor. The marquis’s lace cuffs and powdered wig as he steps into his tobacconist’s
shop, the executive’s leather attaché case and credit card as he orders a hotel room, an-
nounce to all: “You may need to please me. I, in any case, do not r- .d to please you.”
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By a kind of reverse association, as well, objects of consumption acquire an aura of po-
litical authority. The country house or chateau with its park, the gleaming carriage
and four with coat of arms emblazoned on the door, the silk brocade jacket, the snuff
box, the stockings free of street mud —these were eighteenth- and early nineteenth-
century emblems of authority. The suburban home on an acre lot, the BMW and
Mercedes-Benz in the drive, the tailor-made suit, the flight to London on a Concorde
jetliner, and the Swiss-made watch are present-day equivalents.

As these lists of things suggest, some of the money whose marginal utility is next
to nil to the owner will be lavished on personal needs of the kind that the poor are
likely to feel most acutely. Provision of food, clothing, and shelter become sumptu-
ously ritualized undertakings. Eating becomes high art. Clothes do not merely
clothe; they caress, adorn, and reshape the body. Shelter is constructed to imitate the
forms of ancient temples, feudal castles, or seats of government. This sort of con-
sumption is conspicuous because it highlights the differences between wealthy per-
sons and others, announces the freedom of the rich from urgent bodily and personal
needs, and reminds others of the nature of the chains that bind them. Throughout
any society in which the authority of wealth flourishes there may spread in conse-
quence a hunger to achieve or at least partially to emulate the wealthy’s standards of
consumption, not because of any inherent utility possessed by luxurious and expen-
sive objects, but because people crave to bask in the aura of authority and respect that
surrounds such objects. Only by doing so can they feel that they are free from the dis-
cipline imposed by the need for money to satisfy their diverse personal needs. This is
why it is misleading to try to trace the progress of society by putting a dollar value
on the average standard of consumption achieved by the masses. The wealthy are al-
ways ahead, the things they use always different, commanding, calm, apparently con-
ferring self-assurance on the possessor.

When the first ready-made wool suits came within the reach of a worker’s purse in
the early nineteenth century, the significance of wearing a suit changed; the mere
fact of its being ready-made became the new mark of low status. Some time after ny-
lon began to replace silk in blouses and stockings, smooth, shiny garments began to
look cheap.® These facts are well known. Less widely recognized is that the treadmill
of consumption is driven by the feelings of oppression that a life of obeisance to
wealth incites and by a desire for that freedom of the will which, in money-based soci-
eties, comes only with wealth. Long after the ownership of suits had been democta-
tized, aspiring socialists and union leaders continued to appear before their shirt-
sleeved constituents in the most severely correct bourgeois dress. They sought to
speak with authority. Nowadays almost any kind of garment is within the reach of a
laborer’s pocket, and the code is gradually being reversed. U.S. presidents appear in
carefully chosen casual wear when returning from a holiday; job candidates wear
suitcoat and tie as a sign of respect before interviewers decked out in Izod-Lacoste.
The very rich can now dispense with their cravats without fear of losing authority.
But business executives, bankers, and lawyers still follow the old ways; as hirelings
they are in need of symbols of command. These observations are offered not as a full
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interpretation of the significance of consumption patterns but only to identify a ten-
dency inherent in social life when the multidimensional social and bodily needs of in-
dividuals can only be satisfied through getting and spending unidimensional money.

R. H. Tawney, in an influential study that first appeared in 1926, Religion and the
Rise of Capitalism, argued that a prerequisite for the creation of a capitalist social or-
der was the gradual separation of religious, political, and economic activities and
their isolation in distinct spheres of social life.® In feudal society political and eco-
nomic functions had a religious dimension. Kings were anointed with oil as David
was in the Bible. Knights and master craftsmen took religious vows like those of
priests and bishops. Lending at interest was a sin. In feudal society a property was
also a jurisdiction that conferred military, police, and judicial functions on its owner.
Before capitalism could develop it was necessary for the state to recover these prop-
erly political functions for itself. It was necessary to simplify the right of property by
stripping it of its extraeconomic elements, so that citizens might compete with one
another on an equal footing over forms of wealth that were freely exchangeable and
good for nothing other than private enjoyment or the generation of yet more wealth.
It was necessary to establish that the lessons of the Sermon on the Mount should not
apply either to statecraft or to trade. It was necessary for the state to redefine itself as
a referee that interfered neither with the private religious beliefs nor with the private
economic dealings of its citizens, merely seeing that certain general rules were
obeyed. In viewing the cultural prehistory of capitalism as a gradual separation of po-
litical, economic, and religious spheres, each with its distinct functions and rules of
conduct, Tawney was also enunciating a view of history that was already implicit in
the writings of Locke on property and religious toleration.

And Tawney was only presenting a common presumption of historians when he
identified the prime mover behind this gradual separation of spheres as the expansion
of trade and the spreading use of money in daily life. Feudal lords wanted what
money could buy and commuted the military and labor dues of vassal and setf to
money payments. The success of merchants and bankers in increasing trade, revivify-
ing town life, and satisfying the wants of others urged the wisdom of reconciling
their acquisitive individualism with Christian charity. Money borrowed or stolen
from these same merchants and bankers financed the efforts of central governments
to dispense with the support of the feudal aristocracy and to undercut its authority.
However much Tawney’s views have been disputed in their specific application, no
one has sought to challenge this general scenario, which is no less than an orthodoxy
to which historians of all schools still subscribe as a prerequisite to arguing over un-
derlying causes, long-term consequences, ot fine-grain details. "

But the whole matter of the division of modern social life into separate spheres—
political, social, economic, religious—is riddled with confusion and paradox. On the
one hand the boundaries between these spheres when treated as areas of inquiry have
never been clear in the least. Economists do not exclude religion from their sphere of
attention; they treat it as a “service industry.”"" Students of social relationships can
hardly exclude economic, political, or religious institutions from their investiga-
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tions, and theologians are obliged to subject legislatures, enterprises, and families to
judgment on the basis of their own religious and ethical beliefs. It has been evident
for a long time to anyone who reflects on the matter that economic enterprises are fo-
cal points of political power and creatures of special political preconditions. They are
therefore absolutely central to any study of polities. The subdivisions of disciplines in
the social sciences and humanities that correspond to these various spheres are not in-
herent in the subject matter—that is, in the organic whole of human life—in any
way. They appear more as mutual agreements among intellectuals to disagree about
which abstract aspect or dimension of a lived reality —the social, political, religious,
and so on (and one could add here esthetic, psychological, historical, or cultural)—is
primary. Once the decision for one dimension is made it cannot be argued about be-
cause it imposes its own vocabulary, which reduces the other dimensions to the ap-
pearance of epiphenomenal functions or effects of the primary dimension: Thus
Durkheim’s doctrine that religion is merely a means of shaping social solidarities, or
Freud’s that political conflict is merely an outgrowth of infantile family jealousies, or
Gary Becker's that marriage and divorce (eminently social and religious, not eco-
nomic, practices) are influenced by a calculus of utility, or Robert William Fogel and
Stanley L. Engerman’s parallel analysis of slavery as an economically rational institu-
tion, or Charles E. Lindblom’s insistence that great corporations actually fulfill pub-
lic (and therefore political) functions.** The list of great modern thinkers the kernel
of whose insight has been to treat one sphere as merely an aspect of another could be
extended indefinitely. But in the end this shows only that the separate spheres are ac-
tually facets of a larger whole and the disciplines that serve them only separate view-
points from which simplified projections of the totality of human practice can be
made and subjected to convincing analysis.

But though it has been impossible to see any neat division between these spheres
when treated as analytical tools, the division of our institutions into separate kinds,
especially our political, economic, and religious institutions, and the rigid require-
ment that they not trespass on one another’s territory are widely considered distinc-
tive, advantageous characteristics of modern society. The separation of church and
state means religious freedom. State-run enterprises are a threat to economic free-
dom. Industrial lobbyists in legislative cloakrooms threaten political freedom.
Prayers in public schools threaten religious freedom. Institutional specialization is of
the greatest importance to historians because it is seen as the triumphant outcome of
a long evolution traceable as far back as the meeting of Emperor Henry IV and Pope
Gregory VII at Canossa in 1077."> A decisive turning point in this evolution was in
fact the century from 1750 to 1850, when alterations whose social origins are still
much in dispute gave birth to liberal industrial society. Liberal society’s essential con-
ception of public virtue was simply to keep government out of business, business out
of religion, religion out of government, and so on.

In practice, however, such separations are constantly threatened, just as in
thought they constantly dissolve. And it is difficult to see how it could be otherwise.
On the one hand there is “corruption,” whether legal or illegal, in the form of money
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passing improperly from lobbyist to legislator, or mill owner to preacher, or defense
contractor to procutement officer.™ On the other hand thete are the inevitable prob-
lems: It was Locke who insisted in his Letter concerning Toleration that religious belief
was a matter of the “inward persuasion of the mind” and therefore not something
that a magistrate could impose by force even if he wished to.”> But was Locke un-
aware that such a view of religion is in fact a religious doctrine? Toleration is itself a
kind of interference. Likewise, governments that follow even the most strictly lais-
sez-faire economic policy thereby engage in what is inherently interventionist favorit-
ism.”® Enterprises, by making decisions about salaries, about employee discipline,
and about what to produce, inevitably shape social structure and political conflict.

The hopeless idea that these institutions ever could function independently of one
another depends at least in part on the belief in the political neutrality of money. Ina
proper liberal social order money is the one thing allowed to flow between and re-
unite these separate institutional spheres. Wages, taxes, charitable and political cam-
paign contributions, consumer purchases, weld the social, economic, political, and
religious spheres back into an interdependent whole. But this is unobjectionable only
so long as one considers monetary transactions to be what the Levellers, Locke, and
Smith insisted they were, exchanges that do not limit the freedom of either party.
This is an untenable creed, and its correction implicates the whole structure of mod-
ern human existence as well as many of the diverse categories so far devised in the hu-
man sciences for analyzing it. This essay can pretend to do no more than modestly
point out the need for reflection. The concept of exchange asymmetry is offered as an
analytical starting point that is neither social, nor political, nor economic, but can be
applied fruitfully to all human this-wotldly interaction. A penniless Baptist preacher
with a family looking for a congregation may find his freedom of conscience painfully
constrained in a manner not totally dissimilar to that of a representative seeking re-
election, a door-to-door encyclopedia salesperson, or a worker. In a cabinet meeting a
minister of public works may be compelled to support a distasteful measure because
of political favors the prime minister is capable of offering to him, just as a domestic
servant holds his tongue when the master is angry. The concept can be applied to any
relationship, serving only as a rule for searching out patterned complexities of mo-
tive.

But the specific character of monetary exchange asymmetries —and this point is cen-
tral to the argument of this essay —is such that political and economic practices have
never been properly separated out, and cannot be separated out. Political theorists
and devisers of constitutions may ignore or define out of existence the palpable politi-
cal power that attaches to property and wealth. Economists may cut it up and hide it
in boxes marked “costs” (to those who bow to money’s discipline) and “benefits” (to
those who enjoy the personal authority of wealth). But it will not go away. The confu-
sion has arisen partly because monetary exchange asymmetries “create” —or should
one say “facilitate”? —a very local, very concentrated form of power that requires little
more to shore it up than the poot’s need to get money and to spend it quickly again.
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It is, in this respect, very much like the power of early feudal lords, which required
no apology or support other than a local need for military protection.

The difference between feudal relationships and monetary exchange asymmetries
is that the former have as their background anarchy; the latter arise with the use of
money and the relatively greater political order that the secure circulation of money
entails. Feudal coetcion is direct; a lord may whip his serf, a king may attack his
disloyal vassal. An employer is allowed only to fire or adjust the wage of his em-
ployee. Control may be nonetheless quite effective in both cases. Nor is there any
neat dividing line that allows one to say when feudal power is definitively gone and
monetary exchange asymmetries become a principal support of local focuses of
power. The long period from 1200 to 1800, in which money gradually came to me-
diate an ever-greater array of social relationships, with many setbacks and quirks, is
full of evidence of the fluidity with which feudal and monetary forms of power can
alternate or combine. This is especially true of those feudal institutions called man-
ors (or seignexries in French), whose adaptation to monetary relationships was so suc-
cessful that they remained a pervasive influence in the eighteenth-century country-
side. Fiefs, once the vital links between vassal and lord, had by contrast lost most
of their significance long before 1700. Heriditable nobility, yet another feudal inno-
vation, lived on, like manors, transmogrified but vitally important within an ever-
more-completely monetized social order. This whole question of the peculiar
symbioses that developed between feudal and monetary relationships stands at the
heart of a problem that historians have been struggling over since the early nine-
teenth century: the social origins of the French Revolution.”

THE PERFECTLY SENSIBLE ANCIEN REGIME

Probably the best-known fact about eighteenth-century society is that commerce and
manufactures were growing rapidly. It is not an easy matter, however, to come to an
accurate appreciation of the full social impact of expanding commerce. Money can
sometimes mediate relatively egalitarian interactions, and this has confused many ob-
servers. Merchants in the eighteenth century did not personally crack the whip over
anyone’s back. Both rich and poor participated in the expansion of commerce not
only as asymmetrical partners in lease and wage agreements but also as buyers and
sellers of tangible, transportable dry goods: cotton, grain, wool, flax, pottery, beds,
cloth, looms, carts and carriages, pewter mugs, brass buckles and buttons, printed
Bibles, novels, and broadsheets.™® A rising tide of goods, of essentials as well as non-
essentials for every purse, flowed across Europe in the good years between 1648 and
1760. The weather was favorable; grain, wine, beer, and fustian were plentiful; work
was to be had, if not in agriculture then in cottage industry, making nails from wire
or cheap cloth to be shipped to the colonies overseas. Back from the colonies came
tea, coffee, tobacco, indigo, sugar, and rum to stimulate new tastes that quickly be-
came habits. It took less money than ever before to have a share in some of the good
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things of life, and less still to scrape by. Swelling trade would have been impossible
without the new strength of governments; on the Continent this strengch was based
on the growing bureaucracies that gave substance to monarchs’ claims to absolute
power. To ensure their loyalty and their competence, the new royal bureaucrats were
hired without formal consideration of their personal wealth or social standing (al-
though it was essential-to have an education and the right contacts), and they were
paid salaries from the royal treasury instead of collecting fees or emoluments directly
from the subjects.

Obviously these developments had certain democratizing effects; but it is as im-
portant to notice their limits as it is to recognize their existence. The price of
grain was the same no matter if it was produced on a large noble estate or on a
modest leasehold; the greater the proportion of harvests that was marketed for
cash, therefore, the greater the advantage to those who were assiduous and expert
farmers, whatever the size of their holdings.” A similar form of social leveling oc-
curred in the production of other commodities, especially textile goods. Several
million rural cottagers across Europe turned to spinning and weaving at prices far
below what urban masters were accustomed to charge. Life was better for these
rustics than before; no longer obliged to wait to inherit the farm, they married
younger and had large families.” (The children’s labor power could be put to use
almost at once in carding or spinning.) The impecunious younger sons of wealthy
families likewise enjoyed a remarkable improvement in fortunes. By demonstrating
a little intelligence and exploiting family contacts they could capture posts in the
expanding government bureaucracies; a few years in the colonies with a very mod-
est initial investment could net a comfortable nest egg. One hesitates to use the
word “opportunity” with reference to activities like slave driving on a West Indies
plantation, privateering on the high seas, pirating new editions of Rousseau and
d’Holbach in Brussels, or lobbying for a job in Versailles. One hesitates to use the
phrases “careers open to talent” with reference to the Prussian Beamtenstand ot “the
marketplace of ideas” with reference to the illegal book trade. Nonetheless, by com-
parison with what went before, eighteenth-century society was more open. It was
possible for some people some of the time to get out from under the thumbs of fa-
thers or landlords or to escape from the dead end of being well educated but penni-
less, well dressed but dowryless, in love but landless. The impact of such new
openings was limited; doubtless the atmosphere of expectancy created by their exis-
tence was their most far-reaching effect.”

It is certain that the power of the wealthy was not threatened. Some few who were
not rich were able to extract themselves from the immediate influence of this power
and to become wealthy in their turn. Many achieved modest independence-al-
though often it was by threatening the independence of others, as rural weavers and
stockingers did to urban masters, or as bagmen did to rural weavers and stockingers,
or as illegal peddlers did to guild-sanctioned shopkeepers and stall operators.” In
other cases modest independence was the fruit of expert obeisance: of the hairdresser
to his wealthy clients, of the bureaucrat to his superior, of the suitor to his beloved’s
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parents, of the parson to the squire, of the writer to his publisher’s views on intellec-
tual fashion.

As in all previous centuries, the political power that attached to wealth was recog-
nized by certain governmental practices. However, the precise shape of these prac-
tices was changing. As the power of central governments grew, they constantly
evolved new compromises with the power of landed and commercial wealth.

The absolutist pretensions of the Prussian king, so efficiently and so rationally ad-
vanced in every other domain, came to an abrupt end at the edge of the Junker’s es-
tate. Within it, the owner retained extensive direct police powers and personally ap-
pointed the judge who ruled in all civil and many criminal cases. Those who lived on
the estate needed its owner’s permission to marry, to inherit, to travel, and to buy or
sell property and owed work on the demesne in return for their own holdings. Here
there was no question of authority being shored up only indirectly, by the threat of
dismissal. Even the enlightened compilers of the Algemeine Landrecht of 1794 al-
lowed Junkers the right to thrash their underlings personally, so long as it did no per-
manent damage to the underlings’ health. The right of corporal punishment even sur-
vived the abolition of serfdom, when all the estate dwellers became personally free in
1807~11." The issuance of the landmark edicts of those years at first caused little
more than a ripple on the surface of the old order on most estates, a fact that under-
scores how easily contractual relations can be made to substitute for feudal bonds.

Further west in Europe the king’s law had long since interposed itself between
landlord and tenant, farmer and farmhand. But in England the king’s law was no
longer made by the king. There the relationship between landholding and patliamen-
tary representation and the Whiggish proclivity to use every government function as
a means to personal enrichment were little more than different means to achieving a
reconciliation between wealth and the state similar to that atrived at in Prussia.
Wealth was political power; the equation was as true in England as everywhere else.
Few were the squires who could not depend on the constable and the justice of the
peace to do their bidding most of the time, although perhaps without quite the alac-
rity that their equivalents in Prussia displayed. Few were the gentlemen farmers who
could not depend on Parliament to fix up an act of enclosure for them, easing the lo-
cal smallholders of their land and the landless of their commons.*

In France as in England, landlords no longer personally whipped those who
worked their land. All that was left of serfdom in Louis XIV’s realm was the so-called
seigneurial system. This system was in fact a characteristic institution of the ancien
régime; a discussion of its general features is therefore a good way to begin to appreci-
ate the complex and ambiguous impact of expanding commerce on French society.

The seigneurie, or manor, despite wide variations from region to region, was gener-
ally a mere shadow of its former self.”> Many of the lord’s extensive powers over its in-
habitants had been commuted to fixed money payments centuries before, and infla-
tion had greatly reduced their value. This was generally true of the cens, a ground
rent that had taken the place of labor dues on plots within the seigneurie. Lods et
ventes and saisine (or relief) had held up better in value over the centuries. The former
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was a fee charged at every sale of a plot, the latter a fee payable on inheritance of a
plot. Both represented the lord’s one-time right to prevent such transfers. Either was
likely to be the most onerous cash payment demanded from inhabitants of
seigneuries. It is noteworthy that Jods et ventes took the form of transaction costs, that
is, of fees paid to allow money substitutions to occur. They could be high, over 10
percent of the land’s sale price in some cases. Also of continuing value were banalités
and seigneurial courts. The former were monopoly rights over the local use of flour
mills, ovens for making bread, or wine presses and could be quite lucrative when
leased to a local miller or baker. Seigneurial courts retained jurisdiction over civil dis-
putes within the seigneurie and were principally useful in the enforcement of the
other seigneurial prerogatives and dues.

By the eighteenth century money substitutions had all but extinguished the origi-
nal character of the seigneurial system, as a result of which change persons who occu-
pied plots of land within a seigneutie were almost equivalent to free property owners.
Land within seigneuries changed hands freely and was as likely to be owned by a no-
ble, a town dweller, or a monastery as by a peasant. Seigneuries themselves were
open to purchase by nobles and commoners alike. Yet owning a seigneurie retained a
cachet, a flavor of feudal status. There was a significant, but hardly complete, coinci-
dence of seigneurial institutions with large landholdings. Big estates were likely to
have seigneuries attached. Controlling the extensive farmland that usually went with
a seigneurie gave one real power over the tenants and sharecroppers who worked it.
The right to call oneself seignexr was a fitting ornament to this power. It was neces-
sary to protect this power by careful management of the terms of leases and
sharecropping contracts and careful control of sharecroppers’ farming methods, as
well as by occasionally taking a tenant to court or riding out local popular resistance
to an eviction or a rent hike. These unpleasant tasks could, however, be handled by
an agent who rented the whole package, estate and seigneurie, at a fixed rate.” An
eighteenth-century seigneurie could thus be characterized as a bundle of rights to ex-
act payments from certain property owners and mill operators, which was (almost)
freely salable, which burdened the free salability of other properties, and which con-
ferred very limited judicial powers and a faint aura of, if not nobility, then at least
lordship. Almost everything about it could be easily represented in money terms,
but there remained a nagging residue upon which no price could be placed. As for
the proprietors whose lands fell within the seigneurie, it was legally impossible for
them to unburden their properties from the seigneurial dues attached to them. No
amount of money could perform this feat.

Leases and sharecropping agreements were quite varied in form, but in contrast to
seigneuries there was practically nothing about them to impede the substitution of
money for goods or services. Still, they retained many peculiarities which suggest
that money transactions were not always the preferred mode of exchange in the coun-
tryside.”” There were few leases (baux, or fermages) that did not demand some in-kind
payments in addition to a money rent —at least a fowl or two, a cask of wine, or some
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work keeping up a road. Many leases specified that all or part of the rent was to be
paid in kind, as a fixed amount of grain or other produce per year. Yet it is clear that
this in-kind payment, when it actually fell due, was often commuted to money at the
going price for the commodity in question.”® These leases differed from share-
cropping (referred to in some areas as métayage) because sharecroppers paid a set frac-
tion of the yield, usually one-half, not a fixed amount.* Establishing a fixed amount
of rent, whether of grain or money, insulated the landlord from both tenant incompe-
tence and bad harvests; if rent was paid as a fixed amount of grain, then in years of
poor harvests the landlord received a more valuable rent that he could sell at famine
prices and the tenant had far less grain left than usual after paying his rent. In normal
years the tenant had a strong incentive to achieve yields beyond a certain minimum,
just as did tenants who owed money rents. In bad years he was more likely to be
forced into debt or obliged to default on his rent, which put him at the landlord’s
mercy. Ineither kind of lease, with money or with in-kind rents, the lessee’s own per-
sonal needs, not a threat of violence, were the immediate source of the discipline that
kept him at work; he had certain fixed costs to defray before he could keep anything.
Sharecroppers had to be watched more closely, as there was greater danger of their
slacking off once a certain minimum yield was reached —enough for the family’s
needs after sharing out. Paul Bois quotes a revealing remark by an eighteenth-
century mayor of Le Mans: “General usage [in this area] is to lease land at prices fixed
in money with a few fixed payments in kind. In the neighborhoods of the towns,
whete surveillance is easier, there is also some sharectopping.”?’

For all these agreements renewal time, usually coming in one- to nine-year inter-
vals, was a moment of high tension, especially during the years of rising grain prices
after 1760. Peasants struggled to establish at least an informal right to renew and of-
ten remained in possession of a particular plot from one generation to another. Land-
owners struggled to raise rents in proportion to price increases for grain or to im-
proved yields. Landowners often demanded more than timely payment of rent as
well; they expected deference for themselves and their agents and in-kind payments
of items for their own table that were more signs of respect than sources of income.
The landowner liked to offer guests a bit of “his” wine or a dinner made from “his”
fowl sent in fresh from the farm that morning.>" Yet all these relations were contrac-
tual in character; and money, or goods valued in money and meant for sale, played a
preponderant role in exchange relationships. Monetary exchange asymmetries were
everywhere apparent in the countryside, offering crucial support to the concentration
of authority at the top of the rural social order.

The legal constitution of French towns was corporate in natute; that is, guilds of
master artisans, of lawyers, and of merchants jointly governed their towns under the
tight control of the crown.?* Such guilds erected strict controls over the way money
was exchanged for goods or services within town walls, but they did not prevent
money exchanges from predominating as the form of relationship that connected indi-
vidual households and workshops. The relation between wealth and power was not ig-
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nored. Guilds, for example, strictly regulated the size of workshops specifically to
prevent one or two masters from dominating local trade. And they sought to impose
strict, explicit discipline on apprentices and journeymen.

Thus the significance of property in France by 1700 was largely a question of
monetary transactions, and the bulk of the political significance of ownership was ex-
pressed through monetary exchange asymmetries, as shaped by corporate regula-
tions, seigneurial monopolies and transaction fees, and the laws of lease, inheritance,
and contract. Slightly different exchange asymmetries prevailed in sharecropping
and in-kind rental agreements; but these remained contractual relationships with dis-
ciplinary potentials based on the diversity of the poor’s personal needs, just as did
money relationships. Direct coercion of productive labor was extremely rare and
widely regarded as irksome and backward.?

Despite the widespread use of money this was hardly a capitalist social order, how-
ever, not only because of the guilds’ resistance to free competition or great landlords’
indifference to maximizing cash returns but also because of the special modus vivendi
that the crown had achieved vis-a-vis the political power of wealth. This modus
vivendi took the form of creating government functions, honorifics, and exemptions
and selling them to the proper candidates. Almost anyone who achieved a certain
level of wealth was expected to and did seek out appropriate government-distributed
offices and symbols. Even M. de Voltaire received a title of nobility when the time
came, as did the ruthless Lyon printer Duplain (so brilliantly described by Robert
Darnton) after he had made a killing swindling his partners in the deal to publish a
second edition of the Encyclopédse. Paul-Frangois Depont of La Rochelle achieved no-
blesse transmissible twenty years after the death of his slave-trading father. (These
things were done with a certain sense of pace and circumspection.)* The de facto po-
litical power of wealth was blessed by de jure functions and privileges. The upstart
merchant who bought a seigneurie expected the peasants to call him messive and could
make it rough on them in the seigneurial court if they refused.’> Commissions in
the army and offices in the royal courts and in municipal governments were the com-
mon adornments of the wealthy. Many of these positions, sold by the crown at stiff
prices, conferred nobility on the holder. Even though noble status had been openly at-
rogated by landowners up to Louis XIV’s time and constantly for sale ever since, no-
bility was still deemed to be hereditary by nature and thetrefore not something one
ought to be able to buy. The fiction was maintained that those who received noble
status from the king, although paying up front for it at ever-higher prices, did so be-
cause of some noteworthy service to the nation that proved their inherent nobility.
This pretense was considered scandalous in many circles, especially among the old no-
bility (those whose families had arrogated the status at various times in the distant
past).’® But underlying all this trafficking in seigneurial dues and monopolies, in ti-
tles and offices and exemptions, was the bedrock of de facto political power that
wealth conferred.

This is not to say that there was one single, clear dividing line beyond which cer-
tain wealthy people merely wielded power without feeling its pressure on them-
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selves. In a society like that of eighteenth-century France, one could not afford to
float adrift in the deluded belief that one’s property and position were secure. The
general struggle for advancement continued as it always had, and the rules of the
game were constantly changing. In the age of Catherine de Medici, two centuries be-
fore, alliance with the great families of one’s own region, and even patticipation in
their private armies, had been essential to advancement of self and family.?” By the
time of Louis XIV, however, it was the king who had become the single great dis-
penser of pensions, land, and influence. A few hours at his side could yield stunning
windfalls; contracts to collect his taxes ot to supply his troops were avenues to im-
mense accumulations of personal forcune.?® At the same time, new taxes were con-
stantly being proposed that could threaten the settled calculations of any landowner.
After 1760 prices rose faster than rents; careful estate management took increasing
time and effort. The need to find dowries for one’s daughtets; to buy offices or find
benefices for one’s sons; to maintain a town house in a provincial capital, an apart-
ment in Paris, or (even more ruinous) a hotel room in Versailles; to keep self and fam-
ily in clothes and furnishings appropriate to one’s station, created constant worries
that threatened the peace of mind of any wealthy man.>® A generous inheritance
could flow through one’s fingers in a few short years unless one were careful. Those
with more substantial holdings than oneself were always galling because their preten-
sions to superiority were so transparently based on the power of wealth alone. Those
below, likewise, were obviously consumed with jealousy and unable to appreciate the
evident meanness of their desires and their judgments. In this pitiless rat race, every
advantage was a comfort: a finely turned piece of furniture, a family chateau in
Anjou, the right to put the noble particle before one’s name, exemption from the
taille (the principal royal land tax)— these were the things that allowed one to sleep at
night.

What more blatant demonstration could one hope for that the parallel between
sovereignty and wealth was implicitly recognized and universally felt than the court
ceremonial at Versailles? There the most ancient nobility vied for the honor to do for
the king what they expected their hired lackeys to do for them: to help him out of his
nightshirt in the morning, to bear witness to his glory by awaiting his pleasure all
day. Some were not above the desire to get their wives into his bed at night. In both
cases the prize was the same, control of the keys to the pantry.*

To understand ancien-régime society in France it is absolutely essential to rid one-
self of the idea that separating religious, political, and economic institutions is an in-
herently rational or superior way of organizing social life. Applying this assumption to
prerevolutionary France produces only consternation and befuddlement. On this score
France looks like the land of Oz. Titles of nobility, judicial and fiscal offices, royal
fiefs, seigneurial courts, local monopolies of trade, and the right to collect certain taxes
were all bought and sold like so much beef on a butcher’s scale. The king’s most far-
sighted bureaucratic servants thought they could promote prosperity by designating
certain economic enterprises “royal manufactures” and by giving them fiscal privi-
leges, contracts, and generous subsidies with no strings attached —hardly a procedure
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designed to produce lean, competitive operations.*' Those seeking justice before a sov-
ereign court in France found that a large proportion of the panel of judges had no legal
training whatever. Sometimes a judge, barely out of his teens with a minimal educa-
tion in an Oratorian college, sat because he had inherited the post as part of the family
estate. Others equally unqualified bought their way onto the court after making mar-
riage alliances with leading judicial families. To win a case before such a court required
more than legal expertise; influence and favors were a normal part of judicial, as of
most other, business.*

The church was organized in very much the same style as the judiciary or the
guilds. Although the Catholic church owned outright roughly 10 petcent of the sur-
face of France, it nonetheless required aspirants to the priesthood to provide perpet-
ual annuities for their own support before allowing their ordination. To become a
priest one had to find a packet of up to three thousand livres, the equivalent of a com-
fortable annual income for a lesser member of the nobility. The right to collect the
tithe was sold to big grain dealers, and the proceeds more often than not went to mo-
nastic houses or absentee clergy who did nothing for the local congregations. Bishop-
rics controlled vast fortunes; high noble families vied to place relatives in these power-
ful posts, which for centuries had been the king’s to dispose of. The vows of monks
and nuns to live according to the rules of their orders were recognized by the royal
government as legally binding. Flight from monastery or convent made one liable to
arrest and confinement by royal officials.**

None of these practices of church or government were either secret or illegal. At
the same time it was fundamental to the outbreak of revolution in 1789 that many of
them began to appear, to a significant number of people, to be abuses that cried out
for reform. This perception seems so natural today that one has difficulty recognizing
that it was entirely new, a product of eighteenth-century intellectual fashion. The
idea of social reform caught monarch, church, guild, and judiciary unawares. When
these — to us— bizarre practices were first elaborated it occurred to no one to see them
as corrupt, except for a few sympathizers of the old nobility. If anything, in the con-
text of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries they were advances, because they were
essential to the reconciliation of old nobility with new wealth and of the crown’s
growing pretensions with the political power of elite wealth in general. They were in-
dispensable to the growth of the centralized state.

It is of the utmost importance to recognize that just these odd practices have made
possible the revisionist onslaught on the old Marxist scenario of revolution discussed
in Chapter 1. To buy a seigneurie that yielded at best a 3 percent annual return, to
purchase a post on the Cour des Aides, to raise an annuity for the ordination of a
son—these were “noncapitalist” forms of investment. The preoccupation of the whole
elite, noble and nonnoble alike, with pursuit of such investment is what made it im-
possible to find a capitalist revolutionary bourgeoisie capable of playing the role
Marxist historians have assigned to it. It has not been widely enough recognized,
however, that Barrington Moore proposed an important line of counterattack to the
revisionist approach almost before it got under way. In 1966 he characterized these
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very same odd practices as evidence of the penetration of “capitalist influences radiat-
ing out from the towns” into the countryside and into toyal government.* The ready
sale of government offices, commissions in the army, and seigneuries; the “business-
like” management of the collection of seigneurial dues, tithes, and taxes by profes-
sional estate agents and tax farmers; the readiness of noble families to intermarry
with wealthy commoners—all point to a frank recognition of the importance of
money, that is, of cash, bonds, rents, and readily salable property. Pethaps it was the
whole elite that was becoming bourgeois, ot at least those most penetrated by “capi-
talist influences” on the eve of the Revolution.

It is not hatd to find evidence that this is how contemporaries saw mattets them-
selves. Robert Darnton has recently provided the striking case of an anonymous
wealthy commoner of Montpellier, who said in 1768 that his was a city “where every-
one is known solely by the extent of their fortune.” “The distinction between noblemen
and commoners [in Montpellier},” remarks Darnton, paraphrasing this observer’s
views, “could ultimately be reduced to a question of wealth, old-fashioned wealth that
was calculated in dowries.” Noble brides brought thirty to sixty thousand livres to
their marriages; brides of wealthy nonnoble families brought ten to twenty thou-
sand.*> Moore’s conclusions of 1966 temain quite persuasive today: “As it came to
France, capitalism often wore a feudal mask”; “capitalist ways of thinking and acting
wete seeping through the pores of the old order”; the Revolution was a result of the pe-
culiar “interpenetration of bureaucratic, feudal, and capitalist features characterizing
French society in the late eighteenth century. *

George Taylor is of course correct to insist that land management, the exploita-
tion of seigneurial dues, and the holding of venal office were noncapitalist.*” None of
these activities were judged desirable or undesirable purely according to the rate of re-
turn on investment they yielded. Good management of such properties consisted of
minimizing costs and maximizing returns, it is true; and efforts in this ditection
wete becoming more common in the eighteenth century. But even such rational man-
agement was noncapitalist in the sense that it had no effect on the techniques of pro-
ducing commodities. Raising rents, reviving old seigneurial dues, or increasing the
fees collectible through the functions of a venal office did not induce peasants ot any-
one else to improve the techniques of production.*® These were not capitalist enter-
prises. Batrington Moore is content to use the term “capitalist” in a larger sense, how-
ever; for him what is significant about ancien-régime society is the trend toward
treating money as a universal equivalent, as something that can accurately measure
the worth of anything else, from a loaf of bread to the right to paint a coat of arms
over one’s door. Such a trend cannot help but lead toward capitalism in his view be-
cause a capitalist social order is one in which money’s operation as a universal equiva-
lent becomes the determining feature of all relationships. It does not matter whether
a capitalist class is present in advance ot not; the end point is still capitalism.*® Both
points of view seem thoroughly justified.

But then what kind of society was France before the Revolution? A feudo-
bureaucrato-capitalist society? A feudal sponge saturated with liquid money? Some-
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thing weird and transitional? There is no handy term in presently available social
vocabulary to apply to this social order, as recent research has revealed it, because
available vocabulary reflects an implicit assumption that feudalism and capitalism are
opposites: the one, feudalism, confusing political and economic functions thor-
oughly; the other, capitalism, rigidly separating them out. But this becomes an un-
tenable assumption as soon as one begins to treat wealth as inherently political in na-
ture—that is, as soon as oné rejects the whole idea that the political and economic
spheres have ever been separated from each other or even visibly distinct as separate
kinds of activity. Firmly rejecting this idea makes it possible to see eighteenth-
century France as a perfectly sensible and coherent social order, one in which the po-
litical functions of wealth were openly recognized, adorned with public honor, and
made to interpenetrate with proprietary forms of public office. Wealth bought of-
fices; office was one kind of wealth.

A person with a fortune of 1 million livres in 1750, for example, almost inevita-
bly exercised great personal authority over a host of lackeys, domestics, secretaries,
tutors for his children, estate agents, tenant farmers and sharecroppers, farmers of his
banalirés, and suppliers of his food, clothing, and numerous shelters. The vestibules
of these shelters would inevitably be filled with would-be protégés seeking favors,
pensions, and free meals. By settling 150,000 livres on a daughter as a dowry and
raising another 150,000 in cash, this person could undoubtedly find some sovereign
court willing to confer ennobling office on him, or at least on a son if he himself had
earned his fortune in trade. He or the son would then become one of perhaps sixty
magistrates making up a royal parlement, sharing one-sixtieth part of the judicial
power of this high court of appeal. What could be more sensible? The fact that he
lacked legal training did not prevent him from ruling over the fates of the hundred or
so peasant families who occupied his land, or over the impecunious writers and artists
who hoped to decorate his salon. Why should it prevent his deciding other people’s
fates as well?

Few historians would disagree with Barrington Moore’s view that the sale of of-
fices began in France as “an indispensable device in creating the king’s power and
hence in pushing aside the older nobility and overcoming the barriers of feudalism to
create the foundations of a modern state.” Not only as a ready source of cash but also
as a means to “rally the bourgeoisie,” venal office, “the mana that never fails” was cru-
cial to the creation of those social conditions on which royal absolutism depended.*
But why should it be necessary to rally wealthy commoners unless wealth carries
some political significance with it? No one would deny that it does, but rigorously
carrying through the implications of this political significance for one’s whole view
of French, or European, social history is quite another matter. It is necessary to recog-
nize that wealth’s political significance arises in part because money cannot serve as a
universal equivalent, that the spreading use of money substitutions constituted social
change because it altered the disciplinary potentials of exchange asymmetries. Re-
placement by money of some other element in an exchange (say, labor or grain) is not
a matter of social or political indifference.
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From this conclusion it follows, by the way, that capitalist society as it exists in
theory has never existed in fact, because its theory requires that money be politically
neutral. After the Revolution in the nineteenth century the political significance of
wealth was given full sway by the device of pretending that it had no political signifi-
cance and that therefore those who possessed wealth could do whatever they wanted
with it, engaging in supposedly free contracts with supposedly free poor persons
whose lives in reality they dominated. This is the oddity; this is the difficule social or-
der to account for. The power of freely exchangeable property flourished like lictle lo-
cal weeds all over Europe in the nineteenth century, thanks to benign neglect (lais-
sez-faire legislation) and to loud and repeated public pronouncements in favor of the
liberal illusion that money was liberating. Strange society indeed!

THE ACCIDENT OF REVOLUTION

But then how did such a sensible social order as that of eighteenth-century France
come to be dismantled in a great rush between 4 and 26 August 1789? What im-
pulse was it that brought a duly constituted Estates General to hutl itself, and France
along with it, into the utopian experiment of liberal society? What was the source of
the appeal of the liberal illusion for people of the ancien régime?

The argument that the Revolution was merely an accident is always attractive.
The year 1789 was an unusual one. The combination of demographic saturation in
the countryside with an industrial slump, a fiscal crisis, and a severe harvest short-
fall, under the reign of a weak and indecisive monarch, would spell trouble in any
time and any place. It is plausible to argue, as Theda Skocpol has done, for example,
that this was a governmental or institutional crisis, not a social crisis, whose effects
were aggravated by land hunger and starvation in the countryside. But if one looks
more closely at this list of unusual things that were happening in the fall of 1788 and
the spring of 1789 it may be possible to see patterns that point back to new character-
istics of eighteenth-century society and allow a coherent statement about the social
origins of this grand crisis.

The first item on the list of supposedly untelated factors, the demographic satu-
ration of the countryside, was the result of the sustained good hatvests of the mid-
century decades; excess population was dealt with by subdivision of plots~that is,
parcelization—~in some regions and by protoindustrialization—~that is, domestic
manufacture in putting-out networks — in other regions. (The two strategies often com-
bined, as in Normandy, Flanders, and elsewhere.) Whether protoindustrialization
stimulated population growth is controversial, but it certainly encouraged cash-
crop farming to feed the new cottage entrepreneurs, whose lives became dominated
by day-to-day monetary exchanges.’’ Steadily smaller plots, the spread of domestic
manufactures, increasing involvement with money~these are how French peasants
coped. The contrast with Prussia in the same period is revealing. There Junkers de-

- termined the size of plots, not peasant indebtedness or peasant inheritance customs.
Junkers decided when and whom serfs married, so that population growth had lit-
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tle effect on size of holdings.>* Some shatectoppers in France may have been subject
to similar direct control, but they were not a large enough factor to be characteris-
tic of the rural population as a whole.>> Very many sharecroppers, in any case, like
most leaseholders, owned marginal plots of land outright on the side, share-
cropping only an extra amount necessary to ensure survival. These were less easy for
landlords to control. Leaseholders after 1730 benefited from rising grain prices
during the run of the lease, but their greater number of surviving children, like
those of owner-occupiers, had difficulty finding secure places in the rural order. Do-
mestic manufacture—spinning and weaving for the most part—was a general resort
of the landless and of those whose inherited plots were too small to cover taxes,
rents, and subsistence needs. In land transactions, ctop sales, and sale of home-
manufactured goods, the flexibility and liquidity of money helped peasants cope
with demographic pressure.

The second item on the list of contingent factors, the industrial slump, may have
been generated internally. That is, it began before and was not caused by the free-
trade treaty with England that went into effect in 1787. Cheap English manufactures
flooding in after May 1787 did not help matters. But rising grain prices may have be-
gun squeezing demand for manufactured goods in general by as early as 1784.>* Do-
mestic manufacture, on which several million rural inhabitants depended to one
extent or another by the 1780s, became gradually less remunerative until the 1788
harvest failure dried up the demand for everything but grain in the starving country-
side.

The third thing on the list, the harvest failure, was predictable. When it would
occur was in doubt. But that a year of bad weather would sooner or later upset all the
arrangements made to sustain the growing population was certain. This was a crisis
of success; additional mouths to feed had survived out of childhood and found small
niches in the social order because expanding commerce and the presence of freely sal-
able and subdividable land made flexibility possible. Money substitutions and money
calculations in a world increasingly dependent on money exchanges were an essential
feature of the agrarian crisis of 1788—89.

The fourth item, the crown’s fiscal crisis, was not an exogenous or purely “institu-
tional” variable. The government became unable to raise further loans in the summer
of 1788 not because its debt was too great to service but because lenders were now
part of a politically conscious public—quite a new thing in history —and the disaffec-
tion of public opinion by that summer made lenders feat that the debt might be too
great to service. The king’s ministers did not proceed as though they were officials re-
sponsible to this public; they refused, in particulat, to open the king’s books to pub-
lic scrutiny; they introduced major reforms and then as quickly withdrew the re-
forms, all without consultation. Tax reform was necessary; approval of new taxes was
sought first from a government-picked Assembly of Notables in 1787, then from the
royal parlements —strategies that ensured the crown’s continued control both over fi-
nancing and over information about that financing. The royal government would not
admit that subjects had any intrinsic right to knowledge of the king’s affairs. But
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both these efforts failed because notables and magistrates proved themselves sensitive
to a perceived public desire for public consultation. Particularly remarkable was the
ungovernability of the Assembly of Notables, a hand-picked group expected to look
favorably on royal prerogatives; instead it insisted on open scrutiny of royal account
books. Calling the Estates General in the summer of 1788 represented a royal capitu-
lation to pressure from the entrenched elite who held offices and titles, pressure ex-
erted in favor not only of the constituents of this group but also of a public opinion
that they felt they had to mollify or whose champions they hoped to become. But
even royal capitulation did not reassure those members of the public who provided
the short-term loans called anticipations that were vital to government functioning on
a day-to-day basis. In mid-August the Treasury ran out of money. Only the return to
power as controller general of the noted Swiss banker Jacques Necker, on 25 August,
brought a temporary end to this embarrassment. Necker’s financial expertise, his lib-
eral opinions, and his record of moderation in office was sufficient to restore lender
confidence overnight.’® Public opinion now turned to focus on the composition and
voting procedures of the Estates General. Political discussion intensified amid a flood
of pamphlets; numerous ambitious provincials began maneuvering to win election to
this body. The government was able to limp forward on short-term credit.

A fifth factor, the weakness of Louis XVI, was at least in part, like the crisis in
the countryside, a consequence of success. His great predecessor Louis XIV had
buile the prison house of glory at Versailles with full knowledge of what the world
looked like outside. But Louis XIV’s successors never knew anything but the elabo-
rate, endless, and doubtless continually exhausting round of court ceremonial. Hun-
dreds of deferential eyes were trained on poor Louis and Marie Antoinette every mo-
ment of their lives. How this was to prepare anyone to get a grip on public policy
is unclear. Louis preferred hunting to matters of state with no apparent understand-
ing of the folly such a preference implied. A figure like Marie Antoinette playing
at being a peasant girl in a cottage was as much a product of the centralized peace
and order Louis XIV had achieved as was the humble rural spinner she mimicked,
making yarn from imported cotton and selling it to peddlers and carters from ur-
ban marketplaces.

Finally, the existence of public opinion was not an exogenous factor either and can-
not be separated from the social order that produced both the world of the court and
the world of the protoindustrialized, parcelized countryside. Public opinion was cre-
ated by writers and journalists in search of the openings and protection necessary for
successful careers. Furet is correct to emphasize the extent to which the optimistic as-
sumptions and the vagueness implicit in concepts like “people” and “nation” were
consequences of the faulty censorship of the absolute monarch.* But that is not all
that went into the formation of public opinion in the 1780s. Thanks especially to the
extensive researches of Robert Darnton, it is now possible to say much more than this
about the social construction of public opinion in the eighteenth century.”” It is here
above all that the social necessity of a revolutionary crisis, and the reasons why it
crystallized around the liberal illusion, become evident.
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THE ZEAL OF THE LITERATE POOR

Darnton’s efforts to build a systematic social picture of the “republic of letters” in the
late eighteenth century allow one to see significant patterns in the biographies of
well-known individuals. Jack Censer’s recent work on journalists, it should be noted,
complements Darnton’s findings, as does Daniel Roche’s examination of provincial
academies.”® The conclusions that emerge from such prosopographical exploration
can be summed up as follows: (1) Adherence to principle became an important means
of winning the attention of patrons within the world of literature, social and political
thought, and journalism; (2) since adherence to principle ill assorted with flattery of
one’s patron, there was a malaise inherent in intellectual life that found expression in
adherence to /iberal principle and in a generalized attack on what came to be known
as privilege.

The emerging pattern can already be discerned in the career of Voltaire. In his
time, as later, writing was no way for an author to make money because publishers
paid little or nothing for untried manuscripts. Writing therefore had to be aimed at
making a reputation. Eatly on Voltaire learned to exploit the burgeoning book trade
to win personal notoriety, not merely by writing beautifully but by launching scath-
ing critiques of the existing order, published in defiance of censorship. His works are
full of implicit mockery of censorship, in fact, because his critical remarks are almost
always thinly veiled behind orthodox posturing, speaking by analogy, or implicit
comparison. Even sleepy censors knew what he was up to; but commerce in books
was too protean and too profitable and the activity of reading was too private, too eas-
ily concealed, to be controlled by the government.’® In consequence the naughty
Voltaite’s succes de scandale brought him admirers, and with admirers patronage, and
finally more than patronage, intimacy. Unfortunately, intimacy did not reduce his
penchant for independence or his satyrical wit; between 1749 and 1753 he was forced
to flee first Versailles and then Potsdam. But by this time his reputation allowed him
to make extremely advantageous arrangements with publishers as well. He ended life
as a wealthy anob/i landowner. Astonishingly, this unknown skyrocketed to the social
heights by denouncing society.

Darnton’s recent survey of some three hundred writers at mid-century, coupled
with Censet’s survey of forty-two newspaper editors, shows how Voltaire’s personal
strategy for success had by 1750 hardened into a standard career pattern.* Darnton’s
survey was possible because of the existence of extensive police files on writers of all
kinds; merely to write for publication was by mid-century considered a suspicious ac-
tivity. Over 10 percent of those in the survey had in fact passed time in the Bastille
or other state prisons for their activities, just as Voltaire had done twice early in his
career. Many more were closely watched as particularly dangerous characters; others
acted as spies by denouncing the seditious statements or writings of their fellows.
Still extremely rare were those writers who lived directly on the proceeds of book
sales. Many pursued literary or scholarly endeavors as an avocation, depending on
their own offices, properties, or clerical income for their support. “Thirty-six percent
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of them,” remarks Darnton, “worked as journalists, tutors, librarians, secretaries,
and actors, or else relied on the income from a sinecure procured for them by a protec-
tor. This was the bread-and-butter element in the republic of letters; and, as it was
dispensed by patronage, the writers knew which side their bread was buttered on.”
Likewise, twenty-nine of Censet’s forty-two newspaper editors began their careers as
more-or-less-successful men of letters and accepted newspaper jobs only out of finan-
cial necessity. In most cases, these jobs were procured for them by benevolent protec-
tors.

Darnton’s and Censer’s evidence also suggests that a great diversity of motives led
patrons to offer protection to particular writers. A well-turned piece of light verse or
a clever play performed by the Opéra comique was enough in some cases to win the
writer financial security. Others had to write exactly what they were told, producing
politically motivated pamphlets, most often denunciations of specific policies or per-
sons carried out to serve the interests of a particular faction of court or a particular
minister. Obviously, a great number of writers were content to see themselves as
pens for hire and felt no particular compunction about insincerity. But the formation
and dissemination of Enlightenment thought was dependent on the existence of inde-
pendent voices, writers who were able to make their way without compromising
their intellectual integrity beyond a certain minimum. Such persons attracted a spe-
cial kind of patronage; their protectors sought to liberate them, to allow them within
limits to say what they wished. Often, in fact, it was other well-placed writers and
thinkers who protected the new voices.®* Of course, once the availability of patron-
age for the new self-styled philosophes became evident, such patronage also attracted
its quota of insincere and superficial practitioners. But philosophe pens for hire had at
least to adopt the pose of independent commitment to principle.® In the careers of
the great creative figures, d’Alembert, Diderot, Condorcet, or Rousseau, there can
be no doubt that protection played a crucial role, but was never allowed to play an in-
terfering role.* The ability to resist the pressures of protection in fact often took a de-
gree of sangfroid and self-abnegation, of personal moral fiber, and of sheer luck that
was rare in the extreme.

In Rousseau’s work, finally, such resistance became a central theme of social and
political commentary.® His reflections on the origins of inequality constituted a
grand denunciation of any society in which some had to turn for protection to others.
His La nouvelle Héloise (1761) glorified the lives of three provincials of no importance,
who would never have attracted the attention of the great: one a tutor who defied the
master of the house by loving his pupil, one the pupil who returned that love, one
the pupil’s eventual husband, who accepted the situation with sincere goodwill. All
conventions of society were defied without any sense of moral wrongdoing; quite the
contrary, virtue could be recreated only by such defiance. Rousseau’s Confessions (pub-
lished in 1781) continued the same theme, not only because of his defiance of literary
convention in admitting to dubious liaisons, acts of dishonesty, and failures of duty,
but also because he narrated in great detail his stormy relations with all his patrons.
All of them, despite their efforts to the contrary, ended up expecting things of him,
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summoning him at inconvenient moments, pressuring him into closer relationships
than he wished, or secretly plotting against him. He could not stomach such inti-
mate and threatening constraint and spent the final years of his life, despite repeated
offers of help from numerous quarters, in a state of gloriously independent penury.

As Darnton has remarked, the extraordinary popularity of Rousseau’s novels and
of his Confessions resulted from his attempt to make the printed word a more sincere,
more emotionally full, and more intimate form of communication than face-to-face
contact could ever be. This, too, implied a rejection of the day-to-day world of pa-
tronage, insincere deference, influence peddling, spying, and denunciation. To para-
phrase Reinhart Koselleck’s views, contact with the reading public through the
medium of the book trade, with its growing Europe-wide network of publishers, dis-
tributors, and retailers, offered a new hope, under the circumstances, of speaking per-
sonal truth.® This was Rousseau’s excuse for writing novels in the first place, since
he considered fiction to be corrupting. The epistolary form of La nouvelle Héloise mit-
rored this conviction; the novel consists of secret letters passed between persons who
were in daily contact with each other but who dared not speak sincerely in the pres-
ence of third parties. Rousseau’s emotional approach to the private, ungovernable act
of reading struck a responsive chord that had lain unnoticed and unsounded before
his novels began to appear in 1761. One can see the tensions inherent in the social
structure of the life of letters in the very substance of Rousseau’s thought, in the very
special style of his expression. On the one hand, speaking directly to a reading public
offered an experience of personal liberation not available anywhere else in society.
The privacy of writing and reading and the social distance between reader and writer
prevented personal entanglements that might disturb the motivational purity of the
writer’s vision and the reader’s response. If one could gain some respect from a wide
audience, therefore, one’s own character and life were confirmed as worth while in a
special way. On the other hand, such self-affirmation in no way freed one from the
pressure of day-to-day personal needs, that is, not unless a certain kind of reader were
willing and able to step forward and offer protection. Protection, however, plunged
the writer into an odd sort of monetary exchange asymmetry in which he was very
much subject to the whim of one other person. His ability to retain his commitment
to the visions and principles that first motivated his successful writing might easily
be threatened.

Of course the personal reactions of writers and patrons to this situation were quite di-
verse; it would hardly be appropriate to think of Rousseau’s thin-skinned sensitivity as
typical. But Rousseau does give one a sense of the contradictory pressures created by
the intermeshing of the established practices of the book trade with the established
practices of influence peddling and protection among the ruling elite. These conflict-
ing pressures were necessarily confronted by all writers and are a special example of how
expanding commerce in the eighteenth century was democratizing in an ambiguous
way. Monetary exchanges freed rural populations from direct dependence on access to
land and facilitated the subdivision of plots, but they also trapped the peasantry in the
downward spiral of demographic saturation. Monetary exchanges allowed anyone with
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wealth to purchase titles, offices, and feudal prerogatives appropriate to his de facto per-
sonal authority, but they did not change the fact that such titles, offices, and preroga-
tives were normally seen as properly inherent in persons and families, not as market-
able commodities. Parvenus were always made to feel like trespassers. Monetary
exchanges of printed materials gave rise to a shadowy entity called public opinion with-
out giving public opinion a formal means of self-expression or a formal role in political
decision making. Monetary exchange asymmetries were ubiquitous components of so-
cial discipline; but expanding commerce allowed for the realization —or more often the
partial and imperfect realization—of once unrealizable, even unthinkable, desires.
Such desires included those of young peasants who wanted to marry without owning
land as well as those of young penniless lackeys like Rousseau who desperately wanted
emotional relationships untainted by the inevitable ulterior motives that went with
the need for money. Some peasants found partial satisfaction in domestic manufactut-
ing, some writers partial satisfaction in the insubstantial world of print. It was in such
different and unexpected ways that expanding commerce shook the very roots of the so-
cial order, even though not a single leaf fell to the ground before 1789.

But why in this context did the core ideas of the liberal illusion so often provide
the principles to which philesophes selflessly adhered? Part of the answer lies in what
has already been said. That monetary exchanges could have democratizing effects was
widely appreciated. Few ambitious writers who reflected on the matter failed to
make the analogy between the need for freedom in the book trade and the need for
freedom in other trades. The great emphasis placed in the Encyclopédie on public dis-
semination of detailed knowledge about all the arts ef métiers, that is, all branches of
manufacturing, which Diderot elevated to the dignity of sciences, is testimony to the
importance of this parallel within the whole philosgphe program.®” The interests of
the reader were like the interests of the consumer, those of the writer like cthose of the
artisan. Both had to be liberated from the restraints of the great mechanism of royal
regulation that presumed to enter into every detail of production of books, hats,
shawls, fustian, buttons, gétesux, and gazettes with equal heavy-handedness. Pa-
trons’ monopolies over sources of income looked very much like guilds’ monopolies
over the right to produce and sell specific products, or venal officeholders’ monopoly
over the administration of justice, or the church’s monopoly over spiritual life. Natu-
rally there were differences of opinion among Voltaire, Montesquieu, Diderot, Rous-
seau, Turgot, and others about whether patlements, guilds, the church, the nobility,
or the monarch himself represented the greatest scandal. But, perhaps with the lone
exception of Rousseau, no one ever turned a suspicious eye on monetary exchange as
such. After all, monetary exchanges were among the most important sources of new
possibilities within that society.

The prestige of England, especially in the first half of the century, is another fac-
tor that cannot be understated. English commetce, English naval power, English par-
liamentary government, English religious toleration, English science and learning,
provided impressive evidence of an alternative form of society more prosperous, more
open, comparatively free of pettifogging regulation and arrogant protectors. The
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combined authority of Locke and Newton was immense; the two seemed to provide a
single coherent vision of the cosmos and of the human species’ place within it. Even
Rousseau, who actacked Locke at every possible juncture, left a place for a modicum
of private property in his ideal social contract —just enough, held in trust from the
sovereign, to ensure one’s own independence.

By the time the Enlightenment had reached its maximum influence within France
in the 1770s, it was possible to find numerous propertyless young thinkers pursuing
their careers with a staunch, principled commitment to free trade and to the rights of
private property. In the final decades of the ancien régime the game of patronage had
begun to alter slightly because certain philosophe factions gained enough influence
within the government to be able to hand out jobs to those who publicly supported
their reform proposals. Madame de Pompadour in her apartments at Versailles was re-
placed by Trudaine and his son Trudaine de Montigny in the Bureau of Commerce
and, more briefly, Tutgot as important promoters of philosophes’ access to government
support.

The titeless and needy abbé Morellet, for example, was promised a post by
Trudaine de Montigny in the Bureau of Commetce in 1769, but when his protector
was unable to deliver on the promise, Morellet had to accept a pension from the bu-
reau instead. As a result he was unable to do the necessary research for his ambitious
new dictionary of commerce and spent the early 1770s writing vigorous polemics
against Necker and in favor of Turgot’s attempts to free the grain trade and to abolish
guilds. Although perfectly sincere, these works, which took time away from
Morellet's dictionary project, were produced at the request of Trudaine de Montigny
and Turgot, persons who could at any moment terminate his government pension.
Later on, connections in England brought him into contact with Lord Shelburne,
whom he advised during the negotiation of the treaty that ended the American War
of Independence. For these efforts he received a generous royal pension. With entry
into the Académie frangaise in 1784, Morellet was able thereafter to play an indepen-
dent role.*®

Occasionally one finds in the Bureau of Commerce’s files traces of other aspiring
writers hoping for government jobs who failed to make the grade. A certain Latopie,
for example, submitted a long monograph on manufactures in 1773 in the hope of
proving his suitability for a post of inspector of manufactures. Such a position would
have put him in charge of enforcement of all government regulation of commerce and
manufacture for a whole généralité. He hoped to impress Trudaine de Montigny pre-
cisely with his opposition to trade regulation, with his enthusiastic acceptance of the
Encyclopédie’s belief in the dissemination of improved techniques of production, as
well as with his observational skills. What remains in the file is one chapter torn
from this long work, apparently of interest to someone in the bureau; the rest was dis-
carded. A more suitable candidate for the post—or a better-connected one—was
found among the bureau’s own personnel.*

More successful than Latopie at this kind of self-advertisement was Roland de la
Platiére, who was to become minister of the interior during the ascendancy of the
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Girondists in 1792 and who ended his life as a fugitive in 1793. He was the youn-
gest of five sons of an old Lyons robe family that had fallen on hard times. Utterly
without prospects, he tried to emigrate to the colonies in 1754 at the age of
twenty, but he fell ill in Nantes before he could board the boat.” Shortly thereafter
a cousin found him a post in Rouen as apprentice inspector of manufactuters, an en-
try-level position in the Bureau of Commerce’s latge civil service. He impressed his
superiors by writing long, detailed tracts in the style of the Encyclopédie on produc-
tion methods in weaving and dyeing. He proved to be an indefatigable investigator
and technical writer at just the time when Trudaine and his circle were beginning
to restaff the bureau with forward-looking free-trade advocates. At first he moved
up quickly, but after he was made inspector of manufactures of Amiens in 1766 his
career stagnated. By completely neglecting the regulation of trade within his terri-
tory and dedicating himself to furthering his own researches he did only what was
expected of him. But his rigid adherence to doctrine, his imperious tone, his aloof-
ness and independence — the very qualities that had ensured him early success —now
began to work against him. His superiots resented his fractiousness; he was not a
team player. But he was undeterred. He published a continuous stream of books on
commerce and industry, all promoting freedom and technical progress; none sold
well. His first sign of favor to his future bride, Marie-Jeanne Phlipon, penniless
daughter of a Parisian engraver, was to leave a pile of his notes in her lap and ask
her to put them in order. Later he sent more to her from Italy, whete he was doing
an investigative tout. Soon she was doing his proofreading, rewriting his prose to
remove some of its cold, dogmatic qualities, negotiating with his publishers and
his superiors in the bureau at Versailles. She was more politic than he but no less
committed to principle. It is characteristic of the end of the ancien régime that a
figure like Roland, rigidly committed to the Enlightenment doctrines of free trade
and technical progress, should thereby win the protection of superiors so that he
could systematically subvert regulations he was, in principle, paid to enforce.

Another future revolutionary, Jacques-Pietre Brissot de Warville, like Roland the
youngest son of a large family who entered adulthood without any resources to fall
back on, was less lucky in his search for protection. Like Roland, he wrote volumi-
nously and was at least able to induce publishets to take his work, so that by the time
the Revolution broke out he had published “thousands of pages on the appropriate
subjects,” as Darnton puts it, on “the fallacies of St. Paul, the absurdities of the
French legal system, the glories and weaknesses of the British constitution,” and also
on the importance of private property. But all his efforts and his intellectual skills
failed to produce a steady income. Datnton has examined the evidence that Brissot,
in a moment of desperation while locked in the Bastille in 1784, agreed to become a
police spy.”

Maximilien Robespierre, yet another selfless young adhetent to principle, began
life as an orphan and a scholarship student at the prestigious Louis-le-Grand
school.” When he returned to his native Arras in 1781 at the age of twenty-three
to join the bar, he too showed signs of a recalcitrant independence, an indomitable
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desire to champion causes by writing and publishing —even if he does not seem to
have known what to believe in at first. He, however, never stooped to seeking pro-
tection. He took cases that offered him a chance to defend science and denounce
privilege and obscurantism. He defended a man sued for putting a lightning rod on
his house and another who had been accused of theft by a monk. (The monk had ap-
parently made advances on that man’s sister.) In the latter case he published his
brief before the verdict, an unusual step apparently meant as an appeal to public
opinion to bring its own judgment in the case. Like Roland, he too gave copies of
his writings to women who attracted him. Before local judges he made a point of
proving his independence with frequent denunciations of current law, of lestres de ca-
chet, and of a criminal procedure that allowed the accused to be presumed guilty.
His practice was never prosperous.

One must be fair to everyone, even to Robespierre [said a hostile contemporaryl;
one must admit that he was never motivated by a love of money. On the con-
trary, he was quite exceptionally disinterested. He gave unpaid consultations for
several years and disliked taking fees from his clients even when he had won
their cases for them, even though he had no patrimony and was so hard up that
he had to borrow clothes.”?

It is not surprising that people like Roland, Roland’s wife, and Robespierre came
to consider Rousseau virtually a saint. Their admiration for him applied equally to
his political tracts and to his sentimental novels and personal outpourings. In all
these manifestations of his genius he was, above all, a figure who refused obeisance,
however it was demanded. That they did not share Rousseau’s distrust of money and
did not place a high priority on restricting property rights is not surprising. These is-
sues did not receive great theoretical elaboration in Rousseau’s work; the main body
of Enlightenment thought very strongly favored private property and free trade as
characteristics of natural liberty. Rousseau’s impact was much stronger in the sphere
of personal comportment and self-consciousness than it was in the sphere of political
theory. His empbhasis on sincerity and virtue could easily be combined, at least for a
time, with the attack on “privilege” —that is on the monarchy’s whole complex, cen-
turies-old modus vivendi with the political power of wealth.

MONEY AND LIBERTY ON THE NIGHT OF 4 AUGUST

The problem confronted by any social explanation of the French Revolution is that
new social practices came out of the blue, apparently the product of sudden, spontane-
ous consensus among millions of persons who were acting outside known routine and
who therefore may be reasonably supposed to have been acting as individuals for
once, doing something they really wanted to do. The comforting feature of the no-
tion of class, as well as of those substitutes for class proposed by revisionists, was that
these notions pointed to underlying communities of interest hidden within society’s
structure which gave rise to the sudden coalescence of action that was such a stunning
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feature of 1789. What can possibly replace the explanatory strategy of class, how-
ever, once its tendency to oversimplify human motives is recognized?

Building on what has been said so far about ancien-régime society, the answer pro-
posed here has two parts; the first part deals with the manner in which revolutionary
practice was established, the second with the role of money substitutions in shaping
new common perceptions in the midst of the revolutionary crisis.

The decisive steps in establishing revolutionary practice were taken by the govern-
ment itself in the fall of 1788, when it decided to call the Estates General, and in
January 1789, when it announced the procedure to be followed for elections to that
body. The first step, as already mentioned, was a capitulation before the pressure of
public opinion; the second ensured that election of delegates for the Third Estate
would be carried out as a kind of formal consultation of public opinion. It has long
been recognized that the royal capitulation created a power vacuum; but it did more
than this: It also left a legacy of specific rules about how that vacuum should be
filled. A very wide franchise was established; all males on tax roles over twenty-five
years old were called upon to vote, and in rural districts the voting was in three
stages, assemblies at each stage electing electors for the assembly at the next higher
stage. Rustics were allowed to participate, but the three-stage process virtually en-
sured that only members of the educated elite would arrive in Versailles.

Many who had never written or spoken in public before began now to do so; but
those who had habitually done so had great advantages. Thus a perfect arena was cre-
ated for persons of roughly Robespierre’s or Brissot’s background to appeal for votes
through pamphlets and speeches.’” Many, like them, appealed for support precisely
on the grounds that they had the principles and independence necessary to bring
about a national renewal, that is, to ensure that public opinion’s new formal role
would become a lasting feature of government. One need not lose sight of the ex-
treme oddity of Robespierre himself (or of any of the other future revolutionary lead-
ers—Roland, Danton, Vergniaud, Marat, Hébert —a mixed bag indeed). One need
not lose sight of the extreme diversity of their motives; one need not try to pigeon-
hole any of them as a representative of this or that class or substratum. But one does
need to recognize that once the practices of consultation and of public electioneering
were established by the crown, these new practices set limits on, as well as giving
scope to, the kinds of things that individuals might do. Robespierre, Brissot, and
the rest may have been well suited to the new situation, but they were not free to do
anything they liked. Electioneering, like commerce, like the journeyman sour, dic-
tated the kind of personal motives that could be expressed within it.

In 1789 these limits were quite different from their present form in twentieth-cen-
tury democracies. There was no right or left, no party organizations; the Revolution
had not yet given birth to the idea of a political spectrum. Few advocates of absolut-
ism, for example, were motivated to campaign openly for election to the Third. Not
till after the fall of Robespierre would electioneering begin to appear as a viable strat-
egy to conservative political forces.”® Electioneering and absolutism could not help
but appear to be contradictory in 1789. An absolute monarch did not seek public ad-
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vocates or public acceptance, he required only the submission of subjects. Of course
there was uncertainty about what electioneering really did mean at first, but the es-
tablished practices of the republic of letters, of journalism, and of hack pam-
phleteering could be readily adapted to the new electoral practices. As different as a
Brissot and a Robespierre were, the electoral strategies and claims of each were supet-
ficially quite similar to those of the other and to their previous activities. The virtues
of sincerity, devotion to the public good, and incorruptible independence were not
invented in 1793; they were inherited from the ancien-régime game of selling books
and seeking protection. And the frustrations once inspired by patrons could now be
inspired by that greatest patron of all, the king. It is not surprising that delegates of
the Third, especially those who were provincial lawyers, acted more radically at Ver-
sailles than did their social equivalents who stayed at home, as Berlanstein has
found.” The mere fact of being elected to the Third, by winning three hard-fought
elections in a row, significantly altered one’s social identity, putting one on a stage
where one had to play to public opinion, where one’s success in doing so would be far
more significant in shaping one’s future than the mere fact of having been a lawyer or
a merchant or a journalist previously.

That revolutionary practice, once established, not only survived but became the
new means of exercising sovereignty was a consequence of the astonishing conver-
gence of the summer of 1789 between the aspirations of the delegates of the Third to
become a National Assembly, on the one hand, and the desperate struggles of the
popular masses against hunger and fear, on the other. Was this merely fortuitous?
The second part of this social explanation of the Revolution’s outbreak seeks a com-
mon origin for both these phenomena in money’s expanding role in society. Money
substitutions and money exchanges had spread very far in this society, creating new
freedoms and new strains, both of which can be symbolized at once by the cult of
Rousseau and by demographic saturation.

In fact, these new freedoms and strains played a role in every one of the factors
sometimes listed as having accidentally come together in 1789. Without the eigh-
teenth-century expansion of commerce the king would have had no strong opponent
in public opinion to reveal his indecision and uncertainty; there would have been no
rural masses perched on the edge of starvation, no industry to decline, no govern-
ment creditors nervously reading newspaper reports about the Assembly of Notables,
and finally no figure like Necker whose popularity alone was sufficient to refloat gov-
ernment finances. In Necker, at last, France had a minister who viewed his mandate
as coming from the public. Accordingly, he devised the broad electorate and the pro-
cess of popular consultation that prepared the way for the meeting of the Estates Gen-
eral. This novel electoral procedure not only laid the groundwork for the develop-
ment of revolutionary practice; it also raised new expectations in the countryside.
The king, it appeared, wished to know of his people’s sufferings and what could be
done about them, just as the worst harvest failure in living memory upset all the care-
fully constructed strategies of rural survival.
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By May, famine prices reigned in all the grain markets of the realm. Many owner-
occupiers and tenant farmers who normally produced all their own food and sold a sur-
plus would be looking to buy this summer, and brought none to market. Enraged
bands of cottage weavers and spinners and landless laborers began marching out of
empty marketplaces to seek out hidden grain stores in the barns of surrounding farm-
steads.”” Every band that passed exacted its tribute of grain or bread. Even substan-
tial peasants saw that they would have a hard time getting through the three long
summer months to harvest time. Somewhere, something would have to give. Village
leaders across the country decided that organized resistance to taxes, tithes, and
seigneurial dues was their best hope for riding out the storm. These were the exac-
tions of the outsiders against which a village consensus of opposition was most likely
to coalesce. In the electoral assemblies of the spring, the injustice of these burdens
had been widely discussed. Once the village agreed to withhold all payments to out-
siders, the smallholders, tenants, and substantial farmers could then unite to protect
themselves from the marketplace crowds and the marauding bands of the landless.
They could stand guard over the fields and ward off food rioters and tithe collectors
alike. Some semblance of order could be maintained and property protected.

A great movement of revole began spreading raggedly and confusedly across the
country in June, gained momentum in July, and peaked in early August. For a few
short weeks the veil was lifted, and the ironclad rigidity of certain centuries-old rela-
tions of exaction and discipline were revealed to be just as flexible as the united peas-
ant community wished to make them.

As it turned out, attacks on property rights as such remained rare, as a massive as-
sault on taxes, tithes, and seigneurial dues changed the social landscape of France.
Theda Skocpol has argued that this was because a large proportion of the peasantry en-
joyed the possession of at least a small plot and because leaders of the village assem-
blies who sparked the rebellions were often the more substantial peasant proprietors,
who were usually both creditors and frequent employers of their fellow villagers.”
Skocpol is certainly right thus to emphasize, as Lefebvre did in his researches on the
peasant insurrection, that the existing array of established practices within village
communities and the stark contrasts in wealth and influence of different members of
the peasantry shaped and set limits on peasant collective action.” Spontaneous unity
of purpose had a definite social background in the village just as it did among the
delegates to the National Assembly.

But if property itself was immune to attack, why was there no general attack on
leases? The majority of nonpeasant land, which constituted roughly 6o to 75 percent
of all farmland, was exploited through leases—certainly north of the Loire at any
rate. Most peasants leased some land; the more wealthy a peasant was, the more land
he was likely to lease. Village leaders had as much to gain from attacking leasing prac-
tices as did the impoverished masses. The terms of leases, as already discussed, usu-
ally created a very crude form of discipline over the tenant. He had strong incentives
to work hard; yet even competent, hardworking farmers could lose their leases and be
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forced into bankruptcy if a couple of unlucky years came too close together. The re-
wards and penalties were not very finely tuned; the injustices were often self-evident.
There were protests against prevailing lease practices in at least some areas in the
spring of 1789 as well as widespread, if scattered, refusals to pay rent. But leases did
not rise to the surface as a great issue.*

The answer may lie in the flexibility of money. Leases were contractual monetary
exchanges renegotiable at intervals, whereas taxes, tithes, and seigneurial dues were
not. Leasing land was the most important recourse of the smallholder whose own
plot was too small to support his family; leasing was therefore a crucial and relatively
flexible survival strategy for the broad mass of marginal exploiters on their ever-
smaller inherited parcels. Leaseholders were, however, responsible themselves for pay-
ing taxes, tithes, and dues on their leased land; these were additional payments in
money and kind over and above rent, and they fell most heavily on the smaller peas-
ant in bad years. It may be that rents on leases were regarded more favorably in this
period of demographic saturation because they were, by comparison to other forms of
exaction, chosen, personally agreed to, a means of access to needed resources. Ten-
ants were hardly free vis-a-vis their landlords, but one certainly exercised a greater
margin of control over one’s fate within a lease agreement than one did when, for ex-
ample, paying the heavy sassine fee required to inherit a tiny plot from one’s own fa-
ther or uncle. This hypothesis is identical with the conclusions of a host of observers,
including figures as diverse in outlook as Tocqueville and Albert Soboul. Tocque-
ville, whom Soboul cited with approval on this point, explained peasant ire against
seigneurial dues by emphasizing that they were “indissoluble and nonredeemable”;
there was no way to shake them off the land to which they were attached.®

Seigneurial dues were the objects of widespread violent tesistance in July and Au-
gust 1789; chateaux were invaded to gain access to the seigneurial record books and
deeds, to burn them. Seigneurs and their agents were mishandled, even murdered.
(At least some of these agents were also locally prominent peasant proprietors and
large tenant farmers who resisted the tide of village opinion.) The seigneuries’ central
farm buildings and chateaux were sometimes burned down. Seigneurial woods were
invaded by armed bands of poachers.** Not only were seigneurial dues inflexible
themselves, but their effect was to burden land transfers with heavy transaction costs,
reducing the flexibility possible to peasant families that were already having difficul-
ties finding means of survival for all their members. Attacks on seigneurial dues may
therefore have been, just like popular price setting in local grain matrkets, a function
of the spreading use of money-based transactions as a central feature of peasant sur-
vival strategies after 1760.

It has often been said that peasant attacks on the seigneurial system forced the
hand of the new National Assembly, that the delegates voted to abolish the
seigneurial system on the emotional night of 4 August 1789 only because they des-
perately wished to restore order in the countryside and to mollify the peasantry.® It
was already becoming clear by the end of July that in the new constitutional order
that the Assembly was to fashion, property would be a “sacred” right, existing above
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and beyond government, which it was government’s essential duty to protect. This
single principle could justify freedom of the book trade (and therefore of speech) and
freedom of every other trade (and therefore abolition of the guilds), because all im-
pediments on trade were government interference with the free disposal of property.
This was hardly a surprising outcome given that an elected assembly was carrying out
reforms under the scrutiny of, and in the name of, mobilized public opinion. The cen-
tral problem the Assembly had to confront, however, in carrying out such a vast re-
form was that most impediments on trade in the ancien régime were themselves
forms of property. Guild members paid thousands of livres for their masterships;
book and newspaper publishers paid high fees for the exclusive rights to publish on
certain subject matter. The ownership of judicial office, considered abusive because it
removed government officials from accountability to citizen property owners, was
also the object of very heavy private investment. The seigneuries were simply one
more of these freely exchangeable forms of property that were nothing but impedi-
ments on other peoples’ ability to enjoy and exchange their property freely.

In a previous era the introduction of money equivalents for judicial office, guild
monopolies, and seigneuries had been a great if unintended step toward the general
principle that money could setve as a universal equivalent. But to make the final step
and implement this general principle, it was necessary to abolish all these peculiar
properties because they prevented other properties from exchanging freely for money
equivalents.™ It is important to recognize that even the defenders of the seigneuries
within the Assembly argued for their retention only on the grounds that they were
freely exchangeable properties and therefore just as much deserving of protection as
other forms of property.

In doing so, these delegates were putting themselves on weak ground. Yet the As-
sembly admitted that such an argument held a kernel of truth.® After all, thou-
sands of nobles and commoners over the centuries had invested untold millions of liv-
res buying seigneuries. Was the government now merely going to strip them of their
valuable investments? The solution hit upon instead was to compensate them out of
the pockets of those who would benefit from the disappearance of the seigneuries.
Here one sees reasoning inspired by the liberal illusion at work, reasoning very simi-
lar to that which moved Prussian bureaucrats to end serfdom in 1807—11. Money is a
universal equivalent; it follows that the value of seigneuries could be expressed in
monetary terms. Money ought to be a universal equivalent; it follows that landown-
ers should not have to pay a 10 percent fee to a third party every time they make a
money transaction with their land, since this prevents the price from reflecting the
land’s real value. Money is a universal equivalent; it follows that the landowners who
must pay the fee doubtless as a result paid less for the land when they first bought it.
Money ought to be a universal equivalent; therefore landowners within seigneuries
must be forced by the government to aid in abolishing seigneuries by buying out the
seigneur. The Assembly here reformed property in a way that suggested that it
needed no reform. Certain key facets of the seigneurial system were abolished with-
out compensation, including the courts, the banalités, and the exclusive hunting
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rights over local forests. These were the features of seigneuries to which an aura of ele-
vated personal status and authority most evidently clung. This special aura, perfectly
compatible with the real authority that attached to most forms of property, had to be
eliminated outright because property was now declared to be petfectly compatible
with individual liberty and equality.

Did such a reform constitute social change? Cobban and certain other historians
would say no. Barrington Moore and certain other historians would say yes.* One’s
answer depends on the extent to which one is taken in by the idea of money as a uni-
versal equivalent. The abolition of seigneurial property was either a simple matter or
a complex one. But if it was a simple matter of money substitutions and nothing
else, then why bother to do it? And if it was not, then was money really a universal
equivalent? If money is a universal equivalent, then there is no need to make it into
one; if it is not, then trying to treat it as one is bound to cause trouble.

The peasants, as it turned out, refused to pay the compensations mandated by the
National Assembly, but that is quite a different matter. It is enough to have recog-
nized that this reform followed the logic of the liberal illusion and became entangled
in its peculiar contradictions. It is true that the peasants forced the Assembly’s hand,
but the peasants did not invent the odd principles that shaped and justified the
Assembly’s confused, comptromise-ridden decision to, in its own words, “destroy the
feudal regime entirely.” It may well be, however —at least thete are strong indications
in the secondary literature that favor the idea—that peasantry and Assembly acted in
rough accord at this moment because they were moved by convergent reflections on
the social significance of contractual monetary exchanges. All saw them, by compari-
son to seigneurial exactions, at any rate, as allowing more scope to individual choice
and more hope of satisfying diverse personal needs. Such views were not unwarranted
under the circumstances. What was unwarranted was to see such a change as the real-
ization of utopian hopes and as the full accomplishment of social justice in the coun-
tryside. A refinement of disciplinary potentials between owners and occupiers is not
equivalent to justice. But the habit of principled, resolutely independent, abstract
theorizing inherited by the Assembly from the men of letters who chafed under pa-
tronage in the ancien régime inclined many of the Assembly’s members and of their
constituents toward utopian illusions.

Strong confirmation that liberal principle played as great a role in the
Assembly’s reforms as pressure from the peasantry comes from a recent study by
T. J. A. Le Goff and D. M. G. Sutherland. They have shown that the Assembly
took no action to reform domaine congéable or quevaise, which were common in the
west of France. Domaine congéable was a form of “divided ownership: the edifices
(buildings, crops, and some trees) belonged to the tenant; the fonds (the bate soil
plus the more considerable trees), belonged to a landlord, who leased them to the
tenant or domanier.” Quevaise “gave the peasant hereditary tenure of his holding in
return for some rather heavy annual payments and corvées {labor dues}.” These ten-
ures were neither strictly feudal nor strictly contractual. In the case of the

142



Money and the rights of man

seigneurie it was easy to decide who was the real property owner and who was the
benighted feudal oppressor. Hereditary leaseholds and divided ownership did not
lend themselves to such facile liberal categorizing, however. Despite intense local
protests against onerous rents and demands that terms of redemption be laid down
in law for these mixed tenures, the Assembly took no action to reform them. Le
Goff and Sutherland see this failure as the first in a series of Assembly missteps that
turned the west toward counterrevolutionary uprisings.®’

The Assembly nonetheless found many other forms of property that resembled
seigneuries in being easy to condemn on liberal grounds. In reforming venal office,
noble tax exemptions, and guild masterships the Assembly followed the lines laid
down in its treatment of seigneuries: abolition with compensation for those facets
that were productive of monetary income, abolition outright of those facets that
seemed to confer an intangible aura of status or authority on the possessor.*® Thus the
real political power of wealth, embedded in the disciplinary potentials of monetary
exchange asymmetries, instead of being adorned with public honors and functions
was covered over and denied so that it became at once invisible and also the true foun-
dation on which most political authority would rest in the new society. This hap-
pened because greater personal freedom had seemed for a long time to result from
money transactions, and in fact had resulted from certain money transactions. But a
greater margin of freedom for some is not the same thing as freedom itself. This was
one source of frustration and confusion that afflicted defenders of the Revolution in
subsequent years.

THE CONUNDRUM OF THE RELIGIOUS SPHERE

After the August reforms the government would henceforth do nothing with prop-
erty except protect it; the buying and selling of government functions, of privileges
and exemptions, was ended once and for all. By this means the political and eco-
nomic spheres were forcibly (but not really) separated. Thousands of people chaffed
at the disappearance of seigneuries, guilds, and property in office, feeling certain
that money compensations were no substitution for what had been lost. But it is
widely agreed that the great generator of open opposition to the Revolution was the
reform of the church that the Assembly undertook.® It is also widely agreed among
historians that the Assembly botched the job of chutch reform badly. But it is not al-
ways pointed out that it did so because it faced impossible choices and was not so
much too radical as too conservative. How was the religious sphere to be dealt with?
The church as it then existed was an integral part of the ancien régime, reflecting in
every part of its structure that social order’s peculiar —to us—but in fact quite sensi-
ble conflation of religious, political, and proprietary authority. Simply to cut the
church loose from government unchanged, in secure possession of its vast properties
and tithes and the power that went with them, would have been just as dangerous po-
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litically as it was for an elected assembly to meddle unforgivably, as it did, in the
church’s affairs.

Religious freedom was conceded after some hesitation, and granted in the Declara-
tion of Rights. But the Assembly was nonetheless unable to see the church as any-
thing other than a public institution, its personnel as other than public servants, its
wealth as other than public property. They saw its internal organization riddled with
the kinds of privileges and abuses that they were attempting to reform in society at
large: the stranglehold of noble families on the episcopacy, the diversion of tithes and
rents away from those clergy who actually served the people, the virtual sale of priest-
hoods, cures, abbeys, and bishoprics to well-placed candidates. This was just the sort
of problem that plagued the judiciary, the publishing business, and commerce in gen-
eral. The Assembly could not pass over it in silence.

At the same time the Assembly assumed that it inherited from the king all his tra-
ditional power over the church, just as it inherited the other elements of his sover-
eignty. Did not the Assembly itself include many duly elected representatives of the
clergy? Instead of redefining sovereignty as having no jurisdiction in religious mat-
ters, it tried to remake the church in the image of a publicly responsible civil service.
Acting in this manner made it possible for the Assembly to abolish the tithe without
compensation (the public need not compensate itself) and to put its hands on the vast
landed wealth of the church without the appearance of injustice. Peasant resistance to
tithes and the government’s urgent need for credit both forced the Assembly’s hands
in this area. But, again, these exigencies did not give rise by themselves to the odd
mix of old and new ideas that shaped the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, as the re-
form package was eventually named. The fact that it required an oath of allegiance to
its provisions from every member of the clergy is what sparked the most violent out-
rage. The king had always been a quasi-religious figure; his authority within the
French church had been condoned by the pope for centuries. But could this quasi-
religious role be transferred from a hereditary monarch to a constitution? That a
priest should have to swear allegiance to a document drafted by elected members of
the laity seemed to many to be incongruous in the extreme. And yet, apparently, so
did the idea of a government existing without religious sanction of any kind. But,
then, is this really surprising? Can a government be legitimate without being some-
how connected with the sacred? This job was almost bound to be botched. But once
it was, the escalating tensions that gradually led the Revolution toward its radical ex-
tremes were also unavoidable.

PROPERTY AND TERROR

As recent objections to the celebration of the bicentennial demonstrate, the Revolu-
tion still rouses strong emotions in France. What excites reaction now, however, is
no longer the same thing as what stirred people then. Now the reforms of 1789 are
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considered obvious, necessary, an inevitable step in human progress, by virtually the
whole political spectrum from Communists to Gaullists. It is what followed in 1792
through 1795 that sparks shame, consternation, and controversy. At the time, how-
ever, matters were quite the reverse. The reforms of 1789 sparked shame, consterna-
tion, and controversy; violence was necessaty to undo them, or else to ensure their
survival. That millions of French people were shocked and dismayed by the sudden
dissolution of the old social order into the three quasi-detached, pseudo-independent
realms of religion, government, and private property may seem more understand-
able now that the in many respects perfectly sensible character of that old order’s ar-
rangements has been underscored. That many supporters of the Revolution were
bound to be disillusioned and perplexed by its failure to produce immediate and pet-
fect human liberty is also understandable in view of the emotion-charged role of lib-
eral principles in the lives of ancien-régime writers and journalists. The dismay of its
opponents and the perplexity of its supporters pushed the Revolution toward Terror.
But it is particularly the latter factor, perplexity, that must be understood if one
wants to appreciate the special sense of desperation that harried the agents who insti-
tuted the Terror.

When the Revolution came, even as it defended and extended the right of prop-
erty, it was unreservedly supported by many who expected it to put an end to the per-
vasive servility of social life that Rousseau had so deplored. As it became apparent
that no such result was forthcoming, the fault was often laid at the door not of any-
thing systematic about established practices but of individual character, of old habits
that had to be overcome, or else of evil intentions that demanded punishment. Ma-
dame Roland wrote to Brissot from the family estate near Lyons on 1 September

1789:

Our provinces resonate quite differently to the clamors of the aristocrats than
does the capital. Not that there are more nobles, but the inequality of conditions
is more marked, more keenly felt, more fanatically defended. . . . You see noth-
ing but little financiers and little councillors wherever you look, sons of bakers
and of barkeepers, who are furious today to be put on a plain with their par-
ents. . . . Religion is lost! The state is dissolved! Anarchy has arrived! There is
no more subordination! These are their favorite expressions. . . . The officers of
a little sénéchaussée, the canons of a collégiale—unknown anywhere else but there
where they exist—raise themselves up above other persons much higher than
your councillors of the Paris Parlement or your big @bbés do over a merchant of
the rue Saint-Denis.*’
The Revolution had “put all men on the same level,” she said, and that is what these
blamable individuals could not stand. But it had not, and that is why such concern
for distinction and subordination lived on.

Robespierre made the same error as Madame Roland, as indeed almost all parti-
sans of the Revolution did, opposing the ravages of the newly reformed property
game but mistaking its effects as the consequences of individual character. Rather
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than recognizing that property was an institutionalized source of personal political
power, Robespierre attacked the wealthy as lacking in virtue:

It is the people who are good, patient, generous. . . . The people ask only for
peace, justice, and the right to live. The rich and powerful thirst after honors,
wealth, and sensual enjoyment. The interest and desire of the people is that of na-
ture itself, of humanity; it is the general interest. The interest and desire of the
rich and powerful is that of ambition, pride, greed, and the wildest fantasies of
passions thar are fatal to the happiness of society as a whole.””

During the Terror, the sans-culottes took this approach to its logical extreme, see-
ing the members of large subgroups of society as all individually guilty of treason and
deserving of death. “The streets should be carpeted with the heads of merchants,”
cried a dyer of the Arsenal section in the Year 2. Albert Soboul has shown that the
sans-culottes had no objection to property as such, only to large concentrations of it:

Hence we have Pére Duchesne {says Soboul}, whose rage was inspired “by those
big men who continue to swallow up the little men.” After having declared, “Fa-
therland be damned! Merchants don’t have one,” Hébert swiftly explained: “Not
that I should be looked upon as being against commerce. No one has a higher re-
gard for the ‘respectable man’ who lives by his industry than I do.” By this he
presumably meant the independent artisan and shop owner, small production
and small business. Hébert had no notion that the interests of the artisans might
be opposed to those of the journeymen and workers.>

This last observation is true enough, but under the circumstances a minor point.
What Hébert and other sans-culottes did see was the fundamental opposition be-
tween those for whom property was merely a question of dry calculations and advan-
tageous deals and those for whom it represented a concrete, everyday means to a
livelihood.

Another comment from the pages of Pére Duchesne makes the point: “[The sans-
culotte} knows how to work a field, how to forge, to saw, to file, to cover a roof,
make shoes. . . . And since he works, you can be sure that he’ll never be seen either
in the Café de Chartres, or in pothouses where conspiracies are hatched and people
gamble.”®* In this passage Hébert is on the verge of identifying the differences in use
values at the core of monetary exchange asymmetries. What the sans-culotte move-
ment proved unable to do was to theorize about this crucial perception. Its adherents
lacked an appropriate vocabulary. Such things cannot be invented overnight. As a re-
sule, those who wete too exalted to work with their property were lumped together as
morally reprehensible: “Until the snobbish merchants, the aristocrats, the rich, etc.,
are guillotined or dispatched en masse, nothing will work out properly,” declared a
widow of the Indivisibilité section.® It was not just high grain prices that prompted
this sort of denunciation. The texts Soboul cites show that speculation in basic food-
stuffs was considered just one element in a general behavior pattern of the wealthy ex-
pressing atrogance toward their fellow citizens and a total disregard for the welfare of
the nation. The sans-culottes were defending the property of the rich, declared Didot
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of the Réunion section, “and every day the rich aristocrat steals the property of the
people: their rights, their subsistence, their liberty.”®* In this statement one finds
just the sort of kernel of truth that is scattered throughout sans-culotte ideology. Lib-
erty cannot survive in an environment of statk inequalities of wealth, in which the ba-
sic needs of some enslave them to others, in which the freedom to speculate is
equated with the freedom to vote.

But this statement likewise contains just the sort of fallacies that clouded both
sans-culotte and Jacobin social ideas during the turbulent months of 1793 and 1794.
The conflation of the rich with aristocrats, the implicit confusion of large-scale mer-
chant operations, with their rigid, well-defined rules and imposed motives, on the
one hand, and consciously chosen political opposition to the Republic, on the other,
shows a failure to reckon with the political implications of private property. Without
some idea of how monetary exchange asymmetries systematically make disciplinary
control possible, the revolutionaries were lost. It was impossible for them to appreci-
ate that the very Revolution they were defending was not the establishment of liberty
but the engine of a new, more subtle kind of political submission.

Once the sweeping reforms of 1789—91 had been catried out, the Revolution in-
evitably became a search by everyone involved to better his own position in the new,
open political institutions and the newly simplified property game. Upward mobil-
ity and social subordination continued to generate anxieties and humiliations and to
absorb the energies and calculations of all.

It was not just the unprincipled opportunists like those of the corrupt circle that
formed around Danton who took advantage of the Revolution to enrich themselves.
Even the austere, puritanical Rolands fell victim to the enticements of deference and
the attractions of the trappings of power that Madame Roland had earlier denounced.
On 23 March 1792, when Roland discovered that he was to be named minister of the
interior, he and his wife spent a sleepless night in high excitement discussing
whether he should accept the post. Thrilled by the honor, Madame Roland pushed
her husband to accept; his objections were not hard to turn aside. The following
morning a friend, Sophie Grandchamp, called and found them still in bed and ex-
hausted from lack of sleep. Later, when she returned to their small rented apartment,
she recounted,

I thought I was dreaming when I entered the salon. My friend, who had seemed
that morning on the point of death, had recovered her freshness and charm. She
was sutrounded by a number of people who were showering her with compli-
ments. Roland took his share in these civilities and seemed quite satisfied. I
threw myself into an armchair near the fireplace, and there observed the new per-
sonalities: the room was crowded with ministers, chiefs of state, and the princi-
pal deputies. Two lackeys, standing outside the door, opened one or two panels
for the visitors, depending on their rank.*®

Four days later they moved into the sumptuous official ministerial palace. How diffi-
cult it was for Madame Roland to recognize that her dedication to liberty was being
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not honored but violated by this “apotheosis of the devoted civil servant,” as Gita
May has called it, the fulfillment of a dream Madame Roland had long since for-
sworn.”” The lackeys, the compliments, the influence, the elegant dwellings, the
general servility of the old despotism, lived on to be enjoyed by the servants of the
people, because the political power of property and money remained untouched.

This is why Robespierre could send Madame Roland, Brissot, Danton, Hébert,
and all the others to the guillotine with the firm conviction that they were all oppor-
tunists and weaklings. This is why he shouted with rage at the Assembly the day be-
fore he himself was arrested in Thermidor of the Year 2, calling the delegates “scoun-
drels” and “oppressors of the people.” He knew that something was dreadfully
wrong, but he did not know what.

Frangois Furet was certainly correct to argue that absolutism left a heavy imprint
on the language of Revolution, visible in its abstractness and in the rigid manner of
its application to specific cases.®® But it is wrong to suppose that this is a sufficient
explanation of the character of revolutionary political discourse. It is wrong to con-
clude that this discourse lacked any relevance whatsoever to the social reality of
France, that “the people” or “the nation” were too abstract to refer to anything real.
The problem was not that this discourse was out of touch with the social reality
around it but that it was positively wrong about that reality. The revolutionaries be-
lieved that they had established in the name of the nation the political structure of lib-
erty, that it only remained for individual citizens to live up to the institutions cre-
ated for them —hence the extreme emphasis placed on civic virtue and civic duty, all
the qualities associated with the word civisme. By autumn 1793 mere lack of civisme
had become grounds for summary imprisonment and execution. But since private
property remained a source of political power incommensurate with true freedom of
thought and expression, it followed that the new political institutions failed to pro-
vide the social conditions required to create freedom. Not individuals as such, but so-
ciety as a whole, continued caught up in the chase after that personal power and dis-
tinction which wealth provided (or else in the constant round of bowing and scraping
that poverty imposed). The rules of the chase were altered considerably, but not fun-
damentally. A frenzy of suspicion and uncertainty resulted when no one acted free,
even though all were deemed to have been given their freedom.*

The abstractness of the common terms of political discourse, likewise, resulted at
least in part from the inability of specific individuals, on inspection, to live up to the
noble visions inherent in a term like “people” or “citizen”: What real human being
under scrutiny would not be found wanting when viewed as a member of the sover-
eign and infallible people? Any person either would have too much money or else
would be obeying, or fearful of, or courting favor from people with too much money.
Of all those engaged in the pursuit of money —and who was not? —artisans who de-
pended on a large clientele (but not those like wigmakers who depended on a rich cli-
entele) came the closest to the abstract ideal of personal freedom. They were not sub-
ject to any one person’s will, nor did they oppress more than one or two others. Their
survival threatened by shortages, their freedom of expression relatively great, many

148



Money and the rights of man

of them became strong partisans of the Revolution. Apart from them, who but a few
saints would either give away their money or else risk destitution by refusing to obey
their superiors? The calls for civic virtue became extreme because the necessary social
preconditions of liberty had not been established.

These observations gain strength from two recent studies of the sans-culotte
movement under the Terror that have shed considerable new light on its social com-
position and its unique political idiom. Richard M. Andrews has shown that a
good number of the most influential and most outspoken members of the move-
ment can be considered “artisans” only by stretching the term to the breaking
point.”® Many persons listed as carpenters, joiners, masons, or furniture makers
in official records of revolutionary committees and assemblies turn out on closer ex-
amination to have been substantial employers with as many as sixty journeymen at
work in their shops. Besides speaking out in assemblies, these leaders used their
own employees as nuclei for revolutionary gatherings in support of official demon-
strations or insurrectionary actions. Still other sans-culotte spokesmen have been
shown to be younger scions of old robe dynasties or of well-connected merchant
families who cloaked their well-bred origins behind popular speech and dress. An-
drews has attempted to assimilate his findings to the old class vocabulary, announc-
ing the discovery that the sans-culotte movement was really led by bourgeois. But
what he has actually shown, in effect, is that the reach of monetary exchange asym-
metries extended into the very interstices of sans-culotte organization.

At the same time Michael Sonenscher has shown how strongly ancien-régime shop-
floor language influenced the formation of popular political discourse in 1792—93. "
Hébert’s sans-culotte newspaper Pére Duchesne, for example, spoke with the meta-
phors and in the name of the values not of former guild masters but of lowly, wage-earn-
ing journeymen. The combined effect of these two research projects is to create an im-
age of the typical sans-culotte leader as a relatively well off employer, wealthy enough
to stay in his bureau and leave manual labor to his journeyman, who dressed and spoke
in a manner as close as possible to that of journeymen and artisans of little or no prop-
erty and who used his own wealth to enhance his influence within the sans-culotte
movement. The significance of small independent artisans in the popular movement as
revealed by Andrews and Sonenscher is not that they were its principal source of sup-
port (although they remain an important ingredient) but rather that they were its prin-
cipal source of inspiration.

The movement’s own idealized self-image, to which everyone paid lip service, was
that of the poor but independent workingman with no desire to dominate, or be
dominated by, another. Such a person had indeed the kind of liberty that the Revolu-
tion was supposed to have granted to all, the liberty to speak his mind without fear
and without unduly influencing anyone else. But even on the streets of Paris he was a
relatively rare person. Almost everyone else, by the very nature of things, was likely
to be either in a position of authority over others or subject to others’ wills merely in
consequence of the purely “economic” relationships he entered into. This was so obvi-
ous in one sense that anyone who desired political influence sought to look like a
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poor but independent journeyman or artisan, and so inescapable in another sense that
many of those who sought to do so acted either to shore up the authority of their
wealth or else in deference to such authority.

None of this should be construed as denying that the guillotine and the Revolu-
tionary Tribunals imposed a very rigid and crude form of discipline of their own,
based on the direct and massive use of state coercion. By its harshness and its haphaz-
ard application revolutionary justice was bound to force many into superficial compli-
ance and routine hypocrisy, thereby increasing all the more the general atmosphere
of mistrust.’® Resort to such drastic measures was first made at a moment when
Paris appeared certain to be encircled by enemy troops; the infamous September mas-
sacres of 1792 were an act of wartime, an attempt to prepare for an impending siege
by eliminating probable traitors within. Revolutionary Tribunals were set up after-
ward more to contain the violence than to extend it. Terror in the first instance be-
gan as part of a civil war in which advocates of both sides were randomly intermixed
and impossible to distinguish by appearance alone—an explosive situation. But it is
certainly also true that the readiness to institutionalize terror owes a great deal to the
impediments that monetary exchange asymmetries constantly raised against the real-
ization of revolutionary hopes. The law of the Maximum, which set strict limits on
prices for a wide atray of subsistence goods in the fall of 1793, was backed up by the
very guillotine that had first been used against nonjuring priests and counter-
revolutionaries. The reasoning was simple: High prices threatened the poor of the
towns, that is, the Republic’s most ardent supporters, and undermined the stability
of the assignat, the paper money that the government depended on to continue func-
tioning. To charge whatever the market would bear could only be, under the circum-
stances, a blatant attempt to return to the ancien régime. The political significance
of monetary exchanges was at this urgent juncture fully recognized and vigorously
dealt with. Nonetheless, the Jacobin leaders viewed this interference with the right
of property as only a temporary emergency measure. The Maximum, like so many
other aspects of the Terror, resulted from a confused convergence of exchange issues
with questions of allegiance and treachery. This convergence was an inevitable result
of the Revolution’s misguided attempt to create political freedom. Protecting unre-
stricted property rights, making them into the sacred starting point of law, was no
way to inaugurate the reign of virtue. Patrice Higonnet in two recent works has bril-
liantly atrgued for a similar view. As he sees it, the Revolution fell afoul of the sim-
ple fact that private interest and public spirit must necessarily come into conflict
with each other. To this it is necessary to add only that they must do so because pri-
vate property is unavoidably a source of political authority, not because avarice con-
flicts with virtue in our souls."”

THE ILLUSION ENSHRINED

This argument has moved from a consideration of the social origins of the French
Revolution to a critique of its aims. But it should not be surprising that a view of
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the Revolution’s origins that seeks to dispense with the notion of class should lead
on to a rejection of the idea that the Revolution’s reforms were part of a necessary,
obvious, and progressive transformation. It was mentioned in Chapter 1 —and Fran-
gois Furet has also carefully pointed out —that the old class categories of the Marxist
scenario of revolution can be traced directly back to the makers of the French Revo-
lution themselves.*™ It was the revolutionaries who first analyzed the Revolution as
a class struggle (although they did not use that term) between the “atistocrats” and
the “Third Estate” or the “Nation,” terms that were easily equated later by Marx,
as well as by historians like Lefebvre and Soboul, with the Marxist categories of
“feudal aristocracy” and “revolutionary bourgeoisie.” The reliance of the tevolution-
ary reform program on the tenets of the liberal illusion has been sufficiently ex-
plored in this chapter to render it plausible that something like the notion of class
interest (a uniform underlying desire for gain arising within different social roles)
lay behind the revolutionaries’ sweeping identifications of whole social categories
with specific political factions. To condemn all merchants or all aristocrats was to
see a connection between the interests of a specific social position and the outcome
of a political struggle. The liberal illusion that informied the decrees of August
1789 has lurked behind class analyses of political conflict down to the present. To
teplace such class analyses with a different starting point necessarily involves a criti-
cal reevaluation of those reforms.

If one breaks with the idea that money can serve as a universal equivalent and if
one attempts to carry through the consequences of this break to every corner of social
thought, it is almost inevitable that one’s estimation of ancien-régime society will
tise appreciably. Money’s negative marginal utility for the poor, arising out of the di-
versity and complexity of all human beings’ physical and social needs, places in the
hands of theif wealthy exchange partners a powerful disciplinary potential whose pre-
cise shape varies with the exact nature of the exchange relationship. Wealth and per-
sonal authority are therefore likely to be coincident in any society that uses money as
a medium for distributing capital goods and subsistence goods. The beauty of the ar-
rangements that had grown up in France over several centuries for integrating such
personal authority into the larger scheme of things lay in the frank and open recogni-
tion by crown, church, and aristocracy of the authority of wealth. It was also recog-
nized that accumulations of wealth were often arbitrary, the outcome of luck or of an
individual’s special talent for adding figures in a ledger —things that did not at first
seem apt preparation for the exercise of authority. This, too, was taken into account:
The nouveaux riches were expected to transfer their wealth into apptopriate forms of
property, land and office, and to behave in seemly manner for one or two generations
before being given full admission into the ruling elite. No sharp distinction was
made among the authority of wealth, the authority of religion, and the authority of
direct state coercion; all these different forms interpenetrated with one another, for a
long time with no more than scattered cries of foul play.

The challenge to this social order arose not because a particular class or classes of
persons within society found that their interests were being thwarted or bypassed.
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The spreading use of money within rural communities and the knitting together of
routine commercial links across great distances had variegated destabilizing effects.
The rural poor in some regions were enabled to undersell urban guild masters in
manufacturing, to eke out livings without access to land, to swell in numbers and
make the provision of food to them through commercial channels more difficule. In
other regions the disappearance of recurrent demographic crises led to parcelization
of land and the increased dependence of peasants on part-time wage labor and on the
leasing of tiny plots. Monetary exchange provided the flexibility needed for survival,
altering the disciplinary potentials that held the peasants in thrall to their social bet-
ters. Dues, taxes, and tithes began to appear anomalous in this context. At the same
time the swelling book trade provided a new outlet of self-expression to talented but
poor writers who nonetheless had to depend on patronage for their income. The ten-
sion between the intimate freedom of the relation between writer and reader on the
one hand and the intimate subjection of protégé to patron on the other created a cli-
mate in which zealous, principled opposition to the status quo flourished. The con-
cept of money exchanges as an instrument of liberation had much to recommend it in
this context in intellectual discussions of both the position of the ambitious writer or
manufacturer and the plight of the rural cottager or farmer. Free trade and freedom it-
self were easily confused by those who suffered from the ancien régime’s casual ap-
proach to the sale of offices, privileges, and monopolies. When the fiscal and agrarian
crises of the 1780s both reached a head in the autumn of 1788, the stage was set fora
sudden transformation.

Once the Revolution was under way, its progressive radicalization under the pres-
sures of foreign war and domestic subversion was a highly likely outcome. The utopian
project of the August reforms, which aimed at the accomplishment of a complete sepa-
ration of religious, political, and economic spheres of activity within society, was to-
tally at odds with the spirit of the ancien régime. Opposition from those who had taken
no part in the heady victory of public opinion over the crown was bound to spread.
Within the ranks of the Revolution’s supporters, as well, perplexity about the source
of their multifarious failures added to the atmosphere of mistrust and frustration that
gave rise to the Terror. Having equated complete freedom in the disposal of property
witha high ideal of political freedom, the revolutionaries sought to locate their difficul-
ties paradoxically in the individual characters of large categories of persons. The rich,
the merchant, the aristocrat, lacked virtue. Class interest, although the term itself was
not used, paradoxically became the enemy of true freedom even as it was deemed in an-
other sense to be an expression of freedom and one of the main beneficiaries of reform; af-
ter all, did not the Revolution have as one of its principal aims the freeing of merchants
tospeculate in grain?

France embraced money, gave it sovereign authority over all relationships out-
side of a few refuges—the family, the army, the prison—institutions, that is, whose
functions could not be made to square with the liberal illusion even in the 1790s.
(In the end, Napoleon made an arrangement with the church as well, which al-
lowed the secular clergy and a few convent schools and missions to offer escape
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from the atomizing meritocracy he fashioned.) Apart from these rare fortresses of
solidarity, the free play of money equivalents was given unbounded sway. The revo-
lutionaries are to be forgiven if they did not understand why true liberty and civic
virtue were slow to make their appearance afterward, just as the counterrevolution-
aries can be pardoned for feeling that no amount of money compensation could
make up for the loss of those beautifully sensible ancien-régime honorifics, privi-
leges, and perquisites that had given life meaning for so many. Money is not an
easy thing to think about. The fact that it seems so simple and straightforward is
one of the main reasons why two and a half millennia have not sufficed for Europe-
ans to come to a full understanding of it.

On the plane of European history the French Revolution appears as an event that
enshrined the liberal illusion in fundamental law and confirmed its controlling posi-
tion within political idiom. It is as if the very monetary exchanges that were occur-
ring around people every day became as distant and unknown to them as colonial
slave plantations or as the suffering of Bengal spinners. Paris at the height of the Ter-
ror, London at the passage of the Anti-Combination Acts of 1799 and 1800 or the re-
peal of the Statute of Artificers in 1814, Berlin at the time of the first reform edicts
of 1807 —bastions of revolution or else of reaction within the new Europe —had this
much in common: People never stopped seeing that journeymen feared and disliked
their masters or that tenant farmers were humble and deferential to their landlords,
nor did they ever stop understanding why heads tutned when a wealthy merchant
and his daughter entered a drawing room. But when they theorized about these mat-
ters they now tended to treat all such actions as outgrowths of a universal, underly-
ing desire for gain.
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5 Challenging one’s master in the nineteenth

century: from Silesia to Lancashire

THE POLITICAL MOBILIZATION OF THE POOR in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries was one of the most significant developments in history, giving
rise ultimately to both the welfare democracies and the socialist states that dominate
the present world scene. Bur these great protest movements were not merely the
birth pangs of industrial society, not metely reactions against the emergence of capi-
talism as normally conceived. This is because capitalism as normally conceived has
never existed. The poor’s social experience, out of which these protests arose, bore
only a superficial resemblance to the experience that was deductively ascribed to
them on the basis of the liberal illusion. As a result, their political reactions bore
only a distant resemblance to the reactions that observers, whether liberal or social-
ist, expected them to have. As discussed in Chapters 1 and 3, a whole range of
knotty problems of explanation has grown up out of attempts to account for the
poor’s repeated failures to live up to their supposed historic mission. But this mis-
sion was one they never espoused.

To say that capitalist society did not come into existence in the nineteenth cen-
tury presents one immediately with a terminological difficulty. To call nineteenth-
century society capitalist is a convention blessed by long usage and near-universal
consensus; therefore the word “capitalism” could legitimately be said to mean social
systems like that of the nineteenth century, whatever it was. The claim being made
here might therefore be rephrased as follows: Nineteenth-century capitalist society
in the historical sense of the term never became truly capitalist in the theoretical
sense of the term because it never achieved a propetly functioning market system.
Such a system is a social impossibility.

This assertion follows in the first place directly from the critique of the liberal illu-
sion presented in Chapter 3. It follows as well from the reformulation of the social ori-
gins of the French Revolution offered in Chapter 4. A market system requites for its
existence the full and free convertibility of all objects of human desire into money
equivalents and the full and free operation of a separate economic sphere of social life.
It does no good to object that the market model has for long been supposed to be no
more than an approximation of social reality; the weaknesses of this position were al-
ready discussed in Chapter 3 in the section entitled “Prices and classes.” To insist
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that “real” markets only approximate the market model says nothing about what it is
that keeps real markets from achieving a perfect fit, gives no indication of how bad
the fit must be before application of the model is ruled out, and provides no way of
deciding whether other models (such as the one being proposed here) are better or
worse. It begs, that is, all the essential questions. To point out that the market sys-
tem never emerged is therefore merely a plea that these essential questions finally be
put on the agenda of debate. The aim of this chapter is only to begin the search for
those rule-governed patterns that may lie hidden within the “imperfections” that the
market model has never pretended to explain.

One aim of the previous chapter was to show that attention to such “imperfec-
tions” may help to explain why the reforms of 1789—91 inevitably led to the Terror
of 1793. The French Revolution represented an abortive effort to realize an impossi-
ble social ordet. Had it been possible for money to function as a universal equivalent,
had it been possible to give unlimited sway to property rights without threatening
the political liberty of individuals, then capitalist enterprise of a theoretically pure
sort would have become the sole means of otganizing human activities. It is this fact
that gives a limited sense to Barrington Moore’s insistence that capitalism was “seep-
ing through the pores” of the old order simply because money was so freely and
widely used for gaining access to privileges, offices, and properties.

Money can be introduced into many relationships without immediately limiting
the personal liberty of those involved—as an equivalent of land, buildings, luxury
items, books, or even of judicial office —so long as neither party to the exchange is in
a situation where his money has a negative marginal utility. But in transactions be-
tween rich and poor, in which the poorer party needs to get and quickly spend
money in order to survive and to ensure the survival of family or household, the
richer party is thereby endowed with a power over the poorer. This power cannot it-
self be given a money equivalence. It is an “extraeconomic” element of political con-
trol that enters into the heart of most “economic” relationships, dashing once and for
all any hope of establishing a purely economic sphere or a purely political sphere in so-
cial life, dashing at the same time any hope that the most important prices and wages
in a society will ever be determined by market forces alone. It was this extraeconomic
power that aroused the hostility of the sans-culottes against merchants and landown-
ers and that found expression in their subtheoretical pronouncements against specula-
tion in foodstuffs as the manifestation of counterrevolutionary commitment. This
power helped counterrevolutionaties to rally support in the West and organize White
Tetror in the South. This power bound many poor sans-culottes to their rich employ-
ers within the core of the revolutionary movement itself. This power made hash of
the dream of political liberty.

The assertion that capitalism in the theoretical sense is an impossible social order
must also be supported by an analysis of “capitalist” enterprise as it actually emerged
in the nineteenth century. In the two sections that follow, an analysis is presented
that amounts to nothing more than a repetition of the indictment of the liberal illu-
sion presented in Chapter 3. However, this analysis is formulated with the specific
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problem in mind of enterprises in a laissez-faire environment, with evidence and ex-
amples drawn from the nineteenth century. Once this analysis is complete it will be
put to work to account for two episodes of labor conflict drawn from that same pe-
riod, with the aim of showing that nineteenth-century protest movements failed to
be revolts against capitalism for just the reasons that capitalism failed to appear when
its cue was read out on the stage of history.

FAMILIES AND ENTERPRISES

Nineteenth-century enterprises failed to become fully capitalist, as any enterprise
must fail to do, for four interlinked reasons: (1) Production and consumption cannot
be distinguished; (2) households cannot be enterprises; (3) labor cannot be disposed
of in a market; and (4) enterprises are political institutions. Each of these points must
be dealt with in turn.

Production and consumption cannot be distinguished because what is product
from the point of view of one exchange partner is an item of consumption from the
point of view of another. Coal and iron ore are end products for mining concerns but
raw materials to be consumed for steel plants. Steel is the end product of steel plants
but a raw material to be consumed for machine builders. Every process of production
consumes factors of production; even nonrenewable natural resources are consumed
when they are wrested from the earth, in the sense that the limited stock of them is
permanently depleted. Every act of consumption is a production process. Some ana-
lysts are in the habit of speaking of the “ultimate consumer,” an economic actor who
consumes without producing. Private individuals who buy for their personal con-
sumption are by convention held not to be engaging in production. This is surely
what Adam Smith had in mind when he asserted that “consumption is the sole end
and purpose of all production” —a doctrine that argued against giving producers any
protection from the freely expressed preferences of consumers.” Smith’s doctrine
makes no sense unless there are ultimate consumers; without them it is circular, and
production has no purpose whatever except to feed further production.

Marx was among the first to make critical use of this difficulty. He recognized
that the ultimate consumer, the private individual, under capitalism was engaged in
a production process as well. He produced labor power for sale to enterprises engaged
in production processes. Thus, in Marx’s version, capitalism did become the endless,
pointless, circular maximization of production. And the circle was doomed to break
down because as the maximum labor output was demanded from producers of labor
power for a minimum price, the private individual was continually in danger of be-
ing unable to buy and consume all of the prodigiously growing array of products fab-
ricated for his sake alone by the very enterprises that exploited him.

Modern economists have sought to extricate themselves from this difficulty by dis-
tinguishing among three kinds of consumption by private individuals: (1) consump-
tion to regenerate their labor power from week to week, (2) consumption to produce
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“human capital,” that is, valuable skills and knowledge, and (3) consumption “for its
own sake,” as a freely chosen good.?> Maximizing this third form of consumption then
becomes the ultimate purpose of the economic system. These distinctions in theory
cannot, however, be measured in practice. Lester Thutow has catalogued some of the
difficulties:

Much consumption is self-produced. The services provided by housewives are the
most important, but all of our recreation, do-it-yourself, and personal-services ac-
tivities require skills. A good deal of the family’s standard of living is provided by
the members of the family itself. The ability to self-produce goods and services
constitutes an important current and future stream of benefits, and human-capital
skills are necessary to produce these services. And though these benefits are never
priced or sold in the market, they influence the human-capital-investment deci-
sions that workers make. . . .

Investments are often made for the express purpose of changing tastes and prefer-
ences. For example, prodigious amounts of money are spent on private invest-
ments in psychology and psychiatry to alter personal behavior. And as prefer-
ences change, the value of human-capital assets may also vary greatly. . . .

With physical assets, maintenance costs and depreciation charges represent no
special problems in making investment decisions. But with human beings, one
is faced with the joint costs of production and consumption. Man must eat and
sleep both to work and to consume. How are these costs to be allocated?

In addition, laborers clearly consume on the job—just as they produce at home —in
the sense that they do what they like to do in the shop whenever possible and alter
work processes to an unknown extent to fit personal inclinations. But neither on-the-
job consumption of this kind nor on-the-job training (which creates most human
capital) can be measured in money terms except by means of capriciously (often de-
ductively) chosen values. A theory that distinguishes among human capital invest-
ment, consumption for maintenance, and consumption for its own sake thus “emp-
ties itself of all empirical content,” in Thurow's words.*

It follows from these considerations that there is a range of social activities,
loosely associated with what are called households or families, that constitute a vast
noncapitalist sector of production within any capitalist system. This sector produces
people and skills. The methods of production employed are not amenable to an eco-
nomic analysis that depends on measuring with money units. In this respect the
Marxist tradition, superior because of its long-standing recognition that private fami-
lies are engaged in production, has nonetheless led some researchers down a blind al-
ley. The idea that the family is a production process has been followed up by at-
tempts to analyze households in terms of quantities of labor and of surplus product
differentially appropriated by family members. Implicitly, families are analyzed as if
they were enterprises. Among other things, the difficule question arises whether
women must be considered a class, by analogy to the working class that animates all
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enterprise functions. Feminist historians over the last decade have struggled with but
often rejected this idea, insisting instead on the need for a complete revision of the
male-centered, money-oriented notion of exploitation implicit in the received con-
cept of class. This is certainly the correct response, whether or not the concept of pa-
triarchy, as some have argued, can adequately replace or supersede the concept of
class struggle as the motor of history.?

Noncapitalist households in a capitalist society are subject to certain kinds of se-
vere pressures, some of which can be measured in terms of take-home pay and living
costs, others of which cannot, such as the steady impact on personality of rigid au-
thoritarianism, insecurity, ot tedium in the workplace, or the difficulty of deciding
between paid and unpaid labor demands. (Women factory workers in the nineteenth
century were regularly castigated by observers for failing to do housework, for exam-
ple.)® The members of households must resist these pressures in order to sustain the
ongoing, open-ended, unmeasured exchange relationships characteristic of house-
holds.

In Europe the great reforms of the revolutionary era made all men equal before the
law but left women suffering in an inferior legal status in property and inheritance
rights; rights to vote, assemble, and speak; and rights of the person (such as the right
to be free of corporal punishment or the right to choose one’s own residence).” The
vast majority of households continued to be made up of partners with decidedly asym-
metrical abilities to call on the coercive power of the state to settle disputes or dispose
of property. Children, needless to say, had even fewer rights than women and less
chance to exercise those they did have. These stark differences in legal status had
nothing to do with the requirements of liberal doctrine in property, free competi-
tion, or the just reward of merit. In many respects, as Mary Wollstonecraft and oth-
ers were quick to point out, law on women and families was in direct conflict with
liberal doctrine strictly interpreted.8 In effect, the reformers suffered from a massive
blind spot, and their work from a massive lacuna. Families were somehow to be
brought over wholesale and unchanged into the new competitive otder without feel-
ing its impact.

Law and custom made women victims of marked exchange asymmetries within
marriage, but these were not monetary exchange asymmetries. The whole notion of
a “family economy” can obscure the nature of the institution and of its problems.
Husbands did not in any sense buy labor or products from wives, or vice versa.
Doubtless thete wete instances of families in which practices actually resembled
monetary exchanges, as when a husband left a fixed fraction of his pay with the
wife each week or charged his adolescent daughter for room and board. In general,
however, family relationships could hardly escape being either much more intimate
and complex or else disastrously worse than buying groceries at a store ot paying
for a room with boatd above a neighborhood bar. If the daughter lost her job or be-
came pregnant, the father who continued to charge room and board was making
himself her enemy, not treating her with the impersonal civility of a landlord. If a
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wife broke her leg, the husband who advertised for a replacement was engaging in
a ruthless attack on her. However impoverished working-class families became in
the nineteenth century, however frequent the instances of domestic violence or fam-
ily breakup became, these truths remained self-evident. Expectations attached to
family relationships; relationships were measured against these expectations; and
the tone of family life was set by them. These expectations excluded strict mone-
tary accounting of give-and-take within the household except in those situations
where it did not threaten the underlying presumption of family solidarity and
where it promised to stretch wages further or to have a didactic value. These expec-
tations, in tandem with the law, also reduced women to a subordinate status that
even women activists questioned only infrequently.’

Households so structured were a bonanza for certain kinds of capitalist enter-
prises, and these enterprises quickly developed a parasitic relationship with working
households. The capitalist sector did not operate on strictly capitalist lines because of
the impact of the noncapitalist household sector on use of labor. In a large number of
trades, especially primary textiles, knitting, and garment making, but not excluding
mining, small metals, packaging, food, and retail, enterprises turned quickly to
women and children for labor once restrictive regulations were repealed. Laissez-faire
in the “economy” lead to the ravaging of “society,” as it is sometimes put. This for-
mulation of the female- and child-labor problem fails, however, to recognize that the
family, that most important of all “social” institutions, cannot help but be an essen-
tial sector of the “economy” as well. Societies do not have economies; they simply are
the same thing as economies viewed from different vantage points. This is a con-
clusion that the inability to distinguish between production and consumption makes
irresistible.

Women and children brought with them into the workplace all of the ingrained
presumptions of their own inferiority and subjection to authority that reigned in
households. They calmly accepted wages one half those of adult males or less,
wages well below subsistence needs, however calculated, because they were pre-
sumed to be only supplements pooled with adult male wages in the household. Re-
sistance and aggressive bargaining by women and children were nonexistent or com-
paratively intermittent, and this situation caused a massive distortion of the pricing
of labor—enough by itself to prevent free-floating prices from ever balancing prop-
erly the demand and supply of labor, that most important of all factors of produc-
tion. (This is not to say, of course, that women played no role in protest move-
ments.) Consumer markets were flooded with cheap, shoddy shoes, garments,
stockings, artificial flowers, and other bric-a-brac that women and children could
most easily be put to use at making. Low earning capacity in turn reinforced
female dependence within the household, even as women and children were displac-
ing adult males in the workshop, giving rise to a range of new tensions and hard-
ships unknown to the peasant and rural outworker households of the eighteenth cen-
tury.™ It is not as if the family remained unchanged; it continued to operate by
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different rules from enterprise while it changed to fulfill an essential production
function for enterprises. The result was a weird travesty of a market system that
deeply shaped the operations both of households and of enterprises.

If the anomalous nature of households within a capitalist system did not dash all
hope of creating a functioning labor market, then the impediments to free bargain-
ing that adult males encountered were certainly enough to finish the job. These im-
pediments were briefly discussed in Chapter 3 and will be dealt with again in the
course of this chapter. They arose from the disciplinary potential of monetary ex-
change asymmetries between employer and employee. Here, as well, however, law
and custom played a strong role in enforcing them. (Labor law reveals that liberal
reformers had other blind spots besides those that made them unable to see
women.)"" Among entrepreneurs, especially in textiles and mining, it was a com-
mon practice both to hire by family and to pay wages to the adult males that were
double what their wives and children received.” An employer who did this gained
in authority —first, because he could, if he chose, fite not one but all of a house-
hold’s wage earners, and second, because his wage levels supported customary ex-
pectations about the relative authority and worth of family members in relation to
one another. He became both provider and moral protector for those households
that depended on him for survival.

The net result of these distortions was to make enterprises into very peculiar inter-
mediary institutions. They were neither entirely creatures of the market nor self-sub-
sistent institutions of authority and control. The disciplinary potentials of monetary
exchange asymmetries could be used instrumentally to ensure profitability or to
make possible survival in a difficult boom-and-bust environment. Nonetheless, entre-
preneurs appeared to seek maximum authority for its own sake, without reference to
the ultimate use it might be put to, often at great cost in strictly monetary terms.
Most enterprises in the growth sectors, whether mechanized or not, bought some of
their factors of production in competitive matkets and sold their output in competi-
tive markets; they could not afford, as a result, to allow their methods of operation to
fall behind the competitive standard.'® At the same time competition for profit was
hardly the only way in which enterprises influenced one another’s practices. Enter-
prises were owned not by individuals so much as by families interlinked through mar-
riages, partnerships, and long-standing trading ties. Competition might be muted
by sentiments of solidarity; industrial families usually played prominent roles in local
politics. There were any number of ways to coordinate action, and there were strong
motives for doing so, especially where control of subordinate laboring populations
was concerned or where reaction to a banking crisis, a slump, or a new machine (all
equally viewed as potential disasters) was required. "

Enterprises were therefore hybrid institutions, little polities that survived by
bringing products to market at competitive prices. A competitor’s new machine
could be countered temporarily with wage cuts, for example, if one had the necessary
political authority over one’s workers to convince them to go along peacefully. Power
and profit were sought each for its own sake as well as for the sake of the other. The
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structure of existing institutions, as willed on Europe by the sculptors of the liberal
revolution, imposed this symbiosis of power with profit on the established practices
of enterprises. By ignoring the personal authority thac wealth conferred, liberals cre-
ated a situation in which the pursuit of personal authority within the enterprise be-
came a competitively imposed necessity for all entrepreneurs.

DISCIPLINE AND HONOR IN THE WORKPLACE

In the context of a laissez-faire social order that innocently treated all monetary ex-
change as politically neutral, the disciplinary potential of the employer—employee re-
lationship produced the most effective personal authority if employers followed what
can best be called police strategies of control. Police strategies are essentially differ-
ent from military strategies. Police operate on the assumption that they lack the re-
sources to inflict violence on all those in their charge. If the population should ever
act in unison against them, they are lost. Effective control arises from the judicious
application of violence to selected individuals and from the vigorous pursuit of con-
spicuous opponents. If there are too many lawbreakers to pursue, then degrees of of-
fense are distinguished (as, for example, between drug dealers and mere drug users),
and the more egregious offenses are singled out for attention.

Monetary exchange asymmetries in nineteenth-century enterprises presented en-
trepreneurs with very similar possibilities and limits. Formally, employers, of
course, had no police powers—and this was a marked contrast from the formal situa-
tion within guild workshops and rural seigneuries of previous centuries. However,
employers’ power to hire and discharge, to set wages, to assign tasks, to formulate
work rules and fines, were almost unlimited because they arose from the now-unlim-
ited right of property over plant and equipment. These disciplinary tools were like
police violence in the sense that they were inadequate if the work force acted in uni-
son. So long as there were conspicuous offenders of limited number, however, these
tools could be used to great effect. Moreover, until the very last decades of the cen-
tury, the state in England, France, and Germany empbhatically reinforced entrepre-
neurs’ disciplinary control by outlawing unitary action by laborers. > Such action was
treated as breach of contract or as monopolistic restraint of trade; liberal principle
was invoked to force the laborer to deal with his employer on an individual basis. In-
dividual “freedom” was thus the best guarantee an entrepreneur could have that his
limited disciplinary arsenal would suffice to ensure control. If and when he failed,
the police were ready to intervene to protect the “freedom of work,” as it was called
in France. Police and entrepreneurs in close collaboration thus became, in effect, the
jailers of hundreds of communities of working people, firm in their belief that they
were defenders of liberty.

Under these circumstances notions of honor were likely to emerge as excremely im-
portant. Disciplinary measures were meant to shame as much as to inflict privacion;
summary dismissals or steep fines were, like everything else, imposed, not bargained
over. Entrepreneurs justified their discipline by asserting that workers had failed in
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their duty or betrayed a trust. Those who suffered such shaming wete likely to elabo-
rate an alternative concept of honor in their own defense. The laborter on his side con-
fronted a situation in which the weight of disciplinary measures fell most heavily on
the first to resist. Those who acted alone were doomed to fail. Those who sought to
organize collective action were certain to be punished if identified, if not at once then
after the dispute was settled. One less risky method of resistance was sudden, sponta-
neous unanimity of action, unpremeditated insofat as this was possible. The best al-
ternative was strictly secret organization. Playing upon the sense of honor of one’s fel-
low workers was among the strongest available incitements to action or incentives for
secrecy in the absence of institutional or organizational constraints. Honor brooks no
compromise; it commands action at a level where other sanctions lose their effect. It
was easy to see the whole range of day-to-day disciplinary practices of the employer as
shaming and to accept the privations of a prolonged work stoppage or the risks of dis-
charge as proof of one’s courage in the face of danger.

Showing courage in the face of danger would, in any case, hatdly be a novel activity
for laborers accustomed to the nineteenth-century workplace. Hacking at veins of coal,
manipulating molten metal, or tending lathes in workrooms packed with unprotected
drive shafts and belts brought both men and women constantly into contact with physi-
cal danger. Almost everyone was touched sooner or later by fatal or disabling accident,
to self, friend, or lover.'® Layoffs during slumps threatened workers’ health in other
ways. Hard drinking —so often deplored by well-meaning observers of every political
persuasion —was a small risk by comparison to the daily exposure of limbs and organs
to mere work itself. That a certain unspoken sense of honor should grow out of this
daily combat for survival was inevitable in view of the negligent designs of the employ-
er’s very machines, to say nothing of his disciplinary code.

Those laborers who were able to use the possession of skill as an instrument of re-
sistance to the entrepreneur’s disciplinary code were likely, as well, to see their hard-
won skill and their countercode of honor as integral parts of a single way of life. From
this point it was a very short step to begin praising the honor of manual labor in gen-
eral, whether or not one particulatly liked the work one was doing. Such praise could
be easily linked to certain elements in the thought of Locke, Adam Smith, or the
early utopians which suggested that labor was the soutce of all that was valuable in
life. Here was the starting point for that whole flourishing ideology, the “socialism
of skilled workers,” which justified and promoted labor organization, which inspired
the young Marx, and which dominated European labor movements down to 1890 ot
so, shaping the thought of Feargus O’Conner, Thomas Hodgskin, Louis Blanc,
Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, and Ferdinand Lassalle. The whole gamut of mid-nine-
teenth-century socialist theorizers and ideologues took the defense of labor’s honor as
their first principle.”’

Of course, laborers had brought well-developed notions of honor and work with
them into the new workplaces of the nineteenth century. However moribund the
guilds had become by 1800, guild traditions remained alive everywhere and set
strict limits on the disciplinary innovations entrepreneurs could impose without in-

162



Challenging one’s master

citing collective resistance. This was one reason why the decades from 1800 to
1850 were marked by nearly continuous turmoil. A number of episodes of open con-
flict coordinated on the national and international levels rescructured the face of the
whole European state system but in general failed to shake the reign of laissez-faire
law and doctrine. By 1851, after the dust had settled, it was clear that the laboring
poor had suffered a terrible defeat all across the Continent. The possibility seemed
dead for the foreseeable future that third parties, in the form of the state or of large
collectivities seeking to influence it, might be able to intervene in any significant
way in the dyadic relationship between laborer and entrepreneur.

From the laborer’s point of view, as the nineteenth century wore on, the
workplace became replete with military significance, something like a prisoner-of-
war camp in which two contending disciplinary orders confront each other, one for-
mal and explicit, enforced by the employer and his prison guards, one informal and
implicit, with no reward or punishment other than the honor or shame before one’s
fellows resulting from courage or cowardice in the performance of work or in conflicts
with authority. Because dischatge was the entrepreneur’s ultimate tool, those labor-
ers who were most committed to the honor of the struggle for collective goods were
likely to spend most of their lives bors de combat, unemployed or as batkeepers or ped-
dlers in working-class neighborhoods, where, as veterans of the struggle, they could
win loyal clienteles. *® This was a development unique to the nineteenth century; ear-
lier such persons were forced to flee, forced into social banditry, or forced at least to
hide their activities so completely that the eye of the historian misses them.

In keeping with their traditional place in households, women were seldom ex-
pected to submit to the danger of leadership roles in the wotkplace, although loyal
support during an open conflict was obligatory, and routinely facing physical danger
was demanded as much of women as of men. Women had honor, too, but it was tra-
ditionally of a different sort, consisting of fidelity and submission, not of endurance
under personal actack. They brought a distinctly different set of expectations from
their past into nineteenth-century wage labor and outwork. Their submission to
workplace authority, despite some notable exceptions, was perhaps not as fraught
with feelings of personal defeat. It is certain that women were less often able to
achieve the collective agreement necessary for public expression of such feelings.™
This is what made their labor so profitable in a laissez-faire context; they could be
used in ways which were traditionally forbidden and for which they had no well-
developed expectations.

But why did adult male laborers of the nineteenth century feel the need to resist
workplace authority in the first place? What rendered it illegitimate in their eyes?
Two answers may be cited. The prevailing ideology of freedom, which some laborers
brought to the factory with them and which others gradually became aware of, was at
many points incompatible with their daily experience, sufficiently incompatible to
make possible a generalized sense of grievance. Neither freedom of speech nor free-
dom of contract was available to them in the workplace, for example. Whether or not
they had heard of these new concepts, however, laborers were subject to instabilities
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unknown to their forebears. In the new laissez-faite environment, enterprises were
compelled to join the lockstep forward march of technical innovation as well as to
maintain control over laborers at least as good as that of their neighbors. Real compe-
tition in product markets would cut them down if they did not. Change was con-
stantly necessary, disrupting each previously agreed-on modus vivendi. The wild
swings of the business cycle up to 1851 made the atmosphere of uncertainty even
more pronounced. Radical changes repeatedly instituted without advance notice or
consultation, imposed with rigid discipline, affecting every aspect of work structure
and wage measurement, were bound to spark discontent. When this discontent
sought an outlet, it came up against the police-style disciplinary strategies of the en-
trepreneur, and the contest of honor was the outcome.

The whole history of the European left is saturated with a spirit of military-style
honor, which has seldom if ever been subject to systematic reflection or investiga-
tion. The rhetoric of resistance is built around core notions of courage and cowardice
that are not explicitly discussed. Heroism in the face of the joint power of the em-
ployer and the state is held to be the ultimate route to collective salvation. But this
theme has remained unexplored in part because, by and large, the left has accepted
that capitalism is what it claims to be, a functioning market system, its evil arising
from the fact that money is a universal equivalent rather than from the fact that
money cannot function as a universal equivalent. The discipline made possible by
monetary exchange asymmetries has been visible to all, but utterly neglected in
theory. Each laborer is seen as bound in honor, not to defend his or her honor as such,
but to struggle for collective marketplace goods: for a better standard of living, fora
better bargaining position, for shorter hours of work, for a greater share of surplus
value—as if an extra shilling per week could serve as adequate incentive for heroic
self-sacrifice. At sufficiently low earning levels, of course, a small increment of pay is
a worthy goal of heroism because the bare minimum of personal needs is not being
covered. But such wage levels have not prevailed in the industrial core since 1890 or
so, at least not for adult males. And all along the more combative laborers have been
those who were better paid. Even where low wages do prevail, however, defense of
honor (not of interest) is necessary precisely because the negative marginal utility of
money and the authority created by monetary exchange asymmetries render the lan-
guage of “self-interest” and “preference” tendentiously imprecise. Honor remains at
stake, as well, even when wages are high. One struggles, one does not merely bar-
gain (even if negotiations play a role), to impose or to “win” through voluntary soli-
darity (not to “sell” the employer) a wage increase so that one’s self-respect and one’s
survival can be jointly assured. Yet many on the left continue to think of these mat-
ters in terms of the market model, in terms of numerically measurable trade-offs,
bids and counterbids; and the theme of honor that has cemented the working-class
movement together from the beginning is passed over in silence. It is something too
obvious to need discussion. It is passed on as a central ingredient in hundreds of
strike and union organizing stories without ever being named.
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More will be said of this tragic oversight in the Conclusion. What remains to be
accomplished in this chapter is a cateful exploration of two incidents of conflict that
will give depth to the general claims that have so far been made. The incidents have
been chosen specifically to show the roles that confrontation, spontaneity, heroism,
and symbolic gesture played in nineteenth-century social protest, to show how these
facets of protest were linked to the police-style discipline that was exercised through
monetary exchange asymmetries, and to show how these terms of conflict were ob-
scured as all parties gradually came under the sway of the liberal illusion. Comparting
incidents from Silesia in 1844 and Lancashire in 1853—54—the former a region
where manorial institutions and protoindustrial production survived, the lacter a cen-
ter of the most advanced mechanized industry in Europe —allows one to see the under-
lying continuity of structures of discipline and codes of honor as “capitalism”
emerged, as well as the role of liberal reform and liberal thought in obscuring the sig-
nificance of discipline and honor in the new social order.

THE BEGINNING AND END POINTS OF MODERNIZATION

Silesia and Lancashire: Two regions of mid-nineteenth-century Europe could not
have been more different, one completely rural, the other robustly urban; one only
barely emerging from feudalism, the other harboring the most advanced form of in-
dustrial capitalism known to the world at that time; one ruled by the king of Prussia,
an absolute monarch, unrepentantly clinging to his prerogatives, the other under a
parliamentary regime with a wide suffrage; one governed by a centralized bureau-
cratic administration, the other allowing the most decentralized forms of local gov-
ernment to hold sway.

The two episodes of protest under examination were also starkly different in form.
The Preston strike (object of a recent, intensive study by H. 1. Dutton and J. E.
King) was organized with the explicit, limited intention of winning a 10 percent
wage increase; any suggestion of ulterior political aims was vigorously rejected by its
leaders.?® The laborers were calm throughout the coutse of the shutdown, which
lasted seven months, from 15 October 1853 to 14 May 1854. At its height in early
November the action involved forty-seven thousand operatives and 183 mills in five
towns. The seventeen thousand strikers in Preston proper received roughly £105,000
in contributions to their strike fund, mostly from cotton-mill operatives in the rest of
Lancashire; the strike committees distributed this money to the strikers in weekly re-
lief payments of from four to seven shillings and even published their accounts at the
end of each week.’’ Preston became the locus of conflict because, by common ac-
cord, Lancashire cotron workers recognized that Preston wages were low; if they were
not soon equalized with prevailing wage levels in the rest of Lancashire, then mill
owners in other towns would have good reason to revoke their own recent pay in-
creases. This was the motive behind the generous contributions that flowed in from
other towns. In other words, an explicit and widely accepted assumption that market
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forces were in play lay behind the Preston action. Mill owners likewise justified their
refusal of the wage demands by appealing to the threat of competition. They, along
with most of the press and the home secretary, explained repeatedly to the strikers
that neither owners nor laborers could affect the price of labor any more than they
could control the direction of the wind.

During the course of the strike, as if in answer to this atgument, efforts were
made by strike leaders to move laborers out of Preston. Money was made available in
the fall of 1853 to any family wishing to move to nearby Blackburn, where the mills
were still working. By the spring, strike committees were offering to pay ship’s pas-
sage for any family wishing to emigrate to America. Here was conscious manipula-
tion of the labor market with a vengeance.

The strike ended soon after the outbreak of the Crimean War. Trade became unset-
tled; cotton sales had slumped over the winter anyway. Demand for labor was no
longer deemed sufficiently high, so the strike was broken off. At first glance nothing
could be more straightforward than the Preston strike: It was a market maneuver mo-
tivated by the enlightened self-interest of hundreds of thousands of Lancashire opera-
tives who either participated or contributed money in the hope of increasing their
earnings or at least keeping wages at current levels. The strike was a failure because
the balance of supply and demand shifted against the strikers. Mill owners had begun
bringing in strikebreakers in considerable number by March-—all willing to work at
current wages. And the declaration of war disrupted markets enough to convince the
strikers that their cause was hopeless.

Like the verdicts of historians since that time, contemporary reaction in England
to the Preston strike followed just this view of the matter. In fact, the political im-
pact of the strike on the national scene, despite its long duration and the great num-
bers involved, was almost nil, and historians have shown very little interest in it
since. But then, this is exactly what one would expect. In a modernized industrial so-
ciety, purely economic dealings between private parties should not arouse public con-
cern or require political intervention. The home secretary, Palmerston, pointedly
took no action in the Preston affair. In the early weeks of the strike he received a peti-
tion from the weavers’ strike committee asking him to mediate the conflict, but he
failed to give an answer for over four weeks. His response when it finally came con-
sisted of a highly condescending lecture on political economy coupled with a sugges-
tion that the operatives give up their strike.** Dutton and King, in their extensive
research of the Preston strike, found that almost no discussion of the event occurred
in Parliament. It was covered regularly by the national press; the Times followed its
unfolding, occasionally urging both masters and operatives to give up their obstinate
behavior. Dickens published a firsthand report in Housebold Words. But soon after its
end the strike was forgotten. The Webbs in their pathbreaking history of trade union-
ism said next to nothing about it; the 1850s, in their view, “are, for the historian of
the general Trade Union Movement, almost a blank.”** Until Dutton and King’s re-
cent study, upon which this discussion entirely rests, the Webbs’ comment remained
the common wisdom. English society was, in just these years, settling down from

167



Money and liberty in modern Europe

the stormy spring of eatly industrialization, of Luddism and Chartism, into the calm
summer of a mid-Victorian consensus. The popular movement on the national level
had suffered a final crippling defeat in 1848. Preston disturbed no one because it fit
the pattern of a now unchallenged national consensus; all parties to the struggle ac-
cepted the basic tenets of political economy, differing only in their applications of its
principles to the current state of trade.

The Silesian weaver uprising, by contrast, was a minor affair lasting only three
days and involved at its greatest extent no more than six thousand persons. Four or
five warehouses of merchant-manufacturers were pillaged, along with their adjoining
dwellings.** The episode began with a parade of weavers marching before the ware-
house of a merchant-manufacturer named Zwanziger in the village of Peterswaldau,
singing an improvised song filled with derogatory remarks about Zwanziger and sev-
eral of his colleagues. Zwanziger sent his servants out to catch one of the weavers; the
servants took a young weaver inside and later turned him over to the police. The
weavers came back the following day, 4 June 1844, bent on revenge; they attacked
the building, did considerable damage, and then moved on to another merchant-
manufacturer’s warehouse late in the afternoon. The following day they attacked a
third warehouse in neighboring Langenbielau, and during the course of this attack a
small contingent of troops opened fire on the crowd, killing eleven and wounding at
least twenty-four others seriously. By the evening of the fifth, both villages were oc-
cupied by Prussian troops. On the sixth there were a few more scattered incidents at
outlying locations. About one hundred persons were arrested within a few days;
eighty of them later received stiff prison sentences. The whole thing was over almost
as soon as it began.

The Silesian weavers’ action, despite its limited extent and short duration, caused
an immediate sensation throughout Germany. This, too, was understandable. In a
traditional society experiencing the first pangs of modetnization, signs of the break-
down of old reciprocities and old deference and obedience should attract the greatest
attention. Germany then stood before the great watershed of 1848; until the 1840s
Germany had remained comparatively free of violent popular agitation. The Kalnische
Zeitung of 23 June 1844 spoke for many when it ominously concluded, “This riot is a
manifestation of the proletariat, which here repeats on a smaller scale scenes which
we have long leatned to expect from other countries.”*> Relief measures for the weav-
ers were necessary, said the same paper in its 18 June issue; the government should
not stand in the way of the “necessary struggle against the rising proletariat. "26 Wer-
ner Conze has called the Silesian uprising the highpoint of the spreading unrest of the
1840s that gave witness to contemporaries that Germany now suffered from the terri-
ble English disease, “pauperism.” What was to prevent the country from falling vic-
tim to the even worse French affliction, revolution? The new resonances added to the
old term “proletariat” in these years summed up the anxieties of German public opin-
ion.”” Population growth was causing widespread unemployment; excess country
youths were flooding the towns; early marriage, idleness, crime, and drink were
everywhere. The old orderly society of estates was breaking down. But the Silesian in-
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cident was particularly frightening because it brought to public attention a large
population of normally orderly, hardworking people who had stayed in the country
working fourteen-hour days, managing their affairs with care, and who still fell into
extreme poverty.”

Certain high government officials in Breslau tried to blame the troubles in Silesia
on the press; its seems that several investigative pieces had appeared on the spreading
misery in the weaving districts before the uprising occurred. But (again the Kolnische
Zeftung) “hunger can neither be excited nor satisfied by mere words.”” Wilhelm
Wolff saw the same basic motive behind the disturbance. He noted that when weav-
ers besieged the warehouse of F. W. Fellmann in Peterswaldau on the first day of
trouble, Fellmann was able to save his property by offering the crowd money and
bread and butter: “A piece of bread and a four-groschen coin were enough to hold at
bay the rage of those driven forward by hunger and vengeance!"** However complex
the nature of the problem or of its solution, the motive of the weavers was widely
deemed to be painfully simple, their predicament woefully clear. A rootless wage-
earning proletariat was in formation, and its wages were too low. Without higher
earnings, many weavers could not be expected to survive. “In any civilized land in
our part of the world, there is a certain minimum of needs for each human being,”
said Alexander Schneer, a Breslau official and author of the most important of these
investigations, “and when these needs are not met, real destitution and misery are at
hand.”*' Schneer associated this minimum with the standard of consumption of pris-
oners in Prussian houses of correction. “More than a small number of the inhabitants
of the province that is called the pearl in the Prussian crown {Silesia} live materially
far worse than those confined to our prisons.”*

Schneer’s concern with a precise definition of subsistence arose from his familiar-
ity with the investigative literature on poverty coming out of England and France.
He appeats to have looked upon Louis Villermé’s massive study of French textile
workers as a kind of model, although he found no easy way to transfer Villermé’s
methods to Silesia.*® Villermé had everywhere been concetned with average in-
comes and living standards.** In Silesia averages were meaningless because the com-
plex surviving feudal regime conferred a very different meaning on a given wage
level, depending on the exact number of feudal dues one owed. Schneer resorted to
providing specific examples. He gave the exact names and addresses of some twenty
families in several villages of the weaving district, providing a complete rundown
of incomes, dues, taxes, and consumption standards for each one.?* The level of mis-
ery was indeed impressive, although it appears that Schneer in his investigative
travels had asked village officials to show him the poorest families. Averages aside,
Schneer’s evidence of widespread impoverishment despite hard, unremitting work
at loom and reel was crushing, and the implications were frightening. The mis-
match between merchants’ profits and laborers’ wages was, Schneer concluded, “the
underlying ground of those woes from which our society suffers, the mischievous
cancer from which it sickens; it is likewise the most threatening feature of our

Y]
time.”?
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In Lancashire investigations of the proletariat were already an outmoded fashion
by the time of the Preston strike in 1853—54. (Engel’s famous Condition of the Work-
ing Class in England in 1844, written at the very time of the Silesian uprising, was
partly modeled on an already well-established literature on Lancashite factory towns
going back to the 1820s.)’” The Preston strike inspired no one with a need to investi-
gate further. In Silesia, however, Schneer’s tour of inspection in the spring of 1844
was an unprecedented affair and may well have played a role, as his enemies inti-
mated, in sparking a new self-consciousness among the weavers. Schneer visited over
fifty villages during May and was in the area of Peterswaldau only eight days before
the riots began, asking questions and visiting cottages.>® His imitation of investiga-
tive methods pioneered further west led him to a parallel conclusion: Unregulated
trade kept workers at the edge of subsistence.

Present-day historical evaluation of the Silesian uprising, although agteeing in
part with this contemporary consensus, would nonetheless modify it in a number of
important respects. The weavers’ action was a manifestation not so much of the rising
proletariat as of the contradictions involved in the peculiar “Prussian way” through
the transition from feudalism to capitalism. Helmut Bleiber’s study of Silesia in this
period rightly emphasizes (and carefully documents) the uneven character of the rela-
tion between feudal (that is, manorial) and capitalist relations there.’® According to
his thesis, the particular contradiction in which the weavers were caught is that they
were being treated both as serfs and as proletarians at the same time. This requires
some explanation.

Like other Prussian setfs the rural inhabitants of Silesia had been made petsonally
free in 1810, but their property holdings remained subject to most of the labor and
money dues that had previously attached to their persons. The edicts designed to al-
low for dissolution of these feudal dues through money payments or the ceding of
land to the lord had been much reduced in their application in Silesia. Feudal dues in
Silesia had slightly different forms and often different names from those common in
the other eastern provinces. Silesian Junkers argued successfully that the edicts did
not apply to these special forms, since they wete not mentioned in the texts of the
new laws.*® As in the rest of the east, thete was little capital available to the peasants
to help them buy their way out of feudal dues even where the law allowed it; the
amounts of money or land to be paid by the peasants in such buy-outs were set in the
first instance in local courts whose judges wete picked by the local Junker. Appeals
were handled by officials easily subject to Junker influence. In law, buy-outs were
supposed to require ceding no more than half the land; but in practice, a piece of land
in Silesia that had ben fully freed of feudal dues sold for as much as ten times the
price it would have fetched before being freed.*'

The inhabitants of Silesia in 1844 were in a social position in some respects compa-
rable to that of French peasants on the eve of the Revolution. Personally free, they
found their plots of land burdened with, in practice, unredeemable feudal dues pay-
able in money, in kind, or in labor. In general these were much heavier than the
French equivalents had been, however. Personal freedom since 1807 and the spread
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of protoindustrialization had encouraged early marriage, rapid population growth,
and the subdivision of plots. Most of the weavers belonged to the rapidly growing
feudal categories known as Hiusler and Einlieger.*” A Hausler “owned” a house and
small garden (up to an acte, often much smaller) on which money and service dues
were owed the lord. Einlieger “rented” their cottages but still owed certain feudal
money dues and, like everyone else, paid stiff regressive state and local taxes. Feudal
dues came in an extraordinaty variety of forms, including the basic Handdienstrage,
manual labor days; Jagdgeld, a money due to keep the lord from hunting on one’s
plot; Spinngeld, a money due for using a spinning wheel; Weberzins, a money due for
using a loom; and Schuszgeld, a money due to compensate the lord for costs in case one
were arrested and imprisoned at his expense. Laudemium (the equivalent of the French
Jods et ventes) was a 10 percent levy on any land transaction whether or not the land
had been freed of other dues through a buy-out; Grandzins (the equivalent of the
French cens) was a money due payable yearly on all land within the estate, owned or
rented (again, whether or not it was free of other dues). These were the most common
feudal dues, but there were many others. Bleiber provides colorful lists of such dues,
most named for agricultural tasks once performed by serfs that had been commuted
to money payments. (He also provides long lists of old use rights that were under
attack, most important being the right to glean wood from the lord’s forests in the
winter.)*” These dues all applied somewhere, some applied almost everywhere, none
applied everywhere. Therefore, as already mentioned, it is impossible to make genet-
alizations about average burdens; in any village amounts due would vary considet-
ably from house to house.

Population growth in the weaving districts ensured that land for garden plots be-
came increasingly rare; for many, feudal dues and all other expenses and needs had to
be met out of income from weaving. When the linen industry hit hard times in the
1840s, therefore, and the potato ctop began to suffer from a new blight, thousands of
weavers —in an uneven and spotty manner —began to fall into the worst destitution.
According to one estimate, cutrent income for even the well-provided Hausler weav-
ing family was only three times the sum required to meet feudal dues and taxes.*
These obligations wete fixed, moreover, so the slightest downward pressure on in-
come was felt disproportionately in the funds available for subsistence. Obviously, by
the summer of 1844 some weavers could no longer even meet their dues and taxes
from current income, much less subsist —but how many were in this predicament is
virtually impossible to know because of the patchwork character of the surviving
manorial regime.

Therefore the Silesian weavers could not be considered a proletariat in the strict
sense of an industrial wage-earning class reduced by job competition to a subsistence-
level wage. In Silesia a subsistence-level wage would have been markedly different for
each household. In addition, competition for jobs was muted by immobility. In law
inhabitants had been free to move since the abolition of serfdom; in practice debts to
shopkeepers, bakers, innkeepers, and merchant-manufacturers impeded movement.
Those Hiusler who still clung to half-acre gardens could not afford to leave. In addi-
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tion, Junkers contrived to impede mobility by demanding certificates of morality
from anyone who moved to a new estate. For a Junker to prevent someone from leav-
ing his own estate, therefore, he had only to deny him such a certificate. Several ob-
servers remarked that Silesian weavers, in any case, seldom knew what was going on
in the next valley, not to speak of employment opportunities in Breslau or Berlin.*
There was no labor market in this still-feudal society and no price-clearing mecha-
nism for setting wages. Many wages, as Schneer shows, were well below the level of
subsistence (however defined) in the spring of 1844. Some weavers made use of their
gardens, some turned to field work (those strong enough to do it), a few got help
from the village relief fund, others starved.

Bleiber and other East German historians have rightly emphasized the special fea-
tures of the Prussian transition from feudalism to capitalism.*® Feudal, or manorial,
dues continued to be payable throughout the eastern provinces even as the population
shifted to industrial and wage labor for its principal source of income, and even as the
Junkers turned to sophisticated new farming techniques to maximize yields on their
demesnes. It is indeed odd when viewed from a Western European perspective that
these specific feudal and capitalist social features should have coexisted side by side
for fifty years into the nineteenth century. But there is nothing odd in general about
the coexistence of “feudal” and “capitalist” elements; they could be found together in
various mixes at various times and places throughout medieval and early modern Eu-
rope. Their peculiar coexistence in France is central to Barrington Moore’s interpreta-
tion of the Revolution, for example. What was unusual about Prussia was the specific
mix: The advance of capitalist rationality among Junker farmers and the spread of
wage labor and domestic industry among the poor appear strange alongside the con-
tinuation of direct expropriation of both labor and money through manorial dues.

The weavers of the swollen manufacturing villages of Peterswaldau (with about
six thousand inhabitants) and Langenbielau (with roughly twelve thousand) were
caught between the scissors of a wage declining because of competition in interna-
tional trade and fixed feudal dues still owing to their former overlords (in spite of
their de jure personal freedom). They responded with an unpremeditated collective
outburst.

No historian would argue today, as did the Ko/nische Zeitung and Wilhelm Wolff,
that the weavers were moved purely by hunger. Social history is beyond the point of
seeing any collective action as blind or random.*” The weavers methodically de-
stroyed the wares, account books, and expensive furnishings of the parvens merchant-
manufacturers. They did not attack bread shops or do violence to persons; their inter-
ests were highly selective, their efforts well focused and coordinated. They were
respectful, even submissive, to all officials who addressed them. At the same time, in
order to get at the house of Dierig and Sons in Langenbielau and to wreak their no-
tion of justice upon it, the weavers braved the fire of Prussian troops, suffering heavy
casualties. They drove the armed soldiers off with stones. This was obviously a pre-
political movement; an almost biblical sense of justice spurred the crowds forward.
Like the peasant uprisings of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, or the food ri-
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ots of the eighteenth century, this weaver uprising had nothing in common with
modern, politically conscious popular action of the kind so well represented by the
Preston strike. It lay at the opposite pole from the rational, self-interested, deliberate
withholding of labor engaged in by Preston mill operatives nine years later. Or so the
standard wisdom on the history of popular political action would have it.**

Lancashire was in a modernized industrial society; the Preston strike reflected its
individualistic, market-oriented structure. Silesia was in the first throes of a pain-
ful, hesitant transition from feudalism to modernity; the weavers’ uprising broke
out at the fault line where modern market pressures came into conflict with the
old, feudal modes of exaction and standards of reciprocity. The merchant-manufac-
turers were doubtless attacked rather than the Junkers precisely because they
readily lowered wages to starvation levels during a business downturn without the
slightest paternalistic compunction, without any admixture of noble concern for
the villeins’ well-being. They symbolized modernity in a still-feudal social order.
The strong reaction of public opinion to events in Silesia was therefore justified.
These events were a sign of the times and an ominous precursor of the revolution
that came four years later. Histories of Germany in this period almost inevitably
mention Silesia in this context.”

Both the Preston strike and the Silesian riots served as the subject of well-known
literary works. Preston provided the background for Dickens's Hard Times, Silesia
the setting for Gerhart Hauptmann's The Weavers. Here as well the differences be-
tween the two events carry through. Dickens’s broad and brilliant caricature of politi-
cal economy and of the society that it spawned in the industrial North has only the
loosest relationship with events in Preston. Few have ever felt the need to investigate
the strike closely in order to come to a better understanding of the novel. Dickens’s
object was a whole social and political order; he spent barely forty-eight hours in
Preston before writing it.>** Hauptmann’s 1893 play, however, aspires to be a genu-
ine historical reconstruction. In recent years it has twice been republished along with
extensive collections of original documents because study of the documents greatly
enhances one’s understanding of the multitude of facts and allusions that Hauptmann
incorporated into the play.>* Of course, he too aimed to indict a whole social order,
that of his own Wilhelmine Germany; but since censorship continued there,
Hauptmann hoped to evade it by sticking to the facts of a real historical incident
whose implications no one could ignore.

As one contemporary review of Hauptmann’s play remarked, “The author claims
that his drama takes place in the 1840s in the location of the Eulengebirge. He is in
error. It takes place —overlooking a few details—in the year 1890.”>* Hauptmann’s
depiction of the subjection of weavers to the power of the merchant-manufacturers
had in fact too many obvious contemporary teferences to escape notice. Performance
of the play was, after a celebrated court battle, outlawed. The different manners in
which Dickens and Hauptmann went about using these two events reflect not only
the impact of censorship, however. They reflect as well the very different places the
two events held in the history of the respective countries. Preston’s was a typical
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strike, part of a “blank” landscape, to which a novelist could turn—at random, as it
were —for inspiration in creating his own characteristic portrait of a world. Silesia’s
was a signal event that could not be approached without the deepest respect for the
documents; the slightest distortion would invite attack or incite misunderstanding.
(It is a measure of Hauptmann's achievement that his play now virtually overshadows
the event itself.)

On whatever level one looks —the material, the commercial, the social, the politi-
cal, the cultural, or even the literary —the vivid contrasts between Peterswaldau and
Preston stand out. Apatt from their common dependence on international trade in
textile goods (on which more will be said later), what do these two events have in
common? Any conventional social historical account would put these two episodes of
protest at opposite ends of the long and difficult road from premodern to fully mod-
ern social conflict. Silesia had barely begun the trek; Preston had finished it.

HONOR AND THE AVERAGE WAGE IN PRESTON

However, the facts may be construed in a different manner. Doing so makes it possi-
ble to tell a tale about the transition from premodetn to industrial society quite differ-
ent from the versions that are commonly told. By looking at the subtle interplay be-
tween coercion and exchange asymmetries, both monetary and nonmonetary, in
these two regions it is possible to appreciate that the diffefences separating them
were less marked than is normally imagined. For Preston, Dutton and King’s superb
narrative carefully brings out those elements of the struggle that bore little or no rela-
tionship to the expectations of political economy. Their constant attention to the po-
litical facets of the strike makes it a simple matter to reinterpret this event according
to the argument of the present study.

Prevailing wages in Preston in 1853 were said to be low for Lancashire, 20 pet-
cent below the benchmark Oldham wage level.>* This differential was of long stand-
ing. Dutton and King came across several explanations for it in the records: Preston’s
location was one: “Situated on the edge of the Fylde, Lancashire’s main agricultural
district, local manufacturers were provided with an abundant supply of cheap labor
which kept wages down.”** Elsewhere low wages were blamed on the character of the
mill owners: * “The cotton lords of Preston,’ said Ashton Chartist Alexander Chal-
lenger in 1842, ‘are the greatest tyrants in the country. It is well known that they
grind their workmen down more than any other persons, getting their work done
cheaper.’ ” Others blamed the “docility and willingness to tolerate low pay” of the op-
eratives; indeed, Dutton and King conclude that the Preston operatives’ “shameful
reputation” for accepting low pay “exerted a significant influence” on their decision
to strike in 1853.%

Stockport, another Lancashire mill town with a reputation for low wages, had
struck successfully fot a 10 percent increase in the summer of 1853. This was the im-
mediate spur to Preston. At Stockport, too, shame was a central theme at the meet-
ing where the decision to strike was made. Trade was flourishing, it was said;
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Stockport wages were 10 to 15 percent behind those of other towns. “At present the
position of Stockport has retarded the advance of other towns,” said one speaker. An-
other went further; Stockport had “stained itself among the list of manufacturing
towns because it was paying the lowest rate of wages.” At the meeting Stockport
weavers agreed to “throw off the stain of reproach” by pushing for wage increases.*®
Within a few weeks they had won their demands. Preston operatives similarly, when
they went on strike, adopted a slogan redolent with notions of honor and of valiant
combat: “Ten Percent and No Surrender!” was their battle cry. Faced with the threat
of a general lockout, the weavers heard their principal leader, George Cowell, tell
them on 22 September that they would fight despite reports that “the workpeople of
Preston are more chicken-hearted, more humble and docile, more flexible to the
wishes of their masters than the workpeople of any other district.” No longer would
anyone be able to say that they were “the most rotten portion of the operative commu-
nity.”” It appears that some notion of collective honor was at work in Lancashire
towns and that this notion was firmly attached to the idea of not letting oneself be
cheated in the marketplace. Lancashire operatives felt a duty to their fellows to get all
they could for themselves.

That town honor was an important issue suggests as well that labor may have been
less than perfectly mobile in the Lancashire market. Preston’s wages could not have
been significantly lower than other towns’ for a long period unless many people
tended to stay in a particular town for life. How else could Preston’s position near a
farming region have been an advantage? Lancashire is not large; from Blackpool in
the north to Manchester in the south is no more than thirty miles, a two-day walk on
foot. Michael Anderson reports that most migration in Lancashire in that period
“was of short distance only,” even though twenty-mile walks in a day were readily un-
dertaken for purposes of visiting. He found that 69 percent of Preston inhabitants in
1851 were born within ten miles of Preston. Only 12 percent were migrants from
other Lancashire towns, a figure that Anderson interprets as resulting from extremely
painful moves in search of work during depressions in the cotton trade. In other
words, people did not move from town to town in good times looking for better
wages because local kin and friendship networks were too important to survival .*® La-
borers moved so infrequently that 20 percent wage differentials could be sustained be-
tween communities no more than an hour or two from each other by train. Even in
1853 Preston operatives did not demand Oldham rates, only a 10 percent increase
over their own rates, up to a level still below those of many much-closer towns,
among them Blackburn, only six miles to the east. Rather than moving to a new
town (moving the supply to the demand), they were willing to stay out of work for
seven months, living on meager strike benefits, to win an increase that the next shift
in the winds of trade might take back. (In effect, the next shifc occurred before the
strike was over.)

Perhaps these interurban wage differences could be accounted for by cost-of-living
differences? If so, the operatives, their leaders, the mill owners, and the press were all
completely blinded by money wages; even the strike’s most determined opponents,
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whose learned arguments based on political economy appeared daily in the newspa-
pers, failed to mention cost-of-living differences as a cause of wage differences.
Preston mill owners explained the wage differences by citing the variety of machinery
and production methods used in the industry — without explaining what relevance
these things should have to the price of labor.* It is easy to guess why the owners
were sidetracked into discussing equipment when trying to account for wage
differentials. All adult male wages in Lancashire were paid on a piece-rate basis; the
exact nature of the machinery therefore had a direct effect on the operatives’ ability to
earn money, as did anything that influenced their day-to-day performance. Recent in-
vestigations of these factors show that output was anything but predictable; earnings
probably varied widely—30 percent or more—from one operative to the next and
from one week to the next.* The whole discussion of townwide averages was highly
abstract for the individual operative. His situation may not have been so very differ-
ent in this respect from that of the Silesian weaver subject to feudal dues. The impor-
tance of averages in Lancashire was that they made it possible to construct an esti-
mate of the market price of labor—an item deemed to be of the highest significance
by all, because theory said it was. The idea of the average wage was well suited to
serve as a barometer of collective honor and shame in a society that granted such high
prestige to the concept of the free market. Lancashire activists were well aware, in the
aftermath of the defeat of Chartism, that the appeal of an issue like average wage
level arose in no small degree from its apparently concrete, here-and-now character in
contrast to the vast and vague hopes that had been attached to the People’s Charter in
the 1830s and 1840s. The strategy of making the town average wage into a point of
honor proved capable of bridging the gap between the lived experience of workplace
discipline and the prevailing doctrines of the liberal illusion. Fighting over wages
could not be construed as a threat to the established order, yet it allowed a response
to that sense of submission and shame which factory life generated. A space was dis-
covered within which struggle was possible for concrete realizable goals that did not
immediately provoke coercive state intervention.

The wage demand was nothing more than a shrewdly chosen pretext for fighting
over deeper issues. QOstentatious market maneuvers made during the strike were
likewise little more than elaborate bluffs. Although the strike committees offered
to pay transportation for anyone leaving town during the strike, there were appar-
ently too few takers to have any effect on the situation.® Dutton and King remain
uncertain about the real purpose of the emigration offer: “Was it simply a tactical
ploy designed to frighten the masters (in which it evidently succeeded)? . . . Or
did it imply an unspoken belief that wages were after all dependent on supply and
demand . . . ? . . . Perhaps [the weavers’ delegates} themselves did not know.”*
The mill owners’ efforts to bring in new laborers from outside the town were also
rather unsuccessful —unless of course they, too, were only trying to frighten their
striking employees. When the lockout was lifted in early February, almost no one
returned to work; it was at that point that some firms began recruiting outside
Preston, first in Manchester, then in Belfast, where 141 were hired out of the work-
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house about the first of March. Workhouses in Yorkshire and Bradford were soon
being scoured for candidates. The Preston Guardian predicted that “such unfortu-
nates” would not be much good to their new masters.* The prediction was an accu-
rate one:

Birly Brothers sent a batch of hands back to Hull because they were (presumably
by accident) damaging the machinery. There were reports of a strike at
Horrockses of Irish knobsticks {strikebreakers] dissatisfied with the food pro-
vided for them. Richard Eccles had to dismiss two girls, said to be “abandoned
characters” from Wapping, for their “wanton conduct in the mill,” while
wretched Richard Threlfall was forced by the magistrates to repatriate an Irish
woman sacked when the remainder of his hands refused to work with her.

By the middle of March most of the mills remained closed.® The masters did not suc-
ceed in breaking the strike until local laborers began coming back to the mills.

There is considerable evidence, in other words, that market maneuvers in
Preston were taken not for their own sake but only as gestures that were part of a
larger code of combat. Demanding a wage increase was a point of honor, financing
emigration a ploy, bringing strikebreakers from out of town a counterploy. Dutton
and King do not believe that the strike was actually about wages at all; and they
have an abundance of explicit statements to back this view from central actors on
both sides of the conflict. Thirty-five firms signed a manifesto on 15 September an-
nouncing their intention to lock out the operatives one month hence if they did not
give up their wage demands. The reason cited was the “spirit of tyranny and dicta-
tion” that inspired the operatives’ leaders, who were “a designing and irresponsible
body” of outsiders determined to foster “a feeling of dissatisfaction and estrange-
ment” among the operatives. These outsiders, “having no connection with this
town, nor settled position anywhere,” wished to “arrogate to themselves the right
to determine, and dictate to the operatives the means of enforcing conditions under
which they shall be PERMITTED to labor.”® To these charges George Cowell,
principal leader of the weavers’ committee (and a native of Preston), replied that
trade was prosperous and that therefore “the masters have no excuse for resisting,
save that they are not going to be beaten by the weavers. This is the whole of their
argument, and it is now a struggle between Capital and Labor.”® Mortimer Grim-
shaw, the only prominent out-of-towner on the operatives’ side, a former weaver
(whom no one would now hire) and well-known Lancashire orator, riposted in
March in a speech to several thousand strikers:

We have no desire whatever to manage or control the affairs of the employers.
All we want is the right to live by our labor, to be paid that which is our due, to
enter the mills free men and women, so long as we are prepared to do our duty as
work people. What we claim is the right to be masters of ourselves, to resist all
petty tyranny and oppression, to hold the right of private judgment, and to
speak the free sentiment of our minds. And so far we intend to be masters.*’

Cheering interrupted Grimshaw at this point.

178



Challenging one’s master

Throughout the strike both sides insisted that they were tesisting tyranny. The
workers, their leaders repeatedly told them, were “factory slaves” in a state of “Egyp-
tian bondage.”*® The masters regretted most of all the “alienation of . . . kindly sen-
timents of mutual regard” caused by “the ryranny and machinery of secret combina-
tion” of the operatives’ leaders.® Was all this merely the rhetorical bluster of a period
of crisis, from people whose eyes were really fixed on their pocketbooks? The ques-
tion of “mastership,” as Cowell called it, cannot be so easily dismissed.

Most of the forty-odd mill owners and their families lived within a few meters of
fashionable Winkley Square in the center of town; they met regularly at the Literary
and Philosophical Institution, the Winkley Club House, the Gentlemen’s News
Room, and the Theatre. In 1853 eighteen out of thirty-six town councillors were
mill owners, as were five of twelve aldermen, eleven of nineteen magistrates, and
four justices of the peace; so too were twelve of the eighteen mayors who served be-
tween 1836 and 1853.7° In Silesia Junkers were given control of the police and local
courts by law; in Preston the same effect was achieved informally by common accord
without the intervention of central government. Mill ownership all by itself con-
ferred sufficient political power to ensure a near monopoly of important offices. After
all, other enfranchised property owners depended on the goodwill of mill owners for
their own hopes of business success and admired them as examples of what success
looked like. A rough ranking of persons in prestige and honor closely matched the
ranking of firms by size. It was considered odd, for example, that the greatest mill
owner of all, Thomas Miller, had never served as mayor. He was offered the post in
1845 but declined it. The following year he indicated a willingness to accept but was
passed over for someone else; deeply offended, he swore never to take the job and
stuck to his word, refusing a number of subsequent offers.” Miller was evidently
used to getting his way. Even without office, he had great influence. After the strike
certain strike leaders under indictments of conspiracy turned to him (not to the mag-
istrates or the mayor) to have the charges dropped. And he arranged it within a few
hours.” What Prussian Junker could have asked for more? Or what French seigneur
of the ancien régime, for that matter?

Inside the mills the owners’ power was both palpable and direct. When Grim-
shaw said that operatives wished to “hold the right of private judgment and to speak
the free sentiments of our own minds,” he was not inventing false issues. From the
very first moment that a strike proposal was broached in the town, plans were also
made to provide for those who would certainly be blacklisted during the conflict.
Leaders were to be chosen, as much as possible, among persons not currently em-
ployed (hence the owners’ charge that they were outsiders). A project was also
launched to find money for a cooperative mill; one or two other such cooperatives full
of blacklisted workers existed, but in the end sufficient sources of capital wete not
found in Preston.”® Dutton and King speculate that the emigration fund was par-
tially intended to make up for the failure of the cooperative project. They have, in ad-
dition, been able to confirm that Preston mill owners sectetly established a blacklist-
ing procedure in the summer of 1853, when the first signs of trouble appeared. This
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was common Lancashire practice. Before the lockout began at least three delegates
were dismissed and two operatives collecting money for the strike fund were arrested
for “begging” at Horrockses and Miller (the largest Preston mill, wholly owned by
Thomas Miller). After the strike at least five hundred operatives were not rehired,
doubtless not simply for want of “demand.”” No relief fund was available then to
help them. By June, however, once the operatives had been thoroughly overpowered,
the owners eased their stance. It was then that Miller agreed to have conspiracy
charges against the strike leaders dropped; he also announced a 5 petcent wage in-
crease —as if to demonstrate to his workers that sheepishness would go further with
him than independence and to prove simultaneously that the price of labor was sub-
ject to the unpredictable fluctuation of supply and demand. When Miller informed
the former leaders of his employees that conspiracy chatges had indeed been dropped,
he “complimented them on the good feeling which now prevailed between masters
and men.”””> Doubtless no one in Preston dared at that point to “speak the free senti-
ments of our minds” in response to such a view; but there can be little doubt that
many minds hid sentiments that could not be described as “good feeling.”

Dutton and King have presented abundant evidence that the strike was a struggle
for honor and independence against a powerful and overbearing set of mill owners.
What they say of the peculiar position of women within this conflict confirms, as
well, that workplace honor was a masculine issue, one in which women were ex-
pected to feel a vicarious involvement only. Although women represented a strong
majority of those on strike, over two-thirds, there were no women in leadership
roles, and women rately spoke up at meetings or worked to collect money. One excep-
tion was Margaret Fletcher, who told the strikers in November 1853 that “it is a dis-
grace to an Englishman to allow his wife to go out to work.” That women worked at
all was made into an issue of male honot. Women struck, according to Mrs. Fletcher,
to raise their husbands’ wages.”®

Those already familiar with large strikes of the nineteenth century may not find
any of these details particularly surprising. But this in itself is extremely significant.
It is instructive to compate the Preston strike to a free bargain as it is struck in an
open market with full information. Traders on the floor of a commodity exchange,
for example, do not waste time making speeches to each other about honor, tyranny,
personal freedom, or “kindly sentiments of mutual regard.” Deals are closed or re-
fused on the basis of the exchange of a few proposed numbers, an operation that can
be accomplished in seconds in a noisy hall with no more than a few simple hand ges-
tures. Obviously this is not how labor services were traded in Lancashite, however
“modernized” it may have been by 1853. Instead, mill owners, because of their own-
ership of extensive capital, were able to look with indifference on the outcome of any
particular deal struck with a propertyless laborer. However good the laborer was with
a power loom or a mule jenny, he could be fired forthwith if he breathed a word
against his “mastet” or in favor of a strike. If he chose to refuse a wage offered him,
however reasonable his counteroffer, he could be dispensed with easily and pain-
lessly. The labotrer might endure hatdship as a result, but the mill owner’s comfort-
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able home in Winkley Square would not disappear. The laborer, with his pressing
need to get and quickly spend money, was constrained to trade off not just labor but
personal autonomy.

In the prevailing ideology of nineteenth-century England, owners and laborers
alike were supposedly free individuals who had many of the same freedoms and
rights: freedom of speech and of religion, freedom from arbitrary arrest, the right to
trial by a jury of one’s peers, the right to dispose of self and property without limit.
But this list of rights did not generate an internally consistent social order; and con-~
flict was bound to break out at the points of contradiction. Laborers were bound to
see the owners as infringing on their rights and vice versa. Moreover, the laborers
were correct; the property rights of the owners did in fact give them the opportunity
to achieve, by the judicious use of police-style disciplinary strategies, the subjuga-
tion of a whole working community to their will; to exact the expression of “good
feeling” from persons whose genuine sentiments were quite different; to prevent or in-
hibit untrammeled reflection (for it is very difficult to act one way and to feel another
forever). Because common laborers were aware that they enjoyed extensive paper free-
doms and because police-style use of the power to fine or dismiss was somewhat less
daunting than direct police violence, it was highly likely that the mill owner’s hege-
mony would meet with serious challenges from time to time. But it was also highly
unlikely that purely local challenges would achieve any measure of success apart from
memorializing the laborers’ plight. “Tyranny” is as good a wotd as any for this state
of affairs, so long as one recognizes that mill owners were themselves hardly free of
constraint. The established practices that developed at the interface between interna-
tional markets and local working populations during the industrial revolution in Lan-
cashire imposed a desire for personal authority on mill owners. They had to pursue it
with the zeal, and often, as in 1853—54, at the heavy cost, that accompanied their
pursuit of technical proficiency in production.

LAWLESSNESS AND ASYMMETRY IN SILESIA

In Lancashire monetary exchange asymmetries prevailed in the mills, creating the
conditions necessary for a police-style discipline that compelled large groups of la-
borer households to offer deference and obedience to the mill owners. Under the
yoke of this discipline certain adult males became fractious at times; even in submis-
sion many felt the pain of unforgivable slights from day to day and unforgettable
past defeats. Laborers found particularly injurious the de facto absence of freedom
of speech at the workplace, a freedom that they learned to prize as distinctively En-
glish from a hundred sources, a freedom that the state guaranteed in theory. State
coercion, however, had only to preserve property rights and to punish breach of con-
tract to ensure that, a few episodes of trouble aside, calm submission to this lack of
freedom persisted.

In Silesia monetary exchange asymmetries played a much less prominent role in
determining the fates of those who worked for others. They operated in tandem with
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other forms of asymmetrical relationship, and with far more pervasive recourse to vio-
lence, to ensure submission from the vast majority. Junkers, besides collecting
numerous money and service dues, had direct police powers over their estates’ inhabit-
ants and large control of the courts of the first instance as well. Displeasing the mas-
ter meant not mere dismissal (as in Preston) but unfavorable court rulings on prop-
erty matters, systematic harassment, even a public whipping or imprisonment. After
1807 Junkers also managed their demesnes increasingly along capitalist lines, seek-
ing maximum return on cash-crop farming through technical experimentation and
flexibility in response to shifts in demand. Some movement toward the abolition of la-
bor dues and increased dependence on hired hands came as a result of Junker prefer-
ence for the greater flexibility of wage labor, a preference that resulted from their
keen pursuit of marketplace success.”” To a certain number of inhabitants of his es-
tate, therefore, the Junker stood in the relationship of employer; these included not
just farmhands (permanent or seasonal) but also estate agents, stewards, and police of-
ficers, as well as the judge of the manorial court. To others he stood in the relation-
ship of landlord; these included the Einlieger already mentioned, who rented house-
hold and garden. To both Einlieger and all the rest of the inhabitants he stood in the
relation of manorial lord with the right to collect diverse manorial or feudal dues. To
all inhabitants without distinction he stood in the relation of controller of police
power without appeal and —because he chose and paid the manorial court judge—in
the relationship of de facto judge and jury in all civil and many criminal cases. The
Junker role was, finally, available to anyone, noble or nouveau riche, who could col-
lect the money or credit necessary to buy a Junker estate at current prices.”

The Silesian estate in the 1840s was therefore very much a hybrid institution, part
feudal, part capitalist, as has often been said. But this judgment is admissible only so
long as one holds in mind that Lancashire spinning mills were also hybrid institu-
tions in their own way, not entirely creatures of the market, little focuses of intensely
exercised political control that survived by selling goods at competitive prices. A
“capitalist” mill of Lancashire might be compared to a football game in which the
two teams, laborers and employers, fought it out on their own, with the agents of the
state looking on from the sidelines. If the ball came too close to the employer’s goal,
however, the state stood ready to intervene and make sure the right side won. In
Silesia the state’s agents were already on the field from the beginning of the game;
they were identical with the employer’s team. These special rules made for a game
with a very different flavor, albeit one in which the ultimate outcome was no less as-
sured from the beginning.

Nor did the Junker estate of Silesia (or anywhere else in the Prussian east) suffer
from any undue instability as a result of its hybrid character. It was changing, and do-
ing so in response to both internal and external pressures. But whether it was going
through a fundamental transformation or merely adapting successfully to circum-
stance is a question not easy to resolve. Hans Rosenberg’s seminal essay on east Prus-
sian estates showed how they preserved elements of their hybrid character right down
to the 1920s.” This hybrid character had been evident at least since the 1760s, when
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the grain and land markets began their long boom; or, if one follows Hanna Schissler
or Peter Kriedte, it had been evident since at least the sixteenth century, because it
was the international grain trade through the entrepdt of Amsterdam that made possi-
ble the recrudescence of Prussian serfdom in the first place.®

A fundamental “transition” that lasts two to four centuries and that is already in
operation from the moment the status quo ante is first established can legitimately
be mistaken for remarkable stability and vigor. The Silesian estate of the 1840s was,
it appears, one of those perfectly sensible institutions of the kind that had flourished
for equally long centuries in the French ancien régime. The ingredients were there in
different proportions, but the characteristic —to us, incongruous — mix of political, ju-
ridical, and contractual forms was the same. [t was perfectly sensible, for example,
for the Junker to have great influence over the manorial judge through a peculiar
kind of monetary exchange asymmetry and then, through the judge, to exercise con-
siderable control over all judicial matters. By law the estate-court judge had to be a
trained jurist; once chosen, he had life tenure; his salary, however, was paid person-
ally by the Junker. These judgeships were usually given to Justiziars who lived in
nearby towns and who held many such posts at once, so as to piece together a decent
living out of the meager wages and fees. The judge was present on the estate only for
court day, stayed as a guest in the home of the lord who hired him and who paid his
wage, ate at the lord’s table, and judged matters in which the lord was often one of
the parties.”” In this way the law provided a semblance of independence and expertise
to judicial institutions while ensuring that they were really under the Junkers’ con-
trol.

It was particularly sensible for the Junkers not to fear loss of personal authority as
they shifted increasingly to dependence on wage labor, as opposed to feudal labor
dues, in a period of demographic expansion and widespread underemployment.
Bleiber quotes the following statement of one wage-earning farmhand from this pe-
riod who chafed under the Junker’s rigid discipline, a very rare bit of direct testi-
mony: “Don’t come here, we have enough people! What can a poor man do? Either
he must make himself content with such treatment or, if he quits his job, he risks
ending up lying in the road. " Fear of dismissal served just as effectively as fear of di-
rect violence to ensure obedience.

It was equally sensible for the Junkers’ various wage-earning servants to be often
so zealous in their carrying out of his will that not even the faintest resemblance re-
mained between their activities and the actual provisions of Prussian law. Many peas-
ants were forced, for example, to continue seeking permission to marry and to con-
tinue paying the inheritance dues and other fees owed by hereditary serfs long after
these had been abolished by reform legislation.®> Max Ring, a doctor who practiced
in Silesia before 1848, called the peasants “white slaves”; he told of incidents in
which death had followed the infliction of corporal punishment on a villager without
anyone raising a voice in protest. In the weaving village of Langenbielau, a Junker’s
policeman by the name of Meyer built a “whipping machine” that he prided himself
on keeping going all day long. He repressed the begging that spread there during the
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hungry forties by having beggars whipped “half dead.”® Eduard Pelz, the Breslau
bookseller who bought a farm in Upper Silesia in the early 1840s, was astonished by
the lawlessness he found in the countryside. In his writings he documented in detail
how the Junkers’ stewards and judges worked in tandem to dominate and systemati-
cally fleece villagers.™

That the Prussian estate never faced a decisive peasant rebellion of the kind that
swept away the French seigneurie in 1789 is probably owing to its greater retention
of instruments of direct control and of rights of direct expropriation in kind. Unlike
the French seigneurial jurisdictions, Junker police and court powers went virtually
unchallenged by the state; unlike most seigneurial dues, Prussian manorial dues were
never fully commuted to money payments; most inhabitants continued to work regu-
larly in the fields under the direct supervision of the Junket’s agents or even of the
Junker himself until such time as the dues were bought out. Nevertheless, the hun-
gry 1840s in Silesia were difficult years for Junker authority, in some respects not un-
like those of 1788—95 in France. This was especially true after the peasant uprising
against labor dues in neighboring Galicia in 1846 gave Silesians an example to emu-
late. But the beginning of trouble antedated this incident by several years. Lawless-
ness was a coin with two sides. The policeman Meyer, for example, was murdered by
an impoverished former Prussian officer whose children had been caught begging.
There were numetrous inexplicable fires of estate buildings and residences in the weav-
ing district in 1844. On many estates in this same period dues and taxes were falling
badly in arrears, not only because of sheer destitution. Poaching and pilferage, a way
of life in normal times, reached unprecedented levels in the mid-1840s; forest guards
reported that they were swamped by violators, most of whom were only exercising
their former common rights to glean woods from the forests.*® There is every indica-
tion that the social fabric was threatened in the mid-1840s by massive resistance,
most of it local, informal, and uncoordinated. Junker discipline, whether exercised
through monetary exchange asymmetries or through direct violence, had to be main-
tained through police-style strategies, just as did workplace discipline in Preston
mills. There remained to the peasants, if they acted sporadically, spontaneously, and
collectively, a significant margin in which to maneuver, however small by compari-
son with the situation of the Lancashire operatives.

One effect of Prussian legal reforms had been to make that margin slightly larger.
Eduard Pelz, for example, instituted numerous lawsuits against local Junkers and
their servants and began handing out free legal advice to peasants. Within months
his fame spread by word of mouth; literally hundreds of peasants streamed to his door
hoping to find out what the law really allowed or did not allow.®’ It was impossible
for so much reform legislation to have been promulgated in Potsdam without some
hint of it filtering through. In 1845, when the Silesian Landtag proposed a new law
making possible buy-outs of certain peculiar Silesian feudal dues, the Landtag urged
the king to act swiftly in the matter; the peasants would expect to hear word of the
new law’s promulgation soon. If they heard nothing, they would assume that the law
was being concealed from them by their betters. When the king did not act, there
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were in fact troubles in Upper Silesia. From Kreis Beuthen, in early 1846, villages
sent representatives to Berlin to find out what was happening; there were widespread
threats to stop paying all feudal dues. The peasants believed, said one official, “that
all those who can read conspire together with the lord and conceal from the peasants
the truth about the law.” That summer several villages in Kreis Waldenburg stopped
delivering their dues. They claimed that the Oktoberedikt (of 1807) had abolished
all dues, that this had been kept a secret from them for thirty-nine years, and that
they therefore owed nothing. A certain tailor who was said to have been making
speeches to them was arrested.®

A sign of the vigor of Silesian manorial institutions by comparison with French
seigneuries in the eighteenth century is the fact that Junkers were at that time still
able to invent and collect entirely new dues, whereas French seigneurial agents at
best had only revived old ones. The spread of rural textile production, for example,
gave rise to monetary fees paid by operators of spinning wheels and looms, the
Spinngeld and Weberzinsen mentioned previously. Junkers thereby acquired a di-
rect interest in the successful expansion of merchant-manufacturers’ operations on
their estates. It was perfectly sensible, therefore, for Junkers to tolerate merchant-
manufacturers’ efforts to use monetary exchange asymmetries as a means of disci-
plining spinners and weavers. The severity and arbitrariness of this new, indepen-
dent form of discipline, however, finally sparked revolt in the weaving districts in
1844. But why were the main incidents of revolt aimed exclusively at merchant-
manufacturers rather than at Junkers or their agents?

Exercising control over a putting-out operation presented special difficulties that
were not encountered either on a Junker estate or in a Lancashire mill.* No direct su-
pervision of the work was possible. The laborer had to be given full possession of the
raw materials during the time he worked them up. To prevent him from absconding
with them, Silesian merchant-manufacturers followed the common practice of extend-
ing materials on credit. In this way, even if the laborer sold the raw material while in
possession of it, he had nonetheless acknowledged a legally binding debt to the per-
son who originally supplied it to him. This gambit left the laborer legally free to sell
his finished product to someone else, so long as he paid off his debt to the original
suppliet. The one drawback to this strategy of control was that merchant-manufactur-
ers could easily find themselves in the painful position of having to compete against
each other in buying back finished goods. Such competition might prevent them
from paying prices to laborers that were low enough to ensure both hard work by the
laborer (to ensure a living wage) and comfortable profit margins in the international
market.

To obviate this danger Silesian merchant-manufacturers used several strategies.’
First of all, a price agreed upon in advance was always subject to revision when the
cloth was returned. A rigorous inspection could always reveal flaws and unevennesses
that justified lowering the final payment. If the weaver objected, he was told that he
could go elsewhere. To prevent him from actually trying to go elsewhere, some mer-
chant-manufacturers would write the proposed price directly on the weft as it was
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given to the weaver. By common accord, other merchants would refuse to pay a
higher price if the weaver offered his final cloth to them. He was forced to return it
to the merchant who had given him the weft and to accept whatever that merchant of-
fered. Some merchant-manufacturers would refuse to make offers on cloth until the
end of the day, so that it was impossible to seek an alternative offer without losing
part of the next day walking back to town. Finally, weavers were also offered ad-
vances on pay; once they were in debt they could be prevented from quitting or
switching to another merchant-manufacturer by a demand that they pay off all their
debts at once. In this way weavers were forced to accept whatever their merchants of-
fered, in spite of the fact that weavers owned their own tools and had control over the
raw material for significant stretches of time. All of these strategies turned on the
monetary exchange asymmetry inherent in dealings between large-scale merchants
and nearly propertyless weavers.

Whether Junkers admired the merchant-manufacturers’ business methods is not
known. It is certain, however, that the merchants admired the Junker way of life.
The more successful ones bought land and built lavish living quarters adjoining their
storerooms, making complexes very similar to the Hdfe of Junker estates. The mer-
chant-manufacturer Zwanziger of Peterswaldau, son of a weaver, was said to have
amassed a fortune of 230,000 Taler in thirty years (6o Taler per year was considered a
comfortable income for a family). He bought several estates in his own right and
built a “palace,” as the sources call it, in Peterswaldau, ostentatiously separate from
his two warehouses. Relatively few merchant-manufacturers could equal his success,
but those who approached his wealth spent it in the same way: on carriages, tutors
and governesses, clothes, land, and houses. They kept to their place. They did not
try actually to marry into the Junker caste, but they imitated it in detail. Dierig of
Langenbielau matried his daughter off with a hefty dowry to a local member of the
clergy; modest steps up were acceptable when properly paid for.**

The sources make much of the fact that the weavers watched the merchant-manu-
facturers becoming ever richer and more pretentious as they themselves were gener-
ally impoverished. What they do not say is that this was a palpable political transfor-
mation as well as an economic one. As the weavers became ever more dependent on
the large merchant-manufacturers, their new masters gradually took on the appear-
ances of their old ones. The political implications of this change were not lost on the
weavers themselves, as their actions in 1844 clearly show. Their minds not yet clut-
tered with the misleading abstractions of liberal thought, they had no difficulty un-
derstanding that they were engaged in a political dispute. Or rather, the problem of
distinguishing among political, economic, and religious issues simply did not arise
for them. This can be seen first of all in the song whose singing triggered the initial
riot; it had been printed up on a broadsheet, and the printed version has survived.>
It is entitled “Das Blutgericht” (“The Court of Blood”). In the first two stanzas the
merchant-manufacturet’s pay room is likened to a court and to a torture chamber.
“The Zwanzigers are executioners, the Dierigs their deputies.” They ate all “Satan’s
brood, hellish demons, who eat the poor and all they have.” Both religious and politi-
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cal imagery in the very first lines of the song make a clear statement about the char-
acter of the weavers’ relations with the merchant-manufacturers. Then the song turns
to the details of the pay procedure:

Kommt nun ein armer Weber an,
Die Arbeit wird besehen,

Findt sich der kleinste Fehler dran,
Wirds ihm gar schlecht ergehen.

Erhilt er dann den kargen Lohn,

Wird ihm noch abgezogen,

Zeige ihm die Thiir, und Spott und Hohn
Kommt ihm noch nachgeflogen.

Hier hilft kein Bitten und kein Flehn,
Umsonst ist alles klagen.

“Gefillts euch nicht, so konnt ihr gehn
Am Hungertuche nagen.”

(Now comes a poor weaver

To have his work inspected;

If there is the slightest flaw in it,
It’s too bad for the weaver.

When he receives his pitiful wage

Still more is then deducted {as payment against his debt].
He is shown to the door, and scorn and derision

Follow him out.

Entreaties, supplications are useless here;
All complaint is vain.

“If you don’t like it, you can go,

And gnaw on hungercloth.”)

“Es kostet Blut” (“The cost is blood”), the song sums up; it concludes by denouncing
the new liveried servants, the governesses, and the stately carriages of the merchant-
manufacturers. The song is in correct German, and follows an #fab thyme scheme
throughout, but it is often quite awkward in its attempt to stick to the proper form,
and it has little of poetic grace to recommend it. Despite an intensive police investiga-
tion, the author was never identified. What it expresses is not just dissatisfaction
over wages. The sense of grievance focuses on the moment of exchange, which is lik-
ened to a judicial procedure, to torture, to daemonic carnibalism. The weaver freely
offers deference, pleading and beseeching for a wage that accords with his minimum
needs. But humility counts for nothing with the merchant-manufacturer. There is at
least a suggestion in the song that weavers had heard merchant-manufacturers appeal-
ing to their mutual independence as buyers and sellers in order to counter any sugges-
tion that they owed the weavers some minimum remuneration. When challenged,
the merchant-manufacturer depicts himself as merely passing through prevailing
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prices; the disastrous state of the international linen trade in 1844 is not his doing. If
the weaver does not like the price offered for his cloth, let him take the cloth else-
where and sell it. Let him take the cloth home and eat it for dinner. The line “Am
Hungertuche nagen” makes reference to the weaver’s special vulnerability to mone-
tary exchange asymmetries. He has worked to make cloth but he cannot live on
cloth; to satisfy his diverse personal needs he must get cash from the merchant-manu-
facturer and quickly spend the cash again. Otherwise he will die. For the poor, “The
cost is blood.” Merchant-manufacturers welcomed the power this situation gave
them over weavers but accepted no responsibility along with that power. They accu-
mulated the symbols of high position but none of the engagement of leadership. Not
only was this a stark break with traditional expectation in Silesia, but it made of met-
chant-manufacturers the most conspicuous local target for resentment during the se-
vere slump.

The Junkers in the weaving villages were comparatively distant figures who,
rather than farming their own fields, rented cottages to weaving families and col-
lected spin money and loom money through paid agents rather than exacting direct
labor services. Thus a local Junker could pose as the upholder of the old rural order in
the aftermath of the weavers’ uprising, as a figure who understood mutual duty and
who saw social life itself as an affair of honor. The following pronouncement, issued
on the day after the outbreak of rioting, at least suggests how great a contrast existed
between traditional Junker claims to authority and the upstart merchant-manufactur-
ers’ claims of mutual independence and lack of responsibility:

1 find Bielau on my arrival in a state I never feared to see it in. If there is still a
spatk of your old love and attachment for your feudal lord in your hearts, if
any feeling for order and right still lives in you, I ask you, I adjure you, re-
nounce all criminal undertakings and return to that state which it was for so
long your fame to preserve. Do not believe that any interest other than your
welfare and the good name of your community leads me to make this request.
I cling to the conviction that, had some unhappy chance not taken me away
from you these last few days, scenes which have—I must say it—shamed you
perhaps would not have happened. Now having returned to you, I will try in
your midst amicably to restore order, which in any case will be upheld without
exception by force of arms. May God and your love support me therein. Count
von Sandreczky-Sandraschiitz.**

Here was a style of command to which the upstart merchant-manufacturers could not
aspire. Their imitation of Junker consumption patterns only underscored in the weav-
ers’ eyes the sharp difference between the old code of military honor and the new one
of counting-room trickery.

That both were forms of political domination it never occurred to the weavers to
question. When the weavers attacked the merchant-manufaceurers’ buildings they de-
stroyed everything with a remarkable thoroughness. Stocks of yarn and cloth, ledgers,
and debt registers were the first targets; furniture, dishes, carpets, and drapery were
next; finally the buildings’ rich embellishments —plaster walls, ornate banisters, even
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roof tiles —all were hacked to bits with axes. No fires were set, no persons attacked (ex-
cept while the troops were shooting). Crowds returned to Zwanziger's twice to con-
tinue the work of destruction long after the initial riot. Objects already broken were
subjected to further, purely gratuitous blows. An eyewitness described the damage at
H. H. Hilbert and Andretsky in Langenbielau as so extensive that furniture was barely
recognizable from the lictle pieces that were left behind. The weavers took away from
the merchant-manufacturers not just the instruments of commerce but also those
things by which they had sought to enhance their stature in society, all the parapherna-
lia of substance and authority that, in the weavers’ view, the merchants did not know
how to use or have any right to.

Although the differences between the forms of action used at Preston and
Peterswaldau are numerous and noteworthy, there is still one underlying similarity.
In both cases collective action was organized to avoid giving the opponent conspicu-
ous targets on which to train his disciplinary sights. In Preston this was done by
choosing leaders among those already unemployed. In Peterswaldau it was accom-
plished by pure unpremeditated spontaneity. Until the moment Zwanziger’s ser-
vants seized one weaver from the crowd outside his house, the action had not gone
beyond the level of an ominous prank. For Zwanziger to capture one participant at
random, however, was to throw down the gauntlet, to shift the terrain of confronta-
tion from that of charivari to that of the battlefield, a tetrain on which solidarity be-
comes a point of honor, on which the only safety for the individual lies in attaching
his fate to the fate of the group as a whole. The systematic attacks of the following
two days were organized in haste without much planning or forethought. All those
involved wete aware that reprisals would follow swiftly and that they had only a few
hours within which to act. The shape of the action therefore had to be extremely easy
to understand, as unambiguous and as suffused with meaning as possible. The attack
on account books and on items of consumption, the blindly courageous unarmed re-
sistance to Prussian troops, and the continued signs of deference to persons in author-
ity appear to be indications that weavers did not wish to make difficulties, that they
were only defending their honor, not shaming themselves. To risk death in such a
cause is acceptable.

Such a spontaneous, unpremeditated defense of honor is indeed an old, even an
archaic, form of social protest. It is not difficult to discover numerous parallels be-
tween the weavers’ actions and the attacks of French peasants on chateaux in 1789,
or the food riots that were so common a feature of eighteenth-century history, or
peasant revolts against the royal fisc in the seventeenth century.® One crucial fac-
tor in the similarity of all these actions was that the populations involved were sub-
ject to police-style discipline. They confronted repressive forces capable of crushing
individual resistance but insufficient to repress collective resistance. They con-
fronted tax collectors, grain dealers, seigneurial agents, or merchant-manufacturers
who were capable of exemplary harshness if allowed to deal with people one at a
time or in small groups but who were unable to oppose a united community. They
responded to situations in which such harsh discipline meted out on an individual
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basis had become not only unjust (injustice was routine) but degrading and sham-
ing, because of prevailing prices or tax rates or population growth. Discipline
broke down because pain meted out to the bodies of the poor no longer corre-
sponded to obedience or deference but grew without limit.

“Primitive” rebellions, as they have been called, when viewed in this light, are
not so different from the advanced, apparently rational and organized actions of in-
dustrial laborers like that in Preston in 1853—54. The greatest difference lies in the
formal separation within a liberal polity of the discipline of monetary exchange asym-
metries exercised by mill owners and the discipline of violence exercised by state offi-
cials. This formal separation, although it did not preclude close collaboration, at
least opened up a space, a public sphere within which laborers could peaceably assem-
ble, discuss plans, choose leaders (who were willing to be immediately fired from
their jobs), collect money. But the underlying grievances were still translated into af-
fairs of honor by the way in which police-style discipline was used and misused
against the poor. And the ultimate coordination of state violence with monetary disci-
pline in England as in Silesia left little doubt about the final outcome. (Even if
Preston laborers had won their wage increase, for example, how could they have de-
fended themselves against subsequent disciplinary campaigns to bring perceived
strike leaders to their knees?) Viewed from one perspective the Preston strike really
was something new in the history of social protest, an immense step forward; viewed
from another, however, it was only a variation on a very old theme. Liberty for the in-
dividual remained a distant dream.

THE DRAMA OF EXCHANGE

What is remarkable about Hauptmann’s play based on the weavers’ uprising is that
the issue of monetary exchange asymmetries stands at its center. This issue is the
source both of the play’s dramatic impact and of its universal appeal. The weakest fea-
ture of the play consists of those scenes that Hauptmann contrived to provide the au-
dience with information on family budgets, living conditions, and consumption pat-
terns. A recital of earnings and expenditures is inherently undramatic. Hauptmann
showed considerable ingenuity in finding ways to interweave such information with
the unfolding action of the play, but he could find no way to give it life.”> The scene
in the merchant-manufacturers’ pay room, however, is alive with tension from begin-
ning to end. Doubtless this is why Hauptmann chose to begin the play with it. To
structure this scene Hauptmann took his cue from the weavers’ song, “Das
Blutgericht,” and from certain discussions of the merchant-manufacturers’ business
methods in the sources. In his stage directions Hauptmann indicates:

Most of the patient weavers {in the pay room] look like men standing before the
bar of justice, where in painful tension they await a life-or-death decision. Or
rather they all have a certain oppressed look, special to those used to receiving
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alms, who have gone from disappointment to disappointment consciously at-
tempting to be resigned and to make themselves as little as possible.96

Here Hauptmann reiterates the implications of the weavers’ song: The poor in
dealing with the rich and the condemned in a court of law are caught up in politi-
cal relationships.

The very first incident of the play involves a woman who, to get through the
week, is in desperate need of a few groschen more than her husband’s cloth has
brought. The pay clerk says he is not authorized to make an advance. The woman
asks to see Herr Dreissiger (Hauptmann’'s name for Zwanzinger). The clerk snaps
back: “God knows Herr Dreissiger would have an awful lot to do if he took care of ev-
ery little matter himself.”®” This is as much as to say, “Your life or death and that of
your family are nothing to him. A matter of a few groschen is of no significance to
him even if it could save your miserable life.” Here in the very first lines of the play
the monetary exchange asymmetry between weaver and merchant-manufacturer is
perfectly and correctly depicted as the source of the latter’s power. Moments later,
when the plucky weaver Bicker, soon to be a leader of the revolt, receives his wage,
he refuses to accept the derisory sum offered. He protests loudly; Dreissiger is called
in. After an altercation Bicker, now discharged from Dreissiger's employ, agrees to
leave but demands his money before departing. Dreissiger throws it on the floor.
Bicker responds, “My wage belongs in my hand.” Dreissiger orders a clerk to pick
the coins up, and Bicker, taking them, leaves. The wage becomes a point of honor
in a political standoff. Deference is refused; from that moment the weaver’s employ-
ment is at an end; but his defense of his honor soon inspires others. Later, when the
revolt breaks out, the crowd’s methodical destruction of the merchant-manufactur-
et’s pay room has been perfectly prepared for. Hauptmann is equally good dealing
with Herr Dreissiger’s ostentatious dwelling; amid the chillingly luxurious furnish-
ings, Dreissiger is basking in the homage offered by his clients—his children’s tu-
tor and the local clergyman—when the weavers march up singing “Das
Blutgericht” outside.

Dickens’s novel Hard Times, by contrast, hardly deals with the relationship be-
tween mill owner and operative. The strike, racher than being at the center of the
plot, serves only as a backdrop to it. This is because Dickens was attempting to pro-
vide a critique of political economy as a social philosophy. In order to accomplish
this aim he invented Gradgrind, a schoolmaster dedicated to teaching political econ-
omy to his pupils, and with a sure instinct for one of the theory’s great weak points,
he put Gradgrind’s family at the center of the action. Had Dickens concentrated his
attention on the strike itself there would have been too little opportunity to parody
the dictates of the utilitarian creed. Doubtless Dickens thought that this was because
these dictates actually worked inside the factory. This is why the factory appeared so
flat and uninteresting to him. It was in the realm of the family that Dickens found
the ammunition for his blast. One cannot forget the image of Bitzer, who has suc-
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ceeded in getting his mother admitted to the poorhouse and who now gives her half a
pound of tea per year in spite of the fact that “all gifts have an inevitable tendency to
pauperize the recipient.” If Dickens had, like Hauptmann, attempted a careful recon-
struction of the protest itself, he would have been forced to set political economy to
one side. It was lictle more than a smokescreen used by both parties to confuse the en-
emy. Dutton and King’s in-depth investigation led them directly to this conclusion.

CONFLICT WITHOUT CLASS

A number of important objections may legitimately be raised to the treatment of lo-
cal conflicts proposed in this chapter. First, why should these two incidents not be
treated as cases of class conflict? They seem at first glance to be quite straightfor-
ward instances of class conflict. Even if defined in a strict Marxist sense as referring
to a shared relation to the means of production, the term “class” could be used with
perfect consistency to refer to Preston mill owners and mill operatives as well as to
Silesian Junkers, merchant-manufacturers, and weavers. That the Silesian weavers
were not merely wage earners but stood in a special relation to Junkers who appro-
priated surplus through manorial dues poses no problem because they all shared
this “transitional” position. One of the difficulties with the concept of class in re-
cent historical research is that it can often be used in just such a consistent and sat-
isfying manner in the context of intensive case studies. If one examines a town or re-
gion dominated by a particular industry, or even a limited mix of industries, social
relations appear radically simplified. But one can pile a hundred such case studies
on top of one another and they still do not add up to a consistent global analysis of
class relations. It is when attempting to generalize across industries, trades, re-
gions, and towns that one runs up against grave difficulties with the concept of
class. Drawing neat class boundaries on a national level or deciding who is or is not
a member of the working class in one of the great metropolises such as London,
Paris, or Berlin is quite a different matter from identifying classes in a Lancashire
mill town or a Silesian village.”® As noted in earlier chapters, relations to the
means of production turn out to be diverse and unstable and do not adequately par-
allel political comportment.

A matter as apparently simple as deciding who is or is not a wage laborer becomes
fraught with paradox. Did Silesian weavers receive a wage, for example? Or were
they owners of the means of production whose chances of profiting from such ownet-
ship were cut off by unfair trade practices? The issue can be ignored in a case study
but not when one is trying to define the boundaties of a nationwide or continentwide
class. Preston cotton spinners and power-loom weavers had a much higher standard
of living than Silesian weavers, greater security of income, and greater or at least
equal control of work rhythms even though they were apparently further down on
the scale of “proletarianization.” Compared to Martin Nadaud, the Parisian mason
discussed near the end of Chapter 3, however, both weavers and mill operatives look
underprivileged. Nadaud’s family owned a farm, although it was mortgaged and ap-
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parently not self-supporting; he himself had the choice of being either a subcontract-
ing entrepreneur or a very well paid wage earner. It is hard to see him as a member of
the working class, if one takes the working class to mean propertyless wage laborers.
And yet Nadaud is typical of the kind of worker who catried out the great protest ac-
tions that punctuated nineteenth-century French history. Or is he? Jacques Ranciére
has argued that masons and carpenters cannot be compared to tailors and shoemak-
ers, the real shock troops of revolution, whose position was much wortse because their
skills were easily learned and provided no bargaining wedge and because women and
children outworkers competed directly against them. Refinements and distinctions
continue to be brought forward with no end in sight.®

There is no doubt that sophisticated concepts of class can be developed to deal
with all of these difficulties—indeed, with any level of difficulty one might encoun-
ter in studying real societies. This is especially true if one is prepared to use notions
of class that do not require one to place specific individuals like Nadaud or the weav-
ers of Silesia either definitively in or definitively out of the working class. (Erik
Wright's notion of “contradictory class location” is a good example of this kind of re-
finement.)'*° But taking this step, of course, means severing the word “class” com-
pletely from its etymological roots. The word was first borrowed from' Latin to
express the opposite idea about society, that people could be “classified” one way or
another, that they belonged definitely on one side or another of various dividing lines
drawn through society. At first these lines were not taken as having necessarily hierar-
chical implications. Class first came into use in its modern sense in the early nine-
teenth century to refer to the de facto groups that an atomized liberal social order
threw up, after guilds, manors, and noble titles had been abolished.”" Why retain
the word, once one realizes that such classifying is inherently misleading, that indi-
viduals are too complex to be sorted meaningfully into discrete boxes?

A more telling objection to the approach exemplified by these two case studies
might be that neither of them deals with national-level political movements. Class,
whatever its weaknesses, has for long been the concept of choice for analyzing such
movements; until one shows how the concept of monetary exchange asymmetries can
improve our understanding of the national level it would be unwise to set class aside.
All social vocabulary is approximate, after all; there is no reason to throw out a usable
concept like class in favor of a new theoretical construct that will only prove to be
equally approximate in due course. In response to this objection, several observations
are in order. The principal limitation of the concept of exchange asymmetry — that it is
adyadic, microeconomic concept with no pretensions to explaining collective phenom-
ena—is in fact an advantage in one respect. It does not prejudge what sorts of conflict
are likely to occur on the level of the collectivity or the state. The two case studies pre-
sented in this chapter showed how particular forms of asymmetry biased local conflict
in the nineteenth century toward collective defense of honor. To move from the local to
the national level would require yet another kind of case study. An idea of what such a
study would look like is suggested by the argument of Chapter 4, although this repre-
sents little more than a sketch, meant to be suggestive rather than definitive. Further,
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some work that nicely complements the analyses of local conflicts presented here has al-
ready been done on the national level for the nineteenth century.

Nothing would be easier, for example, than to combine the analysis of the
Preston strike in terms of asymmetries as proposed in this study with the approach
to national-level political movements elaborated by Gareth Stedman Jones in his
seminal essay “Rethinking Chartism,” as well as in other recent pieces.’® In that
study he challenged the well-established historiographical tradition that treats
Chartism as the first working-class movement in English history. He pointed out
that, whatever the makeup of its constituency, the Chartist movement was not
working class in its political vocabulary, which it inherited from eighteenth-cen-
tury radicalism. It was not working class in its diagnosis of the ills of capitalism,
which focused on the point of exchange rather than the point of production, and on
market conditions rather than employer—employee relationships. It was not work-
ing class in its ultimate goals, which, besides the franchise, included social reforms
to protect independent producers that were reminiscent of the ideals of Thomas
Paine or Thomas Jefferson. Stedman Jones argued that the rise and fall of Chartism
must be explained primarily in terms of the state. It was the peculiar activism of
the reformed Parliament after 1832, rather than the industrial revolution, that led
the popular movement to focus on parliamentary power and franchise reform. Once
this period of activism had passed, Chartism lost its attraction. With the full estab-
lishment of a liberal social order by 1850, the actions of the parliamentary elite re-
ceded from center stage, and the hope of using the state to alter the social order
likewise turned to bitter disappointment.

It is easy to see the stamp of these national-level developments on the form of the
Preston strike of 1853—54. The strikers’ cautious refusal to look beyond the issue of
pay and their insistence on justifying their action in terms of political economy show
how completely the failure of Chartism had impressed itself on local calculations by
this time. Of course, this strategy did not conceal from the strikers for a moment
their primary concern with mastership and tyranny. Yet one can only conclude that
the resules were disastrous; neglect of the state was a mistake, pay raises can never of
themselves ensure freedom from tyranny. The very economic sophistication of the
strike was the workers’ undoing. Better to be marching through the woods singing
“Das Blutgericht.” Elsewhere I have presented an argument about the French Second
Empire that, like Stedman Jones’s, treats national-level politics as a kind of drama
that provides cues to actors at the local level about what kinds of claims are legiti-
mate and how to struggle over them.'® The important thing about such drama is
not that classes line themselves up neatly behind one or another political faction but
that actors in a diffuse way make their own strategies and hopes conform to the out-
come of national conflicts.

It has long been recognized that one cannot call Chartism a working-class move-
ment in the sense that its supporters were all proletarians strictly defined. That is, a
very large percentage of Chartism’s supporters were depressed outworkers; skilled
millwrights and shipwrights who worked on a subcontracting basis; mule spinpers
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paid by the pound who were employers in their own right of piecers and bobbin boys;
and numerous small-scale shop operators, such as tailors and shoemakers, who dealt
directly with the public. The journalists and barkeepers who came to lead the move-
ment, in addition, found within the warm atmosphere of popular patronage welcome
refuge from the chill winds on the laissez-faire tundra.’** Monetary exchange asym-
metries dominated the daily experiences of all these people, but in a variety of ways,
just as those which plagued Silesian cottage weavers or masons like Nadaud varied
widely. Chartism thus united people who were not a working class behind a program
of radical reform not formulated to express working-class interests; their grievances
concerned the programs of an activist state, and they correctly saw control of the
state as a critical step toward reining in the unbounded pretensions of large property
owners. Chartism was a movement of the “class” of the unjustly disciplined, of the
unfree, both male and female; in this respect it remains a model worth emulating.

It is thus quite possible to account for the whole of English social history down
through 1850 without evoking class interest to explain events either on the local or
on the national level, and at the same time without for a2 moment losing sight of the
fundamental justice of the popular movement’s cause. It is not only possible to do so,
it is necessary to do so, for the simple reason that the resule is less approximate, less
fuzzy, truer to the documents, than an approach that depends on the old scenario of
class conflict.

One final objection to the case studies presented here might run as follows: They
have merely sought to replace the concept of class interest with the concept of collec-
tive honor, a substitution that must be seen as a step backward rather than forward.
Does it not amount to making a blanket claim about underlying human motives? Is
not such a claim every bit as immune to disproof as the notion of class interest? On
the contrary, the discipline that arises out of monetary relationships derives from the
minimal survival needs of the human body and of human social connectedness. That
there are such minimal needs requires no proof. Discipline is possible because only
one party to an exchange has such needs at stake in its outcome. Discipline derives
from an ordered diversity in the motives of those involved. If a worker could choose
not to eat for a year in order to make his wage demand stick, then the employer
would have no power over him whatsoever. The notion of interest fails to capture the
stark difference between worker needs and employer preferences. In many capitalist
enterprises of the nineteenth-century type, both centralized and decentralized, the re-
sulting disciplinary potential could be realized only if the employer followed a po-
lice-style strategy of singling out conspicuous offenders for disciplinary action. This
strategy had to be carried out within the limits of a nominally free contractual rela-
tionship most of the time; recourse to violence was possible only with outside help
and only occasionally. Discipline used in such ways leaves open a window. A concep-
tion of collective honor can be an extremely effective means for mobilizing resistance
in the face of such discipline.

No claim is being made that such notions of honor were universal or that they
were even uniformly accepted by those who engaged in collective resistance under
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their aegis. The claim is that by analyzing the consequences that the itreducible
needs of existence have for certain kinds of monetary relationships, one can discover a
bias in favor of certain strategies for collective mobilization. There are all sorts of soli-
darity. The solidarity of the family is shored up by the profound emotional and physi-
cal pains often associated with its dissolution. The solidarity of nations in time of war
is shored up by fear of quick justice for traitors and by fear of the sufferings of occupa-
tion in case of defeat. The solidarity of nineteenth-century workers’ dropping tools in
unison to protest an employer’s discipline was fitfully and intermittently shored up
with threats of violence from fellow workers but by and large had no other sanction
than fear of obloquy. The term “honor” has been used here simply as a name for some-
thing that moves a person to act in the face of danger when equivalent danger does
not result from inaction.

Although the two cases examined have both come from the realm of manufactur-
ing, there is no need to limit the method of analysis to that realm. It could as easily
be applied, as some of the discussion in Chapter 4 indicates, to peasants or intellec-
tuals, notaries or bureaucrats, domestic servants or schoolteachers. With a sufficient
number of case studies built up, nineteenth-century European society would begin to
appear as a kind of field of force of authority in which everyone was caught up at his
or her own particular position between the upper and lower poles. The advantage of
the field-of-force figure is that it does not require one to draw horizontal lines repre-
senting class divisions at arbitrary points across the skein of social relationships. '
A great deal of the authority in European society was by 1850 based on monetary ex-
change asymmetries, but by no means all of it, perhaps not even the greater part of
it. Families represented a large preserve of (changing) authoritarian relationships that
did not arise directly from monetary exchanges; so did armies and navies, schools and
prisons, courts of law, and parliamentary factions. But the constant mobilization of
the adult male laboring poor for conflict on the local level in the nineteenth century
cannot be understood except by examining how monetary exchange asymmetries re-
shaped, and simultaneously did violence to, collective conceptions of male honor.
Male honor came into play precisely because of the confused and inconsistent char-
acter of liberal reform, which brought competitive commerce into a new and painful
relation with solidary working families. These conceptions of honor were only new
variations on similar conceptions of honor that can be found mobilizing poor adult
males in the earlier, precapitalist period. In this respect capitalist society represented
not a radical break so much as a logical extension and refinement of forms of social
control that had previously prevailed in Europe.

196



6 Conclusion: The poor and their partisans

By Now A REVIEW of the key points that have been put forward in this essay and
of their relationships to each other is long overdue. What follows is a skeletal out-
line, intended to recall and clarify for the reader the principal stages of the argument
and to spell out their mutual connections.

THE ARGUMENT IN SUMMARY

The current crisis of the concept of class that was reviewed in Chapter 1 has arisen
from the insurmountable weaknesses of that concept for use in the explanation of
political mobilization and conflict. Research of the past twenty-five yeats has gradu-
ally undermined an older style of historical explanation pioneered by Marxists but
widely used within the historical guild. This style was based on identifying politi-
cal factions of the past with specific social classes. Study after study has revealed
two problems with this style. First, neither leaders nor supporters of such factions
were recruited exclusively or even predominantly from the classes whose interests
these factions were said to represent. Second, in many cases the classes previously
discussed as concrete entities, even as collective actors with a single consciousness
and will, could not be identified on closer examination, or if their members could
be located they proved not to have the characteristics requisite to qualify for mem-
bership in the class.

It was impossible, for example, to find a boutgeoisie in ancien-régime France
with a way of life, sense of identity, or interests that distinguished it from the elite as
a whole. In Prussia the Junker class was easily identifiable since its existence was
based on legal title, but the behavior and interests of its members turned out to be
sufficiently complex to prevent one from labeling them meaningfully either a bour-
geoisie or a feudal aristocracy. In England it proved possible to identify a working
class and a working-class movement during the industrial revolution only by throw-
ing open the doors of class to “members unlimited” and redefining class in terms of
consciousness rather than as a relation to the means of production. The supporters of
liberalism in Germany in the pre-March era have been shown to be equally heteroge-
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neous; no weak bourgeoisie but a motley collection of lawyers, professors, bureau-
crats, shopkeepers, artisans, and journeymen dreamed of constitutional government,
German unity, and the rule of that vague entity, the Mitselstand.

The list of recent discoveries like these could be extended at will, each one the
fruit of important revisionist research programs in country after country. The prog-
ress of this revisionism has benefited as much from the work of historians calling
themselves Marxists as from the work of others. Alfred Cobban in 1964 noted that
the rich empirical research of Georges Lefebvre was itself the best source of evidence
against Lefebvre’s Marxist class analysis.' E. P. Thompson openly embraced the so-
cial heterogeneity that his evidence revealed among supporters of radical reform in
England before 1830: One did not have to earn a wage to gain entry into his working
class; one had only to recognize oneself as a victim of exploitation.” Many working
within the Marxist tradition have hailed these developments as a welcome stimulus
to deeper theorizing about the true nature of class in the capitalist era. But one must
question where this deeper theorizing will lead. Will it not involve in the end recog-
nition that Marxist theory (like economic thought in general) is fundamentally a set
of more-or-less-revealing interlinked metaphors? If so, will not the new notions of
class that are developed be so different from the old that retaining the term becomes
more a matter of piety than of substance?

An important method to which historians have turned in the last fifteen years or
so in the hope of rethinking (or else replacing) the concept of class has been the inter-
pretation of discourse or of culture. But interpretive method, as discussed in Chapter
2, solves the problem of individual motivation in effect by ignoring it. The meaning
of conventional actions, rituals, and practices is unlocked by interpretive effort and is
then set at the center of the human drama, as the prime source of structure and order
in society. This method has difficulty dealing with change for two reasons. First, it
leaves out of account the impact of the unexpected or unintended; second, it fails to
offer any explanation of how individuals respond either to rituals and conventions or
to the unexpected. Rather than thinking in terms of monolithic cultures, therefore,
it would be better to consider social life as ordered by established practices that are
more or less rigid, more or less elaborate in their prescriptions depending on the
case. (The examples of international trade, of a journeyman’s foxr, and of strategies of
familial ascent were discussed in Chapter 2.) Established practices impose motives on
participants, but they do not necessarily exhaust participants’ abilities to desire, nor
do they requite unconditional allegiance of participants.> In Chapter 4 the eigh-
teenth-century book trade was treated as an established practice that, in conjunction
with the established practice of patronage, predictably gave rise to a sense of griev-
ance among some writers. It was not necessary to assume that all writers felt the griev-
ance or that those who did so responded in identical fashion (still iess was it necessary
to see writers as a social class), yet it was still easy enough to see how this conjunction
of established practices helped provide one motivational source for philosophe skepti-
cism and impatience with the existing order.
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An ensemble of established practices, simply by being there, gives order to peo-
ple’s chaotic desires. One must either go along with established practice or rebel; re-
bellion may itself have established practices associated with it. Coercion maintains en-
sembles of established practices in the face of those diverse disorderly desires that, as
part and parcel of the variability of perception and belief, are bound up in the human
condition. Such ensembles usually have physical, systematic consequences. These en-
sembles are highly vulnerable as a result to two kinds of disruptive messages from the
unknown, those that disturb the techniques of violence and those that disturb the
physical systems that established practices give rise to.

Exchange is a particular kind of practice highly likely to have systemic features
and highly fruitful in unintended consequences. The study of exchange therefore
ought to be concentrated on searching out and measuring unintended consequences
so that they can be anticipated and cotrected for. Historically, however, economic
thought in the West was built around a cote presumption that exchange, especially
monetary exchange, was always self-correcting and required only to be left alone to
operate beneficially. This belief in the self-correcting nature of exchange was con-
nected to a failure, in particular, to recognize the special difference between the de-
sires that rich and poor usually bring to exchange relationships.

At this point, in Chapter 3, the argument of the book had come full circle. The
notion of the universality of the desire for gain, originally identified as a weakness of
the modern notion of class, was now discovered to have played a role in the erroneous
development of economic thought and therefore in the events to be explained. As one
of the four ingredients of the liberal illusion, fully elaborated by the time of Adam
Smith, the notion of the universality of the desire for gain obscured from view spe-
cific, uniform, widespread differences between the motives that poor people brought
to exchange and those that rich people brought to exchange. The poor were and are
subject to diverse bodily and social needs of a pressing nature that can be satisfied
only by immediately getting and spending money. The rich feel no such pressing
needs. This difference can be called an asymmetry in exchange, the word “asymme-
try” is used in preference to “inequality,” since the latter term implies that this is
merely a quantitative rather than a qualitative difference. There is a fundamental dif-
ference in the kinds of motives involved that no single umbrella term like “interest”
can possibly convey. From monetary exchange asymmetry arises a disciplinary poten-
tial, a possibility of exercising direct power.

The notion of monetary exchange asymmetry therefore clarifies the relation be-
tween money and power, and does so precisely by noting the existence of an ordetly
diversity in the motives that people bring to exchange relationships. This diversity
is rooted in the human body and in the minimal social needs of human existence.
Money yields power to those who possess more than the margin at which it ceases
to have a negative utility. Wealth allows the rich to discipline the poor through
their bodies and through their sense of familial or other social duty. Everyone does
not want money and power, but everyone does have a body susceptible to that disci-
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pline which follows in the wake of propertylessness in all money-based societies.
There is a field of force that does reach out and pull our desires in specific direc-
tions; it reaches from the highest pole of power down and through to the lowliest
redoubts of impotence.

Such power in the context of modern economic thought becomes a grand unin-
tended consequence, an invisible consequence of commerce of the first order. Disci-
plinary potentials, even within the Marxist tradition, have a tendency to drop from
view, even after their importance has been noted in passing, because economic con-
cepts, founded on the validity of measuring with money units, implicitly refer back
to a universal desire for (quantitative) gain that rich and poor are supposed to share as
an underlying motive.

After all, if money is a valid public measure of anything, then it must be a mea-
sure of desire. In classical political economy as in Marx, money was held to measure
(or to fail to measure) “value,” something an equal amount of which would be
equally desirable to all parties. Marginal utility theory made the advance of recogniz-
ing that prices might merely be compromise points at which the differing desires of
exchange partners could meet. Each party’s desire for a commodity varied according
to that commodity’s marginal utility, given the other objects already possessed by
the party. But desire was still treated as being a uniform, politically neutral dimen-
sion of economic “preferences,” things that, by definition, could be adequately ex-
pressed in numerical (and therefore monetary) form. The concept of monetary ex-
change asymmetry rests on the insistence that not all desites are alike, that reducing
them to a single numerical dimension necessarily obscures differences of kind. This
concept gives theoretical dignity to the common recognition that fear of starving is
not the same sort of thing as preferring an 11 percent return to a 9 percent return on
corporate bond holdings. This difference in kinds of desires is politically charged.
Money exchange, by hiding this difference and its political implications from public
view, by treating one person’s first ten dollar bill as equivalent to another person’s
millionth ten dollar bill, at once creates and clouds over a kind of power that has
been central to European society since well before the great liberating transformation
of the end of the eighteenth century.

To mediate vital human relationships by using precise numerical units of account
of whatever kind is to make society into a mammoth shell game, an endless Balzacian
scramble. This has been frequently noticed before. But the concept of monetary ex-
change asymmetry points out that no solution can come from assuming that the shell
game rests on an undetlying uniformity of desire. The shell game is a painful and inef-
ficient method of disciplining, trimming back, and cutting away at the underlying,
exuberant diversity of desires — verging on the incoherent — which human beings regu-
larly conceive of. An increase of liberty and a reduction of suffering can therefore
come only from an orderly, but also radical, alteration of the disciplinary potentials
of money exchange. It certainly cannot come from a mindless strengthening of the
state, in which one mammoth asymmetry is allowed to swamp all the others.
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Because the introduction of money exchange into manorial, judicial, agricultural,
or other relationships always alters the disciplinary potential involved, money substitu-
tions constitute social change. But such social change constantly threatens to become
invisible to the extent that one accepts, or uses vocabulary that implies, the political
neutrality of money or the universal validity of money as a substitute for anything else.
This issue was explored through a brief discussion of the liberation of the serfs in Prus-
sia after 1807. Monetary exchange asymmetries cannot be accommodated within the
vocabulary of class, finally, because they create disciplinary potentials without regard
to the exchange parties’ precise relation to the means of production. The disciplinary
potentials of asymmetrical relationships are themselves immensely diverse; even the
subset involving monetary exchange covers a vast range. Tenant farmers, mason sub-
contractors, cottage weavers, writers, and mill operatives are among the kinds of per-
sons subject to monetary exchange asymmetries who have been discussed in detail
here. Marriage and sharecropping are two examples of asymmetry not involving
money that have been briefly mentioned.

It might be objected that these examples vary precisely in accord with the varia-
tion in the modes of production that the relationships are embedded in. A mill opera-
tive in the nineteenth century was disciplined according to the requirements of a capi-
talist mode of production, involving the extraction of surplus value; a sharecropper of
the sixteenth century according to those of the feudal mode, based on extraction of
surplus product. But this objection is admissible only if one admits at the same time
that writing books and giving birth to babies are processes of production. At this
point “production” becomes indistinguishable from human action in general, and
the word’s status as a metaphor is revealed. It is interesting and important that
Marx’s underlying paradigm of human action was labor, rather than Hegel’s concept
of reason. But this substitution alone, together with the theory constructed on it,
surely does not represent the final stage of human thought. It is admissible to explore
for further revealing substitutions. If Marx’s own thought began with such explora-
tion, that is all the more reason to continue it today. The notion of production tends
to imply that all products are of a kind, vessels of a certain quantity of labor, whereas
it is the different ways in which these “products” articulate with the hierarchy of hu-
man needs that set up the possibility of discipline. What a relationship “produces,”
in any case, is the whole relationship itself, not the widgets or can openers that come
out at one end of the factory.

With these considerations the presentation of a theoretical framework —aimed si-
multaneously at replacing the notions of class and class interest and at broadening inter-
pretive method so that it could handle both change and political domination—came to
an end. There followed two attempts to apply this theoretical framework, to see the
kinds of historical explanation it gives rise to. First, the question of the origins of the
French Revolution was reconsidered; second, two case studies of industrial conflict in
the nineteenth century were presented. Central to the kinds of change under way in
both instances was the gradual application to practice of the mistaken idea that human
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life is made up of separate spheres, especially the political, economic, social, and reli-
gious spheres, within which different and even contradictory rules of conduct apply.
This idea arises naturally from the tenets of the liberal illusion because monetary ex-
change is held to be a politically neutral activity in which all parties freely seek their
own monetary advantage. Economic and political behavior are therefore starkly differ-
ent, or ought to be, for in politics people seek power rather than monetary advantage.
(That money and power cannot be neatly separated in reality is widely viewed as an
open secret, an ongoing scandal that must be accepted with Machiavellian resigna-
tion.) At the same time religious doctrine cannot apply in the economic sphere, espe-
cially Christian moral doctrine, because its altruistic (or alternatively intolerant) pre-
scriptions threaten to distupt the search for monetary advantage. Likewise, families
must be protected from the corrosive effects of monetary exchange because they require
a special form of solidarity to ensure the nurturance of new generations; they and other
institutions must be confined to a social sphere. Those political institutions are best
which confine themselves to the role of protecting the economic sphere from political,
religious, or any other form of disruption, so that the self-equilibrating search for ad-
vantage can benefit all. And governments must also protect the social sphere from un-
due economic influence.

The need for a proper separation of spheres generated a program of reform in the
period 1770—1820 that was carried furthest in France but that affected virtually ev-
ery state in Europe to one degree or another. The whole history of realized social re-
forms in Western Eutope since that time might be treated as an attempt to fine tune
the relations among these spheres once they were separated. The modern welfare de-
mocracy may be seen as a social order in which income transfers, safety nets, child-
labor and divorce-settlement laws, industrial development policies, and charitable
and religious tax exemptions are manipulated with a view to allowing citizens once
and for all to confront one another in a purified economic sphere as free, apolitical
maximizers of advantage. But of course this whole effort is doomed because monetary
exchange is inherently political in nature, just as family “reproduction” of persons
and skills is inherently an economic function, just as the state’s treatment of religion
as a matter of individual choice is inherently a religious doctrine. The inherent and
complete intersection of all such spheres throughout the whole of life as people actu-
ally live it requires not only that the true conditions of human freedom be entirely
rethought but also that all the theoretical structures within the human sciences that
have been built to account for the political dimension ot the social dimension or the
economic dimension of human existence be recogmzed as having unwatranted as-
sumptions at their foundation.

A NOTE ON LANGUAGE

The term “monetary exchange asymmetry” is not a graceful one. But this ungainly ex-
pression was chosen for a purpose. Unlike terms such as “inequality” or “class” or
“the economy,” which are short, of long-standing usage, and therefore easily grasped
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by a large public, the phrase “monetary exchange asymmetry” draws the mind up
short. If it is repeated more than three or four times, its meaning begins to fade. No
one can plug it into a slogan; “Liberty, Fraternity, Symmetry” will never be any
movement’s battle cry. This is one of the concept’s principal virtues. It seems stilced
and abstract. As a result no one can use it without repeatedly rethinking what it re-
fers to. The ever-present danger that social terms will be mistaken for social reality is
at least reduced. At the same time, by firmly insisting that it replace a term so ubiq-
uitous and indispensable as “class,” I hope at least to open up some breathing space
for fresh thought on the crucial importance of choice of words and of their theoretical
context. Doing social history without being constantly aware of this problem is like
navigating the seas without instruments: It is possible with great skill and with luck,
but it is unnecessarily difficult and risky.

A further virtue of the term “monetary exchange asymmetry” is that it refers to a
kind of relationship. It may be a drawback that this relationship is conceived of as
dyadic and as existing in its own right without influence from context. This is the
kind of drawback that any abstract social term necessarily brings along with it; warn-
ings have been inserted in the text to alert the reader to this difficuley. Class terms,
often said by their proponents to be about relationships, are all too frequently used in
practice as if they refer to homogeneous aggregates of individuals who have no rela-
tions with one another or with anyone else except that of simply being in essence pro-
letarian or bourgeois or aristocratic. This is a crippling drawback of the notion of
class, one that makes jettisoning that notion once and for all strongly advisable. Hu-
man identity is simply not constructed this way. A class in the making is not a class;
a class that is fully made, in this world of becoming, this vale of tears that is history,
is dead.

FIN-DE-SIECLE CONFUSION AND THE NEW SOCIAL HISTORY

In this section and in the next an attempt will be made at least to sketch in an in-
terpretation of the course of social history in the nineteenth century subsequent to
the events discussed in Chapter 5. A full treatment of the German revolution of
1848, of the labor-aristocracy issue in Victorian England, and of the other historio-
graphical issues discussed in Chapter 1 would doubtless take at least one extra vol-
ume. But some indication, however cursory, of how the notion of monetary ex-
change asymmetry might clarify, or at least shift the terms of, the ongoing debates
is certainly required. At the end of Chapter s, one is left with a rather grim picture
of the possibilities and fortunes of popular protest. How does this square with the
great victories of the European labor movements and socialist patties of the late
nineteenth and twentieth centuries? Was not European society turned decisively
away from laissez-faire orthodoxy toward a milder and more egalitarian welfare so-
cialism? Does not this record of accomplishment, with the new conditions it has
created, belie the assumption of inevitable subjection for the laboring poor implicit
in the notion of monetary exchange asymmetry?
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The aim here is not to deny the achievements of labor movements in Europe over
the last century. It was the pressure exerted by these movements, in a context of ad-
vancing technical control over work processes and massive government stimulation,
that created the high-wage economies we know today. Whatever the extent of their
dependence on imports from a developing world where labor is still as cheap as air
(which is of course a political fact as much as an economic one), it is still the case that
these economies have created more comfort and security for the vast majority than
was ever before imagined to be possible. This is an accomplishment not to be taken
lightly.

But it is also a development that underscores the inadequacy of quantitative mea-
sures for diagnosing the malaise that afflicts capitalist societies. Why are there still so
many poor people? In Western Europe today (and this observation would apply to
the United States with particular poignancy as well) there are millions of people
whose standard of living is by any objective measure higher than that of a large pro-
portion of middle-class people of the nineteenth century and who are nonetheless by
behavior and outlook poor. They appear to be low in self-esteem, indifferent to the
liberating possibilities of literacy, lacking in hope for the future, politically passive.
Not deprivation but domination is what lies behind such apparent self-surrender.
One need only notice how the bureaucratic administration of transfer payments to
the sick, the unemployed, or the disabled is designed to instill in them a feeling of be-
ing beholden, being inferior, being supplicants, unworthy by compatrison with those
who work and who willingly submit to a life of obedient drudgery. Physically safe
from hunger and cold, welfare recipients are under constant emotional siege from the
arid bureaucracies that hold them in thrall. The bureaucrats need absolutely nothing
in return from the poor they serve, and they are therefore even more secure from chal-
lenge than employers. This is Nassau Senior’s “lesser eligibility” in twentieth-
century form, detached from exact quantities of money, realized in the asymmetrical
structure of relationships. In the socialist states, of course, the assurance of personal
security has been paid for at an even steeper price in personal subjection. But it re-
mains true that the great achievements of the organized left in the democracies have
been extremely ambiguous in their effects.

Looking forward from what has been said about Lancashire and Silesia in the mid-
nineteenth century it is not difficult to see why this should be so. Down through at
least 1920 labor strife in Europe continued to be dominated by the spontaneous de-
fense of points of honor. Spontaneous defense continues to play a role today, in spite
of the growth of union organization and mass political parties. The peculiarities of
French labor law and union institutions have given this feature of labor conflict much
greater prominence there than in Britain or Germany, but it is active in all three
countries. The wide dissemination after 1880 of a simplified Marxism among social-
ist and union militants, however, helped to ensure that their view of labor’s predica-
ment remained cast in terms of the liberal illusion. This kind of Marxism imposed a
sharp distinction between wage laborers (the exploited by definition) and all others
which made it difficult to appreciate the plight or articulate the grievances of shop op-
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erators, tenant farmers and owner-occupiers in the countryside, or outworkers, espe-
cially the millions of female outworkers whose home work provided a broadening
flood of cheap consumer goods. Small farmers were abandoned to the wiles of a new
conservative populism in Germany; in France socialists occasionally made gestures of
support toward them, but with little long-term success.* The sufferings of workers
were confidently attributed to the operation of a competitive labor market. It was
widely recognized that individual workers could not bargain on equal terms with em-
ployers, but rather than using this recognition as a starting point for a thoroughgo-
ing critique of accepted economic concepts, militants and left intellectuals by com-
mon consent called loudly for government sanctioning of collective bargaining. The
problem was treated as a glitch in the system rather than a gaping hole in the theory.
Few believed that union recognition was the only remedy necessaty; but even fewer
thought to question the idea that bargaining was an appropriate concept for thinking
about the ongoing war between employers using their police-style discipline strate-
gies and laborers defending their prisoner-of-war notions of honor. The fundamental
problem of the laborer was seen as arising from free competition; wages always
tended toward bare subsistence, it was assumed, and hours at work toward che physi-
cal maximum. Employer discipline strategies, including the all-important question
of the form of the wage payment, were viewed as a secondary issue at best, not least
because they were difficult to generalize about, never having received general theo-
retical reflection. In short, instead of thinking about the diverse forms of exchange
relationships that gave rise to unjust disciplinary possibilities, militants quickly cate-
gorized people as in or out of the working class and treated all those inside it as experi-
encing a uniform fate.

From this starting point, activists of the time elaborated three distinct visions of
a future to work for, each one coupled with a distinct explanation for the dramatic
strikes that laborers repeatedly unleashed in the decades before World War I. The
first view, and probably the most common one in the two decades after the Paris
Commune —at least on the Continent — was that a revolution was necessary and that
conditions for its outbreak were ripening rapidly. Sudden, large-scale, spontaneous
strike efforts occurring here and there from month to month were seen as an indica-
tion that laborers from their own work experience were naturally led toward root-
and-branch opposition to the existing order. Beginning about 1890, however, the
need for a revolution came into question. Associated in Germany with the label “re-
visionists” and in France at first with the term “possibilists” and later with the
term “ministerials,” a diverse group of socialist officeholders, union officials, and
intellectuals came to believe that fundamental change might be possible without
revolution.’ Those who espoused this second vision pointed to their own success in
electoral politics and union organizing, as well as the gradual amelioration of the la-
borer’s plight through legislation and collective bargaining. Spontaneous strikes
among laborers without union representation, which continued to be the predomi-
nant form of worker action, were seen by the revisionists as evidence of a need for
firm leadership. Laborers were right to seek to defend themselves against the rav-
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ages of competition, but they could hope to do so effectively only if they organized,
disciplined their impulses toward wasteful rebellion, elaborated specific negotiable
demands, and presented the employers with a calm united front.

Naturally these views sparked controversy and forced the defenders of revolution
to sharpen their analyses of state power and its relation to capitalism. Piecemeal victo-
ries, they insisted, would never add up to fundamental change. In the end the revolu-
tionaries began to point to the very existence of revisionism as evidence of the need
for revolution. This strategy gave rise to the third view, elaborated by Lenin in 1903,
that working-class movements in the natural course of events would tend to become
complacent and accommodative in outlook. Without help from an elite vanguard,
the working class — whose true class interest lay in the realization of socialism — was ca-
pable only of achieving a “trade-union consciousness” far short of the revolutionary
class consciousness it needed.

Of course, there were many variations on these three basic approaches. The
Guesdists in France, for example, insisted publicly on the necessity of a party take-
over of the state apparatus; they treated unions and strikes with indifference. Highly
reminiscent of Lenin in these respects, they nonetheless acted after 1893 very much
like revisionists whenever election time rolled around. Rosa Luxemburg and her fol-
lowers in Germany resembled the anarcho-syndicalist Confédération générale du tra-
vail (CGT) in France in that both expected the revolution to occur through the spon-
taneous strike actions of the masses, although Luxemburg and the CGT differed
markedly in their views of the role of the party and of the shape of postrevolutionary
society. British trade unions came early under the influence of the Liberal Party and
only gradually and hesitantly moved in the 1890s toward an endorsement of social-
ism, accepting the need for a separate labor party only in 1906. British radicals like
Kier Hardy were extreme moderates by Continental standards.

But actoss all these quirks and national variations there was a strong undercutrent
of consensus when it came to diagnosing working-class ills in quantitative ways. The
industrial worker of the new age was overworked and underpaid. The CGT expected
to rally the working class to a revolutionary general strike in 1906 by calling for the
eight-hour day. When spontaneous strikes caught union officials by surprise—at
Anzin in 1884, in the Ruhr valley in 1889 and again in 1905, on the London docks
in 1889, in the Nord in 1890 and 1903, and on thousands of other occasions large
and small —the militants’ first impulse was to elaborate wage and hour demands in
the workers’ name.® In legislative assemblies socialist and labor delegates pushed for
limitations on hours, minimum wage laws, and old-age pension plans. The central
question of workplace discipline and control was seldom broached, and not only be-
cause this issue was viewed as too explosive. Despite general and oft-repeated denun-
ciations of private property, no one ever couched his critique in terms of the political
power that arose within the wage relationship, at least not on the level of theory.

The left’s failure of vision can be seen in sharp relief by compating a passage from
Rosa Luxemburg’s The Mass Strike of 1905 with one of the events she was referring to
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as it has been revealed to us by a number of recent studies. Laborers of the pre—
World War I period are vastly better known to historians now than they were twenty
or even ten years ago, thanks to a spate of recent monographs. Practitioners of the
new social history have often themselves failed, however, to get beyond the terms of
the old prewar debates and to appreciate the significance of their own findings. The
well-known Ruhr mining strikes of 1889 and 1905 —two of the most important la-
bor conflicts of the Wilhelmine period —offer a convenient opportunity to measure
the distance between workplace realities and public assumptions that hampered Rosa
Luxemburg and continues to plague historians today.

Luxemburg, no schematic Marxist herself, argued that revolution was both possi-
ble and necessary: necessary because trade unions could never secure the laborer
against the depredations of capital, possible because (and here the stark contrast with
Lenin) the extreme poverty of the working class pushed it toward revolutionary out-
bursts. Thus in 1905, in the aftermath of the second great Ruhr mining strike and in
the midst of a revolutionary crisis in Russia, she argued that Germany was as prone
to revolution as the Czarist regime:

Let us consider #be poverty of the miners. Already in the quiet working day, in the
cold atmosphere of the parliamentary monotony of Germany —as also in other
countries, and even in the El Dorado of trade unionism, Great Britain — the wage
struggle of the mine workers hardly ever expresses itself in any other way than by
violent eruptions from time to time in mass strikes of typical, elemental character.
This only shows that the antagonism between labor and capital is too sharp and vio-
lent to allow of its crumbling away in the form of quiet systematic, partial trade
union struggles. The misery of the miners, with its eruptive soil which even in
“normal” times is a storm center of the greatest violence, must immediately ex-
plode in a violent economic socialist struggle, with every great political mass
action of the working class, with every violent sudden jerk which disturbs the mo-
mentary equilibrium of everyday social life. Let us take further the case of the pov-
erty of the textile workers. Hete also the bitter, and for the most part fruitless, out-
breaks of the wage struggle which rage through Vogtland every few years, give
but a faint idea of the vehemence with which the great agglomerate mass of helots
of trusted textile capital must explode during a political convulsion, during a pow-
erful, daring mass action of the German proletariat. Again let us take the poverty of
the home workers, of the ready-made clothing workers, of the electricity workers, veritable
storm centers in which violent economic struggles will be the more certain to
break out with every political atmospheric disturbance in Germany; the less fre-
quently the proletariat take up the struggle in tranquil times, and the more unsuc-
cessfully they fight at any time, the more brutally will capital compel them to re-
turn, gnashing their teeth to the yoke of slavery [emphasis in original}.”

Luxembutg referred to the workers as helots and as slaves in this passage and al-

luded to the irrelevance from their point of view of representative institutions and
parliamentary politics. Like so many others, she was petfectly aware herself of the
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political implications of wage-labor relationships. But what Luxemburg expected
to be decisive for the workers’ propensity to take action was not their political impo-
tence but their extreme poverty. Or rather, she spoke of poverty as a political state,
as if this were self-evident. But this recognition alone was not enough to turn aside
the basic claim of the revisionists, that incremental improvements in wages and
working conditions might accumulate into a complete political emancipation. Both
she and her opponents lacked a vocabulary for analyzing the generation of discipline
in monetary exchange.

In contrast to Luxemburg, reformists and trade-union officials in her own party ad-
vised their followers strongly against spontaneous strikes as a poor method of obtain-
ing results. In doing so, they embraced even more fully than she the centrality of a
quantitatively conceived material well-being in workers’ lives. Ruhr miners were
chided in 1905 by the SPD mouthpiece Vorwirts, for example, for their unplanned
walkout.® They were compared unfavorably to British miners who had already long
enjoyed what the Ruhr miners were hoping to obtain —compensation for time travel-
ing to the mine face, the right to elect their own checkweighmen to keep track of out-
put, payment for partially filled tubs, union recognition. In Britain, Vorwarts re-
marked, union negotiations preceded walkouts, and strikes were aimed at winning
essential concessions, that is, increases in pay. The whole thrust of the piece was to
suggest that Ruhr miners were lagging behind, were failing to understand their posi-
tion in society. Not revolutionary élan but inadequate thought and preparation lay
behind the spontaneous outburst of the strike.

Over the long term Luxemburg’s views have fared much the worse in this debate.
The practitioners of the new social history have come down solidly on the side of the
reformists, at least in concurring that the European working class of the end of the
century was immature and not at all ready for revolution. Activists, it has been
shown, continued to come predominantly from the high-skill, high-pay end of the
spectrum, and in particular from trades like construction and metalworking where ap-
prenticeships still had meaning and traditions of organization and political action
stretched back at least to the 1830s. Among such well-organized laborers moments
of high militancy resulted not from misery but from technological challenges to the
current organization of work. True proletarians were still in the minority within the
working class and, even where numerous, often quiescent. Collective action when it
occurred among them was highly ineffective and poorly focused.®

As it happens, two recent studies of the Ruhr miners mentioned by Luxemburg
have quite independently come to conclusions that confirm this overall pattern. And
the evidence in favor of their conclusions seems incontrovertible. What enabled the
Ruhr miners to launch such dramatic, unplanned strike movements as those of 1889
or 1905, both Barrington Moore and Klaus Tenfelde argue, was the long-standing or-
ganization of work in small stable teams whose tasks remained untouched by mecha-
nization, as well as the unbroken tradition of miner brothethoods (Knappschaften) that
went back to precapitalist days. These strikes were therefore not harbingers of a final
mature confrontation with capitalism so much as initial responses to it. Tenfelde sees
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the 1889 episode as an important early step in the miners’ gradual realization that
what they needed was not a traditional brotherhood but a new kind of organization, a
modern labor movement capable of “bringing into question the profit orientation
and the omnipotence” of the owners of capital."® Their grievances were born of their
still-recent “subjection to the lawfulness and dynamism of industrial markets,”"* but
their means of expressing these grievances were inappropriate because based on the
old dependence on government oversight and guild corporatism. The most dramatic
moment in the 1889 conflict came when the miners decided to send a deputation di-
rectly to the kaiser. This gesture proved to be a great public-opinion coup, bringing
much favorable comment in newspapers and drawing rooms, but it did little to save
their strike from failure. Whatever the kaiser may have said to the humble miners
during their unprecedented audience with him on 14 May in Berlin, Tenfelde points
out, the Prussian bureaucracy refused to interfere with the freedom of contract be-
tween mining employers and their workers. The mine owners’ continued intransi-
gence soon disheartened the miners; and most of the eighty thousand strikers were
back at work within a few days of the imperial audience. Doubtless this dramatic fail-
ure was one of the things in the back of Hauptmann’s mind as he wrote his famous
play three years later.

The 1905 strike, according to Moore, was equally a transitional movement. "
Unions resisted its outbreak, stepping in to lead only reluctantly after it was under
way. Miners appealed again to government and public opinion for support rather
than seeking hardheaded negotiations with mine owners. Again the strike ended in
failure, this time when the Reichstag (not the kaiser) began making gestures toward
intervention with proposed mining-law reforms. Granted that these reforms, when
introduced the following year, went “a considerable distance” toward meeting the
miners’ principal demands, the episode as a whole still represented something quite
different from Luxemburg’s imaginings.”® It was an action by essentially obedient
workers, according to Moore, workers indifferent to political doctrines, seeking only
a “lictle elbowrcom” within the framework of the prevailing social order.”* Moore
fully agrees with Tenfelde that the miners’ traditions of fraternal and loyal cor-
poratism and of work-team solidarity “were both a handicap and an advantage in the
miners’ long efforts to discover and create effective forms of collective self-help, the
strike and the unions.”"

This ambivalent conclusion is not unlike observations one can find in a good num-
ber of recent works. Working-class activism in the prewar decades has been found to
be not quite what it ought to have been. Unilinear notions of the gradual, untram-
meled growth of a European labor movement have given way to more ambiguous eval-
uation. Strikes in these years were less rational but more expressive than those orga-
nized by well-oiled twentieth-century union federations. The last-ditch struggles
against mechanization by declining artisans appear to historians as at once stirring
and yet also poorly conceived. Even the successful establishment of working-class par-
ties has been seen as part of a pattern of accommodation and growing cultural conser-
vatism.'® Both Moote and Tenfelde, for example—to return to the Ruhr for a mo-
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ment — pause to remark upon the limited political successes that miners achieved in
1889 and in 1905 by turning their strikes into shows of loyalty. At the same time,
these two observers remain impatient with such obviously immature gestures as send-
ing a deputation to the kaiser or calling off a strike the moment the Reichstag shows
signs of intervening. But if one reconceives the miners’ position in terms of monetary
exchange asymmetries and the struggle over honor, instead of thinking of miners as
free purveyors of a labor service, the apparent immaturity of these gestures takes on a
new color.

When the Prussian government abrogated its close control over mining opera-
tions in the Ruhr between 1851 and 1865, instituting a thoroughly laissez-faire re-
gime, mine owners were quick to take advantage of their new freedoms, increasing
the size of their operations and the depths of the shafts and reorganizing work disci-
pline. But the miners experienced no new freedoms. They continued to negotiate
separate bargains for the working of each seam as before; only now, without the pro-
tection of the state, the bargains could be broken or rewritten at will by mine man-
agement. They were therefore not bargains at all, but concessions from a position of
overwhelming power. Miners had no choice but to accept what was meted out to
them; owners had no one to oppose them.

In both 1889 and 1905 mine operators had refused to negotiate with striking min-
ers or even to recognize the strike as a valid form of collective action by their employ-
ees. It was evident that police-style retaliations against anyone identified as a leader
would immediately follow a return to work. The strikers were in effect being treated
by the mining combines as disobedient individuals who had failed in their duty and
were therefore liable to punishment. The liberal concept of free contract was invoked
only insofar as it justified nonrecognition of collective appeals or proposals. The strik-
ers were to be shamed like children. Caught in this position in both 1889 and 1905,
they went over the heads of their employers, appealing directly to the government.
And government recognition by kaiser or Reichstag was in itself an immense victory
over the employers’ refusal to see their action as anything but shameful disobedience.
Once this point was won, returning peacefully to work represented an open display of
loyalty, to the kaiser or Reichstag first and foremost and only secondarily to the em-
ployers. A display of loyalty can be a very powerful form of protest within the con-
text of monetary exchange asymmetries. Loyalty demands, and what it demands is a
kind of reciprocity that cannot be expressed in a ledger. A return of equal loyalty is
the only possible fair response. But if employers were indeed ever to become loyal to
their employees, then their properties would by this very step become useless to
them; they would lose the freedom to maneuver—the key to domination —that such
rights confer. Employee loyalty is thus a most desirable and also a most fearful thing
to any employer; he is forced by the need to protect his property both to accept it and
to hold himself prepared to betray it. The miners’ gesture of 1889, the decision to
send a delegation to the kaiser, struck directly at the heart of the asymmetrical disci-
pline under which they lived out their lives. At the very moment this decision was
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taken, union militants in their own meetings, secure in their economic literacy, were
busily formulating irrelevant wage demands.

Obeisance to the kaiser literally shamed the government into a significant shift in
policy. As Klaus Saul points out, from 1889 on the clear trend of all mining legisla-
tion was toward the reimposition of government control. Within a few years govern-
ment officials were given the power to intervene in employer—employee relations,
and new occupational tribunals (Gewerbegerichten) wete given authority to handle la-
bor contract disputes. The Reichstag intervention following the 1905 strike
amounted to a state-imposed settlement in favor of the miners."” But the effective-
ness and appropriateness of the miners’ actions ought not to be measured merely by
their noteworthy political impact. The point is to see these collective movements as
the acts of defiance they were and to recognize that defiance was better suited than
bargaining to the direct political submission that was daily exacted from the miners
by the huge mining combines.

It might be possible therefore to reformulate Moore’s observation as follows:
Strikes and unions were both a handicap and an advantage to miners, whose tradi-
tions of brotherhood and obedience gave them a surer insight into the problems of
the capitalist era than anything the SPD had to offer. Or one might reformulate
Luxemburg’s view in this manner: Not their poverty but their subjection to police-
style disciplinary strategies, which were aimed in particular at eliciting feelings of
shame in the miners, led them toward occasional violent “eruptions” —the ever-pres-
ent volcanic and meteorological metaphors are highly misleading —that is, toward
safely spontaneous enactments of an alternative code of honor and shame. These enact-
ments were revolutionary in a way that Luxemburg’s economic notion of misery pre-
vented her from seeing.

In fact, a third study of Ruhr miners appeared almost simultaneously with those
of Tenfelde and Moote, David Crew's Town in the Rubr: A Social History of Bochum,
1860—1914, which reaches conclusions very close to those being proposed here. In
all substantive matters, Crew's extensive quantitative evidence of Bochum miners
confirms the findings of Moore and Tenfelde on the importance of the miners’ work
teams and traditions, on the significance of work otganization in miners’ strike griev-
ances, and on their failure to organize under the umbrella of either SPD or Catholic
unions and party sections. But Crew finds this failure to organize to be attributable
to the SPD and the Catholic Center Party and their unions rather than to the miners,
given the stage of capitalist development Germany had then reached. “In that stage
of large-scale, heavy-industry-based, ‘organized’ capitalism,” he remarks, “the link
between liberal ideology and social reality must have seemed far more tenuous, not
only in Bochum, but in Germany as a whole, than perhaps it had during the early
phases of the English Industrial Revolution.”*® In effect, Crew observes, unions and
parties were unable to demonstrate any ability to defend miners against the great po-
litical weight of the mining concerns. Miners had no particular reason to believe that
such classically liberal activities as joining associations, voting, and bargaining could
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do much to improve their position. “This may in turn suggest,” concludes Crew,
“that rather than continuing to ‘ghettoize’ recent German history as an exceptional
case, more could be learned by attempting to situate the German experience within
the framework of capitalist development in Europe and the world as a whole.”* Just
so. The only improvement needed to Crew’s conclusion would be to add that at no
phase of capitalist development or precapitalist development—not in Silesia, Lanca-
shire, or the Ruhr—have liberal forms of political or economic activity, confined to
their proper spheres as liberalism has defined them, offered a satisfactory means of ex-
pressing the grievances of propertyless persons.

Not just Ruhr miners but workers in many industries in all three countries under
consideration engaged in movements of protest in the pre—World War I period that
were revolutionary in a manner that both contemporaries and historians have failed to
recognize. 1 have elsewhere analyzed a number of French textile strikes in detail,
showing how they were for the workers complex gestures of insoumission aimed at the
unchecked, overbearing power of mill owners over their local communities—gestures
that could not be contained or directed into prescribed channels by harried and con-
fused union militants.”® Don Reid’s recent work on the famous Decazeville metal-
workers’ strike of 1886 points to a similar interpretation. The large firm that domi-
nated the small industrial town in southern France sought to extend the influence of
exchange asymmetries beyond the workplace into the community. The firm recog-
nized that small retail properties in the town were refuges of political independence,
and it sought to destroy republican retailers and barkeepers by taking control of a con-
sumers’ cooperative and dictating that its employees had to spend their pay in this co-
operative. It was such policies rather than work grievances that sparked the 1886
strike, according to Reid, and motivated the murder of the firm’s director, Jules
Watrin, an act that catapulted Decazeville into the national limelight. Journalists
and political figures rushed from Paris in the aftermath of the incident, the former to
document the violence of the workers’ feelings, the latter to preach to them about the
necessity of a disciplined movement. But it may be safely concluded that none of
these visitors understood the true nature of Decazeville’s grievance, the desire to
breathe free air at least when not at work and to have the chance to be republican in
what was after all in theory a republic.”

With the industrial revolution the power of monetary exchange asymmetries has be-
come more difficult to exercise with perfect uniformity. The greater intensity of prod-
uct competition and the resulting greater frequency of technical change force continual
renegotiation of the terms of submission. The notion of contractual equality has justi-
fied a kind of domination at arm’s length_in which submission is demanded but noth-
ing promised in return. But this notion is also a fragile fiction that workers have never
fully accepted. Socialist and syndicalist thinkers wrongly attacked the contractual free-
dom of workers and employers as the root of all evil instead of seeing it as a sham based
on a misapplied analogy with marketplace exchanges of tangible commodities. Their
efforts to counteract with organization the effects of free competition met with only
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limited success. They would have failed completely without the occasional technologi-
cal transformations that undermined obedience from below by robbing laborers of even
their present slim security. These were what brought strikes and occasional bouts of
unionization; these were what brought laborers to the ballot box with socialist lists in
their hands. But none of this activity —none of the sword rattling of radical orators or
the resolutions of union congresses or the growing parliamentary strength of the
anticapitalist left — could have the desired effect as long as the position of the poor was
so profoundly misconceived. A symptom of the depth of this misconception may be
seen in the fact that all working-class movements, whatever their formal doctrine,
were forced by circumstance to fight for a bate minimum of enforcement of civil and
contractual liberties. Socialists in France and Germany no less than the Labour Party in
England became willy-nilly champions of the right to strike and good-faith negotia-
tions, of universal suffrage, and of parliamentary rule in their respective countries, be-
cause even where democracy existed on paper it remained so little respected in practice.
The very liberties that the socialists in theory criticized as the engine of working-class
enslavement they ended up defending in practice because they found them nowhere in
society as it was.

The great labor movements of the end of the nineteenth century were odd amal-
gams of liberal influence and popular striving. Leaders like Rosa Luxemburg, Jules
Guesde, and Jean Jaurés sought to characterize popular aspirations in terms borrowed
from a tradition of economic theory that treated money as an adequate measure. De-
privation and overwork appeared central to them as a result; they understood labor-
ers’ powetlessness intuitively but had no words for distinguishing it from their mere
lack of quantities of things. As a result, laborers continued their sporadic war against
employer discipline without ever fully rallying to the formal organizations and ex-
plicit ideologies their leaders created. If the whole regime of quantitative thinking
had been somehow overthrown, the supporters of this movement might have seen
that, not more or less money, but money itself, was a soutce of tyranny. Only then
could the formal and informal wings of the popular movement — the spontaneous and
the organized — have built upon, instead of vitiating, each other’s strengths.

THE NONEXISTENT NORM

Since about 1960 there has been a growing mood of confusion and doubt among his-
torians over the inexplicable oddities of national histories. In 1978 E. P. Thompson
reissued his “The Peculiarities of the English,” and two years later Keith Nield pub-
lished an article that reviewed the sparkling debate between Thompson and Perry An-
derson that “Peculiarities” had touched off back in 1965.** The question at issue was
why the English working class, which had been so resolute and politically active in
its own defense before 1848, thereafter settled into a calm acceptance of the British
status quo. This is an old problem that troubled Engels before his death and has as
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yet found no answer; if anything, the range of available explanations is getting
wider, not narrower.

In 1980, the year Nield’s article appeared, Geoff Eley and David Blackbourne
published their Mythen deutscher Geschichtsschreibung, containing two essays that ques-
tioned the reigning explanations for the German catastrophe of the twentieth cen-
tury.” In particular, Ely and Blackbourne trained a critical gaze on the idea that the
German revolution of 1848 had been an unmitigated failure and that the German
bourgeoisie had, as a result, never taken its proper leading position in a modernized
polity. They questioned the idea that the bourgeoisie left the levers of power in the
hands of obscurantist aristocrats, so that these levers were all the more easily seized la-
ter on by the Nazis. Eley and Blackbourn were not persuaded that German society
failed to become bourgeois, or the German polity to become liberal. They ques-
tioned, in particular, the use of an idealized model of English history as a notm
against which to measure German failure. In the expanded English version of their es-
says published in 1984 (which they significantly named The Peculiarities of German
History), Eley and Blackbourn noted that the original German version “received
lengthy teviews in the quality press and in the nonspecialist weeklies . . . was dis-
cussed in a radio broadcast, and its theme became the subject of panel discussions at a
number of conferences.”** As one of their critics remarked, if Eley and Blackbourn
were right, “then where did Nazism come from?” This was the question that at-
tracted so much public attention to the book in the Federal Republic.

Doubts among historians of France about the peculiarities of its recent history are
of equally long standing and remain equally unresolved. Of special concern has been
the cause for the disunity of the left. The French working class has been far more mili-
tant than those of England or Germany if one looks at willingness to engage in vio-
lent insurrections, unpremeditated general strikes, and small-scale, unplanned
strikes and demonstrations. But the working-class movement has never been unified
or well organized. Even after the creation of a single socialist party in 1905 (accom-
plished not without mental reservations all around), the bulk of the unions remained
aloof from all party institutions down to the 1920s, by which time the socialists had
split into bitterly opposed moderate and Communist wings. Worse still, union mem-
bership has remained unusually low, and working-class influence on legislation,
with the exception of a few brief if important episodes, has failed to provide the pow-
erful legal advantages enjoyed by German, British, or even U.S. labor unions. By
comparison with the Germans’ SPD, in particular, with its monolithic unity, its dis-
cipline, its clear chains of command, French labor has cut a poor figure indeed in the
last century. Especially worrisome has been the long list of French politicians who be-
gan their careers as socialists and revolutionaries appealing to working-class constitu-
encies and ended up as conservative centrists or even fascists. Among many others,
Alexandre Millerand, Aristide Briand, Jacques Doriot, and worst of all Pierre Laval,
the architect of Vichy, having acquired a following as socialists or anarchists, sailed
resolutely to the right when the winds of opportunity shifted.”
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Of course, from the vantage point of U.S. social historians all three of these coun-
tries have long been considered jointly to constitute a norm against which American
“exceptionalism” can be measured. Although beyond the scope of this essay, it is
worth noting in passing that Sean Wilentz's work has recently served as the focus of
controversy over whether U.S. working-class consciousness and political traditions
are to be adjudged sadly lacking or uniquely creative by comparison with Europe.*®

These questionings and controversies have all been important, seminal, vital. But
one truism must also, at least occasionally, be taken into account. It is impossible for
there to be only exceptions. All too often when historians are characterizing the excep-
tional features of one nation’s history they fail to examine the evidence that their im-
plicit norm is also in its own way odd. If one compares the French or the British labor
movement against the SPD of the pre—World War I era, it is easy to make the former
two look weak and ineffectual. But one must not engage in such a compatison in a
vacuum, as if the SPD grew up under normal circumstances. German historians have
long remarked the impact of Bismarck's antisocialist laws and the relative impotence
of the Reichstag in the German constitution as factors militating in favor of socialist
unity and organizational centralism in the Wilhemine period. The laboring poor
were ostracized by society, shunned by the state; in the SPD they created a special ref-
uge. In addition, German historians have long noted the failure of SPD unions to
achieve effective organization outside the skilled sectors or to prevent even their mem-
bers from falling in with the jingoistic patriotism and militarism promoted by the
empire and the ruling elite.”” Such concerns reveal German workers as looking a lot
more like British labor aristocrats than British historians usually realize and as enjoy-
ing less autonomy and self-consciousness than those mistrustful French individualists
who seldom joined unions and disliked voting for anyone who wore a suit and tie.

When one considers recent intensive local studies like those of Crew and Tenfelde
on the Ruhr or that of Mary Nolan on Dusseldorf side by side with similar studies
from France or Britain, like those of Rolande Trempé, Joan Scott, Michael P.
Hanagan, Robert Q. Gray, Geoffrey Crossick, or Patrick Joyce, one cannot help but
feel that the national oddities so much in the limelight of late are rather superficial
and that the deeper day-to-day social routines of industrial communities were rela-
tively uniform across the whole of Western Europe.”® Employer paternalism and
struggles over workplace control have been objects of intensive research in the last
few years, and here particularly the national differences seem utterly washed out by
the similarities. Many unionized Lancashire factory wotkers, as Joyce has revealed
them—voting for Tories, cheering the empire, and deferentially celebrating when
the mill owner married or when his son came of age—are remarkably similar to the
German workers of Chemnitz, an SPD stronghold discussed by Barrington Moore,
who notes that they loved parades and uniforms and believed fervently in German na-
tional superiority.* Krupp’s cradle-to-grave paternalism was certainly no more elabo-
rate or effective than that practiced by the French firm Le Creusot.** The quick and
near-unanimous rallying of workers to the national cause in 1914 in all three coun-
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tries is becoming more understandable as specialized studies continue to probe the
vigorous hold of employer authority and the unshaken prestige of the wealthy’s con-
sumption pattetns in industrial communities in the late nineteenth century.*

At the same time, an entirely different kind of worker action is coming into fo-
cus. Petty resistance, one might call it; Liidtke has adopted the German word
Eigensinn (“willfulness” or “obstinacy”) to describe the detailed and pervasive acts of
disobedience, sluggishness, or obstruction that laborers engaged in on the shop
floor in an attempt to protect themselves against employer discipline.?” This is a
form of opposition that lay at the roots of many unplanned strikes but that formal
unions and parties were never able to draw on. European society by the eve of
World War I was increasingly shaped by those peculiar forms of discipline and resis-
tance that monetary exchange asymmetries in large enterprises gave rise to. In this
respect, the direction of current research seems to be offering significant confirma-
tion to the argument of this essay.

One cannot help but agree with Blackbourne and Eley that the German diver-
gence from a Western model has been exaggerated and that a shared, even converg-
ing, evolution united French, British, and German societies as they entered the twen-
tieth century. Whether one calls this a liberal or a bourgeois social otder, however,
depends very much on how one defines these words. European society was by then as
liberal or as bourgeois as it would ever get, but this means that it was still a long way
from resting on a capitalist economy as Ricardo, Marx, or even Milton Friedman
would define capitalism, and still a long way from offering political liberty to the in-
dividual in the strict theoretical sense required by liberal intellectual tradition. The
failure of a strictly liberal or strictly capitalist social order to emerge, the failure of re-
form efforts to separate the political, religious, economic, and social spheres from
one another properly in any of these countries, is underscored by a comparison of the
French Revolution as discussed in Chapter 4 with the road to unity that Germany tra-
versed between 1848 and 1871. It should now be apparent why it was necessary, as
mentioned in Chapter 2, to be illiberal in the imposition of liberal reforms on soci-
ety, why these reforms tore asunder the social fabric in a way that could only seem
nonsensical and unjust to many, and why, as a result, the French Revolution was in a
deep sense as much a failure as were the efforts of the Frankfurt Parliament and of Bis-
marck to give Germany a lasting unity.

Extensive recourse to coercion was necessary to impose liberal social orders in Eu-
rope not just because old habits held the multitude in thrall, nor just because the
machinations of benighted reactionaries threatened to undo the victories of virtue.
Coercion was necessary because liberal reform did not produce dramatically new
and free social relationships. Liberal reform did not liberate most people; it pro-
vided some with momentary windfalls (as in the abolition of the tithe or of
seigneurial dues); it gave to all new opportunities to fight their way out of (and
new chances to fall back into) the subjection of propertylessness. State coercion was
formally separated from the disciplinary activities of property owners (but seldom
remained so in practice). A nartow public sphere was opened up, allowing some
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freedom of speech and assembly in some times and places, creating opportunities
for defensive action that it took much experience, and often luck as well, to use ef-
fectively. The disastrous mistakes repeatedly made in the popular movements of the
first half of the nineteenth century provide abundant evidence of how difficult effec-
tive use of the new public sphere was. Either English or French experience can be
cited here: Peterloo, Owenism, Chartism; the revolution of 1830, the Lyons upris-
ings of 1831 and 1834, the revolution of 1848 in Paris from February to the June
days, the Commune of 1871 —these represent an awesome collection of miscues and
misperceptions, paid for at a heavy price. Only after 1870 did popular movements
begin to find forms of organization and defense that effectively took advantage of
the limited kinds of public freedoms that liberalism promised. Even then it re-
quired constant vigilance to ensure that some of the promise was delivered on.

There was little reason for the common people or the educated poor or underprivi-
leged professionals to exult in the accomplishment of a liberal revolution except inso-
far as they were swayed by the attractive wiles of the liberal illusion. Persuasive as
this illusion was, it left many millions unconvinced. Still others remained caught up
in disciplinary practices that prevented them from voicing support or even from re-
flecting sufficiently to make a decision. Coercion was required to bring the uncon-
vinced and the coerced along, but those who accepted the liberal illusion were bound
to fail to see precisely how or why so much coercion was necessary. They could not
help but suppose that blindness and malice were the only things that could prevent
people from devoting themselves to the cause of liberty. If liberal reformers turned to
coercion, therefore, they usually overdid it. The Frankfurt Parliament of 1848 and
the National Assembly of 1789 were in this respect identical. Both failed to appreci-
ate the level of genuine popular opposition their glorious reforms were bound to
stimulate as well as the potent means many private individuals had for stifling the po-
litical expressions of their subordinates. When opposition made itself felt, those who
shrank from violence in both assemblies were eliminated.

In Paris a series of ever more violent rumps, determined to defend liberty, scat-
tered indiscriminate death in all possible ditections until even their popular support-
ers retreated in confusion from the political scene. In Frankfure the Parliament itself
was dissolved by a combination of crowd action and military intervention. In what
sense was France lucky to have benefited from the ministrations of a Fouquier-
Tinville while Germany was unlucky to have been served by selfless idealists like Rob-
ert Blum or stolid intellectuals like Friedrich Dahlmann? A.-Q. Fouquier-Tinville
clung to his job as judge on the Revolutionary Tribunal, sending hundreds to quick
execution, because he badly needed the salary to support his large family.?* The
Fouquier-Tinvilles are the problem of modern history, not its saviors; like the thou-
sands of Germans who fearfully joined the Nazi Party in the months after Hitler's sei-
zure of power, they are what needs most to be explained to a traumatized posterity.

After the failure of the Frankfurt Parliament there were many German liberals
who quickly came to the same conclusion as their French predecessors. Organized vio-
lence was necessary, after all, to defend liberty. It is increasingly clear that Bis-
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marck’s program of the 186os was almost entirely of liberal provenance, a fact that
was obscured for a time beneath the abuse heaped on him by postwar liberal histori-
ans like A. J. P. Taylor.>* The seizing of Schleswig-Holstein in 1864 had been origi-
nally demanded in the Paulskirche in 1848; the subsequent wars on particularism
and particularism’s greatest historical champion, France, and the constitution of the
new Reich both realized old liberal dreams. Even the despicable and poorly moti-
vated Kulturkampf against the power of the Catholic church within the largely Protes-
tant Reich in the 1870s was approved by numerous liberals of anticlerical bent in the
Reichstag. This latter campaign bears more than a superficial resemblance to the
French Civil Constitution of the Clergy of 1791. Both attempted to make priests
into civil servants and to control official chutch teaching; both resulted in the whole-
sale jailing of priests and bishops; both were followed by reconciliations that, by re-
storing to the church a reformed autonomy, transformed it into a grudging partner
of the status quo.

Bismarck was no liberal, but he delighted in undercutting the libetals’ support by
doing what they wanted done with greater flair and resolution than they were able to
show (not being at the head of an army and loyal bureaucracy). Because he carried out
liberal programs in dictatorial fashion, Bismarck has been compared with justice to
the Napoleons; but this comparison underscores the normality rather than the abnor-
mality of German history.?* Liberal France required two bouts of Napoleonic dictator-
ship, from 1799 to 1814 and from 1855 to 1870, to ensure the creation of a stable
liberal order. Bismarck’s period of ascendancy was only slightly shorter in total and
ended only slightly later.

The argument is sometimes made that England provides the real model of a peace-
ful transition to liberal society, with its long enjoyment of governmental stability
and gradual reform from 1689 to the present. Even the seventeenth-century upheav-
als there were mild by comparison to the French Revolution or the bitter conflicts of
German revolution and unification. But Barrington Moore rightly argued some years
ago that governmental stability is not the same thing as social peace and that the
piecemeal use of coetcion in England over the long run probably matched the mote
ficful interludes of violence experienced elsewhere.?® One need only recall the slow de-
struction of the small-scale owner-occupiers in the countryside from the late seven-
teenth through the eatly nineteenth centuries, the frequent suspensions of civil liber-
ties, the heavy-handed rebuffs delivered by Parliament to popular lobbying after
1792, and the selective repression of popular assemblies and the popular press be-
tween 1810 and 1848. This is not a particularly distinguished record even when
judged by the modest standards of Whig liberty.

The German Empire that Bismarck fashioned stands out in that it was not a full-
fledged parliamentary regime. But in some respects this made it more consistent
with the forms of institutions found in other spheres of society. The Reichstag under
Bismarck was rather like a union committee in an English, French, or German fac-
tory of the time, able to speak but unable ta make its will felt, tolerated at suffer-
ance, consulted only on the rare occasions when wages were to be lowered (that is,
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the budget increased), and bullied into submission by various expedients even then.
Germany was in this respect a more coherent polity than either England or France.

In England and France, it is commonly supposed, in contrast to Germany, liberty
and popular sovereignty were by the beginning of World War I the guiding princi-
ples of the state. No better demonstration of the folly of such a belief could be found
than the First World War itself, with its millions dying under the incompetent lead-
ership of generals whose power went unchecked by any reasonable process of review
or consultation, with its thousands of “free” journalists willing to tell the endless lies
about the front that prevented the public from putting an end to the long and indeci-
sive horror. The war was a fitting conclusion to a century of tyranny in all “eco-
nomic” and “social” institutions, justified by an appeal to a delusory notion of liberty
in the “political” sphere. Habits of obedience hamstrung all efforts to understand the
destructive military potential that the industrial revolution had created. This chill-
ing norm had no exceptions.

HONOR VERSUS SYMMETRY

The struggle over honor continues unabated in millions of workplaces and offices to-
day, at times muted, at times abetted by the plans and commands of national union
bureaucracies. These latter institutions, the great unions and union federations, have
their dark sides, as everyone knows. A local president of one of the large U.S. na-
tional unions was recently reported to have said to a meeting of disgruntled mem-
bers, “Let me tell you, the dues of all the people in this room wouldn’t pay for the
hubcaps on my Cadillac.”” This comment reveals a monetary exchange asymmetry
of a particularly sinister, if prevalent, kind —sinister because it has grown up within
an organization whose bigness was originally intended to counteract the asymmetri-
cal power of the employer. Of course, such developments cannot be understood apart
from the structure of labor law, which vaties significantly from one country to an-
other, so that union influence is quite difficult to generalize about but usually domes-
ticated by state intervention. Still, it is no accident that unions are so widely sus-
pected of serving an integrative function and so widely viewed as needing shake-ups
from below. They can lose touch with membership for the very reason that employers
can afford to ignore laborers’ grievances, because they are big and the laborer is little.
Union reform, like labor conflict, is therefore unreflectively discussed as yet another
field of combat in which individual heroism is to be displayed and collective honor
defended.

The whole question of the modern left’s unreflective dependence on a combative
code of honor is in desperate need of further study for two reasons. First of all, the
union movement has grown up without ever finding a theoretical guide that could
uncover the centrality of honor and shame within workplace relationships. Unions
have constantly built upon a militancy whose real shape and origins have never been
examined, and they have as a result predictably thrown their organizational weight
against spontaneity, against the rapid response to insult, damping down the constant

219



Money and liberty in modern Europe

guerrilla warfare over discipline so essential to laborers’ self-respect, with the result
that laborers often feel doubly cowed, doubly oppressed, boxed in, betrayed by their
own organizations. Their very victories lead them back to a new kind of powerless-
ness. The weakness of the French labor movement may in this context be counted as a
real strength.

Secondly, however useful notions of heroism and honor may be in struggles
against a pervasive police-style discipline, the question must be raised whether a
movement that imposes a desire for honor on its supporters through the established
practices it creates is appropriate for building a new society. That honor codes are ap-
propriate for establishing counterhierarchies based on “combat records” and shared
hardships, that they help make a new elite feel empowered to act autocratically for
the good of all (why consult democratically with the cowardly multitude?), has been
amply demonstrated by the disastrous histories of certain postrevolutionary societies
in this century. Particularly unfortunate has been the way in which notions of class
have been put to use as badges, of honor or alternatively of shame, with which to re-
ward the loyal or punish the opposition. It is not surprising that this has been such a
successful strategy for rallying support, since the notion of class was born in a period
of great civil strife in Europe. However, it is at least necessary to examine whether
the constant drawing of lines in the dust is the best way of establishing those decisive
new practices that will lead society out of conflict and fear, away from the necessity
for mutual robbery imposed by capitalist individualism.

These issues cannot be fully explored here. One thing is certain. Such issues can
never receive the attention they deserve so long as those who challenge the status quo
remain in the grip of an accountant mentality, formulating their aims with the help
of consumer price indexes and cost-of-living allowances or charts showing the inevita-
ble tendency of capitalism toward crisis. So long as it is accepted that the economic
sphere is one in which numbers hold special sway and in which relationships do not
have to be judged by the same standards as prevail in families or in democratic institu-
tions —an idea as common in most socialist states as it is in liberal ones—just so long
will the progressive forces in society drift ineffectually or else, if they chance to gain
influence for a while, fail to change the imbalances of power that crush freedom on ev-
ery side. The challenge that feminism has raised to the established left will also con-
tinue to go unanswered until a larger conception of freedom is developed that gets
beyond paycheck fetishism, that can be used with equal sureness to identify the injus-
tices of familial, workplace, party, and governmental relationships alike.

‘What would such a conception of freedom look like? This essay has been aimed at
making at least a small contribution toward answering that question. If the notion of
exchange asymmetry has been of any use in diagnosing the ills of capitalist society
and the failures of liberal and Marxist language, it is only because it points by impli-
cation to a concept of personal freedom starkly different both from Lockean indepen-
dence and from socialist material sufficiency. For Locke, property was the key to lib-
erty because property insulated the individual from the need to depend on anyone
else’s will. But such independence is possible only for a minority and indeed arises
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from the inevitable dependence of the penniless on those who have property. Social-
ists have from the beginning objected that the masses must be rescued from want, for
without material sufficiency there can be no personal liberty; but it has never been
made clear how such a rescue effort could be accomplished without tyrannical central-
ization of control.

Humans are inevitably connected to and dependent on each other; Lockean inde-
pendence is an impossibility. But it is one thing to be connected and mutually depen-
dent and quite another to be oppressed. Without going into detail here, it is easy
enough to imagine a symmetrical relationship, that is, one in which both parties ex-
change things that are essential in the same way to each party. In such a relationship
neither party can afford to jeopardize the relationship more easily than the other. Of
course, this image is entirely too abstract and would appear to fit relationships as di-
verse as petty commodity production and exchange, mutual assured destruction, or a
love affair. But then, a model that can be applied in all spheres is just what is needed.

This is not the place to press on toward greater precision. Still, it is worth remark-
ing in conclusion a certain resonance between this notion and the concern of theorists
as divergent as John Rawls and Jiirgen Habermas in recent years with constructing a
model of the social conditions necessary for impartial deliberation. For Rawls, impar-
tial deliberation is impossible to organize, but by theorizing about conditions neces-
sary for its occurrence, one can arrive at a rough estimate of what would be decided
about social justice in such deliberation. Rawls describes an “original position” in
which persons are denied knowledge of their social identity, their wealth or poverty,
their intelligence or dull-wittedness. If people in such a position were asked to decide
upon the kind of society they wished to live in, Rawls argues, they would be risk-
averse and would vote for the creation of that social order in which the least advan-
taged would be as well off as possible. This therefore is the most just social order.?®
Habermas, speaking from an entirely different tradition, attempts to analyze the ori-
gin and character of “the coordinating power of speech acts,” that is, of their power
to coordinate the actions of many individuals. This is a power that cannot be ex-
plained by reference to institutional contexts of control, command, negotiation, or
compromise because it is necessarily prior to the organization of such contexts. It is
this coordinating power, Habermas argues, that must serve as the object of a reinte-
grated human science that is at once sociology, philosophy, and linguistics. Like-
wise, it is through an appreciation of this power that a critique of modernity will be-
come possible.*

What these theoretical efforts share with the notion, implicit by negation in the
present -essay, of a symmetrical relationship is a concern with uncovering the condi-
tions in which human connectedness is itself liberating. The liberal tradition has
from the beginning sought liberty through disconnection; and the opposing ideolo-
gies that have grown up around it have sought only to deny disconnection, to undo
it, without sufficiently understanding what kind of connection ought to replace it.
In the capitalist world great monolithic institutions such as state bureaucracies and
enterprises are controlled autocratically from the top down, with utterly inadequate
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corrective constraints imposed fitfully from the outside through electoral or market
choices. An ideal symmetrical relationship would be one that really is se/f-cortecting.
No one could be disciplined by another except insofar as mutually essential relation-
ships began to go badly in consequence of an ill-considered choice or action. Dissatis-
faction would be registered immediately and felt mutually. This kind of discipline
would allow one to confront the difficult mysteries of one’s own existence and de-
sires, without the comforting interference of domination.

Short of achieving utopia, however, it is not difficult to think of some simple re-
forms to correct the more blatant evils of monetary exchange asymmetries, reforms
that any society that values democracy should enact at once. The standard list of civil
liberties enjoyed in most Western democracies — freedom of speech and religion, free-
dom of assembly, right of due process —is the product of a long historical evolution;
these liberties were developed to protect citizens in their extremely asymmetrical rela-
tionships to the state. That they often do not work well is as widely recognized as is
their immense value. All wage laborers should be given similar protections against
dismissal or wage cuts. This reform might not be so difficult to accomplish as it at
first seems. Employment at will as a legal concept has already been under fire for
some time. Introducing the whole panoply of civil rights into the workplace would
entail the application of established practices that are widely disseminated and ex-
tremely familiar. At the same time it would amount to a social revolution; without
ending private property one could reduce its arbitrary power dramatically. It is only
necessary to think what a difference such liberties in the workplace would make for
journalists and editorialists, and therefore for the whole process by which public opin-
ion is formed. Indeed, without such protections it is ridiculous to suppose that we en-
joy real free speech in the public sphere, where self-expression is currently guaranteed
only to those who can afford to “speak” loudly enough to be heard. Their voices are
magnified by the talent they buy (that is, dominate).

And this is just a small fraction of the change that would result. In the short
term it would also be necessary to do something about the family, that vast ne-
glected sector of the “economy.” Reforms which ensure that men do not have a
lesser stake in the relationship than women do-the right to abortion, carefully con-
structed divorce and child-custody laws, the equal right of partners over all prop-
erty and resources—have already been proposed or enacted in many places. Legal
precedent is now available for treating the housekeeper and caregiver as making an
“economic” contribution that can be measured in proportion to the earnings of the
wage-working partner. But nonfamilial “economic” institutions are still in a posi-
tion to demand so much work outside the home from members of households that
they ensure that one partner must remain behind loaded down with unrewarded,
unrecognized, and superhuman tasks to perform. What good are free speech and
freedom of assembly to a housekeeper and caregiver if there are no child-care institu-
tions, no help with the laundry or the floors, no means of constraining a wage-earn-
ing partner to contribute to upkeep in case of separation? Failures of reciprocity
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whether in the home or in the factory can easily foreclose the exercise of citizenship
rights in the supposedly separate political sphere.

In the short run, put simply, there would be no harm in continuing the struggle
to ensure that all become actually able to enjoy the liberties they supposedly already
have. The effort would move society toward a practical search for those new notions
of the individual and of human connectedness that are needed if the species is ever to
escape from the current worldwide imperium of what M. I. Finley has aptly called
“number fetishism.”*°
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John Locke, A Letter concerning Toleration (1689).

It is widely recognized that for a competitive system to be fair, even on its own terms, it
must have a fair starting point; see Lester C. Thurow, Generating Inequality: Mechanisms of
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