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FORMATIONS OF MODERNITY 

PREFACE 

Formations of Modernity is the first book in a new series of sociology 
textbooks which aims to provide a comprehensive, innovative and 

vii 

-stimulating introduction to sociology. The four books in the series, 
which is entitled Understanding Modern Societies: An Introduction, are 
listed on page ii. They have been written to suit students and readers 
who have no prior knowledge of sociology and are designed to be used 
on a variety of social science courses in universities and m1legoo. 
Although part of a series, each book is self-contained to facilitate use 
with students studying different aspects ofthe history, sociology and� 
ideas of modern society and its international context. 

The four books form the central part of an Open University course, also 
called Understanding Modern Societies. Open University courses are 
produced by an extensive course team consisting of academic authors 
and consultants, a panel of experienced tutors, an external academic 
assessor, editors and designers, BBC producers, academic administrators 
and secretaries. (The full course team responsible for this course is 
listed on the opposite page.) Every chapter has been subjected to wide­
ranging discussion and improvement at each of several draft stages. The 
result is a unique series of textbooks which draw on the cumulative 
academic research and teaching experience of the Open University and 
the--wider . .academj_g__G_ommunity. � 

All four books have three distinctive features. First, each chapter 
provides not only a descriptive, historical account of the key social 
processes which shaped modern industrial societies, and which are 
now, once again, rapidly transforming them, but also analysis of the key 
concepts, issues and current debates in the related academic literature. 
Secondly, each chapter includes a number of extracts from classic and 
contemporary books and articles, all of them pertinent to the chapter. 
These are printed conveniently at the end of the chapter in which they 
are discussed. They can be distinguished from the main text (and can 
thus be found easily) by the continuous line down the left-hand margin. 
The third important feature of the text is that it is interactive: every 
chapter contains specially designed exerci�es, questions and activities 
to help readers understand, reflect upon and retain the main teaching 
points at issue. From the long experience of Open University course 
writing, we have found that all readers will benefit from such a package 
of materiais carefully designed for students working with a fair degree 
of independence. 

While each book is free-standing, there are some cross-references to the 
other books in the series to aid readers using all the books. These take 
the following form: 'see Book 1 (Hall and Gieben, 1992), Chapter 4'. For 
further information on a writer or concept, the reader is sometimes 
referred to the Penguin Dictionary of Sociology. Full bibliographic 
details of this dictionary are provided where relevant at the end of each 



FORMATIONS OF MODERNITY 

chapter, together with other references which suggest further reading 
which can be undertake.n in each area. 

In the long collaborative process by which Open University materials 
are made, the editors of such a volume are only the most obvious of 
those who have helped to shape its chapters. There are many others 
with responsibilities for the detailed and painstaking work of bringing a 
book with so many parts to completion. Our external assessor, Professor 
Bryan Turner, provided invaluable intellectual guidance, comment, . 
advice, stimulus and encouragement at every stage of the production of 
these books. We owe special thanks to Molly Freeman, Maureen Adams, 
Pauline Turner, Dianne Cook and Margaret Allott for really marvellous 
secretarial support. Rarely in the history of word-processing can so 
many drafts have been produced so swiftly by so few. Our Open 
University editors, Chris Wooldridge, David Scott-Macnab, David 
Wilson and Robert Cookson, have improved each chapter with their 
insight and professionalism, usually under quite unreasonable pressures 
of time, and with unfailing good nature. Thanks also to Paul Smith, our 
media librarian, for his creative work in finding so many of the 
illustrations. Debbie Seymour, of Polity Press, has been a constant 
source of encouragement and good sense. 

Finally, the chapter authors have borne stoically our innumerable 
criticisms and suggestions, and have managed to preserve the essence of 
their original creations through successive rounds of amendments and 
cuts. Their scholarship and commitment have made this book what it is. 

Bram Gieben and Stuart Hall 



INTRODUCTION 

iNTRODUCTION 

Stuart Hall· 

- Formations of Modernity, as the title suggests, is concerned with the 
_process of formation which led to th_fL�:W.§.!gg:p.ce of modern societies, 
and which sta.:rgEe�_thef!L_�th thei! d!sti!lQllYsL£:.h.9J'it£t§,r. The boOk 
addresses a number of questions which have proved to be of 
fundamental importance throughout the history of the sQ_dafsCI� 
When, how and why did �_g_Q_en_l�cieJ:ie_s.lirsLemerge1 Why did they 
assurrie the forms and structures which they did?/What were the key 
processes which shaped their development? Traliitionally,� 
�have been identified with the onset of industrialization in the 
!!.ineteenth century. Formations breaks with� tradii;ig_n, t:TacJng 
modern societreslJack to their origins in the rapid and extensive social 
and economic development which followe'bthe dacli.n.g_.o_f_feudalism in 
�I.LE:w:o.pe. It sees modern societies now as a global phenomenon 
and the modern world as the unexpected and unpredicted outcome of, 
not one, bJJt a series_o.Lrnaj.or.histori.G&l.:trgp.sttio!lQ,_ ·' 
The six chapters which comprise this volume not only map this 
historical process of formation, but attempt to provide an explanatory 
framework for this development. The commonsense term 'modern' -
meaning recent, up-to-date --=-- is useful in locating these societies 
chronologically, but it lacks a theoretical or analytic rationale.' This 
book, however, analyses the ��(lg_e_��--l!.!QQ._eri!_ity in terms of a 
theoretical model based on the interaction of a number of 'deeply 
struct�ed processes of change taking place over long per�ods', as David 
Held puts it in Chapter 2. The book doff's not collapse these into a sing]&_ 
P...£2.£.��8 (e.g. 'mtJ:d:ernizationLJ·,J)ut treats them as different processes, 
working according"Toaiffereilt historical time-�9-��s, whose interaction 
led to variable and contingent outcomes. As Held observes, 'the stress is 
o:ri processes,jgctors and q_f!:.!:!:§.al patterns. .. . there is no mono-causal 
explanabori - no single phenomenon or set of phenomena - which 
fully explains [their] rise ... It is in a combination of factors that the 
beginnings of an explanation ... CJ!Il be found'. We return to the 
implications offf.i.Effiulti-causal approachlate.rJ.n.J:b.is.ln.tr.uduc.tion) 
The four major social processes which the book identifies are: the political, 
the economic, the social and the cultural. They form the basis of the four 
central chapters in this volume, and organize the narrative or 'story-line' of 
the other books in the series. In the next two volumes, Political and 
Economic Forms of Modernity and Social and Cultural Forms of 
Modernity, these processes provide the framework for an analysis of what 
developed industri(ll societies look like and how they :work. In the final 
vohliiie in ilie-serie·s:'Mode�;;_ity-andits-Futures, they provide the basis for 
identifying the emergent @_cial.fo.LG.!3S and contr�dictory_proce.s��-s which 
are radically re-shaping modern societies toda�;-·- -- -

Formations of Modernity is divided into six chapters. In Chapter 1, 'T�. 
Enlightenment and the birth of social science', Peter Hamilton examines 
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the explosion of intellectual energy in eighteenth-century Western Europe 
which became known as 'the Enlightenment'. This movement gave 
definition to the very idea of 'modernity' and is often described as the 
original matrix of the modern social sciences. Of course, in one sense, the 
study of society was not new. Writers had been making observations about 
social life for millennia. But the idea of'the social' as a separate and 
distinct form of reality, which could be analysed in entirely 'this-worldly', 
material terms and laid out for rational investigation and explanation, is a 
distinctly modern idea which only finally crystallized in the discourses of 
the Enlightenment. The 'birth of the social' as an obj53ct of knowledge 
made possible for the first time the systematic analysis and the prac:�ices of 
investigation we call 'the social sciences'. 

Chapter 1 examines the historical and geographical context of the 
European Enlightenment, and the vision of intellectual emancipation 
which seized its principal figures - the philosophes - including such 
major precursors of modern social ·theory as Montesquieu, Diderot, 
Voltaire, Rousseau, and the luminaries of the 'Scottish Enlightenment' 
such as David Hume, Ac1.�sl_:�.9JU�l Ferguson. It discusses the 
Enlightenment critique df'traditional authority and examines some of its 
leading ideas- progress, science, reason, and nature. TLese gave shape 
to the 'promise'. of the Enlightenment - the prospect which it opened 
up of an unending era of material progress and prosperity, the abolition 
of prejudice and superstition and the mastery of the forces of nature 
based on the expansion of human knowledge and understanding. The 
chapter takes the story forward·, through the Romantic movement and 
the French Revolution. to those major theorists of nineteenth-century 
social science- Saint-Simon and Comte. It looks forward to that later 
moment, at the end of the nineteenth century, when the social sciences 
were once again reorganized. 

This second moment in the development of the social sciences -
between 1890 and 1920- was the time of what are now known as the 

:�fu�� Weber, Sirnrnel and Tonnies. 
Thereafter the social sciences became more compartmentalized into 
their separate disciplines, more specialized and empirical, more 
'scientific' (positivistic) and more closely engaged with application to 
the 'real world' through social engineering. Nevertheless, these classical 
figures of modern sociology also undertook a major examination of the 
formation of the modern world and its 'laws of development', not 
unlike that which the Enlightenment philosophes had inaugurated. 
These Enlightenment concerns continue to underpin the social sciences 
today. Indeed, in recent years, there has been a remarkable revival in 
historical sociology, which is concerned with these questions of long­
term transformation and development; and, interestingly, they are being 
pursued in a more interdisciplinary way, drawing together the 
researches of sociologists, economic and social historians, political 
theorists and philosophers. It is as if these profound questions about the 
origin and destiny of the modern world are surfacing again at the very 
moment when moder;nity itself- its promise'and its vicissitudes- is 
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being put in question. This book draws on much of that new work in 
historical sociology and reflects these emerging concerns and debates. 

3 

The second chapter 'TJ:e development of the modern state' opens by 
examining the formation of the modern state. DavidHera sees the 
modern state emerging at the intersection of the national and 
international systems. He traces the state's development through a 
variety of historical forms- from the classical European empires, the 
divided authority of the feudal states (PapCJJ;y and Holy Roman Empire), 
the estates system and the absolutisms of the early modern period, to 
the emergence of the forms of political authority, secular power, 
legitimacy and sovereignty characteristic of the modern nation-state. 
The chapter considers the roles of warfare, militarism and capitalism in 

underpinning the supremacy of this nation-state form. It discusses the 
system of nation-states as the foundation of the modern international 
order. Into this story are woven the changing conceptions of politics 
elaborated in western political philosophy by writers such as Hobbes, 
Locke Rousseau, Mill rx and Weber. The chapter looks forward to 
the emergence of liberal democracy as e privileged twentieth-century 
state form of modern societies in the West. 

In Chapter 3, ·�rgence q.fJhfLer:.c:mo...IDJl', Vivienne Brown 
examines the forrnatio�stinct sphere of economic life, governed 
by new economic relations,_and regulated and represented by new 
economic ideas. She describes the spread of commerce and trade, the 
expansion of markets, the new division oilabour and the growth of 
material wealth and consumption �e� in eighteenth-century 
British society, consequent upon the rise Of capitalism in Europe and 

, the gradual transformation of the traditional economy. European ;) economic development. began early - some date it as early as the 
?Jift�century - and the expansion of trade and the market was at 

the centr8o:f-the process. But for a long time, capitalism developed 
under the protective shadow of state monopolies at horne and 
mercantilism overseas. By the eighteenth century, however, laissez-faire 
and the market forces of th-e private economy were beginning to unleash 
the productive energies of the capitalist system. Vivienne Brown 
reminds us that the engines of this development were the commercial 
and agrarian revolutions. The economic model in the mind of Adam_ 
Smith when he wrote The Wealth of Nations- that bible of capitalist 
s;lflvel aprnen�- was agrarian and commercial capitalism, not the 
industrial smokestacks and factory-hands of Marx and Engels. The 
chapter weaves together an account of the formation of the modern 
economy and the new ways of speaking and thinking about economic 
life - the new economic discourse - which emerged in the eighteenth 
century. It provides a re-reading of Adam Smith's classic work, which 
became such a landmark text of the modern age, and sets its ideas in 
their proper historical and moral contexts. 

In Chapter 4, 'Changing social structures: class and gender', Harriet 
Bradley takes the story forwards from the agrarian and commercial 
revolutions of the eighteenth century to the upheavals Qf the Industrial 
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Revolution of the nineteenth. She also shifts the focus from economic 
processes to the changing social relations and the new type of social 
structure characteristic of industrial capitalist society. Her chapter is 
concerned with the emergence of new social and sexual divisions of 
labour. She contrasts the class and gender formations of pre-industrial, 
rural society with the rise of the new social classes, organized around 
capital and waged labour; the work patterns associated with the new forms 
of industrial production; and the new relations between men and women, 
organized around the shifting distinctions between the public and the 
private, w�e, the public world and the family and household. 

The chapter discusses some of the major sociological theories and 
models of class formation. It also deploys the concepts of gender, 
patriarchy, and family which feminist social theorists have advanced in 
the social science agenda and which are increasingly problematizing 
'class' as the master (sic) explanatory category. Harriet Bradley analyses 
the social structure of industrial society in terms of the deep 
interpenetration of class and gender. The chapter points forward to how 
these class and gender structures evolved and were complicated by 
questions of race and ethnicity in the twentieth century. 

In Chapter 5, 'The cultural formations of modern society', Robert 
Bocock looks at the increasing importance given to the analysis of 
culture, meaning, language and the symbolic structures of social life in 
contemporary social theory-what the anthropologist, Levi-Strauss, 
identified as 'the study of the life of signs at the heart of social life'. The 
chapter then turns to a discussion of three key cultural themes in the 
transition to modernity. First, the shift from a religious to a secular 
world-view, and from a 'sacred' to a 'profane' foundation for social and 
moral values, which characterizes the passage from traditional society 
to modern society. Second, the role which religion played in the 
formation of the 'spirit of capitalism' -a discussion of Max Weber's 
thesis about 'the Protestant ethic'. Third, the growing awareness among 
western philosophers and social theorists of the costs of modern culture 

-what Freud called civilization's 'discontents', and Weber saw as the 
consequences of the increasing rationalization and disenchantment of 
the modern world. This final theme points forward to recent critiques of 
the 'promise' of the Enlightenment, which are taken up in subsequent 
volumes in the series. It shows that a pessimistic assessment of 
enlightenment and modernity has in fact been part of Enlightenment 
reason-its 'dark shadow'-from its very inception. 

Finally, in Chapter 6, 'The West and the Rest: discourse and power', 
Stuart Hall places the early Europe-centred-and Euro-centric­
account of the evolution of modern societies and modernity in the West, 
in a wider global context. The gradual integration of Western Europe, its 
take-off into sustained economic growth, the emergence of the system of 
powerful nation-states, and other features of the formation of modern 
societies is often told as a purely internal story -as if Europe provided 
all the conditions, materials and dynamic necessary for its own 
development from within itself. This view is challenged at several 
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places in this book and Chapter 6 reminds us, once again, that the 
.-process also had external and global conditions of existence. The 
particular form of 'globalization' which is undermining and 
transforming modernity today (the internationalization of roduction, 
consumption, m�, IS on y the latest phase 1n a 
vefylOiigstory; it is not a new phenomenon. The early expansion of the 
European maritime empires in the fifteenth century, the exploration of 
new worlds, the encounter with new peoples and civilizations very 
different from that of Europe, and the harnessing of them to the 
dynamic development of Europe through �merce, c� 
colonization are key episodes (but often neglected ones) in the 
f��Q!L�ciet�d the modern age. 

Chapter 6 argues that the integration of Western Europe also involved 
the construction of a new sense of cultural identity. Europe only 
discovered and produced this new identity in the course of representing 
itself as a distinct, unique and triumphant civilization, and at the same 
time marking its difference from other cultures, peoples, and 
civilizations. These 'Others' were incorporated into the West's image of 
itself- into its language, its systems of representation, its forms of 
knowledge, its vjpualJm�ry, even its conception of what sorts of 
people did and did not have access to reason itsel:v'This encounter with 
difference and the construction of 'otherness' is sketched in relation to 
the European exploration and conquest of the Americas, Asia, Africa 
and the Pacific between the fifteenth and nineteenth centuries. The 
chapter analyses the formation of these discourses of 'self' and 
'otherness', through which the West came to represent itself and 
imagine its-difference from 'the Restfrt looks forward, across the 
centuries, to the way these images of the West and 'the Rest'. resurface in 
contemporary discourses of race and ethnicity, at a time when 'the 
Other' is beginning to question and contest the 'centredness' of the 
West, which western civilization (and western social science) has for so 
long taken for granted. 

We can now turn to consider in greater detail some of the themes and 
approaches in this book. As noted earlier, the account of the forma!!.9_n 

___g_:Lmoder:q_$Q�l@ti��is grgaJ:lized principll!lY.iJJJt:lr:qis of four major 
prgcesses -_the _pol!�!_c:a.:I .. _!!?:�.-�SQgc;>}:!l:_ic_.,_the social and the cultural_. The 
transition fa' modernity is explained in terms-ol'tlie inter'acfiori between-­
these· four proc��_§.@s.Jt could.iiot have occurred-wfthol1t them. No one, 
proc-ess;-·e:;:U-Its-�wn, provides an adequate explanation of the formation 
of modern societies. Consequently, no one process is accorded 
explanatory priority in the analysis. Analytically, we treat each process 
as distinct - an approach which has certain consequences to which we 
shall return in a moment. However, it must be borne in mind that, in 
'!..eal' hist@ical timy, they interacted with one another. The evolution of 
the modern state, for example, has a different history from that of the 
modern economy. Nevertheless the nation-state provided the 
institutional framework and shared legal and political norms which 
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facilitated the expansion of the national economy. Modernity, .then, was 
the 

���<?-��: �.2! _Qf.E:_ 

siggl� .P!'9.C:��??. �l.lt of the. conde.��9-1!9!! g_La 

number of different processes_�<i ... PJ§tories. 
How-does .. thi�·-;�1�1:�-�-� the definition of a society as ·�9.9:�!-'P:.? What 
characteristics must it have to merit that aesc:dptfon'( 

--

.-----·--
--�--�-· - --- - ··-� .. ·--- -----·--

What we mean by 'modern' is that e�p.J.Q_Q..e_§.§Jed to .the emergence of 
certai!l distinctive features or_s.Q5;:i;;tLcharacteristics, and it is tl?.�_gl_ 

· -· 

f���twe.s:·_�rlti�:h; tak�;;: togefu��. p_r.oxid� us with our definggm Q[ 

-'modernity'. In this sense, the term 'modern' does not mean simply that 
the-phenomenon is of recent origin. It carries a certain analytic and 
theoretical value, beca-q.se it is related to a conceptual model. What __ �e 
these defining features or characteristics of modern societies? 

--�-

� ... -..... �.�- -�_,_.-,-. . .. ....-·-::··---.. __...----·--....-.-.-.,�---:·t>-·-·:-·--.,. ... -_..--. -----:;·.-,,_,,_.,.; .... �-'---� ---�-- ·----.-o;=-t,·• �-��.--,.,:.·• •. ,._ :-.�:-• .  -;.· .••••. , •.•. . _ .... ____ ....... 

The dominance of secular forms of political power and authority 
and conceptions of sovereignty and legitimacy, operating within 
defined territorial boundaries, which are characteristic of the large, 
complex structures of the modern nation-state. 
A monetarized exchange economy, based on the large-scale 
production and consumption of commodities for the market, 
extensive ownership of private property and the accumulation of 
capital on a systematic, long-term basis. (The economies of eastern 
European communist states were an exception to some of these 
features, though they were based on the large-scale industrial 
production and consumption of goods.) 
The decline of the traditional social order, with its fixed social 
hierarchies and overlapping allegiances, and the appearance of a 
dynamic social and sexual division of labour. In modern capitalist 
societies, this was characterized by new class formations, and 
distinctive patriarchal relations between men and women. 
The decline of the religious world view typical of traditional 
societies and the rise of a secular and materialist culture, exhibiting 
those individualistic, rationalist, and instrumental impulses now so 
familiar to us. 

There are two other aspects to our definition of modernity, which(-� 
should be loosely included under the rubric of 'the cultural'. Th� 
refer�_!_g ways_9_f p_�o��cii_1g and. classify�n.g knowledge. The emergence 
of modern societies was marked by the birth of a new intellectual and 
cognitive world, which gradually emerged with the Reformation, the 
Renaissance, the scientific revolution of the seventeenth century and 
the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century. This shift in Europe's 
intellectual and moral universe was dramatic, and as constitutive for the 
formation of ll!Q.Q�rn societies as early capitalism or the rise of the 
nation-state.(��con�, the book follows modern social analysis in the 
emphasis it gives'lo the construction of cultural and social identities as 
part of the formation process. By this we mean the construction of a 
sense of belonging which draws people t_ogether into an 'imagined 
community' and the construction of symbolic boundaries which define 
who does not belong or is excluded from it. For many centuries, being 
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'Christian: or 'Catholic-' was-the only __ c_o_IID:!!Q_I:I,_identity_sh,ared by the 
-,peoples of Western Europe. 'European' was an id�;;-tity �hich only 
slowly emerged. So the formation of modern sgc�eties In Elirope had to 
include the construction of the language, the images, and symbols 
which defined these societies as 'communities' and set them apart, in 
their represented differences, from others. 

7 

The importance given to major historical processes helps to explain the 
significance of the term 'formations' in our title. The political, 
economic, social, and cultural processes were the 'motors' of the 
formation process. They worked on and transformed traditional 
societies into modern ones. They shaped modern society across a long 
historical time-span. We speak of processes, rather than practices 
because, although processes are made up of the activities of individual 
and collective social agents, they operate across extended time-scales, 
and seem at times to work on their own, in performing the work of 
social transformation. One effect of the operation of these processes is to 
give modern societies a distinctive shape and form, making them not 
simply 'societies' ( a  loose ensemble of social activities) but social 
formations (societies with a definite structure and a well-defined set of 
social relations). One particular feature of modern social formations is 
that they became articulated into distinct, clearly demarcated zones of 
activity or social practice. We call these domains -corresponding to 
the processes which produced them -the polity, the economy, the 
social structure and the cultural sphere. These spheres are the 
'formations' of modern societies. Formations, then, in our title refers to 
both the activities of emergence, and their outcomes or results: both 
process and structure. 

The next aspect which deserves discussion is the role of history in the 
book. As we noted earlier, Formations of Modernity adopts a historical 
perspective on the emergence of modern societies. The relation between 
history and the social sciences has often _been a troubled one. Our aim is 
to map long-,-term historical trends and changing social patterns. There 
is an extensive use of historical evidence; a number of summary 
histories are embedded in the chapters, which provide a historical 
context and chronological framework for different aspects of the 
formation process; and there are·several comparative historical case 
studies. We also use simple contrasts (e.g. feudalism vs capitalism), 
summarizing concepts (e.g. traditional vs modern society) and rough­
and-ready chronologies (e.g. towards the end of the fifteenth century). 

However, there is no attempt to match the detail and specificity which is 
the hallmark of modern historical scholarship. By contrast, these accounts 
make extensive use of historical generalizations. Generalizations always 
abstract from the rich detail of complex events -that is their function. 
There is nothing wrong with this: all serious intellectual work involves 
abstraction. The point, however, is always to bear in mind the level of 
abstraction at which the generalizations are working. Each level has its 
strengths (i.e. it is good for highlighting some aspects) and its limitations 
(it is obliged to leave out much of importance). 
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Formations of Modernity works with historical generalizations, because 
its purpose is not only to describe when and how modern society 
developed, but to explain why it happened. However, describing a 
process and providing an explanation are more closely related that is 
sometimes assumed. The sociologist Michael Mann has remarked that 
'the greatest contribution of the historian to the methodology of the 
social sciences is the date', by which he meant that careful 

. 

periodization is an essential part of explaining the development of any 
social phenomenon. As he went on to say, ' ... when things happened is 
essential to establishing causality' (Mann, 1988, p.6)-. In Formations, 

care is taken to establish, as far as possible, when things happened. This 
includes simple things like giving the dates of major figures, key events 
or important texts. The point is not to oblige readers to memorize dates 
but to help them develop a sense of historical time, context and 
sequence. However, readers will notice that there is no attempt to 
provide a precise date when modern societies began. There are at least 
several reasons for this reluctance. 

First, the formation processes operated across several centuries and in a 
slow, uneven way, so it is difficult to identify a clear starting point. For 
example, when exactly does trade and commerce cease to be the 
economic basis of a few European cities -Venice, Florence, Bruges­
and become the dominant economic form of western societies as a 
whole? Another reason is that there is no convenient cut-off point 
between what emerged and what went before. The processes we have 
identified as necessary to modern formation worked on and transformed 
already-existing societies. Those 'traditional' societies were the 'raw 
materials', the preconditions of modernity-the cloth out of which its 
shapes were cut. Modern capitalism sprang up in the interstices of the 
feudal economy. The modern nation-state was carved out of the old 
feudal and absolutist systems. So where does modern history really start 

-since it seems to have been always-already in process? This is an old 
problem in historical explanation-what is sometimes known as the 
danger of infinite regress, which, if we aren't careful, will transport us 
back to the beginning of time! Of course, this does not mean that history 
just seamlessly unfolded. That would be to hold an evolutionary model 
of historical development. In fact, as we show, as well as continuities 
connecting one historical phase or period to another, history is also full 
of discontinuities- breaks, ruptures, reversals. The focus on 
'transitions' in this book is designed precisely to emphasize these 
significant breaks in historical development. 

Another reason for avoiding a simple date when modern societies began 
is that, as we noted earlier, the processes which form the main 
explanatory framework of the book had different time-scales. They 
began at different times, followed different trajectories, had different 
turning-points and seem to exhibit different tempos of development. 
This is reflected in the different periodizations used in each chapter. 
Chapter 2 takes the history of the modern state back to the Greek and 
Roman empires. Chapter 3 on the economy is mainly an eighteenth-
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century story. Chapter 4, on the industrial social structure, focuses on 
· the nineteenth century. Chapter 5 begins with the Protestant 

Reformation in the sixteenth century. And the last chapter begins with 
;portuguese explorations in the fifteenth century. 
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Therefore, it does not make much sense to say that modern societies 
started at the same moment and developed uniformly within a single 
historical 'time'. The modern state, for example, has a very different 
'history' and 'time' from the capitalist economy. Thus you will find that, 
although the various chapters cross-refer to different processes, they do 
not chart the formation of modern societies as a single historical 
process. The book has been written in the aftermath of the break-up of a 
more uniform conception of history which tended to dominate 
nineteenth-century evolutionary social theories; that is to say, in the 
wake of a certain relativization of historical time. The use of the plural 

-histories, societies, formations, conditions, causes, etc.-is one way 
of recognizing and marking these differential times of 'history', avoiding 
what some theorists have called 'homogeneous time' (Benjamin, 1970; 

Anderson, 1986). 

Closely related to this idea of a single historical time-scale is the view 
that modernity is really one thing, towards which every society is 
inevitably moving, though at different rates of development. Some 
social scientists not only conceptualized history as one process, 
working to a unified time-scale, but saw it as unfolding according to 
some necessary law or logic towards a prescribed and inevitable end. 
This was true, not only of certain kinds of classical Marxist historical 
analysis but also of those theorists who, while not accepting the Marxist 
model, did assume some form of western-style modernity to be the 
inevitable destiny of all societies. This assumption of an inevitable 
progress along a single path of development may have made it easier to 
read the meaning of history, since -despite much evidence to the 
contrary -it seemed to give it direction and we knew in advance the 
end of the story. But it did not square very easily with the great 
diversity of actual forms of historical development. Critics now call this 
one-track view a 'teleological' conception of history -moving towards 
a preordained end or goal. Modern social theorists have become 
increasingly aware of the limitations of this position in all its variants. It 

seems more and more implausible to see history as unfolding according 
to one logic. Increasingly, different temporalities, different outcomes 
seem to be involved. Many events seem to follow no rational logic but 
to be more the contingent effects of unintended consequences -
outcomes no one ever intended, which are contrary to, and often the 
direct opposite of, what seemed to be the dominant thrust of events. Of 
course, the processes of formation were not autonomous and separate 
from one another. There were connections between them -they were 
articulated with one another. But they weren't inevitably harnessed 
together, all moving or changing in tandem. 

One major weakness of the teleological view of history is that it tended 
to assume that there is only one path of social development -the one 
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taken by western societies - and that this is a universal model which 
all societies must follow and which leads sooner or later, through a 
fixed series of stages to the same end. Thus, tribal society would 
inevitably lead to the nation-state, feudalism to capitalism, rural society 
to industrialization, and so on. In one version, this was called 
'modernization theory', a perspective which became very popular in the 
1950s particularly in the writings of Walter Rostow (Rostow, 1971). This 
formed the basis of much western policy in the Third World, which was 
directed at bringing into existence as rapidly as possible what 
modernization theorists identified as the necessary conditions for 
western-style development and growth. Modernization theory also 
assumed that there was one, principal motor propelling societies up this 
ladder of development - the economy. The laws of capitalist 
industrialism - capital accumulation, supply and demand, rapid 
industrialization, market forces - were the principal engines of growth. 
Paradoxically, though they took a very different view of the nature and 
consequences of capitalism, modernization theorists tended to agree 
with Marxists in attributing social development ultimately to one, 
principal cause: the economic. This belief that all societies could be laid 
out at different points along the same evolutionary scale (with, of 
course, the West at the top!) was a very Enlightenment conception and 
one can see why many non-European societies now regard both these 
versions as very Euro-centric stories. 

Few would now deny the link between capitalism and modernity. But 
in general this book breaks with this kind of one-track modernization 
theory and with the economic reductionism which was a key feature of 
it. In general, it adopts a more multi-causal explanation of how modern 
development in Western Europe occurred. It notes that few modern 
societies are or even look the same. Think of the US, the UK, France 
and Japan. Each took a radically different path to modernity. In each, 
that evolution depended on, not one, but a number of determining 
conditions. In general, though economic organization is a massive, 
shaping historical force, the economy alone cannot function outside of 
specific social, political and cultural conditions, let alone produce 
sustainable development. Modern societies certainly display no singular 
logic of development. The formation processes combine, in each 
instance, in very different ways. Japan, for example, combines a fiercely 
modern, high-tech economy with a strikingly traditional culture. 
Dictatorship was as much the engine of industrialization in Germany, 
Japan and the Soviet Union as democracy. Force, violence and coercion 
have played as decisive a historical role in the evolution of capitalism 
as peaceful econo:rllic competition. One of the purposes of comparative 
analysis, which is a feature of this book, is to highlight differences as 
well as similarities, and thus to underline the necessity of a break with 
mono-causal or reductionist explanations of social development. 

In fact, even the idea of a necessary forward movement or progressive 
impetus towards 'development' built into history may be open to 
question. Development has indeed become the goal of many societies. 
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But not all societies are in fact 'developing'. And the under-development 
of some appears to be systematically linked to the over-development of 
others. So the 'law' of historical development keeps missing its way or 
failing to deliver. Development itself turns out, on inspection, to be a 
highly contradictory phenomenon, a two-edged sword. 
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Many social theorists now see unevenness and difference as an even 
more powerful historical logic than evenness, similarity and uniformity. 
Gradually, therefore, a more plural conception of the historical process 
of formation has emerged in the social sciences. It lays more stress on 
varied paths to development, diverse outcomes, ideas of difference, 
unevenness, contradiction, contingency (rather than necessity), and so 
on. However, it should be noted that giving greater weight to 
contingency in the accounts of social development does not mean that 
history is simply the outcome of a series of purely random events. But it 
does imply that in history everything does not seamlessly unfold 
according to some internal logic or inevitable law. 

These are contentious issues in social science, and the questions they 
raise are far from settled. The six chapters in this book, for instance, 
take different positions on these questions. But the critique briefly 
outlined above is now widely accepted. Contributors to this volume still 
hold to the view that there are processes of formation which have 
shaped western societies, that these can be identified, mapped and 
analysed, and that explanations for some of their directions can be 
provided. That is to say, the book remains committed to what may be 
described as a qualified version of the Enlightennw:q.t belief that social 
development is amenable to rational analysis and explanation. But 
unlike many earlier sociological accounts� which tended to privilege 
class as the 'master' category, it does not adopt a clear hierarchy or 
priority of causes, and is generally critical of economic reductionism, in 
which the economic base is assumed to be the determining force in 
history 'in the last instance', as Frederick Engels once put it. As one 
social theorist, the French philosopher Louis Althusser, remarked, the 
trouble is that 'the last instance never comes'. Instead, this book 
analyses different, interdependent 'organizational clusters'- the polity, 
the economy, the social and the cultural - whose 'original association 
in western Europe', as Perry Anderson puts it, 'was fortuitous' 
(Anderson, 1990, p.53). In general, its contributors adopt a weaker 
notion of formation and causality and a pluralization of key concepts, as 
we noted earlier. 

We have suggested why the history of modern societies had no absolute 
beginning or predetermined goal. However, it is almost impossible to 
describe the process of formation without using the language of 
'origins', 'development' and, at least implicitly, 'ends'. Organizing the 
account of the formation of modern societies as a 'story' seems to carry 
its own narrative logic. A story-line imposes a form on what may be 
otherwise a formless and chaotic series of events. Narrative gives a 
chapter a certain impetus, flow and coherence, moving it smoothly from 
a 'beginning' to 'the sense of an ending' (as all good stories do). This 
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imposes a certain order or meaning on events which they may have 
lacked at the time. Increasingly, historians and philosophers have been 
puzzling over this impact of language, narrative and the literary devices 
which we use when constructing accounts, on the content and logic of 
an argument (White, 1987; Derrida, 1981). Some 'deconstructive' 
philosophers, for example, go so far as to argue that the persuasiveness 
of philosophical argument often depends more on its rhetorical form 
and its metaphors, than its rational logic. And they point to the fact 
that, in addition to imposing one meaning on events, narrative lends an 
account a certain unchallengeable authority or 'truth'. 

Contributors to this volume have tried to build up the accounts they 
offer on the basis of a careful sifting of evidence and arguments which 
make their underlying theoretical assumptions clear. Nevertheless, y ou 
may also notice the impact of a greater reflexivity and self­
consciousness about language, writing, and the forms which . 
explanations take in the way the chapters in this book are written. 
Authors are constantly aware that it is they who impose a shape on 
events; that all accounts, however carefully tested and supported, are in 
the end 'authored'. All social science explanations reflect to some 
degree the point of view of the author who is trying to make sense of 
things. They do not carry the impersonal guarantee of inevitability and 
truth. Consequently, arguments and positions are advanced here in a 
more tentative and provisional way. It is more a choice between 
convincing accounts, which deal persuasively with all the evidence, 
even the part which does not fit the theory, than a simple choice 
between 'right' and 'wrong' explanations. Readers should recognize that 
arguments advanced in the book are open to debate, not variants of the 
Authorized Version. 

Of course, being sensitive to language, meaning and the effect of 
narrative does not imply that social science simply produces a series of 
'good stories', none better than the other. This would be an extreme 
form of relativism which would undermine the whole project of social 
science. There are criteria of assessment which help us to judge between 
the relative weight and explanatory power of different accounts. Most 
social analysts are still committed to providing systematic, rigorous, 
coherent, comprehensive, conceptually clear, well-evidenced accounts, 
which makes their underlying theoretical structure and value 
assumptions clear to readers, arid thus accessible to argument and 
criticism. But the greater degree of awareness of one's own practices of 
producing meaning, of writing, even while doing it, means that we 
cannot deny the ultimately interpretive character of the social science 
enterprise. 

This greater reflexivity- the attention to language, and the plural 
character of 'meanings'- is not, of course, entirely novel. Many earlier 
traditions which have influenced social science practice have raised 
similar issues- for example, linguistic philosophy, hermeneutics, 
phenomenology, interpretive sociology - though they pointed to 
different philosophical conclusions. However, the return of these issues 
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to the centre of social theory in recent years reflects what some social 
--�-heorists now call the 'discursive turn' in social theory (Norris, 1983; 
Young, 1990). This implies a new-or renewed-awareness in theory 
and analysis of the importance of language (discourse) and how it is 
used (what is sometimes called 'discursive practice') to produce 
meaning. Meaning is recognized to be contextual- dependent upon 
specific historical contexts, rather than valid for all time. You will find 
this 'discursive turn' reflected, to different degrees, in this book and the 
other books in the series. The 'discursive turn' in modern philosophy is 
more fully debated in Gregor McLennan's final chapter in the last book 
in the series, Modernity and Its Futures. 

The 'discursive turn' affects not only how some chapters in the volume 
are written but what they are about. The processes of economic, 
political and social development seem to have a clear, objective, 
material character. They altered material and social organization in the 
'real world' -how people actually behaved -in ways which can be 
clearly identified and described. But cultural processes are rather 
different. They deal with less tangible things-meanings, values, 
symbols, ideas, knowledge, language, ideology: what cultural theorists 
call the symbolic dimensions of social life. Hitherto (and not only in 
Marxist types of analysis), these have been accorded a somewhat 
secondary status in the explanatory hierarchy of the social sciences. The 
cultural or ideological dimensions of social life were considered by 
some to be 'superstructural', dependent on and merely reflecting the 
primary status of the material base. 

This book gives much greater prominence and weight to cultural and 
symbolic processes in the formation of modern societies. Chapters 1, 5 

and 6 all deal directly with broadly cultural aspects. More significantly, 
culture is accorded a higher explanatory status than is customary. It is 
considered to be, not reflective of, but constitutive in the formation of 
the modern world: as constitutive as economic, political or social 
processes of change. What is more, economic, political and social 
processes do not operate outside of cultural and ideological conditions. 
The distinction between 'material' and 'ideational' factors in 
sociological analysis is thus considerably weakened, if not invalidated 
altogether. Language is seen to be 'material' because it is the result of 
social practice and has real effects in shaping and regulating social 
behaviour. Similarly, material processes -like the economy or politics 

-depend on 'meaning' for their effects and have cultural or ideological 
conditions of existence. The modern market economy, for example, 
requires new conceptions of economic life, a new economic discourse, 
as well as new organizational forms. It may not be helpful to draw hard 
and fast distinctions between these two aspects of social development 

-the material and the discursive. 

Max Weber argued that social practices are always 'meaningful 
practices' and that this is what distinguishes them from mere biological 
reflexes, like an involuntary jerk following a tap on the knee. What 
Weber meant was not that practices have only one, true meaning, but 
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that all social practices are embedded in meaning and are in that sense 
cultural. In order to conduct a social practice, human beings must give 
it a certain meaning, have a conception of it, be able to think 
meaningfully about it. Marx (to many people's surprise) said something 
rather similar when he observed that 'the worst of architects is better 
than the best of bees'. What he meant was that bees build hives by 
instinct whereas even the worst architects are obliged to use a 
conceptual model of the buildings they are constructing. The 
production of social meanings is therefore a necessary condition for the 
functioning of all social practices. And since meanings cannot be fixed 
but constantly change and are always contested, an account of the 
discursive conditions of .social practices must form part of the 
sociological explanation of how they work. This explains why, in 
general, Formations of Modernity gives greater weight to the discursive 
aspect of social processes than is conventional. 

Nothing demonstrates better the importance of social meanings than the 
word which both features in the title of the book and occurs regularly 
throughout its argument: the term, 'modern'. Is it as innocently 
descriptive a concept as it seems, or it is more 'loaded'? Raymond 
Williams argues that the word 'modern' first appeared in English in the 
sixteenth century, referring to the argument between two schools of 
thought-the Ancients and the Moderns (a long-running dispute 
between those following classical literary models and those wanting to 
up-date them). 'The majority of pre-nineteenth century uses', he notes, 
'were unfavourable'. Claiming things to be 'modern' -up-to-date, 
breaking with tradition-was, on the whole, held to be a bad thing, a 
dangerous idea, which required justification. It is only in the nineteenth 
century and 'very markedly in the twentieth century' that there is a 
strong movement the other way, 'until "modern" becomes virtually 
equivalent to "improved'" (Williams, 1976, p.174). 

This suggests that the discourse of 'the modern', which we slip into 
without thinking, has never been purely descriptive, but has a more 
contested discursive history. Historians sometimes call the period of 
European history which begins in the late fifteenth century the 'early 
modern' period. They are using the term to mark the break with the old, 
the collapse of older structures, models, ways of life and the rise of new 
conceptions, new structures. As Harold Laski wrote: 

By 1600 we may say definitely that men [sic] are living and 
working in a new moral world . ... There is a new social discipline 
which finds its sanctions independently of the religious ideal. 
There is a self-sufficient state. There is an intellectual temper 
aware ... that a limitation to the right of speculation is also a 
limitation to the right to material power. There is a new physical 
world, both in the geographical sense and the ideological. The 
content of experience being new also, new postulates are needed 
for its interpretation. Their character is already defined in the 
realm of social theory no less than in those of science and 
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philosophy. This content is material and of this world, instead of 
being spiritual and of the next. It is expansive, utilitarian, self­
confident. It sets before itself the ideal of power over nature for the 
sake of the ease and comfort this power ·will confer. In its essence, 
it is the outlook of a new class which, given authority, is 
convinced that it can remould more adequately than in the past, 
the destinies of man. 
(Laski, 1962, pp.57-8) 

This is the moment of 'the modern', albeit in its very early stages. This 
book begins with this moment and what follows from it. But, as we 
noted, 'modernity' has a long and complex history. Each succeeding age 
- the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, the nineteenth century (the age 
of revolutions), the twentieth century- has a sense of itself as 
representing the culminating point of history, and each has tried to 
clinch this capture of history by claiming the epithet 'modern' for itself. 
Yet in each age the claim has proved illusory. Each age succumbed to 
the fantasy that it was the last word in advanced living, in material 
development, in knowledge and enlightenment. Each time that 'modern' 
was superseded by something even more up to date! The whole idea of 
modernity received an enormous impetus towards the end of the 
nineteenth century, when industrialization was rapidly transforming 
social and economic life, not only in Western Europe but elsewhere, and 
the globalization of the world economy and of western ways of life 
rapidly reshaped world history. This is the period of the new avant­
garde intellectual and artistic movements in the arts, literature, 
.architecture, science and philosophy, sometimes called 'Modernism', 
which aggressively embraced 'the new'- novelty for its own sake­
and revelled in challenging and overthrowing the old forms, traditions, 
theories, institutions and authorities. 

Today, 'post-modernism' is challenging the old 'modernisms'. The 
closure of history keeps advancing into the future. It sometimes seems 
that what is quintessentially 'modern' is not so much any one period or 
any particular form of social organization so much as the fact that a 
society becomes seized with and pervaded by this idea of ceaseless 
development, progress and dynamic change; by the restless forward 
movement of time and history; by what some theorists call the 
compression of time and space (Giddens, 1984; Harvey, 1989). Essential 
to the idea of modernity is the belief that everything is destined to be 
speeded up, dissolved, displaced, transformed, reshaped. It is the shift 
- materially and culturally - into this new conception of social life 
which is the real transition to modernity. Marx caught this spirit of 
modernity in his prophetic epigram - 'All that is solid melts into air'. 

However, this idea of 'the modern' as a roller coaster of change and 
progress contains a paradox. At the very moment when 'the modern' 
comes into its own, its ambiguities also become evident. Modernity 
becomes more troubled the more heroic, unstoppable and Promethean it 
seems. The more it assumes itself to be the summit of human 
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achievement, the more its dark side appears. The pollution of the 
environment and wastage of the earth's resources turns out to be the 
reverse side of 'development'. As many recent writers have noted, the 
Holocaust, which ravaged European Jewry, was perpetrated by a society 
which regarded itself as the summit of civilization and culture. The 
troubled thought surfaces that modernity's triumphs and successes are 
rooted, not simply in progress and enlightenment, but also in violence, 
oppression and exclusion, in the archaic, the violent, the 
untransformed, the repressed aspects of social life. Its restlessness - a 
key feature of the modern experience - becomes increasingly 
unsettling. Time and change, which propel it forward, threaten to engulf 
it. It is little wonder that modern societies are increasingly haunted by 
what Bryan Turner calls a pervasive nostalgia for past times - for lost 
community, for the 'good old days': always day-before-yesterday, always 
just over the horizon in an ever-receding image (Turner, 1990). The 
logic of modernity turns out to be a deeply contradictory logic - both 
constructive and destructive: its victims are as numerous as its 
beneficiaries. This Janus-face of modernity was inscribed in its earliest 
moments, and many of its subsequent twists and turns are laid out for 
inspection and analysis in this first volume of the modern story. 
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1 H\JTRODUCTION 

Know then thyself, presume not God to scan, 
The proper study of Mankind is Man. 
(Alexander Pope, Epistle ii, An Essay on Man) 

This chapter sets out to do the following: 
• provide a critical, analytical introduction to the/ key ideas of the body 

of writers and writings known as the Enlightenment; 
· 

• demonstrate the centrality of the sociql in Enlightenment thought, · 

and to indicate the1relative lack of intellectuaLboundaries between 
disciplinary domains; 

• analyse and present the �ey ideas of Enlightenment socio� and 
social science; 

--
• indicate how some key ideas of Enlightenment sociology and social 

science were incorporated within the characteristic features of -
nineteenth-century sociology and social thought; 

• present and contextualize the thesis that the Enlightenment 
�esents a watershed in human thought about society - that it 
· produced a qualitatively new way of thinking concerned with the 
application of reason, experience and experiment to the natural and 
the social world� '=- - · . 

� 
In the chapter I set out to examine critically the emergence of sociology 
- and the social sciences generally - as a distinctive form of thought 
about modern society. My argument is that one of th� formative 
moments in this process came about in the eighteenth century, in the 
work of a key group of thinkers: the Enlightenment philos_u_p.b.e.rs__and.. 

their successo:r£-r...-
My main task is to trace the development of distinctively 'modern' 
forms of thought about society and the realm of the social. Although 
their roots are evident as early as tl;te siXteenth and seventeenth century 
in the works of such figures as Bacon, Hobbes and Locke, these ideas 
received the�r most effective expression in the mid-eighteenth century, 
in the wrjtings of a number of Enlightenment thinkers. These thinkers 
inClude men (there are almost no prominent women amongst them, for 
reasons to which we shall return) such as the Baron de Montesquieu 
(1689-1755), whose De ]'Esprit des Lois (The Spirit of the Laws) is th� 
star�g_point fo�_ .. a m.od understandin of elationship between 
the sociology of p�and the structure of society; Vo tarre 1694-
1788), whose wriflngs on s..Qie.I:tce, freedom of thgught and ju� 
express so well the excitementg!lllerated by the critical r�m and 
secularism which characterizes the Enlightenment; David Hume (1711-
76), -W1iO formulated a theory of human nature-which sets �tone for 
modern emp1ncat research in psychology and sociology; and Adam 
Ferguson (1723-1816), whose writings on 'civil society' prefigure 
modern comparative sociology. 



CHAPTER 1 THE ENLIGHTENMENT AND THE BIRTH OF SOCI.Al SCIENCE 

Montesquieu (1689-1755) David Hume (1711-76) 

My task is also to trace how certain elements of the central mode of 
thinking about modern society established by the Enlightenment are 
carried into nineteenth-century 'classical sociology' in the writings of 
Henri de Saint-Simon (1760-1825) and Auguste Comte (1798-1857), 
and underpin the emergence of a distinctively modern sociology. 

19 

In a special sense, Understanding Modern Societies is all about the 
formation � the JE.ventidn and the regrad;u.ction - of a modern way of 
tlii!ildiig·about societj:1:'his theme finds its way into all the chapteJ;s in 
a more or less explicit way. And this form of reflection upon society-
which is after all a less than tangible entity -{j_s one of the . 
characteristic features of modern in contrast with earlier forms of 
thought. Such a reflection allows us to conceive of society itself as 
something over and above�e individual- as the early sociologist, 
Emile Durkheim (18Q.�_:i917), said, as something unique, society-as a 
social fact, 'sui generis'. We are concerned with the emergence of a new ..... 

" group of ideas a?out. society and th� realm of the social/I'hese ideas 
provided a reflection of a changing and evolving society, and in turn 
helped people to· think about society in a different way, as som� 
open to change and transformation/This new way of thinking about 
society appeared shortly before certain very significant changes began in 
the ways in which western societies were organized - sjmbolized by · 

the American and French Revolutions on the one hand, and the 
Agrarian and Industrial Revolutions on the other. 

;::::::-
Before going further I should point out one difficulty with the attempt 
to present- even in outline- a history of the sources of sociology. No 
history is innocent of the purposes of its a1:1thor. So you should always 
bear in mind that,. in trying to make connections between a disCipline as 
it :i:s practised in �the last decade of the nineteenth century ·and the 
writings of a group of European intellectuals of the eighteenth century, I 
shall be looking to make exactly those connections which allow me to 
present a co.h.erent history; that is, an account which does indeed draw 
connections between the ideas of now and then. I attempt to control the 
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distorting possibilities of this approach by relating my account as 
accurately as I can tq_ the context of the time, and connecting what was 
written then to the enviromen.t..in...which it was w:citte.u..and.the 
audiences to whom it was directed As you will see when you come to 
Chapter 3, the use of the writings of Adam Smith as a precursor of 
modern economics is a particularly apt example of how distorting it can 
be to treat an eighteenth-century text in the intellectua_l context of 
contemporary issues in political economy. 
When the American historian Crane Brinton said-that 'There seem to be 
good reasons for believing that in the latter ,rartQf.the eighteell"th 

a-

century more intellectual energy was spent on the problems_£!£ man in 
society, in proportio� to other possible concerns of the human---mind, · 
than at any other time in history' (Brin�930, p.129), he may have· 
been exaggerating a little: but the argument that this period of intense 
concentration on the social. produced ·an eme$eW-'science of �y' 
seems incontrovertible. Indeed, Crane Brinton even argued, quite 
convincingly. thaftlie term 'philosophe', which was used to describe 
the main figures of the Enlightenment, would nowadays be rendered_ as 
's�ist', given the term's usage e�:t the time. I shall use thisterm to 
ref�r to the central figures of the Enlightennient throughout the chapter; 
its meaning will be explored in more detail in Section 2.1.---==--

-
In order to understand the impact of the Enlightenment on modern 
sociology and the emergent social sciences, my thesis is that we must also 
examine the carry through ofEnlightennient ideas into the nineteenth 
century. Perhaps the most significant example of this is the project 
originally undertaken by Henri de Saint-Simon, arid later morejhlly 
extended by his �ollower, Auguste .Comte, to construct a 'positive science' 
of society. or in other words a sociology-the very word Comte coined to 
.rlliine this· entirely new science. The sociology ofComte and Saint-Simon 
is not, as some have argued (e.g. Robert Nisbet, 1967), just a mirror image 
of the Enlightenment programme- a sort of nineteenth -century 
conservative inversion of what the philosophes tried to do. It is similarly 
hard to see it as a radical break or jump from one mode of thinking about 
society to another. In a very real sense, the Comtean project of a I?Q�tiv.e 
sociology is the Enlightenment's cont�n. It prepared the way for the 
emergence of a professionalized discipline of sociology in France, 
German_y and Amelica at the end of the nineteenth centuty. But that is to 
anticipate my account, which returns to this issue in Section 6. 
The concerns and interests of Saint-Simon and Comte prefigure those of 
modern sociology, principally (though not exclusively) via Emile 
Durkheim; but they are also deeply rooted in the EnlighteDJU.ent's 
preoccupations with a :garticular mode of thought. It is convenient to 
caii this mode of thought critical rationalism, for it combines the 
application of reason to social, political and econo'inic issues with a 
concern w#,h-�ress;iffiian�n �d i��.�2vem�������l���""',_ .. ,���� consequently cnt1calof the status 9-lli)· Tlre �ctrf}paltaticmahsii1oftl:te 
Enlightenmen.ris·trre ptecursofof the 'positiyislll' o(Sairit-.Sim.o:g and 
Comte, understood as the stiivfngfor ( .uniyf!rsal'science which, 
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through the application of a reason temper�d by experience and 
experiment, would el�����t-�"-:prejudice, igriorCI.Ilce � supe!sR:�a,n, and 
intoleranc::,e. At the same time it would be hard to underst@tt·fue work 
of Marx, particularly in what is calleq his Young·Hegelian period up to 
about 1850 (and one so important for certain central concepts of 
sociology, such as alienation and ideology), without drawing a 
connection between his version of critical rationalism and that of the 
Enlightenment philosophes, for the. latter informs and underpins his 
early writings too. We shall not examine Marx's work in this chapter, 

·but it is important to bear in mind that many of the ideas tha� 
developed as a young student and philosopher in Germany prior to 
1845 ·were. directly. influenced by the central ideaB. of the Enlightenment., :�- .- - �- . .  · · - ,. - . _  . ·  ··: • - � -� ( --'? _ __ ·, · •  
Before looking at the content and context of the key idea; of the 
Enlightenment, let us set them out in a concise form here. They make­
up what sociologists call a 'paradigm', a set of inten;onnect�d ideas, · 
Vaiues, prin.ciples,_end facts �liich . rovide both an lmage of the natural 

��d, an�inkii!;g� out It. _ e para igm' of the 
Enlightenment - 1.t'S'p'E1Iosophy' and approach to key questions -j£_g_ 
combination of a number of ideas, bound togeth�r in a tight cluster. It 
includes some elements wliic'hmay even appear to be iii'CO'ilsistent -
probably becaus-e, like many intellectual movements, it united p·e�ple 
whose_ ideas ha{l many threads in common but differed on questions of 

__ detail. As a minimum, however, all the philosophes would have agreed 
on the following list: - -

� 
6) Reason - the philosophes stressed the primacy of reason and 
J r.a..1io · s wa s of or anizin owledge, temp�red by · 

experience and experiment. this t y took over the )'rationalist' 
concept of reason as the process of rational thougl;:t.t, based upon 
clear, innate .. ideas independent of experience_/ which can be 
demonstrated to any thinking person, and which had been set opt 
by Descartes and Pascal in the S�J[ente.enth . ..9��Y· However, the 
philosophes allied their version of rationalism with errq:!.irici§Jll. 

'ZJ Empiricism - the idea that all thought and knowledge about the 
natural arid social world is based upon ew.puical-facts, things that 
all human beings can apprehend through their sense organs. 
Science - the notion that scientific knowledge, based upon the 
experimental method as developed in the scientific revolution of the 
�th cent:m:.y, was the key to expanding all human 
knowledge. 
Universalism- the concepLtha.Lr:e.as.on....and.sdence could he,_ 
applied to any and every situation, and that.th.e.ir..principles were 
the S?ffie in every situation. Science in particular produces general 
laws which govern the entir� un.:�se, without excegtion. 
,� the idea that the natural and social condition of human 
beings conld he improved, by the application of scienc'e and reason, 
a.OO-..would result in an ever-increasing level of�and w�l­
l;t,eing. 
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6 Individualism - the concept that the individual is the starting point 
for all knowledge and action, and that individual reason cannot be 
subjected to a high¢r authority. Society is thus the sum or product of 
the thought and action of a large number of individuals. 

7 Toleration - the notion that !ill human beings are essentially the 
same, despite their religious or moral convictions, and thatihe 
beliefs of oUiEJr rac"es or civilizations are not inherently inferior to 
those of Europ�CtE_

Christlanity. ----·-------�---� 

{8) Freedom - an opposition to feudal and traditional constraints on 
'V beliefs, trade, communication, social interaction, sexuality, and 

ownership of property (although as we shall see the extension of 
freedom to wom�n and the lower classes was problematic for the 

(\ philosophes). 

\ ,9) Uniformity of human nature - the belief that the principal 
"<-:' characteristics of human nature were always and everywhere the 

same. 
10 Secularism - an ethic most frequently seen in the form of virulent 

anti-clericalism. The philosophes' opposition to traditional religious 
authority stressed the need for secular knowledge free of religious 
orthodoxies. 

It would be possible to add other ideas to this list or to discuss the 
relative importance of each. However, the above list provides a good 
starting point for understanding this complex movement, and for 
making connections between its characteristic COI!,g_ID:,P:_li and tll� 
emergence of sociology. Each of these central ideas weaves its way 

. through the account that follows, and all form part of the new social 
sciences which emerged in the nineteenth century. 

2 VVi-IAT VVAS TI-1E ENLIG.HTENMEI\JT? 

A simple answer to this question would separate out at least eight 
meanings of the Enlightenment: \./-

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

A characteristic bundle of ideas (as in the list at the end of 
Section 1). 
An intellectual movement. 

-

A communicating group or network of int�ctuals. 
A set of institutional centres where intellectuals clustered- Paris, 
Edinburgh, Glasgow, London, etc. 

-

A publishing industry, and an audience for its �tput. v 

An intellectual fashion. · V 
..-= . 

A belief-system, world-vie:w, or Zeitgeist (spirit of the age). V 
A history and a geography. 

v 
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All of these are overlapping aspects of the same general phenomenon, 
and they remind us that it is ultimately futile to tr_y_to pin down a single 
definitive group, set of ideas, or cluster of outcomes and consequences, 
which can serve as the Enlightenment. There were many aspects to the 
Enlightenment, and many philbsophes, so what you will find here is an 

attempt to map Dut some broad o�es, t9 set some central ideas in 
their context, and to indicate some important consequences. 

� 

In its simplest sense "t9-e Enlightenment was the creation of a new 
framework of ideas about man. society and nature, which challenged 
·existing conceptions rooted in a traditional world-view, dominateg by 
Christianity. The key domain in which Enlightenment intellectuals 
challenged the clergy, who were the main group involved in supporting 
existing conceptions of the world, concerned the traditional view of 
nature, man and society which· was sustained by the Church's authority 
and its monopoly over the information media of the time. 

---------------- ---·------- -· . �-

A traditional world-view 

These new ideas were accompanied by and influenced in their turn 
many cultural innovations in writing, printing, painting, music, 
sculpture, architecture and gardening, as .well as the other arts. · 

Technological innovations in agriculture and :di.anufactures, as well as 
in ways of making war, also frame the social the.gries of the 
Enlightenment. We have no space to explore such mattersnere, except 
to point out that the whole idea of a professionalized discipline based 
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on any of these intellectual or cultural pursuits was only slowly 
emerging, and that as a consequence an educated man or woman of the 
eighteenth-century Enlightenment saw him or herself as able to tak-e up 
any or all of thGm which caught his or her interest. 'J'he notion that 
Enlightymnent knowledge could be strictly compartmentalized into 
oounded domains, each the province of certificated 'experts'; would 
have been completely foreign to Enlightenment thinkers. Th-e-­
'universalism' which thus characterized the emergence of these ideas 
and their cultural counterparts assumed that any educated person could 
in principle know everything. This was in fact _ _?.._lni�!��P.: belief. 
Paradoxically, the Enliglit(ffiffient heralded the very process -:-:-_ _!he 
creation of specialized disciplines presided over by certificated experts 
- which appears to negate its aim of universalized human knowledge. 
Such a 'closing-off'. of knowledge by disciplina_rfb;undaries occurred 
earlier than anywhere else in the naturf!l�iences, those models of 
enlightened knowledge so 'l)efovedQfihe J2.hilosoJ2he§. The main reason 
for this was that science pr-oduced specialist languages and 
terminologies, and relied in particular u:eon _ _<gl_!P-creasirrgly com:Qk.x 
mathematicallangua.ge,ID�f���gQ1.§_i'Q_ey_e,n__fuJL&nli_gb��entlei!lan­
P.hil'QiQii!i.ii:1fenis :D"id.erot(l713-84), a key figure in the movement, 
noted perceptively in 175a that the mathematical language of Newton's 
Principia Mathematica is 'the veil' which scientists 'are pleased to draw 
between the people and nature' (quoted in Gay, 1973b, p.158). 

-

However much they might have wanted to extend the benefits of 
enlightened knowledge, the philosophes helped the process by which 
secular intellectual life became the province of a socially and 
economically defined group. They were the first people in western 
society outside of the g_hursg__!�-��e �living (or more properly a 
vocation) �f �-�!�c!_g_El_�_t;! __ �t.Png. As Roy Porter has p_ut it, 'the 
Enlightenment was the era whi<?_�_�aw the ell_!_�g�mq� 9f .C1 seGlJ,la;r 
intelligentsia large enough and powerful enough for the first time to 
challenge the clenw' (Porter, 1990, p.73). 
In the next section, I want to locate the Enlightenment in its social, 
historical, and geographical context. 

-

2.1 THE SOCIAL, HISTORICAL AND GEOGRAPHICAL 
LOCATION OF THE ENLIGHTENMENT 

When we use the term 'the Enlightenment' it is generally accepted that 
we refer to a period in European intellectual history which spans the 
time from roughly the first quarter to �-� last quarter of the-eighteenth 
century. Geographically centred in F�ce, but with important outposts 
in most of the major Europe�tes, 'the Enlightenment' is composed 
·of the ideas and writings of a fairly heterogeneous group, who are often 
called by their French name phi�es. It does not exactly correspond 
to our modern 'philosopher', an 1s perhaps best translated as 'a man of 
letters ·who is also a freethinker'. The philosophes saw themselves as 
�mopolitans, citizens of an enlightened intefiEicflliilWO:ctd-wh�ed 

---
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the interest of mankind above that of col¥l-try or clan. As the French 
philosophe Diderot wrote to Hume in 1768: 'My dear David, you belong 
to all natj,gp.s, and you'll never ask an unhappy man for h!.Lbirth­
certificate. I flatter myself that I am, like you, citizen of the great city of 
the wodd' (quoted·in Gay, 1973a,'p.13). The historian Edward'Gibbon 
(1737-94) stressed the strongly European or 'Euro-centric' nature of this 
universalistic cosmo_politanism: 'it is the duty of a patriot to prefer and, 
promote the exclusive interest and glory of his native colin�; but a 
philosopher may be permitted_ to enlarge his_ �s, -an�consider_ 
Europe as a great republic, whose various inhabitants have at!ainecl_ 
almost the same levef of _E_glit�!less and cultivation' (quoted in Gay, 
1973a, p.1�). Gibbon even tom posed some of liis writings in French, 
because he. felt that the ideas with which he wanted to work �better 
expressed in that language than in h�wn. -

The Enlightenment was the work of three overlapping and closely 
linked generations of philosophes. The first, typified by y�e (1694-
1778) and Charles de Secondat, known as Montesquieu (1689-1755),-i 6r.. 

were born in the last quarter of the seventeenth century: their ideas 
were strongly influenced by the writings of the English political 
philosopher Johri Locke (1632-1704) and the scientist Isaac Newton 
(1642-1727), whose work was fresh and controversial whilst both 
philosophes were still young men. The second generation includes men 
like David Hume (1711-76), Jean-JacquesRol+sseau (1712-78), Denis 
Diderot (1713-84), and Jean d'Alembert (1717-83), who combined the 
. fashionable anti-clericalism and the interest in scientific method of their 
predecessors into what Gay calls 'a coherent modern view of the world'. 
The third generation is represented by Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), 
Adam Smith (1723-90), Anne Robert Turgot (1727-81), the Marquis de 
Condorcet (1743-94), and Adam Ferguson (1723-1816), and its 
achievement is the further development of the Enlightenment world­
view into a series of more specialized proto-disciplines: epistemology, 
economics, sociology, political economy, legal reform. It is to Kant that 
we owe the slogan of the Enlightenment-sapere au de ('dare to know') 

-which sums up its essentially secular intellectual character. 
Of course there is a danger in applying the term 'the Enlightenment' _!oo 
loosely or broadly, to the whole of intellectual life in eighteenth-century 
Europe, as if the movement was one which touch.e...cLe.ye:q.r_.Q.ociety and 

every intellectual elite of this eriod e uruly. As E.oy Porter emphasizes 
1n an exce ent short study of recent work on the Enlightenment, the 
Enlightenment is an amorphous, hard.:.to-pin-down and constantly 
shifting entity (Porter, 1990). It is cominonplace.for the whole period to 
be referred to as an �e of Enlightenment', a term whi<?h impl��:=- · 

general process of society awakening from the dark slumbers of 
-su:persfition and l noranC'8,' and a notion certainly encouraged by the 

p 1 osop est emselY,es, ·althOUgh it is o�oses more 
·:::-,.9]Jestions than it re�ves.�Kant wrote an essay 'Was ist Aufklarung?' 

(What is EnlightenmentJ), which actually says 'if someone says "are we 
living in an enlightened age today?" the answer would be, "No: but ... 
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we are living in an Age of Enlightenment" '. The French philosophes 
referred to their time as 'le siecle des lumieres' (the centur� of the 
enligh�d), and both Scottish and English writers of the tl"iii;talked 
about�nlightened' thinking. ,___ 

Certainly the metaphor of the 'light of reason', shining brightly into all 
the dark recess�orance and�erstition, was a powerful one at 
the time: but did the process of Enlightenment always and everywhere 
have th"e same meaning? One recent historical study of Rurope in the 
eighteenth century has suggested that the Enlightenment is fore 'a­
tenden�ds·critical in9ui!.Y and the appl� rea�on' than a 
coherent intellectual movement (Black, 1990, p.208). ;"""'""' 

� 

In fact, if we look at such indicators qS the production and consumption 
of books and journals, �IliDent was a largely French and 
�h (or more properly Scottish) intellectual vogue, although one 
whose fashionab1e ripples extended out to Germany, Italy, the Habsburg 
Empire, Russia, the Low Countries and the Americas. But its centre was­
v� clearly Paris.��d it emerged in the France of LoD:is XV (1710-74), 
during the first quarter of the eighteenth century. � 

By the last quarter of the eighteenth century, Enlightenment ideas were 
close to having become a sort of new intellectual orthodoxy amongst the 
cultivated elites of Europe. This orthodoxy was also starting to give way 
to an emergent '1fl:B=Romanticism\ which placed greater emphasis on� 
sentiment and feeling, as opposed to reason and:&§epticismA Howev�r� 
th�ened and critical rationalism was quite an influential 
factor in the increasing disquiet about how ancien reg�me Fr�s 
being run, which began to set in after about 1770 (Doyle, 1989, p.58). It 
helped to encourage a mood of impen:qlngdtsasterwhi�,b)ed 
inexorably towards the French Revolution of 1789,a topic to which we 
shall return in Sec�. If we need to find a Jiistorical end� 
Enlightenment, it could be said to be the French Revolution -but even 
that is a controversial notion. 
Although the Enlightenment was in reality a sort of intellectual fashion 
which took hold of the minds of intellectuals throughout Europe, rather 
than a consciously conceived :Q!Oject Witli any institutionalized form, 
there is one classic example of a cooperative endeavour amongJp.e 
philosophes: the great publishing enterprise called the Encyclopedia. 

� 2.2 THE ENCYCLOPEDIE 

In order to explain the influence of this massive publication, it is worth 
reminding ourselves that by the mid-eighteenth century French was the 
language o� of e�����- Eu:��_for England and Spain (and 
even In mose two countries any self-respecting member of the educated 
elite would have had a good knowledge of the language). As a Viennese 
countess put it, ' ... in those days the greater part of high society in 
Vienna would say: I speak French like Diderot, and German ... like my 
nurse' (Doyle, 1989, p.58). 
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The universality of French as the language of reason and ideas explains 
.in part the Europe-wide p�arity of the Encycloeedie, where the 
intellectual fashion for treating all aspects of human life and the natural 
world as open to rational study is displayed in asto�hing depth� 

(The cooperative endeavour whi�h produced the Encyclopedia parallels 
\.another distinctive feature of the Enlightenment --: the learned society 

committed to the pursuit of knowledge, whose prototypes were the 
Academie fran�aise (est. 1635) and the Royal Society of London (est. 
1645). Such organizations were the first modern social institutions 
devoted to the study of the arts and sciences. The most distinctive break 
with the past came about because the members of such academies 
believed in the grounding of knowledge in experience as opposed to 
secular authority, religious dogma, or mysticism. 

( Science was the supreme form of knowledge for the philosophes 
1i because 1t seemed to create secure truths based-on observation and 
\ experiment. Their confidence in scientific method was such that they 

believedit was a force for enlightenment and progress: there was in -
_/ prindple no domain of life to which it could not be applied. They 
\ believed that a new man was beingcreated by this scientific method, 
'·-·�one who understands, and by his understanding masters nature. 

r . . . · .  � . . � 

1The Encyclopedia represented this belief in the beneficial effect�f · 
' science put into practice. It ·was also the product of an intellectual 

society- 'a society of men of letters and artisans' as Denis Diderot, one 
· of its main editors, described it. Its purpose was summed up by Kant's' 

definition. of Enlightenment: 'man realising his pote:qti.a.J:-th.roi;gh the use 
of his mind' (quoted in Gay, l973a, p.21). 

The concept of the Encyclopedia was originally based on an E,nglish 
work, Ephraim Chambers's Cyclopaedia or Universal Dictionary of .Arts 
and Sciences (1728). Alth'Ough initially intended to be a translation of 
tliis popular and successful work, it soon became an original work fn its 
own right, after Denis Diderot and Jean d'Alembert (a scientifically 
incliileCf philosophe) took over the editorshlp for its publisher, Le 
Breton. Virtually all of the major philosdphes contributed to it, and its 

�in.Uuence was very widespread in eighteenth-century Europe. --- --
� There are two str' 'ng characteristics of the Encyclopedia fro!l!.:Q;lJr 
/ point of view. Firstl in creating a plan for the enterprise - a way of 

linkiTig;ll the articles togeth�;r_jp_.a.coherent man:g�r _:__ the decision 
was taken topla.c-emaii at-tile centre; As Diderot said (in an entry in the 
Encyclopedie under the heading 'Encyclopedie'), w�at he and'his 

-

associates wanted for the Encyclopedie was a plan or design that would 
be 'instructive and grand'- something which would order knowlidge 
and informatiOn as 'a grand and noble avenue, stretching into the 
distance, and along which one would find other avenues, arranged in an 
orderly mahner and leading off to�d and remQte obfects by !E:e 
easiest and quickest route' (Encyclopedie, Volume V, 1755). 

http://Wi.oth.er
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Noah's Ark: a plate from the Encyclopedie 

Secondly, the Encyclopedie is truly 'universalistic' in its approach. 
Diderot and his colleagues w .... anted it to be the sort ofwork from which, 
should a disaster overtake civilization, all human knowledge could be -
reconstructed. As a result, it is a vast publjcation: it took over twenty 
years to be published, from 1751 to 1772, and amounts to seventeen 
volumes of text and twelve volumes of plates. 

The pre-eminence in the eighteenth century of French as the language 
of culture and of ideas made the Encyclopedie a widely-known work -
some 50 per cent of the 25,000 copies in various editions which sold 
before 1789 wer.e purchased outside of France. It is not surprising 
perhaps that from a modern standpoimi1.lis endeavour should seem to 
suppor:t the idea of an 'Enlightenment IJrqj�ct'; the notion that a 
planned and influential Intellectual movement, designed to popularize 
certain key notions to do with science, reason and progress, was at work 
in the eighteenth century. But from the evidence available on those who 
purchased copies of it, the Encyclopedie. sold more because of its 
critical and irreverent notoriety than for any specific programme or 
project which it represented (Doyle, 1989, p.52). What is more, it is 
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clear that the term 'Encyclopedism' was quite widely used at the tim�s 
a synonym for ��l !2.1E:SeEt @Y.thi:ug_ll.ncr�. _ 

Indeed, a key feature of the whole Enlightenrnent_p__§}rfod is-the influence of 
a wide range of individual writers on educated_ and cuitivated ·aprnic11i:-··--·­
Thinkers such as Voltaire, Montesquieu, Didero�, f:Iurn�, Smith-'-Fergl!:�On, 
Rousseau, and Condorcet·- to mention only some of the most notable-­
produced a large collection ofn�p!?-y_s, books, pam.phlets and �ssays 
which became bestsellers amongst an audience which was avid fo:r_:g.ew 
and exciting ideas, _and recepti"[e to the notion that the application_pf 
reason to the affairs of men would encourage a general advance of 

. 

civilization. This audience was not however dominated by the 'new' 
social groups, the emergent middle classes of manufacturers and . · ' 

merchants, but by members of more traditional elite groups- nobles, 
professionals (especially lawyers), academics and the clergy. The i�ea of 
discfpiiillll?y demarcation was foreign t ucfl le for w m the ideal 
of Renaissance an as the archetype of cultivated knowledge- a 
person whose knowledge and understanding enabled him or her to pick 
up a book on ph�s, read a text ofTacit�s, design a Palladian villa, paint 
a Mona Lisa, or compose a sonnet with equal facility. They had for the 
most part received a classical educatiop (in French colleges of the mid­
eighteenth century, for example, four hours a day were given over to the 
study of the classics), but also some introduction to the sciences. Men (and 
the much smaller number ofwomen educated to the same level) would 
expect to understand -and participate in the spread. of knowledge about 
new ideas, whether in the field of moral philosophy or physical sciE:mce: 
Yet vfoiilen.-;, th�mgh they played a major part in the develgpment �-d 
diffusion of Enlightenment ideas, found themselves in a contradictory 
position in the application of such ideas to their social condition. We shall 
return to this in Section 2. 5. ··· 

-

2.3 TRADITION AND MODERNITY 

The philosophes took a very clear position in their writings on certain 
im ortant transitions underway within European society. These 
involve t e move om a !!'_C!Q:it!gg�J.:.�.qgj._gLord�r and a traditional set of 
beliefs abouffue_ woJ:Tcf10new forms of SOCial structure ana ways of 
�g about the �orld which we�e -d,i�ti�;.-�ti��Fymodern. The 

i�oder:rrily of these modes of thought lay-rrr-m.e innovative way in which 
I the philosophes sought to demolish and replace established forms of · 

� I knowledge dependent on religious authority, such as the biblical · 
1 account of the creation of the world, with-those new forms of · 
I knowledge which depended upon· experience, experiment an:d reason-
\ _quintessentially, science. � -

.---- � 

Until the eighteenth century, what passed in Europe for knowledge about 
the creation of the world, about man's place in that world, about nature 
and society, and about man's duties and destiny, was dominated by the 
Christian churches. KTI.owledge was continually referred to scriptural 
sources in th'8i3f5re, and was transmitted through the religious 

... ·:::=����:.;�-
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institutions of universities, colleges, religious orders, schools and 
churches. A typical visual representation of the traditional world-view 
shows heaven and earth as physically contiguous (see page 23). Even 
Bossuet's Histoire Universelle (Universal History) of 1681 began its 
account of human history over the previous 6,000 years with Adam and 
Eve's departure from the Garden of Eden, and did not mention the Chinese 
once. Yet, as Voltaire pointed out (in his Lettres Philosophiques), 
the Chinese could trace their civilization back through '36 recorded 
eclipses of the sun to a date earlier than that which we normally attribute 
to the Flood'. 

The astronomic discoveries in the sixt�enth and seventeenth centuries 
of� and CoBerni�us about the nature of the universe, the · 

observations of Ga.lileo concerning the movements of the planets, the 
lessons of empirical science, and the increasingly common accounts of 
distant and exotic societies available through travellers' tales, combined 
to provide an effective scientific and empirical base from which to 
challenge traditional cosmologies (a cosmology is an intellectual pictme 
or model of the universe) founded upon Christian belief, which placed 
the earth at the centre of the universe, and Christendom at the centre of 

. the world. This was fertile ground for the philosophes, who opposed 
traditional religious authority and the false knowledge which it 
ordained. 

The particular form in which Enlightenment anti-traditionalism 
appears, then, is as a debunking of outmoded, scripturally-based 
concepts of the universe, the earth andnuman society. Alth:ough we 
must be clear that many of the philosophes were in f� beHevers in a 
God, _or a:t least a divine )ill:tity, this did not prevent mu,ch of their 
writing ·from heaping scorn upon religious _teaching, and being 
virulently anti-clerical. The philosophes challenged the traditional role 
of the clergy as t'llekeepers and transmitters of knowledge: because they 

<W1Slied to redefine what was socially important knowledge, tQ.bring it 
?utside of the sphere of religion, anp. to provide it with a new meaning 
cind relevance. As a result, they typically presented traditiqnal religious - world-views as attempts to keep people in a condition of ignorCl1lce and 
superstition, and thus reserved ·much of the most pointed of their 
intellectual attacks for key elements in what they saw .2_s the ideological 
window-dressing of the Church, such as miracles and r_ev�lations. 

Religious ideas and knowledge also underpinned the absolute claim to 
power exercised by the French, Austrian and German kings, and the 
Russian Czar, and were also used, in a modified form, to support the 
claim on the British throne of the Hanoverians. Some of the philosophes 
were quite explicitly antithetical to 'despotism' (the Enlightenment's 
code-word for absolutism); others were more eguivocal about the virtues 
ofa strong monar�� �d boili-Volta!re and Didero�ly 
apologists for the absolutist regimes of Frederick the Great of Prussia, 
,and Catherine the Great

_ 
of Russia. { 
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An idealized view of Louis 
XV which represents his 
stature as an absolute 
monarch· 
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The ideas developed and disseminated-by the philosophes touched 
critically upon �ly all aspects of the traditional �ieties in which 
they operated, and sought to question virtually all (the condition of 
women being, perhaps, the main exception) of the forms which that 
society took. On'8 of the main sources of their approach to the critique 
of traditional society is found in their enthusiasm for science, and the 
notions of progress�eason for which it seemed, to provide a 
guarantee. We shall return to 1Ii:8Connection between the Enlightenment 
and the emergence of modern science in Section 3 .1. 

-

d-: 
-===--

2.4 SOCIAL ORDERS AND SOCIAL STRUCTURE 

Despite their secular ra�lism, the ideas of the typical philosophes 
were not as subversive of the traditional social structure in which they 
lived as might have been the case. There is perhaps a sir.ll.ple reason for 
this: self-interest. The English historian Edward Gibbon described 
himself as fortunate to have been placed by the lottery of life amongst a 
cultured and leisured elite, the 'polished and enlightened orders of 
society', which he contr;asts with the condition of the masses: 

':- � 

The most numerous portion of it [society] is employed in constant 
and useful labour. The select few, placed by fortune above 
necessity, can, however, fill up their time by the pursuits of 
interest or glory, by the improvements of their estate or of their 
understanding, by the duties, the pleasures, and even the follies of 
social life. 
(Gibbon, 1966, p.207) 
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Most of the philosophes came from the higher orders of society. Many 
were of noble birth, whilst some came from the gentry classes or from a 
professional milieu. Montesquieu, for example, was a great landowner 
in the Bordeaux region of France. Diderot and Rousseau came from the 
traditional middle class- Diderot's father was a master-cutler, 
Rousseau's a watchmaker. 

Peter Gay describes thephilosophes as a 'solid, respectable clan of 
revolutionaries' (Gay, 1973a, p.9). Most were born into a cultured elite, 
and in the main their works were circulated amongst other members of 
that elite. It was not until almost the eve of the French Revolution, in 
the 1780s, that a new �ocial group emerged, concerned with 
popularizing Enlightenment ideas (Darnton, 1979). 

This new group was composed largely of lower� middle-class hack 
journalists and other· writers, who supplied the growing number of 
popular newspapers with a diet of scandal mixed up with simplified 
Enlightenment ideas. Their audiences were the disaffected and 
propertyless lower middle classes, for whom the traditional social 
structure had little to offer. 

The traditional social structure of eighteenth-century Europe was 
essentially based upon the ownership of land and landed property. It 

was a society composed of orders, rather than economically defined 
clas_s_es_,._although class formatio.n_s_vy:_er.e_b.eginning_tQ.app_e.arJ.b.agreat 
noble landowD:_ers formed the domin�.!_!!:lli�g_ ord�r (of which a Louis 
XV or a George III was simply a leading member), and although there 
was considerable variation within Europe over the extent of their 
political power - in France, for example, feudal rights over land still 
remained, whilst in Russia serfdom was the norm on the great estates -
they dominated an, economy in which at least 80 per cent of the 
population derived their employment and income from agri!:::ulture in 
one form or another. 

Beneath the landed nobility there existed a stratum of 'traditional' 
professional orders which had changed little"S!nce thefuudal period -
lawyers, clerics, stat� __ gff.ig_ials,_etc.- and also a stratum of small 
landowners or gentry-farmers. In France the latter group ( the 
hobereaux, or gentry) was quite numerous, but often poss�s.��_Q_g.!!Jy 
modest means. Frequently reasonably well-educate([ they were the 
social group from which many of the lesser figures of the Enlightenment 
emerged, for an acceptable profession for this social group was that of 
'writer'. There was an emergent and growing 'new' middle class 
involved in new forms of manufacture and trade, as well as the 
traditional merchant order of feudalism, which included the quite large 
numbers of urban craftsmen - from the wealthy goldsmiths, perfumiers 
or tailors who worked for the nobility, through to an assortment of 
printers, furni!_tge make�s_? __ _9_! _ _g_�i�g����!s, down to the modest 
sliOeiiiak�!..QLI!!_f!!)On. Below the urban middle class was to be found a 
large class of do!fiestic servants, and a small urban working class, 
supplemented on a daily or seasonal basis by day labourers from the 
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countryside. Peasants or smallholders made up the great mass Qf.:th.e.... 
· population- in mid-eighteenth �entury France they probably 

accounted for eighteen of the twenty million or so of the population. 
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In eighteenth-century France, these social o:r;ders were represented as 
three 'Estates'- Clergy, Nobility, and the 'Third Estate', which 
comprised everyone else, from wealthiest bourgeois to poorest peasant. 
Some philosophes were members of the Second Estate, which perhaps 
also indicates why they should be less explicitly subversive of the 
traditional social order than of the traditional religious order. 

For the lower orders of European eighteenth-century society, the 
Enlightenment had apparently little to offer. Voltaire was fond of 
describing the peasantry in terms which put them hardly above the 
beasts of the field, in order to criticize the sort of social system which 
reduced men to S\l.Ch a level of ignorance and bestiality. However, he 
showed little interest in a levelling of social distinction. Few indeed of 
the philosophes were interested in the greater involvement of the great 
mass of the population in the government of society, for the most part 
favouring a system a la Great Britain, where political power was 
extended to the propertied classes and the landed gentry, but not 
beyond. 

· 

The Enlightenment certainly propagated-concepts of equality, (limited) 
democracy and emancipation. But in the societies in which it flourished 

A cartoon depicting the 
condition of the French 
peasantry prior to the 
Revolution of 1789: the 
taxes paid by the 
peasantry supported the 
clergy and the nobility 
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its ultimately revolutionary implications were not grasped by (or meant 
to be extended to) the mass of poor and uneducated people. None the 
less, ruling elites in particular saw the ideas of the Enlightenment as a 
threat to the established order. Because they discerned in it certain 
dangerous and revolutionary elements, both secular and religious 
authorities tried to control the spread. of Enlightenment culture. 

��J However, the philosophes themselves refused to believe that they were 
.� ·-ref)eis 6r revolutionaries: they thought that progress could come about 

within the existing social order by the spread of their ideas among men 
of influence. As.Dide:rot once said, their aim was to 'change the general 
way of thinking', and was revolutionary only insofar as irsought 'the 
revolution which will take place in the minds of men' (quoted in Eliot 
and Stern, 1979, p.44). 

2.5 WOMEN AND ENLIGHTENMENT: THE SALON 

Although there were some wealthy and powerful women manifestly 
involved in the propagation of its principles - Catherine the Great of 
Russia was one of its staunchest supporters at one stage - the 
Enlightenment was essentially promoted and prosecuted, at least in its 
public face, by a male intellectual elite. Women figured as either silent 
partners in the intellectual enterprises of their more famous consorts 
(Voltaire spent much time performing scientific experiments with the 
aid of his mistress Madame du Chatelet, whilst much of what we know 
of the intellectual society of the times comes from Diderot's voluminous 
correspondence with his mistress, Sophie Volland), or as the (frequently 
brilliant) hostesses of the regular salons and soirees where the 
philosophes and other members of the cultivated elites would meet. 

The institution of the salon had begun in seventeenth-century Paris, the 
invention of the Marquise de Rambouillet in 1623, who created 'a space 
in which talented and learned women could meet with men as 
intellectual equals, rather than as exceptional prodigies' (Anderson and 
Zinsser, 1990, vol.II, p.104). Yet the salon proved to be a rather double­
edged sword in the expansion of women's rights. Although many of 
those set up in imitation of Mme de Rambouillet's were presided over 
by women who, like her, refused sexual liaisons so as to free themselves 
for a role beyond that of wife or courtesan, many salons were also the 
locus for affairs between talented or titled men and intellectual women, 
and the reputation of all salonieres (chaste or otherwise) was affected: it 
was assumed that relations between men and women, however 
intellectual or artistic they might appear, could not remain platonic. In 

Reading A, we examine the social institution of the Enlightenment 
salon, and follow through some of its rather contradictory implications 
for the way in which women's rights were perceived. 
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An eighteenth-centu[y 
French salon 

ACTIVITY ·1 (�em H-!<CJd A. 'VVomen in the salons', by Andr-:rsoil ollci t • •  • 

(vvhich �rou \v-ill find at the end of this chapter). VVhile tl1:· 
arhr:le. l �;uggesi yon make notes on the following questiunc: 

1-i()W vvoulcl vou account for the differences h::t w•-;r="n tbt: 
the privrtk faces of tb.e Enlightenment in ol l.voutr-·;� ':; ru,1:/ 

To what extent did the institution of the salon coniine \vurut"n l11 
dunwsLic spht::rc::i 
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3 ENLIGHTENMENT AS THE PURSUIT OF 
MODERNITY 

A specifically 'modern' concern with man conceived of as a social being 
was forged oy the key figures amongst the philosophes during the mid- · 
eighteenth century, principally in France and Scq!land, but with certain 
important con:tributions from thinkers in Italy and Germany. 

Taking account of the diversity of views espoused by the philosophes, 
there are broadly four main areas which distinguish the thought of the 
philosophes frqm that ol other intellectuals of their ,Period, and from · 
earlier intellectual app�oa�s: 

::'�! Anti-clericali�m: the philosophes had no time for the Church 
.j (especially the Catholic Church) and its works- a perspective 

summed up in Voltaire's phrase 'Ecrasez l'infame' ('crush the 
infa:rn.Qgs_ �ing', the 'thing' being the authority of the Catholic 
Church). They were particularly opposed to religious persecution, 
and although some went further, denying the existence of a God 
altogether, most acknowledged that reason indicates the likely 
existence of a God, but not one who has provided a 'revelation' of 
Himself through scripture, the life of Christ, miracles, or the Church. 

r='; , A belief in the prez_em.inence of empirical, materialist knowledge: the . 

·- · model in this respect being furnished by science. 
,-.,.LAn enthusi� technological and medical progress: scientists, 
·<·inventors, and doctors were seen as the curers of society's ills. 

(• i A desire for � and constitutional reform: in the case of the French 
· - philosophes, this was translated into a critique of French absolutism, 

and an admiration for the British constitution, with its established 
liberties. 

-This qualitatively new mode of thought about man and society, which 
had its roots in the Scientific Revolution of the seventeenth century and 

�the subsequent diffusion from about 1700 onwards of scientific 
concepts and methods, led to the creation of a small group of 'moral 
sciences' as David Hume called them, which included what we would 
now call sociology. The word 'sociology', as a description of a science, 
does not appear until the nineteenth century: but that is of little 
importance in the sense that characteristi<1ally sociological concerns 
about the ways in which societies are organized and developed, and 
about human social relationships, are clearly identifiable from the 
middle of the eighteenth century in the writings of a number of 
philosophes. 
It is these 'moral sciences' which, concerning themselves with the 
d-eeper understanding of the human condition as a prelude to the 
emancipation of man from the ties of superstition, ignorance, ideology 
and feudal social relationships, constituted the turning point for 
sociology and the other social sciences, C!P-d eventually formed the basis 
of their professionalized disciJ2line_s.Jn.l.b.fLearly nineteenth century. 
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' ' 

/ As part of this concern with reformulating moral philosop_hy_as 'moral 
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. science'' the understanding of human nature was regarded as the key to 
-- \ an objective 'science of man'_. Indeed it vyas also :fue keytoa:'Secure 

Lfoundation for all science, natural as well as social. As David Hume put 
it: 'the Science of man is the only solid .foundation for the other 
sciences' and 'Human Nature is the only science of man' (Hume, 1968, 

pp.xx=and 273). 

In their aim to destroy the Christian view of man's nature and place in 
the world, the philosophes gave a particular conception of human 
psychology a central and strategic scientific positiOn. Their basic 
assumption was that human. nature- possesses an essential unit!:!!Jpity, 
though it does exhibit a wide empirical �on. Following in �e 
philosopher John Locke (1632-1704), the philosoRhes took over his _ · 
'empiricist' ideas thafthe mind of the human beink at birth is, in , 
important respects, comparable to an empty sheet' of...£aper, and that all 
his or her knowled?e and emotions are a product of experiepce. Locke 
may, in this regard, be looked upon as the founder of the philosophy of 
empiricism, which holds to this doctrine of lillowledge proce.e_ding only 
out of experience. The science of man that the philosophes of the 
Enlightenment developed was distinctly empiricist; it follo� that the 
social sciences that they inaugurated reflected both this concern W1t11 
understanding social phenomena on the basis of human experience, and 
a scientific approach to those phenomena. 

3.1 ENLIGHTENMENT, SCIENCE AND PROGRESS 

As we have seen, for the intellectuals of the Enligh�ent, science was 
the epitome of enlightened reason. Both were vehicles which -
together - would move human society onwards and upwards to a more 
enlightened and progressive··state. 

The founding concepts of social science were intimately bound up with 
the Enlightenment's concept of progress, the idea that through the 
appli catj on of..reas.one.ci.and-@mp-iliiGal-ljilias.ad kno])lledge, social-� 
institgtio_�_.s:_ould be createc!_jJiat �Q.Y-.!!i. _mflke men happier�£ill{Lfi��L 
JhftnLfrmn.«:rn?JJi;}�J�'�Q,�=@.g d��P.oti�jp:-Sdence.played an 
important role in this process for the men of the eighteenth cen�, 
he_g.fl.use it seemed to offer the prospect of increasing man's control over 

�those aspects of nature mo�ful to human �_estsj Science could 
ensure a more efficient and productive .agriculture, and thus the 
elimination of famine; it could lead to the invention of processe_s __ ;:m.d 
machines which would convert raw materials into �oods that would be 

-of benefit to mankind; it could ensure the reduction of illness and 
infirmity, and the prospect of a population no longer kept in 'ignorance 

-and superstition' by received wisdom about the Christian creation myth, 
and religious concepts of cause and effect. The discovery that smallpox 
could be prevented by simple inoculation was only one amongst a great 
range of scientific innovations wh:lch seemed to roll back the frontiers 
of a nature hitherto quite hostile to man. 
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The great impact of the achievements of science, and especially the 
work of Newton, led the philosophes to believe that scientific method 
might be applied to sod�ty, and that science could become the basis of 
future social values/ which could be selected rationally ffl relation to' 
predeterminecfgoals. Illdeed Newton himself held this vie�. In his 
Opticks (1663) he had written: ' ... if natural philoso.Ehy, in all its parts, 
by pvrsuing this method, shall at lensfu be per�d, the boli"nds of"-c""'" 
moral philosophy will also be enlarged.' · =:o-

� 
......:. 

Sir Isaac Newton: hero of 
the Enlightenment (1642-
1727) 

The wit, playwright, historian, novelist and philosoph�r:_VoltaiLEt.hacLa. 
good deal to do with the emergence -�:nA d�ffusion of the fashion for 
science within Enlightened thought. Voltal.re embraced certain ideas and 
principles which had impressed him during a visit to England in the 
1720s: Locke's empiricism, witlilfS notion of our psychological 
pliability to the impressions we receive; Bacon's ideas about the use of 
empirical. methods; �ewton's great achievement� .iJJ,_g;_i�nt:iflc 

-knowledge of the universe; and the religious pluralism and tolerance 
whic;h he found in British society. He melded them in ·a persuasive mix 
of new ideas whicfi he pubTIShed in his Lettres Philosophiques of 1732. 
The book was immediately baillled and publiclyJllt_rned, naturally 
becoming as a result a huge publishing success. It was largely 
responsible for the rapid spread Ofknowlectge about the new �tifi.c 
method, making both Locke and Newton·household names in cultivated 
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circles. The well-known story about Newton discovering gravity as a 
result of an apple falling on his head, which Voltaire invented to help 
non-scientists understand the concept, is typical of Voltaire;s urge to 
popularize and make more accessible the new 'natural philosophy'. 

/� 

Voltaire (1694-i 778) 

39 
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In the century of the Enlightenment, educated Europeans awoke to 
a new sense of life. They experienced an expansive sense of power 
over nature and themselves: the pitiless cycles of epidemics, 
famines, risky life and early death, devastating war and uneasy 
peace - the treadmill of hlirnan existence - seemed to be -
yielding at last to the application of critical intelligence. Fear of 
change, up to that time .nearly uni�ersal. ·was giving �ay to fear of 
stagnation; the word innovation, traditionally an effective term of 
aguse, became a word o{ praise. The very em�rgence or=-­
conservative ideas was 'a tribute to th�eral obsession "with 
improvement: a station�ociety djles not needconservatives. -
There se12med to be litt1e dol!bt that in the struggle of man against 
nature the balance b£ po�er was shifting in favour of man. 

--(Gay, 1973b, p.3) 

3.2 THE COMMUNICATION OF ENLIGHTENMENT 

As I have argued in the previous section, the emergence of prototypical 
social sciences owes much to the fascination of the philosophes with 
natural sciences, and the applications of their methods to medicine, 
agricultUre and industry. The philosophes saw science as an ally in 
their common desire to combat religious intolerance and political 
injustice, and their writings are full of discussions of the way in which 
science contests theological representations of the earth's history, of 
man's constitution, and of divi�e rights. 
However, the Enlightenment was not simply a set of ideas_,Jt helped to 
create a new secg_lar int�lligentsia, and to give the role of the 
intellectual a social and cultural base independent of traditional 
institutions such as the Church. It also represented (perhaps more 
signifi.�y) a great cultural and social change in the way in "Which 
ideas were created and disseminated, and was a truly modern 
intellectual movement in the sense that its �gation....depended upon 
the creation of sec1llC!J.'_.illld.mA-cl!ljural furms o�� The 
Enlightenment forged the iriteJTectual conditions in which the 
application of reason to practical affairs could flourish- principally 
through the invention of such modern institutions as the scientific 
academy, the learned journal, and the conference. It also helped 

-. �stablish a modern 'audience' for social, political, philosophical and 
scientific ideas, and thus created the circumstances in which a_cla�§_.of 

- Intellectuals coulahve from writing about t;hem. 
The case of France, centre of European cultural and intellectual life, 

- demonstrates this 'explosion' of new forms of communication very well. 
During the ei�th century, a wellillg tide of journals�_J;Q:JJCe.r:t.le,d -

----
� with literary matter�_, news, art, science, theology, Rhilo�QJ.?l!YJ9-�@d 
�other matters of conteiiip6rari_�g��'fll,-apj)€iare<rimd were distribute_Q_ 

throughout Europe. Between 1715 and 1785 the number of such 
regularly_PJJ_blishe.d_j.o..urn.al�_gril.YY.f!:Q.m_!Y.Y..�!!.tY::-.tYYJl .t.9�§..�,-yen!i:ni:n_e 
(Doyle:-1989, p.45). The boldest journais, those with the most radical or 
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'dangerous' ideas, were published beyond the frontiers of France. Some, 
such as Baron Grimm's CorresporLdance Litteraire, which had a Europe­
wide circulation, were extremely costiyand-w:ent.only to such people 
as rulers and monarchs anxious to keep up with the heady life of the 
Parisian salons, and to keep abreast of new knowledge Althougll 
publishing was (technically) strictly supervised by a system of 
censorship, there were many ways ��h bQ..oks and jolJm&s..w.hich 
were--contrary to the government, to morals and to religion could be 
pu6hsJJ:�g-�Q1..9.���_!:0-EgJJ:i.�.<?f£.i��-�-::P:���}e��·, and very fuWWere 
banned. From the 1770s, book and journal pufilishing accelerated 
enormously, with newspapers starting to be available as well. 
The audience for this massive explosion of printed material was 
potentially very large. However, access to this material was greatly 
restricted by two things: cost (a subscription to a journal could cost 20-
50 livres per year, when tlie wages of the most skilled craftsman would 
not exceed 30 livres a week, with most earning half that sum or less); 
and restricted availability of the cultural education necessary to 
understand and take part in the debates about new ideas. Access to 

Oooks and JOurnals was facilitated for the impecunious by the rapid 
growth, after the mid-century, of subscription libraries and reading 
rooms, which had membership fees of about the cost of a single journal 

.:..subscription. Some of these 4ad conversation rooms set aside, but in the 
main discussion took place in a different and equally popular 
institution, the literary society. These also had libraries where journals 
could be rea.d, but in addition they held regular public sessions where 
their members read their own works or debated questions of the day. 
They organized e_ssay. competitions, public lectures and other cultural 
events, and werepopular with the educated classes in all French towns: 
'One sees societies of this sort in almost all the towns of the kingdom ... 
such an agreeable resource for the select class of citizen in all walks of 
life', noted a Dijon newspap'er in 1787 (Doyle,1989, p.47). Even more 
select were the academies. Their members were elected, their 
membership car�fully restricted, their constitution recognized by royal 
letters-patent. Apart from the three main Parisian academies founded in 
the seventeenth century, there were only seven provincial academies in 
1700: this number had grown to thirty-five by the 1780s, -although their 
combined ·membership throughout the entire period only amounted to 
some 6,000, of whom 37 per cent were nobles. The academies were 
culturally pre-eminent, international bodies in the sense that the 
inc u ed distinguished foreign associates and correspondents on their 
lists (Adam Smith was a correspondent of the Academy of Toulouse, for 
exa:Tiip'!e). Success in their regular essay competitions could launch 
careers - Rousseau's triumph in the Dijon Academy's competition of 
1750 being a notable example (Doyle, 1989, pp:47-8). 
The co is intellectual culture were mainly nobles, clerics 
and the professional bourgeoisie - members of t e a 1 wna s 
orders. The were mostly residents of towns, and particularly those 
towns least influenced by commerce or manu acturing. e new, 
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'modern' middle classes of merchants and man:ufacturers were 
seemingly not so interested in the world of ideas. 'I do not expect you 
will be able to sell any here' writes a bookseller of Bar-Le-Duc, an 

eastern French textile manufacturing town, to the publishers promoting 
a new edition of the Encyclopedie in 1780: 'Having offered them to 
everybody here, nobody so far has come looking for a copy. They are 
more avid for trade than for reading, and their education is quite 
neglected ... the merchants prefer to teach their children that 5 and 4 
make 9 minus 2 equals 7, than in telling them to refine their minds' 
(quoted in Doyle, 1989, p.48). 

' 

In this context it is perhaps not surprising that for the philosophes, as 
for the consumers of their writings, the domain of enlightened thought 
was not subdivided b a barrier between the disci lines which studied 
natura an socia worlds: the implication of this for an emergent 
socwlogy and the other social sciences is of fundamental importance.J!.. 
is not until the late nineteenth centur and early twentieth century that 
a gu egins to emerge between natural and social sciences, exemp I ed 
particularly by the great methodenstreit or methodological argument 
which raged in Germany from the 1880s, and which turned upon the 
question of whether the sciences which study history, society and 
culture share the same scientific methods as those which study matter. 

3.3 ENLIGHTENMENT AND SOCIAL SCIENCE 

As the philosophes saw it, science was the epitome of reason because it . 
made possible objective statements which were beyond philosophical, 
theological or ideological disput�/ Indeed, the con�ern of the 
Enlightenment thinkers with science was not in any sense the espousal 
of mere principles alone, but in many cases proceEfdeCI. from a very full 
immersion in scientific knowledge and practices. As w� noted above, 
Voltaire, who visited England in 1726-9, produced\a ilucid and popular 
exposition of Newton's major scientific achievements.� Voltaire idealized 
Newton as a sort of new hero; one more fitting to an age which was 

concerned wfth �pason, progress, llie fUtUre: 

If true greatness consists of having been endowed by heaven with 
powerful genius, and of using it to enlighten oneself and others, 
then a man like M. Newton (we scarcely find one like him in ten 
centuries) is truly the great man, and those politicians and 
conquerors (whom no century has been without) are generally 
nothing but celebrated villains. 
(quoted in Gay, 1973b, pp.128-9) 

The deification of Newton was in fact a common theme of the 
Enlightenment. Jean-Jacques Rousseau was at one point called the 
'Newton of.the moral world' by Kant, and to be a 'Newt�n' wasj�st 
about the most flatterin�ybody could say about a philosoghe 

I 
(Gay, 1973b, p.129). A number of central figures of the Enlightenment 
(David Hume, Jean d' Alembert, Etienne de Condillac, and Immanuel 
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Kant) made significant contributions to the philosophical understanding 
of science, and thus to the acceptance of scientific method as the basis 
for an understanding of human nature. 

�he achievements of science were of signal importance, for they pointed 
' 

1 to the possibility of a rational and empirically-based method for creating 
- :, \ a form of knowledge which was not conditioned by religio_u13 dogma or 

\_superstition. The philosophes were concerned with morai issues, but 
they wished to free moral philosophy from its rel�ance upon theology, 
put it upon a scientific and rational base and de,rive objective 
knowledge from it. Their critical rationalism and their support of 
science were in certain respects a confusion of two different intellectual 
strands, and the progressive espousal by .the science� of what are ter;med 
p_ositivist methqds, which-make a very rigid distinction between fact 
and valu�, ultimately caused them some philosophical problems. They 
wished to use S_9ft:gg� and r_�_�sQg-to counteract the founding of social 
institutions on what they saw as repressive values derived from 
Christianity or feudalis�: but they did not foresee that the separation of 
fact and value implicit in scientific method would make it difficult to 
establish a scientific basis for the societal and cultural values which 
they espoused. If science is indeed value-neutral, then the knowledge it 
creates confers no s:Q__ecial status on any social arrangement, however 
'enlightened' it may appear. _ 

None the less, the long love-affair of the philosophes with S_Eie�_g_� was 
imp_ort�t in the �mergenc� of social science. The prototypical social 
sciences -required two basic conditions in �rder to develop coherent 
areas of _study and methods of enquiry, which they derived from the 
example of the natural sciences: naturalism and the control of prejudice. 
Naturalism, the notion that cause and effect se uences in the natural 
� (rather an a spiritual or metaphysical world) fully explain 

I
, so?ial

.
P.henomena, was provide

_
d by �he .Enl.ightenment �:gmhasis ?n 

scii:mtific method. The control of preJudice IS necessary In the social 
sciences as a means of preventing value-judgements from unduly 
influencing the results of empirical study. It is arguable whether it is 

r possible to eliminate prejudice or value-judgements c.ompletely:_from 
/ the selection of a topic of researcll,DlitTt is clear that in the evaluation 

1 \or analysis of evidence and data the social scientist must prevent his or 
\lier prejudices from influencing th� results. The philosophes -
a:Ithough they were on many occasions prey to prejudice in their vyork 
(and nowhere is this clearer than in their treatment of the rights and 
condition of women) -wanted to let facts, rather than values, test their 
theories. The presence of these two conditions in the intellectual 
climate of the Enlightenment fertilized the growth of the social sciences, 
but it also created a number of major philosophical difficulties which 
remained essentially unresolved. 

The overarching emphasis of the philosophes on rationalism, 
empiricism and humanitarianism was largely responsible for their work 
in the new social sciences having two distinct characteristics: 
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' 

1 the use of scientific methods in attempting to justify the reform of 
social institutions; and 

2 cultural relativism: the realization, by many philosophes, that the 
European society in which they lived did not represe�t the best or 
most developed form of social organization. 

The first of these is evidenced by the widespread belief amongst the 
philosophes that scientific knowledge of human affairs could be directly 
applied to the transformation of human institutions. Believing, as 
Voltaire put it, that men were corrupted by 'bad models, bad education, 
bad laws', the philosophes placed a great reliance on the functions of 
knowledge itself as an agent of social change .. Man's natural irwocence 
and his dependence on himself as an adult would provide the material, 

_with objective knowledge to reject corrupt influences. Diderot wrote a 
play Est-il Bon?Est-iTlv:lec1rm:rt7Tfs lie Good? Is il'eWicked?), which 
aptly sums up the wholly modern way in which questions about human 
morality were to be treated by the Enlightenment: as problems to be 
solved by intellectual enquiry, rather than by the imposition of an 
external authority. 

The second major characteristic of the new social sciences was their 
new mood of cultural relativism: the notion that there was no single 
culture, and certainly not any Christian culture, which could provide a 
standard of perfection by which to)udgeotl]_-ers. This mood was by no 
means universal amongst the philosophes, but it was a strong feature of 
the approach we associate with the French Enlightenment. Scottish 
Enlightenment figures (especially Hume, Sniith and Ferguson) were 
attached to a stage-model uf human development, in which modern 
European society appeared to be the most advanced. The French 
philosophes were frequent users of the literary ruse of providing a 
critique of some aspect of European society with which they disagreed, 
by means of an account written by what would have been considered in 
their time as a 'barbarous' non-European- Montesquieu's Lettres 
Persanes, a criticism of absolute monarchy as practised by Louis XIV 
and XV, is a classic of the genre. Apparently written by a Persian 
traveller, it inverts the classic western assumption that despotism is 
only practised in the East. . . . .... -- -- · -

The philosophes were extensive if somewhat uncritical users of the 
reports of travellers, explorers, or even missionaries about foreign lands 
and other cultures (a theme explored in.much more detail by Stuart Hall 
in Chapter 6). They employed these In the service of their important 
contention that human nature was basically unif<?_�!-1!!JJ:l VC!fi?d only in 
response to certain local conditions and particular circumstai1C:eB, .... 
ran:gfilgrrom-t:I:J:eecOiogicaTtothep<illtfcaJ::ASMontesqUleli.-put it, 

.
the 

Enlightenment's max!m.of cuHural.relativism worked like this: 'one 
should not sit in judgement upon the ways of other people, but rather 
seek to understand them in the context of their circumstances, and then 
use one's knowledge of them to improve understanding of oneself' 
(Porter, 1990, p.63). Although they were often a little credulous in their 
usage of some of the more dubious of these travellers' tales, the 
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philosophes' passionate interest in other cultures was crucially 
important to the development of a basic component of social science: 
cross-cultural comparison. For it is a c.entral methodological tenet of the 
social sciences that theories analiypotheses should be formulated in a 
way which allows their employment in comparative StUa:les:-IfTs-­
important to separate this cultural relativism from the belief in progress 
- the idea that the application of science and enlightened thnugh.Lto. 
the improvement of man's lot could make the European societies in 
which the philosophes lived the most advanced in the.world. And-we 
should be aware that intellectually the key figures of th�!ghtenment 
stood in opposition to the domination of alien cultures and 
civilizations, and especially to the enslavement of their populations. 

It is important to observe that the treatment of other cultures is one_ 
where the contradictions and inconsistencies of the Enlightenment are 
most evident. Several French philosophes used the example of other 
cultures to point up the 'barbarism' of the French state. Some, like 
Rousseau, u�e exam:eJ�f 'sav��ociety' to demonStlitehow 
civilization ��!ll'- men subvert their n?-turaJ._h!!_:rp.a:g!!y_ and create 
inequalities. His idea of the 'noble sava e', the notion t ---�--. 
naturally good an . is on y made bad by societ , fits well with the 

n Ig enmen con e I ormity of human nature. By contrast, 
the Scottish Enlightenment developed several 'stadial models' of the 
historical stages though which human society was supposed to have 
evolved. These models typically set up the Scottish society of the 
eighteenth century as the :e_�nnacle of human develo:e_ment, with th�_ 
'savage' or 'barbarous' societies discovered by colonial exploration in 
the Americas and elsewhere at the other end of the scale. 

------.... 
Although these two ways of using other cultures iri the emergent social 
science of the Enlightenment clearly differ, the do have one important 
common characteristic: e need to compare European society with that 
of other cultures and to ilnderstand its characteristics and .b.!§.�S... 
Wider context. · · �--�· -�--�----�----

4 HUMAN NATURE AND HUfv1AN SOCIETY 

r It is arguable that th\3 sociological ideas developed by the Enlightenment 
were preoccupied with the advancement of freedom and humanity. � 

In this-section, the emergence of a specifically modern approach to the 
scientific study of man in society will be analysed as it appears 
principally in the work of two Enlightenment writers. Montesquie� 

-(Charles de Secondat), and Adam Fe.J@§_Qll. 

We shall approach this through a consideration of Reading B, 'The 
science of society', by Peter Gay. 
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ACTIVITY 2 

FORMATIONS OF MODERNITY 

At this point, you should read Reading B, 'The science of society', by_ 
Peter Gay. The reading is part of a cl1apter from Gay's classic study The 
Enlightenment: An Interpretation, originally published in the 1960s. In 
this book Gay set out to present a reinterpretation of the Enlightenment 
as a 'momentous event in the history of the Western mind', and his 
approach is one which n1.aintains that there is a holistic unity in 
Enlightenment thought over and above the evident disunity of its many 
protagonists. Gay discerns a 'program' in the Enlightenment, and his 
view of the Enlightenment is essentially positive. ' 

Adam Ferguson 
(1723-1816) 

As you read the extract from Gay's chapter, I suggest you make brief 
notes on the following: 

· 

1 Hovv did the philosophes put their ideas about society together: in 
particular, what sorts of sources did they use? 

2 What was the form taken by their social science? For example, are 
their propositions formulated in a form which makes them testable 
by some form of social research? Or are they essentially literary 
ideas? 

3 What would you say are the main differences and similarities Gay 
identifies between the ideas of lVIontesquieu and Ferguson? 
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The emphasis Gay puts upon the critical and programmatic nature of 
Enlightenment rationalism is of impo�tance to an understanding of thi 

�.emergence of the social sciences. Mere curiosity, scepticism and a bel: 
that scientific principles could be applied to human affairs were not 
enough. The distinctive character of the emergent social sciences was 
given them by the commitment of their practitioners to social change, 
a transformation of human affairs by means of extending man's 
understanding of himself. 

5 REVOLUTION· AND REFORrV1ATION 

In the emergence of distinctively modern societies, the social and 
political transformations which occurred in the American and French 
Revolutions of V�and )..Z§.9 appear to be intimately linked. They ar 
widely represented as the thresholds between traditional and modern 
society, symbolizing the end of feudalism and absolutism, and the risl 
of the bourgeoisie as the dom�ss in ca�ciety, as well a 

major steps along the roads to both liberal democracy and 
-­

totalitarianism. But what is the precise nature of the relationship · 

between the Enlightenment.and the French and American Revolution 
This topic has been hotly debated for the last 200 years, and we are n, 
going to resolve it in this chapter. Our �!2.m§_are __ pl,_QE�-<lY.ifu some a 

�plicatiQ!!.S._O.� Revoh1tions.Jor thl:l emergence of sociology 
and the other social sciences as institutionalized dis...G.:iP.line� 
The American Revolution and the War of Independence which follow 
it (1776-83) appeared to prove that a new Republic could be created, 
�at it could defeat a powerful monarchy and that it tol!-1� encapsulat 
Enlightenment ideas. A number of the central figures of the new 
American Republ!c -notably Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, 
John Adams, and Alexander Hamilton- were philosophes in the sen 
of being part of the wider circle of intellectuals in touch with the key 
figures of the Enlightenmen�. The Republic's constitution enshrined a 
number of central precepts of the Enlightenment: the uniformity of 
human nature (equality), tolerance, freedom�of thou ht and ex ressio: 
the separation of powers. It owed a ot to Montesguieu's ideas about t 
social basis of political order, to Hume's conception of the universalit 

_ of human nature, and to Voltaire's concern with freedom of thought. "') 
like most products of the Enlightenment it had its dark side: 'slavery 
_paradoxically remained legal (Jefferson was him_self a plantation ownl 
�d a slave-master). 
The success of the American Revolution -helped to no small degree 
by aid from the French state, as part of its long struggle with B!itain f1 
European dominance -encouraged those in France wh_o_wished to s1 
an �::.d to �e 'despotism'._9f �bsolute monarchy in Europe. 
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It was widely thought at the time that the French Revolution was in part 
at least a by-product of the dangerous ideas proposed by the 
philosophes. As Catherine the Great of Russia wrote in 1794 to the 
Baron Grimm: · 

Do you remember that the late King of Prussia claimed to have 
been told by Helvetius that the aim of the philosophes was to 
overturn all thrones, and that the Encyclopedie was written with 
no other end in view than to destroy all kings and all religions? Do 
you also remember that you never wished to''be included among 
the philosophes? Well, you were right ... The sole aim of the whole 
movement, as experience is proving, is to destroy. 

Yet, as we have noted, the philosophes for the most part thought that 
progress could come about within the existing socia1 order. As Diderot 
once said, their aim was revolutionary only insofar as it sought 'the 
revolution which will take place in the minds of men' (quoted in Eliot 
and Stern, 1979, p.44). Indeed, Voltaire believed in the necessity of 
absolute m.Qlli!!.Chtl (like Louis XV, whose historiographer-royal he 
b-ec�e) b��...2.!!!Y th�y�Lclha.Ye.Jhe..p.ow.e.:r.Jo sweE:tJl away_tb.e 
����!�tion.§._ang__Q_���-���J���-whi£}_l:J��J?l.!g�?-i.!!_�--�����l!Prance 
an� __ s:u_p.�rstitipg,_,_ 
In. Britain, Edmund Burke (1729-97), a political theorist of the Whig 
party, put forward what was to be an influential conservative 
interpretation of the· Enlightenment, which saw it as an intellectual or 
philosophic <;:onsp�racy, fomented by a 'literary cabal', and designed to 
destroy Christianity, and in the process bring downthe French state. To 
support his case he used the example of the Bavarian Illuminati. There 
had been a notorious conspiracy by a group of Enlightenment­
illfluenced intellectuals in Bavaria - the Illuminati - to use 
freemasonry to bring down the Church-dominated government of the 
�ipalit¥JIL1Z.8.7 . 
In his widely read Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790), Burke 
laid responsibility for the Revolution squarely at the dom: . ..o.:Lthe� 
philosop_hes. He told the French that there was nothing_fundamen.tally 
wrongwith the ancien regime, and that they had no need to bring_the 
monarchy down: 'You had the elements of a constitution very nearly _as 
good as could be wished ... but you chose to act as if you had never 
been moulded into civil society and had everything to begin anew' 
(quoted in Doyle, 1989, p.166). 

Burke's ideas were vigorously contested by Thomas Paine (1737-1809), 
amongst others, in his Rights of M�n, a strong case for the republican 
argument, and one which stressed that the French were creating a new 
constitution on the basis �ghtenment_thinkin,g - �atignal,. 
e_gg�'Ql§, based on H9:tm:'E-JJ�yy:-�cl .. �g_�!=l!!tific principl�s. The debate 
between Burke and Paine was linked quite clc)seTy.to-a wider political 
struggle over parliamentary reform in England, and continued until 
about 1800. Although Paine's ideas were highly influential in Britain, in 
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Europe Burke's argument that societies were very unwise to abandon 
heritage and established traditions struck a strong chord - particularly 
�e cultivated and ruling elites· who perceived that the example 
of the French Revolution threatened their own vested interests. 

In one sense, the philosophes were a key factor in the French 
Revolution. As Albert Sorel, writing a century l�1.ter_ would say: 

The Revolutionary situation was a result of the faults of the 
Government, but the philosophes gave it leaders, cadres, a 
doctrine Lj.ir�g!gg,J:h� tem.2!.9:1JQ!!_.9iilhtqiQ!lJUY!.f.i the irresistible 
momentum of hope. They-did_:J].Ot create the causes of the 
RevOllitioll,butil.leY made them manifest�ated them, gave 
them emotive force, multiplied them and quickened their pace. 
The writings of the philosophes were not responsible fqr the 
disintegrat1on ofilie ancien regime: it was because it was 
disintegrating_ of its own accord that their influence promoted the 
Revolution. 
(Sorel, 1969, pp.238-9; first published 1...�85) 

As Sorel and many historians since have made very clear, .thQ.. 
conditions for revolution existed at least as early_��_fu_e.F�iK:r:t:_q!'_�!!�!s 
XV: only a certain sense of optimism that his successor would put 
things right, founded in the ·residual legitimacy of the monarchy for 
most of the French, delayed the events which finally occurred in 1789. 
Despite the philosophes' own protestations to the contrary, the 
Enlightenment was a radical force in undermining the legitimacy of the 
ancien .regime. The main factor in this was the great popularity of 
Enlightenment thinking among the edUC9.ted elites. We have noted the 
virtual explosion in the numbe:r_..Q_f_Q_Q.Q_�s, newspapers, j<:rw:nals, literary 
societies, and subsiription libraries between 1725 ancCi7"8�CT:hfs--··--�-" 
provoked a growth in the number of state censors, from 41 in 1720 to 
148 by 1789. The expulsion of the Jesuit order in 1764 as a result oi a 
long dispute between the order and the French.Earl.BII.�B.nts (which 
seriously disrupted the French educational system: about a quarter of 
the French colleges were run by Jesuits) also gave a boost to the 
�?�n�_i_l!g.ti9:.�Q.fjggl!g]2n an�_to �emands f!E.�gE��!-�!: _l'eligi2� 
tolerance, largely emanating from the philosophes. The Church itself 
tried to stem this tide by publishing refutations of philosophic 
impieties, and getting pious laymen in positions of authority to 
suppress dissent, but of course as a result it only succeeded in 
encouraging the wider debate of central issues of Enlightenment 
thought. 

The French Revolution became, as the historian William Doyle has said, 
'an opportunity for enlightened men to bring about a more rational, just 
and humane organisation of the affairs of mankind'. The National 
Assembly, which launched the Revolution in 1789, included 'the cream 
of the country's intelligentsia, who consciously saw themselves as the 
products and the instruments of the triumRh of Enlightenment. All over 
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France men of similar background rallied to them, inspired by the same 
ideals' (Doyle, 1989, p.393). The revolutionary constitution which that 
Assembly produced in 1791 was directly based upon ideas first 
enunciated in De l'Esprit des Lois by Montesquieu, especially those 
relating to the separation of powers between executive, legislature and 
judiciary. 

It would be misleading to see the French Revolution as no more than 
the utting into practice of the intellectual principles of the 
Enlightenment. As Monnier, the moderate roya ist ea er of 1789, 
argued much later, 'it was not the influence of those principles which 
created the Revolution, it was on the contrary the Revolution which 
created their influence' (quoted in Hampson, 1969, p.256). 

As a socio-political event, the French Revolution stands at the threshold 
of the modern world, and that world is arguably inconceivable without 
it, for it transformed men's outlook on the nature and or:g§.TI.izati�;n of 
society. If we then look at the. chief architects of that Revolution, and 
ask from where their own outlook was derived, we come back to the 
main figures of the Enlightenment - to Voltaire, Montesquieu, Diderot, 
Rousseau, Condorcet, Bejamin Franklin. 

It is in the areas of civil law, parliamentary control of taxation, the 
liberties of the press and of 

·
the individual, religious tolerance, and the 

wholesale sweeping away of feudal laws and obligations ('privilege')  
that the influence of the Enlightenment on the Revolution is clearest. 
The philosophes believed that 'men would live with greater happiness 
and dignity if their social institutions were determined by what was 
considered reasonable or scientific rather than regulated by 
prescription' (Hampson 1969, p.252). With this went the assumption 
that men had certain inalienable rights, such as unrestricted freedom of 
access to information, freedom of speech, .freedom from arbitary arrest, 
and freedom of economic activity. Taken overall; they appear as ,the 
Revolution's drive to institutionalize a greater degree of social, political 
and economic equality within the state, to counter the natural 
inequality of man which underpinned the whole complex system of 
law, taxation and local government of the· ancien regime. Yet, at least in 
its early stages. the ideal of equality was a limited one, and not as 
radical as it might appear. What the revolutionaries of 1789-91 � 
was an opening up of French society to those men- essentially the 
educated, cultivated 'gentlem�n' who had been some Of the main 
consumers of Enlightenment thoug_:Q.J- then excluded from power and 
influence. In many ways they wanted a society like that of England, 
where a limited democracy was available. 

The Revolution took a different turn after 1792, entering a clear second 
phase and becoming both more radically republican and Rousseauist in 
its form. The Re ublic was engaged in a war against numerous 

-

absolutist or monarchist s a es on 1ts ontiers ustria, Prussia, 
Holland, Spain, Britain) and int�rilally �ain�J::_th_9se who opposed the 
increasingly democratic and totalitarian directions which its institutions 

-�-------------------------------------------------
e 
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were taking. It had progressively less to do with the basic principles of 
the philosophes, and became-closer in spirit to the ideas of Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, with the Republic represented as a sort of Ideal City, and 
society seen as a means for reinforein_g_tbe morali:cy of its members. The 
execution of Louis XVI in 1793, and the Terror unleashed against many 
of those who had been the main supporters· of the Revolution of 1789, 

seemed to many outside of France to be proof that the Enlightenment 
had created a monster. Many European intellectuals - Kant among 
them - were repelled by the violence of the Revolution, and the 
increasingly belligerent nationalism of France. 

The latter history of the Revolution, and its transformation into a new 
form of absolutism under Napoleon, thus helped tQ accelerate a move 
away from the ideals of the Enlightenment. Only those measures which 
helped national efficiency (e.g. internal free trade, technical education) 
remained. Basic liberties, such as freedom of the press and freedom 
from arbitrary arrest, were suspended. The Enlightenment as a force for 
progress and intellectual change was effectively ·at aii- encCt�.Jeveiilieiess, 
the intellectual rinciples which it had institutionalized amongst the 
cu tivated elite survived, and formerl_:the basis___oiJ.Ln.ew_se.Lof 
�flections upon the orderin�:gost-revolutionary society. 

6 THE BIRTH OF SOCIOLOGY: SAINT­

S!I\r10N Ai\�D COI\1TE 

Although the Revolution and its aftermath carried away with it some of 
the 'momentum of hope' engendered by the Enlightenment, the 
intellectual advances it brought in ways of thinking C!.bout man and 
society were not jettisoned in the process. Other intellectual fashions -
especially, in the more conservative forms of Romanticism, a return to a 
belief in order ap.d tradition - held sway, but the palpable ac1_y_<!_r:!:�.�s of 
the natural.E.Gie..IJ._G.�§....@.d_!heir PE����i �e institutionalization as 
profession?Jized 

_
_ c:lisci plines continued .§f()j!:lg�_ �:ui1oueTToi1Iie social 

sCie:rlCeSto-foifow.--The--soClaTchanges which the French Revolution had 
brought initstrffi:O.- notably the emergence of an economically 
powerful middle class - also provided a new social force in the 
CO_!!�titutiQI1_9L�J�L�_qg!�cy, and with it the creation of new social 
theories which could :rn.ake .s..ense of the new _dir:�_Q.t.iQns in whkb: an 
�mel'g�nf'.iii9.dern�.ancL_jndustriar..s.aci ety was headigg. 

Although a properly professionalized sociology was not to appear until 
the latter half of the nineteenth century, it is in the carry-ovel'_Qfjdeas 
and concepts from the Enligb:tenment into the 'classical sociology 
form�J9:!E?.4..inlh� .. fir.�t.J!�J:aq?_S..JI.t:fu_�_¢n.eteenth centgJY_that we can 
Cffs·c-ernj!�cr�o.o_ts... In the writings and activities of Saint-Simon and 
COmte� a theory was elaborated about the emergent 'industrial society' 
forming itself in post-revolutionary Europe, and this constituted an 

OOTO KOTUPHA NESI. 
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agenda of interests for the new science of sociology which was still 
being debated by Emile Durkheim and Max Weber in the 1890s. 

6.1 SAINT-SIMON 

When Henri de Saint-Simon (1760-1825) set out to construct a new 
�cience of society from the wreckage of the Enlightenment, he saw 
himself as carrying the philosophes' ideas on to a new plane: 'The 
philosophy of the eigb.:tBBnth century has been critical and 
revolutionary; that of the nineteenth century will be inventive and 
constructive' (quoted in Taylor, 1975, p.22). 

Saint-Simon was a typical product of the Enlightenment. From a noble 
family, he received an education st�eped in the classics, �w 
science of Newton, and the writings of the philosoJ2hes, typical of the 
second half of the eighteenth c"entury. As he later wrote: 'Our education 
achieved its purpose: it made us revolutionaries' (quoted in. Taylor, 
1975, p.14). 

Saint-Simon narrowly escaped becoming a victim of the Terror before a 
series of successful financial speculations made him (briefly) a rich 
man. He used the leisure thi.s brought him to follow and even finance 
courses in the study of science and physiology, the latter because he 
held the view that a new science of society- a 'social physiology'­
would be necessary if order and stability were to become possible again. 
Saint-Simon came to believe that modern society was threatened by the 
forces of anarchy and revolution, and that society would only progress 
beyond this stage if science and industry were put at the service of 
mankind through a major social reorganization. Scientists would 
become the new religious leaders because, as human thought had_ -
become more enlightened since the Middle Ages, the Catholic clergy 
could no longer demonstrate the spiritual power required to hold 
society together. Saint-Simon proposed a 'religion of Newton' organized 
on both national and international levels, with the world's most 
eminent scientists and artists at its head. Temporal power would belong 
with the property owners, representatives of the new industrial class. 

Although these notions received relatively little attention, Saint-Simon's 
ideas about the need for a science of man and society became 
progressively more influential as war and social disorder engulfed 
Europe in the first two decades of the nineteenth century. His Memoire I 
sur la Science de I' Homme (Memoir on the Science of Man) and Travail 
sur la Gravita�ion Universelle (Work on Universal Gravitation), both 
written in 1813, received wide recognition as an appeal to found a new 
social science which would counteract the forces of conflict and 
disorder. As a result of this and later work, Saint-Simon became a key 
figure in the 'liberal' political movements of post-Napoleonic Europe. In 

his journal L'Industrie, Saint-Simon used the term 'liberal' to describe 
economic and political values which vyere in favour of greater freedom 
for manufacture and trade, a.Jisl<!J?.!gg�I.JiJ!Y, in_hovy_Jhe . .Q.Qllnb:y: .. w.a...s_run 
for lliose who owiledfactories and other businesses. 

, ... ...-....,.,..,....,�,._,-,.,..,.. ......... ,-�-·---- --- = n·,-.c;� . . . �- - =-�.-....,.,.... 
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Henri de Saint-Simon (1760-1825) Auguste Comte ( 1798-1857) 

6.2 COMTE 

Auguste Comte (1798-1857) was the first.:2§rson to use the term 
'§2_g_w�ggy�J.9_-g:��!]:_Q�Il1e._ �fi�iitltE�_.?ti4i ofs-��l��Y· Co fife'S work has 
been presented as a synthesis of the writings of key Enlightenment 
figures such as Montesquieu, the physiocratic economist Turgot, and 
Condorcet, and of his erstwhile patron and collaborator, Saint-Simon. ,._ 

Although the philosophes clearly inspired Cornte, his work in defining 
the subject matter and methods of the new science - sociology � goes 
rar 6eyond them, and offers a clear link to the w:oiessionaliz.e_d __ ---­

discipline of the twentieth century (Thompson, 1976, p.6). 
CQ!_Ilt�_ :wisJ:led to create a ;na��ltsti_c_sdence of societ�p_abkoLb_Qfu 
explaining its_p�g_ anc1 predicting its �tt!re. He developed a theory 
wh!ch ha;r:n-any affinities Witlitliose of the Enlightenment philosophes, 
in that it proposed a series of st��s (The Law of Human Progress or the 
Law of Three Stages), through which socie1}Lhas �ed. Unlike the 
stadial (staged) theorie� of Ferguson or Smith however, his notion of 
develop�ent_�.�J?_�§.��L�!:!:.� the� idea of a development of t4� hu�an 
mind, and societal stages thus mir:rorea:-tliese developments in terms of 
;;Gial organization, types of social unit and forms of social order. Like 
the philosophes, he saw soci.ill.y:__as_de_y�lo.pigg __ J2rogressiv�!Y through the 
�anciJ2atiQ_:£!_9f the human intellect. Where he differed from them most 
substantially was in the notion that societies are ip. e.;ff§.c:t.lika.g.iant 
b.!_�l_9.gic;1!-Lru:ga:giSIPJ?,, �t_!on -�g __ �velogme:qt thg§ follow 
well-defined, law-like stC!ges, gtuch as the development of an animal 
_follows a clear pattern. 



54 
FORMATIONS OF MODERNITY 

Comte believed that sociology was the study of such patterns of societal 
evolution, �d that it would proceed through an analysis of both static 
and dynamic aspects of social organization. He distinguished these two 
not by empirical criteria, but methodologically. Static and dynamic, 
order and progress are always present in an interconnected way, and 
thus their differentiation in any empirical context is always a matter of 
methodological distinction, based on theoretical concepts. It is often 
very hard to make a purely empirical distinction between these 
elements in a given situation, where the point at which progress ends 
and order begins becomes a matter of interpretation. Comte's insight is 
that these distinctions are theoretical, rather than simple observations. 

Like Saint-Simon, Comte used ideas about the function of religion as a 
sort of social cement which binds societi�� together. Language also 
performs this function, but without some forrn of religion (adapted to 
the stage of society in which it is found) governments would possess no 
legitimacy, and society would be torn apart by factional violence. Comte 
also used a further notion, derived essentially from the Scottish 
Enlightenment, to explain social order - the division of labour. Men 
are: 

( -=) bound together by the very distribution of their occupations; and it 
is this distribution which causes the extent and growing 
complexity of the social organism. 

The social organization tends more and more to rest on an exact 
estimate of individual diversities, by so distributing employments 
as to appoint each one to the destination he is_ mas_! fit_for, from his 
own nat"tie ... from his education and his position, and, in short, 
from all � s qualifications; so that all individual organizations, 
even the most vicious and imperfect ... may finally be made use of 
for the general good. 
(Comte, Cours de Philosophie Positive, 1830-2, vol.II; quoted in 
Thompson, 1976) 

Many of Comte's ideas are remarkably close in spirit to the sociology 
developed by Emile Durkheim at the end of the nineteenth century: 
especially his emphasis.on the clear definition of sociology's subject 
matter, � on the methodological principles underlying the new 
�ce- observation, experimentation. comparison. � 
also con�.:wi.th1h.e. .. role_.oLreliglQn.i:g._g�Il�E�!!!1g .. �LQ_ciaLco.he._pj_gn or 
sorra:arlty, in the role of the division of labour within industrial 
s ocieti� and inJ:he_fo.r.ms.�oLs.olida:rit� w h.i£;lLlJLOdetQ-S,QJ.C:J_§ties 
requ1red. Indeed, all of Durkheim's most characteristic ideas have close 
affinities with those. of Comte and Saint-Simon, although it is also quite 
evident that Durkheim departed from their perspective in a number of 
respects. But the cmciaLpoinUs __ thatEmil�D.._urkheirn..pr.Qvided 
theories, methodologies and subject mat:ter.ioLthe earliest 
il:lStTtli�li;rtioii-ofsOCiol�gy as a university-based discipline. With 
Comte and Saint-Simon, then, we are at one of the crucial bridges 
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between the ideas of the Enlightenment and those of modern sociology. 
They provided the conduit �long whic4 certain_gentral principles of the 
Enlightenment's world-view flowed into modern sociology. 

7 CONCLUSIOf\1 

T�e Enlightenment, which its proponents saw as spreading reason like 
light, played a critically important part 4-L,_the emergence of the social 
sciences. It formed the first stage in the forging of a modern conception 
of society as an entity open to human agency, whose workings are in 
principle open to our scrutiny. It created llle elements from which 
intellectuals could begin to construct an image of society which 
r-eflected human inter�sts. The philosopizes certainly believed that 
human agency, if properly informed by enlightened self-knowledge, was 
perfectly capable of controlling society - f�h_at was the latt�_!_ but the 
aggregated wills of individual men and women? We can be scepticru­
about the extent to which they really wanted to chan@_�Q..��}i_�ia 
result of that self-knowledge, and there is little doubt that most of the 
major figures in the movemel},t wished only for the end of absolutist 
rule, and for a political regim� which extended ifOlllY in a --niil_j}�4_yvay 
J!ift)ihecties of tha..social or�ers from :w_hich_t_�y issued. 

· 

It is also clear that, like all knowledge, that of the Enlightenment spilled 
over from the narrow cup into �ich it was-pill.lTB.d_h_y_fue __ philos.aplu�.s., 
and washed over those for whom it was not originally_i.!.!!..e..ndsLd,_l;l!3lD-g 
take Ufl by a 

__ wide 
__ rcm.ge._ gf. p_qp_l}l§.!��.I��d J?.9Iitfg�[-'l.g_1J.Y-i�.!§U?.f.P?:�Y 

hues:ltvlien the great rupture between traditional and modern society 
first took shape in the French Revolution, the jettisoning of traditional 
values based on Christianity and absolutism must have seemed to many 
people a logical outcome of the radical programme of the Enlightenment 
- its hatred of religious orthodoxy and the clergy, its opposition to the 
political controls of the absolutist state, and its egalitarian ideology. 
Having prepared - even unwittingly - the ground for Revolution, it is 
not surprising that the Enlightenment's central ideas were tarred by the 
ruling elites of post -1815 EJ.rrO.WL.vyj.t�..1he.J;;m.i.(?.b,_.Qf..SJ;!dition,_s_u_b_version, 
and disQrder. Indeed, it is a paradox· of some magnitude that _whilst the 
Enlightenment never developed a coherent theory or model of the 
society from which it issued, it produced �nough elements of a critiqne 
of that_�e���!Y._!_�.h�lP.}_! __ 

algpg_��--�-a.Y\JQ.�_�_y�ise. 
( How does the Enlightenment link to later stages in the emergence of a 

science of society? To begin with, we can a�§-��_i��_j;rrn2actfl,.fUill.Jtarly 
jand rather rickety sociological'i)mdigm' �a cluster of interconnected 
ideas which were influential in the ways people thought about the 
social world and human relationships. If we think of Kant's motto 
sap ere au de - dare to know - we can. capture the essence of this new 
approach, this new paradigm. For the first time, man could 'dare to 
know' about the social arrangements under which he lived, rather than 
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have them presented to him through the obscuring haze of a religious 
ideology. By knowing about these social arrangements, their operation 
would become clear, and thus open to change. Much in the same way as 
knowing about the cause of smallpox enabled man to devise a way of 
f:>reventing it, tt seemed to the philosophes self-evident that knowing 
about the cause of a so�ial ip.justice, like religious persection, would 
enable men to stop it occurring. Rather than a model of society, the 
Enlight�enThad a model of how to think about social arrangements. 
Its practitioners were not loth to use the term 'society', but rarely even 
apf:>roached a definition of what could be meant oy the word. The 
nearest the philosophes got to achieving a modern concept of society is 
thus the Scottish Enlightenment's ideas about human civilization going 
through a series of stages, whicl;I become the progressive unveiling_££ 
the uniformity of human nature. Ferguso.n's concept of 'civil society' 
thusappears'as a settingin wnich the uniformity of human nat!-1-re is 
finally allowed to operate a,s a_set of arrangements for CO!lducting the 
business of a nati�n in an..@.nlightened fashion. It is in 'civil society' that 
_the. division of labour enables human nature toworkmosfeffideiifly, 
�_9.: _:-vitE?�!_��ess�Y._!�!!._�y.t. 
We must not forget that the Enlightenment also encompasS!?Q_!P:�_gJ_�al, 
scientifi�! .. !�ch�_o,l_ggi�_a..L@q __ Q.!JlE)r:.t�q_y�ti9J!S, and that as a result it 

was __ �illillylhQ_i!ggt of as p� of a_ ��ciety-wide process of improving 
hlim_anJife. It also :rii8.Cie·· a..-·iJig-iillpacT-o�il8-auca:tiail--alliftliffi'8f'ore .. ccline 
to be part of the body of knowledge and ideas which were passed on in 
the process of schooling. In a general sense, once ways of thjpki_n�ve 
���d, they !��!v.gQ_Q��9.fJo J!!L�i!Lti§IJ�i.<!Je. If I tell you 
something important which you did not already know, it will be hard 
for you to forget it. Those who thought and wrote about the society 
which emerged from the ashes of Revolutionary France, like Saint­
Si:gwn and Com!e, could not escape their upbringing, which was 
steeped in the �d�_§ __ §lld �����g_ qLtJJ:�.P�!l.�<?.P}l�§. They could not 
forget the Enlightenment, but they could react against it, and attempt to 
surpass_ it. The very thing that was deficient in Enlightenment thought 

- its inability to provide a coherent explanatory model of the society in 
which it existed- was precisely the thing that Saint-Simon and Comte 
tried to improve. They used the concept of society to describe the new 
combination of people, institutions, social groups and manufacturing 
processes which was emerging from the wreckage of the traditiop.al 
European world. But their aim was not merely to describe and 
� : like the philosoph.§E._!P�i:r objective was to ch�g�_ .. sogiety. 
Saint-Simon and Comte wished to see created the 'i:p.dustrirJLsncie.tJ(' 
dealt wj_t;h_!g_th-<i��tin_S�---
By contrast, most philosophes stopped short of a 2!9_E_erly__�9rked Q!lt 
IE_�jel of soci�ty, because they held an esse!ltially 'in9:_i_y!<:ly.{t}!_�t' 
conception of man, and �eTlle1r···sodai.iheo£ihar.Q.1y_rleeded the 
explicit .;o_:nception of society_��-�-�AJity. Once we 'know' that all_!]].�n 
share a'unilormliiiiilan na:tille� it appears possible to construct an 
explanatioiiOftliebeh"B:Violir of_� rnultimd�o:f'p.e.opl�-hy�simpl y. -- . ---
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-�_gg!_�g_�-�-�gJ.ndiv�du.al characteristics_ (as a way of explaining social 
behaviour, this approach is known by the term 'methodological 
individualism'). Saint-Simon and Comte went beyond this to write quite 
explicitly about society as an entity which can be 'known' ' 

independently of individual men, as a force which can coerce ang 
constrain individuals to behave l.n certain ways. Their ideas were 
influenced both by the traditionalism and romanticism-of tlieirtime (a 
sort of reaction to the Enlightenment idea that man is a self-sufficient 
Individua:I), and by the success of life-sciences sucli as· biolo�d 
medicine, in wliicli understanding the Interconnections of organic 
processes played a crucial role. In Comte's work, man becomes subject 
to society once more, no longer self-sufficie�t but pushed and pulled by 
the twin forces of statics art�amics. Comte presents society as a 
system which obeys certain laws - the laws which his positive 
sociology was established to study. His approach is often called 
'organicism' because it uses the idea of society as a huge organism, as 
something more than the sum of its parts. If we take out one unit of tliat 
society - a particular erson, for instance - we can know somethin 
a out Im or er, ut not about how the whole socie o erates. But in 

e n ig tenment model, that person is a microcosm of society: by 
studying him or her we can build a picture about how society as a 
whole will operate - there are no 'laws of society' which are 
independent of the individual. 
The history of sociology since the Enlightenment can be presented as 
the tension between the two approaches to society outlined above: � 
based in the philoso[l.]l§_§' idJtg_th.aLQoci�.!Y is no more than an aggregate 
Of individuals, the other in Comte's idea that socl�y is-asupei= ________ _ 
individual entity, with a life of its own. Such a tension appears in the 
approaches of the central fi� of nil!�-t���-ce.E:����I�.!?.g_y�l.rorii 
J.S.Mill and Herbert Spencer to Emile Durkheim and Max WebE)r. 
Durkheim developed his own version of organicism, whilst Weber's 
approach recast the 'methodological individualism' of the 
Enlightenment in a modern form .. 

The EnligJ:i:t�:nrrl�nt, the!)., .is Q:Q�_ qf_�.-Mar.ting p.Pi,DJ�for_mq_g�;r.n 
�Q�i9l_qgy. Its central themes formed the threshold of modern thinking 
about society and the realm of the social. Perhaps of equal importance is 
that it signalled the appearance of the secular intellectual within 
western society, a figure whose role is intimately bound up with the 
analysis and critique of society. It is from that role that emerge.d., 
amongst other intellectual positions, the modern conception of the 
Q_rofessional sociologist, b�isecriii'a" specific institution. It may be that 
we have to thank Comte for the name 'sociology', but it is arguably to 
the Enlightenment that we should turn to see the emergence of the 
profession of sociologist. 

�--
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READit·-JG A V\TOlv1EN IN THE_SALONS _/ ... 
Bonnie Anderson an·d Judith Zinsser 

One hundred and fifty years after Rambouillet's creation - in the second 
half of the eighteenth century - the salon achiElved its greatest influence 
and prestige in Europe. In the leading capital cities, salons flourished, and 
their existence signaled an active intellectual and cultural life. Appearing 
in many nations, the salon reached its apogee in eighteenth-century 
France. There, where women's influence in the courts -.as maftresse-en­
titre, as queen, as courtier- increased, women's influence also flourished 
outside the court, in the salons. In the relatively rigid hierarchical society 
of pre-revolutionary France, where a person had to prove four quarters of 
nobility to hold many important posts, the salon allowed both women and 
men a social mobility which existed nowhere else. The salon mixed ele­
ments of the nobility, bourgeoisie, and intelligensia and enabled some 
women to rise through both marriage and influence . ... 

Intellectually, the salon provided shelter for views or projects unwelcome 
in the courts: when Voltaire was persona non grata with Louis XV because 
of his critical views of monarchy, he was deluged with invitations from 
Parisian saloni�res eager to be his hostess. The great Enlightenment 
project of the Encyclopedie, which sought to categorize, define, and criti­
cize all existing knowledge, was suppressed by the French court, but com­
pleted in secret with Mme. Geoffrin's social and financial assistance. She 
welcomed the Encyclopedists to her salon, and their presence was sought 
by other salonieres as well. The great French salonieres both competed 
with and helped each other. Rivals for prestigious, usually male, guests, 
they often bequeathed their salons to younger female protegees . ... 

Some salons were hosted by men. The focus in all the salons was attracting 
male guests. Men's superior prestige and power gave them precedence, 
and a saloniere made her name by attracting male luminaries to her draw­
ing room. 

Despite this male predominance, both French and foreign commentators 
stressed and even exaggerated the power of 'fep1al� influence' in France. 
Traditional male fears about what might happen if women were 'out of 
place' and influenced government combined with the conspicuous role of 
women in the French court and salons to produce this view. In France, 
wrote the Scottish philosopher David Hume, 'the females enter into all 
transactions and all management of church and state: and no man can 
expect success, who takes not care to obtain their good graces.' 

Rational conversation, sociability between women and men, delight in the 
pleasures of this world are the hallmarks of Enlightenment culture. The 
men who mingled with the Bluestockings and frequented the salons were 
the men who produced the Enlightenment. It is a tragedy for women that 

Source: Anderson, B.S. and Zinsser, J.P. (1990) A History of their Own: Women in 
Europe from Prehistory to the Present, vol.II, Harmondsworth, Penguin Books; 
pp.106-9, 112-15, 118-20. 
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these men, who were aided, sponsored, and lionized by the saloniere� 
produced - with very few exceptions - art and writing which either 
ignored women completely or upheld the most traditional views of 
womanhood. Just as there was no Renaissance or Scientific Revolution for 
women, in the sense that the goals and ideals of those movements were 
perceived as applicable only to men, so there was no Enlightenment for 
women. Enlightenment thinkers questioned all the traditional limits on 
men- and indeed challenged the validity of tradition itself. They cham­
pioned the rights of-commoners, the rights of citizens, the rights of slaves, 
Jews, Indians, and children, but not those of women. Instead, often at great 
cost to their own logic and rationality, they continued to reaffirm the most 
ancient inherited biaditions about women: that they were inferior to men 
in the crucial faculties of reason and ethics and so should be subordinated 
to men. In philosophy and in art, men of the Enlightenment upheld the 
traditional ideal of woman: silent, obedient, subservient, modest, and 
chaste. The saloniere - witty, independent, powerful, well-read, and 
sometimes libertine - was condemned and mocked. A few Enlighten­
ment thinkers did question and even reject subordinating traditions about 
women. But those who argued for a larger role for women - like the 
Englishwoman Mary Wollstonecraft in her Vindication of the Rights of 
Woman (1791), the French Marquis de Condorcet in his Admission of 
Women to Civic Rights (1790), the German Theodor von Rippel in his On 
the Civic Improvement of Women (1792), the Spaniard Josefa Amar y Bar­
bon in her Discourse in Defense of Women s Talent and T heir Capacity for 
Government and Other Positions Held by Men (1786)- prompted outrage 
and then were forgotten. Instead, most philosophers and writers reiterated 
the most limiting traditions of European culture regarding women, often 
in works which condemned traditional behaviour for men. John Locke, 
the English philosopher, had a profound influence on Enlightenment 
thought when he argued that every man has an equal right 'to his natural 
freedom, without being subjected to the will or authority of any man.' But 
he thought women (and animals) exempt from 'natural freedom' and 
declared they should be subordinate: he upheld 'the Subjection that is due 
from a Wife to her Husband.' The Scottish philosopher David Burne 
delighted in his visits to the Paris salons of Deffand, Lespinasse, and 
Geoffrin, so much so that in his autobiography he declared he had once 
thought 'of settling there for life' because of 'the great number of sensible, 
knowing, and polite company with which that city abounds above all 
places in the universe.' Yet he simultaneously condemned France, which 
'gravely exalts those, whom nature has subjected to them, and whose 
inferiority and infirmities are absolutely incurable. The women, though 
without virtue, are their masters and sovereigns.' Like Burne, other 
Enlightenment authors connected·the rule of women- and especially of 
unvirtuous women - to the end of good government. Women who 
wielded the indirect power and influence of the salonieres and the women 
of the courts were condemned. 

The Encyclopedie could not have been written without the support of the 
salonieres, yet there is no mention of the salons within its pages. Instead, 
articles about women concentrated on their physical weakness, their emo-
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tional sensitivity, and their role as mothers. While a few articles discussed 
equality, most accepted the traditional view that wo:men were men's 
inferiors and often their opposites. By the eighteenth century, the idea that 
what is a virtue for one sex is a defect in the other had become a cliche: 'An 

effeminate behaviour in a man, a rough manner in a woman; these are ugly 
because unsuitable to each character', wrote Hume. Moreover, there was 
concern that each sex remain in its proper place. Joseph Addison and 
Richard Steel's influential journal, the Spectator, consistently condemned 
women who encroached on male territory by being too independent, too 
forward, or too 'impertinent'. 'I think it absolutely necessary to keep 
up the Partition between the two Sexes and to take Notice of the smallest 
Encroachments which the one makes upon the other,' wrote Addison 
in 1712, expressing a sentiment increasingly common in the eighteenth 
century . 

. .. V oltaire lived for many years with Emilie du Chatelet (1706-1749), one 
of the most learned women of her age, who was famous for her scientific 
writings and her commentary on Leibnitz. Justifying her encroachment 
into the male domain of philosophy, Voltaire explained in his memoirs 
that 'Mme. du Chatelet did not seek to decorate philosophy with orna­
ments to which philosophy is a stranger; such affectation never was part of 
her character, which was masculine and just.' Despite his pleasure in his 
educated mistress, Voltaire wrote very little on women's education, func­
tion, or role in society - a glaring omission in a body of work which 
criticized so many other traditional institutions. He also seems to have 
been at best ambivalent about Chatelet's intellect. 'Emilie, in truth, is the 
divine mistress, endowed with beauty, wit, compassion and all of the 
other wome.nly virtues', he wrote a friend. 'Yet I frequently wish she were 
less learned and her mind less sharp.' In this, as in little else, Voltaire was 
in agreement with his arch-rival, the philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau. 
Rousseau, introduced to the Paris salons by Diderot in the 1740s, con­
demned the salonieres in his influential novel Emile (1762): 

I would a thousand times rather have a.homely girl, simply brought 
up, than a learned lady and a wit who would make a literary circle of 
my house and install herself as its president. A female wit is a 
scourge to her husband, her children, her friends, her servants, to 
everybody. From the lofty height of her genius, she scorns every 
womanly duty, and she is always trying to make a man of herself, like 
Mlle. de L'Enclos. 

. . . As well as extolling the domestic virtues for women, the men of the 
Enlightenment, like so many generations of European men before them, 
insisted that chastity was woman's highest virtue and left the double stan­
dard of sexual behaviour intact. 'Modesty' and 'chastity' are duties which 
'belong to the fair sex', argued David Burne. The double standard was 
essential to 'the interest of civil society ... and to prove this', he conclud­
ed, 'we need only appeal to the practice and sentiments of all nations and 
ages.' Burne expressed the sentiments of his era. Regardless of whether or 
not they had sexual liaisons with the salonieres, the men of the Enlighten-
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ment united in condemning the woman who had sex outside of marriage. 
Johnson thought she 'should not have any possibility of being restored to 
good character'; Rousseau equated her crime with treason: 

The faithless wife is worse [than the faithless husband]; she destroys 
the family and breaks the bonds of nature; when she gives her hus­
band children who are not his own, she is false both to him and 
society; thus her crime is not infidelity, but treason. To my mind, it is 
the source of dissension and of crime of every kind. 

In addition, they believed that women's supposed sexual power, so fright­
ening and threatening· to men, must be controlled for the good of society. 
Women who used their sexual power, as salonieres or royal mistresses, 
could only meet with condemnation . ... 

By the end of the eighteenth century, the saloniere was repudiated in favor 
of more traditional women. This change occurred very rapidly during the 
era of the French Revplution and the Napoleonic Wars (1789-1815). The 
social and political power which the salonieres had wielded in pre­
revolutionary France became a leading criticism of the old monarchy, and 
people of differing classes and political philosophies united in condemn­
ing this 'female influence'. 'Women ruled [in the eighteenth century]', the 
French artist and Marie Antoinette's portraitist, Elizabeth Vigee-Lebrun 
remarked in her memoirs, 'The Revolution dethroned them.' Vigee­
Lebrun exaggerated women's powers, but accurately perceived their 
decline in influence. The revolution unleashed a flood of criticism about 
women's 'unnatural' usurpation of the male domain of politics. Female 
political activity was outlawed in 1793, and male politicians, journalists, 
and philosophers condemned women's political influence whether it was 
republican or monarchist, revolutionary or counter-revolutionary. 

READING B THE SCIENCE OF SOCIETY 

Peter Gay 

Whatever may have become of sociology in the nineteenth century, when 
the discipline got its name and took a distinctly conservative and nostalgic 
turn, in the Enlightenment, when it was invented, it was a science 
designed to advance freedom and humanity. 'The philosophy of the eight­
eenth century', wrote Saint-Simon, 'has been critical and revolutionary; 
that of the nineteenth century will be inventive and constructive.' Like 
other intellectual instruments devised or perfected in the eighteenth cen­
tury, sociology suffered from bouts of self-confidence that its practitioners 
could not 'suppress . ... For all this lack of clarity and lack of modesty, the 
aims of eighteenth-century sociology were clear enough: to substitute 
reliable information and rational theory for guessing and metaphysics, 
and to use the newly won knowledge in behalf of man. 

Source: Gay, P. (1973) The Enlightenment: An Interpretation. Vol.2: The Science of 
Freedom, London, Wildwood House; pp.323-8, 330-3, 336-42. 
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Montesquieu, the first and the greatest sociologist in the Enlightenment, 
embodies this scientific reformism perhaps more striking'ly than anyone · 

else. As he insisted in the Preface to his De ]'esprit des lois, he was indeed 
a scientist: 'I have not drawn my principle� from my prejudices, but from 
the nature of things'; and he reassured h�s· readers that he was merely a 
reporter: 'I do not write to criticize whatever is established in any country.' 
At the same time, and in the same place, he made it plain that facts, for 
him, were in the service of values: 'I should think myself the happiest of 
mortals if I could help men to cure themselves of their prejudices'; indeed, 
'it is not unimportant to have the people enlightened:' His intentions, at 
least, were clear and pure. 

His execution was something else again. De l'esprit des lois is a flawed 
performance; even contemporaries who admired its originality and shared 
its pagan philosophy tempered their praise with reservations. It is the 
most unkempt masterpiece of the century: short chapters, some only one 
sentence in length, alternate with long disquisitions, and, especially in the 
later books, topics appear and reappear in bewildering sequence. The 
work has a certain coherence imposed on it by its author's passion for 
finding law behind the apparent rule of chance and general themes in the 
fragmented mosaic of particular facts, but the order is concealed behind 
digressions, abrupt shifts of theme, and rhetorical outbursts. Roughly the 
first third of De ]'esprit des lois- doubtless the most important- deals 
with the nature and forms o{ government and the rights of subjects; the 
book then turns to an analysis of the impact of environment on politics 
and concludes with a potpourri which contains, among other things, dis­
cussions of political economy, French politics, and legal theory. No 
wonder Voltaire called the book 'a labyrinth without a clue, lacking all 
method' and thought that its strength lay in particular ideas, in its 'true, 
bold, and strong things'. Moreover, as Voltaire also complained, not 
without cause, Montesquieu was uncritical of the facts he had drawn from 
histories and travelers' reports, and his citations were often inaccurate: 
'He almost always mistakes his imagination for his memory.' Finally, 
Montesquieu, no doubt unconsciously, smuggled ideology into his 
science: his definition of political freedom, his analysis of the British Con­
stitution, and his advocacy of powerful aristocracies made him into a par­
tisan in the great struggle that divided the French state in the eighteenth 
century rather than a neutral observer transcending his time and class. His 
claim that he had freed himself from his prejudices was not borne out by 
his performance. 

Yet whatever his ambiguous role in French politics, whatever the limita­
tions on his vision and the defects in his scholarship- and I make this 
assertion after due deliberation and with due consideration for the claims 
of potential rivals - Montesquieu was the most influential writer of the 
eighteenth century. Horace Walpole, who read De ]'esprit des lois as soon 
as it became generally available, in January 1750, called it without hesita­
tion 'the best book that ever was written - at least I never learned half so 
much from all I ever read'; when he heard that Montesquieu's reputation 
in France had suffered, he declared his contempt for French 'literati' and 
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reiterated his initial response: 'In what book in the world is there half so 
much wit, sentiment, delicacy, humanity?' The world agreed with Wal­
pole. The men of the Scottish Enlightenment studied De I' esprit des lois 
with great care and great profit. . .. 

The real originality and lasting importance of De ]'esprit des lois, however, 
lie in the particular relation it established between reason and decency. 
Montesquieu's argument is fairly simple, and its materials are old; what 
was complex, and new, was his manner of combining what others had 
known. His system is imperfectly perspicuous, for it depends on intellec­
tual procedures -deduction and induction -that Montesquieu neither 
clarified nor reconc�led. On the [one] hand, he professes to deduce his 
sociological laws frcim first principles; on the other, his laws group partic­
ular experiences into intelligible wholes - in Montesquieu 's sociology 
the great contest between rationalism and empiricism was never settled. It 

was 'Descartes and Malebranche far more than Locke', Franz Neumann 
has written, 'who determined Montesquieu's scientific method' -but the 
importance of Locke was not negligible. The two principles on which he 
constructed his system -the uniformity of human nature and the diver­
sity produced by environment and culture-have an independent validi­
ty. But they are also at times in tension. 

W hatever these tensions, his argument was, as I have said, plain enough. 
There are, Montesquieu reasons, certain laws of nature that apply to all 
men, since they are derived from 'the constitution of our being.' But these 
laws find different expression in different situations; they are bent into 
individual shape by physical causes like climate, soil, size of the country, 
and by what Montesquieu calls 'moral' causes like customs and religion. 
The task of social science is to find both the universal laws and their 
appropriate application to each situation. The logic of Montesquieu's 
social science is the logic of cultural relativism: [as Neumann says,] 'There 
is, he believes, no universally applicable solution. There are only types of . 
solutions.' 

The configuration of laws appropriate to a certain nation is 'the spirit of 
the laws', and Montesquieu's book is an attempt to discover and define 
that spirit in all its multiformity. He begins, conventionally enough, with a 
classification of government by types of rulership-an enterprise as old 
as Plato and Aristotle, although his classification differs from theirs. He 
finds essentially three forms of government: republics, monarchies, and 
despotisms. This classification caused some dissent in his day; but it is 
only a prelude to what really matters: the 'principles' actuating each of 
these forms.· The history of political sociology begins at this point. The 
principle of republics, Montesquieu argues, is 'virtue', and, as there are 
two kinds of republics, there are two kinds of virtue: democratic republics 
rest on public spirit; aristocratic republics on the moderation and self­
restraint of the ruling families. Monarchies for their part are animated by 
what Montesquieu calls 'honor'-a keen awareness of status, accompa­
nied by aspiration to preferment and .titles. Despotism, finally, is actuated 
by fear. Montesquieu knows perfectly well that there is an admixture of 
each of these elements in all states; what matters is which predominates. 
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When one principle powerfully invades a state to which it is not suited, 
pernicious consequences are inescapable: the right princ:i'ple will be cor­
rupted, then collapse and revolution must follow. 

This is a fertile scheme. It permits Montesquieu to penetrate beyond forms 
to substance; to discover, behind institutions, the forces that make them 
cohere, persist, or falter. It permits him, further, to find the institutions 
appropriate to each state: a monarchy needs schools, or a family organiza­
tion, quite different from those needed in a republic. And finally it permits 
him to address himself to the dynamic of social change: 'The corruption of 
every government', Montesquieu writes, in one of those one-sentence 
chapters that so amused Voltaire, 'begins almost always with the corrup­
.tiQ-s.' De ]'esprit des lois takes a comprehensive view of 
political sociology: 1t finds room for the sociology of law and of education, 
and suggests a sociological view of history . 

... Montesquieu's purpose, Raymond Aron has said, 'was to make history 
intelligible', and he realized that purpose, if incompletely, by seeking 
causes rather than ascribing everything to inscrutable fortune, and by 
grouping causes into small, manageable groups. The road to positivist 
sociology was thus open. 

It is worth repeating that Montesquieu was never satisfied to formulate 
general laws and leave value judgments to others; he was too much the 
classicist, too much the humanist, too much the philosophe for that. He 
recognized that his commitment to facts and values sometimes involved 
him in paradoxes and contradictions. It is touching to see him struggling 
with himself: thus he speaks at length, and quite coolly, about slavery, and 
argues that in the West at least slavery is useless and uneconomical- then 
he adds a little pathetically, 'I do not know if this chapter was dictated to 
me by my mind or my heart'. The distinction between causal and norma­
tive inquiry was hard to maintain, even for him. 

His analysis of despotism reveals both his ambivalence and his intentions. 
On the one hand, Montesquieu lists despotism among forms of govern­
ment and assigns to it a principle as he has assigned principles to others. 
On the other hand, he sets off despotism from all other forms: monarchies, 
aristocracies, and democracies are legitimate forms, despotism is always 
bad. It is a 'monstrous' form of government; it 'takes glory in despising 
life'. Despotism may aim at tranquillity, but its tranquillity is only terror: 
'It is not peace; it is the silence of towns the enemy is ready to occupy.' 
Despotism enlists religion in the regime of fear - 'fear added to fear' -
depoliticizes its subjects, and treats men like animals by subjecting them 
to corruption and police brutality under capricious and unknown laws. As 
a sociologist, Montesquieu found it appropriate to analyze the phenome­
non of despotism, to acknowledge its plausibility in vast empires and hot 
climates, but as a moralist he found nothing worthy in a regime whose 
principle was fear, whose policy was tyranny, and whose consequence 
was inhumanity . ... 

Like another French philosophe - Diderot - Montesquieu was more 
influential abroad than .at home. I have indicated the range of his empire 
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-from America to Russia, from the Scotland of Ferguson to the Naples of 
Filangieri - but among all his dependencies Scotland must rank first. 
Hume, though critical of Montesquieu's 'abstract theory of morals' and 
sparing with hyperbole, thought him an 'author of genius, as well as learn­
ing.' Ferguson treated him as a modern classic: he lectured on Mon­
tesquieu, recommended him to his students, quoted him without criticism 
and paraphrased him without acknowledgment; indeed, acknowledgment 
would have been otiose: De ]'esprit des lois was the common coin of 
learned discussion. 

There was good reason for Scotland's receptivity to Montesquieu: his par­
ticular mixture of philosophy and science was wholly congenial to the 
Scottish Enlighten.nient, which had been developing its own tradition of 
secular sociological inquiry since the beginning of the eighteenth century. 
Francis Hutcheson, moral philosopher and student of society, had many 
disciples, a brilliant assembly of intellectuals- David Hume, John Millar, 
Adam Ferguson, Lord Ka.III.es, Lord Monboddo, William Robertson-fol­
lowed, in the next generation, by Adam Smith and Dugald Stewart. All 
were to a degree moral philosophers, all turned under the pressure of their 
inquiries to the scientific study of society. The problems these Scots 
addressed became the classical problems of sociology: the origins of civili­
zation, man's place in society, the development of language, the relations 
of classes, the rise and fall of population and their interplay with cultiva­
tion and prosperity, and the forms of government . ... However much their 
researches varied in effectiveness and direction, the intentions of the Scot­
tish school were united in a single pursuit: to place moral philosophy on a 
sound, that is to say, a scientific, basis. By mid-century, the Scots could 
equate morals and science -Hume spoke of 'Moral philosophy, or the 
science of human nature'. Scientific metaphors were always in their 
minds: 'The great Montesquieu pointed out the road', wrote John Millar in 
acknowledging the debt he owed to Adam Smith, his teacher and friend. 
'He was the Lord Bacon in this branch of philosophy. Dr. Smith is the 
Newton.' The comparison was trite when Millar made it in the 1780s, and 
its application doubtful, but it confirms the aspiration of the Scottish 
school toward a science of society . ... 

In 1767, Hun1e's friend Adam Ferguson, a former chaplain, lapsed Christi­
an, Professor of Moral Philosophy and Pneumatics at Edinburgh, pub­
lished his first and, it was to turn out, his most important book, An Essay 
on the History of Civil Society . . .. Like Hume, Ferguson was an enemy to 
fictions, and like Hume, he undertook the scientific study of society for 
moral reasons. Men shall know the truth - this, in sum, is Ferguson's 
motive and program- and the truth shall permit them to break the tradi­
tional cycles of civilization and decay. But the truth is elusive: Ferguson 
punctuate� his Essay with warnings against rash conjectures, easy gener­
alizations, and mere book learning. The warnings are repetitious and seem 
a little insistent, but they were not without point: only five years before, 
Adam Smith had told his students that 'the practical sciences of Politics 
and Morality or Ethics have of late been treated too much in a Speculative 
manner.' The very obscurity of man's origins, Ferguson argues, has 
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seduced modern investigators into that supreme intellectual vice - sys­
tem-making. 'The desire of laying the foundation of a favo'urite system, or 
a fond expectation, perhaps, that we may be able to penetrate the secrets of 
nature, .to the very source of existence, hav:e, on this subject, led to many 
fruitless inquiries, and given rise to many wild suppositions.' After all, 
Ferguson complains, other scientists do not follow such dubious methods: 
'In every other instance ... the natural historian thinks himself obliged to 
collect facts, not to offer conjectures'. But, it seems, when he studies him­
self, 'in matters the most important, and the most easily known', the stu­
dent of society 'substitutes hypothesis instead of reality, and confounds 
the provinces of imagination and reason, of poetry and science'; he selects 
a few human characteristics, abstracts from current experience, and 
invents feeble fictions like the state of nature or the noble savage. 'The 
progress of mankind from a supposed state of animal sensibility, to the 
attainment of reason, to the use of language, and to the habit of society, has 
been accordingly painted with a force of imagination, and its steps have 
been marked with a boldness of invention, that would tempt us to admit, 
among the materials of history, the suggestions of fancy, and to receive, 
perhaps, as the model of our nature in its original state, some of the 
animals whose shape has the greatest resemblance to ours.' The sarcasm is 
heavy and its target obvious, but Ferguson does not permit his readers a 
moment's uncertainty: a footnote refers them to Rousseau's Discours sur 
l'origine de l'inegalite parmi les hommes. Rousseau's way, Ferguson 
insists, is not the way of science; the student of society must rest his case 
on 'just observation'. Human nature cannot be discovered by stripping 
away the contributions of culture to arrive at the naked, original being: 
'Art itself is natural to man'. So, significantly but not surprisingly, Fergu­
son begins his History of Civil Society with an attempt to arrive at a realis­
tic appraisal of human nature - not its origins but 'tts reality' and 'its 
consequences' . ... 

The first victim of Ferguson's empiricism is the state of nature, the second 
is the legislator who supposedly transforms the horde into a society. 'Man 
is born in society', Ferguson writes, quoting Montesquieu, 'and there he 
remains'. There can be no doubt: 'Mankind have always wandered or set­
tled, agreed or quarrelled, in troops and companies'. The study of man and 
the study of society are thus wholly interdependent. What they show at 
the outset- here Ferguson turns to Hume- is both the unity and the 
diversity of man's nature. 'The occupations of men, in every condition, 
bespeak their freedom of choice, their various opinions, and the multiplic­
ity of wants by which they are urged; but they enjoy, or endure, with a 
sensibility, or a phlegm, which are nearly the same in every situation. 
They possess the shores of the Caspian, or the Atlantic, by a different 
tenure, but with equal ease'. The claim that man has changed fundamen­
tally by moving from the state of nature to the civil state is a total misread­
ing of his history. If we ask, 'Where [is] the state of nature to be found?' the 
answer must be, 'It is here; and it matters not whether we are understood 
to speak in the islands of Great Britain, at the Cape of Good Hope, or the 
Straits of Magellan'. And, just as travel in space offers the spectacle of 
uniformity, so does travel in time: 'The latest efforts of human invention 
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are but a continuation of certain devices which were practised in the 
earliest ages of the world, and in the rudest state of mankind'. 

This uniformity is the expression of certain 'universal qualities' in man, 
certain 'instinctive propensities', which are 'prior to the perception of 
pleasure or pain'. Most notable among these propensities is man's instinct 
for self-preservation, which expresses itself in automatic self-protection, 
in sexuality, and in his sociable traits. Man's reason is equally composite: 
God - a singularly shadowy figure in Ferguson's philosophy - has 
endowed man with reason to permit him to know and to judge. But neither 
the urge for self-preservation nor the capacity to reason makes man essen­
tially into a calculating and selfish animal: hedonistic psychology is, in 
Ferguson's judgment, shallow at its best and in general contrary to 
experience. Man is a creature of habit as much as of reason, the prey to 
ambition as much .as the victim of conformity, and, above all, he is an 

active being, happiest when he exercises his powers. 'Man is not made for 
repose', Ferguson writes, sounding much like Diderot. 'In him, every ami­
able and respectable quality is an active power, and every subject of com­
mendation an effort. If his errors and his crimes are the movements of an 
active being, his virtues and his happiness consist likewise in the employ­
ment of his mind' . ... 

While Ferguson insists on the uniformity of man's nature, he insists just as 
emphatically on the diversity of institutions and ideals, and it is here-in 
accounting for this diversity-that social science finds its proper employ­
ment. It is a difficult task, for 'the multiplicity of forms' that the social 
scientist must take into account 'is almost infinite'. After all, as Mon­
tesquieu had recognized, 'forms of government must be varied, in order to 
suit the extent, the way of subsistence, the character, and the manners of 
different nations'. Paradoxically enough, it is precisely the propensities of 
human nature - the principles, that is, of its unity - that lead to the 
diversity of human experience. For the urge to ally oneself with some 
implies the urge to divide oneself from others. 'They are sentiments of 
generosity and self-denial that animate the warrior in defence of his coun­
try; and they are dispositions most favourable to mankind, that become 
the principles of apparent hostility to men'. This is not a perverse pleasure 
in paradox: the dialectical character of human experience is for Ferguson 
an overwhelming fact. Civilization is natural; all civilizations are natural. 
But -and here we seem to hear the language of Freud's Civilization and 

its Discontents - all civilizations exact their price, all are a mixture of 
cooperation and conflict, of decay implicit in progress. To condemn all 
conflict indiscriminately is to read out of court half of human nature -
'He who has never struggled with his fellow-creatures, is a stranger to half 
the sentiments of mankind.' -and to misunderstand, and misunderstand 
disastrously, the positive function of conflict in culture .... 

Ferguson's science_ of man does not end here. It is not enough to analyze 
and then fold one's hands, watching tyrants or corrupt politicians misuse 
one's work. Precisely like the other social scientists of his time, Ferguson 
refuses to equate objectivity with neutrality. Whether we are 'actors or 
spectators', we perpetually 'feel the difference of human conduct', and are 
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'moved with admiration and pity, or transported with indignation and · . 

rage'. These emotions, 'joined to the powers of deliberation and reason,' 
constitute 'the basis of a moral nature'. 

g 

It is with this sense of being an engaged 'scholar that Ferguson delineates 
his virtuous man and describes the threats . to flourishing civilizations. 
Fortunately, private happiness and public prosperity are consonant; 
benevolence gives pleasure not solely to the receiver but to the giver as 
well, and the vigorous exercise of one's public spirit is at once a source of 
personal gratification and of national well-being. Activity is praiseworthy, 
but it 'may be carried to excess', and then it deserves censure. Similarly, 
while conflict is valuable, not every conflict is creditable in origins or 
beneficial in consequences - 'the quarrels of individuals, indeed, are 
frequently the operations of unhappy and detestable passions; malice, 
hatred, and rage' - and it should be possible to devise a kind of moral 
equivalent for detestable quarrels by sublimating them into praiseworthy 
competition. This kind of discrimination that the student of society 
should apply to activity and conflict he must apply to other forms of social 
experience, all for the sake of moral judgment and sound public policy .... 

To Ferguson's mind, perhaps the most extraordinary instance of the para­
dox of progress is the division of labor. On the one hand, the division of 
labor is essential to s.ocial advance. Savages and barbarians are men of all 
trades, too worn out from their labors to improve their fortune, too scat­
tered in their pursuits to acquire commendable skill in any single occupa­
tion. As the manufacturer, the merchant, the artist, the consumer discover, 
'the more he can confine his attention to a particular part of any work, his 
productions are the more perfect, and grow under his hands in the greater 
quantities'. But just as the division of labor in public affairs brings effi­
ciency in administration and alienation from politics, the division of labor 
in industrial or mercantile or artistic matters brings skill and prosperity -
and alienation as well. Man (as Ferguson's admirer Karl Marx would put 
it) is alienated from his community, his labor, a_r1d himself; he is frag­
mented and mechanized: the community falls apart, divided between 
lowly mechanics and proud practitioners of the liberal arts, and the 
general increase in wealth is unevenly distributed, to the benefit of an elite 
and at the expense of the mass: 'In every commercial state, notwithstand­
ing any pretension to equal rights, the exaltation of a few must depress the 
many'. Thus the division of labor produces conceit and selfishness in 
some, envy and servility in most; it is a blessing and a curse, creating vast 
possibilities and great dangers. The economic problem is, for Ferguson, a 
social and, even more, a political problem. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter has three overall purposes: first, to introduce the diversity 
of state forms which have existed over time and which constitute the 
broad historical context for understanding the nature of the modern 
state; secondly, to explore the question: Why did the nation-state become . 
the supreme form of the modern state?; thirdly, to examine competing 
conceptions of the modern state -its sovereignty, authority and 
legitimacy. These objectives are clearly wide-ranging; but by devoting 
attention to all three I hope to shed some light on the key formative -
processes of the mod,ern state and the controversies that surround it. 

The prime focus of this chapter will be the making of th� modern state 
in Europe. There are a number of important reasons for this geographic 
restriction. In the first instance, the story of the formation of the modern 
state is in part the story of the form�fEurope, and vice �sa. The 
development of a distinctive 'European' identity is clo� tied t2 the 
creation of Europe by states. Moreover, the states system of Europe has 
had extraordinary influence in the world beyondc::Eui:qpe: European 
expansion ·and development has had a decisive role in shapin� the 
political map of the modern �ld. Furthermore, debates about the 
nature of the modem state in lar e art derive frQ!!!JLuropean 
intellectual traditions, notabl�nlightenmen , although to recognize 
this is by no means to suggest that everything of importance about the · 
state was understood and expressed in Europe alone. 

1.1 SOME PRELIMINARY DEFINITIONS 

It is intriguing to note that for the greater part of human history states 
have not existed at all. States are historiqal "Qhen�na, constructed 
under :earticular �!ions, an� froin __ f!2s,ed '?:S�I?:�tt�§!-!' enti�ties. Iii 
hunting-and-gathering communities, in small agrarian cultures, and in 
the regions wandered by serrif-nomadic or nomadic peoples there has 
been no-recognizably separate state or political or_ganization. Today, 
there are still many communities which anthropologists refer to as 
' stateless'-communities such as the Jale :eeopl�gfil?-e New G1Jinea 
high,lauds, the pastoral Nuer of the South Sudan, ·the M'dendeuili and 
Arusha of East Africa. 'Stat�less', however, should not be take� mean 
the absence of any mechanisms of regulation or government ·through 
which decisions affecting ilie community can b�e and di§Qutes 
settjl.ed. A diverse array of such mechanisms have existed, from family 
and kinship structures to the rules and nor¥ls ohustom or tradition, 
and to the established powers of a chief (a warrior or priest, or both), 
often assisted by a council or court. -

-=--
Table 2.1 provides a useful starting point by juxtaposing stateless and 
state societies in order to bring the latter's broad characteristics into 
relief. Table 2.1 offers only rudimentary defin1ti .. ons. One �n for this 
is that states, like other social phenomena, have changed ove.r. time, 
partly in relation to the transformati® of the conditions of the societies 
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Table 2.1 Features pf stateless and state societies 

Stateless societies,;.--· 
i�for�a_l_ mechanisms. of gove�ent 

no clear boundaries to a society 

State societies L----_./ 

poli�ic�l app�r�tus or governm�_otal 
mstJtutJons differentiated from other 
organizations in the communitY -
rule takes place lover asp�cific · 
population and territory 
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disputes and decisions settled by family 
or kin groups, or by larger tribal � 

� tega�'L_stem, backed by a capacity to 
use orce · � . 

-structures headed by a 'chief with the 
support of a council I' ) 

relationships and transactions 
significantly defined by cuSfOrii 

....--

institutional divisions within. government 
(the executive, civil service and army, 
for example) are formall� coordinated 

in which they arose. There have been many different state forms which 
have set down elements of rule in a succession of different ways. Rule­
or rulership has no single 'essence' or fued quality. Examples which· 
will be drawn upon to highlight this are empires, feudal political 
relations and absolutist monarchies. --
-
This chapter distinguishes the characteristics of stateless and state 
societies from those of the modern state. Several key features of the 
latter will be elucidated in Section 2.5, but for the present it is sufficient 
to stress that the concept of _the modern state refers to that type of state 
which emerged in the European states system from the sixteenth ( 6-t(..-r. 
century onwards. The concept connotes an impersonal and privileged 
legal or constitutional order with the capability of administering and 
controlling a given territory; that is, a dLsthJog_tJQJI.!!<?.fPU.1Jlic power, 
separate from both ruler and ruled, and forming the supreme political 
authority within certain defined boundaries (Skinner, 1978, p.353; cf. 
Neumann, 1964). The 'other side' of the modern state is 'civil society'. 
Civil sqciety - like nearly all concepts in social and political analysis 

- has a long and complex history; but by 'civil society' I will here 
mean those areas of.sociaLlife -the domestic world, the economic 
sphere, cultural activities· and political interaction- which are 
organized by p:rivatE:} or voluntary arrarigements between individuals 
and groups outside the direct control of the state (cf. Bobbio, 1989; 
Pelczynski, 1985; Keane, 1988). The modern state and civil society were 
formed, as will be seen, through distinct but interrelated processes. 

i .2 THE STRUCTURE OF THE CHAPTER 

This chapter has three main parts which correspond to the aims stated 
at the outset. The objective of the first part (Section 2) is to provide a 
brief chronological sketch of :the development of the state in Europe, 
and an account of its chief variants. It is not my intention here to 
suggest that the variants followed one another according to an 
evolutionary pattern through which states passed from the 'primitive' to 
the 'civilized', from the 'simple' to the 'complex', or from 'lower' to 
'higher' stages - far from it! My aim is to establish a political map or 
set of bearings which can become a basis for asking in the next section 
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(Section 3): What explains the movement and_g_}J.@g� among_�a.te 
forms!-and how can one unde:rstand_fu�trise._ofJhe nation-::still.� If 
s'8ction 2 expounds a_tJ'i)ology of states, Section 3 seeks to explicate the 
underlying processes or causal pattern� �gich :ipightjJlu@!!_a,��-�� 
particular types of state have taken tl;le form they hay�, .@c:i_ :vyfiy_��e-of 
these types- the modern nation-st9te- became the do_I:I1�l1Cl.:Ilt form­
over time. - ···· · · · ·-------

In the third major part ofthe chapter (Section 4), the meaning and 
significance of the development of the modern stg.te.is .explore.d via _an 
introduction to the work of some of its leading poli�cal interpreters. It 
will be readily seen tP.at ihe history of the interpretation of the modern 
state contains sharp 6onflicts of view. It will be my aim to explicate 
these conflicts, rather than to try and resolve the differences among 
them. However, I hope also to establish a framework which will aid an 
assessment of the relevance of the various interpretations to an 
understanding of the modern state, as it was and is. 

-

The particular emphasis of this chapter is on the active role played by 
the state in the making and shaping of modernity. Throughout the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries most of the leading perspectives on 
social change emphasized that the origi_J:l§9f f)ocial tr�§fo:r��t!_():g __ :yvere 
to be found in processes internal to society and, above all, in socio­
economic fq.ctors. In many of these perspectives, the interrelations 
among states and societies were barely exptored. By focusing ori the 
war-making capacity of states, and on the role of the state in domestic 
and international affairs, this chapter sets itself against this neglect. In 

so .doing, it aligns itself with a notable strand of recent scholarship on 
the history of states (much of it referred to in the pages which follow), I 

whh::h emphasizes the independent and autonomous part played by 
political and military factors in the formation of Europe and the modern 
worid. While this story could be told from a number of different starting 
points, the initial focus will be a sketch of the history and geography of 
European states, beginning with Rome. This sketch provide_s_a us-erur 
background to the diversity of states and their alteration over time. 

2 A BRI�F HISTORY AI\JD GEOGRAPHY OF 
EUROP-EAN STAT-ES 

Sixteen�ed years or so ago 'Europe' was dominated by the Roman 
Empire, albeit an empire divided and disint�ating. Theodosius IlAb 
379-95) was the last 'sole ruler' Q{_ili,�_R.Q!!!_�-��P�te,_which, after his 
death, split iiJ.to the Western and Eastern Roman Empires. The Western 
Empire suffered from repeated attacks and grew weak in comparison 
with the East. In 410, the city of Rome- was sacked by the Visigotlis, a 
wandering Germanic people from the North-east. The fall of Rome was 
9-ompleted in 476, when the last Roman '8iilperor of the West was 
deposed. Th�tern Empire, economically securer than its Western 
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counterpart owins to spice and other e�rts, continued� the 
Byz�!_igA Empire through the Middle Ages until it -wa.s_successfully 
cnallenged and displaced by the Islamic-Ottoman E�pire in 1453. 

'""75 

In the-centuries which succeeded the disintegration of the Roman Empire, 
'Europe' did not experience the rise cif another im:gerial society, a,}thougb 
it was chronically engaged in-war and harassed from outside. A contrast 
has often been drawn between an· essentially civilized E�ope and a 
despotic or barbarous East. There are many reasons for distrusting this 
co-ntrjsf{see--Bernal;'·198 7; Spring borg, 1991). Some of these reasons-will 
be explored in Chapter 6 of this volume, but two should be emphasized 
here. Ftrst�as recent historical and archaeological research has shown, -
some o{-fue key political innovations, conceptual and institutionat'of the 
p1;ltatively western political traditinn can be -traced to the East; for 
example, the 'glty-state' or po!�s society can be found in Mes�:motamia long 
before it emergedmilie West. Second, 'Europe' was the creation of many 
complex processes at the inti:ifs'E;'ction of 'internal' and 'external' forces -
and relations. A thousand years ago Europe as such did notexist. The 
roughly thirty million people who lived acr.oss the Europeari1a"ndmass did 
not conceive of themselves as an interc�cte�le, bound by a 
co:iiunon history, culture and fate (Tilly, 1990, p.38). 
The larger power divisions on a map of'millennial Europe' (c. AD 1000) to 
some extent mask the area's f;ragmented and decentred nature. Those who 
prevailed over territories- emperors, kings, princes, dukes, bishops and 
others- did so above all as military victors and conquerors, exacting 
tribute and rent to support their endeavourE.i._ they were far from being 
heads of state governing clearly demarcated territories acco�g to formal 
law and procedure. As the historian Charles Tilly put it, 'nothing like a 
centralized national state existed anywhere in Europe' (1990, p.40). 

____;=,, Yet one can talk about the beginnings of a recognizable states system at 
the millenium. In the Italian peninsula, the �eHoly:·N.nman-···­
Einpire and the Byzantine �m:e_ire' c181med mosto1: the territ!Jry, even 
though the-se claims intermingled and were contested r,Ql!Jio-ely by many 
localized pow:ers and independent and semi-autonomous city-states. 
But the' political map of Europe was to be shaped and reshaped many 
times. For example, the European map of the lat;tifteenth century -
included some five hundred more or less independent politlcat units, 
often with ill-defined boundaries. By 1900 the number had dwindled t'? 
abo-q.t twenty-five (Tilly, 1975, p.15). It took a long time for national 
states to dominate the political map, but the era they ushered in was to 
change fundamentally the nature and form of political life itself. 

ACTIVITY 1 Examine Figures 2.1-2.4 and ask yourself the foHowing questions: 

1 \!Vhich political boundaries, if any. have persisted over time'? 

2 Can one recognize modern Europe in the political map of 1471:)'? 

:�: How would the political map of 1930 have to be redrawn today? 
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Figure 2.1 Europe in AD 406 

Figure 2.2 Europe in AD 998 
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Figure 2.3 Europe in AD 1478 

Figure 2.4 Europe in AD 1980 
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Since the fall of Rome, it is not just the number of states which has 
altered dramatically, but the forms and types ofstates as well. There are 
five main clusters of state systems which can be distinguished: 

1 traditional tribute-taki�empires; 
2 . systems of divided autho;ity, characterized by feudal relations, city­

states and urban all�es, With the Church (Papacy) playibg a 
leading role; 

3 the polity of estate� 
4 absolutist sta�; 
5 modern nation-stat.es, with constituti�l, liberal democratic or 

single party politids locked progressively into a system of nation-
states. � 

Figure 2.5 provides an approximate guide to the periods �hich each 
type of state system could be found. For the remainder of this �on, I 

shall examine each type in turn before pursuing the ·guestion: What 
accounts for the eventual dominance of �ation-state? 

Empires 

Feudalism 
(systems of 
divided 
authority) 
Papacy* 

Holy Roman 
Empire* 

Polity of 
estates 

Absolutist 
states 

Modern 
states 

. r--" 

·------·--·------+- -j 

!--------------+ -1 
l------·------·-----------1 

Centuries 

Broken lines indicate that a political system's influence was not continuous, 
but rather broken from time to time. 

* The Papacy and the Holy Roman Empire, while at certain stages essential 
elements of the feudal system of authority, have been separated out for later 
reference. 

Figure �.5 State forms and historical periods 



CHAPTER 2 THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE MODERN STATE 

2.1 EMPIRES I 

E�pires or imp'erial systems have dominated the history of states over 
the centuries, particularly in their size and grandeur. Some, notably 
Rome (and China in the East), retained identifiable institutional forms 

79 

_ over long periods. Empires required an accumulation and concentraifon 
of coercive means- above all, of war-making ability- to sustain 

· 

themselv&"s. When this ability waned, empires disint@grated. All 
'traditional' empires developed as a result of expansion from initially 
more restricted power bases and cpnfined mu,.es. Moreover, the 
deployment of military strength was uppermost in the creation and 
maintenance of frontiers or territorial boundarie�:;, though the latter were 
often in flux and shifted according to patterns of rebellion and invasion. 
Territorial boundaries were by no means yet 'fixed boraers'(Giddens, 
1985, pp.80-1). 

. -. 

While empires frequently were crossed by long-distance trading routes, 
and indeed often engaged directly in long-distance trade themselves; 
their economic requirements were largely met throu,gh the exaction of 
tribute, some of which was used to buy oft threatened assaults if 
military power fell short. The tribute system supportecfthe"emperor, his 
administrative apparatus and the military. But however powerful . · 
empires might have been relative to contending power centres, they 
could sustain only limited administrative authoritf.""Empires stretched 
over a plethora of communities and societies which were culturally 
diverse and heterogeneous. Empires were ruled but they were not 
governed; that is to say, emperors dominated a limited social and . 
geographical space, butlacked the administrative means - the 
Hisnfutions, organizations, info'rmation, personnel and so on- to 
provide regularized administration over the territories they claim�d as 
their own. The polities of empires busied themselves with conflicts and 
intrigue within dominant groups and classes and within local urban 
centres; beyond that the resort to military force was '"th'8key mechanism 
for binding and integrating peoples and territories. Although force was 
frequently effective, its significance should not be exaggerated. For the 
size, mobility and deployment of armies depended on the availability of 
water and local harvests to plunder. The military depended on the 
countryside and could move no more quickly than its men could maich 
in a day, subject to the availability of foodstuffs. 

.....-

2.2 SYSTEMS OF DIVIDED AUTHORITY IN MEDIAEVAL 
EUROPE 

Feudalism- a political system of overlapping and !fivided auth...Q!jty­
assumed many forms between the eighth and the fourt�nth centuries. 
But it is probably fair to say that it was distinguished in general by a 
network of interlocking ties and obligations, with systems of rule 
fragmented into many small, autonomous parts (Poggi, 1978, p.27). 
Political power became more local and personal in focus, generating a 
'social world of overlapping claims and powers' (Anderson, 1974, 
p.149). Some of these claims and powers conflicted; and no ruler or 
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state was sovereign in the sense of being supreme over a given territory 
and population (Bull, 1977, p.254). Within this system of power, 
tensions were rife and war was frequent. 

r.---- -The early roots of feudalism can be traced to left-overs of the Roman 
Empire and to the militaristic cultur� and the insti�s of Gei.Tilanic 
tribal peoples (Poggi, 1990, pp.35-7). A concern with loyalty in war and 
effective lead('Jrship among these peoples led to a special relationship � 

between a ruler or lord or king (generally accraimed or '�ppointed' by his 
followers on the basis of his militaT>y and strat�ic skills) and the tribe's 
leading warriors, called vassi ('vassals'; 'servants'). The warriors declared 
boiJ.ds of loyalty and homage to the if lord in return for privileges and -
prot,ection. In the late seventh century, Frankish rulers connected the idea­
of a vassalic bond not just to military endeaXilur, but to the governip.,g of 
territories more generally: rulers endowed vassals with rights ofland, later 
called feu dum ('fief'), in the hope of securing continued loyalty, military 
service and fl.ow�f income. The result, however, was rarei'Yi simple 
hierarchy of lord, vassal and peasants; rather, the hierarchy was often 
characterized by· a gre$! chain of �elations and obligati�,!!lajor vassals 
'sub-contracted' parts of their lands to others. At the bottom of the 
hierarchy was, of course, the vast majority of the population: '1;h..e obiect of 

-=J,'�le ... but never the subjec�political relationship' (Poggi, 1978, p.23). 
While feudal kings were J2!imus inter pares ('first among equals'), they 
were locked (with certain exceptions, notably in England and northern 
France) into wide-ranging systems of privileges and duties which often 
imposed on them a requirement to consult and negotiate with the most 
powerful lords or barons, when taxes or armies were to be raised. Lords 
were expected to maintain an autonomous military capability to support 
their kings; but it was a capability that provided them with an 
independent power base which they could be tempted to use to further 
their own interests. With some political forces seeking to centralize 
power and others seeking local autonomy, the feudal states system 
contained significant disintegrative tendenc� 

...-� _ _  

Within mediaeval Europe the economy was dominated b� 
and any surplus generated was subject to competing claims. A 
successful claim constituted a ,basis to create and sustain political 
power. But the web of kingdoms, principalities, duchies and other 
pow-er centres which depended on these arrangements was complicated 
further by the emergence of alternative powers in the towns and cities. 
Cities and urban federations depended on trade and manufacture and 
relatively high accumulations of capital. They developed different social 
and political structures and frequently enjoyed independent systems. of 
rule specified by charters. Among the best known were the Italian cities 
of Florence, Venice and Sienna, but across Europe hundreds of urban 
centres developed. Nowhere, however, did they (and the web of feudal 
relations in the countryside) alone determine the pattern of rule or 
political identity. For in the Middle Ages 'Europe' more acclirately 
meant 'Christendom'. And the Papacy ·and the Holy Roman Empire gave 
Christendom what overarching unity it had. 
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The Holy Roman Empire existed in some form from the eighth ·untjJ __ th_! 
early nineteenth 2,�ntury. For while the Roman imperial title had lapsed 
in 'tlie:ffffficentury: it was revived in _800 by Pope Leo III and conferred 
on Charlemagne, King of the Fr�. Later, thetitle Holy Ro:man 

� 

Emperor was borne by successive dynasties OI German kings, although 
its actual significance, like that of the Empire more generally, varied 
considerably over time. At its height, the Holy Roman Em;ei!,e 
represented an attempt, under the patronage of the,Catholic Church, to 
unite and centralize the fragmente-d power centres of western ;----

"Christendom into a politically-unified Christian empire. The countries 
-----rea:erarea under the Empire spread from Germany to Spain, and from 

northern France to Italy. However, the actual secular power of the 
Empire was always limited by the complex power structures of,feudal 
;Europe on the one hand, and the Catholic Church on the other. 
The chief rival power to the mediaeval feudal and city networks was the 
Catholic Church itself. Throughout the Middle Ages the Catholic �ch 
sought to place spiritual above secular authoJj;ty. While it would be quite 
misleading to suggest that the rise of Christianity effectively banished 
secular considerations from the lives of rulers and ruled, it unquestionabl: 
shifted the source of authority and. wisdom from this-worldly to other­
worldly representatives. The Christian world-view transformed the 
rationale of political action from an earthly to a theological framework; it 
insisted that the Good lay in submission to God's will. 
In mediaeval Europe there was no theoretical alternative- no alternative 
'p()litical theory' -to the theocratic positions ofPop_e,g.:t}d Holy�mari 

'"Emperor. The integration of Christian Europe came to depend above all oiJ 
these authorities. This order has been characterized as the order of 
'international Christian society' (Bull, 1977, p.27). International Christian 

7oCT�tyw8.SCOncervea:asb'ffing Christian first 81_1cl.f9remost; it looked to 
God for the authority to resolve ·disputes §!_Ild conflicts; its primary 
political reference point was religious doctrfn.e, and it was overl�th 
assumptions about the universal nature of human community. · 

It was not until western Christendom was under ch�ge, especially 
from the conflicts generated by the rise of national stites and by the 
Reformation, that the idea of the modern state was born,�thegr�c 
was cre'ated for the development of a new form of political identity � 

national "identity. .......,..____ ,==· · -==== """"= 

2.3 THE POLITY OF ESTATES 

Some date the crisis of feudalism as early as 1300. But whether or not 
one accepts this date, the decay of feudalism ·can be detected over a 
substantial period as competing claims to more extensive and 
penetrating political power were fought out. Within this process of 
transformation, new understandings about political arrangements 
emerged. Some writers argue that these 'new' cbncepts and ideas -for 

' example, the claims of various social groups or 'estates' (the�nobility, 
clergy, and leading townsmen or burghers) to political prerogatives, 

� .....--.. -
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particularly to rights of representation -were merely extensions of 
existing feudal relations. However, others emphasize their novel and 
distinctive �es. ,..--.=..... 

Those that emphasize the innovative nature of the post-feudal system of 
rule draw attention to a number of larger territor� which successful 
rulers created new kinds of political relations �ious elements of 
society. One observer has described the arrangements thus: 

In the first place, in the polity of estates the rulers present 
themselves primarily not as feudal superiors, but as the holders of 
higher, public prerogatives of non- and often pre-feudal origins, 
surrounded by th� halo of a higher majesty; often imparted by 
means- of sacred ceremonies (for example, the sacre du roi 
['consecration of a king']). , � 

� 

In the second place, the counterpart to the ruler is typically 
represented not by individuals, but by constituted bodies of 
various kinds: local assemblies of aristocrats, cities, ecclesiastical 
bodies, corporate associations. Taken singly, each of these bodies 

-the 'estates'-represents a different collective entity: a region's 
noblemen of a given rank, the residents of a town, the faithful of a 
parish or the practitioners of a trade. Taken together, these bodies 
claim to represent a wider, more abstract, territorial entity -
country, Land, terra, pays -which, they assert, the ruler is 
entitled to rule only to the extent that he upholds its distinctive 
customs and serves its interests. 

In turn, however, these interests are largely identified with those of 
the estates; and even the customs of the country or the region in 
question have as their major components the different claims of 
the various estates. Thus, the ruler can rule legitimately only to the 
extent that periodically he convenes the estates of a given region or 
of the whole territory into a constituted, public gathering. 
(Poggi, 1990, pp.40-1) 

In these circumstances, rulers had to deal with estates and estates had to 
deal with rulers. Out of this emerged a variety of estates-based 
assemblies, parliaments, diets and councils which sought to legitimate 
and enjoy autonomous faculties of rule. The 'polity of estates' was 
characterized by a 'power dualism': power was split between rulers and 
estates. 

·· 

. This 'power dualism' did not endure; it was challenged by the estates 
seeking greater power and by monarchs hoping to subvert the 
assemblies in order to centralize power in their own hands. As the grip 
of feudal traditions and customs was loosened, the nature and limits of 
political authority, law, rights and obedience emerged as a 
preoccupation of political thought. 
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2.4 ABSOLUTIST STATES 

The historical ch.anges that contributed to the transformation of 
mediaeval notions of politics were complicated. Struggles between -�-, 

monarchs and barons over the domain of rightful authority; peasant, · 

rebellions against the weight of excess taxation_and social obligation; tht 
spread of trade, commerce and market relations; the flourishing of 
Renaissance culture with its renewed inte�1n clas9ical political ideas 
(including Athenian democracy and Roman law); changes in technology 
particularly military technology; the consolidation of national 
monarchies (notably in England, France and Spain); religious strife and 
the challenge to the universal claims of Catholi�m; the struggle 
between Church and State - all playe�art. In the sections that 
follow, I shall return tlJlliscuss a number of these developments, but it i 
important first to clarify the notion of the 'absolutis(_s1Clj�. 
From the fifteenth to the eighteenth century two different forms of regimt 
can be distinguished in Europe: the 'absolute' monarchies of France, 
Prussia, Austria, Spain, Sweden and Russia, among other places, and the 
'�it,��· monar£!?jes �d repub�ic7folilJ.P_princiJ2ally in England 
and Hol�(Mann, 1986, p.476). There are important conceptual and 
institutional differences between these regime types, although in terms o 
the history of state/ society relations some of the differences have, as we 
shall see, been more apparent than real. I shall discuss constitutional 
states shortly, but will focus in the first instance on absolutism. 
Absolutism signalled the emergence of a form of state based upon: the 
absorption of smaller and weaker political units into larger and stronger 
political.structures; a strengthened ability to rule over a unified 
territorial area; a tightened system of law and order enforced throughou1 
a territory; the application of a 'more unitary, continuous, calculable, 
and effective' rule by a single, sovereign head; and the development of a 

relatively small number of states engaged in an 'open-ended, 
competitive, and risk-laden power struggle' (Poggi, 1978, pp.60-1). 
Although the actual power of absolutist rulers has often been 
exaggerated, these changes marked a substantial increase in 'public 
authority' from above. C::ertcti:p.ly, absolutist rulers claimed that they 
alone held the legitimate right of decision over state affairs. One of the 
most remarkable statements of this view has been attributed to Louis X\t 

king of France from 1715 to 1774: 

In my person alone resides the sovereign power, and it is from me 
alone that the courts hold their existence and their authority. That 
... authority can only be exercised in my name ... . For it is to me 
exclusively that the legislative power belongs ... . The whole publi1 
order emanates from me since f am its supreme guardian . ... The 
rights and interests of the nation ... are necessarily united with my 
own and can only rest in my hands. 
(quoted in Schama, 1989, p.104) 

The absolutist monarch claimed to be the ultimate source of human law 
although it is important to note that his broad writ was understood to 
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derive from the law of God. The king's legitimacy was based on 'divine 
right'. In this very particular sense, political authorities were regarded as 
being as much under the law as any other corporate institution (Benn 
and Peters, 1959, p.256). 

In a striking and somewhat (maliciously) humorous account of the 
public standing of the French monarch, perhaps the supreme example of 
an absolutist figure, the sociologist Gianfranco Poggi has written: 

[The] King of France was thoroughly, without r.esidue, a 'public' 
personage. His mother gave birth to him in public, and from that 
moment his existence, down to its most trivial moments, was acted 
out before the eyes of attendants who were holders of dignified 
public offices. He ate in public, went to bed in public, woke up and 
was clothed and groomed in public, urinated and defecated in 

public. He did not eopulate in public; but near enough, considering 
the circumstances. under which he was expected to deflower his 
august bride. He did not much bathe in public; but then, neither 
did he in private. When he died (in public) his body was promptly 
and messily chopped up in public:, and its severed parts 
ceremoniously handed out to the more exalted among the 
personages who had been attending him throughout his mortal 
existence. 
(Poggi, 1978, pp.68-9) 

The absolutist monarch was at the apex of a new system of rule which 
was progressively centralized and anchored on a claim to supreme and 
indivisible power: sovereign authority. All these qualities were manifest 
in the routines and rituals of courtly life. 

However, linked to the court there developed a new administrative 
apparatus involving the beginnings of a permanent, professional 
bureaucracy and army (Mann, 1986, p.476). If the French monarchy of 
the seventeenth century represents the best example of an absolutist 
court, Prussia under the Hohenzollern dynasty provides the best 

· 

example of the 'prototypes of ministries' (Poggi, 1990, p.48). These 
'prototypes' increased the state;s involvement in the promotion and 
regulation of a hitherto unparalleled diversity of activities. Six ensuing 
developments were of great significance in the history of the states 
system: 

1 the growing coincidence of territorial boundaries with a uniform 
system of rule; 

2 the creation of new mechanisms of law-making and -enforcement; 
3 the centralization of administrative power; 
4 the alteration and extension of fiscal management; 
5 the formalization of relations among states through-the-develo:J:3f.fl9llt 

of diplomacy and diplomatic institutions; and 

6 the introduction of a standing army (see Anderson, 1974, pp.15-42; 
Giddens, 1985, ch. 4). 
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Absolutism helped set in motion a process of state-making which began 
to -reduce the social, economic and cultural variation within states and 
expand the variation among them (Tilly, 1975, p.19). 

According to orre interpretation of these· changes, the expansion of state 
administrative power was made.possible to a significant extent by the 
extension of the state's capacity for the surveillance of its subjects; that 
is, the collection and storing of information about members of society, 
and the related ability to supervise subject populatiorfs (Giddens, 1985, 
pp.14-15). However, as the state's--sovereign authority expanded.and its 
administrative centres became more powerful, there was not simply a 
concentration of power at the apex. For the increase in administrative 
power via surveillance increased the state's dependence on cooperative 
forms of social relations; it was no longer possible for the state to 
manage its affairs and sustain its offices and activities by force alone._ As 
a result, greater reciprocity was created between the governors and the 
governed, and the more reciprocity was involved, the more 
opportUnities were generated for subordinate groups to influence their 
rulers(Giddens, 1985, pp.198ff.). Absolutism, in short, created within 
itself a momentum toward the development of new forms and limits on 
state power- constitutionalism and (eventually) participation by 
powerful groups in the process of government itself. 

Whatever the other merits of this particular interpretation, it usefully 
draws attention to the gulf that existed between the claims of the 
absolutist monarch, on the one hand, and a reality, on the other hand, 
which imposed on the monarch requirements of negotiation and 
cooperation if the state was to function effectively. This gulf has been 
explored. further in the recent work of the sociologist Michael Mann, 
who distinguishes between a 'strong' regime's power to effect its will 
oyer civil society, which he calls 'despotism', and its power to 
coordinate civil society, which he refers to as 'infrastructural strength' 

(1986, p.477). Comparing a range of absolutist regimes, Mann argues that 
the absolute monarch was 'no ancient emperor - he was not the sole 
source of law; of coinages, weights and measures; of economic 
monopolies ... . He could not impose compulsory cooperation. He 
owned only his own estates' (Mann, 1986, p.478). Absolutist regimes, 
Mann concludes, had limited despotic reach; they were weak in relation 
to powerful groups in society, for example, the nobility, merchants and 
urban bourgeoisie. But, like their constitutional counterparts, they were 
engaged increasingly in the coordination of the activities of these groups 
and in building up the state's infrastructural strength. 

By the end of the seventeenth century Europe was no longer a mosaic of 
states. For the 'consolidated independent sovereignty of each individual 
state ... was at the same time part of a process of overall inter-state 
integration' (Giddens, 1985, p.91). A concomitant of each and every 
state's claim t<;> uncontestable authority was the recognition that such a 
claim gave other states an equal entitlement to autonomy and respect 
within their own borders. The development of state sovereignty was part 
of a process of mutual recognitio;n whereby states granted each other 
rights of jurisdiction in their respective territories and communities. 
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In the international context, sovereignty has involved the assertion by 
. the state of independence; that is, of its possession of sole rights to 
jurisdiction over a particular people and territory. This dimension of 
sovereignty has, in addition, been associated with the claim that, by 
virtue of the very argument which establishes the sovereignty of a 
particular state, that state must accept that it will be one among many 
states with, in principle, equal rights to self-determination. In the world 
of relations among states, the principle of the sovereign equality of all 
states was to become paramount in the formal conduct of states towards 
one another. 

· 

The conception of international law which emerged within the new 
'international society of states' has been referred to by international 
lawyers, notably Richard Falk and Antonio Cassese, as the 'Westphalian 
model' (after the Peace of Westphalia of 1 648, which brought to an end 
the Eighty Years War between Spain and the D:utch and the German 
phase of the Thirty Years War). The model covers the period of 
international law from 1 648 to 1945 (although some would say it still 
holds today). It depicts the emergence of a world community consisting 
of sovereign states which settle their differences privately and often by 
force; which engage in diplomatic relations but otherwise minimal 
cooperation; which seek to place their own national interest above all 
others; and which accept the logic of the principle of effectiveness, that 
is, the principle that might eventually makes right in the international 
world - appropriation becomes legitimation. The model of Westphalia 
can be summarized by the following seven oints' (see Cassese, 1986, 

pp. ' 1969: 

The model of Westphalia 

1 The world consists of, and is divided b� states which 
recognize no superior aut�ty. 

2 The processes of law-making, the settlement of dispu,tes and Jaw­
enforcement are largely in the hands of individual states subject to 
the logic of 'the competitive struggle for power'.--

3 Differences among states ar� often settled by force: the principle of 
effective power holds sway. Virtually no legal fetters exist to curb the 
resort to force; international legal standards afford minimal ' 

protection. 
4 Responsibility for cross-border wrongful acts are a private matter 

concerning only those affected; no collective interest in compliance 
with international law is recognized. 

5 All states are regarded as equal before the law: legal rules do not take 
account of asymmetries of Eower. 

6 International law is oriented to the establishment of minimal rules of 
co-existence; the creation of enduring relationships among states 
and peoples is an aim only to the extent that it allows military 
objectives to be met. 

7 The minimization of impediments on state freedom is the 
'collective' priority. '---=---- · 

� 
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The new internation,al order, ushered in by the era of the absolutist state 
(and its constitutional counter�t, a discussion of which follows), had a 
lasting and paradoxical quality rich in implications: an �easingly 
integrated states system simultaneously !=lndorsed the-right of each state 
to autonomous and independent action. T_he upshot of this development 
was, as one commentator has aptly noted, that states were 'not subject to 
international moral requirements oecause they reJiresent sep..a'i:ate ana:: 
discrete political orders with no�cornmon authority. aJ;D.,ong..�in' (Beitz, 
i979, p.25).-AccorCiiilgto this model, the world consists of separat� 
political powers pursuing their own interests, and backed ultimately by 
their organization of coercive power . ..-==- · 

--
� 

2.5 MODERN STATES 

The proximate sources of the modern state were absolutisii1_ a;nd the 
interstate system it initiated. In condensing and cO!i:Ceiltr.ating political 
power in it n hands, and in seeking to create a c�ntral system of 
ruLe, solutis paved the way for a secular' and national system of 
power. Moreover, in claiming sovereign authority exclusively for itself, 
it threw down a challenge to all those groups and classes which had 
had a stake in the old order (the polity of es�s), and to all those with 
a stake in the new developing order based on capital and the market 
economy. It forced all these collectivities to rethink their relationship to 
the state, and to re-examine their political resources. In addition, the 
myriad battles and wars fought out in the interstate system altered 
fundamentally the boundaries of both absolutist states and the emerging 
modern states - the whole map of Europe changed as territorial 
boundaries progressively became fixed borders. 
Although the transition from the absolutist to the modern state was 
marked by dramatic events and processes such as the English (1640-88) 
and French (1769) Revolutions, an exclusive focus on these hinders an 
understanding of the way in which the' absolutist state itself was crucial 
in the development of modern political rule. It vv;�s the confluence of 
'internal' transformations in European states with shifting geopolitical 
relations_and forces which providea a, if not the, key impetus to the" 
formation of the �n state�l return to elements of these ----- � 
'macropatterns' in Section 3; in the meantime, what should be 
understood by the term 'modern state'? 
�II modem states are nation-states- po

-

litical a

-

ppara

-

tuses, distinct from 
both ruler an�d, with supreme jurisdiction avera demarcated 

· 

erritorJ.ql area� back!!.1lX a £l.aimjo a mon,::.p.£1%. a[ coercive eower, and 
nLovmg a..miJJ-jmu[!!._}!J,Ye�!2f..suppo�altx.:f!..q,m the� (cf. 

Skinner, 1978, pp.349-58; Giddens, 1985, pp.17-31, 116-21). Like all 
definitions in the social sdences, this one is controversial; and Section 4 
of this chapter will, as previously noted, focus directly on the controversy 
about how the modern state should be understood. But fo'r my purposes 
here, this particular definition is useful because it underscores a number 
of the crucial innovations of the modem states system; these are: 

-- /"' 
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G) Territoriality. While all states have made claims to territories, it is 
only with the modern states system that exact borders have been fixed. 

(hiJControl of the means of violence. The clalm to hold a monopoly on 
'Mce and the means of coercion (sustained by a standing army and the 
police) became possible only �th the 'pacification' of peoples.,-- the 
breaking down of rival centres of power !illd authority- in the nation­
state. This element of the modern state was not fully present until the 
nineteenth century. 

(3') Impersonal structure of power.· The idea of an i�personal and 
'�vereign political order - i.e. a legally circumscribed structure of 
power with supreme jurisdiction over a territory - could not 
predominate while political rights, obligations and duties were 
conceived as closely tied to property rights, religion and the claims of 
traditionally privileged groups such as the nobility. This matter was still 
iE:._contention in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

(�Legitimacy. It was only when claims to 'divine right' or 'state right' 
were challenged and eroded that it became possible. for human beings as 
'indi-viduals' and as 'peoples' to be active citizens of a new order- not 
merely dutiful subjects of a monarch or emperor. The loyalty of citizens 
became something that had to be won by modern states: invariably this 
involved a claim by the state to be legitimate because it reflected and/ or 
represented the needs and interests of its citizens. 

There is a further clarification which should be made at this juncture. 
The concept of the nation-state, or national state, as some prefer, ought 
not to be taken to imply that a state's-people necessarily 'share a strong 
linguistic, religious, and symbolic identity' (Tilly, 1990, pp.Z-3). 
Although some nation-states approximate to this state of affairs, many 
do not (for example, in the United Kingdom there are significant 
differences in national tradition). It is therefore important to separate 
out the concepts of 'nation-state' and 'nationalism'. Anthony Giddens 
has made the point succinctly: ' ... what makes the 'nation' integral to 
the nation-state ... is not the existence of sentiments of nationalism but 
the unification of an administrative apparatus over precisely defined 
territorial boundaries (in a complex of other nation-states)' (Giddens, 
1987, p.172). The concept of 'nationalism'- denoting the existence of 
symbols and beliefs which create patterns of ethnic, or religious, or 
linguistic commonality and political ambition - should be reserved for 
highlighting particular types of configuration of peoples and states. 
It has been argued that the difference between absolute and modern 
states is not as great as conventionally thought, for two reasons (see 
Mann, 1986, pp.450-99). First, absolutist states, as already noted, h�d 
less power over civil society than is frequently claimed. Second, 
modern states are rarely 'bounded' by their constitutions and borders 
and, hence, have often behaved like arrogant 'absolutist' states, 
especially in their dealings with peoples and cultures overseas. Both 
points carry weight ·and need to be borne in mind in what follows. 
However, neither point negates fully th� conceptual and institutional 
innovations introduced by the modern state. In order to highlight these, 
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it is useful to draw,attention to a number of forms of the modern state 
itself. These are the constitutional state, the liberal state, the liberal­
democratic state, and the single-party polity. 

..r---
89 

}Forms of the modern state 

I S:) Cnn.stitlJ.Ji.Qnalism or the_conatitlJtiQllill. stam_r_efe.r.A to implicit and/ or 
explicit limits on political or state decision-making, J.imits which can be 

I either procedural or subst�tive; that is, specifying how decisions and 
l 

J changes can be made (proceduralism), or blocking certain kinds of 

\ 1 changes altogether (substan�sn:-) (see Elster, �988). Co.nstitutiori.a�ism 
..j defines the proper forms afi(fhmits of state action, and Its elaboration 

I over time as a set of doctrines and practices helped inaugurate orie of 
! the central tenets of European liberalism: that the state exists to · 

j safeguard the rights and liberties of citizens who are ultimately the best 
l judges of their own interests; and, accordingly, that the state must be ( r-r8stricted in �:ge and...Q..onstrained in practice in order· to ensure the 
f maximum possible freedom of eyezy citizen . 

j) The liberal state became defined in large part by the attempt to 
create a private sphere independent of the state, and by a concern to re­
shape the state itself, i.e. by freeing civil society - persollai, family and 
business life- from unnecessary political interference, and 
simultaneously delimiting the state�s authority (Held, 1987, chs 2-3). 
The building blocks of the liberal state became constitutionalism, 
private property, the competitive market economy and the distinctively 
patriarchal family (see Chapter 4 of this volume). But while liberalism 
celebrated the rights of individuals to 'life, liberty and property' (John 
Locke), it should be noted from the outset that it was generally �e mCJ,le 
property-owning individual who _was tp.e fom�_.Ql. so muc�tion; 
and llie newrreeElams were first ·and foremost for the men of the new 
middle classes or the bourgeoisie.· The western we-rld was lib�al first, 
and only lat�r. after extensi�nflicts, liberal demqcratic; that is, only 
later was a-universal francliise won jWhich in 'principle allowed all _ 

' 

mature adults the chqnce to express their judgement about the 
performance of those who govern th� (Macpherson, 1966, p.6). 

/_'[) The third variant of the modern state is liberal or represe� 
den:w_c.r.QG.]Litself, a system of rule embracing elected 'officers' who 

'undertake to 'represent' the interests or. views of citizens within the 
framework of the 'rule of law'. Representative democracy means that 
decisions affecting a community are not taken by its members as a 
whole, but by a sub-group of representatives whom 'the people' have 
elected for this purpose. In �ena of national politics, representative 
democracy takes the form of elections to congresses, parliaments or 
similar national bodies, and is now associated with the system of 
government in countries as far afield as the United States, Britain, 
Germany, Japan, Australia and New Zealand. 

(� Finally, there is the form of the modern state known as the one-party 
�le-p_a�polity:..J.Jntil recently, the Soviet Union, many East 
European societies and some Third World countries have been governed 
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by this system. The principle underlying one-party polities is that a 
single party can be the legitimate expression of the overall will of the 
community. Voters have the opportunity to affirm the party's choice of 
candidate, or occasionally to choose from among different party 
candidates (although some may doubt whether this constitutes an 
opportunity for the exercise of choice at all). 
Little further will be said about the single-party polity in this chapter. 
(For further discussion of this state form, see Book 2 (Allen et al., 1992), 
Chapter 1, and Book 4 (Hall et al., 1992), Chapter-·1.) This chapter will 
instead attend to those elements of the first three state forms listed 
above which require ,elaboration and examination. But before turning to 
this task, it is important to respond to the question: What accounts for 
the emergence of the modern nation-state? In other words, why did 
national states come to predominate in the political world? 

3 WHY DID NATION-STATES BECOME 
SUPREME? 

In order to address the above question, this section will examine a 
number of key factors, or causal patterns, in the development of the 
states system and of the modern state in particular. The prime focus'"will 
be on war and militarism and on the relatioriship�een states and 
capitalism, although other -significant factors will be touched on. Once 
again, it will be useful to examine deeply structured processes of change 
taking place over long periods. It should be noted that the stress is on 
processes, factors and causal patterns; that is to say, this section is 
guided by the assumption that there is no mono-causal explanation -
no single phenomenon or set of :phenomena -which fully explains the 
rise of the modern st�States, like oth�r collectivities and institutions, 
depend for their existence on broad experiences and diverse conditions. 
It is in ?- combination of factors �e beginnings of an explanation for 
the rise of the modern state can be found. 

-

3.1 WAR AND MILITARISM 

It has already been suggested that the nature and form of the states 
system crystallized at the intersection of 'international' and 'national' 
conditions and processes (the terms in inverted' commas are so 
expressed because they did not take on their contemporary meaning 
until the era of fixed borders, i.e. the era of the nation-statE:i). In fact, it is 
at this intersection thatthe 'shape' of the state was largely �mined 
-its size, external configuration, organizational structure, ethnic 
composition, material infrastructure and so o:ri (Hintze, 1975, chs 4-6, 

11). At the heart of the processes involved was the ability of states to· 
secure and strengthen their power bases and, thereby, to order their 
affairs, internally and externally. 'What was at issue, in short, was the 
capacity of states to organiie the means of coercion (armies, navies and 

-------------------------------
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other forms of military might) and to deploy them when necessary. How 
important this elem.ent of state power has been to the history of states 
can be gleaned by examining the case of England/Britain. 
From an analysis of state finances (how the state raised and spent what 
money it had) over several centuries, Michael Mann has shownfuat 'the 
functions of the state appear overwhelmingly military and .,.____ 

overwhelmingly geopolitical rather than economi�:; and domestic' (Mann, 
1986, p.511; see also Mitchell and Deane, 1962; M1rchell and Jones, 
1971). Mann calculates that from about the twelfth to the nineteenth 
century, between 70 and 90 per cent of the English state's fi� 
resources were continuously-devoted to the acquisition and use of the 
instruments of military force, especial�y in international w:_ars. For most 
of this period the state grew slowly and fitfully (althougll when it did 
grow it was due to warfare and related developments), and its size, 
measured in relation to the resources of the economy and its impact on 
the daily life of most people, was small. But in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries the state's real finances grew rC}pidly, largely i� 
response to �e escalating costs of the means of �coercive power'; in this 
case, the growing professional, standing armies and navies. Expenditures 
on non-military civil functions remained minor. 

Reliable annual sets of accounts are available for central government 
expenditure in Britain for the period after 1688. These are presented in 
Figure 2.6 and Table 2.3, both taken from Mann (1986). 

ACTIVITY2 Turn to Figure 2.6 and Table 2.3 (overleaf) now. Consider how military 
and total expenditure fluctuated together. 

Mann's comments on Figure 2.6 and Table 2.3 are telling: 

Note first the upward trend in the financial size of the British state: 
Between 1700 and 1815 real expenditures rise fifteenfold (and the 
increase at current prices is thirty-fivefold!). This is easily the 
fastest rate of increase we have seen for any century .... But the 
upward trend is not steady. The total rockets suddenly six times. It 
will come as no surprise that all but one of these are at the 
beginning of a war, and all six are due primarily to a large rise in 
military expenditures. Furthermore debt repayment, used 
exclusively to finance military needs, rises toward the end of each 
war and is maintained in the first years of peace. The pattern is 
beautifully regular ... . 
These figures confirm every hypothesis made for previous 
centuries on the basis of sketchier data. State finances were 
dominated by foreign wars. As warfare developed more 
professional and permanent forces, so the state grew both in 
oveni.ll size and (probably) in terms of its size in relation to its 
'ciVil society'. 
(Mann, 1986, pp.485-6) 
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Figure 2.6 British state expenditure, 1695-1820 (at constant prices: 169Q-9 = 1 00) 

Source: Mann, 1986, p.484 

The significance of these remarks is highlighted further if it is recalled 
that they bear on the activities and functions of a constitutional state. In 
fact, over the whole period in question, broadly the eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries, whether a state was 'constitutional' or 'absolutist' 
made little difference to the proportion of its expenditure on the 
military. This can be seen by comparing Table 2.3 with Table 2.2, which 
shows Austrian state expenditure for part of the same period. 

Table 2.2 Austrian state expenditure, 1795-1817 (in percent) 

Year Military Debt Civil Total expenditure at 
repayment current prices (in 

millions of guldern) 

1795 71 12 17 133.3 

1800 67 22 11 143.9 

1805 63 25 12 102.7 

1810 69 20 11 76. 1  

1815 75 4 21 121.2 

1817 53 8 38 98.8 

Source: Mann, 1986, p.487 

Sketchier evidence appears to confirm a similar pattern of income and 
costs for France, Prussia and Russia, although each had its peculiarities. 

The above material is not an argument for 'military determinism'; that is, 
for a view which asserts that changes in war and the military are the 
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Table 2.3 State expenditure for _Great Britain,. 1695-1820 (in millions of pounds at current and constant 
prices: 1690-9 = 1 00)* _ _ 

· 

Military expenditure Debt Civi
.
l expenditure Total expenditure 

repayment 

00 

Year Price Current Constant Current Constant Current Constant ·Current Constant 
index 

1695 102 4.9 4.8 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.8 6.2 6.1 
1700 114 1.3 1.1 1.3 1.1 0.7 0:6 p 3.2 2.8 
1705 87 4.1 4.7 1.0 1.2 0.7 0.8 5.9 6.8 
1710 106 7.2 6.8 1.8 1.7 0.9 0.8 9.8 9.2 
1715 97 2.2 2.3 3.3 3.4 0.7 0.8 6.2 6.4 
1720 94 2.3 2.4 2.8 3.0 1.0 1.0 6.0 6.4 
1725 89 1.5 1.7 2.8 3.1 1.3 1.5 5.5 6.2 
1730 99 2.4 2.4 2.3 2.3 0.9 0.9 5.6 5.6 
1735 82 2.7 3.3 2.2 2.7 0.9 1.1 5.9 7.1 
1740 90 3.2 3.6 2.1 2.3 0.8 0.9 6.2 6.8 
1745 84 5.8 6.9 2.3 2.7 0.8 1.0 8.9 10.6 
1750 93 3.0 3.2 3.2 3.5 1.0 1.1 7.2 7.7 
1755 92 3.4 3.7 2.7 2.9 1.0 1.1 7.1 7.7 
1760 105 13.5 12.8 3.4 3.2 1.2 1.1 18.0 17.1 
1765 109 6.1 5.6 4.8 4.4 1.1 1.0 12.0 11.0 
177oa 114 3.9 3.4 4.8 4.2 1.2 1.1 10.5 9.2 
1775 130 3.9 3.0 4.7 3.6 1.2 0.9 10.4 8.0 
1780 119 14.9 12.5 6.0 5.0 1.3 1.1 22.6 19.0 
1786b 131 5.5 4.2 9.5 7.2 1.5 1.2 17.0 13.0 
1790 134 5.2 3.9 9.4 7.0 1.7 1.3 16.8 12.5 
1795 153 26.3 17.2 10.5 6.8 1.8 1.2 39.0 25.5 
1801C 230 31.7 13.8 16.8 7.3 2.1 0.9 51.0 22.2 
1805 211 34.1 16.2 20.7 9.8 7.8 3.7 62.8 30.0 
1810 245 48.3 19.7 24.2 9.9 8.8 3.6 81.5 33.3 
1815 257 72.4 28.2 30.0 11.7 10.4 4.0 112.9 44.0 
1820 225 16.7 7.4 31.1 13.8 9.8 4.4 57.5 25.6 

* NB: Constant prices are prices controlled for inflation; i.e. they compensate for the existence of inflation. 
Current prices are the real prices paid at the time of purchase; i.e. they include inflation. 
a Between 1770 and 1801 the detailed items fall short of the total given by about £500,000. No reason for this 
is given in the source. 
b 1785 figures follow an idiosyncratic budgeting system. 
c 1800 figures are incomplete. 
Source: Mann, 1986, p.485. 

exclusive source of change in the state and the states system. However, 
it does indicate that the development and maintenance of a coercive 
capability was central to the development of the state: if states wished 
to survive they had to fund this capability and ensure its effectiveness. 
Precisely what this involved can be analysed further by means of Figure 
2. 7. (Note that the discussion which follows concentrates initially on 
the central and left-hand columns of Figure 2.7.) 

The process of state-making, and the formation of the modern states 
system, was to a large degree the result, as Poggi has observed, 'of the 
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CHAPTER 2 THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE MODERN STATE 

strenuous efforts ,made by rulers, each by means of his/her apparatus of 
rule, to widen and secure their power base and to increase their own 

· effectiveness and discretion in managing and mobilizing societal 
resources' (1990, p.101). State-makers were locked into an open-ended 
and ruthless competition in which, as Tilly put it, 'most contenders lost' 
(1975, p.15). The successful cases of state-:making such as England, 
France and Spain were the 'survivors'. 

The competition among states was driven not just by the ambitions of 
rulers and internal or domestic considerations,"0ut also by the very 
structure of the international syst�m: individual states, pursuing their 
own security, had to be prepared for war, a process which itself 
generated insecurity in other states which sought to respond in kind. In 

short, states armed and became militaristic partly to ensure their own 
safety and, in so doing, they ensured the insecurity of others who armed 
in turn - thus making all states less secure. (This vicious circle of 
mutual insecurity is often referred to as the 'security dilemma' of the 
state.) 

The ability to wage war was dependent on a successful process of 
extraction; that is, on a state's capacity to extract resources- whether 
these be men, weapons, foodstuffs, taxes or income substitutes- in 
support of its endeavours. Few subjects, however, were willing to 
sacrifice their resources or lives without a struggle for some kind of 
return or recognition, and conflicts' and rebellions against economic and 
political demands were rife. In response, state rulers built state 
structures - administrative, bureaucratic and coercive - in order to aid 
the coordination and control of their subject populations. In short, 
direct �onnections can be traced between a growth in the requirement 
for the means of waging war, an expansion in processes of extraction, 
and a concomitant formation of state executive and administrative 
offices to organize and control these changes. The development of some 
of the key organizations of the modem state emerged at the intersection 
of warfare and the attempt to pay for it. War and its financial burdens 
promoted 'territorial consolidation, centralization, differentiation of the 
instruments of government and monopolization of the means of 
coercion .. ;' (Tilly, 1975, p.42). 

It has already been noted (in Section 2) that different state forms prevailed 
in Europe in different eras and regions. The organizational form of the 
state varied too. In his most recent work, Tilly has sought to examine this 
variation with reference to the ways state development was mediated by, 
or filtered through, the social structure of particular societies- that is, 
the particular constellation of social classes and groups which existed 
within the terrain of the state and which were either cooperative with or 
resistant to state-makers (Tilly, 1990, pp.15, 27-8, 57, 117ff.). The shape 
of each such constellation was significantly affected by the different 
kinds of resource base which could be drawn upon by the various groups 
and classes comprising it, and the options they had for involvement (or 
otherwise) in state politics. As Tilly explains: 
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The organization of major· social classes, and their relations to the 
state, varied significantly from Europe's coercion-intensive regions 
(areas of few cities and agricultural predominance, where direct 
coercion played a major part in production), to its capital-intensive 
regions (areas of many cities and commercial predominance, 
where markets, exchange, and market-oriented production 
prevailed). The demands majo� classes made on the state, and their 
influence over the state, varied correspondingly. 
(Tilly, 1990, p.15) 

For example, in 'capital-intensive' regions, like those found in the 
Dutch Republic in the seventeenth century, city-based merchants and 
capitalists favoured, and sometimes achieved, state structures which 
extended representation to include their interests. By contrast, in 
'coercion-intensive' areas such as the Russian Empire, landlords gained 
greater control of the state and were able to hinder or block the 
development of representative councils or assemblies. 

Over time it was the increasing scale of war, and particularly its growing 
reliance on technological change, industrialization and specialization 
which, in combination with the growth of commercial, legal and 
diplomatic interaction among states, gave the modern centralized nation­
state its distinctive edge over other state forms. States that could mobilize 
and sustain standing armies and/ or navies gained a war-making 
advantage. To quote Tilly again: ' ... states having access to a combination 
of large rural populations, capitalists, and relatively commercialized 
economies won out. They set the terms of war, and their form of state 
became the predominant one in Europe. Eventually European states 
converged on that form: the national state' (Tilly, 1990, p.15). 

The above discussion has concentrated on the relationship between 
warfare, state-building and the modern state. However, the relationship 
between warfare, state-building and democratic representation- i.e. 
the relationship set out on the right-hand side of Figure 2.7- needs 
further specification. Yet, here too the role and changing form of war 
was important. It has been argued by a number of scholars that the more 
military superiority depended on the ability of a state to mobilize large 
numbers of soldiers, particularly large numbers of lightly-armed foot 
soldiers, the greater have been the prospects for representative or 
popular government (Dahl, 1989, p.245; Andreski, 1968). The subject­
soldier has often become, and struggled to become, a citizen-soldier 
(Janowitz, 1978, pp.178-9; cf. Dahl, 1989, p.247). As the political 
scientist Robert Dahl put it: 

... to see oneself as a member of a nation, a privilege for which one 
was expected to make sacrifices, could also justify one in making a 
more expansive claim, including a right to a fair share in governing 
... or at any rate [as] entitled to the franchise. Countries with mass 
armies now found that they had ushered in the Age of Democratic 
Revolutions. It was under these historical conditions in which 
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�litary orgaJ+isation and technology were more favourable to 
democratisation than they had been for many centuries that ... the 
institutions of polyarchy ['.representative government'] took root in 
one country after another. 
(Dahl, 1989, p.247) 

The more costly and demanding war became, th,t;l more rulers had to 
bargain for and win the support of their subjects·. And the more people 
were drawn into preparations for war and war-making, the more they 
became aware of their membership in a political community and of the 
rights and obligations such membership might confer. While the nature 
of this emergent identity was often initially vague, it grew more definite 
and precise over time. The conditions for the development of 
citizenship varied across countries and regions (see Therborn, 1977; 
Mann, 1987; Turner, 1986). But the expansion of citizenship, or 
membership of an overall political community, was undoubtedly bound 
up with the military and administrative requirements of the modern 
state and the 'politicization' of social relations and day-to-day activities 
which followed in its wake (cf. Giddens, 1985, ch. 8). In fact, it has been 
argued that the democratization of the modern nation-state was largely 
'a martial accomplishment' (Therborn, 1977). Whether or not this. 
statement is fully justified, it usefully highlights the impetus received 
by institutions of representation and democracy from the conditions of 
mass mobilization and the political demands created by the modern 
state, although it is also important to stress that while some democracies 
were stimulated by processes of mass mobilization (Britain, Canada), 
others became democracies by defeat (Austria, Germany, Italy and 
Japan; see Therborn, 1977). It would be misleading to suggest that war 
created any one single pattern of causation in the building of 
democratic institutions. 

There is not scope here to focus on nationalism as such, but it is useful to 
add that nationalism was a critical force in the development of the 
democratic nation-state. The conditions involved in the creation of the 
modern state were also often the conditions which generated 
nationalism. Nationalism has been closely linked to the administrative 
unification of the state. For the process by which national identities were 
formed was often the result of both a struggle for membership in the new 
political communities, and a struggle by elites and governments to create 
a new identity to legitimize the actions of the state. In other words, the 
construction of national identity has been part of an attempt to bind 
people together within the framework of a delimited territory in order to 
gain or enhance state power. The requirements of political action have 
led to the deployment of national identity as a means of ensuring the 
coordination of policy, mobilization and legitimacy (Breuilly, 1982, 
pp.365ff.). However, the conditions of 'state-making' and nationalism or 
'nation-building' never fully overlapped- and nationalism itself, 
especially in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, became a force 
frequently deployed to challenge existing nation-state boundaries (e.g. 
Northern Ireland; see Poggi, 1990, pp.26-7). 
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It is a paradoxical result of the waging of war that it stimulated the 
formation of representative and democratic institutions. But to note this 
is not to claim that democracy is fully explained by the pursuit of war. 
The historical conditions surrounding th_e rise of democracy have been 
complex and varied (Dahl, 1989; Held, 1991). It is one thing to suggest 
that there is a direct connection in certain countries between, for 
example, the extension of the universal franchise and the emergence of 
modern infantry armies, but it is quite another to argue that democracy 
is thereby fully explained. Furthermore, if war gave democracy an 
impetus within particular nation-states, the rights 'and principles_ of 
democracy were often explicitly denied to those who were conquered, 
colonized and exploited by powerful nation-states. While the expansion 
of Europe became the basis of the political unification of the world into 
a system of nation-states, the main purpose of this expansion was to 
further European commerce and trade; the rights of colonial subjects 
were a secondary matter, if a matter of concern at all. 

3.2 STATES AND CAPITALISM 

In the interpretation that has been offered so far about the development 
of the modern state, little has been said about the economic motives or 
economic interests of political and social actors, and about the 
economic conditions and limits of state action, other than to examine 
the issue of extraction of men, arms, income etc. (see Section 3.1). The 
main emphasis has been on the non-economic features of the modern 
state; that is, on the independent and autonomous capacities of its 
organizations and agencies. Does the introduction of an'account of 
economic relations, anQ. of the impact of the developmenLof capitalism 
especially, alter :fue view set out so far of states as competing _ 
geopolitical institutions, above all else? rud the modern state system 
shape -and constrain the modern capitalist economy as the latter 
developed

' 
after AD 1500? Or was the formation of thB capitalist 

economy on a progressively more international basis a, if rrot the, prime 
determinant of the scope or limits of state pbwer? As state boundaries 
became more fixed., did the formal state rulers 'rule the roost', or was 
the 'r·oost' impinged upon more and more by the rising economic 
classes? In short, what was the effect upon the nation-state of the 
development of the modern economic system; and who exactly rules 
the nation-state? As with previous sections, it is useful to take several 
steps back in time before seeking to discriminate among, and weigh up, 
the multifarious factors which were at play. 

At about AD 1000 the nearest approximation to a worldwide order of 
politics and trade was the Moslem world. Its dominance, however, was 
slowly challenged: faced with Mongol invasions in the thirteenth and 
fourteenth centuries, on the one hand, and later outflanked by European 
naval expeditions, on the other, the vitality of the Islamic world 
declined (Modelski, 1972). Europe was_ to 'explode outward upon the 
world' (Mann, 1986, p.500). The growth of interconnections between 
states and societies- that is, of globalization- became progressively 
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shaped by the expansion of Europe. Globalization meant western 
·globalization. Key features of the modern states system - the 
centralization of political power, the expansion of administrative rule, 
the emergence of massed standing armies, the deployment of force -
which existed in Europe in embryo in the sixteenth century were to 
become prevalent features of the entire global system. The chief vehicle 
for this was, to begin with, the European states"' capacity for overseas 
operations by means of naval and military force capable of long-range 
navigation. 

Among the early leaders in exploration were the Spanish and 
Portuguese (see Chapter 6, Section 2.3). If the Iberian monarchies led 
the first two centuries of 'European globalization', their position was 
eroded in the seventeenth century by the Dutch and then by the 
English. English influence was markedly in the ascendant in the 
eighteenth century and quite dominant in the nineteenth. British naval 
and military power conjoined with London as the centre of world trade 
and finance. However, it is doubtful whether any one single power was 
dominant until the nineteenth century. At least two powerful states 
were always contending for hegemony in Europe, and the expansion of 
world commerce drew in non-state actors as well (Tilly, 1990, p.189). 

The expansion of Europe across the globe enhanced the demand, as one 
observer has noted, 'for organizations that would be capable of 
operating on such a scale. All the basic organization types of modern 
society- the modern state, modern corporate enterprise, modern 
science - were shaped by it and benefited greatly from it' (Modelski, 
1972, p.37). In particular, globalization itself became a major source of 
expansion of state activity and efficiency. Governments organized and 
reaped some of the fruits of the 'discovery' and exploitation of non­
European lands as it became essential to equip, plan and finance 
exploration and manage newly acquired posts and territories. In turn, 
state bureaucracies and executive powers were better resourced and this 
enhanced their autonomy in the face of local assemblies and 
parliaments. Once again, those states which were able to call upon an 
administrative infrastructure, substantial manpower and a wide tax 
base, alongside arms and shipbuilding industries, gained an advantage. 
In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries this advantage was enjoyed 
by absolutist and constitutional governm€lnts; in the nineteenth century 
by the emergent leading nation-states. 

If the consolidation of the modern European state was aided by 
globalization, this process involved great social costs: the progressive 
collapse of non-European civilizations, among them the Moslem, Indian 
and Chinese; the disorganizing effects of western rule ·on a large number 
of small societies; and the interlinked degradation of the non-European 
and European worlds caused by the slave trade. The benefits and costs 
were not, however, just the result of the expansion of the European 
states system: the picture was more complicat�d. 

The diffusion of European power occurred mainly through the medium 
of sea-going military and commercial endeavours; and in the process 
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Europe became connected to a global system of trade and production 
relationships. At the centre of the latter were newly expanding 
capitalistic economic mechanisms which had their origins in the 
sixteenth century, or in what is sometimes called the 'long sixteenth 
century' running from about 1450 to 1640 (Brandel, 1973). One of the 
foremost analysts of this period is the sociologist Immanuel Wallerstein. 
As Wallerstein points out, 'capitalism was from the beginning an affair 
of the world economy and not of nation-states .... Capital has never 
all.owed its aspirations to be determined by national boundaries' (1979, 
p.19). The emergence of capitalism ushered in a quite fundamental 
change in the world order: for the first time genuinely global 
interconnections were achieved among states and societies. Capitalism 
has been able to penetrate the distant corners of the world. 

Wallerstein makes a fundamental distinction between two types of 
world-system which have existed historically: world-empires and 
world-economies. Whereas world-empires were political units 
characterized by imperial bureaucracies, with substantial armies to 
exact tax and tribute from territorially dispersed populations, their 
capacity for success depended upon political and military 
achievements. World empires were not as flexible and, ultimately, as 
adaptable as the emerging world-economy of the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, and they were finally displaced by the European 
world-economy as it expanded globally. They were displaced, 
Wallerstein argues, because the new world economic system was based 
on a process of endless accumulation of wealth. This world-economy 
was an economic unit which transcended the boundaries of any given 
political structure. If it constrained anything it was states, not the 
process of economic expansion. 

According to this view, the modern world-system is divided into three 
components: the core (initially located in north-west and central 
Europe); the semi-periphery (the Mediterranean zone after its decline 
from earlier prominence); and the periphery (colonized and captured 
territories), although where each of these three components is located 
has varied over time. Each zone of the world-economy is characterized, 
Wallerstein maintains, by a particular type of economic activity, state 
structure, class formation and mechanism of labour control. The world 
capitalist economy created a new world-wide division of labour. And 
while in the late twentieth century colonialism in its original form has 
practically disappeared, the world capitalist economy creates and 
reproduces massive imbalances of economic and political power among 
different component areas. 

The development of the world capitalist economy initially took the 
form of the expansion of market relations, driven by a growing need for 
raw materials and other factors of production. Capitalism stimulated 
this drive and was stimulated by it. It is useful to make a distinction 
(which Wallerstein fails to do) between the expansion of capitalist 
market relations based on the desire to buy, sell and accumulate mobile 
resources or capital, and the formation of industrial capitalism 
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involvi�g highly distinctive class relations- based on those who own 
and control the means of production and those who have only their 
labouring capacity to sell. 'Capitalists:, under the latter conditions, own 
factories and technology, while wage-labourers, or 'wage-workers', are 
without ownership in the means of production (see Chapter 4 for a 
further discussion of these issues). It is only with the development of 
capitalism in Europe after 1500, and in particular with the formation of 
the capitalist organization of production from the middle of the 
eighteenth century, that the activities of capitalists and the capitalist 
system began to converge (Tilly, 1990, pp.17, 189; Giddens, 1985, 
pp.122-47). 

The development of capitalism itself can be explained as partly the 
result of long drawn-out changes in 'European' agriculture from as early 
as the twelfth century: changes resulting in part from the drainage and 
utilization of wet soils, which increased agricultural yields and created 
a sustainable surplus for trade. Linked to this was the establishment of 
long-distance trade routes in which the northern shores of the 
Mediterranean were initially prominent (Mann, 1986, p.504). Economic 
networks created 'north-south corridors' across the European landmass, 
with those networks in the North-west becoming progressively more 
dynamic over time. It was a combination of agricultural and 
navigational opportunities which helped stimulate the European 
economic dynamic, and the -continuous competition for resources, 
territory and trade. Accordingly, the objectives of war gradually became 
more economic: military endeavour and conquest became more closely 
connected to the pursuit of economic advantage (Mann, 1986, p.511). 
The success of military conquest and the successful pursuit of economic 
gain were more directly associated. 

The state slowly became more embroiled with the interests of civil 
society in part for its own sake. If state rulers and personnel wished to 
pursue and implement policy of their own choosing then they would 
require the financial wherewithall to do so; and the more successful the 
economic activity in their territories, the more- through customs,· 
taxes, investments and other revenue-generating activity --they could 
sustain their own strategies and interests. By the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries absolutist and constitutional states were drawn 
steadily into a coordinating role with respect to the activities of civil 
society. The trigger for this growing responsibility almost always 
emanated from military commitments. But beneath this lay a general 
and growing requirement to regulate the developing capitalist economy 
and the spread of competing claims to property rights, if the economic 
basis of the state itself was to be properly protected (Mann, 1986, 
p.512). The other side of this process was, of course, the growing 
enmeshment of civil society with the state; for the latter's capacity in 
principle to stabilize and enforce law, contracts and currencies- to 
provide a coordinating framework for the new emerging capitalist 
economy- made it a growing object of attention for the powerful 
groups and classes of civil society who hoped to shape state action to 
suit their own interests. 
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W hat was the relationship between 'states' and 'classes' in the era of 
formation of the modern state? Any full answer to this question is likely 
to be cop.troversial, and would have to be qualified in important details 
from one country to another. However, having said this, a pattern, first 
depicted by the sociologist Max Weber, can be uncovered between 
political rulers and the rising capitalist classes. Weber spoke of an 
'alliance' between modern capitalism and the emergent modern state 
(Weber, 1923). Analysing the nature of this alliance further, Poggi has 
usefully drawn a distinction between two autonomous forces whose 
interests converged for a distinctive period (Poggi, 1g9o, pp.95-7). The 
forces consisted, on the one hand, of political rulers seeking to 
centralize political power and fiscal arrangements by disrupting and 
eradicating vestiges of power held by the nobility, the Church and 
various estate bodies, and, on the other hand, of the rising bourgeois 
classes seeking to remove impediments to the expansion of market 
relations based upon the trading arrangements established by powerful 
social networks, both country (aristocratic and landed power bases) and 
urban (the estate and guild systems). How the 'alliance' changed and 
crystallized over time into different constellations of class and state 
power is beyond the scope of this chapter. Nevertheless, it can be noted 
that the alliance appears to have endured up to the industrial revolution 
and aided both the expansion of commerce and the industrialization of 
the economy (Poggi, 1990, p.96). 

If there was an alliance between the interests of powerful political and 
economic groupings during the formative phase of the modern state it 
was not without conflicts. For the new capitalist classes sought to 
struggle not only against the remnants of feudal privilege, but also to 
ensure the progressive separation of the economy from the state so that 
the economy was free from any risk of arbitrary political interference. It 

is at this juncture that the emerging economic classes often became the 
reforming classes of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, seeking to 
conjoin the struggle for an independent economic sphere with the 
struggle for representative government. The chief connecting 
mechanism was the attempt to establish civil and political rights 
(Marshall, 1973; ·Giddens, 1981; and see Book 2 (Allen et al., 1992), 
Chapter 4). For what was at issue in the establishment of these rights 
was the attempt to uphold 'freedom of choice' in areas as diverse as 
personal, family, business and political affairs. The pursuit of civil and 
political rights over time reconstituted the nature of both the state and 
the economy - driving the former toward a liberal democratic polity 
and the latter toward the capitalist market system. But the meaning of 
membership in the modern state, that is, of citizenship, remained 
contested- by political rulers, anxious to preserve their traditional 
privileges, by powerful social groups and classes, hoping to inscribe 
their interests into the polity, and by all those who remained excluded 
from political participation until well into the twentieth century: the 
working classes, women and many minority groups (see Book 2 (Allen 
et al., 1992), Chapters 1 and 4 for an accoimt of the complex 
development ofthese conflicts). Moreover, as the coordinating role of 
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the state expanded, and it became more involved in determining the 
conditions of civil society, the state became more intensely contested. 
The risk of unwanted political inte�ference in economic affairs, and the 
requirement for a regulatory framework for trade and business, gave the 
emerging classes of capitalist society a double incentive for involvement 
in s.etting the direction of state action. 

The process and outcorne.of the new social struggles, it should be 
stressed, cannot simply be understood in their own terms; for their form 
and dynamic were shaped and re-shaped by the states system itself. 
Mann has put the point sharply: 

... by the time of the Industrial Revolution, capitalism was already 
contained within a civilization of competing geopolitical states ... 
[while] economic interaction was largely confined within national 
boundaries, supported by imperial dominions. Each leading state 
approximated a self-contained economic network. International 
economic relations were authoritatively mediated by states. Class 
regulation and organization thus developed in each of a series of 
geographical areas shaped by existing geopolitical units. 
(Mann, 1986, p.513) 

Class conflicts were, in other words, framed in large measure by the 
nature and interrelations of states (cf. Tilly, 1981, pp.44-52, 109-44). 

3.3 SUMMARY: THE STORY SO FAR 

The formation of the modern state has to be related to at least two 
overarching phenomena: the structures of political and social groups 
and classes, and the relations among states- 'their position relative to 
each other, and their overall position in the world', as Hintze put it 
(1975, p.183). Struggles among social collectivities at horne and 
conflicts among states abroad have had a dramatic impact on the nature, 
organization and dynamics of individual states. The modern state has a 
dual anchorage 'in class-divided socio-economic structures and an 
international system of states' (Skocpol, 1979, p.32). If this is the 
context in which the rise of the modern state must be understood, it 
remains to draw together the grounds for why it was that the modern 
state came to be a national or nation-state. Briefly put, this chapter has 
argued that nation-states became supreme because they won at war, 
were economically successful and, subsequently, achieved a significant 
degree of legitimacy in the eyes of their populations and other states. 

They won at war because as warfare became more extended in scale and 
cost, it was larger national states which were best able to organize and 
fund military power; and as these states expanded overseas this ability 
increased (Tilly, 1990, pp.65-6, 190). They were economically 
successful because the rapid growth of their economies from the late 
sixteenth century, and particulady after the mid-eighteenth century, 
sustained the· process of capital accurnula:tion: as the economic basis of 
the centralized state expanded, it significantly reduced the war-making 
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ability of smaller states (often with fragmented power structures) and 
traditional empires (which depended above all on coercive power for 
their success). And they gained in legitimacy because as they extended 
their military, organizational and coordinating activities, they came to 
depend more and more on the active cooperation, collaboration and 
support of their peoples, especially well-organized civil groups. In the 
wake of the erosion of the·authority of the Church, the legitimacy of 
claims to political power came to depend on the view that such claims 
were justified and appropriate if popular or democratic. Calls for 
democratic government or democratic legitimacy became irresistible in 
the face of the expansion of state administrative power and the growth 
of new political identities -nationalism, citizenship and 'public' life. 

However, the rise of Europe, of the European nation-state and of the 
modern states system is not fully explained by these factors and 
processes. There was, as there always is in politics, a fair degree of 
'luck', 'uncertainty' or 'contingency'. The Mongol invasions (1206-60) 
could have penetrated further west with significant implications for the 
formation of Christian Europe; the Reformation could have drawn 
Europe into an endless vicious circle of religious war which might have 
undermined future European expansion; Napoleon Bonaparte ;might 
have conquered Russia and created a more durable empire; capitalism 
could have taken a firm hold in the East. The point of these and dozens 
of other 'what-ifs' is to remind one that history doesn't unfold according 
to one pattern, one logic, or one evolutionary scheme. History, if the 
above account is useful, is rather the result of the interplay of a number 
of causal patterns or processes which combine to produce particular 
trends and developmental trajectories. Moreover, these are never set in 
stone; they are always affected by and open to alteration by changing 
circumstances, and by the outcome of key historical events. In the case 
of the history of states these events have been wars, first and foremost, 
and the development of military power to back up negotiations on 
pressing issues. 

4 SOVEREIGf\JTY ?\NO THE MODERN 

NAT!Oi\1-STATE: COMPETING 

CONCEPTIONS 

The focus of the ensuing section is a number of accounts of the modern 
state and the interrelated notion of sovereignty. The ideas of some of the 
key contributors to modern political thought are presented, and some of 
their major texts are introduced. While fue previous sections of this 
chapter have offered, in broad terms, a descriptive-explanatory account 
of the development of the modern state, what follows is more directly 
concerned with the normative problems of political theory. However, 
before turning to the latter, it is useful to ask: What kind 'of distinction 
is being made here between types of political i:r'i"quiry? 
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A contrast is often d.M.wn between normative po�theory or 
political philosophy, on the one hand, and descriptive-explanatory or 
analytical" th:ories of th�l sciences·, on the other. The former refers 
to theo�out the proper form of political institutions and i�cludes 
accounts of such notions as sovereignty, authority andJiberiy. The latter 
refers to, attempts to charatterize actual phenomena .P.n.d events and is 
marked by a strong empirical element. The distirtction, thus, is between 

� 

theories which focus on what is desirable -what should or ought to be 
the case -and those that focus on what has been or is the case. But it 
should be borne in mind that, while this distinction is helpful as an 
initial point of orientation, it is hard to use it as a precise classificatory 
device for theories of the modern state. For many political philosophers 
see what they think the state ought to be like in the state as it is. Social 
scientists, on the other hand, cannot escape the problem that facts do 
not simply 'speak for themselves'; they are, and they have to be, 
interpreted; and the framework we bring to the process of interpretation 
determines what we 'see' -what we notice and register as important. 

The distinction between 'empirical analysis' and 'normative theory' is 
further complicated if one reflects on the interaction between ·�and 
'reality'. The process of analysing aspects of the political world 
�tributes to an understanding of how people ccui �ht or should act 
in the world; it can be reflexively applied to the 'transformation of the 
conditions of existence. J?olitica.l enquiry; in fact, has often had a 
practical' impact in the modern era, just as political, social and economic 
developments have had an influence on the nat�and ob�� 
enquiry. The debate in political theory about the modern state became a 
constitutive component of the concepts and theories wh�re utilized 
and applied in the formation and construction of the modern state itself 
(see Skinner, 1978). In what follows some of the lecidfng contributions to 
this interchange are set out. It is an interchange which has h..§il, and is 
likely to continue to have, significant political implications. 

4.1 WHAT IS THE PROPER NATURE OF POLITICAL 
AUTHORITY? 

The idea of the modern state is intimately linked to the idea of 
sovereignty: for its origin and history are closely connected to the origin 
and development of the concept of sovereignty itself. While the idea of 
sover�ignty can be traced to the -Roman Empire, it was not' until the end 
of the �teenth centuryJvhen the nature and limits of political 
authority emerged as a :preoccupation of European political thought, 
that sov�reignty became a major theme in political analysis. The 
theocratic concepts of authority which dominated mediaeval Europe 
were challenged both by the rise of centr�tates, absolutist and 
constitutional, and by the Protestant Reformation. 

,----. 

The Reformation did more than just challenge Papal jurisdiction and 
authority across Europe; it raised questions about political obligation 

--arid obedience in q_ stark manner. The issue of whether allegjance was 
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owed to the Catholic Church, a Protestant ruler, or particular religigus 
sects did not easily resolve itself. Very gradually it became apparent, 
moreover, that the powers ofThe state would have to be §eparated from 
the duty of ruJers to uphold any parft__cular faith (Skinner, 1978, p.352). 
T]lis conclusion alone offered a way forward through the dilemmas of 
rule created by competing religions, all seeking to secure for themselves 
the �nd, of privileges enjoyed by the mediaeval�'ch. � 

· 

� this conte�reignty became a new way of �inkip.g about an old 

I 
problem: the nature of power and rule. When established forms ?f 
authority could no longer be taken for granted it was the idea of 
spvereignty which prcwided a fresh link between political power and 
rul�p. In the struggle between church, state and society, sovereignty 
offered an alternative way of conceiving the legitimacy qf claims to 
power. In the debate about sovereignty which ensued, there was little 
initiaY agreement about its meaning; differing accounts were offered of 
the proper locus of 'supreme power' in society, the source of author�ty 

(i for that power, limitations upon that power ( if any), and the ends to 
L which that power might or should be directed. As the theory of 

sovereignty developed, however, it became a theory about the 
possibilj.t-1'-crf;-atrd.LhtrtorrdH-io.ns:i.or. he ri htful . of political 
power. �ecame the theor of le · 'mate ower or authorit . In 

examining t e theory, we examine some of the most fundamental 
conceptions of the modern state; for the theory of sovereignty largely set 
down the terms of reference of political discussion. 

While tension between the principles of rulership and self-government, 
between power and society, led to discrepant conceptions of the nature 
of sovereign power and of the criteria of legitimate government, two 
poles became clearly established in the emergent debate:� 
sovereignty and hopular sovereignty. Where advocates of the form!!' 
l8n� grant tblL§���e.fine...� 
advocates of the latter tended to see the state as a mere 'commission' for 
thifenactment of the people'sWITf and, therefore, �n to direct 
determination by ·�e publl� (cr. Heriin, 1969, pp.164ffl'�-�y, 
thesepos1tionsarethought to have been articulated best by, 
respectively, Hobbes's classic statement about state sovereignty 
(Leviathan, 1651) and Rousseau's powerful account of the doctrine of 
popular sovereignty (The Social Contract, 1762). 

� 
4.2 HOBBES 

In his great work Leviathan, Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) provided one 
of the most elegant rationales for the primacy of the state, for the 
necessary unity of the state as the representative of th:e body politic, and 
for the necessity of the state as the creator and maintainer of positive 
law.· Hobbes wrote against the background of social disorder and 
political instability- the English Civil War- and sought to establish 
th �essff or an all- owerful sovereign capable of securin the -
conditions of ' l 1ving'. · position was that 
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individuals ought willingly to surrender their rights to a powerful single 
authority- thereafter authorized-to act on their behalf- because, if all 
indiViduals were to do this simultaneously, the cbndition would be 
create�ffective porltical rule. A Uiifque relation of a:utho!�!Y would 
be· created- the relation of sovereign toqsubject- and a unique 
political po�ould be estal)T:ished: sovereign power or sovereignty -
the authorized, hence rightful� of power by the person (or assembly) 
established as se>vE!!gn. � ..- - � 

c: 
The sovereign has to have sufficient power: to ensure that the laws 
governing political and economic life are upheld. Since, in Hobbes's 
view, 'men's ambitions, avarice, anger and other passions' are strong, 
and the 'bonds of words are too weak to bridle them ... without some 
fear of coercive power', he concluded that, 'covenants, without the 
sword, are but words, and of no strength to secure a man at all' (Hobbes, 
1968, p.223). Beyond the sovereign state's sphere of influence there will 
always be the chaos of constant warfare; but within the territory 
controlled by the state, with 'fear of some coercive power', social order 

.. 
cCl.Il [Je sustained. f 

It is important to stress that, in Hobbes's opinion, sovereignty must be 
_ 

self-perpetuating, undivided and ultimately absolute (Hobbes, 1968, 
- ( pp.227-8). The justifh::ation for this is 'the safety of the people'. By 

'safety' is meant not merely minimum physical preservation. The 
sovereign must ensure the protection of all things held in property: 
'Those that are dearest t_o a man are his own life, and limbs; and irr the 
next degree, (in most men) those that concern conjugal affection; and 
after them riches and means of living' (Hobbes, 1968, pp.376, 382-3). 
Althou ·h Hobbes acknowledges certain limits to the legitimate range of 
�§.P.Jlereig�..Q.ns..-the state is re�e y im as _p_l:'e-eminent in 
�1?_pheres (see Hobbes, 1968, ch. 21). For the state is authorized_!Q_ 
represent all individuals and, accordingly, absorbs all pop�C!:f_9..�.B.�!JEc 
gg_hLState sovereignty embraces, in principle;a:Ileiements of the body 
politic. 

ACTIVITY 3 You should novv read Reading A, 'Leviathan'. by Thomas Hobbes. 
which you will find at the end of this chapter. As you reacl. note the 
reasons why Hobbes thinks: 

1 people require a 'common power' or state- what he calls a 'mortal 
God'- in order to live securely and prosperously: 

2 people must live in fear of some 'coercive povver'. 

Adclitionall:y, consider: 

3 on what basis Hobbes thinks a 'common power' can be established: 
and 

4 vvhat, in his vievv. is the nature of the relationship that ought to be 
created between ruler and ruled- sovereign and subject? 
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With Hobbes, the justification of state power received its fullest 
expression and became a central theme in European political" thought. 
But his p_ositiQlJ._\IY..C!.�--E2._I?-trf?_"'!.�rsial and challeng?d on at 1��$� 
grounds (see Hinsley, 1986, pp.144ff.}bthe first objection r<n.s�d the 
�g���E:!�L9.g.�§_ti9.fl._Q{ �P.:���-�-gyereign.-�authority�piO.pJglyJa_y � wi!Q 
the ruler, the nwnarc:q., the state or (as ·was increasingly to be argued) 
�i!!il�i� .. ;p£;_Qp�eJd'�-��i.���---�-E.I�9:1fs;_E.=._�����-����!��"Wiih . . tlie_woper 
form and limits:me legitimate scope, of state action. 

-------·-·-·· ,_ • •  � • • • • •  · · - · ·  • �·.. . .• • . ....... ,._..-,...,..-.·�·-:. ... � ..... �";"<•'"''"•:"•� ....... ��-..-·-:·;., 

4.3 ROUSSEAU 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-78) did not reject the concept of 
sovereignty, but insisted on retaining for the people the sovereignty 
which Hobbes had transferred to the state and its rulers. In Rousseau's 
view, sovereignty originates in the people and ought to stay there 
(Rousseau, 1968, p.141). For Rousseau, the very essence of sovereignty 
is the creation, authorization and enactment of law according to the 
standards and requirements of the common good. And the nature of the 
common good can only be known through public discourse and public 
agreement. Only citizens themselves can articulate 'the supreme 
direction of the general will' -which is the sum of their publicly 
generatec!_ju�g�!_g-�nts of t_h�_�o_mmon _goo� (Rousseau, 1968, pp.60-1). 
Moreover,Rousseau argued, citi:z;?..n� __ .c_alLQ:Q.jy_Q_�_obl:iggted to a sy£tem 
of la�� __ ?}'!dxegulati9..n_$..JA�yl1£!v�;Lp.Ie�g:ib.e.d_[QLih.emselv.e.s ·with the­
general gg..Q9)p. __ rg�g_d.,_(Rousseau, 1968, p.65; cf. p.82). 
Taking arguments about sovereignty in a new direction, Rousseau held 
that, ideally, individuals shoul.d..bain_volveq_Q.i!_ectly: in the creation of 
the laws by which t�E!�!._Eves are reg-L!!_�ted._The sovereign authorit)Lis 
�J2gople ma.Bngthe rules�-lJ.y .. w:hich they live. All citizens should 
meet togeth_e_r .. tod.eC1dewi:iat isbesiTorlliecommunity and enact the 
appropriate laws. The rule ould be the .I.1!lJIT�. the affairs of the state 
should be integrat Into the affairs o or inary citizens (see Rouss.eau, 
1968, pp.82, 114; and for a general account, ibid., pp:101-16). J3gll_pseaJJ 
W_!i�_gEi.tAg�L9LQI.<:_C::.!����-c:;�� -���.I}-i_�� __ g.Qg��tion of direct democracy 
because it failed to incorporate a division between legislative and 
executive functions and, consequently, became prone to instability, 
internecine strife and indecision in crisis (Rousseau, 1968, pp.112-14, 
136ff.). But while he wished to defend the importance of dividing and 
limiting 'governmental power', the executive or government in his 
scheme was legitimate only to the extent to which it fulfilled 'the 
instructions of the general will'. In so arguing, Rousseau undermined 
t.he __ d_is.ting_ti_gp.J�.I?!��-e_g_1Jle s!��--�9.--.!h:�-�9E!Q!Ullli_y2. the government 
�:QQ 'the :people', but in the opposite direction to that progg_�-�Lb.,y: 
!i.Qbb�S.-GovernmenCwas-reduced. ta·a-·'Commission'i-public right, in 
principle, absorbed the state. 
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ACTIVITY 4 You should now read Reading B, ·Th::; social contr�ct', by Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau. 

As yoi1 reacl, try to note the reasons Rousseau gives for holding that: 

1 a 'social contract' must�1e established; 
2 sovereignty originates in the people - arid ought to stay there. 

Reflect also oil why Rousseau thinks: 

3 citizens can legitimately be 'forced to be free'. 

Finally, consider: 

4 Rousseau's conception of the limits, if any, of popular 'sovereign 
power'. 

Hobbes and Rousseau may be portrayed as representing opposing sides 
in the debate about the �sq:rSovereigiii-y. However, both cast their 
arguments in such a way as to face a common objection: t@_Lfugy_ 
J?-rokcted models o:L12oliticaLP-ower ��th pgte�tially_.tyi:q.JD.1icaL 
implication_s_For if Hobbes placed the�ate, igE_�!:::PQ���ful pQsHion 
with respect to communtty, Rousseau placed the community (or a 
majority thereof) in a position to wholly dominate individual citizens: 
the community is all-powerful and, therefore, the sovereignty of the 
people could easily destroy the liberty of individuals (Berlin, 1969, 
p.163). The problem is that just as Hobbes failed to articul§j:§�i!h�,r _ _t];;u� 
principles or institutions nec_e.§.�ary_Jo delirgiLt'.!EJ.l�LCLGt�qg, Rousseau 
assumed that minorities ought to consent to thE)_qecisiol1s ofmCJ,jo:ritiJ3S, 
and posited �Jg thereaci1 oTthe 'decisions of a democratic 
majority, and therefore to political intervention. Such conceptions of 
sovereignty, which fail to demarcate the lill!!ts 9.!'J�g_it�_:g:t.�t_E) .. SG.QP-f3 .. of 
political action, need to b�_tr_eated_witlu::ap:g()n. 

An alternative to the contending theses of the sovereignty of tl:le_state . 
and the sovereign�y ()f the peopJ� is hij.'pl� in Lock€?8" con.'ception of an 
independenT political community, and is essential to the traditions of 
political analysis which neither locate sovereignty in, nor reduce it to, 
either state or society. This tradition- above an,· of constitutional 
thinking - sought to provide ways of mediating, balancing and 
checking the relationship between state and ��such that some 
p:r:nte_ctio_I1..!2Ki.st_�cLfor _h_gJg_p��_l�-� �p:Qyate_right. The motivation for 
such a position la:y precisely in doubts about unaccountable state power 
and in the necessity to provide limits to the legitimate scope of political 
action. Views such as these were given lasting expression in the 
constitutional arguments of John Locke (1632-1704). 
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4.4 LOCKE 

Locke held that the institution of 'government' can and should be 
conceived as an instrument for the defence of the 'life, liberty and 
estate' of its citizens; that is, government's raison d'etre is the protection 
of individuals' rights as laid down by God's will and as enshrined in 
law (see Dunn, 1969, part 3). He believed that the integrity and ultimate 
ends of society require a co · · nal state in · ' ublic ower' is 
legally circumscribed and divided. He argued on behalf of a 
constitutional monarchy holding executive power and a parliamentary 
assembly holding the rights of legislation, although he did not think this 
was the only form government might take. However, in Locke's view, 
the formation of the state does not signal the final transfer of all 
subjects' :ri�ht�e (Locke, 1963, pp.402-3, para. II.135; 
pp.412-13, para. II.149). The rights of l_g..w..:.:rn.aking-and�law-enfuFGBment 
(legislative and executive rights) are transferre�?_]?_�!Jht?_W.A.Q.l�_p.rQGfl��� 
is conditional upon the state adh�t:ingTo-:its.=e.s_s_�p,:tiC!lPillPQ§fl_;_.��-
.:=._�l'!_a!ioii of'li��-_lfb��(-ffii�.�-�-t�!e'. 

It is important to emphasize that, in Locke's account, political authority 
is bestowed by individuals on government for the purpose of pursuing 
the ends of the governed; and should these ends fail to be represented 
adequately, the final judg_es _m;_e._the __ p.e.op}@ - the citizens of the state -
who can dispense both with their cl,eputies ancf,.Tfiie.ed'be, with the 
existing form of government itself. According to Locke, in the face of a 
series ottyrannical politic&.l a�1�, p�P!!J!:!!...�I?J?.�l_ligpj_Qj�!ffi a new 
government might not only be UJ:l.c:I:."'!Qidable but justified. One 
commentator has summarized Locke's position thus: 

Rulers ... hold their authority under law; and entitlement to the 
obedience of their subjects derives from the impartial 
administration of this law. Where they act against or outside this 
law to the harm of their subjects, they become tyrants. Wherever 
law ends, tyranny begins [Locke, 1963, p.448, para� II.202]. For a 
�In authority to use force against the interests of his subjects 
and outside the iaw·is to destroy his own authority. He puts 
himself into a state of war with his injured subjects, and each of 
tl.!_�§_e_h_g_� __ fu_e._���- r_igh.t.JQ __ r�§_i§�_g_iJ:g_C!§ __ fu�:Y-�<i_ha ve to resist 
any_Q_the:r_:ygj:g._p!_�ggn�_$.S..QI [Locke, 1963, p.448, para. IL202; p.467, 
para. II.232]. 
(Dunn, 1984, p.54) 

With these arguments Locke.-f�shioned a doctrine which had an enduring 
impact on �olitical �oug�t. For it affirmed that supreme power 
was the inalienable :flgiifOfllie people; that governmental supremacy 
was a delegated supremacy held ·on trust; that government enjoyed full 
political authority so long as this trust was sustained; and that a 
government's legitimacy or right to rule �ould be withdrawn if the 
people judged this neces-sary and appropriate; .that is, if the rights of 
individuals and 'ends of society' were systematically flouted. 
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ACTIVITY 5 Locke concludes his YJ:m Treotises o{Gmrernment with the follmvim; 
p·assage. Note especially the cm�diti�ms under yvhic:h 'supreme puvve

'--
r. 

can legitimately revert to th� people: 
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To conclude, The Por·ver that every indiFidual gave the Societv. 
vvhen he entered into it, can never revert to the Individuals again, 
as long as the Society lasts. but �..vill alvvays remain in the 
Community; because without this, there can be no Communitv. no 
Common-v�ealth ... : So also when the Society hath placed th� 
Legislative in any Assembly of lvlen. to continue in them and their 
Successors. vvith Direction and Authority for providing such 
Successors, the LegislatiFe con never revert to the People \vhilsl 
that Government lasts: Because having provi�led a Legislctl i ve vvitl1 
PmNer to continue for ever, they have given up their Pohtical 
Power to the Legislative, and cannot resume it. But il' they have set 
Limits to the Duration of their Legislative. and maclc� thi::: Suprt::lw;:; 
Pmver in any Person, or Assembly. only temporary: Or tds�:: wh(;n 
by the J\1iscarriages of those in Authority, it is forfnitHrl: upun tltt: 
Forfeiture of their RLLlers, or at the Det(::!fmination of the� Ti nw :.::h. 

it TeFerts to the Societ_Tl, and the People have a Rjght tu act ac; 

Supreme, and continue the Legislative in themscl ves, ur cm��ct u 

new Form, or under the old form place it in new hands, a.s 

think good. 
. 

(Locke,-1963, p.477, para. II.243) 

However, with these arguments Locke also ran into distinct difficulties. 
He did not �nlore2�!!!�!���l�y}�()V\T_P?..s.�_i)?1?..t�nsions mJ.giiTbe--······ 
resolved between the sovereignty of the people - the ideC�,.Qf the people 
as--aii active sovereign body -Willi tlie capacity to make or break 
governments - and the government as the trustee of the people with 
the right to make and enforce the law. At the root of this lies a failure to 
draw an effective contrast between the power of the people and the 
powers of the state (Skinner, 1989, p.115). As Locke put iUhfr_ 
community perpetually retains a supreme power' over its prince or 
legislative (quoted in ibid.). Accordingly, what constitp.tes the precise 
autonomy or independenc_(3 of state powers remains unspecified. While 
Locke's attempt to transcend the dualism between ruler and people, 
state and community, became highly influential, as did his attempt to 
enshrine this new political understanding in the notion of constitutional 
government - a legal ap.d institutional mechanism to protect both the 
'sovereign people' and 'the sovereign state'- his solution was far from 
complete. 

Modern liberal and liberal-democratic theory has constantly sought to 
justify the sovereign power of the state while at the same time justifying 
limits upon that power. The history of this attempt is the history of 
arguments to balance might and right, power and law, duties and rights. 
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On the one hand, states must have a mo:g._Qp_Q]y_g_{_gg�:n:�!y_�.:Rower in 
order to prov�9-�J3.-.. �e.c-u.,r_e b-asis l!PQ.J.L�.Yhi.Qg_g�Q.�!--gQ�illerce and f8.Illily 
!ffe=��jig._S,P,��� On the other hand, by granting the state-a .. regulatory 
and coercive capability, political theorists were aware that they had 
acc��d_q_fQifE}d which could, and frequently did, djillrive citizens of 
political and so�ial fnte..dorns. 
It was the liberal d�;rnq_grats who provided the keyj_I].9.1i1Y!i9nal 
innovation to try to_ o-ver_c:_�??-�.!h�� .9-i!�ffima- representative 
democracy: The Hheiifconc;�!'.r.?:-�!�?.Je��n, 1�-yy:-�d _frae"dollLoLchoLce 
could only be upheld properly by recognizing the political equality of 
all mature individuals. Such equality would ensure not only a secure 
social environment in which people would be free to pursue their 
private activities and interests, but also that the state's personnel would 
do what was best in the general and public intere_st; for exarnpkt.J2:!:!!_��e 
the greatest satisfact�on of_tg_� __ g!:eatestJlJJ:IDbe;r. Thus, the democratic 
state, linked to other key institutional mechanisms, above all the free 
market, resolved, the liberal democrats argued, the problems of en�ur!ns 
both a."P:fu.Q.!'!!Y alld �p�!ty. . �\t\i\.Q1..1-UAL 

4.5 MILL 

A classical statement of the new position can be found in the 
philosophy of John Stuart Mill (1806-73). In his hands the theory of 
liberal democracy received a most important elaboration: the governors 
must be held accountable to the governed through political mechanisms 
(regular voting, competition between potential representatives, the 
struggle among free opinion) which alone can give citizens the 
satisfactory means for choosing, authorizing and controlling political 
decisions. And with these means, he further contended, a balance could 
finally be obtained between might and right, authority and liberty. But 
who exactly was to count as a 'citizen' or an 'individual', and what their 
exact role was to be, remained unfortunately either unclear or unsettled: 
the idea that all citizens should have equal weight in the political 
system remained outside Mill's actual doctrine. 
The idea of the modern democratic state remains complex and 
contested. The liberal democratic tradition itself comprises a most 
heterogeneous body of thought. However, the whole liberal democratic 
tradition stands apart from an alternative perspective - the Marxist 
tradition. It is worth briefly dwelling on this, since it remains the key 
counterpoint to liberal democracy. 

ACTIVITY 6 Before reading further you should note clown some of the key features 
of liberal democracy in order that the contrast with Marxism is brought 
more sharply into view. 
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4.6 MARX AND ENGELS 

The struggle of liberalism against tyranny and the struggle by liberal 
democrats for political equality represented, aqcording to Karl Marx 
(1818-83) and Frederick Engels (1820-95), a major step forward in the 
history of human emancipation. But for them, and the Marxist tradition 
more broadly, the great universal ideals of 'liberty, eqtl!p.lity and justice' 
could not be realized simply by the 'free' struggle for votes in the 
political system and by the 'free' struggle for profit in the market place. 
The advocates of the democratic state and the market economy present 
them as the only institutions under which liberty can be sustained and 
inequalities minimized. However, by virtue of its internal dynamics the 
capitalist economy inevitably produces, Marxists aver, systematic 
inequality and massive restrictions on real freedom. While each step 
towards formal political equality is an advance, its liberating potential 
is severely curtailed by inequalities of class, wealth and opportunity. 

In class societies the state cannot become the vehicle for the pursuit of 
the common good or public interest. Far from playing the role of 
emancipator, protective knight, umpire or judge in the face or disorder, 
the agencies of the liberal representative state are meshed in the 
struggles of civil society. Marxists conceive of the state as an extension 
of civil society, reinforcing th,e social order for the enhancement of 
particular interests- in capitalist society, the long-term interests of the 
capitalist class. Marx and Engels' argument is that political 
emancipation is only a step towards human emancipation: that is, the 
complete democratization of society as well as the state. In their view, 
liberal dBmocratic society fails when judged by its own principles; and 
to take these seriously is to become a communist. Marx himself 
envisaged the replacement of the 'machinery' of the liberal democratic 
state by a 'commune structure': the smallest communities would 
administer their own affairs, elect delegates to larger administrative 
units (districts, towns) and these would, in turn, elect candidates to still 
larger areas of administration (the national delegation). This 
arrangement is known as the 'pyramid' structure of direct democracy: 
all delegates are revocable, bound by the instructions of their 
constituency and organized into a 'pyramid' of directly elected 
committees. 

ACTIVITY 7 Note Marx and Engels' emphasis on the interconnections between social 
power, class and state. Consider the stress they place on these 
interconnections. How convinced are you by their vievv that the state is 

an extension of civil society- that is, a political apparatus structured 
and shaped by class relations? 
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4.7 WEBER 

One of the toughest (yet not wholly unsympathetic) critics of the 
Marxist tradition was the sociologist Max Weber (1864-1920). Weber 
believed that Marxists' political ambitions were premised on a deficient 
understanding of the nature of the modern state and of the complexity 
of political life. In Weber's account, the history of the state and the 
history of political struggle could not in any way be reduced to class 
relations: the origins and tasks of the modern state suggested it was far 
more than a 'superstructure' on an economic 'base'. Moreover, even if 
class relations were transformed, institutions of direct democracy could 
not replace the state; for there would be a massive problem of 
coordination and regulation which would inevitably be 'resolved' by 
bureaucracy, and by bureaucracy alone, unless other institutions were 
created to check its power. The problems posed by the liberal pursuit of 
a balance between might and right, power and law, are, Weber thought, 
inescapable elements of modernity. 

Weber developed one of the most significant definitions of the modern 
state, placing emphasis upon two distinctive elements of its history: 
territoriality and violence. The modern state, unlike its predecessors 
which were troubled by constantly warring factions, has the capability 
of monopolizing the legitimate use of violence within a given territory; 
it is a nation-state in embattled relations with other nation-states rather 
than with armed segments of its own population. 'Of course', Weber 
emphasized, 'force is certainly not the normal or only means of the state 
- nobody says that - but force is a means specific to the state .... The 
state is a relation of men dominating men, a relation supported by 
means of legitimate (i.e. considered to be legitimate) violence' (Weber, 
1972, p.178). The state maintains compliance or order within a given 
territory; in individual capitalist societies this involves crucially the 
defence of property and the enhancement of domestic economic 
interests overseas, although by no means all the problems of order can 
be reduced to these. The state's web of agencies and institutions finds 
its ultimate sanction in the claim to the monopoly of coercion, and a 
political order is only, in the last instance, vulnerable to crises when 
this monopoly erodes. 

However, there is also a third key element in Weber's definition of the 
state: legitimacy. The state is based on a monopoly of physical coercion 
which is legitimized (that is, sustained) by a belief in the justifiability 
and/or legality of this monopoly. Today, Weber argued, people no longer 
comply with the authority claimed by the powers-that-be merely on the 
grounds, as was common once, of habit and tradition or the charisma 
and personal appeal of individual leaders. Rather, there is general 
obedience by 'virtue of "legality", by virtue of the belief in the validity 
of legal statute and functional "competence" based on rationally created 
rules' (Weber, 1972, p. 79). The legitimacy of the modern state is 
founded predominantly on 'legal authority', .that is, commitment to a 
'code of legal regulations'. 
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Foremost among the stat_e's institutions are, Weber held, the 
administrative apparatuses _:�.a vast network of organizations run by 
appointed officials. Weber feared that political life in West and East 
would be ever more ensnared by a rationalized, bureaucratic system of 
administration- a 'steel-hard cage', as he wrote. Against this he 
championed the countervailing power of private capital, the 
competitive party system and strong political leadership to secure 
national power and prestige - all of which could prevent the 
domination of politics by state officials. Two-hundred-and-fifty years 
after Hobbes wrote Leviathan, the conception of the state as a 
potentially omnipotent and all-embracing entity remained a deep 
concern. 

ACTIVITY 8 Before reading further, you should note down the key differences 
between the Marxist and \1\Teberian accounts of the modern state. Which 
position do you find the more plausible, and why? Consider your 
response in relation to the historical material presented in the earlier 
parts of the chapter, especially Section 3. 

5 CONCLUSION 

What should be made of these various conceptions of sovereignty, state 
power and democracy today? The difficulties of coming to a judgement 
about the modern state are acute, especially if one examines it in 
relation to the history both of the states system and of the 
interconnections of the world economy. (For a discussion of these 
points, see Book 4 (Hall et al., 1992), especially ChaJ_Jter 1.) By way of a 
conclusion, however, a number of points from the chapter as a whole 
can be usefully brought together, and left for you to reflect upon. These 
can be put briefly: 

1 To understand the formation of the state it is necessary to grasp the 
intersection of national and international conditions and processes. The 
state faces inwards toward its subjects and citizens, and outwards 
toward the states system and international economy. It has an anchorage 
in both the organizations and relations of socio-economic groups and in 
the international order. 
2 The modern state became the supreme form of the state because it 
most successfully marshalled the means of waging war, economic 
resources and claims to legitimacy. Modern states mobilized effectively 
for war, for the enhancement of economic activity (capitalist expansion) 
and for their own legitimation. It is at the intersection of these particular 
formative processes that the distinctive organization and form of the 
modern state emerged. 
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r;:::. (f3\ The democratization of the modern state, that is, the establishment of 
'Llie universal franchise, can be related directly to the state's search for 

loyalty and resources when it has been most pressed (before, during and 
after wars), and to its claim to a distinct form of legitimacy. Unlike its 
predecessors, the modern state heralds its separateness from both ruler 
and ruled. At the centre of the self-image and representation of the 
modern state lies its claim to be an 'independent authority' or 
'circumscribed impartial power' accountable to its citizens. To the 
extent that this claim has been redeemed, the mod�;rn state has been 
able to enjoy an advantage against rival political for.ces in the battle for 
legitimacy in the modern world. However, the nature and meaning of 
this claim have been contested from the outset of the modern state to 
the present day. The legitimacy of the modern state remains 
controversial. 

4 The modern state has been neither simply a detached 'judge' of the 
affairs of civil society, nor merely an epiphenomenon. Rather, it is best 
understood as a system of organizations and relations which can make 
and shape social, political and economic change. The state apparatus 
has sufficient primacy over social classes and collectivities that discrete 
political outcomes- constitutional forms, coalitional arrangements, 
particular exercises of state coercion, and so on - cannot be inferred 
directly from the movements and activities of those in civil society. 
Political life, and state action in particular, are by no means wholly 
determined by socio-economic life. 

� The modern state, like its predecessors, is a system of power in its 
own right; it has to be understood as a set of organizations and 
collectivities concerned with the institutionalization of political power. 
While the independent and autonomous capacities of state 
organizations and agencies have been stressed, so have the latter as sites 
of contestation and conflict. The history of the modern state is also the 
history of the way in which social struggle has been 'inscribed' into, 
that is, embedded in, the organization, administration and policies of 
the state. As states carne to depend on their citizens for support and 
resources, their structures and policies became subject, some would say 
ever more subject, to political negotiation and compromise. 

6 The proper locus and form of the sovereignty of the modern state 
have been in dispute from Hobbes to Rousseau to Marx and Weber. 
Conceptions of sovereignty which neither locate sovereignty exclusively 
in, nor reduce sovereignty to, either state or society seem compelling; 
yet, these are far from secure. What is meant by the rightful exercise of 
political authority remains open to dispute. Further, the operation of 
states in the complex international system of economics and politics 
raises questions about the role of sovereignty - its possible nature and 
extent- in a world in which powerful non-state actors, like 
international companies, have significant influence, and in which the 
fate of peoples are interconnected. Sovereignty is moulded and re­
rnoulded in the international world of states and societies . 
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7 TQ.e processes and conflicts which have centred on and crystallized 
· around the modern state have heen the result of complex interactions 

between political, economic, military and social factors, among other 
things. These factors cannot simply be ranked in a fixed order of 
importance in the explanation of the rise and development of the 
modern state. For it is in a combination of factors that a satisfactory 
explanation can be found for the major trends and developments of the 
modern political world. W hile this amounts to a: rejection of arguments 
for economic determinism, or cultural determinism, or military 
determinism (and other positions which advocate focusing on one set of 
causal factors), it allows that one or more of these factors could have 
causal primacy under particu]ar conditions and circumstances. The 
modern state E}SCapes the categories of deterministic theories; but 
economic relations, political forces and military might have all been 
fundamental to elements of its form and dynamics. 
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READING A LEVI.A�THAN 
----------------------------------------------------------

Thomas Hobbes 

Nature. hath made men so equal, in the faculties of the body, and mind; as 
thaf though there be .found one man sometimes manifestly stronger in 
body, or of quicker mind than another; yet when all is reckoned together, 
the difference between man, and man, is not so considerable; as that one 
man can_thereupon clai� to himself any benefit; to which anoth�r may not 
pre_tend,,as we�l as he. For as to tl:le"'strength of body,, the weakest has 
strength enough to·kill'the strongest, either by secrmmachinaHon, orby 
confederacy vyith others, that are in the same danger with hi�self . ... 
Hereby it is manifest, that during the time men live without a common 
power to keep them all in awe, they are in that condition which is called 
,; and such�ar, as is bf every man, against �very man. F()r WAR, 
consisteth not in battle only, or the act of fighting; but in a tract of time, 
wherein the will to contend by battle is- sufficiently known . ... - � 
Whatsoever therefore is consequent to a time of war, where every man is 
enemy to every man; the same is consequent to the time, wherein men live ' 
without other security, than wnat their own strength, and their own inven- -
tion shall furnis:n.t'b.em withal. In such condition, there is no place for 
industry; be.cause. the fruit thereof is uncertain: and consequently no cul­
ture of the earth; no navigation, nor use of the commodities that may be 
imported by sea; no commodious building; no instruments of moving, and 
removing, such things as require much force; no knowled$e of the face of 
the earth; no account of time; no�s; no le�s; no s!?�i�1Jr; and which is 
worst of .all, continu� Fe;, �d' d�� .. of viole�eath; and the life of 
man, sol:rtary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short. . . . 

· 

�� � � � 
It may p�radventure be thought, there was never such a time, nor con­
dition of war as this; and I believe it was never generally so, over all the 
world: but there are many places, where they live so now. For the savage 
people. in many places of America, except the government of small fa:rriil­
ies, ilie concord whereof dependeth on natural lust ['inclination'], have no 
government at all; and live at this day in that brutish manner, as I said 
before. Howso�ver, it may be perceived what manner=ofi.'irethere would 
be, where there 'were no common p'bwer to fear, by the manner of life, 
which men-that have formerly lived under a peaceful government, �o 
degenerate into, in a civil war . ... 
The final cause, end, or design of men, who naturally love liberty, and 
dominion over others, in the introduction of that restraint upon them­
selves, in which we see them live in commonwealths, is the foresight of 
their own preservation, and of a more contented life thereby; that is to say, 
of getting themselves out from that miserable condition of war, which is 
necessarily consequent ... to the natural passions of men, when there is no 
visible power to keep them in awe, and tie them by fear of punishment to 

Source: Hobbes, T. (1651) Leviathan; reproduced from Held, D. et al. (eds) (1983) 
States and Societies, Oxford, Martin Robertson, pp.68-71. 
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the performance of their covenants, and observation of those laws of 
nature .. . . 

'� 

For the laws of nature, as �e, �l!J.QJi.e.sty, mercy, and, in sum, 
doing to others, as we would be done to, of themselveS,Without the terror 
of some power, to cause them to be observed, are contrary to our natural 
passions, that carry us to partiality, pride, revenge, and the like. And 
covenants, without the sword, are but words, and of no strength to secure a 

�man at all. Therefore notwithstanding the laws of nature, which every one 
hath then kept, when he has the will to keep them, when he can do it 
safely, if there be no power erected, or not great enough for our security; 
every man will, and may lawfully rely on his own strength and art, for 
caution against all other men. And in all places, where men have lived by 
small families, to rob and spoil one another, has been a trade, and so far 
from being reputed against the law of nature, that the greater spoils they 
gained, the greater was their honour; and men observed no other laws 
therein, but the laws of honour; that is, to abstain from cruelty, leaving to 
men their lives, and instruments of husbandry. And as small families did 
then; so now do cities and kingdoms which are but greater families, for 
their own security, enlarge their dominions, upon all pretences of danger, 
and fear of invasion, or assistance that may be given to invaders, and 
endeavour as much as they can, to subdue, or weaken their neighbours, by 
open force, and secret arts, for want of other caution, justly; and are 
remembered for it in after ag-es with honour. 

Nor is it the joining together of a small number of men, that gives them this 
security; because in small numbers, small additions on the one side or the 
other, make the advantage of strength so great,- as is sufficient to carry the 
victory;· and therefore gives encouragement to an invasion. The multitude 
sufficient to confide in for our security, is not determined by any certain 
number, but by comparison with the enemy we fear; and is then sufficient, 
when the odds of the enemy is not of so visible and conspicuous moment, 
to determine the event of war, as to move him to attempt . ... 

The only way to erect such a common power, as may be able to defend 
them from the invasion o_f foreigners, and the injuries of one another, and 
thereby to secUI'e them in such sort, as that by their own industry, and by 
the fruits of the earth, they may nourish themselves and live contentedly; 
is, to confer all their power and strength upon one man, or upon one 
assembly of men, that may reduce all their wills, by plurality of voices, 
unto one will: which is as much as to say, to appoint one man, or assembly 
of men, to bear their person; and every one to own, and acknowledge 
himself to be author of whatsoever he that so beareth their person, shall 
act, or cause to be acted, in those things which concern the common peace 
and safety; and therein to submit their wills, every one to his will, and 
their judgements, to his judgment. This is more than consent, or concord; 
it is a real unity of them all, in one and the same person, made by covenant 
of every man with every man, in such IJ;lanner, as if every man should say 
to every man, I authorize and give up my right of governing myself, to this 
man, or to this assembly of men, on this condition, that thou give up thy 
right to him, and authorize all his actions in like manner. This done, the 
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multitude so united in one person, is called a COMMONWEALTH, in 
Latin CIVITAS. This is the generation of the great LEVIATHAN, or rather, 
to speak more reverently, of that mortal god, to which we owe under the 
immortal God, our peace and defence. . . . And in him consisteth the 
essence of the commonwealth; which, to define it, is one person, of whose 
acts a great multitude, by mutual covenants one with another, have made 
themselves every one the author, to the end he may use the strength and 
means of them all, as he shall think expedient, for their peace and com­
mon defence. 

And he that carrieth this person is called SOVEREIGN, and said to have 
sovereign power; and every one besides, his �DETECT.,. 

The attaining to this sovereign power, is by two ways. One, by natural 
force; as when a man maketh his children, to submit themselves, and their 
children to his government, as being able to destroy them if they refuse; or 
by war subdueth his enemies to his will, giving them their lives on that -
condition. The other, is when men agree amongst themselves, to submit to 
some man, or assembly of men, voluntarily, on confidence to be prote_cted 
by him against all others. This latter may be called a political common­
wealth, or commonwealth by institution; and the former, a common­
wealth by acquisition. 

READING B THE SOCIAL CONTRACT 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau 

Man was born free, and he is everywhere in chains. Those who think 
themselves the masters of others are indeed greater slaves than they. How 
did this transformation come about? I do not know. How can it be made 
legitimate? That question I believe I can answer . ... The soda] order is a 
sacred right which serves as a basis for all other rights. And as it is not a 
natural right, it must be one founded on covenants. The problem is to 
determine what those covenants are .... 

The social pact 

I assume that men reach a point where the obstacles to their preservation 
in a state of nature prove greater than the strength that each man has to 
preserve himself in that stqj:e. Beyond this point, the primitive condition 
caniiofeii"clill-e�or then the human race will perish if it does not change its 
mode of existence .... 

'How to find a form of association which will defend the person and goods 
of each member with the collective force of all, and under which each 
individual, while uniting himself with the others, obeys no one but hiw-
.?-�!iz_�!!_(;:L!:_em�ns ___ �free as before.' This is the fundamental problem to 
which the social contr�ct hofdsthe solution. . . . 

-

Source: Rousseau, J.-J. (1762) The Social Contract; reproduced from Held, D. et al. 
(eds) (1983) States and Societies, Oxford, Martin Robertson, pp.71-5. 



CHAPTER 2 READINGS 123 

[The] articles of association, rightly understood, are reducible to a single 
one, namely the total a1ienation by each associate of himself and all his 
rights to the whole community. Thus, in the first place, as every individual 
gives himself absolutely, the conditions are the same for all, and precisely 
because they are the same for all, it is in no one's interest to make the 
conditions onerous for others. 

Secondly, since the alienation is unconditional, the union is as perfect as 
; it could be, and no individual associate, has any longer any rights to claim; 

for if rights were left to individuals, in the absence of any higher authority 
to judge between them and the publi�, each individual, being his own 
judge in some causes, would soon demand to be his own judge in all; and 
in this way the state of nature would be kept in being,__and the association 
inevitably become either tyrannical or void. 

Finally, since each man gives himself to all, he gives himself to no one; and 
since there is no associate over whom he does not gain the same rights as 
others gain over him, each man recovers the equivalent of everything he 
loses, and in the bargain he acquires more power to preserve what he has. 

If, then, we eliminate from the social pp.ct everything that is not essential 
to it, we find it comes down to this: 'Each one of us puts into the commu­
nity his person and all his powers under the supreme direction of the 
general will; and as a body, we incorpor'ate every member as an indivisible 
part of the whole.' 

-

Immediately, in place of the individual person of each contracting party, 
this act of association creates an artificial and collective body composed of 
as many members as there are voters inithe assembly, and by this same� 
that bo-dy acquires its unity, its common ego, its life and its will. The 
public person thus formed by the union of all other persons �ce 
called the city, and is now known as the republic or the body politic. In its 
passive role it is called the state, when it plays an active role it is the 
sovereign; and when it is compared to others of its own kind, it is a power. 
Those who are associated in it take collectively the naine of a people, and 
call themselves individually �s, in so far as they share in the sover­
eign power, and subjects, in so far as they put themselves under the laws of 
the state . ... 

The sovereign .. 

Now, as the sovereign is formed entirely of the individuals who compose 
it, it has not, nor could it have, any interest contrary to theirs; and so the 
sovereign has no need to give guaran�ees to the subjects, because it is 
impossible for a body to wish to hurt all of its members, and, as we shall 
see, it cannot hurt any particular me:J:lJher. The sovereign by the mere fact 
that it is, is always all that it ought to be� ... Every individual as a man may 
have a private will contrary to, or different from, the general will that he 
has as a citizen. His private interest may speak with a very different voice 
from that of the public interest. . . . 

' 
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Hence, in order that the social pact shall not be an empty formula, it is 
tacitly implied in the commitment - which alone can give force to all 
others- that whoever refuses to obey the general will shall be constrained 
to do so by the whole body, which means nothing other than that he shall 
be forced to be free; for this is the condition which, by giving each citizen 
to the nation, secures him against all personal dependence, it is the con­
dition which shapes both the design and the working of the political 
machine, and which alone.bestows justice on civil contracts- without it, 
such contracts would be absurd, tyrannical and liable to the grossest 
abuse. . . . 

- ---- --

Whether the general will can err 

,le�I� ·s�n� e�v�e�r�c:;:: o:;.zrr� u�t�e�d:.:.., b�u;!:t;...I;!,..!: .t:_:i�s�o�"-'-1.��; and only then does it 
seem to Wl l what is bad. 

There is often a great difference between the will of all [what all individu­
als want] and the general will; the general will studies only the common 
interest while the wil l studies ri intere t and is indeed no more 
than the sum of individual desires. But if we take away from these same 
wills, the pluses and minuses which cancel each other out, the sum of the 
difference is the general will. . .. 

But if groups, sectional associations are formed at the expense of the larger 
association, the will of each of these groups will become general in 

relation to its own members and private in relation to the state; we might 
then say that there are no longer as many votes as there are men but only as 
many votes as there are groups. The differences become less numerous 
and yield a result less general. ... 

The limits of the sovereign power 

How should it be that the general will is always rightful and that all men 
constantly wish the happiness of each but for the fact that there is no one 
who does not take that word 'each' to pertain to himself and in voting for· 
all think of himself? This proves that the equality of rights and the notion 
of justice which it produces derive from the predilection which each man 
has for himself and hence from human nature as such. It also proves that 
the general will, to be truly what it is, must be general ih its purpose as 
well as in its nature; that it should spring from all and apply to all; and that 
it loses its natural rectitude when it is directed towards any particular and 
circumscribed object- for in judging what is foreign to us, we have no 
sound principle of equity to guide us .... 

Whichever way we look at it, we always return to the same conclusion: 
namely that the social pact establishes equality among the citizens in that 
they all pledge themselves under the same conditions and must all enjoy 
the same rights. Hence by the nature of the compact, every act of sover­
eignty, that is, every authentic act of the general will, binds or favours all 
the citizens equally, so that the .sovereign recognizes only the whole body 
of the nation and makes no distinction·between any of the members who 
compose it. ... 

· 
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·I When the people aSt a yvhole makes rules for the people as a whole, it is 
dealing only with itself; and ·i.f any relationship emerges, it is between the 
entire body seen from one perspective and the same entire body seen from 
another, without any division whatever. Here the matter concerning 
which a nile. is made is as general as the will which makes it. And this is 
the kind of act which I call a law .... 

The public force thus needs its own agent to call it together and put it into 
action in accordance with the instructions of the general will, to serve also 
as a means of communication between the state and the sovereign, and in a 
sense to do for the public person what is done for the individual by the 
union of soul and body. This is the reason why the state needs a govern­
ment, something often unhappily confused with the sovereign, but of 
which it is really only the minister. 

What, then, is the gQ_vernment? An intermediary body established 
between the subjects and the sovereign for their mutual communication, a 
body charged with the execution of the laws and the maintenance of free­
dom, both civil and political. ... 

Just as the particular will acts unceasingly against the general will, so does 
the government continually exert itself against the sovereign. And the 
more this exertion increases, the more the constitution becomes corrupt, 
and, as in this case there _is no distinct corporate will to resist the will of 
the prince and so to balance it, sooner or later it is inevitable that the 
prince will oppress the sovereign and break the social treaty. This is the 
inherent and inescapable defect which, from the birth of the political 
�dy, tends relentlessly to destroy it, just as old age and death destroy the 
body of a man .... 

The principle of political life dwells in the sovereign authority. The legis­
lative power is the heart of the state, the executive power is the brain, 
which sets all the parts in motion. The brain may become paralysed and 
the individual still live. A man can be an imbecile and survive, but as soon 
as his heart stops functioning, the creature is dead. 
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128. FORMATIONS OF MODERNITY 

1 iNTRODUCTION: THE ECOt�OMIC 

FORMATION OF MODERNITY 

The 'economy' as an object of interest is so much a part of our everyday 
lives and concerns that it is easily taken for granted. Newspaper 
headlines provide the latest economic forecasts and economic gurus on 
TV offer a stream of opinions about any and every aspect of economic 
performance. In this way, economic terms and economic analysis have 
entered into the daily media coverage of events, and'most people have 
some working understanding of these debates even if the points of 
economic detail seem arcane. 

Though we take this kind of economic debate for granted, it is a 
'modern' debate indicative of a 'modern' society. Its comparative 
modernity may be seen in a number of different ways. First, such a 
debate takes for granted a certain kind of economy: a modern economy 
where there is a highly specialized and educated workforce organized to 
produce a differentiated range of goods for sale on a worldwide market. 
This presupposes a multinational corporate structure which is itself 
organized on a global scale, together with a vast network of interlinking 
financial, marketing, scientific and technological agencies. 

Second, such a debate is articulated within a set of economic terms and 
economic models that derive from a certain way of thinking about the 
economy; that is, from modern economic theory. Experts in the field of 
modern economic theory are specialists in the sense that they have 
undergone a lengthy period of training and are now employed in a 
range of specialist institutions, such as: universities and polytechnics, 
governmental and commercial organizations, and international agencies, 
such as the European Commission and the International Monetary 
Fund. Although it is these professional economists who. develop 
economic theory and conduct economic research, many of the key terms 
of the economic debates are understood by a wider and ever more 
discerning public. 

-

Third, such an ongoing economic debate presupposes not only a literate 
and informed public audience, but also one which considers that it has 
the political right to be well-informed about the performance of the 
economy. This itself presupposes a political context of open democratic 
debate (whatever the actual restrictions may be in practice), where 
critical arguments may take place over the conduct of economic policy. 

Living and working as we do in the midst of this 'modern economy', it 
is easy to take it for granted. In this chapter we are going to pause to 
consider the emergence of the modern economy and ways of thinking 
about it. In line with other chapters, we shall examine the emergence of 
the economy as part of the more general emergence and definition of 
modernity that we now associate with Enlightenment thinking in the 
eighteenth century. As Chapter 1 showed; the Enlightenment was a 
period of intense questioning about the nature of society and, inevitably, 
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some of this questioning was also. directed towards those parts of 
society that we would now designate as 'economic', although this term, 
a modern one, was not used then. 

In presenting a series of 'histories' of different aspects of the formation 
of modern societies, this book is underlining the multifaceted character 
and complexity of modern societies. This is an important point and one 
to which this book will frequently return. But these different 'histories' 
of the emergence of modern society also contribute to another and more 
fundamental point: that our understanding of m-odern society is itself 
closely linked to the ldnd of 'history' that we tell about it. The notion 
that there are different 'histories' of modern society as opposed to a 
single 'history' unsettles any idea that there is only one correct view 
either of a society or of its history. It also displaces any notion that 
historical time is a one-dimensional course of events or a single 
historical process. This means that a historical account of the formation 
of modernity will uncover discontinuities in the development of 
modernity as well as a continuous thread of progress, and that 
understanding any period in history entails looking backwards and 
sideways, as well as forwards. 

By exploring the emergence of the economic formation of modernity, 
this chapter examines some of these issues. Section 2 compares the 
contours of the economy in eighteenth-century Britain with those of the 
modern UK economy of the twentieth century, and discusses the extent 
to which the rudiments of a modern economy can be discerned in the 
eighteenth century. Two different historical approaches to this issue are 
presented, thus providing two different 'histories'- or 'discourses'­
of economic change during the period, but the overall conclusion of the 
section is that recent historical research has underlined the gradual 
nature of the economic changes taking place in the eighteenth century. 

Section 3 investigates what are generally taken to be the origins of 
modern economic analysis in the eighteenth century. One of the reasons 
for the fascination of this period for those wishing to acquire an 
understanding of the development of modern economics is that it is 
regarded as the century which produced the first systematic treatise on 
the economy. In 1776, Adam Smith published An Inquiry into the 
Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. Adam Smith is often 
regarded as. the 'father' of economics because he published the first 
major book on the subject at just that moment in Britain's history when 
signs of the modern economy seemed to be appearing. Armed with 
prescient insight and a commitment to objective economic analysis, 
Adam Smith is thought to have initiated the scientific study of 
economics and to have heralded the new era of the modern, industrial, 
profit-seeking economy. Changes in the economy in the eighteenth 
century are thus thought to be 'mirrored' by corresponding changes in 
economic thinking, and both processes are seen as providing a clear 
overture to the later economic developments of the Industrial 
Revolution and beyond. This interpretation, which many historians and 
economists have found deeply compelling, is discussed in Section 3. 
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Just as Section 2 problematizes the notion that the eighteenth century 
could be understood in terms of later economic developments, Section 
4 questions this popular view of Adam Smith as the spokesman for the 
emerging capitalist market order. It presents recent research on Adam 
Smith which locates his writings within the broad cultural context of 
the eighteenth century rather than seeing him as the originator and 
prophet of later economic developments. 

Hence, the chapter concludes that one of the interesting links between 
the eighteenth century and ours is not so much tha,t the eighteenth 
century and its thinking signposted modernity but that, looking back 
into the past, modernity retrospectively reinterprets the past. According 
to this view, writing 'histories' is also partly a process of constructing a 
story about society's own origins, and this process involves both self­
recognition and self-reconstruction. It is also a process in which the 
'classic' books of the past take on a new meaning as they are 
reinterpreted as signposts of the future order. This concluding account 
of the economic formation of modernity is presented in Section 5. 

2 A 1\�0DERN ECONOMY IN THE MAKING? 

2.1 A NEW COMMERCIAL SOCIETY IN THE E�GHTEENTH 
CENTURY? 

Looking back, the eighteenth century seems to be the moment when the 
pace of economic life began to quicken. To those living and writing at 
that time, it was the age of 'commerce', the apex or culmination of a 
long period of social development in a country's manners, laws and 
government, as well as in its productive powers and patterns of 
consumption. The idea of a commercial society included social as well 
as economic considerations, with an emphasis on the polite, even 
polished, character of the manners of the time made possible by what 
was thought to be a more refined way of life and enlarged cultural 
horizons. 

Differences in wealth and life style, however, were enormous: a great 
peer might get £10,000 per annum, a prosperous knight £800 per 
annum, and a poor labourer £10 per annum. But the social ladder was 
finely graduated along its entire length and so a certain degree of social 
mobility could take place across adjacent rungs, more so than in other 
European countries where the class structure was more ossified and the 
rungs of the ladder were further apart. While Enlightenment thinking 
may have opened up the intellectual and cultural horizons of the age, 
life still remained wretched for many. As a correspondent to the 
Northampton Mercury wrote in 1739: 'I never see lace and embroidery 
upon the back of a beau but my thoughtt? descend to the poor fingers 
that have wrought it ... What would avail our large estates and great 
tracts of land without their labours?' (quoted in Porter, 1990, p.87). 
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Even so,. the increasi�gly commercial basis of social relations did make 
possible new standards of consumption for many that would have been 
inconceivable a generation earlier, even though these standards were not 
achieved uniformly or for everyone. Population increased, and so did 
the urban areas. The population <;lf the UK increased from about 9.4 
million in 1701 to 10.5 million in 1751, .and 16.0 million in 1801, with a 
marked increase in the proportion living in urban areas. London 
dominated, but Manchester, Liverpool, Birmingham, Bristol, Leeds, 
Glasgow, Edinburgh and Dublin were all growth points. Urban growth 
was accompanied by the development of characteristic Georgian flat­
fronted terraced brick houses which introduced a more wholesome and 
spacious style of living for many. Canals and road improvements opened 
up the regions to the cultural influences of the metropolis and they also 
provided vital infrastructure for the burgeoning trade links between the 
rapidly growing cities. Road travelling times were ,slashed: the 
Edinburgh to London journey was reduced from 256 hours in 1700 to 60 
hours in 1800, and the journey from Bath to London was reduced from 
50 hours to 16 hours over the same period. As in the twentieth century, 
improved roads led to increased travel, congestion, and moralists 
decrying the obsession with speed. In 1767, the London Magazine 
reported that: 'There is scarce a cobbler in the counties of York and 
Lancaster, but must now be conveyed to his cousin german [i.e. his first 
cousin] in Wapping in two days time' (quoted in Langford, 1989, p.407). 

Improved communications meant that people and goods could travel 
more easily; so too could fashions and trends in consumer taste. The 
eighteenth century has been identified by some historians as the period 
of the 'birth of a consumer society' (McKendrick et al., 1982), when 
social emulation manifested itself in a fast-moving fashion­
consciousness in dress and in households goods. Although some 
manufacturers were careful to cultivate the patronage of royalty and the 
aristocracy in order to promote the fashionable credentials of their 
wares, the consumer markets thus developed were essentially popular 
rather than socially exclusive. Reading A is an account by Roy Porter of 
English society at this time. It describes how the growth of shops and 
advertising in newspapers enabled the new fashions to be quickly 
transmitted from London to the provinces, thus contributing to the first 
national market in clothing and household goods. 

ACTIVITY 1 You should no>.1v read Reading A, 'The birth of consumerimn', by Roy 
Porter (which you will find at the end of this chapter). 

In this extract Porter points to the development of a national market and 
the importance of the growth in advertising. Porter mentions the 
increased availability of home furnishings- hangings, blankets and 
rugs, together with mirrors and dinner services as well as fashion 
clothes. The eighteenth century was the age when Josiah Wedgwood 
commercialized the potteries and made ·expensive dinner and tea 
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services which were eagerly sought after by the rich and fashionable; it 
was the age when Chippendale, Hepplewhite and Sheraton established 
new designs for elegant furniture; and it was the age of Georgian silver 
cutlery, buckles, buttons, new fabrics, high wigs, new breeds of animals, 
and new species of plants. Porter also refers here to a general 
paraphernalia of 'knick-knacks' and 'curios' which were bought on 
whim and appealed to a newly developing sense of novelty. Note too 
the development of retailing, with its alluring presentation of goods, 
and the power of advertising in stimulating a demand for the new 
products of the day. London acquired a reputation as the most dazzling 
shopping opportunity in all Europe, with its paved and well-lit 
shopping streets where even the most obdurate would be unable to 
resist the enticement of gorgeous displays presented in glass-fronted 
shop windows. Reading this description of eighteenth-century 
advertising and retailing, it comes as no surprise to recognize why many 
twentieth-century shopping malls and 'boutiques' are neo-Georgian in 
style, with bow windows and reproduction decors. Even the 
commercialization of commemorative mugs and handkerchiefs adorned 
with the symbols of national events have sound historical precedents! 

Porter's account provides a telling insight into some of the changes 
taking place in eighteenth-century society, changes which were 
apparent to observers at the time and which were widely commented 
upon. These changes were also rioted by visitors to Britain, who 
compared it in favourable terms with other European countries. 
Ordinary folk seemed to be better dressed, better fed and better housed 
than the native peasantry in other countries or, at least, in the words of 
one American traveller, 'the poor do not look so poor here as in other 
countries' (quoted in Porter, 1990, p.86). Ordinary folk seemed cleaner 
too; in the 1720s a visitor remarked: 'English women and men are very 
clean; not a day passes by without their washing their hands, arms, 
faces, necks and throats in cold water, and that in winter as well as in 
su:rnrner' (ibid., p.221). As a mid-century commentator from Nottingham 
observed, imported goods such as tea, coffee, chocolate and sugar were 
no longer regarded as expensive luxuries reserved for the few but had 
entered the national diet: ' ... not only Gentry and Wealthy Travellers 
drink it constantly, but almost every Seamer, Sizer and Winder will 
have her Tea in a morning ... and even a common Washer woman 
thinks she has not had a proper Breakfast without Tea and hot buttered 
White Bread!' (ibid., p.218). Entertainment, music and theatre were also 
becoming commercialized and available to a growing ticket-buying 
audience, and this brought with it a large increase in the number of 
pleasure gardens, pubs, coffee houses, theatres and concerts. In the 
middle of the century, for example, in 1749, 12,000 people paid 2s. 6d. 
each to hear Handel's Fireworks Music at Vauxhall in London, and in 
the last decade of the century when Hayden visited London, the concert 
halls were packed with enthusiastic and musically literate audiences. 

This description of eighteenth-century English social life is an 
optimistic one, in which a more refined and comfortable way of life is 
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1784, or the Fashions of the Day, by Thomas Rowlandson: In a fashion-conscious society, personal dress and 
adornment achieved a new significance; wigs and headgear completed the outfit ... 

The Five Orders of Perriwigs, by William Hogarth Such things are: that such things are we must allow 
but such things never were till now 
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seen to be spreading right down the social scale. Such accounts also have 
a directly modern ring to them; it seems easy to bridge the historical gap 
of 200 years or so by imagining those eighteenth-century folk on their 
shopping sprees, lounging in the newly-opened pleasure gardens, or 
doing some home improvements on the side. Porter's account is written 
in a very engaging style too; this isn't the formal history of kings and 
queens and high diplomatic manoeuvres, but the e_veryday history of 
ordinary folk-folk like us -going about their lives. Thus, the style that 
Porter uses to recount an engaging story about the ne� consumerism of 
the eighteenth century contributes to our sense that this early 
consumerism was not so. unlike the consumerism of the 1 980s and 1 990s 
,with which we are familiar. 

Porter's account of eighteenth-century consumer society, and the 
informal style in which it is written, both contribute towards painting a 
distinctly 'modern' pictUre of the eighteenth century, and it is easy to 
conclude that the eighteenth century really did contain an embryonic 
version of the modern consumer economy of today which has developed 
directly from it. But this style of social history is itself new. This account 
of the eighteenth century reflects a relatively recent interest in the 
everyday facets of social history, and the wealth of detail that makes 
Porter's descriptions so fascinating is often culled from relatively new 
research. What this·means is that his own project in writing this kind of 
social history, fascinating and scholarly though it is, is itself part of a 
relatively new trend in writing history. Porter's interest in the consumer 
activities of the eighteenth century is also partly the result of a recent 
trend in writing social history that attempts to counter what is seen as an 
excessive emphasis on the production aspects of the Industrial 
Revolution; in this approach, the 'consumer revolution' is seen as an 
essential precursor of the better publicized 'Industrial Revolution'. 

But recent scholarly interest in the new consumer activities of the 
eighteenth century may also be seen partly as the result of the consumer 
orientations of the latter part of the twentieth century. Thus, interest in 
the consumer society of the late twentieth century has to some degree 
stimulated a lot of fine research on similar tendencies in eighteenth­
century society. This contributes to our sense that the eighteenth 
century contained the seeds of modern society, but we must remember 
that it was modern society that itself produced the detailed research that 
made such a historical understanding possible. And furthermore, as you 
will discover in other books in this series, the consumer orientations 
and ideologies of late twentieth-century society are often taken as 
symptomatic of a post-modern social order, and sociological analyses of 
these are often denominated as 'post-modern' analyses. Thus, there is a 
sense in which Porter's account of eighteenth-century consumerism not 
only pulls that period into line with modernity, but even propels it 
beyond that and into line with current trends identified with post­
modernity. 

Porter's social history relies on anecdotal and literary evidence from a 
wide range of sources: from letters, journals, foreign visitors' accounts, 
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newspapers, and private papers. Very often economic historians attempt 
tb provide a quantitative estimate of the cp_anges that were taking place. 
By collecting statistical evidence they try to answer questions such as: 
by how much were standards of living increasing over the period?; were 
trade and commerce expanding at ( greater rate than agriculture during 
this period? The attraction of this kind of research is its generality and 
its precision; for example, if national output is increasing at 3 per cent 
per year and population at 1 per cent per year, then the society is able 
to support a rising population with an approximate 2 per cent annual 
increase in the standard of living. The great difficulty with this 
approach is that the statistics become increasingly unrel�able as they are 
projected further back in time. The margin of error may then become so 
wide as to make the conclusion unreliable. If, in the above example, 
both statistics are subject to an error of 0.5 in either direction, then the 
result is that output increases by between 2.5 and 3.5 per cent while 
population increases by 0.5 to 1.5 per cent. In this case the average 
standard of living will be increasing by somewhere between 1 per cent 
and 3 per cent per annum approximately, a much less precise result. 
Here at least, in this example, the margin of error is known. A greater 
source of difficulty with historical statistics is that the degree of 
unreliability may also be subject only to informed guesswork. 

In spite of these difficulties, �esearch on the quantitative dimensions of 
�e eighteenth century provides another way of understanding the 
changes taking place; it may not tell us what an individual family had 
for breakfast but it may indicate whether living standards were 
improving on average. This kind of historical research poses questions 
that are· quantitative in nature and which require detailed statistical 
analysis in order to provide answers. Table 3.1 (from an article by the 
economic historian R. V. Jackson) shows the annual growth rates over 
two periods during the eighteenth century: from 1700-60 and from 
1760-1800. The first row shows the annual percentage increase in real 
output, the second shows the annual percentage increase in population, 
and the third shows the annual percentage increase in output per head 
of population. 

Table 3.1 Annual growth rates of output, population, and output per head in 
eighteenth-century Britain 

1700-60 1760-1800 

(per cent per annum) 

Output 0.58-0.60 1.04-1.20 

Population 0.38 0.83 

Output/head 0.20-0.22 0.21-0.37 

Source: Jackson, 1990, pp.219, 225 

The table suggests that output increased by between 0.58 and 0.60 per 
cent each year on average in the early period, and that this rate of 
growth increased to between 1.04 and 1.20 per cent each year on 
average in the later period. Taking account of population growth during 
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the period, this means that real output per person grew at an average 
annual rate of between 0.20 and 0.22 per cent in the early period and 
between 0.21 and 0.37 per cent in the later period. Although highly 
tentative, these figures suggest that the rising output over the eighteenth 
century did enable a growing population to live at a rising standard of 
living, a standard which increased at a somewhat higher rate in the 
latter part of the century; but note how small these increases are. This 
suggests that the optimistic picture painted by Porter's account should 
perhaps be tempered a little by the realization that, although increased 
consumption was available for many members of a rising population, on 
average the rate of improvement was slow. 

But to say that the rate df improvement was slow suggests a standard of 
comparison of some sort. What is the implicit standard of comparison 
that is being used in the previous paragraph? Compared with 
improvements in living standards in the seventeenth century, _the figures 
in Table 3.1 may look substantial. For those living and writing during 
the eighteenth century, the point of comparison would have been either 
backwards to an earlier period, or sideways to other countries at the 
same period. And clearly, from Porter's account, many contemporary 
observers did find the changes remarkable. But if we are comparing the 
eighteenth with the twentieth century, then these figures do look small. 
Table 3.2 provides a modern point of comparison by presenting data for 
the UK, West Germany (as it then was), France, the USA, and Japan. 

Table 3.2 Annual rates of growth of gross domestic product per head of total 
population, 1983-88 

UK 

W. Germany 

France 

USA 

Japan 

1983-88 
(per cent per annum) 

3.4 
2.5 

1.7 
3.4 
3.8 

Source: Basic Statistics of the Community, 1990, 27th edn, p.40 , Eurostat, 
Luxembourg 

The statistics in Table 3.2 were compiled on a different basis from those 
in Table 3.1 and so they are not directly comparable, but they are 
clearly of a different order of magnitude from those in Table 3.1. The 
range of figures is from 1.7 per cent for France to 3.8 per cent for Japan, 
with a UK figure of 3.4 per cent. The figure for the UK looks so good 
because the middle period of the 1 980s was a period of rapid growth in 
the UK; if either the early or the late years of the decade had been 
included the figure would have been lower. None the less, this annual 
figure of 3.4 per cent for the mid-1980s is about fourteen times as great 
as the average figure for the eighteenth century in Table 3 .1. Thus we 
can say that the annual increases in output during the eighteenth 
century were small by present-day standards, but they were significant 
and observable to many of those living in the eighteenth century. 
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The quantitative re�sults t"shown in Table 3.1 may look firm and definite, 
giving us a clear bird's-eye view. of the long term trajectory of economic 
change in the eighteenth centl;rry. For this reason they may appear more 
secure than the portrayal of contemporary life in Porter's account, 
especially in view of the realization that Porter's description is partly 
the result of modern research in social history and a recent interest in 
the consumer aspects of society. But Jackson's data in Table 3.1 are also 
representative of a relatively new style of economic history, known as 
'cliometrics', where the statistical techniques and modelling methods of 
modern economic theory are applied to the past. So in Jackson's case, 
too, the insights provided into the course of economic development in 
the eighteenth century are the product of modern ways of analysing the 
economy. Thus, the statistics presented in Table 3.1 are the product of 
recent research, and reflect the belief of many economic historians that 
the rate of economic growth during the eighteenth century was lower 
than had previously been thought (see also Crafts, 1985). This new 
conventional wisdom suggests that there was a smaller increase in 
output over the course of the century, but that there was a smoother 
trend over the century as a whole; in particular, this implies that earlier 
views of the 1780s and 1790s, as marking a dramatic turning point in 
economic development and as heralding the onset of the 'Industrial 
Revolution', now seem to be an exaggeration. According to the new 
estimates·, the Industrial Revolution took place in the nineteenth 
csntury rather than the late eighteenth century, and even then it was a 
more gradual and piecemeal affair than had previously been thought. 

Furthermore, in the article from which these statistics were taken, 
Jackson goes on to present revised estimates that challenge even these 
more circumscribed views on the eighteenth-century pattern of 
economic change. Jackson argues in this article that inclusion of 
government activities seriously distorts the national output figures for 
purely statistical reasons; when government activities are excluded to 
provide an estimate of the growth of private sector output growth per 
head, the rate of growth of output per head falls below the level 
reported in Table 3.1. Jackson estimates that, on this revised basis, 
output growth per head was about 0.13 per cent per annum during the 
1700-60 period and 0.19 per cent per annum from 1760-1800, but the 
article reiterates the important point that all these estimates must be 
regarded as highly approximate and that they are all subject to a very 
wide margin of error. As other economic historians readily agree, these 
economic statistics represent hypotheses for future research rather than 
final judgments about what actually happened. 

2.2 DISCOURSES ON THE ECONOMY 

Just as Porter's description of eighteenth-century consumerism is a 
'modern' account of the eighteenth century, so are economic statistics 
such as those presented by Jackson. Both approaches to describing the 
eighteenth century are the product of modern intensive research by 
specialist professional historians using up-to-date resources and 
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methods. And both accounts will surely need to be amended in the 
future as new historians construct new ways of formulating evidence 
and arguments from the archives. Thus, as more knowledge is produced 
about the eighteenth century, we can see how that knowledge is itself a 
product of modern society and would not have been available without 
the priorities, ;:�.ttitudes, perspectives, theories and research techniques 
that are themselves a product of modern society. 

This underlines a more general point that knowledge about the 
eighteenth century does not exist in a pure or absolute form, just 
waiting for historians to come and record it. Knowledge- about the 
period, about any p_eriod (including our own), has to be ··produced' and 
this process of reseach production :p.ecessarily takes place within the 
context of modern acad�mic life. This means that the research produced 
will bear the marks of modern academic conventions concerning 
standardsof scholarship, the questions,which are deemed worthy of 
further investigation, and the institutiqnal bases for funding research 
projects. 

Further, as we have seen, each of these histories of the eighteenth­
century offers its own insights into the social and economic processes of 
the time: the account of eighteenth-century consumerism offers us . 
insights into early acquisitiveness and social emulation as structured by 
the commercialization of fashion; the account of national economic 
performance offers us insights into economic growth conceived as an 
aggregate or economy-wide process. Whichever approach we take, our 
insights are both opened up and closed off by the characteristics of that 
account itself. 

Thus, we could say that our knowledge of the economy or of society is 
constituted by a series of 'discourses' on these topics, discourses which 
structure our thinking and predispose us towards specific asssumptions 
and specific forms of enquiry. Note too that this notion of 'discourse' is 
also comparatively recent, but it is one that is increasingly being 
adopted in a number of different areas in social analysis, and you will 
meet it again in later chapters of this book. 

2.3 STRUCTURAL CHANGE IN THE EIGHTEENTH 

CENTURY 

In trying to assess the extent to which an economy is becoming 
'modernized', many economists and economic historians also look at 
changes in the structure of output; here they try to assess the relative 
importance of agriculture and industry as sources of employment and 
final output. It is generally thought that a 'pre-modern' economy is one 
where agriculture is more important than industry, whereas a 'modern' 
economy is one where industry is more important than agriculture. This 
is a very rough and ready rule of thumb as different economies develop 
according to their own particular characteristics, but it can prove a 
useful starting point. 
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If an' increasing population was experiencing an increasing standard of 
li:ving in the eighteenth century: where was this increased output 
coming from? In Reading B, a second extract by Roy Porter, you will 
find a brief summary of some of the sources of increased industrial 
output. 

ACTIVITY 2 Now read Reading B, 'Pre-modern manufacturing', by Roy Porter, and 
make brief notes on the main sources of increased output during the 

----

eighteenth century. 
· 

d�<? __ e>fthe. rem.arkable_fe_atures.. abQ1JJ !h!t tru::_ie.as.ed_e_conQrpjc -�.S:�v:iry 
right up un�LtheJater P.�t of the eighteenth century is that it was not 

�b�$.edofi.major-changes. inte_cfllioiogy.nor .. on the reorganization of the 
�kforce Into factorfes, the_featJJJ.?.P_9Lchange which characterized the 
Industrial Revolution of the nineteenth century. Change as PorteL 
�cribes it hexe was on the whole Slllall:._s_cale_and...pi�_g.!',)p:t�al; indJJ_p..try 
�bonr:inte!l:sive and skill� intensive and was largely based on the 
work-unit of the house�ot�f?:i:'b.is system economized on capital by 
opercilliig_Qn�iJow-·capital-o\ttput basis, and it was flexible in the face 
of unforeseeable-changes..in�.demand. With the opening up of both the 
domestic market and the international marke(-ecoiiomies of scale were 
gradually incorporated and a host of minor improvements were made 
possible; in particular, the development of the canals and the turnpike 
system· represented a considerable investment in transport which 
reduced transport costs and facilitated regional specialization. But 
industrial giants were the exception rather than the rule, and often these 
were linked (as is still the case) with large government defence 
contracts. This was to change somewhat later on, especially during the 
1780s a.n,d beyond when the Lancashire cotton industry expanded as a 
result of the technical developments in spinning and weaving, and 
cotton became the single .most important industry iiJ. Britain. Later on, 
ih the nineteenth century, factory production and a factory workforce 
became mort? significap.t as features of industrial production but, even at 
this later stage, chagge was pi��meal_§!l.Q_!:ll.Q§tworkers were still craft 
workers ra¢.er than factory operatives tending the machinery of the new 
technology. Certainly d,11ring the eighteenth century, production 
r��-c:lJabq:ur-i!J.l�P-�!ve and was basedJqrgeJy_on the household and 
the sma!J workshop. The.main industries in tll(3 eight�(3nth century were 
the--traditional ones of wool,l�9:thEIT an.-9J?.:t:Iilding, although by the end 
ofthe ceiifury cottOnhatCc:aught up. The gciods-produced were mainly 
items intended for personal consurnption;_items such as textiles and 
clothing, leathe� goods and pottery, pots_ and pans,, and the products of 
the_ Bii�g:tingh.a:rll 'toy' trade such as buttons, buckles, jewellery, and a 
wide range of trinkets and novelties. 
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An iron works, Goa/brookdale, Shropshire, ·1788. 

Smoke from the stacks, but the scale is still near human-size. 

An Iron Forge, by Joseph Wright of Derby, 1772: a family setting. 

An artist's representation of a 'model' iron-founder with a water-driven tilt-hammer 
to save effort in the swing of the hammer. Fashion makes its presence felt here too. 
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Again, Porter's account focuses in on the kaleidoscopic details of 
change. If we want to get an OV-!=1r�ll picture of structural shifts in the 
economy, say between agriculture arid manufacturing, we need to take a 
quantitative approach. In an economy such as the one reported by 
Porter, we would not expect the cu:mual increa�es in industrial output to 
be yery large, nor perhaps would we exp_ect those increases to be-'much 
greater than for agricultural output, ?:D.<i!hi§_i_s_fue picture that the 
stcrtj_stics endorse_. Table 3. 3 shows the growth.rates for different s-ectors 
for thl:l same periods that were shown in Table 3.1. 

Table 3.3 Annual growth rates for different sectors in eighteenth-century Britain 
(excluding government) 

1700-60 1760-1800 
(per cent per annum) 

A1Jriculture 0.47 0.43 
Industry 0.71. 1.81: 
Commerce 0.51 �.02 
Services 0.38 0.83 
Total private output 0.51 1.02 
Output per head 0.13 0;19 

Source: Jackson, 1990, p.232 

Table 3.3 suggests that it was_ only in the later period that the 
performance of the _different s�ctors bega11- to diverge mark�dly. Although 
lagging behind industry and commerce, agriculture was growing at just 
under 0.5 per cent per ye-ar in the early period. This improved 
agricultural efficiency had its origins in the previous century; it resulted 
from improve4 husbandry and stock breeding, a more commercial 
approach to agricultural organization� and a keen interest in applying 
sCientific techniqu�s to agriculture. But in the later period agricultural 
growth was clearly overtaken by industrial and commercial growth, each 
of which exceeded one per cent per 'year; here the front ruriner is clearly 
industry with an annual growth rate of about 1.81 per cent. 
The significance of these changes can also be seen in terms of the 
structure of output during the course of the eighteenth century. The 
statistics so far suggest an economy that was s1;ill marked by traditional 
:fuillures. �!E---�--�!!!5!-lL@.Q__�TIIDQ.<i�Lil!?.ted.m®JJf�G.iillil!K§.�.Gl�il�g� 
'!fillg_ultural-sector, . .?P.:� � large d,��-l3s!!«;: __ �_�ryig_f3._§_ectq:r,_Jt.is diffi�ult to-­
be E£f?_g!�!LQ,QQ!:J:tfu_�_q!y!�!9::f!j)f�.mplQym�gt aqro�$ thes€l.$12_gto��2 as 
much employment combined elements of more than one sectq:I.:; Jq:r 
example, whefElthe family was the llilit of production, the-domestic 
servant often performed the work of the agricultural labourer as well as 
of the tradesman'q assistanJ. Table 3.4 shows estimates of the' proportion 
of national output accounted for by the agricultural sector and the 
industrial/commercial sector for the years 1700, 1760 and 1800. 
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Table 3.4 Proportion· of national output produced by the agricultural and industrial/ 
commercial sectors in the eighteenth century (England and Wales) 

1700 1760 1800 

% % % 

Agriculture 40 34 35 

Industry/commerce 33 37 40 

All other sectors (including government, 
domestic services and rent) 

27 29 25 

Total 100 100 100 

Source: Cole, 1981, p.64 

Even keeping in mind the reservations about the reliability of these. 
statistics, this table clearly shows how agriculture and industry/ 
commerce switched over in importance during the course of the 
eighteenth century. In the early part of the century, agricultural output 
was pre-eminent; it accounted for about 40 per cent of national ou;tput, 
whereas industry and commerce together accounted for about a third. 
By the end of the century the position was reversed, with agriculture 
contributing about a third of the national product and industry/ 
commerce contributing about 40 per cent. Thus, Table 3.4 illustrates the 
transformation that took place in the course of the eighteenth century. 
At the beginning of the period the economy was very largely an 
agricultural one, although this does not mean that it was stagnant. But 
by the end of the period the agricultural sector contributed a smaller 
share of total output than industry/commerce, and its rate of growth 
also fell way behind that of the industrial sector. 

As the nineteeth century progressed these trends became even more 
marked. By the end of the nineteenth century the agricultural share fell 
below 10 per cent, and the combined share of industry and commerce 
amounted to something like two-thirds of national output. This is 
typical of the proportionate contribution of agriculture, industry and 
commerce that has often been thought to characterize the 'modern' 
economy; most of its employment and output derive from industry and 
commerce, which a:r:e increasingly organized on an international basis. 
This has been the pattern for economies such as the UK, the USA and 
many other advanced industrial capitalist societies, at least until the 
middle of the twentieth century, and it has provided a model for what is 
often denoted as a 'modern' economy. Since that time, however, the size 
of the industrial sector in many countries has shrunk and that of the 
service sector has grown considerably. Table 3.5 shows the relevant data 
for the UK, West Germany as it then was, France, the USA, and Japan 
for 1987, the most recent year available. 

Table 3.5 shows that the movement towards a larger service sector and a 
smaller industrial sector can be discerned in all the countries shown. 
This change has led to discussions about the 'deindustrialization' of the 
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Table 3.5 Composition of output in the UK, W. Germany, France, the USA, and 
�apan, 1987 . 

UK ·w.Germany France· USA Japan 
% % % % % 

Agriculture · 1.2 1.5 3.7 1.9 2.7 
Industry. 36.7 40.3 31.5 28.5 39.0 
Seflrlices 62.1 58.2 64)3 69.6 58.3 ���� 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: Basic Statistics of the Commumity, 1990, p.41, 27th edn, Eurostat, 
Luxembourg 

advanced capitalist countries where the manufacturing sectors fail to 
compete with the low-wage, newly industrializing countries of South 
East Asia. This change.'has focused attention on new ways of organizing 
the industrial sector, with a renewed emphasis on flexibility and 
technological innovation. It has also led to discussions of a 'post­
industrial' society, thought to be 'structurally and culturaily distinct 
from the 'modern' or 'industrial' society which 'characterized the UK for 
the century and a half or so from the beginning of the Industrial 
Revolution. It is sometimes argued that this process of 'de­
indus1:Jializatiofiiis:-a:dise-ase peculiar . .to_the.UK, .but noteJhat Table. 3. 5 
show; that the UK comes midway in terms of the relative sizes of the 
industrial and service sectors; West Germany and Japan both have larger 
industrial sectors and smaller service sectors than the UK, while France 
and the USA have smalle� industrial sectors and larger service sectors. 
So far these tables of statistics have painted a broad picture of the 
changing relative importance of agriculture and,industry/commerce. In 
Table 3.4, the figures for in<;lustry and commerce were combined into a 
single sector, but t9 many eighteenth-century observers it was 
'commerce' itself that seemed to provide the great impetus to growth. 
The acute contemporary observer Arthur Young estimated that 
commerce amounted to abo:ut 13 peJ cent of the national product in 
1770 (leaving about 24 per cent for manufacture, mining and building) 
(Deane and Cole, 1967, p.156), but even by his time co;rn.merce was 
almost as much an intetnational affair as a domestic one. During the 
colirse of the eighteenth century, exports increased more than fourfold, 
far faster than domestic output. InteriiationaTcollliiierce·:was - .. -- -- -- -- ··-··-· 

accompanied by f!I1 active colonial policy and a considerable amount of 
protective legislation intenil.ed to promote domestic interests: 

Commerce in a_gjnternational. setting �C!.S. an acutely C()_]llpetitiv� 
affair,_ in which the full power of the States competing was exerted 
to strengthen the national economy. The struggle for raw mater:!_als 
and tropical commodities, as well as for markets and the carrying 
trade which served them, was central to international relations .. . 
Every �ar during thls-perlod -:;,as f�--����nc� .. � co�mercfarwar .. . 
(Langford, 1989, p.3) 
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Britain had for many years encouraged trade with old allies such as 
Portugal and Holland, and discouraged trade with old enemies such as 
France and Spain. This resulted in a complicated system of import tariffs 
to discourage imports (especially of what were seen as 'luxury' items), 
export bounties to promote exports, and colonial monopolies to 
encourage a favourable balance of colonial trade with the mother country. 
It meant that the British gentry got drunk on port (from Portugal) rather 
than on claret (from France), that. aspiring ladies wore protected home­
produced silk rather than French silk, and that colonial ·products such as 
tea and sugar became mainstays of the national diet as we saw earlier. 

Thus, the state was seen to have an active role in maintaining British 
interests abo ad. In normal years the expenditure of the state amounted 
to about 5 per cent of total :nation_al expeJ!diture, but in extraordinary 
years associated with wartime, this could increase to 10-14 per cent of 
national expenditure. In spite of the active role of the state in pursuing 
international·interests, the preference of the times was generally for 
fewer state restrictions at home, although this did not stop cartels from 
forming when the producers thought it was in their own interest. 

2.4 CONCLUSION 

This section has provided a broad view of the developing economy in 
the eighteenth century and has compared some of its structural 
characteristics with those of modern economies of the twentieth 
century. But in building up this picture we found that the canvas it�elf 
seemed to change shape depending on how it was being painted by the 
modern historians; we could say that different 'discourses' on the 
eighteenth century seemed to project us into different eighteenth­
century worlds. The discourse on nascent consumerism in the 
eighteenth century seemed to prov{de �ir�t.iorerunner-of-twentietb.­
century consumerlSJil, and here we could see the seeds of modernity, or 
even post-modernity itself. Porter's account of industrial activity, 
however, seemed to betoken an economy that was largely pre-mo�ern, 
with its cottage industries and the absence of large-scale factory 
production. The diametric· discourse presented another view; here the 
quirks and details of the perio(l were smoothed over to provide simple 
statistics for the aggregate economy over long historical periods. 

The eighteenth century also seemed to become a less unified economic 
entity as we looked at it moJe closely; rather lilse an impressionist 
painting when studied close at hand. Agriculture was predominant in 
the early part of the century but it was gradually superseded by industry 
and commerce as the century progressed. Though the entire century 
became increasingly active in an economic sense, it was not until the 
later period that industrial output seemed to achieve a momentum of its 
own, but even here the introduction of new technology was slow and 
uneven. Descriptions of dramatic turning points in the 1780s which 
characterized earlier research seem now to have exaggerated the 
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position, and current historical research is more inclined to emphasize 
that the acceleration in growt�·was a gradual affair, both for the 
eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries. Production was still largely 
organized on_ a household basis and this was only partially displaced by 
the factory system as the new century replaced the old. 

An emphasis on the slow and piecemeal nature of the economic 
changes taking place is, however, still consistent with a recognition of 
the structural changes that were taking place in the eighteenth century 
as agriculture slowly became eclipsed by industry and commerce, a 
process of change that seemed to be more or less complete by the late 
nineteenth century. This structure then provided something of a model 
for modern industrial society, in spite of the variation across individual 
economies, but this pattern of output itself proved to be a historically 
transient form for advanced economies such as the UK. The passage of 
the twentieth century in its turn has shown that the sectoral 
composition of output is not a final or predetermined issue; as the 
industrial sector declines in importance and the service sector becomes 
a new source of dynamism and technological innovation, a new debate 
has emerged about the structural features of what has come to be known 
as 'post-industrial' society. 

3 Tt=J BEGIN��H\IGS OF rv10DERN 

ECOf\JOtvHCS 

3.1 ADAM SMITH 

One of the most famous books of the eighteenth century is Adam 
Smith's An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. 
This was not Adam Smith's first book although it is the book for which 
he is now largely remembered. In 1759, when still working as a 
professor of moral philosophy at the University of Glasgow, Smith 
published The Theory of Moml Sentiments, and it was this book that 
est�blisetfhis reputation as a major thinker and philosopher. On the 
basis of the reputation thus secured, Smith resigned his university 
appointment in.1764 to travel to France and Switzerland as tutor to a 
young Scottish nobleman, the Duke of Buccleuch. The stre.£_gth of 
Smith's reputation was such that he was warmly recei_y�cl_ by the French 
philosophes and enjoyed the friendship an:a-1ilteii�-�t�al a�tivities of the 
Parisian salons of the time. After returning from his travels, Smith 
received a generous pensi"on and this enabled him to spend some 
considerable time working on The Wealth of Nations which was 
eventually publish�d in 1776, the year in which the North American 
colonies achieved th�ir independence. 
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Adam Smith (1723-90) 
-

Writing on the eve of the Industrial Revo�ution, the celebrated Scottish 
professor who had been welcomed into the elite philos.ophical circles of 
France has seemed to epitomize the new, enlightened ways of thinking 
about the economy. In his account of the social history of the eighteenth 
century, Porter refers to Adam Smith as 'that high prie��pitilisn;t' 
(1990, p.87), and an authority on Adam Silirlli: writes that: 'The Weafth 
of Nations was adopted as the ideology of early �iberal cap�talism and 
its popularity may have been due as much to the way in which it -
accorded with the economic and politicalprejudices of the emergent 
bourgeoisie as to its intrinsic merits as a scholarly work' (Campbell, 
1971, p.15). Thus, many commentators have read Smith's The Wealth of 
Nations as a prescient anticipation of the capitalist ec�nomy; it has 
seemed to be a book that extolled the benefits of the unregulated, profit­
seeking market economy at a time when commercial market relations 
were becoming increasingly significant. 
According to this view of The Wealth of Nations, its centrepiece is the 
� 'il}Yisible hand', the mechanism by which the economic 
activities of profit-se�king indi�duals result in the greatest economic 
good for society as a whole. As _Smith wrote of the profit-seeking 
individuci.l: ' ... by directing that industry in such a manner as its 
produce may be of the greatest value, he intends only his own gain, and 
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he is in this, as in, many other cases, led by an invisible hand to 
promote an end which was no, part of his intention' (Smith, 1976b, 
p.456). Although eaGh individual is intending his own gain, it is argued 
thqt the overall effect is the promotion of the interest of society as a 
whole. Here is thought to lie the central core of the message of The 
Wealth of Nations: that there exists a fundamental harmony of interests 
between the activities of profit-seeking indhridualsand the generaTgooa 
Cifsociety as -awhoTe·.-Therema1nder ·a I this section will exinnhie three 

aspedS'orlliewr!tiiigs of Adam Smith that have achieved prominence 
as integral parts of this vision of the invisible hand: the competitive 
market (Section 3.2); the division of labour (Section 3.3); and the -

pursu1f of self-in�t (Section 3.4). T-his s�ction will als6-�consTder very 
1Jii�J!y __ hQW: econoii1iG$ developed after.Adam . .S.rr:t�:th (Section 3.5) 

3.2 THE OPERATION OF THE FREE MARKET ECONOMY 

By emphasizing the importance of profit-seeking and self-interest, Smith 
is thought to have been arguing in favour of free trade and against state 
involvement in the !=lconomy. The market mechanism works by allocating 
goods and resources by the free interplay of demand and supply, and so 
goods are produced only if they are thought to be profitable. In this 
situation, it is both unnecessary arid inefficient for the state to take an 
active economic role. Smith:s analysis of competitive markets and the 
formation of 'market price' has seemed to later economists to represent a 
high point in analytical precision. This analysis provides the core of 
Smith's 'allocation analysis', showing how resources in a capitalist 
economy are allocated by the operation of the price mechanism. 
These points are illustrated in the passage from The Wealth of Nations 
reproduced as Reading C. 

ACTIVITY 3 You should now read Reading C, 'The market', from The ·wealth of 
Nations by Adam Smith. 

In this passage Smith is showing how the competitive market price is 
responsive to the difference between demand and supply. If demand is 
greater than supply, then the market price will in,_crease, and if demand 
is less than supply then market price falls. In the longer term, the 
outcome is that the market price will eventually settle down at the level 
of the natural price; that is, at the level of costs of production, even 
though short-term shortages and surpluses will push the market price 
either above it or below it. 
The influence of this competitive market analysis has been immensely 
far-reaching. The notion of the invisible. hand at work in the competitive 
market carne to form a powerful basis for the nineteenth-century 
argument in favour of laissez-faire, the admonition that government 
should 'leave well alone'. According to this view, the capitalist 
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competitive market harnesses the natural self-interest of every 
individual person in such a way that the well-being of the society as a 
whole is promoted. If individuals are left alone to pursue their own 
profit, so the argument goes, the resulting outcome will be the most 
beneficial one. 

The economic implication of this argument in favour of laissez-faire 
capitalism coincided with the obvious political inference to be made. As 
the competitive marke�, untrammelled by bifrdensome restrictions, 
would promote both mdividl,lal prosperity and nati9nal prosperity, the 
state would_ be absolved {rom any duty of directing the ecqnomic affairs 
of private individual�, and wp1,1ld :erovide only the basic infrastructure of 
legal order, protection of private property- the linchpin of the,system­
and externaf defence._ltyv.:�s,l:l.C:C:.�Pt.�_d.that :there:would.need-tohe $Orne _ 
state provision of those items that could not be sec::11red satisfactorily 
through the market. T��se items are someti:m�s knownas.plibl!c�Si§.C;l�.­
gg.Q.d.$ .. �_1lch as eduq1pon, tr��P<Jrt.fin4. P.�fl:l!li"��;r.:yices. Vital though these 
goods are, they are not supplied in sufficient quantity to all who need 
them when they are left to the free market, and so most modern 
economies have designed alternative methods of provision involving the 
state or other community-based organizations. Furthermore, the political 
liberties associated with the individual citizen were now seen to be part 
and parcel of a wider set of liberties connected with the use of private 
property 8.n.d participation in competitive markets. This view seemed in 
many ways1 also to be a direct descendant of the writings of John Locke, 
according to which certain liberties and rights in the use of. private 
property were 'natural' rights that eyery person had and which could not 
without injustice be encroached upon. by the state. 

. 

The consequences of this view of the 'economy' as a self-regulating 
mechanism operating independently of the state were crucial for the 
future development of economic theory. Earlier concepts of the economy 
as an aspect of the political power of the state implie� that the dir�cting 
hand of the statesman was essential to the economic well-being of the 
state, but Smith's concept of the invisible hand seemed to mi:tke the 
statesman almost redundant in an economic sense. In the earlier writings 
of mercantilism, the statesman had performed vital functions for the 
economy, controlling its direction and securing a favourable balance of 
trade. Similarly, earlier paternalist concepts of the moral obligation of the 
state in ensuring a plentiful supply of provisions to the populace also 
seemed to become outmoded in the face of this new reliance on market 
provision. The new view of the competitive market as economic 
regulator meant ·that economic activities could be conceptualized 
independently of the role of the government in a way that had not been 
possible before The Wealth of Nations. A new understanding of the 
economy was thus being developed, one that enabled the 'economy' to be 
regarded as a separate domain or area of social life that was largely 
distinct from the political power and moral duties of the state. 

As the process of industrialization gathered momentum in the ninetenth 
century, and as social and economic change became more pronounced, 
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the issue of the role of the state became more pressing. The new analysis 
of the economy deriving from this reading of The Wealth of Nations was 
on� that placed the state largely outside the main sphere of economic 
operations, and this had enormous repercussions for the actual role of 
the state during that time of social upheaval. It is arguable that the state 
was always more actively involved in the nineteenth-century economy 
than the official opinion of the times· either sought or recognized, but the 
prevailing views about the limited economic role of the government did 
have a far-reaching effect on British public opinion. It is for this reason 
that Campbell could-argue, as we have seen, that the influence of The 
Wealth of Nations resulted not only from its intrinsic merits as a 
scholarly work but also from its popularity as the 'ideology of early 
liberal capitalism'. And these political effects are still providing powerful 
reverberations in the last decades of the twentieth century, when a 
number of governments in both Eastern and Western Europe have been 
involved in a series of disengagements from their national economies. In 
the UK, the Conservative governments from 1979.initiated a series of 
moves intended to reduce government involvement in and responsibility 
for the overall economic performance of the country. 

3.3 THE DIVISION OF LABOUR 

Another area in which The Wealth of Nations has seemed to have its 
finger firmly on the pulse of the future is that concerning the economic 
advantages deriving from the 'division of lab�ur'. Smith argue� that the 
division of labour had made possible an enormousj_JJ.crease inthe 

_ 

productivity of labour in w.Q�!_l!_f:} JE3!'P.l� 'opUlent' countries. There are 
twoasp-eas-to-tllls--divisTon of labour. First, there is the division of 
labour between diffg!__�r:J,t_Q:ades. Second, there is the division of labour 
within the manufacture of a single good; here Smith provides the 
example of pin-making, where the operation has been divided into as 
many as eighteen separate activities. The second extract from The 
Wealth of Nations (Reading D) is a very famous one which provides an 
account of the division of labour. 

ACTIVITY 4 Now read Reading D, 'The division of labour', by Adam Smith, which 
has been taken frmn the opening chapters of The �:vealth of Nations. 

As you read, ma;-;-_e brief notes on what Smith has to say on: 

1 the pa.rtlr:ular factors causing the increased output resulting from 
the division of labour; 

2 the range and quality of the goods available to ordinary working 
people; 

3 the factors which determine the extent to which the division of 
labour may actually be carried out. 
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1 In this extract Smith argues that the greatest improvements in the 
productive powers of labour have been the result of the division of 
labour, and he spends .some time describing how this occurs in a trifling 
manufacture such as pin-making. He refers to the eighteen or so distinct 
operations involved, and argues that the division of labour increases a 
man's output from between one and twenty pins a day to about 4,800 

pins a day. Smith gives the particular factors that cause this increased 
output as: the increased dexterity arising from the repetition of simple 
tasks; the saving of time lost in passing from one task to another; and 
the invention of specialized machines which this a-lose division of work 
is thought to encourage. 
2 The effect of this dtvision of labour for the range and quality of 
goods is startling, and brings to mind Roy Porter's description of the 
shopping possibilities that developed during the eighteenth century. A 
consequence of this worldwide dj._yisioggf lapour is_that even a.---

' common artificer or day-labol,ll'er in a �i.:0Ji_s_ed_and thriving country' 
has access to a wide range of commodities that represent the labour 
inputs of many thousands of other workers. Thus, even an ordinary 
workman takes for granted.the extensive worldwide division ot'labour 
involved in providing his basic articles of consumption. The result of 
this division of labour for the workman's overall standard_of living, 
Smith argues, is that, though-the-diller���e betweenhi;Tif�style and 
that of the rich in his oWn country might seem great, it is probably less 
than the difference between his own material standards and those of an 
'African king, the absolute master of the lives and liberties of ten 
thousand naked savages'. Smith's acceptance of the cultural 
determinants of this comparison with an 'African king' points to the 
wide interest of the time in the experiences of other societies, something 
which will be explored critically in Chapter 6; the point to notice here 
is that Smith argues that even the humble day-labourer is the 
unknowing beneficiary of a worldwide division of labour. 
3 The extent to which this division of labour can actually be carried 
out in any society depends on the extent of the market. A porter, for 
example, cannot find sufficient employment in a village, and in lone 
houses and small villages every farmer must also be butcher, baker and 
brewer to his own family. In Chapter 3 of The Wealth of Nations, from 
which the last two paragraphs of Reading D are taken, Smith goes on to 
recognize the productive possibilities opening up in the move' towards 
larger urban centres and the improved transport and communications 
that were illustrated in Section 2 above. Smith's argument also provides 
powerful ammunition for the opening up of markets on both a regional 
and international level as, the larger the market, the greater are the 
possibilities for an increased division of labour and further 
improvements in productivity. 

The two extracts from The Wealth of Nations in Readings C and D thus 
suggest a view of Smith's writings as endorsing the new market­
orientated commerce of his own day and also presaging the later events 
of the Industrial Revolution. The passages on the· competitive market 
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take it for granted: that any person will use his own property to his own 
indiyidual advantage} in t_,his Smith was very much following the 
general approach of the eighteenth.century, which placed considerable 
importance on the righfto use one's own property. Indeed, for Smith 
one of the social benefits of a commercial society was that the 
monetized relations replacing the older relations of servitude and 
dep ... endence were conducive to greater liberty for all, including the 
lower ranks of society; but note that this independence was based on a 
generalized self-interest. 

3.4 SELF-INTEREST 

In The Wealth of Nations Smith discusges self-interest in the context of 
the need to save and increase the stock of capital so that production 'can 
be ex)! an de d. Smith-cil.so. disCussesambTfionand.seif:fnterest in the 
context ofiiiS' account of moral philosophy in The Theory of Moral 
Sentiments, first pub_lished in 1759 but extensively revised shortly 
before h_!s death in 1790.)n TheTJYealth of Nations, self-ii1_ter�si}s._ 
discussecf..more narrovvlyJp. termsgf its econmn..jc effects. Reading.E, the 
thircrand. final extract fro:rn, Ad�UILSmith's writings, has l>�en selected 
froi!J_The Theory of Moral Sentiments where Smith discusses ambition 
and the desire to 'better our condition'. 

ACTIVITY 5 You should now read Reading E, 'The origin of ambition', which has 
been selected from The Theory of 1\doral Sentiments to give you the 
opportunity to read something of Smith's moral evaluation of social and 
economic ambition. As you read this piece, make brief notes on the 
basic reason why people desire to better their condition. 

In this extract Smith argues that ambition is based on a person's desire 
to be approved by oth�rs. It is not ease but vanity, Smith. argues, that 
promotes people to wish to better their condition. Smith says: 'To be 
observed, to be attended to, to be take.n notice of with sympathy, 
compiacency, and approbation, are all the advantages which we can 
propose to derive from it. It

' is the \TC}gjj:yL_gg_t th.�.,���bQLthe-ple!!§i!I�, 
which iriterElsts_g$.' Smith's argument is that it is not the pursuit of 
riches or h:iXuries for their own sake that attractsrpeople, but the effect 
which the possession of these items will have on other people. For this 
reason it is the conspicuous consumption of the rich which marks them 
off and guarantees the attention and approbation of other people. From 
an economic point of view, Smith is here referring to what modern 
economists refer to as 'pg_s.j:tl,gnal_gqod�:; that is, status goods which by 
definition cannot be owned.by a large number of people without losing 
something of their appeal. Thus, Smith's analysis of human ambition is 
not restricted to its economic dimension. He argues that people very 
often strive after material goods not for the sake of those goods 
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themselves but because of the social esteem and respect that they think 
such wealth will bring them. In this sense, such goods are not so much 
an end in themselves, but a means to C!ll end, that of social approbation. 

Adam Smith's writings on the economy formed just a part of his larger 
intellectual interests, which included moral philosophy, jurisprudence, 
history, science, rhetoric and the study of fine writing. In spite of the 
comprehensiveness of Smith's interests, however, the separation 
between his writings on mora!.Pb.ilo_sophy (in The Theory of Moral 
Sentime�ts) ancl__his writings on the ElCQnomy (in ]'he Wealth of Nations) 
has ��tthe patt�rn f91� much_�gQp.g:rnic writi:O:g sP:l�:;e which has aspired 
to foin the scientific rather than the moral or social approach to 
ecogomic analysis. This separation ha.:s rein.for_ced the view that The 
Wealth of Nations can tie read independently of Smith's other works 
and that it exemplifies the new Enlightenment approach to a rational 
and scientific study of society. It has also provided a famous precedent 
for the later professionalization of economics as a discipline 
purportedly characterized by a scientific rather than a moral approach 
to economic issues. 

3.5 AFTER ADAM SMITH 

Adam Smith's analysis was developed by other writers in the course of 
the nineteenth century, although most of these later writers took a 
narrower approach to the economy which excluded a historical or 
moral dimension. 

One such writer was the economist David Ricardo (1772-1823). He took 
a more abstract approach to economic issues, and was particularly 
concerned to refine what he took to be the glimmer of a labour theory of 
value in The Wealth of Nations. In developing his own labour theory of 
value in his book On the Principles of Political Economy and Taxation 
(1817), Ricardo put at centre stage the issue of the distribution of 
income between the three main classes of society (landlords, capitalists 
and labourers) in his analysis of the relationship between rent, profits 
and wages. 

Karl Marx (1818-83) challenged Smith in a number Q[different ways 
and argued that The Wealth of Nations was essentially an ideological 
defence of emerging capitalism. Das Kapital was published in 1867 and 
translated into English in 188? under the title Capital; in this book 
Marx argued that capitalism was characterized not by an underlying 
harmony of interests but by an irreconcilable confliCt of interest 
between capital and labour. Marx's analysis therefore challenged the 
doctrine of the invisible hand, and instead emphasized the exploitation 
of the working class and the revolutionary need to overthrow the 
capitalist system. 

In the twentieth century, one of the greatest challenges to the doctrine of 
the invisible hand came from John M8.Y-ll� (1883-1946), .:w:bEse 
most famous book _T:f.zf?_G_eB_�r.__qf .Tftf!QfY__ _of}JII.JpJcryraent,.Interest and -----

---------·----·- - - ··-
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Maney was published in 1936 during a period of high unemployment. 
The issue that KeYI!es adgressed was not exploitation but 
unemployment; he argued that, co:p.trary to·the doctrine of the invisible 
hand, it may not always be the case tlt.EJ.Jg�_Qursuit of individual 
interesfis ·consonant wi� fu�Lgen�!:.�U-��J;-�LJn particular, Keynes 
argued tha.ftiie-!ailure of 'aggregate demand' is the fundamental cause of 
proJonged unemployment in the modern economy, and that 
goverll.l-nents $hould take upon the�selves the re�ponsibility f9r 
increasing aggregate deiJ?.and and reducing unemployment. Keynes' 
analysis·was intended as an answer to the social:l.st challenge; by making 
capitalism function more efficiently and more equitably, it was thought 
that its revolutionary overthrow would become unnecessary. 

Keynes' doctrines became influential both at the level of government 
economic policy and at the level of popular debate, but by the late 
1970s the twin problems of 'sta�' - stag!J,atiqn and inflation­
were associated with a new airti-Keynesianism. By.:t:h� J�t�l970s and 
early 1980s, a new fre�:-m.arket and 8Jlti::statist approa.q.h had becOme · ·  

dominant in many countries including the UI�, and this approach 
explicitly looked back to the tradition of The Weqlth of Nations for 
political and analytical support. Adam Smith was then popularly cited 
not only· as the 'father' of_e�_onomics but as the original architect of a 
free-market, capitalistoreler in which the economic role of the state · 

would be minimal. 
· 

3.6 CONCLUSION 

Section 3 of this chapter has shown how Adam Smith's The Wealth of 
Nations has been understood as the beginning of a new kind of 
scientific analysis of the capitalist market economy. In particular, the 
section has outlined the theory of the invisible hand as an account <;l 
the capitalist market mechanism, the division of labour as an 
explanation of the sources of increased productiveness, and th� 
pervasiveness and strength of the motive to 'hetter one's. condition' as a 
spur to individual profit-seeking behaviour. In laying down this 

· 

framework for the objective study of the capitalist economy, Smith's 
influence was also enhanced by the fact that he correctly· anticipated the 
actual development of the UK ecmfomy. Writing before the period when 
the largely agricultural economy" of the UK turned into the workshop of 
the world, Smith was able to point to just those developments that were 
going to prove decisive for the industrial growth of the capitalist 
economy during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The power and 
appeal of The Wealth of Nations at both the economic and the 
ideological level are thus thought to be a direct result of the timely 
nature of its analysis. 
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4 A MODERN ECO��Oi\AICS? 

Seeing the analysis of The Wealth of Nations as a direct response to 
changes in the economy gives a robustness to the account of its 
enormous influence; as a tract for the times it spoke directly to the 
economic interests of its own day, and in the same vein it is thought to 
speak directly to us today. This approach to the founding or 'classic' 
texts of an academic discipline is a common one, but it is a view that is 
not well borne out by recent research. In th�s -section I shall diaw on 
recent research which :P.as attempte,d to understand Adam S!ffith's 
writings as part qf the broader_ context of the eighteenth-century 
Enlightenment, where questions of commerce and wealth were 
indissolubly linked with questions of history, jurisprudence, law, 
government and morality (Winch, 1978; Haakonssen, 1981; Hont and 
Ignatieff, 1983; Teichgraeber, 1986; Brown, 1991). 

4.1 ANTICIPATING THE MODERN ECONOMY? 

This newer approach to Adam Smith's writings points up a number of 
weaknesses in the traditional interpretation presented in Section 3. First, 
the traditional interpretation results in a process of 'historical 
foreshortening' that overlooks the differences between the modem period 
and the earlier period when The Wealth of Nations was written. Seeing 
The Wealth of Nations as an eiD:b_�yg_p.ic __ Q.escdption_of'early. liberal 
C_9:PH?lism' tends to exaggerate th� .extg:r]tto, which the eighteenth _ 
century-ofS:riiith's own -day had already embarked on an irreversibl� 
process ·annodern �_conomic transformation. This reduces the historical 
distance between The Wealth of Nations and our own period, thus 
contributing to our sense that such a book, although written over 200 

years ago, may yet speak directly to us now. But as we saw in Section 2 of 
this chapter, the process of economic change in the eighteenth century 
was slow and uneven. The economy of the eighteenth century was a pre­
industrial economy, and it is anachronistic to think that Adam Smith 
could have had in mind a later modern industrial economy. 

If we reconsider the passage on the division of l�bour in Reading D and 
read it in the context of the small-scale, unmodernized state of British 
industry at that time, a different impression is giv.en. In this extract, we 
have already seen that Smith was capturing something of the new 
developments of his own day, but, at. the same time, we should note what 
he does not say. Smith's discussion is framed-in terms of a trifling · 
manufacture involving very little in the way of capital investment, where 
the production process is very labour-intensive. Smith describes how 
'One man draws out the wire, another strciights_it,athirdcuts_it,aJourth 
p<:Ji_il..ts it ... 'etc. In the middle-of the eighteenth century, pin production 
was organized as a cottage 1ndustry, with a hundred or more pin 
'manufactories' employing a handful or so of workers each, although 
much of this work was located in workhouses; the little pin manufactory 
that Smith himself had apparently witnessed employed only ten men. It 
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Wedgwood cameos in Matthew Boulton's Soho Manufactory, near Birmingham, c.1781: a 'model' 
Boulton cut steel frames eighteenth-century manufactor� 
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Boulton's manufactory was something of a showpiece for its forward-looking 
approach. In 1770, about 700 workers were employed, producing a range of metal 
goods, including 'toy' goods such as the Wedgwood cameos set in steel frames 
shown above. James Watt's famous 'lap' engine, which used steam power for 
driving the laps or polishing buffs, was not introduced until 1788, twelve years after 
the publication of The Wealth of Nations. 

was not until the nineteenth century that machine production of pins 
was introduced and it was this, rather than the division of labour as such, 
that vastly increased labour productivity in pin production (Pratten, 
1980). Thus, what is not included in Smith's account is the impact of 
machine production on the division of labour and how this affects the 
size of factories and the structure of industry. We should therefore be 
cautious about assuming that the example of the pin manufactory 
provides an astute anticipation of the enormous productive pot�ntial that 
lurked in the shadows of the Industrial Revolution of the future. In the 
case of the division of labour, as elsewhere, Smith's examples are 
typically of small-scale, low-technology industries requiring little in the 
way of capital equipment, industries that were more characteristic of the 
small-scale manufactories and cottage industries of his own time than the 
factories that came in the following century. 

A second major problem with the traditional view of Adam Smith is that 
it is based on an implicit selection of those passages that seem to speak 
directly to an audience of modern economists and a relative neglect of 
those passages that fail to do so. Thus, those passages that refer to the 
debates that were current in the eighteenth century gradually become 
invisible as they become meaningless to later readers who are unfamiliar 
with those earlier debates. This means that many passages containing 
economic arguments, historical comparisons, political analyses, juristic 
comment, or moral assessments that relate to an eighteenth-century 
context, are simply ignored as irrelevant. In this way, the main thrust of 
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the argument of the book is reconstructed retrospectively in terms of the 
interests and preconceptions of a later age. 

In interpreting The Wealth of Nations as a signpost for the emerging 
liberal capitalist order, this implicit selection of passages is based on 
their congruence with modern notions of the superior productiveness 
and underlying harmony of the free-market order as represented by the 
invisible hand. But The Wealth of Nations also contains passages 
criticizing the effects of the division of labour and t?-e unfettered pursuit 
of individual self-interest. The passage on the divijiion of labour which 
is reproduced as Reading D is a very famous one; less famous is the 
following passage from a later chapter on the harmful effects of the 
division of labour: 

The man whose whole life is spent in performing a few simple 
operations, of which the effects too are, perhaps, always the same, 
or very nearly the same, has no occasion to exert his understanding, 
or to exercise his invention in finding out expedients for removing 
difficulties which never occur. He naturally loses, therefore, the 
habit of such exertion, and generally becomes as stupid and 
ignorant as it is possible for a human creature to become. The torpor 
of his mind renders him, not only incapable of relishing or bearing a 
part in any rational conversation, but of conceiving any generous, 
noble, or tender sentiment, and consequently of forming any just 
judgment concerning many even of the ordinary duties of private 
life. Of the great and extensive interests of his country, he is 
altogether incapable of judging; and unless very particular pains 
have been taken to render him otherwise, he is equally incapable of 
defending his country in war. 
(Smith, 1976b, p.782) 

A life spent repeating a few simple operations is thought to lead to 
stupidity and ignorance; the torpor of the mind thereby induced, Smith 
argues, renders a person incapable of entering into rational conversation 
and unable to make moral or political judgments. A man's natural 
courage is corrupted, making him incapable of defending his country. 
Smith's condemnation here is unequivocal and contrasts strongly with 
an idealized picture presented later in The Wealth of Nations of a 
person's intellectual and moral capabilities in the early stages of society 
before the advent of commercial society. This shows that Smith's 
attitude towards commercial society was not one of undiluted approval. 
He recognized and appreciated the improved productive power arising 
from the division of labour, especially as this led to an improvement in 
the living conditions of the poor, but he clearly disapproved of what he 
saw as the intellectual, moral and martial impoverishment of the 
'inferior ranks' of society in the commercial stage of society. 

Furthermore, as this chapter proceeds, Smith compares the degraded 
'inferior ranks' of his own society with both the 'barbarous' nations 
which preceded commercial society and with the ancient republics of 
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Greece and Rome. These comparisons show that Smith admired the 
classical notion of an active u�d virtuous citizenry, which included the 
capacity to:bear·arms in defence of ip.e republic. Smith argued that, in 
the commercial stage of society, the inevitable division of labour had 
proceede'd to such a point that a professional army had become a more 
practical proposition than arming the citizenry. Nevertheless, the 
cla:S§ical model remained something of an ideal for Smith, and it was 
one against which the actual experience of commercial society 
compared unfavourably in a number of respects. In these passages, 
Smith is responding to a specifically eighteenth-century context formed 
partly by a new interest in comparing the development of society 
through a number of different historical stages, and also by an older 
discourse on the nature of 'civic virtue' which tended to take the 
ancient republics of Greece and Rome as models for a particular kind of 
active and participatory citizenship for a favoured male elite. Smith's 
own framework for assessing the effects of the division of labour 
therefore derived from a set of concerns that were specific to the 
eighteenth century. 

Smith's solution to the degrading effects of the division of labour was the 
public provision of.elementary school education for the poor, which 
would compensate to some extent for the debilitating effects of the 
division of labour, as well as equipping young minds more effectively for 
later adult work. Smith's arguinent here is that this provision should be 
made irrespective ofany direct economic advantage that may accrue to the 
state, although in his view there would be a considerable advantage. In 

particular, Smith points to the political and public order implications of 
having a decent and respectable populace which is able to make political 
judgments calmly, free of either political or religious faction. 

This example shows how ready Smith was to recommend state 
involvement where arguments of social benefit or political expediency 
seemed to call for it, and is a far cry from the traditional picture of him 
as the opponent of all state activities. In spite of references in his 
writings to the harmony of interests in society, there are also many 
references to the conflict of interests between different groups and 
classes in society, and there are also many practical instances 
throughout The Wealth of Nations of cases where the state should 
intervene in one way or another, in addition to what Smith saw as the 
three basic state functions of defence, justice, and maintenance of 
public institutions and works. 

A third problem with the traditional interpretation of Adam Smith is 
that it is blind to the textual nuances evident in Smith's writings, even 
in those passages that seem to speak more directly to a later time. This 
leads it to overlook the range of other influences at work in Smith's 
texts that make the meaning of even these familiar passages much more 
problematic than the traditional interpretation accepts. As an example 
of this, consider again Readings C and E from Adam Smith's writings, 
whis;h you studied in Sections 3.2 and 3.4. 
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ACTIVITY 6 Taking the first extract on the operation of the competitive market in 
Reading C, re-read this passage and make a note of any words or 
expressions that you would not expect to see in a modern piece of 
economic analysis. 

This is not an easy activity. Having already read the extract as a piece of 
modern economic analysis, it is not easy to re-reacl, it looking for 
elements that stand apart from modern economics. 

As I re-read this passage I noted two expressions that I would not expect 
to see in a modern piece of economic writing. The first expression is that 
of 'natural price', an expression that would not even occur to a modern 
economist. The traditional interpretation of The Wealth of Nations 
regards this as a reference to 'long run costs'; the passage is thus taken to 
mean that in a competitive market the market price will eventually settle 
down at the level of long run costs, a result that is fully consonant with 
modern economic analysis. But the expression derives from a long 
tradition of 'natural law' treatises where the natural price is discussed 
along with the market price. Indeed, Smith first used this expression in 
the course of his lectures on jurisprudence, law and government, which 
were delivered at the University of Glasgow during the period 1752-64; 

these lectures were not published during Smith's lifetime but students' 
notes have since been published, providing modern scholars with the 
content of these lectures (Smith, 1978). The natural law treatises are in 
turn linked to the broader tradition of Stoic philosophy, a philosophy 
which greatly influenced Adam Smith. Within the Stoic philosophy, a 
person is enjoined to live 'according to nature' and so the attribute 
'natural' was permeated with normative and philosophical overtones. 
The natural law tradition is also linked to mediaeval discussions of the 
'just price', and for this reason some commentators have argued that the 
expression 'natural price' carries with it some of the moral resonances of 
the earlier just price discussions. 

The second expression that I would not expect to see in a modern piece 
of economic writing is that of the 'wanton luxury' of those demanding a 
good, which pushes its market price above the natural price. Modern 
economic analysis accepts that high-income consumers have a relatively 
large influence on market outcomes, but the expression 'wanton luxury' 
carries with it a set of value judgments that modern economists would 
normally avoid .. The expression can however be located within the 
context of eighteenth-century mercantilist and moral debates about the 
effect of 'luxury' (i.e. consumerism) on morals, manners and the 
employment of labour. A famous contribution to this debate was 
Bernard Mandeville's The Fabl� of the Bees (1714), which argued that 
private vices (i.e. 'luxury' or consumerism) lead to public benefits (i.e. 
increased demand for goods and hence �ncreased employment). 
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ACTIVITY 7 Now look again at the third of.the Smith extracts, Reading E, from The 
Theory o!_Jvforal Sentiments. Re-read this long paragraph, and consider 
what you think is Smith's attitude-towards the ambition to 'better our 
condition'. Do you think that the tone of the piece changes as it 
progresses? 

Stylistically this passage is more complex than much of The Wealth of 
Nations. Consider the place where Smith asks from whence arises the 
emulation which runs through all the different ranks of men. Read the 
answer which follows directly ('To be observed, to be attended to ... ' 
etc.), and consider whether you think that Smith is endorsing this 
answer in the sense of justifying or defending ambition. 

It seems to me that the tone changes markedly in the course of this long 
paragraph. The paragraph starts by appearing to identify with the man of 
ambition; the voice in which the text is couched is that of the first person 
plural, which seems to include us all in the scope of the human 
naturalness of ambition. But in the course of the paragraph there is a shift 
to a more detached voice which refers to the man of ambition in the third 
person and, with critical reserve, notes that ambition inevitably involves 
anxiety, mortification and the loss of ease and security. 

In a later passage Smith refers to 'wealth and greatness' as 'mere trinkets 
of frivolous utility, no more adapted for procuring ease of body or 
tranquility of mind than the tweezer-cases of the lover of toys' (1976a, 
p.181). He also argues that power and riches are 'enormous and operose 
machines contrived to produce a few trifling conveniencies to the body' 
(ibid., pp.182-3). Here we see Smith the moral philosopher inveighing 
against the consumerism of his own time and the futility of worldly 
ambition by deploying the language and argument of Stoic philosophy. 
In The Theory of Moral Sentiments there are many references to the 
Stoics, whose philosophy influenced Smith more deeply than any other, 
although he did. not accept it in its entirety. According to the Stoic 
philosophy, a person's happiness and virtue are not dependent on 
material well-being; a person may be happy and virtuous in a cottage as 
well as a palace, more so most likely, and Smith generally went along 
with this view. 

Thus, recent research on Adam Smith has argued that the traditional 
interpretation of his writings is inadequate, and this section has 
suggested some of the ways in which the traditional interpretation leads 
to historical foreshortening, retrospective selectivity, and textual 
blindnesses. Different writers within the research approach outlined in 
this section stress different aspects of this, but what they all share is an 
awareness of the historical complexity of Adam Smith's writings. 
Drawing on. the notion of 'discourse' from Section 2, we could say that 
the new approach attempts to understand Adam Smith's writings as a 
distinct form of discourse according to its own terms of reference and 
its own framework of assumptions. This means that it has to be situated 



FORMATIONS OF MODERNITY 

with respect to other discourses of the eighteenth century in order to 
identify its own internal points of reference which determine its 
meaning. As we saw in this section, this implies that Adam Smith's 
discourse can be understood only with respect to other writings of the 
eighteenth century and earlier, writings such as the natural law 
discourse, the mercantilist discourse, and the stoic discourse. It also 
implies that the detailed linguistic and stylistic features of Adam 
Smith's writings are also significant. 

If Adam Smith was not the 'prophet of capitali�m', how are we to 
understand The Wealth of Nations? The following section will present a 
brief account of an alternative reading. 

4.2 THE SYSTEM OF NATURAL LIBERTY 

One of the objects of enquiry during the Enlightenment was the idea of 
social progress and the way that a society's laws, government and mode 
of subsistence were uniquely linked. Underlying this interest was a 
concern with the apparently unstable or cyclical nature of much 
historical development. We have seen how Smith was fascinated with the 
ancient Greek and Roman republics, but these republics eventually fell 
into decline or absolutism and were overtaken by other forms of 
government. Within the mercantilist discourse too, concern was 
expressed about the long-term course of international trade; it was feared 
that a rich country would eventually find itself unable to compete 
internationally unless the statesman intervened. This raised a serious 
question about the long-term trajectory of the commercial system in 
which Smith himself lived. What was the place of international trade in 
the progress of 'opulence'- Smith's own term for economic growth­
and what were the respective roles for agriculture and manufactures? 

Smith's answer to this problem was to propose a scheme of the 'natural' 
progress of opulence; that is, a scheme whereby the natural order of 
economic progression for any country, reflecting people's natural 
preferences, was also the best possible order of development. In this 
way, a system of 'natural liberty', where economic agents would choose 
freely how to use their economic property, would best promote a · 

country's opulence. In this scheme of development, Smith argued that 
agriculture was the sector that would inevitably be developed first. He 
based his claim on the idea of a natural division of labour between the 
country and the towns, in which the development of the towns would 
necessarily be subsequent to the development of agriculture which 
produced the Jood and raw materials required by the towns. The sector 
which would naturally be developed next was that of domestic 
manufactures, which was responsible for working up the raw materials 
into the goods required by the domestic population. According to this 
scheme, foreign trade would be developed last in the sequence and only 
when the needs of domestic agriculture and manufactures required it. 
Foreign trade was thus seen as following the development of domestic 
output rather than leading it: 
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According to the natural course of things, therefore, the greater 
part of the capital of every growing society is, first, directed to 
agricp.lture, afterwards to manufactures, and last of all to foreign 
commerce. This order of things is .so very natural, that in every 
society that had any territory, it has always, I believe, been in some 
degree observed . 

.., (Smith, 1976b, p.380) 

When Smith then analysed the actual development of Europe he found 
that this 'natural' order had been inverted by the mercantilist policies of 
Europe which had developed the towns before the country, and 
promoted foreign commerce before domestic production was ready for 
it. This inversion of the natural sequence of development, Smith argued, 
resulted in an 'unnatural and retrograde order' where agriculture had 
been relatively neglected in the mercantilist race for exploiting new 
foreign markets. Smith of course poured scorn on the mercantilist 
concern with the balance of trade and the beggar-my-neighbour 
attitudes that this had fostered. Smith argued that it was always in a 
country's best economic interest to buy from the cheapest supplier and 
devote its own resources to producing what it could produce most 
efficiently at lowest cost. Exceptions there may be for reasons of 
national security, but on straight economic grounds Smith argued that 
trade protection and colonial-monopolies could not pay their way. 

Smith therefore charged the mercantilist system with leading 
governments into misconceived policies, but note that his arguments 
were based on the superiority of agriculture over manufactures, and 
manufactures over foreign trade. In the absence of government 
restrictions and in the absence of the monopoly with the North American 
colonies, Smith argued that more resources would be devoted first to 
agriculture and then to domestic manufactures and that this rerouting of 
resources would be beneficial in promoting opulence. By arguing for free 
trade Smith was not promoting trade and commerce, but was opposing 
what he saw as their artificial and harmful overdevelopment. 

This interpretation makes it easier to understand how Smith could 
speak so harshly about manufacturers and traders, masters and 
employers. Throughout The Wealth of Nations there are adverse 
comments on the 'mean and rapacious spirit' of manufacturers and 
traders, comments that fall into place when it is realized that The 
Wealth of Nations was not written as a eulogy to trade and 
manufactures but as an analysis of their undue pervasiveness and 
influence. Smith spoke bitterly of the activities of manufacturers and 
traders, and he advised that any proposal for a new law or regulation on 
trade 'ought always to be listened to with great precaution' because it 
comes from 'an order of men, whose interest is never exactly the same 
with that of the publick, who have generally an interest to deceive and 
even to oppress the publick, and who accordingly have, upon many 
occasions, both deceived and oppressed it' (Smith, 1976b, p.267). These 
passages show that Smith was not putting forward a simple-minded 
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theory of the invisible hand, according to which the pursuit of 
individual interest always resulted in a benefit to the public interest. 
Smith tended to be somewhat sceptical of the motivations and the 
claims made by any particular order of men, whether they were 
manufacturers, the clergy, professors or statesmen, and his general 
stance on many issues of policy was one of sceptical analyst rather than 
ardent reformer. 

As Smith argued that the 'natural' order of development from agriculture 
through manufactures to commerce would be pursued in the absence of 
government intervention, he was able to provide a scheme of economic 
development, based on his system of natural liberty, that was not 
dependent on state 'direction. As we have seen, however, this does not 
imply that Smith saw no role for the government, nor does it imply that 
he wanted a sudden dismantling of the existing regulations on trade. 
Smith's preference was always for gradual change that would take public 
opinion into acount, even where he felt that opinion to be misguided. 

Britain's dependence on foreign trade continued unabated into the 
nineteenth century and beyond. At the end of the twentieth century one 
of the weak features of the UK economy is its ability to provide enough 
exports to pay for imports, a trend which appears to be worsening. But 
economists do not now hold to the view that there is a natural or 
normal course of development from agriculture to manufactures to 
commerce that every economy has to follow. Furthermore, economists 
do not now agree with Smith that agriculture, taken by itself, is the most 
beneficial form of economic activity. Here Smith was influenced by a 
group of French writers who have come to be known as the physiocrats, 
and who formed a group around the physician Frangois Quesnay. These 
writers were active in the 1760s when Adam Smith was visiting France 
as tutor to the young Duke of Buccleuch. The physiocrats had argued 
that only the agricultural sector was productive in producing a net 
product out of which taxes to the government could be paid. Smith 
disagreed vvith the physiocratic argument that all sectors other than 
agriculture were unproductive, but in formulating his criticisms of their 
theory he adopted the physiocrats' approach of identifying different 
sectors according to their contribution to society's annual revenue. 
Whereas the physiocrats argued that only agriculture contributes to 
annual revenue, Smith argued that all sectors contribute, but that 
agriculture contributes the most, followed by manufactures, followed by 
commerce and trade. 

Thus, the theoretical basis of Smith's conception of the natural progress 
of opulence was derived in part from the physiocrats; this was because 
Smith partly adopted their own perspective in categorizing and ranking 
different sectors of the economy, even as he was developing his own 
criticisms of their theories. Here, then, we see another example of how 
The Wealth of Nations derives from and can be understood only in 
terms of its relationship with other d�scourses of the eighteenth century. 
The physiocrats' approach is one that rapidly fell into disfavour; by the 
early nineteenth century their theories were being heavily criticized and 
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little of their work found its way into mainstrea;rn economics, although 
Marx developed the· notion of productive and unproductive labour 
which Smith derived from the physiocrats. These sections of The 
Wealth of Nations have become largely neglected areas of his book. 
Smith's analysis of the inversion of the natural progress of opulence as 
the basis for his extended criticisms of the mercantile system has thus 
slipEed from sight in many of the interpretations of The Wealth of 
Nations. Conversely, because Smith's analysis of the competitive market 
(reviewed above in section 3.2) is a form of analysis that modern 
commentators can make sense of in terms of their own understanding of 
demand and supply, it has been reinterpreted as the most prominent 
feature of his system of natural liberty. 

Thus, what we see happening is that those parts of The Wealth of 
Nations that seem to relate most readily to modern forms of economic 
analysis are the parts that are emphasized in modern interpretations of 
Smith's work, and those parts that refer to other forgotten or neglected 
approaches slip gradually from view. In this way, over a period of time, 
the picture of The Wealth of Nations that has emerged is one that is 
made .consonant with modern interests and perspectives. 

5 CONCLUSION: SIGNPOSTING 1-HE 

FUTURE? 

One rea�:;on why the Enlightenment period is so challenging is that it 
seems to present social science with an account of its own origins. By 
searching for its origins, modern social science attempts to understand 
the course of its own development and hence arrive at a deeper 
understanding of its present state of knowledge. But this chapter has 
argued that we have no direct entry route into the eighteenth century, 
into either the course of its economic development or its writings about 
economic development. Any intellectual process of exploring the 
eighteenth century and its literary products must take place within a 
discursive framework of one sort or another that provides us with a way 
of reading and understanding those eighteenth-century materials. 

In the case of the economic changes taking place in the eightenth 
century, we reviewed two different approaches, each of which may be 
seen as a different kind of historical discourse. The discourse on 
nascent consumerism provided us with one way of understanding 
changing attitudes to the acquisition and display of material goods; it 
provides an interpretation of _diverse materials such as newspaper 
advertisements, fashion reports, and retailing developments, and the 
output of satirists such as Hogarth, within the same unifying discursive 
framework. The statistical analysis of the economic historians or 
cliometricians represents another kind of historical discourse; 
employing modern economic theories and statistical methods, modern 
estimation techniques are used to· construct a unified account of the 



momentum of economic development from the scattered data of the 
eighteenth century. 

Similarly, in the case of Adam Smith's writings, or Adam Smith's 
discourse if y ou like, alternative interpretative strategies were reviewed. 
Section 3 outlined a traditional reading of Adam Smith's discourse 
which located it firmly within the context of what were perceived to be 
immanent changes in economic activity. According to this 
interpretation, The Wealth of Nations was a signpost for the newly 
emerging liberal capitalist order which became _pre-eminent in the 
nineteenth century. According to this approach, Adam Smith is also 
regarded as the 'father' of modern economics; by this is meant that his 
work laid the analytical foundations on which modern economics has 
been built. A sign of his own times and a sign of the future, Adam 
Smith's writings were seen as the fountainhead and guiding spirit for an 
entirely new economic order. 

But Section 4 of this chapter argued that Smith's own writings do not 
unambiguously lend support to such an interpretation. Smith's own 
system of natural liberty was based not only on the traditional analysis of 
the competitive market, but more signficantly on the natural progress of 
opulence from agriculture to manufactures to commerce. The guiding 
hand of the statesman was replaced by the invisible hand, but this still 
allowed scope for state involvement in the economy in a number of 
ways. Smith was so far from being an uncritical supporter of an economic 
system motivated entirely by self-interest that he frequently made harsh 
judgments on the activities of employers, manufacturers and dealers; and 
he was so far from recommending an expansion of commerce and 
manufactures that he argued instead that these sectors had been 
overdeveloped in relation to agriculture, a more beneficial activity. 

It was argued further that The Wealth of Nations has been interpreted in 
terms of modern discourses on the economy and that in this process 
large sections of the book have been overlooked. The effect of this 
approach has been to reconstruct The Wealth of Nations in the image of 
the concerns of a later time, and thence to find in it the origins of a later 
course of development. The alternative account of Adam Smith's 
discourse that was presented in Section 4 was one that involved using a 
different interpretative matrix; here Adam Smith's discourse was 
interpreted in terms of other discourses of the Enlightenment which 
were held to account for the particular positioning and textual 
reso;nances of the arguments of The Wealth of Nations. For example, 
Smith's own moral evaluation of commercial society was interpreted in 
terms ofhis attachment to Stoicism and his interest in jurisprudence, 
and was not located on a spectrum of left-tight political positions 
which mark the ideological parameters of a later age. But note that this 
approach to reading The Wealth of Nations also embodies a view of 
history: one that sees it as a less deterministic process, in which The 
Wealth of Nations was not the necessary embodiment of an age that was 
yet to come, but the complex product of a range of political, economic 
and moral discourses that were influential at the time. 
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Our attempt to understand the course of econo�ic change in the 
eighteenth century;· together vvith its most famous economics treatise, 
has resulte.d in the conclusion that both have been subject to a range of 
interpretations that may well tell us a good deal about the present as 
well as the past. In this process, views about the development of the 
economy become intermingled with views about the classic books on 
the economy. Thus, the interpretation of Adam Smith presented in 
Section 3 tends to be associated with a view of the eighteenth century as 
the clear beginning of industrial capitalism, and also with an 
interpretation of the modern economy as the inevitable result of those 
early eighteenth-century beginnings. 

The view of Adam Smith presented in Section 4, however, emphasizes 
that his works can only be understood historically in terms of the other 
discourses of the Enlightenment period. At the same time, however, it 
recognizes that the power and the historical significance of a book is not 
necessarily related to this historically-situated reading, but depends 
precisely on the ways in which the book's ·arguments have been taken 
over by later generations and made their own. For it is one of the 
characteristics of a classic book -one that has .been raised to canonical 
status -that instead of simply pointing the way of the future, it often 
becomes part of the process of struggle and debate out of which that 
future emerges. In the course of this untidy and loose-ended process of 
social change, the book's meaning and significance may well change 
along with the perceptions and political requirements of the age. In 
retrospect, it seems to have had the power to predict that change, but 
this power of prediction may well be the result of the book's 
Q@.ilonization rather than its cause. 
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A thousand other developments- expedited trade. For instance, foreigners 
complimented the English on their retailing. 'The magnificence of the 
shops,' wrote Von Archenholz, 'is the most striking thing in London.' 
Defe>e underlined the key distributive role of shops (bright, glass-fronted 
and bow-windowed) in serving householders with goods from the length 
and breadth of the country - hangings from Kidderminster, a looking­
glass from London, blankets from Witney, rugs from Westmorland. He 
rhapsodized over their sheer number: 'I have endeavoured to make some 
calculation of the number of shop-keepers in this kingdom, but I find it is 
not to be done- we may as well count the stars' (yet the old Puritan in 
him begrudged the outlay lavished on their tinsel display). Advertising 
swelled enormously, especially in newspapers. Between 1747 and 1750 

Bottely's Bath Journal carried 2,740 advertisements, between 1780 and 
1783, well over twice as many. Provincial newspapers especially alerted 
readers to metropolitan tastes. Thus a North Walsham staymaker told lady 
readers of the Norwich Mercuzyin 1788 'that he is just returned from Town 
with the newest Fashions of French and Italian Stays, Corsetts and Riding 
Stays ... their Orders will be executed in an Height of Taste not inferior to 
the first shops in London' (who could resist?). A Newcastle-on-Tyne lady 
was demanding a Wedgwood dinner service with an 'Arabesque Border' 
before her local shopkeeper had even heard of it; she insisted on that 
precise pattern, having discovered it was 'much used in London at pres­
ent', and refused to be fobbed off with substitutes. In 1777 Abigail Gaw­
thern noted in her diary that she 'used a parasol for the first time ... the 
first in Nottingham'. Advertising's role in puffing demand was clear to all. 
'Promise, large promise, is the soul of advertisement,' wrote Dr Johnson, 
who believed 'the trade of advertising is now so near perfection that it is 
not easy to propose any improvement'. Advertising's allure whipped up 
demand for knick-knacks, curios and all manner of disposable items, 
bought upon whim, and increased turnover in fashion. Handkerchiefs 
were hawked with Marlborough's five great victories painted on them; 
other designs celebrated Dr Sacheverell or the Peace of Utrecht. The radi­
cal John Wilkes's squinting face was plastered over mugs, jugs, teapots, 
plaques and plates. 

Source: Porter, R. (1990) English Society in the Eighteenth Century, 2nd edn, Har­
mondsworth, Penguin, p.190. 
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11SfE�ltW£J J1B IPiRiE-_MOllDJJE'®NT ITVJAIN'!IJlEA�CJfURI!NlG 
Roy Porter 

Until late in the century, output operated almost exclusively through 
small-scale crafts, cottage and workshop industry. Expansion did not 
hinge on revolutionary innovations in technology, but on the ste;;tdy suck­
ing of adcumulated wealth into circulation,_ Better use of labour reserves, 
and new techniqu'es facilitating exchange of goods and se�s. The 
heroes of this steady, inexorable march of commercial capitalism are 
largely anonymous: rank-and-file distributors, hauliers, shippers, trans­
porters, and thousands of humble waggoners, packmen, tinkers, carters 
and hucksters. Upi to 1760, no decisive breakthrough� had occurred in 
mechanization, in work organization, in the scale of the workplace, in 
sources of industrial power. The agricultural sector remained paramount, 
the fluctuating price of corn still largely dictating the tempo of commercial 
and industrial activity. Thus when agricultural profits were low in the 
1730s, turnpiking tailed off. In mid-century, two thirds of British iron was 
still being used for agricultural purposes. 

Even profit-conscious expanding trades continued to organize their labour 
force in traditional ways, often within guild or company rules. Such regu­
lation after all ensured stability and rarely proved a brake upon expansion. 
Manufacturing typically remained in workshops, based on th·e work-unit 
of the household. Putting out was perfect for expansion in textiles. Master­
clothiers supplied workers·- carders, rovers, spinners, weavers- with 
materials, usually a week's supply, which they worked up on their own 
premises, using their own or rented wheels and looms. This system was a 
cost-effective use of capital. The capitalist needed to freeze little fixed 
capital in plant, and had flexibility in hiring and firing labour. Sub-con­
tracting remained ubiquitous as a mode of employment and industrial 
organization, for instance in the 'butty' system used in shallow Midlands 
coal-mining. It &hared investment risks, profits and the problems of 
managing the workforce. (Publishing books by subscription could be seen 
as a parallel case, obviating the need for the author and printer to lock up 
too much capital in the project.) Where metal extraction was regulated by 
ancient court jurisdictions, as in Cornish tin-mining and Peak District 
lead-mining, each sinking was under-taken by a gang supplying its own 
capital and equipment, and getting its return, not in wages, but in shares of 
ore sales. In all such trades, 'middle management' had hardly emerged as a 
regular profession. Most intermediaries in· businesses were not salaried 
foremen or 'executives' but were part of the family, bosses in their own 
right. Employment was direct, responsibility personal, rewards propor­
tionate to success. 

Industry remained largely labour-intensive and skill-intensive. Weaving, 
smithying, hat-making, the furniture and cutlery trades, metal-working 
and thousands more besides expanded by recruiting more hands. When 

Source: Porter, R. (1990) English Society in the Eighteenth Century, 2nd edn, 
Harmondsworth, Penguin, pp.193-6. 
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demand was high it was easy to take up the slack (and especially from 
·mid-century, population pressure made the labour market a buyers' mar­
·ket). Wo�en and children · in _particular could easily be drafted into the 
labour force. 

There were, of course, a handful of mammoth factories in the first half of 
the century. Thomas Lambe's silk-throwing mill in Derby employed 500, 

hiS' twenty-three-foot water-wheel driving- 26,000 spindles. But this was 
highly excepti.onal- and not very successful (nor indeed original: Lambe 
merely copied Italian factories). There were also·. a few colossal 
entrepreneurs. Around 1700, Ambrose Crowley, the iron-master who got 
rich on navy contracts, commanded a workforce of nearly 1,000 and pion­
eered the techniques of shop-floor organization, discipline and welfare 
taken up in later generations by industrialists such a Josiah Wedgwood 
(Cowley had no alternative: he directed his Tyneside works by letter from 
London). In his 'Law Book of the Crowley Ironworks', all instructions 
begin 'I DO ORDER'. Crowley knew it paid to take pains over workers. He 
housed his employees on company property - but enforced a 9 p.m. 
curfew-and provided a doctor and poor relief, but the recipients had to 
wear a badge inscribed 'Crowley's Poor'. Yet such a man was utterly 
exceptional -a 'giant in an age of pygmies' as his biographer has called 
him. Only a vast purchaser such as the wartime navy could create such 
concentrated demand: civilian consumer requirements did not sup.port 
titan captains of industry S-0 early. Even with' later industrialization, the 
expansion of great iron firrris such as the Carron Works, Walkers, and 
vVilkinsons ·depended largely on military contracts. Indeed, only naval 
dockyards themselves had a comparable scale and division of functions. 
'The building-yards, docks, timber-yard, deal-yard, mast-yard, gun-yard, 
rope-walks; and all the other yards and places, set apart for the �arks 
belonging to the navy, are like a well-ordered city,' was Defoe's comment 
on Chatham in the 1720s, 'and tho' you see the whole place as it were in 
the utmost hurry, yet you see no confusion, every man knows his own 
business.' 

Furthermore, in the first two thirds of the century, it was highly excep­
tional for technological innovations to revolutionize a trade. The develop­
ment of the coke-smelting of iron by the Darbys of Coalb_r._C?_<:_>;t<-<1..?-!.�as, of 
course, to prove vital in facilitating mass iron-casting. But despite rising 
charcoal prices, this innovation made slow headway (the Darbys kept it 
secret). New textile machinery such as Kay's flying shuttle also came in· 
slowly. Newcome11's steam engine was used almost solely for pumping 
mine13, and industrial power still came from animal�Lhands and feet, wind 
and water. Improvements occurred through_the piecemeal modification of 
existing technologies within traditional employment stuctl1res. England 
consolidated her skills-base. 

· · · ·  
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THE MARKET 

Adam Smith 

The market price of every particular commodity is regulated by the 
proportion between the quantity which is actually brought to market, and 
the demand of those who are willing to pay the natural price of the com­
modity, or the whole value of the rent, labour, and profit, which must be 
paid in order to bring it thither. Such people may be called the effectual 
demanders, and their demand the effectual demJilld; since it may be suffi­
cient to effectuate the bringing of the commodity to market. It is different 
from the absolute demand. A very poor man may be said in some sense to 
have a demand for a coach and six; he might like to have it; but his demand 
is not an effectual demand, as the commodity can never be brought to 
market in order to. satisfy it. 

When the quantity of any commodity which is brought to market falls 
short of the effectual demand, all those who are willing to pay the whole 
value of the rent, wages, and profit, which must be paid in order to bring it 
thither, cannot be supplied with the quantity which they want. Rather 
than want it altogether, some of them will be willing to give more. A 
competition will immediately begin among them, and the market price 
will rise more or less above the natural price, according as either the great­
ness of the deficiency, or the wealth and wanton luxury of the competitors, 
happen to animate more or less the eagerness of the competition. Among 
competitors of equal wealth and luxury the same deficiency will generally 
occasion a more or less eager competition, according as the acquisition of 
the commodity happens to be of more or less importance to them. Hence 
the exorbitant price of the necessaries of life during the blockade of a town 
or in a famine. 

When the quantity brought to market exceeds the effectual demand, it 
cannot be all sold to those who are willing to pay the whole value of the 
rent, wages and profit,. which must be paid in order to bring it thither. 
Some part must be sold to those who are willing to pay less, and the low 
price which they give for it must reduce the price of the whole. The market 
price will sink more or less below the natural price, according as the 
greatness of the excess increases more or less the competition of the 
sellers, or according as it happens to be more or less important to them to 
get immediately rid of the commodity. The same excess in the importation 
of perishable, will occasion a much greater competition than in that of 
durable commodities; in the importation of oranges, for example, than in 
that of old iron. 

When the quantity brought to market is just sufficient to supply the effec­
tual demand and no more, the market price naturally comes to be either 
exactly, or as nearly as can be judged of, the same with the natural price. 

Source: Smith, A. (1976) An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of 
Nations, 1776 (first published 1776), edited by R.H. Campbell and A.S. Skinner, 
val. II of The Glasgow Edition of the Works and Correspondence of Adam Smith, 
Oxford, Oxford University Press; reprinted by Liberty Press, 1981; pp.73-4. 
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The whole quantity upon hand can be disposed of for this price, and 
cannot be disposed: of for mere. The competition of the different dealers 
obliges thein all to accept of this price, but does not oblige them to accept 
of less. 

· 
· 

READING D THE DIVISION OF LABOUR 

Adam Smith 

The greatest improvement in the productive powers of labour, and 
the greater part of the skill, dexterity and judgment with which it is any 
where directed, or applied, seem to have been the effects of the division of 
labour .... 

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

Source: Smith, A. (1976) An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth 
of Nations, 1776 (first published 1776), edited by R.H. Campbell and A.S. Skinner, 
val. II of The Glasgow Edition of the Works and Correspondence of Adam Smith, 
Oxford, Oxford University Press; reprinted by Liberty Press, 1981; pp.13-17; 
22-4; 31. 



FORMATIONS OF MODERNITY 

pin in a day; that is, certainly, not the two hundred and fortieth, perhaps 
not the four thousand eight hundredth part of what they are at present 
capq.ble of performing, in consequence of a proper division and combina­
tion of their different operations. 

In every other art and manufacture, the effects of the division of labour are 
similar to what they are in this very trifling one; though, in many of them, 
the labour can neither be so much subdivided, nor reduced to so great a 
simplicity of operation. The division of labour, however, so far as it can be 
introduced, occasions, in every art, a proportionable increase of the pro­
ductive powers of labour. The separation of different trades and employ­
ments from one another, seems to have taken place, in consequence of this 
advantage. This separation too is generally carried furthest in those coun­
tries which enjoy the highest degree of industry and improvement; what is 
the work of one man, in a rude state of society, being generally that of 
several in an improved one. In every improved society, the farmer is gener­
ally nothing but a farmer; the manufacturer, nothing but a manufacturer. 
The labour too which is necessary to produce any one complete manufac­
ture, is almost always divided among a great number of hands. How many 
different trades are employed in each branch of the linen and woollen 
manufactures, from the growers of the flax and the wool, to the bleachers 
and smoothers of the linen, or to the dyers and dressers of the cloth! ... 

This great increase of the quantity of work, which, in consequence of the 
division of labour, the same number of people are capable of performing, 
is owing to three different circumstances; first, to the increase of dexterity 
in every particular workman; secondly, to the saving of the time which is · 

commonly lost in passing from one species of work to another; and lastly, 
to the invention of a great number of machines which facilitate and 
abridge labour, and enable one man to do the work of many ... 

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

Observe the accommodation of the most common artificer or day-labourer 
in a civilized and thriving country, and you will perceive that the number 
of people of whose industry a part, though but a small part, has been 
employed in procuring him this accommodation, exceeds all computa­
tion. The woollen coat, for example, which covers the day-labourer, as 
coarse and rough as it may appear, is the produce of the joint labour of a 
great multitude of workmen. The shepherd, the sorter of the wool, the 
wool-comber or carder, the dyer, the scribbler, the spinner, the weaver, the 
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fuller, the dresser, with many others, must all join their different arts in 
mder to co.mplete even this p.omely production. How many merchants 
and carriers, besides, must .have been employed in transporting the 
materials from some of those workmen to others who often live in a very 
distant part of the country! How much commerce and navigation in partic­
ular, how many ship-builders, sailors, sail-makers, rope-makers, must 
have been employed in order to bring together the different drugs made 
use""' of by the dyer, which often come from the remotest corners of the 
world! What a variety of labour too is necessary in orde.r to produce the 
tools of the meanest of those workmen! ... if we examine, I say, all these 
things, and consider what a variety of labour is employed about each of 
them, we shall be sensible that without the assistance and co-operation of 
many thousands, the very meanest person in a civilized country could not 
be provided, even according to, what we very falsely imagine, the easy and 
simple manner in which he is commonly accommodated. Compared, 
indeed, with the more extravagant luxury of the great, his accommodation 
must no doubt appear extremely simple and easy; and yet it may be true, 
perhaps, that the accommodation of an European prince does not always 
so much exceed that of an industrious and frugal peasant, as the accommo­
dation of the latter exceeds that of many an African king, the absolute 
master of the lives and liberties of ten thousand naked savages ... 

As it is the power of exchanging that gives occasion to the division of 
labour, so the extent of this division must always be limited by the extent 
of that power, or, in other words, by the extent of the market. When the 
market is very small, no person can have any encouragement to dedicate 
himself entirely to one employment, for want of the power to exchange all 
that surplus part of the produce of his own labour, which is over and above 
his own consumption, for such pei!tS of the produce of other men's labour 
as he has occasion for. 

There are some sorts of industry, even of the lowest kind, which can be 
carried on no where but in a great town. A porter, for example, can find 
employment and subsistence in no other place. A village is by much too 
narrow a sphere for him; even an ordinary market town is scarce large 
enough to afford him constant occupation. In the lone houses and very 
small villages :which are scattered about in so desert a country as the High­
lands of Scotland, every farmer must be butcher, baker and brewer for his 
own family. In such situations we can scarce expe:ct to find even a smith, a 
carpenter, or a mason, within less than twenty miles of another of the same 
trade .... 
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THE ORIGIN OF AMBITION 

Adam Smith 

It is because mankind are disposed to sympathize more entirely with our 
joy than with our sorrow, that we make parade of our riches, and conceal 
our poverty. Nothing is so mortifying as to be obliged to expose our dis­
tress to the view of the public, and to feel, that though our situation is open 
to the eyes of all mankind, no mortal conceives for us the half of what we 
suffer. Nay, it is chiefly from this regard to the sentiments of mankind, that 
we pursue riches and avoid poverty. For to what purpose is all the toil and 
bustle of this world? what is the end of avarice and ambition, of the pursuit 
of wealth, of powElr and preheminence? Is it to supply the necessities of 
nature? The wages of the meanest labourer can supply them. We see that 
they afford him food and clothing, the comfort of a house, and of a family. 
If we examined his oeconomy with rig our, we should find that he spends a 
great part of them upon conveniencies, which may be regarded as super­
fluities, and that, upon extraordinary occasions, he can give something 
even to vanity and distinction. What then is the cause of our aversion to 
his situation, and why should those who have been educated in the higher 
ranks of life, regard it as worse than death, to be reduced to live, even 
without labour, upon the same simple fare with him, to dwell under the 
same lowly roof, and to be clothed in the same humble attire? Do they 
imagine that their stomach is better, or their sleep sounder in a palace than 
in a cottage? The contrary has been so often observed, and, indeed, is so 
very obvious, though it had never been observed, that there is nobody 
ignorant of it. From whence, then, arises that emulation which runs 
through all the different ranks of men, and what are the advantages which 
we propose by that great purpose of human life which we call bettering 
our condition? To be observed, to be attended to, to be taken notice of with 
sympathy, complacency, and approbation, are all the advantages which 
we can propose to derive from it. It is the vanity, not the ease, or the 
pleasure, which interests us. But vanity is always founded upon the belief 
of our being the object of attention and approbation. The rich man glories 
in his riches, because he feels that they naturally draw upon him the 
attention of the world, and that mankind are disposed to go along with 
him in all those agreeable emotions with which the advantages of his 
situation so readily inspire him. At the thought of this, his heart seems to 
swell and dilate itself within him, and he is fonder of his wealth, upon this 
account, than for all the other advantages it procures him. The poor man, 
on the contrary, is ashamed of his poverty. He feels that it either places him 
out of the sight of mankind, or, that if they take any notice of him, they 
have, however, scarce any fellow-feeling with the misery and distress 
which he suffers. He is mortified upon both accounts; for though to be 
overlooked, and to be disapproved of, are things entirely different, yet as 

Source: Smith, A. (1976) The Theory of Moral Sentiments (first published 1759), 
edited by D.D. Raphael and A.L. Macfie, vo_l.I of The Glasgow Edition of the Works 
and Correspondence of Adam Smith, Oxford, Oxford University Press; reprinted 
by Liberty Press, 1981; pp.50-1. 
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obscurity covers us from the daylight of honour and approbation, to feel 
that we are t.aken no notice of, necessarily damps the most agreeable hope, 
and disappoints the most arde-nt de�ire, of human nature. The poor man 
goes out and comes in unheeded, and when in the midst of a crowd is in 
the same obscurity as if shut up in his own hovel. Those humble cares and 
painful attentions which occupy those in his situation, afford no amuse­
ment to the dissipated and the gay. They turn away their eyes from him, or 
if the extremity of his distress forces them to look at him, it is only to spurn 
so disagreeable an object from among them. The fortunate and the proud 
wonder at the insolence of human wretchedness, that it should dare to 
present it;elf before them, and with the loathsome aspect of its misery 
presume to disturb the serenity of their happiness. The man of rank and 
distinction, on the contrary, is observed by all the world. Every body is 
eager to look at him, and to conceive, at least by sympathy, that joy and 
exultation with which his circumstances naturally inspire him. His 
actions are the objects of the public care. Scarce a word, scarce a gesture, 
can fall from him that is altogether neglected. In a great assembly he is the 
person upon whom all direct their eyes; it is upon him that their passions 
seem all to wait with expectation, in order to receive that movement and 
direction which he shall impress upon them; and if his behaviour is not 
altogether absurd, he has, every moment, an opportunity of interesting 
mankind, and of rendering himself the object of the observation and fel­
low-feeling of every body about him. It is this, which, notwithstanding the 
restraint it imposes, nothwithstanding the loss of liberty with which it is 
attended, renders greatness the object of envy, and compensates, in the 
opinion of mankind, all that toil, all that anxiety, all those mortifications 
which must be undergone in the pursuit of it; and what is of yet more 
consequence, all that leisure, all that ease, all that careless security, which 
are forfeited for ever by the acquisition. 
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FORMATIONS OF MODERNITY 

I INTRODUCTION 

Most social scientists agree that contemporary Britain is a society 
marked by divisions and cleavages. There are divisions between rich 
and poor, divisions of social class, divisions between regions and 
between the different nationalities that go to make up the British Isles; 
divisions between people of different religions and between those of 
different ethnic origins, or races, to use the more popular term. 
Although we perhaps do not think of them in quite the same way, there 
are also divisions between the sexes, in terms of the typical patterns of 
their life histories and the different positions they occupy in the family 
and at work. All these divisions are aspects of what sociologists call 
social structure. This concept more generally refers to regular patterns 
which can be discerned in the way societies are organized; the types of 
divisions I have listed above are regular patterns of inequality which are 
deeply built into our society and tend to persist over time. Nevertheless 
they have not remained unchanged. The structure of social divisions in 
pre-industrial society was very different from what it is today. This 
chapter, then, is concerned with how class and gender divisions 
evolved with the formation of a modern social structure. 

People have sometimes claimed that these divisions are disappearing 
over time. In the 1950s and 1960s, for instance, some social scientists 
believed that the working classes were being absorbed into the middle­
classes, a process they described as 'embourgeoisement'. But both 
statistical evidence and general consensus in the 1980s suggest a 
deepening of some of these divisions. The gap between the top 20 per 
cent of households and the bottom 20 per cent has been steadily 
increasing over the past two decades, and a survey commissioned by 
the EEC in 1990 found that 80 per cent of people in the United 
Kingdom agreed with the statement, 'The rich get richer and the poor 
get poorer'. 

This chapter is concerned with two types of social division and the 
inequalities they generate: those of gender and class. It tries to help you 
understand why these forms of inequality are so persistent by exploring 
their history. The chapter considers the changes in social structure 
brought about by industrialization and investigates the way 
contemporary patterns of class and gender inequality emerged. Emile 
Durkheim, one of the first academic sociologists, argued in his book The 
Rules of Sociological Method that to gain a complete understanding of 
any social phenomenon we have to understand why it came into 
existence in the first place (its causes and origins) and the reason it goes 
on existing (its effects or functions). This chapter is especially 
concerned with the former. 

The chapter will also discuss some of the theories and ideas of the 
classical sociologists, Marx, Durkheim and Weber. We shall be 
considering their work partly because ·of the historical interest of their 
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influential accounts of social change and social structure, but also 
because, as.you will. see in la�er chapters, many of their concepts and 
assumptions- the tools which·th�y developed in their search for an 
understanding of how societies work - are still used by social scientists 
today to analyse contemporary societies. 

2 PRE-INDUSTRIAL SOCIETY 

2.1 'THE WORLD WE HAVE LOST' 

The economic and social structure of pre-industrial Britain (i.e. roughly 
before 1780) was markedly different from the world we have come to 
regard as 'natural' today, as Peter Laslett shows in his imaginative and 
influential study The World We Have Lost. 

Laslett (1965) paints a picture of an essentially rural world. Although 
there was some manufacture of goods, the central focus of the economy 
was agricultural production. At the end of the seventeenth century, 
about three quarters of the population earned most of their livelihood 
from some type of agricultural work, with the majority living in villages 
and small towns. Gregory King's estimates of the occupations of the 
English population carried out in the 1690s show that a fairly small 
minority of families worked as merchants, shopkeepers and artisans (see 
Table 4.1). Possession of land was the crucial. factor in determining 
people's social status, with the great aristocratic estate owners at the top 
of the hierarchy. Manufacture was largely carried out in the towns and 
was organized through the craft guilds; they controlled entry to a trade 
through the apprenticeship system and laid down thorough regulations 
for the practice of each trade, providing at least a hope for a young 
entrant of working up through the ranks of journeymen and -women to 
become a master or mistress of a craft in his or her own right. 

But for Laslett the most significant feature of the pre-industrial economy 
was that it was organized on a household basis (which is why Gregory 
King organized his census in termE! of families). We could say that in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries Britain was made up of small 
family businesses. Each member of the household was expected to make 
some contribution to the joint resources. It was absolutely normal 
practice for women, married or single, to work, and children started 
work at an early age, sometimes well before their teens. Household 
members might work cooperatively on the family farm or smallholding, 
or at a single trade like shoemaking: men cutting. out the leather and 
lasting, women sewing up the pieces of the shoe, children threading 
laces and polishing. In other cases, especially in poorer families, 
household members were sent out to earn; young girls, in particular, 
went to work as servants in richer households. 



Table 4.1 Gregory King's census of the English population in the 1690s 

Number of Ranks, degrees, titles Number Total number 
families and qualifications of persons of persons 

per family 

160 Temporal lords 40 6,400 

26 Spiritual lords 20 520 

800 Baronets 16 12,800 

600 Knights 13 7,800 

3,000 Esquires 10 30,000 

12,000 Gentlemen 8 96,000 

5,000 Persons in greater offices and places 8 40,000 
5,000 Persons in lesser offices and places 6 30,000 
2,000 Eminent merchants and traders by sea 8 16,000 
8,000 Lesser merchants and traders by sea 6 48,000 

10,000 Persons in the law 7 70,000 
2,000 Eminent clergymen 6 12,000 
8,000 Lesser clergymen 5 40,000 

40,000 Freeholders of the better sort 7 280,000 
120,000 Freeholders of the lesser sort 5.5 660,000 
150,000 Farmers 5 750,000 

15,000 Persons in liberal arts and sciences 5 75,000 
50,000 Shopkeepers and tradesmen 4.5 225,000 
60,000 Artisans and handicraftsmen 4 240,000 

5,000 Naval officers 4 20,000 
4,000 Military officers 4 16,000 

50,000 Common seamen 3 150,000 
364,000 Labouring people and out-servants 3.5 1,274,000 
400,000 Cottagers and paupers 3.25 1,300,000 

35,000 Common soldiers 2 70,000 
Vagrants; as gipsies, thieves, 
beggars, etc. 

30,000 

1,349,586 Grand totals 5,499,520 

Source: Laslett, 1965, p.36 

I have used the term household rather than family to indicate that these 
family enterprises often contained individuals who were not part of the 
core nuclear unit (parents and dependent children) which we in the 
twentieth century have come to think of as the 'normal' family. Laslett's 
work certainly shows that, on the whole, apart from the great aristocratic 
clans, English pre-industrial families were fairly small and often of the 
nuclear type: looking at Table 4.1, you can see that as a general rule the 
poorer the family the smaller it was likely to be. But many households also 
contained members of the wider kinship group (grandparents, aunts and 
uncles, nephews and nieces), and others contained non-kin members 
(servants, apprentices, lodgers) who were integrated into the household 
and joined in its communal work activities. 
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It was common practice in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to 
send childr�n in .their teens away from their parental homes for training: 
boys were c.wmmonly apprenticed and girls became household or farm 
servants. It is estimated that some 40 to 50 per cent of young people 
spent some time living in another household. So widespread was this 
practice that shocked continental observers accused the English of 
hating their chl!ldren; an Italian diplomat attached to the court of Henry 
VII wrote: 

The want of affection in the English is strongly manifested towards 
their children; for having kept them at home till they arrive at the 
age of 7 or 9 years at the utmost, they put them out, both males 
and females, to hard service in the houses of other people, binding 
them generally for another 7 to 9 years ... . They like to enjoy all 
their comforts themselves and they are better served by strangers 
than they would be by their own children ... . If they had their 
own children at home they would be obliged to give them the 
same food they made use of for themselves. 
(quoted in Macfarlane, 1978, p.174) 

2.2 PATRIARCHY AND MALE POWER IN P RE­
INDUSTRIAL FAMILIES 

As the above description suggests, families (or households) were the 
basic social units of these societies. A key feature of the pre-industrial 
family or household, noted by Laslett, was that it was patriarchal. 
Patriarchy is an important concept in contemporary sociology, but there 
is much- disagreement over its meaning. The word literally means 'rule 
of the father' and Laslett uses it in much this sense to denote a system 
of fa:mily authority which is often linked to a system of inheritance in 
which property is transferred through the male line. The sociologist 
Max Weber used the term to describe what he saw as one fundamental 
model of social power: for Weber, patriarchy or 'patriarchalism' was a 
system of power common in traditional societies, 'where, within a 
group which is usually organized on both an economic and a kinship 
base, as a household, authority is exercised by a particular individual 
who is designated by a definite rule of inheritance' (Weber, 1964, 
p.346). Weber saw patriarchy as closely related to the feudal system 
which linked a lord and his male vassals in a power relationship, so in 
this sense patriarchy is not just about the relations between the sexes: 
the patriarch uses his power over both men and women. As head of the 
household, he has total control over the economic activities and 
behaviour of the other members. Laslett's work suggests that this was 
true for families in pre-industrial England, which displayed clear 
hierarchies usually linked to age and sex. The only exception would be 
where a widow took over management of the household, and this would 
usually be only until she remarried. 
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The concept of patriarchy has frequently been used, however, in a_much 
more general way to denote the whole system of male dominance in 
society. Feminist sociologists often use the term in this way and suggest 
that patriarchy is not only manifested in family authority relationships 
but in the whole set of social arrangements which serve to ensure that 
men remain in control and that women are subordinate. This approach 
is exemplified in the following quotation from Kate Millett's Sexual 

Politics: 'Our society, like all other societies is a patriarchy. The 
military, industry, technology, universities, science, political office, 
finances - in short every avenue of power within the society, including 
the coercive force of the police, is entirely in male hands.' (Millett, 
1971, p.25.) To describe pre-industrial societies as patriarchal in this 
sense would meari looking beyond the family- for example, at the 
exclusion of women from important roles in public life, particularly 
from political an9. military activity, and their allocation to inferior jobs 
in the occupational structure. 

One trouble with Millett's definition is that it is very general and lacks 
the precision of Weber's approach. Critics have argued that if we use the 
term in this loose way it inevitably leads us to conclude that all 
societies are patriarchal and allow us no way of distinguishing between 
them. Yet it is clear that relations between men and women were very 
different in Tudor Britain from what they are in Britain in the 1980s, 
just as they are at the present time different in Britain, in India and in 
Saudi Arabia. Recent feminist analysts have, therefore, tried to make the 
concept more precise in two ways, while retaining Millett's implication 
that it relates specifically to gender relations. First, they have tried to 
develop accounts of how structures of patriarchy have varied in 
different times and places. We shall be thinking more about this later in 
this chapter. Secondly, they have tried to specify the base of patriarchy 

- that is, to identify the particular set of social relationships in which it 
is founded. Unless this is achieved, they argue, the concept will remain 
descriptive, rather than explanatory. Just as class relationships, as we 
shall see, are generated by changing forms of economic relations, so, if 
we are to arrive at a causal explanation of patriarchy, we must find the 
social arrangements from which it originates. 

Feminists have not, however, been able to agree on what the basis of 
patriarchy is. Some, such as Shulamith Firestone, see it as springing 
from the family, and as being rooted in the control that men have 
exercised over women's reproductive powers. Others, such as Heidi 
Hartmann, argue that it is based ori men's control of women's labour 
power; that i�, the ability men have to force women to contribute free 
domestic labour in the home, and the use of Plale authority to exploit 
women as cheap labour outside the home. (These theoretical 
disagreements are explored more fully in Book 3 (Bocock and 
Thompson, 1992), Chapter 1.) For the moment, our concern is with 
patterns of power between men and women in a particular historical 
situation and we will return to that is.sue now. 
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On the face of it, historical evidence would suggest that pre-industrial 
Britain was.patriarch?-1 in both senses examined above. However, 
considerable debate ex:lsts among historians about power in the family. 
One important contribution to this debate was an early feminist classic, 
Alice Clark's Working Life of Women in. the Seventeenth Century, first 
published in 1919. Clark argues strongly that marriage in pre-industrial 
England was more egalitarian thap. after industrialization. Basing her 
theory on the undisputed fact that married women were economically 
active, she sees marriage as a partnership where the importance of 
women's economic contribution gave them comparable status to that of 
men and a good degree of independence. She believes that both 
productive and domestic work were shared among the sexes so that 
there was no automatic identification of a married woman with the role 
of housewife. 

ustrialization brought a drastic decline in women's status 
eccJncJm]�c power, forcing them into dependence on men. The 

the workplace from the family home which came with the 
meant that women no longer learned craft and 

from their fathers and husbands. Aristocratic women 
s of merchants and craftsmen gave up working altogether 

and either d a life of leisure or took on purely domestic housewifely 
tasks; lab ' wives continued to be forced to work because of family 
poverty, but had, like their husbands, to 'go out to work' in 
factories or wcJrk::;hcms where they were paid wages of below-
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subsistence level, forcing them into greater dependence on their 
husbands. For Clark, then, the pre-industrial economy was marked by 
greater gender equality. 

ACTIVITY 1 You should now read Reading A, 'Capitalism and women's labour', by 
Alice Clark, which you will find at the end of this chapter. 

Not everybody agrees with Clark's account. One critic is Edward 
Shorter, who has argued that in pre-industrial society there was a clear 
sexual division of labour in which women were confined to a limited 
range of tasks, many of which were considered subsidiary to men's 
work. Consequently, women had a lower economic and social status 
than that of men and were subordinate to them in the family. These 
female tasks typically centred on the home, while men's work took 
them out into the public sphere. Shorter claims that women were 
responsible for what he calls 'the three big Cs'- cooking, cleaning and 
childcare - and that men took no part in these domestic tasks. Shorter 
believes, then, that pre-industrial families were patriarchal with a 
clearly established sexual division of labour. He states that only after 
industrialization did patriarchy begin to weaken; only when women 
were able to go out to work as wage labourers were they liberated from 
a purely domestic life and provided with some measure of 
independence from fathers and husbands. In his words: 'It was in the 
traditional moral economy that women suffered the most serious lack of 
status, and it was under capitalism that working women advanced to 
within at least shouting distance of equality with men.' (Shorter, 1976, 
p.513.) 

Other historical research also suggests that Clark's picture of pre­
industrial gender relations is too rosy. There is considerable evidence of 
a well-established division of labour within both agricultural and 
manufacturing work. Men took the tasks that were conventionally 
viewed as most important (such as ploughing or minding horses and 
cattle), while women were assigned tasks seen as less responsible and 
skilled (such as weeding the fields or caring for poultry and pigs). 
Women did do some skilled work, such as dairying, brewing, sewing 
and nursing, but it tended to be in areas which had been labelled 
'women's work' and which often had domestic associations. Although it 
is possible to find examples, as Clark has done, of women practising 
virtually every guild craft or trade, including traditionally male skills 
such as masonry, carpentry, shoemaking and metalwork, such women 
were in a minority and usually gained access to the guild through 
family connections, being wives or daughters of craftsmen. More 
normally, they were found clustered in jobs traditionally designated as 
female, like spinning and shopkeeping. Yet there was also a certain 
flexibility in the assignment of tasks to women and men, which is 
reflected in the examples of female craftworkers and similar cases of 
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women doing heavy farmwork such as ploughing or shepherding. 
Moreover, tl}ere were marked regional variations; in Scotland and the 
Northeast, for example, women were more likely to be involved in the 
'heavier' forms of farm work, like stock-keeping or shepherding. This 
makes it hard to decide finally whether Clark or Shorter is the more 
correct. 

I think that one
� 
reason for the ambiguity of the evidence may be the 

variability of family arrangements. As you will know from personal 
experience, families are more different from one another than are, say, 
factories, offices or schools. No doubt there were henpecked husbands 
and bossy wives in pre-industrial families, just as there are today, even 
if pre-industrial society gave legal and formal sanction to male 
domination both in the family and at work. On the other hand, married 
women had fewer legal rights than men and it was socially and legally 
acceptable for a man to use violence to force his wife and children to 
obey him. In theory, if not in practice, a married woman was expected 
to subordinate herself entirely to her husband's wish and to practise 
complete obedience towards him. 

Reading B, a passage from For Her Own Good by Barbara Ehrenreich 
and Deidre English, discusses this issue and suggests a compromise 
position. Ehrenreich and English believe that pre-industrial England 
was patriarchal but that it was also gynocentric, by which they mean 
that women's traditional skills, both productive and domestic, were 
seen as vital to the survival of families and thus of society as a whole. 
Women were the pivot of family life. The authors argue that when 
industrialization occurred, towards the end of the eighteenth century, it 
broke down male control within the family as women gained 
ihde�ndence through wage labour, but at the same time the family 
became less important as an economic institution, so that women's 
v"'alue declined. Furthermore, their traditional skills, such as baking, 
brewing and preparing herbal medicine, were lost as the economy 
became commercialized. Women were less dominated by husbands, but 
became subject to the authority of male employers; and the new 
industrial society was reshaped in a way that ensured the dominance of 
male ideas and interests in the public world of work and politics. All 
these changes created a problem which the Victorians named 'the 
woman question': what would be the appropriate social role for women 
in the new industrialized society? 

ACTIVITY 2 You should 110\'\T read Reading B, 'The woman question'. b:y Barbara 
Ehrenreir:h and Deidre English. 

/\s ym1 du su. p<:ry particular attention to the question of male 
dominance in the public sphere. 
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Finally, in trying to judge which of these accounts is most accurate, we 
have to bear in mind that historical 'facts' do not speak for themselves. 
We should note that both Clark and Shorter were committed to 
particular views of history which may have influenced the kind of 
evidence they looked for and selected to illustrate their arguments. 
Clark, who was born into a business family (Clarks' Shoes), idealized 
the small family business and favoured a return to an economy based 
upon it. Shorter, by contrast, is associated with 'modernization' theory, 
which sees industrial development as part of the advance of progress, 
inevitably leading to a better and freer society'. These perspectives and 
commitment to the values which are associated with them inevitably 
tend to colour pepple's interpretations of history. One of the tasks which 
face us as social scientists is the need to move perpetually between 
concepts and the evidence used to support them, in order to perceive 
the biases associated with particular standpoints and thereby to refine 
our concepts and work towards a more adequate reading of the 'facts' . 
This is no easy task, as you will quickly discover when you try it for 
yourself! · 

ACTIVITY 3 Before reading further you should spend some time on the following: 

1 Summarize the main points of difference between the positions of  
Clark, Shorter, and Ehrenreich and English. 

2 In what senses could pre-industrial England be described as 
patriarchal? (Consider the definitions of patriarchy I have discussed· 
in this section and the extent to INhich each of them could be 
applicable to pre-industrial England.) 

3 Consider some of the 'A'ays in \·vhich vvomen's live� seem to have 
changed since the pre-industrial period. Are Ehrenreich and English 
correct in theh· belief that patriarchy has declined!' 

2.3 CLASSES AND POWER IN PRE-INDUSTRIAL 

SOCIETY 

One difficulty in assessing the position of women in pre-industrial 
society is that it varied according to their place in the social hierarchy. 
The strong, independent women whom Clark so admired were typically 
the wives of wealthier farmers and tradesmen; the position of labouring 
women was less enviable. This points to the way in which gender 
relations and class relations link together so that it is difficult to 
understand one without considering the other. 

Class is a notoriously difficult concept to define, both in its sociological 
and common-sense usages, and there is considerable disagreement 

· between different sociologists of different theoretical perspectives over 
the basis of class. However, there is general agreement that classes are 
produced by the economic arrangements within society. Here is my own 
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definition, which pulls together some of the common themes from the 
different perspectives� a class is a group whose members share a 
common economic position, often involving a common lifestyle, and 
which is differentiated from other groups in terms of power and status, 
and the chances its members have of succeeding or bettering themselves 
in material terms. Obviously, as the pre-industr�al economy was so 
different from lOurs, it generated different economic groups. Indeed, the 
very word class was not commonly used before the nineteenth century. 
People tended to talk of ranks or orders, or simply of the rich and the 
poor. Nevertheless, society was sharply divided on an economic basis in 
terms of wealth, property and how people imade their living. 

At the top of the hierarchy, as. we noted before, were the landowning 
classes, ranging from the monarch and nobility to the gentry and local 
squires who dominated one particular s:mall village. This group, defined 
by possession of land as the basis of its wealth, was a small elite. One 
historian, Robert Malcolmson, estimates that 75 to 80 per cent of the 
English population at the end of the seventeenth century were labourers 
(Malcolmson, 1981). Most of these were dependent on the elite for their 
livelihood, renting land from them, or hiring themselves out to them as 
labourers. There were many gradations within this group, ranging from 
small farmers to poor cottagers to paupers, but what they had in· 
common was lack of any real wealth, dependence on the rich for work 
or sale of their produce, and. the possibility of falling into poverty 
because of their limited resources. Craftsmen and tradesmen can be seen 
as a kind of middle class between the two agricultural groupings of 
landowners and labourers, and different from them in that their 
livelihood did not depend on land. Karl Marx saw these urban groups 
as the forerunners of the new industrial society. The guild organizations, 
granted rights by the monarch with legal backing, gave the artisans 
some degree of independence and security, and higher status than that 
of the common agricultural labourers. 

These three major class groupings had been in existence right through 
from the mediaeval period until the end of the seventeenth century; but 
the eighteenth century brought important changes in the social 
structure. Even before the advent of the Industrial Revolution the 
economy was changing with the development of what has been called 
'proto-industry'. This was the beginning of large-scale industry run on a 
capitalist basis- that is, organized and controlled as a profit-making 
speculation by non-labouring entrepreneurs who provided the initial 
investment. In what was also known as the 'putting-out system', many 
families continued to work in their own homes, but with raw materials 
and tools provided by the entrepreneurs, who also specified what work 
should be done and marketed the finished goods. This new class of 
entrepreneurs emerged from many backgrounds: some were originally 
merchants or master-craftsmen, some were farmers branching out into 
manufacture, some rose from the ranks of the labouring poor. But their 
rise to power heralded the collapse of the independent household work­
unit. At the same time, changes in methods of agriculture meant that 
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many peasants or farm-labouring families lost possession of their 
smallholdings or tenancies, or found them no longer viable as a means 
of livelihood. The enclosure of common land, on which villagers had 
been able to graze livestock and which provided them with such 
necessities as fuel and building materials, also made it harder for the 
poor to make a living from the land. Both in manufacture and 
agriculture more and more people had to work as 'day' or wage 
labourers. 

The eighteenth century, then, saw the emergence of the two social 
groups which were held by Karl Marx to be the two great classes of 
industrial society: 1p.e entrepreneurial capitalists and the landless wage­
earners or proletariat. While a large landowning class remained, by the 
beginning of the nineteenth century the possession of capital (the 
money, property and equipment needed to carry out a profit-making 
business) was becoming as important a source of social and economic 
power as the possession of land, and the capitalists were getting ready 
to challenge the political power of the landowners. 

2.4 CLASSICAL THEORIES OF PRE-INDUSTRIAL 
SOCIETIES 

One of the major concerns within sociology has always been the 
construction of categories -what sociologists call social typologies -
to describe different types of society. The classical sociologists, Marx, 
Weber and Durkheim, were all concerned to distinguish and analyse 
different stages in social development and to identify the causes of the 
transition from one stage to another. They did not develop typologies as 
ends in themselves; rather, by comparing and contrasting different types 
of society, they hoped to understand why these societies had come into 
existence, how they worked and what were the most important features 
of each type, particularly the societies in which they themselves lived. 
This relates to what I said at the beginning of the chapter about the need 
to look at the history of our society and its formation if we want to 
understand the present. 

Karl Marx 

Marx (1818-83) developed a very powerful method of constructing such 
a typology. He categorized societies in terms of their mode of 
production -that is, the relationships between groups of people who 
combine to produce goods and services. The term 'mode of production' 
does not refer just to techniques and methods of economic production 
(like steam power, or the factory system), but also to the division of 
labour in society and the distribution of power, wealth and property. 
Another key aspect in his thinking is ·the idea of surplus, that is the 
stock of spare goods and wealth left over after the basic subsistence 
needs of the labourers who produce the wealth have been met. Those 
who control the surplus become the· dominant group in society. Each 
mode of production has its own characteristic pattern of class relations 
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and in each mode of production surplus is extracted and expropriated 
in a distinctive way. This is. what Marx meant by the term 'exploitation'. 
In the capitalist mode of produCtion, the surplus takes the form of the 
value left over from the production of goods after wages and other costs 
of production have been subtracted. 

The type of soc�ety I have been describing Mar� called feudal because it 
was founded on property and landholding arrangements developed in 
the Middle Ages. Feudal societies were based on agricultural 
production, and in them power depended on the possession of land. 
The two major classes were the landlords and the peasants (or, in the 
Middle Ages, serfs). Agricultural work was carried out by the peasants 
in exchange for grants of land and through this arrangement the 
landlords were able to extract, often by brute force, the agricultural 
surplus from the peasants. This form of surplus extraction, based on the 
legal and political power of the lords and often involving the squeezing 
of ever greater 'dues' out of the peasants, was fiercely resented. It 
resulted in hostility and bitterness towards the lords, in line with 
Marx's belief that conflict was inevitable in all societies divided by 
class. Indeed, for Marx, it was conflict between the various classes, 
arising from the structural weaknesses or 'contradictions' in any mode 
of production, which was the 'motor of history', eventually bringing 
about change from one mode of production to another. Conflicts 
between peasants and masters, such as the Peasants' Revolt led by Jack 
Straw and Wat Tyler in England in 1381, were signs of the instability of 
such a system. In addition, men fleeing from the tyranny of the 
landlords tended to settle in the towns and turn to manufacture for their 
livelihood. This provided another threat to feudalism, especially as the 
expansion of manufacture depended on the free availability of labour 
while the feudal relationship tied people. to particular masters and their 
land. The demand for free labour was one factor in a growing 
competition between the landlords and the emergent class of 
manufacturing entrepreneurs. According to Marx, a combination of 
peasant unrest and the emergence of capitalist manufacture in the towns 
eventually led feudal societies to collapse and industrial societies to 
emerge. 

Max Weber 

Weber (1864-1920) shared some of Marx's ideas about the economic 
relationships of feudal societies and the industrial societies which 
succeeded them, but his interests were broader than those of Marx. He 
was particularly interested in human motivation and the role of ideas in 
bringing about change. He drew a contrast between traditional and 
rational motivations which were, he argued, characteristic of agrarian 
and industrial societies respectively. Traditional motives are based on 
respect for custom and acceptance of long-standing forms of behaviour, 
often backed by religious or superstitious beliefs. People do things 
'because they've always been done that way'. Weber argued that 
peasants holding traditional values, if offered an increase in daily 
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earnings, would simply work fewer days rather than improve their 
living standards or start saving up the extra cash! All they wanted was 
to continue their normal standard of living. Reading C, an excerpt from 
Weber's classic study The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, 
elaborates this idea. 

ACTIVITY 4 You should now read Reading C, 'Traditionalism and capitalism', by 
lvlax Weber. 

Traditional motivation was, therefore, resistant to change and also to the 
habits of thrift, hard work, accumulation and reinvestment of earnings, 
which Weber saw as the 'spirit of capitalism', the typical form of 
behaviour in industrial society. This capitalist spirit embodied the idea 
of rational motivation and behaviour. Rational behaviour implied 
finding the best means to a given end, the ends in this case being 
bettering oneself and the accumulation of profit. Protestantism had an 
important role to play here as it encouraged these forms of behaviour 
rather than either the pursuit of a gentlemanly life of leisure and 
conspicuous consumption or, alternatively, an unworldly devotion to 
spiritual things, which Weber believed characteristic of traditional 
religions like Catholicism or Buddhism. Later on, as societies were 
secularized and belief in Protestant dogma died away, people would 
have become habituated to rational forms of behaviour and to the 
objectives of rational capitalism, and would follow the spirit of 
capitalism as an end in itself. This cultural shift is discussed at greater 
length in the next chapter. 

Emile Durkheim 

Durkheim (1858-1917) provided yet another way of distinguishing 
between types of society. He was much less interested than were Marx 
and Weber in economic aspects of social structure. His major concern 
was with social or moral solidarity - what it is that holds society 
together and stops it breaking down into chaos and anarchy. Durkheim 
distinguished between societies characterized by what he called 
mechanical and organic solidarity. Mechanical solidarity is exemplified 
by societies with a very low division of labour, like tribal societies, 
where most people follow- the same occupation. In these societies 
people ar� held together by common experience and shared beliefs. 
There is little room for individual dissent and indeed in such societies 
each individual matters little; each is like a cog in a machine which if 
lost or broken can easily be replaced by an identical piece. Organic 
solidarity, on the other hand, occurs in societies with a highly 
developed division of labour; such societies are held together by 
interdependence and people's awareness that they cannot survive 
without the specialized and skilled contributions of others. Without 
power workers, or nurses, or street cleaners, or bankers, society will 
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grind to a halt, just as a body cannot function, or cannot function 
successfully, if it' loses a vital <?rgan or limb which cannot be replaced 
(Durkheim was writing before tbe days of heart transplants!) In societies 
characterized by organic solidarity, the 'individual is much more valued 
and given the scope to develop personal inclinations and talents. Pre­
industrial Britain, in Durkheim's terms, still displayed a fair degree of 
mechanical solidarity and social conformism. Industrialism represented 
the triumph of organic solidarity and individualism. 

As perhaps you will have perceived, these three thinkers, despite their 
very diffe�ent focuses of interest, were all trying to explain the 
distinctiveness of traditional societies and the transition to a new 
capitalist social order, and they all saw the decline of feudal or 
traditional societies and the emergence of capitalist industrial ones as a 
progressive development. Although Marx and Weber were very aware of 
the negative features of capitalist society, they nevertheless believed it 
to be economically more productive and efficient, and all three believed 
it offered greater scope for individual creativity. Yet for those caught up 
in the switch to the new type of society the immediate result was often 
misery and confusion, as we shall see in the following section. 

ACTIVITY 5 Before reading further, consiCler the folluvving questions: 

1 What were the different ·ways in which Marx. VVeber and Durkheim 
distinguished between agrarian and industrial societies':' 

2 \A/h�t seem to you to be the major points of difference betvveen the 
three theorists? 

3 CLASS, GEf'JDER AND 
I f\J DUST R i /�L I Z�A. T I 0 �\1 

3.i INDUSTRIALIZATION AND SOCIAL CHANGE 

As we have seen, early capitalist development was agrarian in form. It 
was the rise of manufacturing industry which completed the transition 
from traditional societies to the type of modern capitalist societies we 
know today. Industrialization in Britain was a long, slow and uneven 
process. Economic historians date the beginning of what has rather 
misleadingly become known as the 'Industrial Revolution' at about 

1780, but the process of changing to a mechanized, factory-based 
industrial economy was not completed lintil1850, or even later in the 
case of particular industries. Its impact and the disruption to existing 
ways of life were therefore experienced variably across the population. 
Yet the changes involved were so momentous that their shadow fell 
across the lives even of those who were not directly affected. 
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Table 4.2 Urbanization in England: populations of towns (in thousands) 

Town 1801 1821 1841 1861 1881 1901 1921 1931 

Bath 33 47 53 53 52 50 69 69 

Birmingham* 71 102 202 351 546 760 919 1,003 

Blackpool 1 2 4 14 47 100 102 

Bolton .18 32 51 70 105 168 179 177 

Bradford 13 26 67 106 183 280 286 298 

Bristol 61 85 124 154 207 329 377 397 

Cardiff 2 4 10 33 83 164 200 224 

Exeter 17 23 31 34 38 47 60 66 

Glasgow* 77 147 287 443 673 904 1,034 1,088 

Halifax 12 17 28 37 74 105 99 98 

Kings Lynn 10 12 16 16 19 20 20 . 21 

Liverpool* 82 138 299 472 627 685 803 856 

Manchester* 75 135 252 399 502 645 730 766 
Middlesbrough 6 19 55 91 131 138 

Northampton 7 11 21 33 52 87 91 92 

Norwich 36 50 62 75 88 112 121 126 
Oxford 12 16 24 28 35 49 57 81 

Sheffield 46 65 111 185 285 381 491 512 

Southampton 8 13 28 47 60 105 161 176 
York 17 22 29 40 50 78 84 94 

Greater London 1 '117 1,600 2,239 3,227 4,770 6,586 7,488 8,216 

* Including environs 
Source: Mathias, 1969, p.451. 

One of the immediate results of industrialization was the growth of the 
towns, as is shown in Table 4.2. In 1750 there were only two cities in 
Britain with a population of over 50,000 inhabitants- London and 
Edinburgh; by 1801 there were 8 such cities and by 1851, 29 (Hobsbawm, 
1968). People, especially dispossessed agricultural workers, flooded into 
these towns for work, in much the same way as people in the developing 
societies are attracted today to their cities. The influx of new inhabitants to 
urban areas was combined with dramatic population growth over the 
country as a whole: between 1750 and 1850 the population of England and 
Wales virtually trebled, rising from about 6.5 to about 18 million. The 
population rose at the rate of 10% each decade (Mathias, 1969). These 
factors led to gross overcrowding in the towns and the hasty erection of 
cheap housing. The works of Dickens and other nineteenth-century 
novelists give some impression of the terrible conditions that resulted, 
with thousands of people living in conditions of filth, disease and penury. 
For the first time masses of people in Britain experienced urban rather 
than rural poverty, arguably much worse, because of the isolation from 
village communities with the traditional forms of support for the poor, 
sick and disadvantaged which had grown up within them. The provisions 
of the new Poor Law of 1834, notably the infamous workhouse system, 
were an ineffective and unacceptable substitute. In the first half of the 
nineteenth century the threat of the workhouse hung continually over the 
lives of thousands of working people. 
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The classic slum (Gustav Dore, 1870) 

At the same time, conditions of work were changing, although this 
occurred slowly and not for everyone. It is worth remembering that in 
1850 there were still three times as many agricultural workers as textile 
workers, and it was not until the twentieth century that agriculture 
ceased to be the major employer of labour. Similarly, far more women 
worked in domestic service than in factories. In 1851 there were over a 
million women servants. (Table 4.3 overleaf gives you some indication 
of the direction and pace of change.) But the new ways of work which 
evolved in the new factories set the pattern for .working conditions for 
the whole of the labouring population. Even more important than the 
application of steam and the use of machinery was the subdivision of 
labour - a key feature of industrial organization based on capitalist 
investment. As you saw in Chapter 3 on the emergence of the economy, 
Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations described the tremendous effects 
of the subdivision of manufacture in terms of increased efficiency and 
productivity, using the example of the manufacture of a pin. He 
calculated that one worker carrying out all the operations to make a pin 
could make perhaps 20 pins in a day. Once the job had been divided up 
into something like 18 separate minute operations, each performed by a 
different worker, the output of each worker was equivalent to 4,800 pins 
a day. 

In their search for ever greater profits many capitalists applied these 
principles in reorganizing their production methods. The traditional 
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Table 4.3 Numbers of men and women in selected areas of employment in Great 
Britain, 1841-1921 (in thousands)· 

Men Women 
1841 1861 1881 1901 1861 1881 1901 

Professional occupations 113 179 254 348 126 203 326 
and their subordinate 
services 
Domestic offices and 255 195 238 34 1 1407 1756 2003 
personal services 
Commercial occupations 94 130 352 ,-597 2 11 76 
Transport and 196 579 870 1,409 11 15 27 
communications 
Agriculture, h.orticultufe and 1,434 1,779 1,517 1,339 163 116 86 
forestry 
Mining and quarrying and 218 457 604 931 6 8 6 
associated industries 
Metal manufacture 396 747 977 1,485 45 49 84 
Building and construction 376 593 875 1,216 1 2 3 
Textiles 525 6 12 554 557 676 745 795 
Clothing 358 413 379 423 596 667 792 
Food, drink and tobacco 268 386 494 70 1 71 98 216 
Total occupied in workforce 5,093 7,266 8,852 11 ,548 3,254 3,887 4,751 

* T he figures are based on census data. Figures for women from the 1841 census 
have been omitted as the data have been shown to be unreliable. 
Source: Mitchell and Deane, 1962, p.60 

craft-based way of manufacture, whereby apprentices learned all the 
techniques and processes by which raw materials became a finished 
product, was vanishing for ever. Craftsmen who took pride in skills 
which had been handed down through g�nerations were faced with the 
redundancy of their knowledge, as many of these new subdivided jobs 
could be performed by you;ng men and women with little or no training. 
Even Adam Smith, with his admiration for the efficiency of the new 
methods, acknowledged the stupefying effect such work could have on 
the labourer: 

The man whose life is spent in performing a few simple operations 
... has no occasion to exert his understanding, or to exercise his 
invention in finding out expedients for difficulties which never 
occur. He naturally loses, therefore, the habit of such exertion and 
generally becomes as stupid and ignorant as it is possible for a 
human creature to become. 
(Smith, 1937, p.734) 

Thus the worker not only lost skills and control over the task he or she 
was carrying out, but his or her ingenuity was destroyed, all of which 
served to render working people more and more powerless in the face 
of their employers; Although the artisans struggled for decades to 
maintain apprenticeship rules, to retain the old techniques and customs 
of their trades, and to keep out unskilled entrants, their efforts were in 
many cases ultimately doomed; though it should be said that at the 
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same time the new system did create some new forms of skilled work, 
especially tn the· machine-engineering industry. 

3.2 PROLETARIAT AND BOURGEOISIE: THE NEW 
CLASSES OF INDUSTRIAL SOCIETY 

Marx has provided us with the most influential account of how all these 
changes affected the class structure. For him, industrialization 
consolidated the existence of the two new classes which had been 
developing from, or to use his own words, 'maturing in the womb' of, 
the old feudal society. For Marx, the most important feature of the 
industrial society he was analysing was that it was capitalist; that is, it 
was based on the private ownership of the means of production 
(machines, factories, raw materials) by non-labouring entrepreneurs. In 

his massive study Das Kapital, Marx stated that capitalism exists when 
the owner of capital meets the seller of labour in the free market. This 
definition gives us the three central elements of the new society: the 
capitalists, the wage labourers and the market. 

Marx called the two new classes the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, 
although we might now prefer to use the terms 'capitalists' and 'working 
classes'. Like many nineteenth-century commentators, Marx also used 
the more abstract terms capital and labour. (This reminds us that in 
discussing classes we are not just talking about identifiable groups of 
individuals, but about a structured relationship between collectivities 
which embody different functions within a specific method of 
production.) The bourgeoisie now became the major holders of wealth 
and the social surplus, and thus the economically dominant class. In the 
first part of the nineteenth century they also attempted to consolidate 
their social and political power. On the local level they established their 
leadership in many towns, especially in the North and the Midlands, 
often through acts of public philanthropy such as establishing schools 
and leisure facilities. On the national level they challenged the old 
power group, the aristocracy, through various processes of 
Parliamentary reform. Especially important was the overthrow of the 
Corn Laws which kept agricultural prices artificially high, thereby 
protecting the landlords from the free market and helping to ensure 
their wealth and power. In political terms the bourgeoisie did not so 
much throw out the landed classes, as come to share the governing of 
the country with them. 

Facing the bourgeoisie was the new urban working class, dispossessed 
of the means of producing their own livelihood and forced to sell their 
only possession, their labour, in order to survive. For Marx these two 
groups were locked in a relationship that was both dependent and 
antagonistic. The labourers needed the capitalists to provide them with 
work, and the capitalists needed the labourers to make profits; but the 
relationship was also one of inherent conflict because of the exploitative 
nature of these economic arrangements. 
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Like many other nineteenth-century commentator$, Marx believed that 
the wages paid to the working people did not represent the full value of 
the goods they produced. During part of their working time, labourers 
produced goods of a value equivalent to the costs of their own 
subsistence needs (which would in turn be equivalent to a minimum 
wage). In the rest of the time they worked, the goods they produced 
represented extra value. Some of this value, 'surplus value' to use 
Marx's term, was taken by the capitalists in the form of profit. It could 
be argued that the capitalists deserved to take the surplus because of the 
risks they took in their investment and their iril.tiative in deciding what 
goods were needed by the market. This is an important argument, and is 
used by many people today. However, Marx took the opposing view: 
that it was the labourers whose work had actually produced the goods 
by their skill and effort and that they consequently had a right to the 
surplus or, to use the nineteenth-century phrase, 'the full fruits of their 
labour'. However, the mechanism of the wage, apparently offering a fair 
reward for a fair day's work, concealed from the workers the fact that 
the surplus was indeed being taken from them. This was what Marx 
meant by exploitation and it was the distinctive form by which surplus 
was extracted in the capitalist mode of production. Moreover, it was in 
the interests of the capitalists to try to increase profits by raising the 
amount of surplus value they took from the workers, either through 
cutting wages or by forcing the workers to make more goods for the 
same wages (that is, raising productivity). This in turn would increase 
the tendency to subdivision which I described earlier, so that, along 
with exploitation, working-class people would experience ever greater 
levels of powerlessness and meaninglessness at work, as they carried 
out their repetitive and mindless labour. 

Marx believed that when the working people came to understand how 
they were being exploited, they would see the system as unjust and seek 
to change it. The shared experience and awareness of exploitation 
would be the basis for unified class action, whereby the proletariat 
would eventually rise up to overthrow the whole economic order of 
capitalism, replacing it with a juster type of society in which the 
producers, not the capitalists, would control the surplus. For Marx, 
then, the working class was a class of revolutionary socialist potential. 
Reading D offers excerpts from The Communist Manifesto which Marx 
co-wrote with Frederick Engels; these excerpts give a fuller account of 
the emergence of the two key classes of capitalist society and their 
subsequent relationship. 

ACTIVITY 6 You should now read Reading D, 'Bourgeois and proletarians', by Karl 
JVIarx and Frederick Engels. 

Marx recognized that other classes ·existed in society (for example, 
landlords and peasants left over from feudalism, or the growing 
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intermediate class of administrators and professionals), but they seemed 
to him relatively insignificant in terms of the great struggle for power 
described .above. It was left to Weber, writing at a much later date, to 
grasp the social importance of these intermediate classes, which 
sociologists now usually refer to as the new middle classes. These are 
the various groups of white-collar workers, from clerks to teachers to 
managers. Weber noted how the growth of bureaucracy had led to vast 
increases in their numbers. Like the industrial workers, these classes 
were relatively powerless since they, too, did not own the means of 
production within the bureaucracies but had to sell their labour; 
nevertheless, they received higher social rewards and therefore were 
placed in a situation of competition and rivalry with the proletariat. 
Weber, like many later sociologists, believed that the growth of the new 
middle classes added so greatly to the complexity of the class structure 
that the development of the revolutionary class struggle described by 
Marx would be blocked. 

Weber's conceptualization of classes differed from Marx's in other 
important ways. While he accepted that there was a major division in 
society between the propertied and propertyless classes, he also 
emphasized very strongly that there were divisions within these groups. 
Not only was there the cleavage between the middle and working 
classes which we have described above, there were also splits within 
the working classes themselves. All these divisions were generated by 
the market, which gives different rewards to groups with different assets 
to sell. Skilled manual workers, for example, will be more highly 
rewarded than unskilled labourers because of their training and 
expertise, while the middle-class groupings have various levels of 
qualification, education and training to offer. The small propertied 
group, too, is split on the basis of different types of property held; one 
such division which still remains central to our economy today is that 
between finance capital (the city, bankers) and manufacturing capital. 
While Marx's theory of exploitation and class conflict led him 
continually to emphasize the potential for unity within the two major 
classes, Weber's stress on the divisive role of the market resulted in his 
view of a plurality of classes, or potential classes, all existing in a 
climate of competition and rivalry with one another; conflict was thus 
as great within the broader class groupings as between them. 

This effect, which later sociologists have called fragmentation of 
classes, was increased, in Weber's view, because economic relations of 
class were further complicated by overlapping with two other sources of 
social division, which Weber called status and party. Status inequality 
refers to the differing amounts of prestige or social standing held by 
various groups (status groups tend to be held together by common 
lifestyles and patterns of consumption). Weber argued that status 
divisions within the working class (the old Victorian distinction 
between 'rough' and 'respectable' is one example) worked against the 
development of a unified class identity as envisaged by Marx. Finally, 
Weber believed that parties and other political organizations would 
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often cut across class and status divisions in their membership as they 
sought to mobilize power to further the interests of their members. The 
sale of council houses to tenants by the Conservative party is a good 
example of how a party traditionally identified with bourgeois and 
middle-class interests can also cater to working-class needs, thereby 
encouraging political divisions within that class. In these ways, among 
others, Weber produced a model of the class structure which allowed 
for infinitely more compl�xity than Marx's polar model. 

Weber did not, however, disagree with every aspect of Marx's thinking. 
Like Marx, he saw the capitalist entrepreneurs, the sellers of wage 
labour and the market as three of the core elements of industrial society. 
But as we have seen, Weber was particularly interested in motivation. 
He wanted to explain why people had initiated these new forms of 
production and n�w ways of developing wealth. This made him more 
interested in the capitalist class than in the labourers. He argued, as we 
saw earlier, that capitalist motivation had a particular link with 
Protestantism; what he called the 'Protestant ethic' encouraged the kind 
of behaviour necessary for capitalist success: hard work, systematic 
planning, saving and thrift, reinvestment of profits. In particular, certain 
Protestant sects, such as Calvinism, espouse the doctrine of 
predestination, which holds that men and women are doomed from 
birth to damnation or salvation. The only way Calvinists could deal 
with this depressing predicament was by demonstrating faith in the idea 
of being a:mong the saved rather than the damned. This was achieved in 
part by steadily working away at their occupation or 'calling' . Weber 
had a gloomy view of the implications of this for people's lives. As 
religious motivations died away over the century, the capitalists would 
continue their pursuit of profit as an end in itself, not as a mark of faith 
and grace. Mankind would become trapped in the 'iron cage' of 
capitalist, bureaucratic society, which Weber believed posed a 
considerable threat to human freedom, stifling creativity and ingenuity. 
The importance, for Weber, of religion and culture in the transition to 
early capitalism forms one of the central themes of the next chapter. 

Weber's thesis of the 'Protestant ethic' gains credibility from the fact that 
capitalism developed first in Protestant countries such as England. It is 
also true that many of the first capitalists were members, not of the 
Church of England, which had become the religion of the landed classes 
and gave support to the gentlemanly lifestyle, but of the various non­
conformists sects like the Baptists, Congregationalists and Unitarians, 
which gave much more emphasis to the values of puritanism, thrift and 
hard work. Historians have argued about the evidence for the 'Weber 
thesis', but these debates about Weber's historical accuracy are less 

·important to us as social scientists than the emphasis he puts on the role 
of ideas as a major influence in promoting or retarding social change. 

Nevertheless, when I study the history of the early nineteenth century 
I find myself thinking of Marx's idee�:s rather than Weber's. The period 
between 1780 and 1850 was a time of constant upheaval, as working 
people struggled against the new industrial system and the hardship 
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and poverty industrialism brought in its wake. There were food riots, 
hundreds of strikes and demonstrations in the industrial areas, rick­
burning and riots in the ·c

.
oup.tryside over agricultural wage levels; the 

Luddite movement smashed machinery as a result of its perceived 
threat to the wages of skilled workers, and the great Chartist movement 
of the 1840s sought political reforms, including universal male suffrage, 
in order to gain a Parliamentary voice for working people and then use 
it to address their economic grievances. 

� 

The 'Peterloo massacre', 
Manchester, 16 August 1819 

Thousands of ordinary men and women set up clubs, joined trade 
unions, marched, went on strike, demonstrated and signed petitions. In 

one city alone, Nottingham, there were no fewer than thirty-nine riots 
between 1780 and 1850, as people sought redress for a range of social, 
economic and political grievances. Many of these riots caused 
substantial damage to the property of the wealthy mill- and landowners, 
including (in 1832) the looting and burning down of Nottingham Castle. 
However, these movements of resistance tended to be localized and 
small-scale, reflecting the fact that the development of capitalist 
industrialism was an extremely uneven process, which took different 
forms and occurred with varying speed around the country. Responses 
were far more militant in some areas than others, as, indeed, the degree 
of suffering experienced by the people varied from region to region, 
although the two were not necessarily linked. At times, however, as in 
the case of Chartism, these fragmented activities of the working class 
threatened to become a national movement. 
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A wonderful account of these conflicts has been provided by E. P. 

Thompson in his massive study,· The Making of the English Working 
Class. Thompson is sympathetic to the ideas of Marx, but believes too 
many Marxist sociologists use the idea of class wrongly by ignoring the 
dimension of people's experiences and subjective responses. He 
declares that class is not a 'thing' that can be studied outside of the 
lived experience of the men and women who constitute it. Marx himself 
made a distinction between 'class in itself' (the economic conditions 
under which people live whether or not they realize it) and 'class for 
itself' (class as a politically aware and actively organized body). 
Thompson believes that these two aspects cannot be separated and that 
classes are therefore constantly changing as the people within them 
change their responses and behaviour. Reading E presents a short 
excerpt from Thompson's book in which he sets out his ideas on class 
and the necessity to understand it by viewing it historically - looking 
at patterns of behaviour over a period of time. 

ACTIVITY 7 You should now read Reading E, 'The making of a class', by E.P. 
Thompson. 

In his book, Thompson argues that up to 1850 the working people of 
England, because of shared economic suffering, developed an awareness 
of common interests and grievances and attempted through the activities· 
I have described above to redress them. Although this working-class 
movement might not have been quite the revolutionary force that Marx 
looked for, Thompson demonstrates in his book that these working 
people were highly critical of the industrial system and perceived it as 
unjust. They put forward, in numerous documents and pamphlets, plans 
for alternative ways of organizing society. Many of them favoured ideas 
of cooperative production, in which there would be no need for distinct 
classes of labour and capital and in which everybody would work 
collectively for the good of the community rather than for the profit of a 
few individuals. If we had been alive in 1840, Marx's ideas might have 
seemed much more pertinent than they do today. 

ACTIVITY 8 Before reading further, you should spend some time answering the 
follovving questions: 

1 Explain exactly what Marx meant by 'exploitation'. 

2 Put forward the arguments for and against the idea that working 
people were being cheated of the possession of the surplus of their 
labour. 

3 What are the main differences in the ways in vvhich Marx and 
Weber thought about the new middle classes? 
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The impaet of industrialization on gender relations was less dramatic 
than on class relations, but just as far-reaching. Alice Clark, whose work 
we discussed in Section 2.2, may have had too optimistic a view of pre­
industrial gender relations, but I believe she was correct about the 
immediate effects of industrialism on women's economic lives. We 
need, however, to distinguish carefully between women of the different 
classes. Working-class women shared in the deprivation and struggles of 
their menfolk. Women from the higher social groupings were obviously 
better-off materially, but in some ways their economic position relative 
to men deteriorated more sharply. 

The breakup of the family unit was a slow and uneven process but its 
effects hit women from the higher classes more quickly. Such women 
lost their involvement in productive work and became quite dependent 
on fathers and husbands. Wives of the gentry and the entrepreneurs 
increasingly led a life of privileged idleness, which has been described 
as 'the gilded cage'. Only women in poorer families of, say, tradesmen 
or professionals, who did not succeed in finding a husband would be 
expected to earn, and these faced an unhappy future because of the very 
limited range of jobs considered respectable enough for 'genteel' 
women. Governessing was one such job, but it was ill-paid and 
commanded little social respect. Many such women ended up as 
paupers or dependent on charity. It is not surprising that the search for 
a husband often became the sole purpose of a young woman's life; 
without one the prospect was bleak. 

These developments made what the Victorians called 'the woman 
question' an important issue of the day. If married women could not be 
earners what social function could they fulfil? The Victorians developed 
a whole new set of ideas about women which has been labelled the 
ideology of domesticity. You will find one account of this in Reading F, 
an excerpt from Catherine Hall's essay, 'The history of the housewife'. 

ACTIVITY 9 You should novv read Reading f; 'The domestic ideal', by Catherine 
Hall. 

At the core of this ideology was the now-familiar proposition that 
women's place is in the home. The Victorians acknowledged the 
seamier aspects of capitalism in representing the world of work as 
ruthless, polluted and dangerous. Women were seen as essentially pure, 
but easily led astray; if they went out to work they were considered to 
risk moral corruption and sexual seduction. Instead, they should devote 
themselves to domestic duties, restoring husbands after their return 
from work, raising children and setting a moral example to them, and 
making the home a comfortable place, either through their own 
housework or by managing a household of servants. 
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The ideal family (c.1850) 

I want to emphasize again that this was largely a new view of women's 
role. In pre-industrial society it was seen as desirable and normal for 
women to be earners and contributers to the household income. But in 

Victorian England the only approved roles outside the home for women 
from wealthy families were unpaid charitable work, visiting the sick, 
and improving the lives and morals of their working-class sisters. 

These ideas were based on the principle that women and men were 
naturally different- not just biologically, but in terms of inherent 
personality; they were believed therefore to be fitted by nature for 
different social roles. This was the doctrine of separate spheres. One 
classic and relatively sophisticated statement of this is found in John 
Ruskin's essay 'Of Queens' Gardens': 

Their separate characters are briefly these. The man's power is 
active, progressive, defensive. He is eminently the doer, the 
creator, the discoverer, the defender. His intellect is for speculation 
and invention; his energy for adventure, for war and for conquest 
... But the woman's power is for rule, not for battle, and her 
intellect is not for invention or creation, but for a sweet ordering, 
arrangement and decision ... Her great function is Praise; she 
enters into no contest, but infallibly adjudges the crown of contest. 
By her office, and place, she is protected from all danger and 
temptation. The man, in his rough work in the open world, must 
encounter all peril and trial ... often he must be wounded or 
subdued ... and always hardened. But he guards the woman from 
all this .. . 
(Ruskin, 1965, p.59) 



CHAPTER 4 CHANGING SOCIAL STRUCTURES: CLASS AND GENDER 203 

The ideology of domestictty filtered down slowly to the working 
classes. In the 1830s some trade unions began to campaign against the 
employment of women in factories. Although this was chiefly because 

. of fear of women's competition, they also made use of the domestic 
ideal. In 1842 the Mines Act prohibited women from working 
underground, and successive Factory Acts put limitations on women's 
worldng hours along with those of children. Although this legislation 
was the creation of middle-class reformers it was widely supported ·by 
working men. The Acts may have protected women from some of the 
worse aspects of unchecked exploitation, but they also served to suggest 
that women were in some way different from men as workers, an 
attitude that would grow in the course of the century. During the first 
half of the nineteenth century, however, the poverty and insecurity of 
working-class life ensured that most wives continued as earners where 
jobs were available to them. 

Women without jobs often fell into destitution. The majority of paupers 
and occupants of workhouses were women. Many thousands more were 
forced into prostitution, which was extensive in Victorian England, 
especially in the cities. But most women managed to find work on 
farms, in domestic service (which remained the chief source of 
employment for women well into the twentieth century), in factories 
and in workshops and laundries. A growing problem in finding 
employment resulted from tlie separation of home and workplace, 
which made it hard to combine a job with the care of young children, 
especially before state education developed in the latter part of the 
century. Working-class women adopted the same range of solutions as 
they do-today. Some continued to find work that could be done at home 
(such as sewing or washing); some took up casual or part-time tasks; 
others used relatives or childminders to care for their babies. Teenage 
daughters, whose earning potential was lower than that of their 
mothers, were often required to do housework and childminding. This 
growing burden of domestic responsibility was an additional restraint 
on women's opportunities compared to those of men. 

Opportunities were also restricted by the sexual division of labour. 
Many of the new industrial jobs were seen by employers as ideal 
'women's work', being repetitive and unskilled, and they preferred to 
employ women and children as their labour was cheaper and they were 
considered more docile and less likely to join trade unions. But this did 
not bring an end to the sexual division of labour, although there was 
some shifting in the labelling of jobs as men's or women's work. For 
example, in the pre-industrial economy spinning was a major female 
occupation while weaving was a traditional male skill. Mechanization 
took the skill from weaving which was then assigned to women, while 
men captured the more important and more highly-skilled machine­
spinning tasks. These changes frequently provoked industrial conflict, 
as male workers struggled to retain their old jobs and skills, and the 
outcome was often a compromise with men being promised the best and 
most highly-paid of the reorganized tasks. The final result was that the 
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sexual stereotyping of jobs as men's or women's work was strengthened 
rather than weakened. Campaigns were mounted against women, such 
as field workers or 'colliery lasses', working in jobs considered 
unsuitable because they were dirty, involved heavy labour or working 
beside men. Male control of the best, most highly-paid jobs was an 
important source of continued male dominance in industrial society. 

In this period the family, too, continued to be patriarchal. This was 
especially the case in the families of the bourgeoisie and the upper 
classes, where women's total financial dependence on men deprived 
them of any base from which to resist male control. Among the working 
classes, women's continued labour-market participation gave them a 
stronger position With regard to their husbands. Moreover, working­
class families were particularly vulnerable to breakup, because of the 
stresses of poverty, the need to move around the country to find work 
and the high mortality rates. Many widows and deserted wives found 
themselves in charge of the family, though husbands, when present, still 
held greater authority, and wives and children were often subjected to 
brutality and violence as men reaffirmed their right to be obeyed. 

The legal position of married women remained weak. They had no 
rights to any property or earnings of their own, even those that they had 
possessed before marriage. They had no rights to divorce and men were 
empowered to keep children if a couple separated, although in practice 
most men left that responsibility to their wives. A woman's status was 
totally determined by that of her husband. If he became a pauper she 
had to accompany him to the workhouse. 

In Section 2.2 we looked at the contention of Shorter, among others, that 
industrialization brought an end to patriarchy, or at least weakened its 
grip. But others, such as Sylvia Walby, have argued by contrast that 
Victorian society was a high point for patriarchy in Britain, as women 
were pressured to withdraw from economic activity and become more 
dependent on men. Similarly, Heidi Hartmann has argued that patriarchy 
did not disappear with industrial capitalism, but merely changed its 
form, becoming perhaps less centrally maintained by private 
relationships within the household, but instead being incorporated into 
the new capitalist relations of production. In her paper 'Patriarchy, 
capitalism and job segregation by sex', Hartmann argues that capitalism 
built upon existing patriarchal traditions at work and in the home by 
utilizing women as a source of cheap labour and by exploiting their 
weaker and subordinate ·social position. Sex segregation of jobs became a 
major vehicle for the continuing social dominance of men; the low pay 
given for women's work forced women into dependence on men and this 
encouraged the identification of women as domestic workers. 

The Factory Acts can be seen to exemplify the way in which patriarchy 
and capitalism interacted. Patriarchal impulses from middle-class 
reformers who wished to push women into the home lay behind the 
legislation which many employers opposed since they preferred to use 
cheaper female labour. The motives of the working men who supported 
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the Acts seem to have been a mix of economic consideration (fear of 
wemen's COf.9-petition, and the undercutting of wages) and acceptance of 
the domestk ideal for women which helped them to maintain their 
�uthority in the home. However, as Table 4.4 suggests, the end result of 
the Acts was not to exclude women altogether from industry, but to 
push them more firmly into jobs which were subsidiary to those of men. 
Men retained the best jobs and their economic superiority, while 
employers continued with their divisive tactics and exploitation of 
women's ch�ap labour. According to Hartmann, this demonstrates how 
patriarchy and capitalism work together to subordinate women. 

Table 4.4 Total working population in England and Wales, 1861-1911 

Men Women 

Year Combined Total %of total .Total %of total 
total number number working number working 

population population 

1861 9,818,994 6,469,674 65.9 3,349,320 34.1 

1871 10,730,286 7,329,123 68.3 3,401,163 31.7 

1881 11 '187,564 7,783,646 69.6 3,403,918 30.4 

1891 12,899,484 8,883,254 68.9 4,016,230 31.1 

1901 1 4,328,727 10,156,976 70.9 4,171,751 29.1 

1911 16,284,399 11,453,665 70.3 4,830,734 29.7 

Source: Holcombe, 1 973, p.213 

Patriarchy did not come to an end with industrialization. I would accept 
the proposition that Victorian society saw patriarchy strengthened, as 
women's participation in the world outside.the home diminished and 
sexual stereotyping became more pervasive. The doctrine of separate 
spheres meant that men were able to keep women out of the social 
institutions of the public sphere, to order them in line with male 
interests and ideas shaped by men, and to rlin them on male lines, as 
Ehrenreich and English argued. 

ACTIVITY 1 0 Before reading further, you should consider the following questions: 

1 What are the main points of the 'ideology of domesticity'? 

2 In what ways does it appear that patriarchy survived into the 
industrial era? 

lRemember the various definitions of patriarchy vve discussed earlier.) 
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4 INDUSTRIAL SOCIETY Ai"JD THE 

GROWTH OF FEMH\JISM 

4.1 THE MATURING OF INDUSTRIAL SOCIETY 

In this, the final s�ction of this chapter, I shall look briefly at changes 
which occurred between the mid-Victorian period and the end of the 
Second World War. 

The period between 1850 and 1900 was a crucial one for stabilizing 
patterns of class and gender relations, which then persisted fairly 
unchanged until the epoch of post-war reconstruction. In these years 
industrial society became much more stable as it began to achieve its 
mature form. Relations between the classes became far more 
harmonious. Strikes, demonstrations and other manifestations of 
conflict still occurred, but the trend was for disputes to be settled by 
negotiation rather than confrontation. 

Although the working classes continued to fight for their right to a 
decent standard of living, they no longer held so strongly to their 
visions of an alternative way of organizing society. The mass of the 
working class came to accept that industrial capitalism was inevitable, 
aspiring merely to improve their position within it. 

Many factors contributed to this change. It has been argued that 
divisions were becoming more apparent within the working class. One 
example is the emergence of a labour aristocracy, � elite group of 
skilled workers, who, in return for high wages, were persuaded to 
abandon radical action. Such a division, if we follow Weber's thinking, 
would be only one of many. Perhaps the major division was that 
between the sexes; the exclusionary policies of trade unions which we 
discussed in the last section prevented working men and women from 
developing a common sense of identity. Another argument is that the 
bourgeoisie was able to use its control of social institutions, such as the 
education system, the churches, and later the mass media, to ensure that 
its own ideology became the dominant social viewpoint. Moreover, the 
working classes were now developing their own distinctive lifestyle, 
what sociologists call 'traditional working-class culture': football clubs 
and pools, racing and betting shops, 'the local' and working-men's 
clubs, music halls and dance halls. Sociologists suggest that this culture 
fostered defensive and fatalistic attitudes, leading to a resigned 
acceptance. of the status quo. These and other factors contributed to a 
'remaking of the working class', as the more politicized class described 
by Thompson was reshaped. 

Major advances for working people were achieved in the early twentieth 
century with the gaining of the vote and the right to full political 
representation, along with the formation of a political party designed 
specifically to further the interests of labour. However, perhaps because 
of the disruptions caused by the two world wars and the international 
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recession of the 1920s and 1930s, the working classes were unable to 
make use o� their po.litical muscle to improve their socio-economic 
position until after 1945. Nonetheless, this incorporation of the working 
_classes into the political structure is seen by Anthony Giddens as a 
mark of the maturation of industrial capitalism and another factor 
contributing to more harmonious class relations (Giddens 1973). 

Meanwhile, the middle classes were expanding, partly as a result of 
significant <jhanges in the industrial economy. Private companies, 
owned by a single entrepreneur, were supplanted by public ownership; 
mergers and takeovers resulted in the formation of large companies with 
a wide range of production and financial interests. This promoted the 
growth of bureaucracy, which Weber considered to be a core feature of 
capitalist development, and produced new types of jobs. Such complex 
organizations needed armies of clerks, technicians, marketing specialists 
and managers in order to function effectively. The professions also 
expanded, partly as a response to the many problems thrown up by 
industrialization. 

As we saw earlier, Weber believed that the expansion of middle-class 
occupations had radically transformed the class structure, with 
competition between the two different sorts of propertyless worker 
(middle-class and working-class) becoming just as important as the 
original split between propertied and propertyless. W hile Marx in some 
of his later works had discussed the role of the new middle classes, 
conceiving them as a buffer between capital and labour, he under­
estimated the social and political implications of such a development. 
Durkheim's ideas suggest another approach to the implications of 
rnjddle-dass expansion: the increased complexity of the division of 
labour, he believed, would increase people's sense of the 
interdependence of the various social groups. Durkheim himself was 
not greatly interested in the concept of class, but his work has provided 
an alternative way of thinking about society to the class-based theories 
of Marx and Weber. The perspective known as 'functionalism', which 
draws on many of Durkheim's ideas, emphasizes the idea of integration 
and complementarity between classes. Functionalism suggests that 
people accept inequalities as a necessary consequence of the complex 
division of labour characteristic of industrial societies and that social 
solidarity is thus maintained. 

4.2 SEXUAL SEGREGATION AND THE GROWTH OF 

FEMINISM 

The expansion of the service sector had important effects for gender 
relations too. It provided new 'respectable' jobs for both working- and 
middle-class women, especially in retailing and clerical work. Teaching 
was another expanding area which provided many jobs for women, 
along with the modernized nursing service established by Florence 
Nightingale. However, these increased opportunities left the structure of 
segregation intact. Indeed, contemporary ideas about which jobs are 
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suitable for each sex have their origins in the period between 1850 and 
1900, during which the sexual division of labour stabilized into 
something similar to its contemporary form. Women were concentrated 
in light, repetitive factory work, in the caring professions and in lower­
grade service jobs, just as they are today. 

· 

Victorian women in 'suitable' and 'unsuitable' forms of employment: a typist and 'colliery lasses'. 

By the end of the nineteenth century the ideology of domesticity had 
become firmly established as the dominant way of thinking about 
women. It was now spreading to the working classes; the trade union 
movement endorsed the ideal of the family wage �d the non-working 
wife (even if not many members achieved that ideal). Victorian ideas of 
sexual propriety also contributed to the segregation of the sexes (female 
and male office workers sometimes had to use separate doors to avoid 
bumping into one another!). The daily experience of men and of women 
was sharply differentiated. 

But in opposition to this arose the movement for sexual equality, 
initiated by upper-class and middle-class women, like Florence 
Nightingale and Josephine Butler, who found the restrictions placed on 
them intolerable. The Victorian feminist movement started in the late 
1850s and rapidly gained momentum and support. Its campaigns for 
educational, economic and social rights for women all had some effect. 
Higher education was slowly opened up to women (against voluble 
oppositionfrom male students and professors); professions such as 
medicine admitted their first female entrants; women sat on school 
boards a:nd local government bodies. Frances Power Cobbe's expose of 
marital violence among the working classes, which she called 'wife 
torture', led to working-class women getting the right to legal separation 
in 1878, and divorce reform slowly followed. The Married Women's 
Property Acts of 1870 and 1882 allowed women control of their own 
earnings and the property they brought into marriage. Feminists also 
tried to improve the lot of working-class women, encouraging them to 
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form their own trade unions. By 1900 the fight for female suffrage had 
become the l<.ey issue of the feminist movement and once it was 
achieved th.e movement lost its impetus, although women could then 
pse parliamentary procedures to campaign on issues like the family 
allowance. At its height, however, the Victorian feminist movement 
posed an important challenge to the ideology of domesticity, although it 
can be argued that most of the benefits were felt by middle-class women 
and had little impact on working-class women's lives. 

� 

Victorian feminism represented the first major onslaught against the 
structures of patriarchal control, as feminists campaigned for greater 
equity within the family and started to push into the public sphere. 
However, they failed to break down the structure of gender-based job 
segregation which remained a key feature of the capitalist industrial 
system. (See also Book 3 (Bocock and Thompson, 1992), Chapter 1, 
which examines Sylvia Walby's argument that the twentieth century has 
seen a shift away from private patriarchy (based on the power of 
individual men within the family) but that gender hierarchies persist in 
the public domain.) 

5 CONCLUS!Or\1 

By 1900 the class and gender relations of the maturing industrial 
capitalist economy had consolidated themselves on a basis which 
would not alter much until the 1950s. Britain was still a society rigidly 
divided on class lines, with little contact between the classes. The 
material position of working people did not improve substantially. 
Their standard of living remained modest and the threat of destitution 
and the Poor Law continued. Foreign holidays, cars and refrigerators 
were as yet undreamed-of luxuries for the mass of working people. 

Gender hierarchies, too, remained in place. Despite the fact that the 
legal framework of patriarchy was being dismantled, men continued in 
reality to dominate in the home and at work, and male control of the 
public sphere was furthered by the rigidifying of the sexual division of 
labour. Women's contributions to the economy in the First World War 
posed only a short-term challenge to established ideas about gender 
roles, with the pre-war division of labour rapidly being restored 
afterwards. Before the Second World War, the ideology of domesticity 
was as strong as ever, with marriage bars being introduced by many 
organizations. Women and men continued to inhabit separate spheres. 

This chapter has traced inequalities of class and gender in Britain 
through from 1800 to 1945. I hope I have demonstrated to you how 
particular patterns of class inequality were generated by the emergence 
of an industrial system of production organized on a capitalist base. 
Gender inequalities were not produced by capitalism, as pre-industrial 
societies were already patriarchal. But my argument has been that male 



il i 
li 

210 . 
FORMATIONS OF MODERNITY 

dominance at work was deepened by industrial capitalism, which 
produced a more rigid sexual division of labour, and that patriarchy in 
the family was also initially strengthened by the separation of home and 
work, although it began to break down at the end of the century. 

The historical developments I have described are specific to Britain. In 
considering other societies, we would have to take into account 
variations caused by differing historical and cultural antecedents, 
differing political contexts and degrees of state intervention in social 
development, as well as the fact that capitalist.economic development 
takes place at different paces, with a different balance of sectors and a 
different technological trajectory, in each society. Moreover, all these 
differences can al�o operate within each society, leading to marked local 
and regional variations. Nonetheless, we can still trace out broadly 
similar trends in. other industrial societies. They share a common 
history of working-class deprivation with a struggle to improve living 
standards, and a common patriarchal legacy, fostering gender 
stereotyping and segregation. These similarities arise from their shared 
economic system and from the way that industrial capitalism was 
historically founded on a pre-industrial patriarchal base. 

Since 1945, the British social formation has undergone some dramatic 
changes (which are examined in Book 3 (Bocock and Thompson, 1992), 

Chapter 1). But many of the conditions which generated the inequalities 
I have described still exist. Industrial production is still carried out on 
the basis of capitalist ownership, the profit imperative, the subdivision 
of the work process and the powerlessness of the labourers. Gender 
segregation in employment is still marked, and the domestic ideal still 
casts its shadow on women's lives. Although patriarchy has been greatly 
eroded and the class structure has been further fragmented, class and 
gender hierarchies remain in force; and, as individuals, our own life 
chances will in part be determined by the way in which those 
hierarchies interact. I hope this discussion of how those hierarchies 
originated and have shifted as societies have developed will help you 
towards an understanding of contemporary social formations. 
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READING A CAPITALISM AND W01viEN'S LABOUR 

Alice Clark 

In modern life the majority of Englishwomen devote the greater part of 
their lives to domestic occupations, while men are freed from domestic 
occupations of any. sort, being generally engaged in industrial or pro­
fessional pursuits and spending their leisure over public services or per­
sonal pleasure and amusement. 

Under modern conditions the ordinary domesti� occupations of English­
women consist in tending babies and young children, either as mothers or 
servants, in preparing household meals, and in keeping the house clean, 
while laundry work, preserving fruit, and the making of children's clothes 
are still often included in the domestic. category. In ihe seventeenth cen­
tury it embraced a much wider range of production; for brewing, dairy­
work, the care of poultry and pigs, the production of vegetables and fruit, 
spinning flax and wool, nursing and doctoring, all formed part of domestic 
industry. Therefore the part which women played in industrial and pro­
fessional life was in addition to a much greater productive activity in the 
domestic sphere than is required of them under modern conditions. 

On the other hand it may be urged that, if women were upon the whole 
more actively engaged in industrial work during the seventeenth century 
than they were in the first decade of the twentieth century, men were 
much more occupied with domestic affairs then than they are now. Men in 
all classes gave time and care to the education of their children, and the · 

young unmarried men who generally occupied positions as apprentices 
and servants were partly employed over domestic work. Therefore, 
though now it is taken for granted that domestic work will be done by 
women, a considerable proportion of it in former days fell to the share of 
men. 

These circumstances have led to a different use of terms in this essay from 
that which has generally been adopted; a difference rendered necessary 
from the fact that other writers on industrial evolution have considered it 
only from the man's point of view, whereas this investigation is concerned 
primarily with its effect upon the position of women. 

To facilitate the enquiry, organisation for production is divided into three 
types: 

(a) Domestic Industry. 

(b) Family Industry. 

(c) Capitalistic Industry, or Industrialism. 

No hard-and-fast line exists in practice between these three systems, 
which merge imperceptibly into one another. In the seventeenth century 
all three existed side by side, often obtaining at the same time in the same 

Source: Clark, A. (1982) Working Life of Women in the Seventeenth Century, 
London, Routledge, pp.5-13. 
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industries, but the underlying principles are quite distinct and may be 
defined as follows: 

(a) Domestic Industry is the form of production in which the goods 
produced are for the exclusive use of the family and are not therefore 
subject to an exchange or money value. 

(b) Family Industry is the .form in which the family becomes the unit for 
the production of goods to be sold or exchanged. 

� 

The family consisted of father, mother, children, household servants and 
apprentices; the apprentices and servants being children and young peo­
ple of both sexes who earned their keep and in the latter case a nominal 
wage, but who did not expect to remain permanently as wage-earners, 
hoping on the contrary in due course to marry and set up in business on 
their own account. The profits of family industry belonged to the family 
and not to individual members of it. During his lifetime they were vested 
in the father who was regarded as the head of the family; he was expected 
to provide from them marriage portions for his children as they reached 
maturity, and on his death the mother succeeded to his position as head of 
the family, his right of bestowal by will being strictly limited by custom 
and public opinion. 

Two features are the main characteristics of family industry in its perfect 
form: first, the unity of capital and labour, for the family, whether that of a 
farmer or tradesman, owned stock and tools and themselves contributed 
the labour; second, the situation of the workshop within the precincts of 
the home. 

These two conditions were rarely completely fulfilled in the seventeenth 
century, for the richer farmers and tradesmen often employed permanent 
wage-earners in addition to the members of their family, and in other cases 
craftsmen no longer owned their stock, but made goods to the order of the 
capitalist who supplied them with the necessary material. Nevertheless, 
the character of family industry was retained as long as father, mother, and 
children worked together, and the money earned was regarded as belong­
ing to the family, not to the individual members of it. 

From the point of view of the economic position of women a system can be 
classed as family industry while the father works at home, but when he 
leaves home to work on the capitalist's premises the last vestige of family 
industry disappears and industrialism takes its place. 

(c) Capitalistic Industry, or Industrialism, is the system by which pro­
duction is controlled by the owners of capital, and the labourers or 
producers, men, women and children receive individual wages. 

Domestic and family industry existed side by side during the middle ages; 
for example, brewing, baking, spinning, cheese and butter making were 
conducted both as domestic arts and for industrial purposes. Both were 
gradually supplanted by capitalistic industry, the germ of which was 
apparently introduced about the thirteenth century, and gradually devel­
oped strength for a more rapid advance in the seventeenth century .... 
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The spread of capitalism affected the productive capacity of women: 

1 In the capitalist class where the energy and hardiness of Elizabethan 
ladies gave way before the idleness and pleasure which characterised the 
Restoration period. 

2 In agriculture, where the wives of richer yeomen were withdrawing 
from farm work and where there already existed a considerable number of 
labourers dependent entirely on wages, whose wives having no gardens or 
pastures were unable to supply the families' food according to old custom. 
The wages of such women were too irregular and too low to maintain them 
and their children in a state of efficiency, and through semi-starvation 
their productive powers and their capacity for motherhood were greatly 
reduced. 

3 In the textile trades where the demand for thread and yarn which could 
only be produced by women and children was expanding. The con­
venience of spinning as an employment for odd minutes and the mechan­
ical character of its movements which made no great tax on eye or brain, 
rendered it the most adaptable of all domestic arts to the necessities of the 
mother. Spinning became the chief resource for the marrd.ed women who 
were losing their hold on other industries, but its return\in money value 
was too low to render them independent of other means o\f support. There 
is little evidence to suggest that women shared in the capitalistic enter­
prises of the clothiers during this period, and they had lost their earlier 
position as monopolists of the silk trade. 

, 4 In other crafts and trades where a tendency can be traced for women to _ 

withdraw from business as this developed on capitalistic lines. The his­
tory of the guilds shows a progressive weakening of their positions in 
these associations, though the corporations of the seventeenth century 
still regarded the wife as her husband's partner. In these corporations the 
effect of capitalism on the industrial position of the wage-earner's wife 
becomes visible. 

Under family industry the wife of every master craftsman became free of 
his guild and could share his work. But as the crafts became capitalised 
many journeymen never qualified as masters, remaining in the outer 
courts of the companies all their lives, and actually forming separate 
organisations to protect their interests against their masters and to secure a 
privileged position for themselves by restricting the number of appren­
tices. As the journeymen worked on their masters' premises it naturally 
followed that their wives were not associated with them in their work, and 
that apprenticeship became the only entrance to their trade. 

Though no 
.
written rules existed confining apprenticeship to the male sex, 

girls were seldom if ever admitted as apprentices in the guild trades, and 
therefore women were excluded from the ranks of journeymen. As the 
journeyman's wife could not work at her husband's trade, she must, if 
need be, find employment for herself as an individual. In some cases the 
journeyman's organisations were powerful enough to keep wages on a 
level which sufficed for the mainte-nance of their families; then the wife 
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became completely dependent on her husband, sinking to the position of 
his unpaid domestic servant. .... 

In estimating the influence of economic changes on the position of women 
· it must be remembered that. capitalism has not merely replaced family 
industry but has been equally destructive of domestic industry. 

One unexpected effect has been the reversal of the parts which married 
�d unmarried women play in productive enterprise. In the earlier stages 
of economic� evolution, that which we now call domestic work, viz., cook­
ing, cleaning, mending, tending of children, etc., was performed by 
unmarried girls under the direction of the housewife, who was thus ena­
bled to take an important position in the family industry. Under modern 
conditions this domestic work falls upon the mothers who remain at home 
while the unmarried girls go out to take their place in industrial or pro­
fessional life. The young girls in modern life have secured a position of 
economic independence, while the mothers remain in a state of depen­
dence and subordination - an order of things which would have greatly 
astonished our ancestors. 

In the seventeenth century the idea is seldom encountered that a man 
supports his wife; husband and wife were then mutually dependent and 
together supported their children . ... 

READING B THE WOMAN QUESTION 

Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre English 

The Woman Question arose in the course of a historic transformation 
whose scale later generations have still barely grasped. It was the 'indus­
trial revolution', and even 'revolution' is too pallid a word. From the Scot­
tish highlands to the Appalachian hills, from the Rhineland to the 
Mississippi Valley, whole villages were emptied to feed the factory system 
with human labor. People were wrested from the land suddenly, by force; 
or more subtly, by the pressure of hunger and debt- uprooted from the 
ancient security of family, clan, parish. A settled, agrarian life which had 
persisted more or less for centuries was destroyed in one tenth the time it 
had taken for the Roman Empire to fall, and the old ways of thinking, the 
old myths and old rules, began to lift like the morning fog. 

Marx and Engels - usually thought of as the instigators of disorder rather 
than the chroniclers of it- were the first to grasp the cataclysmic nature of 
these changes. An old world was dying and a new one was being born: 

All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and vener­
able prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones 
become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts into 
air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face 

Source: Ehrenreich, B. and English, D. (1979) For Her Own Good, London, Pluto, 
pp.5-14. 
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with sober senses his real conditions of life and his relations with his 
kind. 
(Marx and Engels, 1935, p.26) 

Incredible, once unthinkable, possibilities opened up as all the 'fixed, fast­
frozen relations'- between man and woman, between parents and chil­
dren, between the rich and the poor - were thrown into question. Over 
one-hundred-and-fifty years later, the dust has still not settled. 

On the far side of the industrial revolution is what we will call, for our 
purposes, the Old Order .... 

Three patterns of social life in the Old Order stand out and give it consist­
ency: the Old Order is unitary: There is of course always a minority of 
people whose lives- acted out on a plane above dull necessity and the 
routines of labor - are complex and surprising. But life, for the great 
majority of people, has a unity and simplicity which will never cease to 
fascinate the 'industrial man' who comes later. This life is not marked off 
into different 'spheres' or 'realms' of experience: 'work' and 'home', 'pub­
lic' and 'private', 'sacred' and 'secular'. Production (of food, clothing, 
tools) takes place in the same rooms or outdoor spaces where children 
grow up, babies are born, couples come together. The family relation is not 
secluded in the realm of emotion; it is a working relation. Biological life­
sexual desire, childbirth, sickness, the progressive infirmity of age - · 

impinges directly on the group activities of production and play. Ritual 
and superstition affirm the unity of body and earth, biology and labor: . 
menstruating women must not bake bread; conception is most favored at 
the time of the spring planting; sexual transgressions will bring blight and 
ruin to the crops, and so on. 

The human relations of family and village, knit by common labor as well 
as sex and affection, are paramount. There is not yet an external 'economy' 
connecting the fortunes of the peasant with the decisions of a merchant in 

a remote city. If people go hungry, it is not because the price of their crops 
fell, but because the rain did not. There are marketplaces, but there is not 
yet a market to dictate the opportunities and activities of ordinary people. 

The Old Order is patriarchal: authority over the family is vested in the 
elder males, or male. He, the father, makes the decisions which control the 
family's work, purchases, marriages. Under the rule of the father, women 
have no complex choices to make, no questions as to their nature or des­
tiny: the r�le is simply obedience. An early nineteenth-century American 
minister counselled brides: 

Bear always in mind your true situation and have the words of the 
apostle perpetually engraven on your heart. Your duty is submission 
- 'Submission and obedience are the lessons of your life and peace 
and happiness will be your reward.' Your husband is, by the laws of 
God and of man, your superior; do not ever give him cause to remind 
you of it. 
(quoted in Ogburn and Nimkoff, 1955, p.167) 
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The patriarchal order of the household is magnified in the governance of 
village, church, nation. At home was the father, in church was the priest or 
minister, at the top were the 'town fathers', the local nobility, or, as they 
put it in Puritan society, 'the ·nursing fathers of the Commonwealth', and 
above all was 'God the Father'. 

Thus the patriarchy of the Old Order was reinforced at every level of social 
"organization and belief. For women, it was total, inescapable. Rebellious 

women might be beaten privately (with official approval) or punished 
publicly by the village 'fathers', and any woman who tried to survive on 
her own would be at the mercy of random male violence . . . . 

And yet, to a degree that is almost unimaginable from our vantage point 
within industrial society, the Old Order is gynocentric: the skills and work 
of women are indispensable to survival. Woman is always subordinate, 
but she is far from being a helpless dependent. Women of the industrial 
world would lC\_ter look back enviously on the full, productive lives of their 
foremothers. Consider the work of a woman in colonial America: 

It was the wife's duty, with the assistance of daughters and women 
servants, to plant the vegetable garden, breed the poultry, and care 
for the dairy cattle. She transformed milk into cream, butter and 
cheese, and butchered livestock as well as cooked the meals. Along 
with her daily chores the husband woman slated, pickled, preserved, 
and manufactured enough beer and cider to see the family through 
the winter. 

' 

Still, the woman's work was hardly done. To clothe the colonial 
population, women not only plied the needle, but operated wool 
carders and spinning wheels - participated in the manufacture of 
thread, yarn and cloth as well as appareL Her handwrought candles 
lit the house; medicines of her manufacture restored the family to 
health; her home-made soap cleansed her home and family . ... 
(Ryan, 1975, p.31) 

It was not only women's productive skills which gave her importance in 
the Old Order. She knew the herbs that healed, the songs to soothe a 
feverish child, the precautions to be taken during pregnancy. If she was 
exceptionally skilled, she became a midwife, herbal healer or 'wise 
woman', whose fame might spread from house to house and village to 
village. And all women were expected to have learned, from their mothers 
and grandmothers, the skills of raising children, healing common illness­
es, nursing the sick. 

So there could be no Woman Question in the Old Order. Woman's work 
was cut out for her; the lines of authority that she was to follow were 
clear. She could hardly think _of herself as a 'misfit' in a world which 
depended so heavily on her skills and her work. Nor could she imagine 
making painful decisions about the direction of her life, for, within the 
patriarchal order, all decisions of consequence would be made for her by 
father or husband, if they were not already determined by tradition. The 
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Woman Question awaits the arrival of the industrial epoch which, in the 
space of a few generations, will overthrow all the 'fixed, fast-frozen rela­
tions' of the Old Order. The unity of biological and economic, private 
and public, life will be shattered; the old patriarchs will be shaken from 
their thrones; and - at the same time - the ancient powers of women 
will be expropriated. . .. 

With the triumph of the Market, the settled patterns of life which defined 
the Old Order were shattered irrevocably. The old unity of work and 
home, production and family life, was necessarily and decisively rup­
tured. Henceforth the household would no longer be a more or less self­
contained unit, binding its members together in common work. W hen 
production entered the factory, the household was left with only the most 
personal biological activities - eating, sex, sleeping, the care of small 
children, and (until the rise of institutional medicine) birth and dying and 
the care of the sick and aged. Life would now be experienced as divided 
into two distinct spheres: a 'public' sphere of endeavour governed ulti­
mately by the Market; and a 'private' sphere of intimate relationships and 
individual biological existence .... 

In the face of the Market, all that is 'human' about people must crowd into 
the sphere of private life, and attach itself, as best it can, to the personal 
and biological activities which remain there. Only in the home, or private 
life generally, can one expect to find the love, spontaneity, nurturance or 
playfulness which are denied in the marketplace. Sentiment may exagger­
ate the emotional nobility of the home, and gloss over its biological reali­
ties. But private life does, almost necessarily, invert the values of the 
Market: here what is produced, like the daily meals, is made for no other 
purpose than to meet immediate human needs; people are indeed valued 
'for themselves' rather than for their marketable qualities; services and 
affection are given freely, or at least given. For men, who must cross 
between the two spheres daily, private life now takes on a sentimental 
appeal in proportion to the coldness and impersonality of the 'outside' 
world. They look to the home to fulfil both the bodily needs denied at the 
workplace, and the human solidarity forbidden in the Market. 

At the same time, the forces which divide life into 'public' and 'private' 
spheres throw into question the place and the function of women. The 
iron rule of patriarchy has been shaken, opening up undreamed-of possi­
bilities. But at the same time the womanly skills which the economy of the 
Old Order had depended on have been torn away - removing what had 
been the source of woman's dignity in even the most oppressive circum­
stances. Consider these changes, with their contradictory implications for 
women's status: 

It was the end of the gynocentric order. The traditional productive skills of 
women- textile manufacture, garment manufacture, food processing­
passed into the factory system. Women of the working class might follow 
their old labor into the new industrial world, but they would no longer 
command the productive process. They would forget the old skills. In 

time, as we shall see, even the quintessentially feminine activity of healing 
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would be transformed into a commodity and swept into the Market. The 
homemade herbal tonic is r_eplaced by the chemical products of multi-

. national drug firms; midwives are replaced by surgeons. 

But, at the same time, it was the end of the rule of the father. Patriarchal 
privilege, of course, allows men to claim the new public world of industry 
and commerce as their own. But the ancient network of patriarchal social 
relations had been irreversibly undermined by the new economy. As the 
production of necessary goods goes out of the horne, the organic bonds 
holding together the family hierarchy are loosened. The father no longer 
commands the productive processes of the horne; he is now a wage-earner, 
as might be his son, daughter, or even wife. He may demand submission, 
may tyrannize his wife and children, may invoke the still-potent sanctions 
of patriarchal religion, but no matter how he blusters, now it is the corpor­
ation which brings in 'the fruits of the earth' and dictates the productive 
labor of the family . .. ·. 

The lives of wo�en - always much more confined by nature and social 
expectation than those of men - were thrown into confusion. In the Old 
Order, women had won their survival through participation in the shared 
labor of the household. Outside of the household there was simply no way 
to earn a livelihood and no life for a woman. Women could be, at different 
ages or in different classes, wives, mothers, daughters, servants, or 'spin­
ster' aunts, but these are only gradations of the domestic hierachy. Women 
were born, grew up, and aged within the dense human enclosure of the 
family. 

But with the collapse of the Old Order, there appeared a glimmer, however 
remote to most women, of something like a choice. It was now possible for 
a woman to enter the Market herself and exchange her labor for the means 
of survival (although at a lower rate than a man would) . ... 

Entering the Market as a working woman might mean low wages and 
miserable working conditions, loneliness and insecurity, but it also meant 
the possibility- unimaginable in the Old Order- of independence from 
the grip of the family . ... 

These were the ambiguous options which began to open up to women in 
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. In most cases, of 
course, the 'choice' was immediately foreclosed by circumstances: some 
women were forced to seek paid work no matter how much their working 
disrupted the family, others were inescapably tied to family responsibili­
ties no matter how much they needed or wanted to work outside. But the 
collapse of the Old Order had broken the pattern which had tied every 
woman to a single and unquestionable fate. The impact of the change was 
double-edged. It cannot simply be judged either as a step forward or a step 
backward for women (even assuming that that judgment could be made in 
such a way as to cover all women - the black domestic, the manufac­
turer's wife, the factory girl, etc.). The changes were, by their nature, con­
tradictory. Industrial capitalism freed women from the endless round of 
household productive labor, and in one and the same gesture tore away 
the skills which had been the source of women's unique dignity. It loo-
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sened the bonds of patriarchy, and at once imposed the chains of wage 
labor. It 'freed' some women for a self-supporting spinsterhood, and con­
scripted others into sexual peonage. And so on. 

It was these changes - the backward steps as well as the forward ones -
which provided the material ground for the emergence of the Woman 
Question. For women generally, from the hard-working women of the 
poorer classes to the cushioned daughters of the upper classes, the Woman 
Question was a matter of immediate personal experience: the conscious­
ness of possibilities counterpoised against prohibitions, opportunities 
against ancient obligations, instincts against external necessities. The 
Woman Question W(ls nothing less than the question of how women 
would survive, and W.hat would become of them, in the modern world .... 
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READING C TRADITIONALISM AND CAPITALISM 

Max Weber 

The most important opponent with which the spirit of capitalism, in the 
sense of a definite standard of life claiming ethical sanction, has had to 
struggle, was that type of attitude and reaction to new situations which we 
may designate as traditionalism. In this case ... every attempt at a final 
definition must be held in abeyance. On the other hand, we must try to 
make the provisional meaning clear by citing a few cases. We will begin 
from below, with the labourers. 

One of the technical means which the modern employer uses in order to 
secure the greatest possible amount of work from his men is the device of 
piece-rates. In agriculture, for instance, the gathering of the harvest is a 
case where the greatest possible intensity of labour is called for, since, the 
weather being uncertain, the difference between high profit and heavy 
loss may depend on the speed with which the harvesting can be done. 
Hence a system of piece-rates is almost universal in this case. And since 
the interest of the employer in a speeding-up of harvesting increases with 
the increase of the results and the intensity of the work, the attempt has 
again and again been made, by increasing the piece-rates of the workmen, 
thereby giving them an opportunity to earn what is for them a very high 
wage, to interest them in increasing their own efficiency. But a peculiar 
difficulty has been met with surprising frequency: raising the piece-rates 

Source: Weber, M. (1938) The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, 
London, Unwin, pp.58-60. 
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has often had the result that not more but less has been accomplished in 
the same time, because the worker reacted to the increase not by increas­
ing but by decreasing the amount of his work. A man, for instance, who at 

-the rate of 1 Mark per acre mowed 2.5 acres per day and earned 2.5 Marks, 
when the rate was raised to 1.25 Marks per acre mowed, not 3 acres, as he 
might easily have done, thus earning 3.75 Marks, but only 2 acres, so that 
he could still earn the 2.5 Marks to which he was accustomed. The oppor­
tunity of earning more was less attractive than that of working less. He did 
not ask: how much can I earn in a day if I do as much work as possible? 
but: how much must I work in order to earn the wage, 2.5 Marks, which I 
earned before and which takes care of my traditional needs? This is an 
example of what is here meant by traditionalism. A man does not 'by 
nature' wish to earn more and more money, but simply to live as he is 
accustomed to live and to earn as much as is necessary for that purpose. 
Wherever modern capitalism has begun its work of increasing the pro­
ductivity of human labour by increasing its intensity, it has encountered 
the immensely stubborn resistance of this leading trait of pre-capitalistic 
labour. And today it encounters it the more, the more backward (from a 
capitalistic point of view) the labouring forces are with which it has to 
deal. ... 

REJ.iDING D BOURGEOIS AND PROLETARIANS 

Karl Marx and Frederick Engels 

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

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

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

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

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

Source: Marx, K. and Engels, F. (1934) The Communist Manifesto, in Selected 
Works, London, Lawrence and Wishart, pp.l0-20. 
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From the serfs of the Middle Ages sprang the chartered burghers of the 
earliest towns. From these burgesses the first elements of the bourgeoisie 
were developed. . .. 

The feudal system of industry, in which industrial production was 
monopolised by closed guilds, now no longer sufficed for the growing 
wants of the new markets. The manufacturing system took its place. The 
guild-masters were pushed aside by the manufacturing middle class; 
division of labour between the different corporate guilds vanished in the 
face of division of labour in each single workshop. 

Meantime the markets kept ever growing, the demand ever rising. Even 
manufacture no longer sufficed. Thereupon, steam and machinery revolu­
tionised industrial production. The place of manufacture was taken by the 
giant, modern industry, the place of the industrial middle class, by indus­
trial millionaires, ·the leaders of whole industrial armies, the modern 
bourgeois. 

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

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

The bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionising the 
instruments of production, and thereby the relations of production, and 
with them the whole relations of society . ... Constant revolutionising of 
production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions, everlasting 
uncertainty and agitation distinguish the bourgeois epoch from all earlier 
ones. All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and vener­
able prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones 
become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air, 
all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face with sober 
senses his real conditions of life and his relations with his kind .... 

The bourgeoisie, during its rule of scarce one hundred years, has created 
more massive and more colossal productive forces than have all preceding 
generations together. Subjection of nature's forces to man, machinery, 
application of chemistry to industry and agriculture, steam-navigation, 
railways, electric telegraphs, clearing of whole continents for cultivation, 
canalisation of rivers, whole populations conjured out of the ground­
what earlier century had even a presentiment that such productive forces 
slumbered in the lap of social labour? 

We see then; the means of production and of exchange, on whose foun­
dation the bourgeoisie built itself up, were generated in feudal society. At 
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a certain stage in the development of these means of production and of 
exchange, the conditions under which feudal society produced and 
exchanged, the feudal organisation of agriculture and manufacturing 
indus1ry, in one word, the feudal relations of property became no longer 
compatible with the already developed productive forces; they became so 
many fetters. They had to be burst asunder; they were burst asunder. 

Into their place stepped free competition, accompanied by a social and 
political constitution adapted to it, and by the economical and political 
sway of the bourgeois class . ... 

But not only has the bourgeoisie forged the weapons that bring death to 
itself; it has also called into existence the men who are to wield those 
weapons - the modern worldng class - the proletarians. 

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

Owing tq_ the extensive use of machinery and to division of labour, the 
work of the proletarians has. lost all individual character, and, conse­
quently, all charm for the workman. He becomes an appendage of the 
machine, and it is only the most simple, most monotonous, and most 
easily acquired knack that is required of him. Hence, the cost of 
production of a workman is restricted, almost entirely, to the means of 
subsistence that he requires for his maintenance, and for the propagation 
of his race .... 

Modern industry has converted the little workshop of the patriarchal 
master into the great factory of the industrial capitalist. Masses of labour­
ers, crowded into the factory,. are organised like soldiers. As privates of the 
industrial army they are placed under the command of a perfect hierarchy 
of officers and sergeants. Not only are they slaves of the bourgeois class, 
and of the bourgeois state; they are daily and hourly enslaved by the 
machine, by the overlooker, and, above all by the individual bourgeois 
manufacturer himself. The more openly this despotism proclaims gain to 
be its end and aim, the more petty, the more hateful and the more embitter­
ing it is . ... 

The proletariat goes through various stages of development. With its birth 
begins its struggle with the bourgeoisie. At first the contest is carried on by 
individual labourers, then by the work people of a factory, then by the 
operatives of one trade, in one locality, against the individual bourgeois 
who directly exploits them. They direct their attacks not against the 
bourgeois conditions of production, but against the instruments of pro­
duction themselves; they destroy imported wares that compete with their 
labour, they smash to pieces machinery, they set factories ablaze, they seek 
to restore by force the vanished status of the workman of the Middle Ages. 
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At this stage the labourers still form an incoherent mass scattered over the 
whole country, and broken up by their mutual competition . ... 

But with the development of industry the proletariat not only increases in 
number; it becomes concentrated in greater masses, its strength grows, and 
it feels that strength more. The various interests and conditions of life 
within the ranks of the proletariat are more and more equalised, in pro-

.. portion as machinery obliterates all distinctions of labour, and nearly 
everywhere reduces wages to the same low level. The growing competi­
tion among the bourgeois, and the resulting commercial crises, make the 
wages of the workers ever more fluctuating. The unceasing improvement 
of machinery, ever more rapidly developing, makes their livelihood more 
and more precarious; the collisions between individual workmen and 
individual bourgeois take more and more the character of collisions 
between two classes. Thereupon the workers begin to form combinations 
(trades' unions) against the bourgeois; they club together in order to keep 
up the rate of wages; they found permanent associations in order to make 
provision beforehand for these occasional revolts. Here and there the con­
test breaks out into riots. 

Now and then the workers are victorious, l;mt only for a time. The real fruit 
of their battles lies, not in the immediate result, but in the ever expanding 
union of the workers. This. union is helped on by the improved means of 
communication that are created by modern industry, and that place the 
workers of different localities in contact with one another . ... 

This organisation of the proletarians into a class, and consequently into a 
political party, is continually being upset again by the competition 
between the workers themselves. But it ever rises up again, stronger, 
firmer, mightier . ... 

Of all the classes that stand face to face with the bourgeoisie today, the 
proletariat alone is a really revolutionary class. The other classes decay 
and finally disappear in the face of modern industry; the proletariat is its 
special and essential product. . . . 

The essential condition for the existence and for the sway of the bourgeois 
class, is the formation and augmentation of capital; the condition for capital 
is wage-labour. Wage-labour rests exclusively on competition between the 
labourers. The advance of industry, whose involuntary promoter is the 
bourgeoisie, r_eplaces the isolation of the labourers, due to competition, by 
their revolutionary combination, due to association. The development of 
modern industry, therefore, cuts from under its feet the very foundation on 
which the bourgeoisie produces and appropriates products. What the bour­
geoisie therefore produces, above all, are its own grave-diggers. Its fall and 
the victory of the proletariat are equally inevitable. 
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The working class did not rise like the sun at an appointed time. It was 
present at its own making. . . . 

By class I understand a historical phenomenon, unifying a number of 
disparate and seemingly unconnected events, both in the raw material of 
experience and in consciousness. I emphasize that it is a historical 
phenomenon. I do not see class as a 'structure', nor even as a 'category', 
but as something which in fact happens (and can be shown to have hap­
pened) in human relationships. 

More than this, the notion of class entails the notion of historical relation­
ship. Like any other relationship, it is a fluency which evades analysis if 
we attempt to stop it dead at any given moment and anatomize its struc­
ture. The finest-meshed sociological net cannot give us a pure specimen of 
class, any more than it can give us one of deference or of love. The 
relationship must always be embodied in real people and in a real context. 
Moreover, we cannot have two distinct classes, each with an independent 
being, and then bring them into relationship with each other. We cannot 
have love without lovers, nor deference without squires and labourers. 
And class happens when some men,· as a result of common experiences 
(inherited or shared), feel aild articulate the identity of their interests as 
between themselves, and as against other men whose interests are differ­
ent from (and usually opposed to) theirs. The class experience is largely 
determined by the productive relations into which men are born- or 
enter involuntarily. Class-consciousness is the way in which these 
experiences are handled in cultural terms: embodied in traditions, value­
systems, ideas, and institutional forms. If the experience appears as deter­
mined, class-consciousness does not. We can see a logic in the responses 
of similar occupational groups undergoing similar experiences, but we 
cannot predicate any law. Consciousness of class arises in the same way in 
different times and places, but never in just the same way. 

There is today an ever-present temptation to suppose that class is a thing. 
This was not Marx's meaning, in his own historical writing, yet the error 
vitiates much latter-day 'Marxist' writing. 'It', the working class, is 
assumed to have a real existence, which can be defined almost mathemat­
ically - so many men who stand in a certain relation to the means of 
production. Once this is assumed it becomes possible to deduce the class­
consciousness which 'it' ought to have (but seldom does have) if 'it' was 
properly aware of its own position and real interests . ... 

If we remember that class is a relationship, and not a thing, we cannot 
think in this way . ... 

If we stop history at a given point, then there are no classes but simply a 
multitude of individuals with a multitude of experiences. But if we watch 

Source: Thompson, E.P. (1968) The Making of the English Working Class, 
Harmondsworth, Penguin, pp:9-11. 
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these men over an adequate period of social change, we observe patterns 
in their relationships, their ideas, and their institutions. Class is defined 
by men as they live their own history, and, in the end, this is its only 
definition. 

READING F THE DOMESTIC IDEAL 

Catherine Hall 

The ... definition of housework that I want to look at is the one which was 
current in early Victorian society. The dominant ideal definition was one 
which was establiphed by the Victorian middle class and which was 
highly unsuited to ·working-class experience. One of' the major functions 
of the Victorian family was to provide a privatised haven for the man who 
was subject day in and day out to the pressures of competition in the new 
industrial world. This feminine role was, one might say, a new aspect of 
the material reproduction of labour pow�r- to provide men at home with 
the emotional support to face the world of work outside. As Engels says, 
the family is not only the sum of its economic functions; it is not just a 
serving-house for capitalism, standing in a one to one relationship with 
the mode of production - it is also itself a system of relations and 
emotional needs which shape responses in the world and are created and 
defined with peculiar strength within the intimate sphere of the family 
(Engels, 1940). So just as ... in the seventeenth century women became 
much less directly concerned with the creation of surplus value and much 
more concerned with the production of the proper conditions for 
capitalist production- so, with the coming of industrial capitalism, the 
more total separation of work from home and the public from the private, 
the proper role of women was increasingly seen to be at home. The family 
was at the centre of Victorian middle-class social life and the fulcrum for 
the complex set of social values which comprised middle-class respect­
ability. We now know something of the degree of double standards and the 
mechanism of psychological projection which sustained this ethic. As 
Marx was the first to point out, the respectable middle-class lady and the 
prostitute were two sides of the same coin - one might almost say bed­
fellows! The rich harvest of Victorian pornography would not exist with­
out the Victorian gentleman's ability to travel constantly between virginal 
ladies upstairs and easy prey below stairs. So it became essential for the 
preservation of family life that women should be at one and the same time 
exalted and despised. Thomas Arnold talked of that peculiar sense of sol­
emnity with which the very idea of domestic life was invested: the con­
ception of the home was a source of virtues and emotions which could not 
be found elsewhere. As Ruskin puts it in Sesame and Lilies, 'This is the 
true nature of home- it is the place of peace- the shelter not only from 
all injury, but from all terror, doubt and division. In so far as it is not this, it 
is not home; so far as the anxieties of the outer life penetrate into it, and the 
inconsistently minded, unknown, unloved, or hostile society of the outer 

Source: Hall, C. (1980) 'The history of the housewife', in Malos, E. (ed.) Tl1e 
Politics of Housework, London, Allison and Busby, pp.61-3. 
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world is allowed by e�ther husband or wife to cross the threshold, it ceases 
to be home.' (Quoted in Houghton, 1957, p.343.) William Thompson in his 
Appeal on Behalf of One Half of the Human Race (1825) was somewhat 
sceptical of the male-oriented view of the home. 'Home', he writes, 'was 
the eternal prison house of the wife; her husband painted it as the abode of 
calm bliss, but took care to find outside its doors a species of bliss not quite 
so calm, but of a much more varied and stimulating description.' (Thomp­
son, 1970, p.79.) The Victorians needed to sentimentalise the home in 
order to give themselves some relief from the anxieties of the public world. 
Tennyson ironically epitomises the new tradition in The Princess: 

Man for the field and woman for the hearth; 
Man for the sword, and for the needle she; 
Man with the head and woman with the heart; 
Man to command, and woman to obey; 
All else confusion. 
(V.437-41) 

As endless manuals reminded the Victorian wife and mother, their job was 
to be 'a companion who will raise the tone of a man's mind from low 
anxieties and vulgar cares' and preserve an exalted love free from the taint 
of sexuality or passion. Love should be an uplifting experience and 
belonged at home - sex was .a different matter. Middle-class women who 
saw themselves as tending the household and maintaining its moral tone 
provided sex on demand for their husbands along with preserves, clean 
linen and roast meat. The notion of autonomous sexual pleasure for them­
selves was unthought of: sex was a necessary obligation owed to men and 

' 
not one· which women were permitted to talk or think about as owed to 
themselves. Mrs Ellis in her manual Daughters of England gives us a rich 
Victorian middle-class definition of love: "What, then, I would ask again, 
is love in its highest, holiest character?' It is woman's all- her health, her 
power, her very being. Man, let him love as he may, has ever an existence 
distinct from that of his affections. He has his worldly interests, his public 
character, his ambition, his competition with other men - but woman 
centres all in that one feeling, and 'in that she lives, or else she has no life'. 
In woman's love is mingled the trusting dependence of a child, for she ever 
looks up to man as her protector, and her guide; the frankness, the social 
feeling, and the tenderness of a sister - for is not man her friend? The 
solicitude, the anxiety, the careful watching of the mother- for would she 
not suffer to preserve him from harm? Such is love in a noble mind ... .' 
(Ellis, 1843, pp.99-100.) 

As the rapidly expanding bourgeoisie extended its range of power and 
influence, as it established itself not only economically but also politi­
cally, so it took on- as the seventeenth-century bourgeoisie had done­
the ideas of the ruling class about the proper activities of women: namely, 
economic idleness. As a result of the increase in wealth and consumer 
developments which came with the industrial revolution women's activi­
ties were restricted in various directions. The employment of servants and 
the mass production of articles formerly made in the home gradually made 
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such idleness physically possible for the privileged. The industrialisation 
in textiles made redundant one of women's most traditional skills - that 
is, spinning - and the invention of the· sewing-machine, for example, 
altered conditions even further in the direction of the leisured lady. 
Increasing wealth brought new standards of luxury and new ideas of 
refinement which prevented women in the trading and business classes 
from taking any further share in their husbands' concerns. ·In the eight­
eenth century many of women's entrepreneurial activities had been based 
on experience rather than training- but as the division of labour devel­
oped and education and skill became more imp'ortant there was no pro­
vision for the training and education of women. The process which had 
begun in the seventeenth century with the emergence of capitalism was 
carried several stages further and affected much greater numbers of 
women in the nineteenth century. Margaretta Greg in her diary in 1853 
wrote: 'A lady, to be such, must be a mere lady and nothing else. She must 
not work for profit ... .'(Quoted in Pinchbeck, 1930, p.315.) 
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Culture is one of the two or three most complicated words in the 
English language ... This is so partly because of its intricate 
historical development, in several European languages, but mainly 
because it has now come to be used for important concepts in 
several distinct intellectual disciplines and in several distinct and 
incompatible systems of thought. 
(Williams, 1983, p.87) 

In earlier units w� looked at crucial moments, processes and ideas in 
the historical dev'elopment of the political, economic and social spheres 
of modern societies. This chapter examines another part of the story -
namely, the formation of modern culture. As the quotation above 
indicates, 'culture' is a complex term and carries particular meanings in 
different disciplines. We shall start, therefore, in the next section, by 
considering what the term 'culture' means and examining its use as a 
sociological concept. 

As we shall see, in the most important sociological use of the term, 
culture is understood as referring to the whole texture of a society and 
the way language, symbols, meanings, beliefs and values organize social 
practices. The sociological analysis of culture in this sense has led to 
the development of a distinctive 'tool-kit' of concepts and forms of 
classification. A number of these derive from what is called a 
structuralist approach and may at first seem rather abstract and 
theoretical. These concepts will be introduced and explained in Section 
3, which will also examine how they have been used to analyse cultural 
formations and cultural phenomena in the work of Emile Durkheim and 
Claude Levi-Strauss. 

The structuralist perspective has been criticized as of limited value in 
addressing questions of cultural change, and therefore as being rather 
different from more traditional sociological analyses of culture which 
are very much concerned with questions of how cultures change. 
Section 4 will consider the transition in western society from a feudal to 
a capitalist culture by focusing on Max Weber's argument that it was a 
distinctive form of religious thinking which led to the unique, and 
uniquely successful, culture of capitalism which developed in the West. 
Weber's approach provides a different methodology for analysing 
culture, but there are significant links with Durkheim's, notably in 
according religion a central role in determining cultural formation. 

Finally, we shall examine the cultural changes associated with 
industrialization, urbanization and secularization which emerged 
towards the end of the nineteenth century. Analyses by Weber, Marx, 
Freud and the Frankfurt School of social scientists all point to a growing 
disillusion with this scientific and rationalist culture and further show 
the significance of values and beliefs as constituents of culture. In 

reading about the ways in which some of the greatest of sociologists have 
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_set about classifying societies, and explaining cultural change, we learn 
something important. It is t4at, in attempting to analyse a pattern of 
behaviour in any given society, we are forced to reflect on how 
indiViduals think, communicate and attribute meaning to things. The 
attempt to relate individual experience to the wider social structure is the 
essence of sociology, and at its heart is the concept of culture. 

2 [JEF! E 

The meaning of the term 'culture' has changed over time, especially in 
the period of the transition from traditional social formations to 
modernity. 

The first and earliest meaning of 'culture' can be found in writing of the 
fifteenth century, when the word was used to refer to the tending of 
crops (cultivation) or looking after animals. This meaning is retained in 
modern English in such words as 'agriculture' and 'horticulture'. 

The ... second meaning developed in the early sixteenth century. It 

extended the idea of 'cultivation' from plants and animals to more 
abstract things, like the human mind. Francis Bacon, for example, wrote 
of 'the culture and manurance of minds' (1605) and Thomas Hobbes of 'a 
culture of their minds' (1651). There soon developed the idea that only 
some people- certain individuals, groups or classes- had 'cultured' or 
cultivated minds and manners; and that only some nations (mainly 
European ones) exhibited a high standard of culture Gr civilization. 

By the eighteenth century, Raymond Williams observed, 'culture' had 
acquired distinct class overtones. Only the wealthy classes of Europe 
could aspire to such a high level of refinement. The modern meaning of 
the term 'culture', which associates it with 'the arts' is also closely 
related to this definition, since it refers not only to the actual work of 
artists and intellectuals, but to the general state of civilization associated 
with the pursuit of the arts by a cultivated elite. Raymond Williams 
commented that 'this seems often now the most widespread use: culture 

is music, literature, painting, and sculpture, theatre and film ... 
sometimes with the addition of philosophy, scholarship and history' 
(Williams, 1983, p.87). 

However, the notio� of culture has been extended in the twentieth 
century to include the 'popular culture' of the working class and the 
lower middle class - a popular culture which is penetrated by, though 
not the same as, the contents of the mass media (film, television, sports, 
popular music, newspapers and magazines). Rather than this popular 
culture being an extension of the notion of the cultivated tastes of a 
'cultured person', it is in tension with or can be said to have displaced 
it. There is often a sharp distinction drawn between 'high' and 'popular' 
culture, and the popular arts are sometimes seen as antagonistic to the 
fine arts. 
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Note that there is an interplay here between using such words as 
'cultivated' and 'cultured' in a descriptive way (e.g. in characterizing tlie 
arts and artistic pursuits) and using them in an evaluative way which 
implies that some ways of life or some kinds of taste are of higher value 
than others. Much of what is sometimes called the 'cultural debate' 
about standards in the arts and the debasement of high culture by mass 
culture, stems from this ambiguity between the descriptive and the 
evaluative uses of the word 'culture'. 

A third definition of 'culture', which has been most influential in the 
social sciences, stems from the Enlightenment. In the eighteenth 
century, writers used the word to refer to the general secular process of 
social development (as in 'European society and culture'). The 
Enlightenment view, common in Europe in the eighteenth century, was 
that there was a process of unilinear, historical self-development of 
humanity, which all societies would pass through, and in which Europe 
played the central, universal role because it was the highest point of 
civilization or cultured human development. 

An important qualification in this usage was introduced by the German 
writer Herder in his book Ideas on the Philosophy of the History of 
Mankind (1784-91). Herder criticized this Eurocentric 'subjugation and 
domination of the four quarters of the globe'. 'The very thought of a 
superior European culture,' he wrote, 'is a blatant insult to the majesty 
of Nature.' 

It is necessary, Herder argued, in a decisive innovation, to speak of 
'cultures' in the plural: the specific and variable cultures of social 
and economic groups within a nation [and between different 
nations]. This sense was widely developed, in the Romantic 
movement, as an alternative to the orthodox and dominant 
'civilization'. It was first used to emphasise national and 
traditional cultures, including the new concept of 'folk-culture'. 
(Williams, 1983, p.89) 

Herder's innovation has proved highly significant for the social 
sciences, especially sociology and anthropology. In this fourth 

definition, the word 'cultures' (in the plural), refers to the distinctive 
ways of life, the shared values and meanings, common to different 
groups -nations, classes, sub-cultures (as, for example, in phrases like 
'working.,.class culture' or 'bourgeois culture') -and historical periods. 
This is sometimes known as the 'anthropological' definition of culture. 

Finally, a fifth meaning of the word 'culture' has emerged, which has 
had a considerable impact on all the social sciences and the humanities 
in general in recent years. It is derived from social anthropology, and 
like the fourth definition it refers to shared meanings within groups and 
nations. It differs in emphasis from the fourth definition, however, by 
concentrating more on the symbolic; dimension, and on what culture 
does rather than on what culture is. It sees culture as a social practice 
rather than as a thing (the arts) or a state of being (civilization). This 
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way of thinking about culture is grounded in the study of language, a 
practice which is seen as fundamental to the production of meaning. 
The anthropologist Levi-Strauss, who did much to develop this 
approach, once described his own work as 'the study of the life of signs 
at the heart of social life'. 

Those who adopt this fifth definition of culture argue that language is a 
fundamental social practice because it enables those people who share a 
common language system to communicate meaningfully with one 
another. Society, which arises through relations between individuals, 
would be impossible without this capacity to communicate - to 
exchange meanings and thus build up a shared culture. According to 
this view, things and events in the natural world exist, but have no 
intrinsic meaning. It is language - our capacity to communicate about 
them, using signs and symbols (like words or pictures)- which gives 
them meaning. When a group shares a culture, it shares a common set 
of meanings which are constructed and exchanged through the practice 
of using language. According tci this definition, then, 'culture' is the set 
of practices by which meanings are produced and exchanged within a 
group . 

.., 

It is important not to adopt too restricted a view of language. It is not 
only words which operate like a language. All sign and symbol systems 
work in this way. By language we mean any system of communication 
which uses signs as a way of referencing objects in the real world and it 
is this process of symbolization which enables us to communicate 
meaningfully about the world. Words create meaning because they 
function as symbols. Thus, the word 'dog' is the symbol or sign for the 
animal that barks. (We must not confuse the symbol for the real thing; as 
one linguist put it, a dog barks, but the word 'dog' cannot bark!) We 
could also represent, or 'say something meaningful' about the animal by 
a drawing, photograph,_moving image, sculpture, cartoon or cave 
painting. So, when we say that language is fundamental to culture, we 
are referring to all the symbol and sign-systems through which meaning 
is produced and circulated in our culture. 

Thus, even material objects can function as 'signs'. Two pieces of wood 
nailed together form the symbol of the Cross, which carries powerful 
meanings in Christian cultures. The crown is used as a symbol of 
secular or religious power and authority. Jeans and sweaters are signs of 
leisure and informality. There is a language of dress, of fashion, of 
appearance, of gestures, as there is a language for every other social 
activity. Each is a means of communicating meaning about this activity 
and the activity could not exist, as a social practice, outside of meaning. 
Thus every social activity has a symbolic dimension, and this 
dimension of symbolization and meaning is what we mean by 'culture'. 

In this fifth definition, cultural practices are meaning-producing 
practices, practices which use signs and symbols to 'make meaning' -
hence, they are often described as signifying practices (sign-ifying 
practices). 
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Let us summarize. We have identified five main definitions of the term 
'culture': 

1 Culture = cultivating the land, crops, animals. 

2 Culture = the cultivation of the mind; the arts; civilization. 

3 Culture = a general process of social development; culture as a 
universal process (the Enlightenment conception of culture). 

4 Culture= the meanings, values, ways of life (cultures) shared by 
particular nations, groups, classes, periods _,(following Herder). 

5 Culture = the practices which produce meaning; signifying 
practices. 

None of these definitions has entirely disappeared. Each is still active in 
contemporary usage, as we shall discover as the argument of the chapter 
develops. 

3 ANALYSING CULTURE 

Now that we have a better idea of what culture is, how do we go about 
analysing it? This depends on which of the five definitions of 'culture' 
we are using. Take the fourth and fifth definitions, which have had the 
most impact on the social sciences. According to the fourth definition, 
we should analyse the beliefs, values and meanings - the powerful 
symbols- shared by a particular group, class, people or nation. In 

Section 4 of this chapter, when we discuss Weber and the transition 
from a religious to a secular culture, as Europe moved into the 'modern' 
period, we shall do exactly that. But let us stay for the moment with the 
fifth definition- culture as 'signifying practice'- in order to see what 
an analysis of culture using this definition looks like and how this 
method of analysis works. 

The shift from the fourth definition (culture as shared meanings and 
ways of life) to the fifth definition (culture as the practices which 
produce meaning) marks a significant break in cultural analysis. Both 
definitions point to similar aspects of culture, but each focuses on very 
different things. The fourth concentrates on the meanings which groups 
share (e.g. religious beliefs); the fifth on the practices by which 
meanings are produced. Put another way, the fourth is concerned with 
the contents of a culture; the fifth with cultural practices. Also, the 
fourth focuses on culture as a whole way of life; the fifth concentrates 
on the interrelationships between the components that make up a 
particular cultural practice. One commentator has summed up this 
difference in approach as a movement 'from "what" to "how", from the 
substantive attitude to the adjectival attitude' (Poole, 1969, p.14). In 

looking, for example, at the totemic objects used in tribal cultures, 
. anthropologists using the fourth definition would ask, 'What is 
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. totemism ?', whereas analysts using the fifth definition would ask, 'How 
are totemic phenomena arr;mged?' 

ArraiJ.gement is what the latter approach highlights. We can see what 
this means by taking an example. In analysing a ritual event, such as a 
wedding feast or reception in traditional societies, an analysis which 
uses the fifth definition would begin by looking at who sits next to the 
bride and groom at the main table. Decisions about who sits where at 
weddings have traditionally been made on the basis of who are the 
nearest relatives of the bride and groom. Usually these are the parents. 
Brothers, sisters, uncles, aunts and cousins are placed further away, in a 
clearly hierarchical seating arrangement. The seating arrangement - the 
way parents, siblings, aunts and uncles, etc., are placed in relation to 
one another - has a clear pattern or structure. It also carries a clear 
meaning or message. In kinship systems where uncles rank as 'closer' to 
children than their natural fathers, the position of honour next to the 
bride and groom would normally be occupied by the uncle, not the 
father. 

Thus, to analyse the wedding feast as a meaningful cultural event, we 
must examine the practices and rules according to which different 
relations are seated, and the arrangement of seating positions which 
results from this practice. It is this 'structure' which 'tells us' something, 
which reveals the event's cultural meaning. Notice that each individual 
position at the table is less important than its relation to all the other 
positions. It is the relatiop. to the others, not the position in itself, which 
carries meaning. The groom's father's place, for example, is important 
because it is close to where the bride and groom are sitting. The bride's 
father rriust be equally close, but on the other side, or else he will feel 
slighted by comparison with the groom's father. 

To get the cultural meaning of the feast, we must analyse the structure 
and what it means. Each place in the structure functions as a sign. It 

symbolizes or stands for a particular relationship within the kinship 
system. To understand or 'decode' the meaning of this arrangement, we 
need access to the language or code within which these relationships 
make sense - the kinship system or language of kinship in that 
particular culture. 

This approach to the analysis of culture looks for meaning in the 
arrangement, the pattern, the symbolic structure of an event. That is 
why it became known as structuralism. The advent of structuralism as a 
methodology or approach marked an intellectual revolution in the 
analysis of culture. It was pioneered by the French anthropologist 
Claude Levi-Strauss (b. 1908), who built upon ideas developed for the 
study of language by the linguist, Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913). 

Levi-Strauss was also influenced by the early founding figure of modern 
sociology, Emile Durkheim. (See Penguin Dictionary of Sociology. 
STRUCTURALISM.) 

Structuralism, as we can see from the 'wedding feast' example, looks at 
the symbolic structure of an event in order to discover its cultural 
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meaning. However, it has been extensively criticized for being unable to 
deal with social change, and therefore for being ahistorical. Also, unlike 
more conventional approaches in social science, it does not treat culture 
as 'reflecting' in some way the socio-economic structure of society (for 
example, the way the social class of the people getting married affects 
how much is spent on wedding receptions). In Section 4 of this chapter, 
we shall examine the role which culture played in the great historical 
transition from traditional or feudal society to early modern capitalism, 
and this analysis of culture and historical change (based largely on the 
work of another of sociology's founding figures, Max Weber) will draw 
more directly upon conventional sociological analyses of culture. 
However, my general argument is that there need not be a competition 
between the two approaches. It is possible to combine some of the 
advances of both structuralism and the sociological analysis of cultural 
change; and a non-dogmatic structuralist approach can throw interesting 
light on the analysis of cultural change. 

To explain how the structuralist analysis of culture emerged entails 
adopting what might be called a 'structuralist' re-reading of a founding 
father of sociology, Emile Durkheim (1858-1917). I shall aim to show 
that Durkheim did work, and can be read, in a structuralist way. Why 
would anyone want to re-read Durkheim in this way? There are a 
number of reasons. One is that such a reading produces a reassessment 
of Durkheim's work. He has often been seen as having laid the 
foundations for a positivistic approach to sociology, as in his 
requirement (in The Rules of Sociological Method and in Suicide: A 

Study in Sociology) that social scientists treat 'social facts as things'. 
(See Penguin Dictionary of Sociology: DURKHEIM.) Seen in this light, 
however, it becomes difficult to place his last major text The Elementary 
Forms of the Religious Life (1912)- a text about Australian aborigines 
and Amer-Indian culture, not monks, nuns or priests! 

This latter text of Durkheim's would seem to be of more interest to 
anthropologists who study pre-literate societies than to sociologists who 
study modern industrial societies. However, it is the method Durkheim 
uses in this text, and his claim that cultural elements are fundamental to 
understanding and analysing all social formations, which are important. 
The method and type of analysis which Durkheim used in The 
Elementary Forms of the Religious Life is one which can be seen as in 
broad respects 'structuralist'. To see what this claim entails, I want to 
discuss briefly the roots of structuralism in two other authors -
Ferdinand de Saussure and Claude Levi-Strauss. Their work affects how 
we might read Durkheim's The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life 
now, towards the end of the twentieth century. 

Saussure introduced an important distinction in the way in which 
language could be studied and, by extension, the ways in which culture 
more broadly might be approached. He distinguished between two 
levels of language: language as a social institution, with its own 
structures, independent of the individual; and language as used and 
spoken by an individual user. He termed the social institution of 
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language langue; that is, language as a collective system, with its own 1 

gtammatical structure. Language in this sense is distinct from any singlb 
indiv!dual's use of his or her own language in everyday speech or I 
writing, which Saussure termed parole. Saussure made the important 
point that language had to be seen as a social institution and as such 
was not the creation of an individual speaker. The structure, or system, 
of a language can also be studied outside of historical changes, for 
although vocabulary may change as,new words are introduced and old 
ones die away, the grammar and structure of a language remains more 
stable and can be distinguished from such changes. Saussure called the 
kind of study of language which freezes change in order to look at 
structure the synchronic study of language, and he called the historical 
type of study of language diachronic. Synchronic means 'occurring at 
the same time'; diachronic means 'across time'. It is an important 
distinction of which to be aware in the analysis of culture as a whole, 
not only of language. 

Levi-Strauss argued that a culture operates 'like a language'. He took 
from Saussure the idea of language having a given structure; that is, a 
set of grammatical and other, deeper, rules about how to communicate, 
whicn lie below the consciousness of any individual speaker and which 
are not dependent on individual consciousness of them. Levi-Strauss 
applied some of these ideas a}:JOut language to other cultural items, such 
as myths, rituals and kinship structures, as we shall see in Section 3.3. 

There is an important methodological point or claim here - namely 
that the social scientist should analyse how a structure of any kind 
operates as a structure before he or she is in a position to know what 
counts as changes, or variations, within a structure and what counts as a 
change of a structure. (For example, a change from an elected 
Conservative to an elected Labour government would be a change 
within a political structure; a change to a fascist regime, with the 
abolition of elections, would be a change of the structure.) 

Synchronic structuralist analysis concentrates in the first instance on 
change within a cultural system of some kind, whether it be a system of 
myth and ritual, of kinship, of food and cooking and eating patterns, or 
whatever. We shall turn to changes of structures (that is, diachronic 
analysis) in Section 4 of this chapter. In the rest of Section 3 we shall 
concentrate on the analysis of cultural structures, considered as 
operating independently of major historical changes. 

The analysis which Durkheim provided in The Elementary Forms of the 
Religious Life was not explicitly structuralist- this terminology only 
entered the discourse of the social sciences after his death. However, the 
seeds of such an approach are to be found there. The common point of 
departure which Durkheim and the structuralists share is that both 
begin from the underlying framework, the classifying systems, the 
structures of a culture, and both start with an analysis of what 
Durkheim called 'collective representations'. 
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3.1 COLLECTIVE REPRESENTATIONS 

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, tradesmen and 
missionaries sent back reports to France, Britain, Germany and other 
European countries about the ways of life of other peoples in Asia, 
Africa, the Americas and Australasia (see Chapter 6). Many of these 
reports were not only descriptive accounts, but also contained the 
emotional and moral responses of the European travellers to these other 
ways of living. Social science analyses of such societies were not 
written until anthropologists began the more systematic approach of 
trying to grasp and describe a particular people's way of living in a 
more objective, non-judgemental, non-value-laden way. 

Durkheim used these reports as a basis for his work. He did not visit the 
Australian aborigines or the Amer-Indian societies about which he 
wrote. However, the important claims which he made are not, as we 
shall see, dependent upon being proved right or wrong by empirical 
data. What his work provides are basic theoretical propositions which 
formed the foundations for later, more empirical, studies by other 
anthropologists and sociologists. The strength of Durkheim's analysis 
lies in the fact that he developed a whole new approach to the 
understanding of culture through his analysis of the religious beliefs 
and rituals in these societies. 

Central to this approach was the concept of collective representations. By 
the term 'representations' Durkheim meant the cultural beliefs, moral 
values, symbols and ideas shared by any human group. Such cultural 
components serve as a way of representing the world meaningfully to 
members of a particular cultural group. It is not a question of asking what 
it is that such cultural items represent in the outside world, as though 
there could be true or false representations. Myths, which are literally 
false, have powerful meanings and real effects. Representations create a 
symbolic world of meanings within which a cultural group lives. For 
Durkheim this included such fundamental notions as the particular way 
time and space are perceived in a culture, as well as its moral and 
religious beliefs. This approach accepts that different people inhabit 
different cultures, or symbolic worlds of meaning. It avoids the question 
of how we, from our western cultural background, would judge which of 
a set of beliefs and ideas are 'true' or 'false', since this would only tell us 
what we find acceptable and congruent within our own cultural 
framework. The issue of the truth or falsehood of different cultural 
worlds is thus side-stepped by using the concept of 'representations' in a 
more relativistic, descriptive way. 

The cultural values, beliefs, and symbols of a group (its representations) 
are produced and shared collectively by those who are members of the 
group. Like a language, they are not produced by individuals as a result 
of their own cultural initiative, as one might say. Indeed, in both pre­
literate and modem societies, individuals who produce their own 
values, beliefs and symbol systems are frequently ostracized by others, 
treated with hostility, regarded as mad, or tolerated as interesting 
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. eccentrics. In any case, they are not treated as full members of the 
group, precisely because they do :q.ot share its cultural meanings. We 
learn our cultural group's language, values, beliefs and svmbols as we 
are socialized. Even the basic layers of a person's sense �f identity, of 
who he or she is, is produced by being a member of a specific ethnic, 
national, or tribal group. 

239 

In some pre-literate societies, particular symbols and rituals represent 
this group belongingness (much as the Union Jack, today, represents 
being 'British'). Among Australian aborigines and American indians, for 
example, the emblem of the collectivity may be an animal, bird or plant 

- what is called the totem of the group. Even today, at international 
sporting occasions, the flag of the country from which the winner comes 
is raised and its national anthem is played - a ritual which helps to 
establish and to produce a sense of collective ethnic identity among 
those who belong to the same group as the winners. Thus, national 
flags, like other totemic emblems, are major ways in which 
collectivities, tribes, ethnic groups, or nations represent for themselves 
and others a sense of their identity, of who they are, collectively. They 
are 'collective representations'- collectively shared elements of a 
culti1re which provide points of symbolic identification for a given 
group. They represent what the group shares in common; and they help 
to mark off one group from �other. 

A totem: a 'collective representation' of a totemic group 

Durkheim's theory of culture starts from this claim that the major 
symbolic components of culture are representations which are 
collectively produced, reproduced, transmitted and transformed. The 
notion of collective representations is, therefore, the foundation of both 
Durkheiin's approach to culture and the claim, made by structuralists, 
that cultural symbols are central to all sociology and social anthropology. 
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Durkheim included in his definition of collective representations even 
such general conceptions as time, space, personality and number. They 
provide the broad frameworks within which the social cultural life, the 
shared language and symbolic representations of human groups, are 
organized. Their existence does not require reference to some abstract 
cause such as 'reason' or 'God'. Durkheim argued that this insight into 
the necessarily social nature of meanings could dissolve, or resolve, the 
older problems which philosophy had encountered in trying to give a 
satisfactory account of how forms of knowledge arose. This important 
claim is made in the extract from The Elementary Forms of Religious 
Life which is reproduced as Reading A, 'Collective representations'. 

ACTIVITY 1 You should now read Reading A, 'Collective representations', by Emile 
Durkheim (which you will find at the end of this chapter). As you read, 
keep the following questions in mind: 

1 VVhat were the main examples of 'categories of understanding' 
which, according to Durkheim, philosophers since Aristotle have 
argued lie at the root of our intelle_ctual life? 

2 What are the two main doctrines which account for the 'categories 
of understanding'? 

3 What is Durkheim's suggested solution to the problem of how we 
are to account for the 'categories of understanding'? Write down in a 
few words the main aspects of the solution Durkheim offers. 

How did you get on? Durkheim is claiming here that even the most 
basic categories of thought, such as ideas of time, space, number and 
causation, are also collective representations - socially shared 
frameworks within which individual experience is classified. These 
social categories of thought form the backbone - the symbolic 
structures- of any culture. As Durkheim says: 'They are like the solid 
frame which encloses all thought.' Such frameworks have been 
accounted for by traditional philosophers as being either part of innate 
reason, in-built at birth, and known a priori or independently of 
experience (rationalism); or as something worked out by the individual 
from empirical observations (empiricism). Durkheim however argues 
that reason cannot be a purely individual construction, for then it could 
not provide a common standard of judgement. For Durkheim, the notion 
of 'reason' implies some socially shared standards of what is to count as 
a good, well-reasoned argument. 

Durkheim rejects both the rationalist and the empiricist accounts of our 
basic categories of thought. He argues that the fundamental categories 
we need in order to think systematically and rationally are socially­
that is, collectively- produced. Society is a reality of a unique kind, 
what Durkheim calls a reality 'sui generis', and this enables groups to 
achieve more than individuals alone are able to accomplish. 
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. Indeed, he maintains that it is necessary to assert the discontinuity 
between these two realms: the societal and the individual. Hence the 
importance of 'collective representations'. Collective representations 
enable individual people to think. But they are produced at the level of 
the collective. We learn them as we learn our group's language. 
Language is also inherently social, or collective - an idea Durkheim 
suggests elsewhere in The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, 
though he did not develop it as fully as later linguistic philosophers 
did. 

How does this idea of 'collective representations' work within a culture? 
Durkheim's answer is that they provide the categories, the basic 
frameworks, into which different items of a culture are classified. 
Classification schemes tell us which things belong together and which 
things are different. They help us to 'map out' or make sense of the 
world. Durkheim first studied this process of cultural classification in 
so-called 'primitive' societies. 

3.2 PRIMITIVE CLASSIFICATION 

Early in the twentieth century, anthropologists were struck by the way 
in which the cultures of pre-literate societies frequently contained 
complex systems for classifying animals, people, plants, and objects of 
many kinds. Within these classification systems, particular plants, 
animals, or objects (i.e. totems) were also associated with or used to 
represent particular groups, clans or tribes. The classification system 
thus showed which totem belonged with which group, and so helped to 
establish a collective sense of identity amongst all the members of a 
particular clan. It also served to establish the boundary between that 
group and other groups, represented by different totemic objects. 
Totems were thus a key part of classificatory systems in many primitive, 
or pre-literate, cultures. Totemic systems provided a sort of 
classificatory map of the society. 

Such cultures were socially organized around complex patterns of 
kinship. Indeed, kinship was their principal form of social organization. 
Kinship told members of these societies who was related to whom, who 
they could and could not marry, who should inherit property, and who 
their 'enemies' were. Kinship in this context meant wider sets of 
relations than the immediate family of grandparents, parents, and 
children, which is how we classify kin relations in western societies. 
Kinship groups would certainly include not only aunts, uncles, cousins, 
brothers and sisters, but also people who in the West would not count 
as blood relations at all, and therefore would not be regarded as part of 
the kinship network. 

These 'extra' members of kinship groups - extra that is from a western 
cultural perspective - were classified as being related because they 
were members of the same totemic group. Totemic group membership 
was created, in part, by taking part in a major ritual of some kind. 
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Classifying kinship according to a system had real consequences. because 
it organized and regulated social behaviour. Table 5.1 shows the 
classificatory system printed in the old Church of England Prayer Book, 
which specifies where marriage is permitted, and where it is taboo, in 
relation to the kinship system. In pre-literate societies, such tables of 
kindred and affinity obviously could not be written down. Some people 
in the tribe or clan would retain this knowledge in their heads. Totemic 
emblems, and the complex cl.assification patterns they involved, may 
therefore have acted as an aides-memoire for those who had to remember 
whom a man or a woman were permitted to marry. These cultures 
contained no modern biological knowledge about human genetics, which 
we in the West sometimes imagine underpins our kinship system. Such 
controls over marriage partners pre-date modern medical and genetic 
knowledge. They are to do with something other than genetics. 

Table 5.1 T he 'Table of Kindred and Affinity' from the Church of England's Book of 
Common Prayer 

A TABLE OF KINDRED AND AFFINITY 

Wherein whosoever are related are forbidden by the Church of England to marry 

A Man may not marry his 

Mother 
Daughter 
Father's mother 
Mother's mother 
Son's daughter 
Daughter's daughter 
Sister 
Father's daughter 
Mother's daughter 
Wife's mother 
Wife's daughter 
Father's wife 
Son's wife 
Father's father's wife 
Mother's father's wife 
Wife's father's mother 
Wife's mother's mother 
Wife's son's daughter 
Son's son's wife 
Daughter's son's wife 
Father's sister 
Mother's sister 
Brother's daughter 
Sister's daughter 

together 

A Woman may not marry her 

Father 
Son 
Father's father 
Mother's father 
Son's son 
Daughter's son 
Brother 
Father's son 
Mother's son 
Husband's father 
Husband's son 
Mother's husband 
Daughter's husband 
Father's mother's husband 
Mother's mother's husband 
Husband's father's father 
Husband's mother's father 
Husband's son's son 
Husband's daughter's son 
Son's daughter's husband 
Daughter's daughter's husband 
Father's brother 
Mother's brother 
Brother's son 
Sister's son. 

THE END 

The analysis of classification systems, for Durkheim, like the analysis of 
symbolic structures for Levi-Strauss, was fundamental to all cultural · 

analysis. Levi-Strauss argued that the process of classification replicated 
the way in which the human brain operates - in terms of pairs. Things 
arranged or divided into twos, or pairs, are easy for humans to 
remember. Levi-Strauss pointed out that in pre-literate cultures, and we 
might add in modern cultures too, such pairs usually appear as opposed 
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in some way to each other. Thus, we have oppositions such as the 
following: hot/cold; cooked/raw; sour/sweet; wet/dry; solid/liquid; 
earth/air; the city/the country; etc. You can see from this list how 
fundamental this division into 'binary opposites' is to meaning. We 
know what 'cooked' means because it is the opposite of 'raw'. The pairs 
work in relation to one another. One fundamental pair is male/female. 
This is fundamental in that it both operates as a basis for marriage and 
sexual reproduction and provides human cultures with a general model, 
based on sexual difference, for thinking in terms of pairs of differences. 
Some languages, such as French, have feminine and masculine words 
for objects in the world, for example. 

However, not everything people experience or observe fits into the 
paired or opposed categories which a particular classification system 
provides: for example, fog or mist are neither earth nor air, but 
something 'in between'. Fog is neither solid nor fully liquid, neither 
fully dark nor fully light. It cross-cuts our categories, our classificatory 
system, at a number of points. This lack of fit may be why fog or mist 
can be used to suggest something spooky, eerie, mysterious, threatening 
-a quality which has been used in many novels, films and television 
programmes in our culture. Honey and other sticky, gooey substances 
also fail to fit into the categories of liquid or solid, as do some body 
fluids from the nose or throat. Phlegm, or mucus from the nose are 
substances which are difficult to classify as either hard or soft, solids or 
liquids, even as innocent or harmful. 

Levi-Strauss called this basic principle of paired oppositions which lies 
behind all classificatory systems binary oppositions. The term was 
derived from the basic way in which computer languages operate -
either there is an electrical current flowing or there is not (which can be 
indicated by a plus or minus sign, or dots and dashes, long or short 
signals, etc.). The important point here for Levi-Strauss is that this 
binary way of thinking is not only found in so-called primitive 
societies. W hat Levi-Strauss called 'the savage mind' (i.e. thinking by 
classifying things into binary opposites) can also be found at the heart 
of the culture of modern, advanced societies. 

There is one very fundamental binary opposition which is found in 
both pre-literate societies and, in a related but different form, in modern 
societies. Durkheim formulated it in The Elementary Forms of the 
Religious Life as a basic classification of all culture: the division of 
things into 'the sacred' and 'the profane'. 

The sacred, as Durkheim defined it, is not based upon a belief in 
supernatural entities, which others had used as a definition of religion. 
Some sacred activities were not dependent on supernatural beliefs, he 
claimed, as for example in some forms of Buddhism. The central 
dichotomy in pre-literate cultures, Durkheim claimed, was to be 
understood as separating those things, times, places, persons, animals, 
birds, stones, trees, rivers, mountains, plants or liquids which were set 
apart (sacred) from routine (profane) uses in everyday activities. The 
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sacred, he argued, is a fundamental category in such cultures. The 
distinction between the sacred and the profane involves both beliefs, 
which define what is classified as sacred in a culture, and rituals which 
actively set apart particular elements, times, people or places (the 
negative rites). 

Negative rites, which set apart the sacred, can be actions, such as keeping 
vigil before a feast, being nude, being celibate, wearing special costumes, 
or using body-paint. Some are very severe, in the eyes of Western 
observers: examples include being buried under smouldering leaves 
overnight before young males are made full �men' in a special ritual; 
circumcision; cuts on the face, or body; gashes on limbs; cutting veins; or 
being beaten by elders. All these are instances of often painful negative 
rituals which serve to set apart some time period, or some person or 
group, before being brought into positive contact with sacred things. 

Positive rites, on the other hand, include any action which brings a 
person, or a group, into contact with sacred objects, places, people, 
spaces, animals or birds. They may involve the parading of the totemic 
emblem of a group (as in the example of the flags as emblems of 
national groups mentioned above). They may also involve eating or 
drinking some component from the totemic emblem - part of a bird or 
animal, or body substances from animals or people, such as blood, milk, 
urine or faeces. In later forms of cultural practices than those of 
totemism, these positive rituals may become more symbolic; as, for 
example, taking bread and wine symbolizes eating the flesh and blood 
of Jesus, in the communion rites of modern Christianity. 

The experiences people have in their rituals are not based on something 
unreal, Durkheim argued, but upon a real force greater than, and 
operating outside of, the individual. But what is this force? Given the 
great variety of gods or spirits in which the members of different 
cultures have believed, it cannot simply be that they have all contacted 
the same god or spirit. Durkheim argued that, since 'the unanimous 
sentiment of the believers of all times cannot be purely illusory' 
(Durkheim, 1961, p.464), therefore the objective cause of the sensations 
of such people is not some supernatural being but society itself. In 

summarizing his long, complex argument on this point, Durkheim 
concluded The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life with the 
following statement of his sociological explanation for the existence, 
and indeed the persistence, of religions in human societies: 

... we have seen that this reality, which mythologies have 
represented under so many different forms, but which is the 
universal and eternal objective cause of these sensations sui 
generis out of which religious experience is· made, is society .... 
society cannot make its influence felt unless it is in action, and it 
is not in action unless the individuals who compose it are 
assembled together and act in cQmmon. It is by common action 
that it takes consciousness of itself ... 
( Durkheim, 1961, pp.465-6) 
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This is how Durkheim formulates his major claim that religious 
experience is not based upon illusions, but upon concrete social, 
collective, ritual actions or practices. Participants in such rituals (a 
weddfng ceremony, for instance) are involved in a set of practices, often 
including eating a ceremonial meal, which bind them together into a 
collective. The wider cultural group's values are also affirmed in such 
rituals - how a husband and wife should live and how they should 
raise their children are often explicitly, or implicitly, articulated in 
marriage rites in modern Christianity. The force which people feel in 
such circumstances is the moral pressure arising from this 
belongingness, or social solidarity. 

Similar rituals are still found in modern industrial societies. But there 
are a multiplicity of ethnic groups, religious groups, and socio­
economic classes in such societies who do not share a single set of 
meanings, values or beliefs. These kinds of societies have had to devise 
other rituals at the level of the nation-state in order to try to cement 
these divergent groups together. In Britain, the royal family, ceremonial 
occasions, even national emergencies like war, are major components in 
performing this task of binding diverse groups together into some sense 
of bei'ng part of a united society - with varying degrees of success. 

The Cenotaph is a sacred place 
in the centre of London, used for 
the ritual commemorating of 
those killed in the wars 

The distinction between the profane and the sacred was called by 
Durkheim an elementary form of 'primitive classification'. That means 
not only a classification which is found in pre-literate societies, but one 
which is fundamental, primal, basic, to all human cultures. All social 
fo�mations will have some beliefs, values, symbols and rituals which 
are sacred or set apart from profane, everyday life. Even communist 
states in the twentieth century, whose regimes were explicitly against 
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organized religion, nevertheless surrounded themselves with flags, 
parades, creeds and ceremonials- the symbols and rituals of rulers. 

3.3 STRUCTURALIST DEVELOPMENTS 

We have seen, then, how the structuralist's concern with analysing the 
symbolic structure of events was rooted in Durkheim's work-on 
collective representations and primitive classification systems. 
(Durkheim had worked with the anthropologist Marcel Mauss in a study 
of Primitive Classification (1903).) Levi-Strauss, the French 
anthropologist who worked in South America, applied the principle of 
binary opposites as a central feature of all classifying systems to a wide 
variety of cultural phenomena. He studied the Elementary Structures of 
Kinship (1949), the totemic systems of pre-literate societies (Totemism, 
1962}, the myths of South American peoples (in The Raw and the 
Cooked, (1Q70), Honey and Ashes (1973)), and a variety of other 
anthropological phenomena (in The Savage Mind (1962) and Structural 
Anthropology (1958)). In all of these studies he applied the basic 
structuralist method of analysis. The object of analysis was, as it were, 
frozen in time (synchronic), so that its symbolic structure could be 
analysed. The structure was analysed in terms of how its different 
elements were classified and arranged, how the principle of 'binary 
opposition' (and the mediating categories which fitted neither sides of 
the binary) worked. What mattered was the relations between the 
different elements in the classifying system (remember the positions at 
the wedding feast?). The meaning of each pattern or structure was 'read' 
in terms of what it told us about the culture. The underlying 'code' (e.g. 
the kinship system) provided the analyst with a way of deciphering the 
phenomenon. 

Such a structuralist method can be applied to any cultural pattern, 
regardless of the historical period in which it may be found. What we 
think of as 'primitive' ways of thinking may be found both among 
Australian aborigines and in modern cultures. A British anthropologist, 
Mary Douglas, writing in the 1960s, has used a structuralist method to 
analyse the rules governing pollution. In the extract in Reading B, she 
compares rules governing food in India with western ideas about 
hygiene. 

ACTIVITY 2 Now read Reading B, 'Hygiene and pollution', by Mary Douglas. You 
shouJdnote that the Havik are a group of Hindu Brahmins, priestly 
scholars. and as such are very high in the caste system. 

i\s you read the extract from J\1ary Douglas, have a pen and paper to 
hand and try to answer the following questions: 

1 ·what kinds of food can pass on pollution, according to Havik rules? 

2 What is the key word Mary Douglas analyses from western culture 
to suggest the idea of pollution? 
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3 Vlfhat are the two main differences between contemporary European 
ideas of pollution and those of primitive cultures? 

4 ]iow does Douglas use the ideas (derived from Durkheim and Levi­
Strauss) of cla�sification? 

Mary Douglas suggests that there are significant continuities in notions 
of pollution, taboo, and ritual rules, especially about food and drinks, 
body substances, and clothing, between traditional and modern 
cultures, in spite of the development of modern science. The reactions 
to AIDS among westerners, some newspapers labelling it the 'gay 
plague', illustrates that pollution ideas have not disappeared from 
modern cultures. 

We have been looking at a particular method of analysis of culture. The 
method can be applied to a variety of components of a culture, from 
language to rituals, from cooking and types of food eaten to 
fundamental categories of thought, such as space, time and causation. 
All these diverse cultural phenomena can be analysed as structures, 
whi£h arrange and order perceptions and regulate actions among those 
who share the same cultural frameworks, the same way of 'classifying' 
the world. The method is applicable in the broad area which may be 
termed 'the symbolic'. According to this conception of culture, tiny 
things - small differences between the way in which fo.od is prepared 
and eaten, for instance - may be used to mark or symbolize a cultural 
difference between groups, between who is a member and who is an 
outside�. Different dietary habits, for example, mark major differences 
between national groups, and mobilize powerful feelings of solidarity or 
hostility, similarity and difference. 

4 CULTURE AND SOCIAL CHANGE 

So far we have been looking at culture in terms of a structural 
arrangement, which carries a cultural meaning or provides us with a 
clue as to the cultural codes and symbolic systems of classification 
which form the frameworks of meaning in a particular society. 
Essentially, as we have noted, this approach is synchronic. History, 
movement, action seem to be omitted. Thus, we know which objects in 
a society are classified 'sacred', which 'profane'. But this approach is 
not so good at telling us how changes in such cultural phenomena occur 

for example, how the 'sacred' might decline, or change, when 
Christian missionaries arrive. On a larger canvas, it is not so good at the 
sort of diachronic analysis which would tell us, for example, what role 
culture played historically in the transition of European societies from 
feudalism to early capitalism, from a traditional to a modern form of 
society. And yet some of the great figures in classical sociology have 
argued that, contrary to conventional opinion, what we call culture did 
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play an enormously significant role - even, perhaps, served as one of 
the main causal factors - in the historical transition to modernity. It is 
certainly the case that one of the principal ways of characterizing that 
transition is in terms of the move from a society in which religion 
pervaded every aspect of social life (a religious or 'sacred' culture, we 
might say) to the much more secular (or 'profane') culture, dominated 
by materialistic and technological values, which is to be found in 
modern, advanced industrial societies today. How are we to understand 
and analyse this process of secularization which is typical of the 
formation of modern culture? 

This process of cultural change has been characterized by the German 
sociologist Norbert Elias (1897-1990) as the civilizing process (in two 
volumes published just before the Second World War called The 
Civilizing Process, (1939)). This term takes us back to the second 
definition of culture discussed in Section 2. Elias attributes the process of 
pacification of medieval society to the development of individual, moral 
forms of restraint and control. He analyses these by studying the spread 
of social codes of behaviour, such as table manners and etiquette. Elias 
also points out how this process had been accompanied by the 
emergence of the state as a system of social regulation. The modem state 
assisted the development of internal peace through its monopoly control 
over the means of violence. Somewhat surprisingly, Elias sees the 
modern state's control over the means of violence in a given territory as 
also aiding the growth of 'civilization', which required a new individual 
sense of, and capacity for, self-restraint. Elias was drawing here upon the 
ideas of the German sociologist Max Weber (1864-1920) in developing 
his view of the conditions necessary for modern 'civilization'. 

Max Weber had indeed emphasized the modern state's control over the 
means of violence, but his more significant contribution in this context 
was his extensive analysis of the role of cultural values and religious 
beliefs in the development of western capitalism. Weber was writing at 
about the same time as Durkheim wrote The Elementary Forms of the 
Religious Life, but his approach is very different, and provides us with a 
different methodology for analysing culture. Weber is much less 
concerned with the formal practices and rules of symbolic classification 
and much more concerned with the role which values play in major 
historical transitions. Above all, the question which preoccupied Weber 
was this: how did capitalism, the economic system which underpins 
'modernity', arise and what part did religious values play in that 
evolution? 

4.1 RELIGION AND THE RISE OF CAPITALISM 

Weber was not a structuralist - indeed the method did not emerge in 
an explicit form in the social sciences in Weber's lifetime. Nevertheless, 
his work can also be seen to depend upon a series of binary oppositions 
which he used to classify types of capitalism and types of cultural 
symbols, though this has not often been remarked upon by 
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contemporary sociologists. For example, Weber distinguished between 
what he called 'adventurer capitalism' and 'rational, peaceable, 
bourgeois capitalism'. 'Adventurer' capitalism was based upon the use 
of conquest and violence, to extract profits. This was the predominant 
form during the European acquisition of colonies in Africa, Asia and 
Latin America and the use of slavery in the Americas. 

The second type, 'bourgeois capitalism', was based upon rational action, 
and non-violent means of exploiting labour. Weber argued that this new 
type of capitalism had emerged from a set of cultural values based on 
the notion of a vocation- that is, a calling from God. This was not like 
God's call to the Catholic priest to leave the world, but a calling which 
influenced behaviour in the world. 

Monks had been ascetics but in roles removed from worldly affairs 

Thus, as Weber wrote: 

One of the fundamental elements of the spirit of modern 
capitalism, and not only of that but of all modern culture: rational 
conduct on the basis of the idea of the calling, was born ... from 
the spirit of Christian asceticism . ... 

The Puritan wanted to work in a calling; we are forced to do so. 
For when asceticism was carried out of the monastic cells into 
everyday life, and began to dominate worldly morality, it did its 
part in building the tremendous cosmos of the modern economic 
order. 
(Weber, 1971, pp.180-1) 
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W hy does Weber attribute the rise of capitalism to the spirit of Christian 
asceticism? To grasp Weber's argument, we must look, first, at the 
distinction he makes between these two types of capitalism, and then at 
the role which the concepts of 'rational' and 'asceticism' play in his 
analysis. 

Capitalism, in the sense of profitable economic activity, had existed for 
a very long time, and in many different societies. But only in Western 
Europe, from about the sixteenth century, was capitalism in its rational, 
modern form to be found on any extended scale. Here, 'capitalism is 
identical with the pursuit of profit, and forever renewed by means of 
continuous, rational, capitalistic enterprise' (Weber, 1971, p.17). 

What Weber called 'peaceable, bourgeois capitalism' is the predominant 
form which this development took in Europe. (though exactly how 
'peaceful' the transition to it was in reality has been a subject of debate 
amongst historians). It developed as conditions for peaceful trade and 
production, �timulated by profit, expanded. (Weber's analysis of the rise 
of capitalism was briefly discussed in Chapter 4.) 

Now, an economic system driven by self-interest, the desire to maximize 
profit on a regular basis, to accumulate, invest and expand wealth, 
seems to require a very materialistic set of values - the very opposite of 
the religious culture which predated the rise. of capitalism in Western 
Europe. Thus, we are not surprised to discover that, as capitalism 
developed and expanded, so cultural values became increasingly 
secularized: that is, more concerned with the material world and less 
with the spiritual world, more preoccupied with attaining wealth in this 
world than with salvation in the next. Religion of course remains an 
active cultural force in capitalist societies, but it is confined to a smaller 
area of social life and is more restricted in its appeal as compared with 
the cultural universe in the societies of feudal Europe dominated by the 
Catholic faith. Secularization appears to be the major process affecting 
culture in the transition to modern capitalist societies. 

However, the paradox which Weber develops in his work (especially 
The Protestant Ethic and The Spirit of Capitalism) is that religion 
played an absolutely critical role in the formation of early capitalism. 
Modern rational capitalism could not have emerged, he argues, without 
the mediation of religious culture, especially that variant associated 
with the Calvinist puritan sects of the seventeenth century. It was the 
'Protestant ethic' which helped to produce capitalism as a distinctive 
type of profit-making involving economic action based upon sustained, 
systematic capital investment, and employing formally free labour (not 
slavery). Weber wrote: 

... the Occident [West] has developed capitalism both to a 
quantitative extent, and (carrying this quantitative development) in 
types, forms, and directions which have never existed elsewhere. 
All over the world there have been merchants, wholesale and retail, 
local and engaged in foreign trade. Loans of all kinds have been 
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made, an.d there have been banks with the most various functions, 
at least comparable to ours of, say, the sixteenth century . ... This 
kind of entrepreneur, the capitalistic adventurer, has existed 
everywhere. With the exception of trade and credit and banking 
transactions, their activities were predominantly of an irrational 
and speculative character, or directed to acquisition by force, above 
all the acquisition of booty ... by exploitation of subjects. 

The capitalism of promoters, large-scale speculators, concession 
hunters, and much modern financial capitalism even in peace 
time, but, above all, the capitalism especially concerned with 
exploiting wars, bears this stamp even in modern Western 
countries, and some, but only some, parts of large-scale 
international trade are closely related to it, to-day as always. 

But in modern times the Occident has developed, in addition to 
this, a very different form of capitalism which has appeared 
nowhere else: the rational capitalistic organization of (formally) 
free labour. 
(Weber, 1971, pp.Z0-1) 

Weber placed considerable emphasis on the role of rationality in the 
formation of early capitalism. What characterized 'bourgeois' capitalists 
was that they did not spend all the profits at once in immediate 
pleasures and luxurious living. Capitalists had learned the habits of 
thrift, of saving over a long period, so that they could (as in the parable 
of the talents in the Bible) put money to good use: in short they learned 
to accumulate and to invest. They also learned how to calculate 
whether their activities yielded a profit in the long run, or were making 
a loss, just as they constantly 'reckoned up' how well they were doing 
in the pursuit of salvation. In short, the capitalist learned to organize 
economic behaviour (like religious life) in regular, systematic, long­
term, instrumental ways for the purpose of increasing wealth; that is, 
rationally maximizing profit. This adaption of means (of economic 
action) to secure certain ends (profits) represented, in essence, a 
rationalization of the whole sphere of economic behaviour, without 
which the sober, thrifty capitalist entrepreneur and the rationally­
organized capitalist enterprise could never have come into existence. 

But how did such a figure as the 'bourgeois capitalist' first arise? What 
inner compulsions converted the spendthrift feudal landlord into the 
sober, respectable capitalist? How were these new cultural values 
formed? How was a 'culture of capitalism' or 'capitalist spirit' created? 
Weber's surprising answer is that it was created through the 
compulsions of a certain type of religious asceticism. His argument was 
that some moral force had to compel the new capitalist entrepreneur to 
forego immediate pleasures and short-term gratifications in the interests 
of the rational pursuit of profitable enterprise in the long run. In other 
words, far from capitalism emerging because of a loss of religious 
values, the presence of a certain type of religious culture was necessary 
to its formation. But which type of religious culture best provided the 
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The Calvinist was an ascetic who 

worked within the world 

seedbed for this new spirit of capitalist enterprise? Not Catholicism, 
Weber believed, since it allowed men and women to pursue pleasure, 
provided they confessed, repented and sought forgiveness from the 
Church. It did not create a tough enough personal inner conscience to 
drive the capitalist into sober, rational, entrepreneurial activity. So 
Weber turned to Protestantism. 

There were basically two types of Protestantism: that which believed 
that a person could work for salvation by doing good deeds in the 
world; and that variant which believed that the decision as to who 
would be saved and who damned was God's alone and that people had 
to live their lives as spiritually as possible, watching their every action 
in the hope of salvation, but never knowing whether they were among 
God's 'elect' or not. It seems obvious that Weber would have chosen the 
version which stressed 'doing good in the world' as the seedbed of 
capitalist worldly activity. But in fact he chose the latter, the Calvinist 
Puritanism, which believed in predestination and the arbitrary will of 
God, as the most likely candidate. Why? Because, according to 
Calvinism, the individual could not depend on the Church for salvation 
but was constantly and directly under the stern eye of God. Not 
knowing whether 'he' (for most early capitalists were men) would be 
saved or not created: 

1 a powerful inner compulsion (conscience) to order 'his' life in the 
rational pursuit of salvation; and 
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2 a permanent state of 'unsettledness', never knowing the outcome, 
which kept 'him' on the straight and narrow path, prevented any 
b�cksliding, and drove him forward relentlessly. 
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Calvinism, Weber argued, was the type of religious asceticism which 
helped to form the inner character of the entrepreneurs who pioneered 
the transition to early capitalism. This was the link which Weber 
constructed between 'the Protestant ethic' and the 'spirit of capitalism'. 

4.2 ORIENTATIONS OF THE WORLD RELIGIONS 

To understand why Weber fastened on asceticism as a key component of 
the Protestant ethic, we need to know something more about how he 
classified or built a typology of the different world religions and the 
cultures which they produced. 

Weber's work on the world religions is pitched at a global and 
comparative level of analysis. He wrote about Chinese, Indian and 
Jewish cultures as well as the culture of Western Europe. Unfortunately, 
he produced no full text on Islamic culture, but his writing on the 
Middle East is extensive. Each of these cultures was based upon what 
he called a 'world religion'. 

Weber argued that the major world cultures and their religions can be 
classified according to the mciin attitudes or orientations which each 
fosters towards three aspects of the world: 

1 The world of nature -soils, animals, plants, rivers, seas, fish, trees, 
etc. 

2 Other people -who may be seen as sub-humans, inferiors, as 
slightly different, or as equals. 

3 The body-the human body, a person's own body, which is not 
just another part of nature, but is usually seen as being 'special'. 

Here, Weber can be seen using the method of classificatory systems and 
binary oppositions as a way of contrasting the cultures generated by the 
world religions. He contrasts Oriental (eastern) religions (Confucianism, 
Hinduism, Taoism, and Buddhism) with Occidental (western) religions 
(Judaism, Christianity and Islam). There was a major thrust in the 
oriental cultures (in China and India especially) towards seeking 
harmony with the natural world, other people, and the body. This set of 
attitudes, or value-orientations, contrasts with those found in the 
cultures of the 'Middle East', in Persia, Palestine, Arabia and North 
Africa, where the main thrust of the religious culture was towards 
seeking mastery over the world of nature, other people and the body. 
The first type of orientation Weber called 'mysticism' (seeking harmony 
with); the second 'asceticism' (seeking mastery over). 

Weber also made use of another 'binary opposition' -that between 
'inner-wordly' and 'other-wordly' religious orientations. What he had in 
mind here were the specialist types of roles which developed for leaders 
(or what he called the 'virtuosi') in different religions-those with a 
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special gift for practising the meditative techniques of religion and those 
who carried high social esteem, honour and prestige. Unfortunately the 
way Weber's terminology has been translated into English has proved 
very confusing. 'Inner-worldly' suggest turning away from the world 
and becoming preoccupied with one's inner spiritual life. For Weber, it 
meant exactly the opposite. It meant turning in towards the world. It is 
important to bear this point in mind. 'Other worldly' refers to those 
roles which are removed from everyday tasks - such as the monk, nun, 
priest, scholar, artist or intellectual. 'Inner-worldly' refers to those roles 
which carry high honour and esteem in the world: merchant, politician, 
ruler, army general or naval officer. 

The two distinctions can be combined to produce four possible types of 
social role which may be given the highest social esteem within a 
specific society. The four types are shown in Table 5. 2. 

Table 5.2 Four types of religious orientation according to Weber 

Direction of religion: Orientations of esteemed roles: 

Mysticism 

Asceticism 

Inner-worldly 

3 

Other-worldly or 
world-rejecting 

2 

4 

By combining the two sets of distinctions, we can identify four 
positions or types of religious orientation. 

Type 1 Inner-worldly mysticism -Hinduism; Taoism; Confucianism. 

Type 2 Other-worldly mysticism-Buddhism; Sufism. 

Type 3 Inner-worldly asceticism-Calvinism. 

Type 4 Other-worldly asceticism-Catholicism; some popular forms 
of Islam; Orthodox Judaism. 

The important example in the typology, so far as the transition to 
capitalism is concerned, is Type 3. 'Inner-worldly ascetic' religion 
produced a culture whose central values were: 

1 seeking mastery over the natural world; 

2 seeking mastery over other people who are seen as being prone to 
sinfulness, wickedness, sensuality and laziness; 

3 seeking mastery over the self-by controlling impulses to the 
sensual enjoyment of bodily experiences arising from wearing fine 
clothes, make-up, or perfumes, consuming good food and wine, or 
other alcoholic drinks, and above all sexual pleasure, both inside 
and outside marriage. 

Weber claimed that this set of cultur?-1- values had emerged uniquely 
from the later forms of Calvinism in the late 1500s and early 1600s, 
especially among Puritan groups in Britain, Holland and New England 
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where early capitalism took firm root. The religious culture of inner­
worldly asceticism had provided the seedbed for the formation the 
'rational spirit' of modern capitalism. 
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Weber acknowledged that other material, technological, economic and 
financial conditions needed to be fulfilled for modern, rational, 
bourgeois capitalism to become a possibility. Many non-European 
civilizations had come close to producing these material factors -
Chinese, Indian, and Arab civilizations for example, were highly 
developed technologically and economically, long before many parts of 
Europe. However, these other civilizations had not developed modern 
forms of capitalism, although they conducted trade for profit. Weber 
argued that the critical feature which these other cultures lacked was 
the cultural values which would have enabled rational capitalism to 
develop. 

Many of the major world religions were not compatible with the way of 
life which rational capitalism imposed upon culture. Traditional 
religions were difficult or impossible to practise faithfully in the new 
conditions created by modern capitalism. On the other hand, Weber also 
becagi.e convinced that scientific and technological values, which 
increasingly dominated modern capitalism, could not resolve the 
problem of values -of how we ought to live. 

Science, and modern capitalism, were both aspects of a long historical 
process which Weber claimed was going on in western culture. This 
was a process in which rationality- the instrumental adaptation of 
means to ends -carne to dominate more and more areas of life in 
western cultures. We shall examine this process in Section 4.3 of this 
chapter. 

4.3 WESTERN CULTURE, SCIENCE AND VALUES 

Other world cultures-notably Chinese, Egyptian and Islamic cultures 
-had made notable scientific discoveries. But Western culture was 
unique in that it had developed modern science to an unprecedented 
degree. This process had begun in earnest with the Enlightenment, as 
you saw in Chapter 1. Weber wrote in his Introduction to The Protestant 
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism: 

A product of modern European civilization, studying any problem 
of universal history, is bound to ask himself to what combination 
of circumstances the fact should be attributed that in Western 
civilization, and in Western civilization only, cultural phenomena 
have appeared which (as we like to think) lie in a line of 
development having universal significance and value. 

Only in the West does a science exist at a stage of development 
which we recognize today as valid. Empirical knowledge, 
reflection on problems of the cosmos and of life, philosophical and 
theological wisdom· of the most profound sort, are not confined to 
it, though in the case of the last the full development of a 
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systematic theology must be credited to Christianity under the 
influence of Hellenism, since there were only fragments in Islam 
and in a few Indian sects. 
(Weber, 1971, p.13) 

One of the major distinctive characteristics of modern western culture, 
then, was its scientific character and the prestige it attached to 'the 
scientific'. Other world cultures developed empirical knowledge, but 
this is not the same thing as theoretically organized science. They also 
contained complex philosophical and theological reflections, although 
these, Weber claimed, reached a higher level of development in Ancient 
Greece and in mediaeval Europe than elsewhere. Notice, however, 
Weber's questioning attitude to the supposed 'universal significance and 
value' of science in the above extract. Here is another formulation 
which Weber gave to his concerns about science: 

Science has created a cosmos of natural causality and has seemed 
unable to answer with certainty the question of its own ultimate 
presuppositions. Nevertheless science, in the name of 'intellectual 
integrity', has come forward with the claim of representing the 
only possible form of a reasoned view of the world ... something 
has adhered to this cultural value which was bound to depreciate 
it with still greater finality, namely, senselessness ... all 'culture' 
appears as man's emancipation from the organically prescribed 
cycle of natural life. For this reason culture's every step forward 
seems condemned to lead to an ever more devastating 
senselessness. The advancement of cultural values, however, 
seems to become a senseless hustle in the service of worthless, 
moreover self-contradictory, and mutually antagonistic ends. 
(Weber, 1970, pp.355-7) 

There is an even more questioning or pessimistic tone in this passage. 
Developing scientific rationality, Weber seems to be saying, absorbing 
more and more of social life into its domain, leads not to the 
'emancipation' which the Enlightenment hoped for, but to 'a senseless 
hustle in the service of worthless, ... self-contradictory, ... antagonistic 
ends'. 

· 

During the period in which Weber was writing, this pessimistic 
assessment of the Enlightenment faith in reason and science became 
more widespread. The philosopher Nietzche (1844-1900), and the 
nihilists, foJ;' example, began to argue that there were no grounds for 
making claims for any moral or political values which everyone could 
accept. By the late nineteenth century, many writers came to believe 
that western civilization had fallen into a state of cultural crisis. It was a 
'civilization' only in the sense of being technologically advanced, 
especially in its industrial production processes. However, in the sphere 
of moral philosophy and values, E�opean 'civilization' had become 
nihilistic - it had nothing positive to say. 
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This pessimistic analysis, and its implications, underpinned Weber's 
comparative sociology of the world cultures and their relation to 
political and economic chmge. 

5 TI-lE COSTS OF CIVILIZ.A.-fi()�\J 
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rB�yan Turner h�s r�c�ntly ar?ue.d that an es�en�al fea�ure of. W�ber's 
l view of modernity IS Its ambiguity: 'Modernization bnngs With It the 
j erosion of meaning, the endless conflict of polytheistic values, and the 
i threat of the iron cage of bureaucracy. Rationalization makes the world 
l orderly and reliable, but it cannot make the world meaningful' (�_ 
i, 1990, p_&J_,_ 
\..__.. 

5. "I INCREASING RATIONALITY 

The rise of science and technology, the growth of western capitalism as 
a 'rational' form of economic life, and of a political culture rooted in 
legai-rational laws or rules and procedure - all came to be seen as part 
of a wider process going on in western cultures: the process Weber 
called 'the increasing rationalization of more and more areas of life' 
(Weber, 1970). He made no distinction here between capitalism and 
socialism, both of which, he believed, led to an increasingly rational 
ordering of work, of the economic distribution of goods and services, 
and of social life in general. Both were in tension with more traditional 
cultures,where religion was the central component which formed 
ordinary people's attitudes and values. 

The growth of bureaucracy as a form of organization in both capitalism 
and socialism was, for Weber, another source of evidence of the growing 
rationalization of modern culture. Bureaucracies were established as a 
means of achieving, in practice, values of justice (law courts) and 
equality (national insurance, for example). So modern cultures had 
derived considerable gains from the increasing rationality of social 
organization. But there were costs here too, when one compared 
modern societies with more traditional ones. 

One strength of traditional cultures, as Weber saw it, lay in the fact that 
they offered people what he called 'a solution to the problem of 
theodicy' (Weber, 1970). That is to say, they provided ways of 
explaining and justifying the ways of God to man (theodicies). In 

particular, they provided an answer to one of the most perplexing of 
human dilemmas - the moral problem of suffering. Why is there so 
much suffering in the world? Why do children and other innocent 
people, who wish no harm to others, suffer? Weber argued that every 
culture should provide some answer or explanation to such existential 
questions. The role of culture was to give meaning to, or help people 
make sense of, life (Weber's whole sociological approach was directed 
towards the study of action which was 'meaningful', or to which 
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meaning could be given). The persistence of traditional cultures, he 
thought, could be explained in this way: their religious dimension did 
offer some way of handling these deep questions of human existence. 

In order to become established and to persist over time in a culture, 
theodicies had to make sense to two groups of people: 

1 The intellectuals; and scholars, who could read or write in literate 
cultures, or who were the priests, medicine men, shamans, or witch 
doctors - the 'keepers of tribal and religious wisdom' - in pre­
literate societies. 

2 The main classes and strata in the rest of society - including the 
main property owners, small business and trading classes, farmers, 
herdsmen, warriors, peasants, artisans and the urban working class 
where this had emerged. 

Some theodicies, developed by the intellectuals, were popularized by 
priests, preachers and teachers and, in that form, were picked up by and 
caught on among wider groups in society. This, Weber argued, is what 
had happened with Calvinism in the seventeenth century. It caught on 
among the newly emerging bourgeoisie during early capitalism, because 
its teaching and doctrine had an 'elective affinity' (i.e. made a neat fit) 
with the unique social, psychological and cultural needs of the rising 
class of early entrepreneurs. The term 'elective affinity' was Weber's 
way of explaining the 'fit' between a socio-economic group, such as a 
class (e.g. the rising bourgeoisie), its way of life (e.g. the new type of 
capitalist economic activity), and a specific set of cultural beliefs and 
values (e.g. Puritanism). The values and beliefs of the 'Protestant ethic' 
gave meaning to, and helped the early capitalists to make sense of, the 
new kinds of economic activity in which they were engaging. 

One can think of other comparable historical examples. There was an 
'elective affinity' between the early industrial working class in British 
nineteenth-century capitalist society and later versions of Calvinism, 
like Methodism, which offered the converted a role as the 'elect', the 
respectable, the chosen few, at a time when they were otherwise feeling 
excluded from society. Even today, in an advanced industrial capitalist 
society with a very materialist culture like the United States, about 50 

per cent of the population still attend a church service once a month. 
American culture was deeply influenced by Protestantism, and there is 
a sizeable Catholic minority (a quarter to a third of all church attenders). 
So, one could say there is an 'elective affinity' between religion and 
being an A:q1erican. 

But what about modern culture - increasingly secular and materialistic 
in its values, instrumental rather than spiritual in its outlook and, as 
Weber said, dominated by scientific and technological rationality? What 
provides meaning in this culture? How do people find an answer to the 
fundamental problems of life? 

\ \The Enlightenment thinkers (as you· may recall from Chapter 1) had 
� l hoped that science could replace religion as a basis for moral values, 
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and thus provide the foundation for a new culture, a modern 
civilization. But Weber argu�d that the problem of meaning, of suffering 
and jp.stice, cannot be satisfactorily addressed by science alone. 
H=Jwever, given its relative decline, religion had ceased to provide 
meaningful solutions. Two areas, Weber believed, had taken on 
something of the function of religion in modern culture, as a source of 
meaning and values not yet wholly dominated by technical and 
scientific rationality: the spheres of the aesthetic and the erotic. 

In some traditional cultures (e.g. Hinduism, Sufism and- though 
Weber did not study them - many African and native American 
cultures) the religious, the mystical and the erotic (especially in the 
form of dance and music) were deeply intertwined. However, in the 
West there has always been a tension between the erotic and religion -
in both the Catholic and the Protestant faiths. Catholicism found 
aesthetic forms more acceptable, but Protestantism in general, and 
Puritanism in particular, have always been profoundly suspicious of 
both the erotic and the aesthetic. On the other hand, this 'asceticism' 
(i.e. renunciation of pleasure) was precisely the element in Calvinism 
which had proved of value to the early capitalists. (The puritans 
objected to bear-bating, for example, not because of the pain it gave to 
the bear, but because of the pleasure it gave to the spectators.) It 

provided that taboo on 'pleasure and gratification' which, Weber argued, 
compelled capitalists to save; accumulate, and invest, and drove them 
to adopt a sober and frugal rather than a spendthrift style of life. 
However, once the 'spirit of capitalism' had developed fully, this 'taboo' 
on the erotic and the aesthetic created problems, because art and 
sexuality were two of the few remaining areas of modern culture which 
had to some extent resisted 'rationalization'. 

Weber wrote that : 

... asceticism descended like a frost on the life of 'Merrie old 
England'. And not only worldly merriment felt its effect. The 
Puritan's ferocious hatred of everything which smacked of 
superstition, of all survivals of magical and sacramental salvation, 
applied to the Christmas festivities and the May Pole and all 
spontaneous art. ... The Theatre was obnoxious to the Puritans, and 
with the strict exclusion of the erotic and of nudity from the realm 
of toleration, a radical view of either literature or art could not exist. 
(Weber, 1971, pp.168-9) 

Incidentally, this suggests an interesting connection with the second 
definition of 'culture' (meaning 'the arts') which we discussed in Section 
2. In the 1860s, in England, cultural critics like Matthew Arnold believed 
that, with the decline of religion, literature and art would increasingly 
play the role of providing the main source of values and standards.of 
judgement, in part because they were somewhat distanced from the 
imperatives of money-maldng. In general, the arts celebrate the non­
rational- even the irrational- aspects of life. They are not subject to 
the same rules of evidence and proof as science. Unlike technology, they 
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lack practical application to 'real life'. They belong with the world of 
fiction, make-believe, pleasure and play. Though the arts have stood as a 
symbol of civilization, they have also long been regarded as 'effete' and 
over-refined (as in the stereotype 'the long-haired artist'). 

Sexuality and the erotic have something of the same status- both are 
areas of taboo, set aside from 'normal' daily life, not governed by 
instrumental calculation, where irrational impulses surface which, many 
believe, threaten the even tenor of everyday life. Especially outside 
conventional marriage, the erotic also marks the eruption of non-rational 
forces- the pleasures, desires and wishes of the body. Weber's argument, 
in his essay 'The aesthetic and the erotic spheres' (Weber, 1970), is that 
intellectuals and others caught up in modern rational work processes 
regard the aesthetic and erotic spheres as important spaces set aside 
(remember Durkheim's notion of 'the sacred'?) from 'normal life' for living 
for a short time in the non-rational. The underside of the increasing 
rationalization of life at work, and in organized leisure, is the heightened 
role of aesthetic and erotic pleasure in industrial, urban social formations. 
They become privileged zones, places specially charged with emotion and 
value, the only cultural spaces left where people are still in touch with 
'natural forces', in contact with the 'real'- the body, the flesh, desire­
and where one can be taken out of everyday, conscious concerns and 
anxieties. You can see how, paradoxically, according to Weber's argument, 
not only have the aesthetic and erotic spheres to some extent replaced the 
role of religion in modern culture; they have also acquired something of 
the character of what both Durkheim and Weber called 'the sacred'. 

However, they could not compensate for the overwhelming tendency of 
modern culture. Though the values of Puritanism had helped to bring 
the 'spirit of capitalism' and the rational pursuit of capitalist enterprise 
into existence, the religious element had long since - in Weber's 
judgement - given way to a more secular, materialistic culture, in 
which the processes of rationalization exerted the dominant force. 
There is no mistaking the note of chilling pessimism in Weber's 
description of the later stages of this development. 

ACTIVITY 3 No1Y rearl Reading C, 'The iron cage), by tv1ax VVeber, which is the last 
few paragraphs from The Protestcmt Ethic ctnd the Spirit of Capitalism. 
Tt begins by repeating a sentence quoted above in Section 4.1. (Baxter 
was a Furi tan divine who wrote in the late 1 b70s. He was one of the 
ll1nin :J\llm:es \Veber used for 'the Protestant t:-)thic'.) 

1\ttur reading the extract. try to ansiNer the following questions: 

What dews Weber mean b.Y thl: phrase lhe 'iron cage'? 

:!. W bat muti vates people to work in muchjrn industrial societies, now 
thal religious asceticism has ceased to do so'!' 

3 Where does Weber identify any chances of escaping from the iron 
cagre . 
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Weber's theme of the ever-increasing rationalization of modern life was 
part of a more general argument that the evolution of modern culture has 
not produced the increase in overall human happiness that many hoped 
for. The project, set in motion by the Enlightenment, of increasing 
progress, wealth and happiness through the application of science and 
technology, first to industry and then to social life as a whole, and the 
weakening of the hold of custom, magic, superstition and other 
supernatural taboos over which the philosophes rejoiced, has been put in 
question. In the traditional culture of Europe before the Protestant [Reformation, religion provided the moral framework for everyone. 
Everyday life was punctuated by saints days, fairs, pilgrimages, festivals, 
seasons of feasting, atonement and celebration. The culture of ordinary 
people was saturated with folk customs, magical spells, rituals and 

1 r�ligious occasions. Springs and wells provided healing waters, the relics 
lfH: saints offered safe journeys or protection to relatives and friends. 

CThe gradual disappearance of this culture, saturated with the religious 
\ and what would now be regarded as the irrational, and the transition to 
i a world more and more of which could only be understood and 
\ explained though the application of rational forms of explanation, 
! mastered and controlled through the application of instrumental reason, 
j was described by Weber as a -process of de-magification. (The German 
) phrase Weber used, 'Entzauberung der Welt', is sometimes translated as 
i 'the disenchantment of the world'.) Both are aspects of that long cultural 
i__:hift towards modernity which many sociologists call secularization. 

Weber was by no means the only social scientist or social critic and 
philosopher to take an increasingly negative or pessimistic view of the 
'costs', rather than the 'benefits', of modern civilization. In Britain, from 
the Romantic poets at the end of the eighteenth century onwards, a long 
line of writers and critics criticized the increasingly mechanistic 
character of modern industrial society and culture, and the dominance 
of a competitive and utilitarian ethos in it. 'Men', the poet Coleridge, 
once said, railing against industrialism, 'should be weighed, not 
counted'. These critics were protesting against the habits of mind, the 
culture, which modern capitalism and industry had brought to the fore. 
Raymond Williams, who charted this tradition of cultural criticism in 
Culture and Society, 1780-1950 (1958), observed that 'culture' was one 
of the terms used to measure critically 'the great historical changes 
which the changes in industry, democracy and class, in their own way, 
represent, and to which the changes in art are a closely related 
response' (Williams, 1981, p.16). 

The rise of capitalism and the impact of industrial work and the factory 
system on workers in the nineteenth century in Britain also led Karl 
Marx (1818-83) to develop a not dissimilar critique of industrial 
'civilization' and its cultural and social impact. Capitalism, Marx 
argued, expropriated from the worker the fruits of his/her labour for sale 
in the market. But in addition, the conditions of labour in the modern 
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industrial factory robbed the worker of a sense of self and of the 
capacity to be creative and to recognize the things produced as the fruit 
of creative activity. Marx called this cultural condition a process of 
'estrangement', or alienation: 

What, then, constitutes the alienation of labour? First, the fact that 
labour is external to the worker, i.e., it does not belong to his 
essential being; that in his work, therefore, he does not affirm 
himself but denies himself, does not feel content but unhappy, 
does not develop freely his physical and mental energy but 
mortifies his body and ruins his mind. The worker therefore only 
feels himself outside his work, and in his work feels outside 
himself. He is at horne when he is not working, and when he is 
working he is not at horne. His labour is therefore not voluntary, 
but coerced; it is forced labour. It is therefore not the satisfaction of 
a need; it is merely a means to satisfy needs external to it. Its alien 
character emerges clearly in the fact that as soon as no physical or 
other compulsion exists, labour is shunned like the plague. 
External labour, labour in which man alienates himself, is a labour 
of self-sacrifice, of mortification. Lastly, the external character of 
labour for the worker appears in the fact that it is not his own, but 
someone else's, that it does not belong to him, that in it he belongs, 
not to himself, but to another. Just as in religion the spontaneous 
activity of the human imagination, of the human brain and the 
human heart, operates independently of the individual -that is, 
operates on him as an alien, divine or diabolical activity -in the 
same way the worker's activity is not his spontaneous activity. It 

belongs to another; it is the loss of his self. 

As a result, therefore, man (the worker) no longer feels himself to 
be freely active in any but his animal functions - eating, drinking, 
procreating, or at most in his dwelling and dressing-up etc; and in 
his human functions he no longer feels himself to be anything but 
an animal. What is animal becomes human and what is human 
becomes animal. 

Certainly eating, drinking, procreating, etc, are also genuinely 
human functions. But in the abstraction which separates them 
from the sphere of all other human activity and turns them into 
sole and ultimate ends, they are animal. 
(Marx, 1959, pp.72-3) 

Marx is assuming here that working creatively on the external world, 
finding pleasure in working with other people, is an essential part of 
what it is to be 'human'. The labour process in industrial capitalism, he 
argues, destroys these relationships with other people and with nature, 
turning them into alienating, estranged relations. This alienation also 
produces an alienated form of culture, in everyday ways of living, and 
in religion. Alien beings seem to be dominant: in the form of an angry 
God who seeks obedience, and in the form of the employer who 
represents Capital. 
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Other social theorists and critics of the industrialization and 
urbanization processes of �odern, technical 'civilization' have also 
argued that the change from rural and agricultural to industrial social 
formations has had very disturbing effects upon people's moral, 
religious and everyday patterns of living. Durkheim, whose ideas about 
collective representations were discussed in Section 3 above, also 
believed that these changes were profoundly unsettling. He argued that 
they lay behind increases in rates of mental illness, drug abuse, and 
suicide in western societies, especially among those groups whose way 
of life encouraged individual competition, achievement and a sense of 
inner isolation. Like Weber, Durkheim found that Protestants were more 
prone to this condition than Catholics or Jews, where a sense of 

· ollective belongingness was stronger, and that this in large part 
explained why their suicide rate was higher (see Durkheim, 1952). 

(Urbanization and industrialization broke down traditional ways of living, �' with their ideas and moral values about right and wrong. No new, clear set 
of values or norms developed in the new situation. Durkheim described 
this situation as one of anomie (meaning literally 'without norms')- that 
is, a social condition where no clear, generally-accepted rules about how 
to live were shared among people. Individuals tried to invent their own 
ways of living, and many came unstuck in trying to do so. 

We have already mentioned Nietzche and his philosophy of 'nihilism', 
which emerged in Germany towards the end of the nineteenth century, 
and whose pessimism about modern culture influenced Weber. One of 
Nietzche's arguments was that the values of western civilization, often 
represented as aspects of Truth and Beauty and Justice, were really 
simply 'masks' or 'fictions' used in a struggle for power- the 'will to 
power'- amongst the powerful, which dissolved any objective 
distinction between 'good' and 'evil'. This critique propagated a cynical 
or 'disenchanted' view of modern culture, and a cult of power and the 
irrational, which became increasingly influential in Western European 
culture during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The 
question of whether the values of technical and scientific reason could 
supply a moral centre to the cultural universe became a topic of 
widespread philosophical speculation amongst such philosophers as 
Husserl and Heidegger. In the social sciences, there was a parallel 
debate about whether science could provide the model for the 
construction of positive social laws (positivism) . (Durkheim and Weber 
occupied leading, but contrasting, positions within this debate.) 

In short, by the turn of the century, the evolution of modern culture, 
grounded on the domination of science and technology, scientific and 
technological reason, was being discussed everywhere in terms of a 
'crisis'. This cultural 'crisis' occurred at the same time as, and came 
increasingly to be expressed in, those movements in modern culture, 
painting and the arts which came to be called 'modernism'. 

Two of the most important critiques of modern, 'rationalized' culture 
deserve special mention because they pick up directly on themes 
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discussed earlier. The first is the critique developed by Sigmund Freud, 
and the second is that of the group of German social theorists and 
cultural critics, Adorno, Horkheimer and Marcuse, who belonged to the 
'Frankfurt School'. 

5.3 CIVILIZATION AND ITS DISCONTENTS 

Freud's (1856-1939) work was produced in two main periods: before 
the 1914-18 War, when Europeans were more self-confident about their 
civilization, despite the wars of the nineteenth century; and after the 
trench warfare of the First World War. Freud's work during this second 
period reflected the impact of war, both because some of his patients 
were soldiers suffering from what were called at the time 'war neurosis', 
and because he wished to take account of the massive implications of 
the fact of a total and destructive war between 'civilized' nations such 
as Germany, France, and Britain. In Civilization and its Discontents, 
first published in 1930, he wrote about the hostility people feel towards 
this modern civilization. 

!\CT!V!TY 4 You should now read Reading D, 'Civilization and its Discontents', by 
Sigmund Freud. As you read, make brief notes on the aspects of modern 
civilization Freud thought produced neuroses. 

Freud wrestles here with the dilemma of the lack of the expected gains 
from technological advances in modern 'civilization' . Instead of 
increased happiness, there is an increase in nel!Ioses- that is, forms of 
mental distress milder than that found in madness (psychoses) but 
producing unhappy states of mind or of the body. Europeans are no 
longer so prone to imagine that primitive peoples are as happy as they 
once believed, but nevertheless technological progress does not 
guarantee an increase in ordinary happiness. It places demands on 
people, which affect their everyday lives at work and in the home. 
There are echoes here of Marx's notion of alienation - estrangement 
from others and from the self also. 

The concept of the unconscious, which Freud used and systematized in 
his writings and in his therapeutic work with the neurotics of modern 
urban life, captured the importance of the irrational. The two central 
components of unconscious desire - sexuality and destructive 
aggression·- became important features of the work of a group of social 
scientists known as the Frankfurt School, or critical theorists. It is to 
their work that we turn briefly in the next section. 

5.4 THE FRANKFURT SCHOOL 

The social critics and philosophers who came to be known as the 
Frankfurt School also addressed some of the themes rehearsed by both 
Weber and Freud. Of particular relevance is the work which they 
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produced in the 1930s, in the context of the rise of fascism in Germany 
-(from which they were �l obliged to flee) and the fearful holocaust 
wl;lich followed in Europe. These events led the Frankfurt School critics 

-to ask how the promise of the Enlightenment could possibly have led to 
such a 'barbarous' result. This was especially difficult to explain in 
Germany, which had come to pride itself on the 'civilizing process', as 
Norbert Elias called it- the long process of cultural refinement 
culminating in a high state of cultural achievement. The high standard 
of manners and etiquette of the French, English and German 
aristocracies, Elias argued, had been imitated by the new urban 
bourgeoisie. Gradually, the lower middle and the respectable working 
classes of Europe began to borrow and imitate these standards of 
behaviour. The new mass circulation press, and later radio, operated as 
the main vehicles for the expansion of this civilizing process. What, 
then, had gone wrong? How had this civilizing process produced the 
monstrosity of fascism with its doctrines of racial purity? 

An Open Air Banquet in the Garden of Love: this sixteenth-century tapestry 
indicates how table manners slowly 'trickled down' from the aristocracy 

The Frankfurt critics argued that, far from being a departure from the 
Enlightenment, these developments were its 'dark side'- as much part 
of its project as its dream of progress and emancipation. What in the 
Enlightenment had given rise to this apparent contradiction of all it 
appeared to stand for? The answer which they gave to this question was 
clearly related to Weber's. It was the domination of modern society and 
culture by what they called 'technical reason', the spread of bureaucratic 
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and instrumental rationality to every sphere of life, producing what they 
called the 'totally administered' society- the society of totalitarianism 

- which had crippled and distorted the 'promise of Enlightenment'. The 
Enlightenment could only be, as it were, saved from itself by exposing 
this remorseless process of 'rationalization' to a ruthless philosophical 
critique. Such a critique would aim to show that technical forms of 
reason had subverted and eclipsed critical reasoning about moral and 
political values. This latter concept of critical rationality had become lost 
by confusing it with scientific forms of reasoning, a process which had 
begun in the Enlightenment. Hope lay in recovering this form of 
substantive reasoning, a form inaugurated in the West by the Ancient 
Greek philosophers, in which moral and political values were 
established by public, reasoned debate, not by force. 

The Frankfurt School did not accept that 'reason' should be restricted to 
scientific and technological ways of thinking, for these excluded rational 
reflection upon social, political, cultural, and moral values. It was partly 
the value-neutrality of so many academics, the Frankfurt School argued, 
which had allowed fascism and Nazism to develop. For if academics, 
philosophers and social scientists say nothing about values, in a falsely 
modest eschewing of value-judgements, then no-one should be surprised 
if the moral vacuum thereby created is filled by irrational political 
movements. The error the modern West had made had been in thinking 
that science and technology could provide values, or even that societies 
did not need fundamental values. Since the Enlightenment, both these 
errors had become dominant among different elite groups in western 
societies. The results were nihilism, fascism, disenchantment, and 
unhappiness. The solution lay, the Frankfurt School thought, in 
reconnecting with earlier ways of thinking about society and its relations 
with nature- both external nature, the environment, and nature in the 
human body. 'Reason' could and should include such ethical thought. 
Value-neutrality was a dangerous illusion, a chimera, something to be 
avoided, not to be treated as a guarantee of academic respectability. 

6 CONCLUSION 

We have travelled a considerable distance in the course of this chapter. 
We began by considering definitions of culture, and two emerged as 
being partic:ularly important for sociology: first, culture as the meanings, 
values, and ways of life shared by particular nations, groups, classes or 
historical periods; second, culture as the practices which produce 
meaning-signifying practices. The latter idea has been important in the 
approach called 'structuralism', a method which emphasises the 
interrelations between component parts in a wider system or structure 
of relations. Languages, not just verbal language but other sets of 
symbols, such as those found in pre:. literate cultures (totemism) or 
rituals (including social practices such as marriage rules, kinship rules, 
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and wedding feasts), can be analysed in terms of their meaning, using a 
·structuralist method. D\il'kheim's work on the elementary forms of 
religion was discussed in the light of such an approach. 

' The concepts of collective representations and systems of primitive 
classification were highlighted as being especially important in reading 
Durkheim in a structuralist way. The idea of binary oppositions (from 
Levi-Strauss), and of categories which do not fit into a particular 
classificatory scheme, producing, in turn, notions of the eerie, the 
spooky, or the weird, was used in relation to Durkheim's sacred-profane 
distinction. An example of the structuralist method of analysis was 
provided by Mary Douglas's work on modern ideas of pollution and dirt. 

This type of structuralist analysis is synchronic; that is, it is concerned 
with the workings of a structure frozen in time. We moved on to 
consider diachronic changes, changes of structures across historical 
time, by examining Weber's claims about the role of religion (Calvinism) 
in the development of modern, rational capitalism. Weber's analysis of 
Calvinism was placed in the wider context of his analysis of other 
cultures, centred upon different orientations to the natural world, other 
people, and the human body from those found in Protestantism. Weber 
used two binary oppositions, in this work: 'mysticism' and 'asceticism'; 
and 'inner-worldly' and 'other-worldly'. Combining these produced four 
possible types of religious ethic. Calvinism was the unique example of 
one of these four types: an inner-worldly ascetic ethic. This cultural 
value system had been the absolutely necessary, though not the 
sufficient, condition for the development of modern rational capitalism, 
according to Weber's analysis. 

Finally, the costs of the part played by culture in the formation of 
modern capitalism were addressed. Weber, although explicit about the 
benefits of some aspects of modernity (the gains in justice and equality 
from modern bureaucracy), was nevertheless haunted by the costs. The 
loss of a sense of shared meaning, and the sense of disenchantment in 
modern culture were, perhaps, the major disadvantages in Weber's view. 
Others, such as Marx and Freud, saw similar costs in modern 
capitalism. Marx spoke of a sense of alienation from others, from 
nature, and even from self. Freud developed the ideas of loss of 
meaning, of estrangement, in a way which focused upon the pains and 
discontents of modern individuals. (Weber had seen individualism as 
another product of Protestant culture.) The ideas of Marx, Weber and 
Freud provided a basis for the Frankfurt School's critique of modern 
culture, which they saw as dominated by a one-dimensional form of 
technical reason. They saw academic neutrality as having allowed 
fascism to develop - if reason is not used to provide collective 
purposes and to criticize existing assumptions then, in their view, 
unreason takes over. 

This last point, about value-judgements, is an important one. When 
making a social scientific analysis of our own or other cultures, w� must 
attempt to set aside our prejudices and preconceptions, to describe and 
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not to judge. And yet we need to remain morally vigilant. Although 
value-neutrality is a necessary methodological stance for sociologists, or 
anthropologists, initially, it is never enough on its own. Someone must 
continue to think about, and write about, human life - there must be 
someone to weigh up questions of value and the ultimate purpose of 
existing values, and to debate how we ought to live and how we ought 
to try to arrange our collective lives together. Who else will take 
responsibility for this if not intellectuals? 
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At the· root of all our judgements there are a certain number of essential 
ideas which dominate our intellectual life; they are what philosophers 
since Aristotle have called the categories of the understanding: ideas of 
time, space, ... number, cause, substance, personality, etc. They corre­
spond to the most universal properties of things. They are like the solid 
frame which encloses all thought; this does not seem to be able to liberate 
itself from them without destroying itself, for it seems that we cannot 
think of objects that are not in time and space, which have no number, etc. 
Other ideas are contingent and unsteady; we can conceive of their being 
unknown to a man, a society or an epoch; but these others appear to be 
nearly inseparable from the normal working of the intellect. They are like 
the framework of the intelligence. Now when primitive religious beliefs 
are systematically analysed, the principal categories are naturally found. 
They are born in religion and of religion; they are a product of religious 
thought. ... 

Up to the present there have been only two doctrines in the field. For 
some, the categories cannot be derived from experience: they are logically 
prior to it and condition it. They are represented as so many simple and 
irreducible data, imminent in the human mind by virtue of its inborn 
constitution. For this reason they are said to be a priori. Others, however, 
hold that they are constructed and made up of pieces and bits, and that the 
individual is the artisan of this construction. 

But each .solution raises grave difficulties . ... 

. . . If reason is only a form of individual experience, it no longer exists. On 
the other hand, if the powers which it has are recognized but not 
accounted for, it seems to be set outside the confines of nature and science. 
In the face of these two opposed objections the mind remains uncertain. 
But if the social origin of the categories is admitted, a new attitude 
becomes possible, which we believe will enable us to escape both of the 
opposed difficulties . 

. . . If ... the categories are, as we believe they are, essentially collective 
representations, before all else, they should show the mental states of the 
group; they should depend upon the way in which this is founded and 
organized, upon its morphology, upon its religious, moral and economic 
institutions, etc . ... there is all the difference ... between the individual 
and the social, and one can no more derive the second from the first than 
he can deduce society from the individual, the whole from the part, the 
complex from the simple. Society is a reality sui generis; it has its own 
peculiar characteristics, which are not found elsewhere and which are not 
met with again in the same form in all the rest of the universe. The 
representations which express it have a wholly different contents from 

Source: Durkheim, E. (1961) The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, New 
York, Collier Books, pp.21-9 (first published in 1912). 
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purely individual ones and we may rest assured in advance that the first 
add something to the second. 

Even the manner in which the two are formed results in differentiating 
them. Collective representations are the result of an immense co-oper­
ation, which stretches out not only into space but into time as well; to 
make them, a multitude of minds have associated, united and combined 
their ideas and sentiments; for them, long generations have accumulated 
their experience and their knowledge. A special intellectual activity is 
therefore concentrated in them which is infinitely richer and complexer 
than that of the individual. 

REJ\Dll\JG B I-iYGIENE AND POLLlTTION 

Mary Douglas 

A distinction is made between cooked and uncooked food as carriers of 
pollution. Cooked food is liable to pass on pollution, while uncooked food 
is not. So uncooked foods may be received from or handled by members of 
any caste - a necessary rule from the practical point of view in a society 
where the division of labour is correlated with degrees of inherited purity. 
Fruit and nuts, as long as they are whole, are not subject to ritual defile­
ment, but once a coconut is broken or a plantain cut, a Havik cannot accept 
it from a member of a lower caste. . . . 

· 

... Food which can be tossed into the mouth is less liable to convey saliva 
pollution to the eater than food which is bitten into. A cook may not taste 
the food she is preparing, as by touching her fingers to her lips she would 
lose the condition of purity required for protecting food from pollution. 
While eating, a person is in the middle state of purity and if by accident he 
should touch the server's hand or spoon, the server becomes impure and 
should at least change clothes before serving more food. Since pollution is 
transmitted by sitting in the same row at a meal, when someone of another 
caste is entertained he is normally seated separately. A Havik in a con­
dition of grave impurity should be fed outside the house, and he is 
expected himself to remove the leaf-plate he fed from. No one else can 
touch it without being defiled. The only person who is not defiled by 
touch and by eating from the leaf of another is the wife who thus ... 
expresses her personal relation to her husband. And so the rules multiply. 
They discriminate in ever finer and finer divisions, prescribing ritual 
behaviour concerning menstruation, childbirth and death. All bodily 
emissions, even blood or pus from a wound, are sources of impurity. 
Water, not paper, must be used for washing after defaecating, and this is 
done only with the left hand, while food may be eaten only with the right 
hand. To step on animal faeces causes impurity. Contact with leather 
causes impurity. If leather sandals are worn they should not be touched 
with the hands, and should be removed and the feet be washed before a 
temple or house is entered . ... 

Source: Douglas, M. (1966) Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of 
Pollution and Taboo, London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, pp.33-6. 
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... The more deeply we go into this and similar rules, the more obvious it 
becomes that we are studying symbolic systems. Is this then really the 
difference between ritual pollution and our ideas of dirt: are our ideas 
hygienic where theirs are symbolic? Not a bit of it: I am going to argue that 
our ideas of dirt also express symbolic systems and that the difference 
between pollution behaviour in one part of the world and another is only a 
matter of detail. 

Before we start to think about ritual pollution we must go down in sack­
cloth and ashes and scrupulously re-examine our own ideas of dirt. Divid­
ing them into their parts, we should distinguish any elements which we 
know to be the result of our recent history. 

There are two notable differences between our contemporary European 
ideas of defilement and those, say, of primitive cultures. One is that dirt 
avoidance for us is a matter of hygiene or aesthetics and is not related to 
our religion . ... The second difference is that our idea of dirt is dominated 
by the knowledge of pathogenic organisms. The bacterial transmission of 
disease was a great nineteenth century discovery. It produced the most 
radical revolution in the history of medicine. So much has it transformed 
our lives that it is difficult to think of dirt except in the context of patho­
genicity. Yet obviously our ideas of dirt are not so recent. We must be able 
to make the effort to think back beyond the last 100 years and to analyse 
the bases of dirt-avoidance, before it was transformed by bacteriology; for 
example, before spitting deftly into a spittoon was counted unhygienic. 

If we can abstract pathogenicity and hygiene from our notion of dirt, we 
are left with the old definition of dirt as matter out of place. This is a very 
suggestive approach. It implies two conditions: a set of ordered relations 
and a contravention of that order. Dirt, then, is never a unique, isolated 
event. Where there is dirt there is system. Dirt is the by-product of a sys­
tematic ordering and classification of matter, in so far as ordering involves 
rejecting inappropriate elements. This idea of dirt takes us straight into the 
field of symbolism and promises a link-up with more obviously symbolic 
systems of purity. 

We can recognise in our own notions of dirt that we are using a kind of 
omnibus compendium which includes all the rejected elements of 
ordered systems. It is a relative idea. Shoes are not dirty in themselves, but 
it is dirty to place them on the dining-table; food is not dirty in itself, but it 
is dirty to leave cooking utensils in the bedroom, or food bespattered on 
clothing; similarly, bathroom equipment in the drawing room; clothing 
lying on chairs; out-door things in-doors; upstairs things dovvnstairs; 
under-clothing appearing where over-clothing should be, and so on. In 
short, our pollution behaviour is the reaction which condemns any object 
or idea likely to confuse or contradict cherished classifications. 
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THE IRON CAGE 

Max Weber 

The Puritan wanted to work in a calling; we are forced to do so. For when 
asceticism was carried out of monastic cells into everyday life, and began 
to dominate worldly morality, it did its part in building the tremendous 
cosmos of the modern economic order. This order is now bound to the 
technical and economic conditions of machine production which today 
determine the lives of all the individuals who are born into this mechan­
ism, not only those directly concerned with economic acquisition, with 
irresistible force. Perhaps it will so determine them until the last ton of 
fossilized coal is burnt. In Baxter's view the care for external goods should 
only lie on the shoulders of the 'saint like a light cloak, which can be 
thrown aside at· any moment'. But fate decreed that the cloak should 
become an iron cage. 

Since asceticism undertook to remodel the world and to work out its 
ideals in the world, material goods have gained an increasing and finally 
an inexorable power over the lives of men as at no previous period in 
history. Today the spirit of religious asceticism- whether finally, who 
knows? - has escaped from the cage. But victorious capitalism, since it 
rests on mechanical foundations, needs its support no longer. The rosy 
blush of its laughing heir, the Enlightenment, seems also to be irretriev­
ably fading, and the idea of duty in one's calling prowls about in our lives 
like the ghost of dead religious beliefs. Where the fulfilment of the calling 
cannot directly be related to the highest spiritual and cultural values, or 
when, on the other hand, it need not be felt simply as economic compul­
sion, the individual generally abandons the attempt to justify it at all. In 
the field of its highest development, in the United States, the pursuit of 
wealth, stripped of its religious and ethical meaning, tends to become 
associated with purely mundane passions, which often actually give it the 
character of sport. 

No one knows who will live in this cage in the future, or whether at the 
end of this tremendous development entirely new prophets will arise, or 
there will be a great rebirth of old ideas and ideals, or, if neither, 
mechanized petrification, embellished with a sort of convulsive self­
importance. For of the last stage of this cultural development, it might well 
be truly said: 'Specialists without spirit, sensualists without heart; this 
nullity imagines that it has attained a level of civilization never before 
achieved.' 

But this brings us to the world of judgements of value and of faith, with 
which this purely historical discussion need not be burdened. The next 
task would be rather to show the significance of ascetic rationalism, which 
has only been touched in the foregoing sketch, for the content of practical 
social ethics, thus for the types of mganization and the functions of social 

Source: Weber, M. (1971) The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, Lon­
don, Unwin University Books, pp.181-3 (first published in 1904-5). 
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groups from the conventicle to the State. Then its relations to humanistic 
rationalism, its ideals of life and cultural influence; further to the develop­
ment of philosophical and scientific empiricism, to technical develop­
menrq.nd to spiritual ideals woulcf'have to be analysed. Then its historical 
development from the mediaeval beginnings of worldly asceticism to its 
dissolution into pure utilitarianism would have to be traced out through 
all the areas of ascetic religion. Only then could the quantitative cultural 
sigriificance of ascetic Protestantism in its relation to the other plastic 
elements of modern culture be estimated. 

Here we have only attempted to trace the fact and the direction of its 
influence to their motives in one, though a very important point. But it 
would also further be necessary to investigate how Protestant Asceticism 
was in turn influenced in its development and its character by the totality 
of social conditions, especially economic. The modern man is in general, 
even with the best will, unable to give religious ideas a significance for 
culture and national character which they deserve. But it is, of course, not 
my aim to substitute for a one-sided materialistic an equally one-sided 
spiritualistic causal interpretation of culture and of history. Each is 
equally possible, but each, if it does not serve as the preparation, but as the 
conclusion of an investigation, accomplishes equally little in the interest 
of historical truth. 

READII",JG D CrVILIZATION i\I�D ITS DISCOl\JTEt\TTS 

Sigmund Freud 

How has it happened that so many people have come to take up this 
strange attitude of hostility to civilization? I believe that the basis of it was 
a deep and long-standing dissatisfaction with the then existing state of 
civilization and that on that basis a condemnation of it was built up, occa­
sioned by certain specific historical events. I think I know what the last 
and the last but one of those occasions were. I am not learned enough to 
trace the chain of them far back enough in the history of the human spe­
cies; but a factor of this kind hostile to civilization must already have been 
at work in the victory of Christendom over the heathen religions. For it 
was very closely related to the low estimation put upon earthly life by the 
Christian doctrine. The last but one of these occasions was when the prog­
ress of voyages of discovery led to contact with primitive peoples and 
races. In consequence of insufficient observation and a mistaken view of 
their manners and customs, they appeared to Europeans to be leading a 
simple, happy life with few wants, a life such as was unattainable by their 
visitors with their superior civilization. Later experience has corrected 
some of those judgements. In many cases the observers had wrongly 
attributed to the absence of complicated cultural demands what was in 
fact due to the bounty of nature and the ease with whkh the major human 
needs were satisfied. The last occasion is especially familiar to us. It arose 

Source: Freud, S. (1963) Civilization and its Discontents, London, The Hogarth 
Press, pp.24-5 (first published in 1930). 
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when people came to know about the mechanism of the neuroses, which 
threaten to undermine the modicum of happiness enjoyed by civilized 
men. It was discovered that a person becomes neurotic because he cannot 
tolerate the amount of frustration which society. imposes on him in the 
service of its cultural ideals, and it was inferred from this that the abolition 
or reduction of those demands would result in a return to possibilities of 
happiness. 

There is also an added factor of disappointment. During the last few gener­
ations mankind has made an extraordinary advance in the natural 
sciences and in their technical application and has established his control 
over nature in a way never before imagined. The single steps of this 
advance are common knowledge and it is unnecessary to enumerate them. 
Men are proud of those achievements, and have a right to be. But they 
seem to have obse;rved that this newly-won power over space and time, 
this subjugation of the forces of nature, which is the fulfilment of a longing 
that goes back thousands of years, has not increased the amount 
of pleasurable satisfaction which they may expect from life and has not 
made them feel happier. From the recognition of this fact we ought to be 
content to conclude that power over nature is not the only precondition of 
human happiness, just as it is not the only goal of cultural endeavour; we 
ought not to infer from it that technical progress is without value for the 
economics of our happiness. 
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The first five chapters of this book examine the long historical processes 
through which a new type of society - advanced, developed and 
industrial- emerged. They chart in broad outline the paths by which 
this society reached what is now called 'modernity'. This chapter 
explores the role which societies outside Europe played in this process. 
It examines how an idea of 'the West and the Rest' was constituted; how 
relations between western and non-western societies came to be 
represented. We refer to this as the formation of the 'discourse' of 'the 
West and the Rest'. 

1.1 WHERE AND WHAT IS 'THE WEST' ? 

This question puzzled Christopher Columbus and remains puzzling 
today. Nowadays, many societies aspire to become 'western'- at least 
in terms of achieving western standards of living. But in Columbus's 
day (the end of the fifteenth century) going West was important mainly 
because it was believed to be the quickest route to the fabulous wealth 
of the East. Indeed, even though it should have become clear to 
Columbus that the New World he had found was not the East, he never 
ceased to believe that it was, and even spiced his reports with 
outlandish claims: on his fourth voyage, he still insisted that he was 
close to Quinsay (the Chinese city now called Hangchow), where the 
Great Khan lived, and probably approaching the source of the Four 
Rivers of Paradise! Our ideas of 'East' and 'West' have never been free of 
myth and fantasy, and even to this day they are not primarily ideas 
about place and geography. 

We have to use short-hand generalizations, like 'West' and 'western', but 
we need to remember that they represent very complex ideas and have 
no simple or single meaning. At first sight, these words may seem to be 
about matters of geography and location. But even this, on inspection, is 
not straightforward since we also use the same words to refer to a type 
of society, a level of development, and so on. It's true that what we call 
'the West', in this second sense, did first emerge in western Europe. But 
'the West' is no longer only in Europe, and not all of Europe is in 'the 
West'. The historian John Roberts has remarked that, 'Europeans have 
long been unsure about where Europe "ends" in the east. In the west 
and to the south, the sea provides a splendid marker ... but to the east 
the plains roll on and on and the horizon is awfully remote.' (Roberts, 
1985, p.149.)·Eastern Europe doesn't (doesn't yet? never did?) belong �roperly to 'the West'; whereas the United States, which is not in 
Europe, definitely does. These days, technologically speaking, Japan, is 

, western', though on our mental map it is about as far 'East' as you can 
\ get. By comparison, much of Latin America, which is in the western 
\ hemisphere, belongs economically to the Third World, which is 
!_struggling- not very successfully --to catch up with 'the West'. What 

are these different societies 'east' and 'west' of, exactly? Clearly, 'the 
West' is as much an idea as a fact of geography. 
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The underlying premise of this chapter is that 'the West' is a historical, l 
not a geographical, construct. By 'western' we mean the type of society \ 
discussed in this series: a society that is developed, industrialized, ..J 
urbanized, capitalist, secular, and modern. Such societies arose at a 
particular historical period - roughly, during the sixteenth century, 
after the Middle Ages and the break-up of feudalism. They were the 
result of a specific set of historical processes- economic, political, 
social and cultural. Nowadays, any society, wherever it exists on a 
geographical map, which shares these characteristics, can be said to 
belong to 'the West'. The meaning of this term is therefore virtually 
identical to that of the word 'modern'. Its 'formations' are what we have 
been tracing in the earlier chapters in this book. This chap'ter builds on 
that earlier story. 

'The West' is therefore also an idea, a concept - and this is what 
interests us most in this chapter. How did the idea, the language, of 'the 
West' arise, and what have been its effects? What do we mean by calling 
it a concept? 
The concept or idea of 'the West' can be seen to function in the 
following ways: 

First, it allows us to characterize and classify societies into different 
categories- i.e. 'western', 'non-western'. It is a tool to think with. It 
sets a certain structure of thought and knowledge in motion. 

Secondly, it is an image, or set of images. It condenses a number of 
different characteristics into one picture. It calls up in our mind's eye­
it represents in verbal and visual language - a composite picture of 
what different societies, cultures, peoples and places are like. It 
functions as part of a language, a 'system of representation'. (I say 
'system' because it doesn't stand on its own, but works in conjunction 
with other images and ideas with which it forms a set: for example, 
'western'= urban= developed; or 'non-western'= non-industrial= rural 

= agricultural = under-developed.) 

Thirdly, it provides a standard or model of comparison. It allows us to 
compare to what extent different societies resemble, or differ from, one 
another. Non-western societies can accordingly be said tope 'close to' or 
'far away from' or 'catching up with' the West. It helps to explain 
difference. 
Fourthly, it provides criteria of evaluation against which other societie� 
are ranked and around which powerful positive and negative feelings \ 
cluster. (For example, 'the West'= developed= good= desirable; or the 1 
'non-West'== under-developed= bad= undesirable.) It produces a 

�· \ 
certain kind of knowledge about a subject and certain attitudes towards \ 
it. In short, it functions as an ideology. 0 

This chapter will discuss all these aspects of the idea of 'the West'. 

We know that the West itself was produced by certain historical 
processes operating in a particular place in unique (and perhaps 
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unrepeatable) historical circumstances. Clearly, we must also think of 
the idea of 'the West' as having been produced in a similar way. These 
two aspects are in fact deeply connected, though exactly how is one of 
the big puzzles in sociology. We cannot attempt to resolve here the age­
old sociological debate as to which came first: the idea of 'the West', or �western societies. What we can say is that, as these societies emerged, 
so a concept and language of 'the West' crystallized. And yet, we can be 
certain that the idea of 'the West' did not simply reflect an already­
established western society: rather, it was essential to the very formation 
of that society. 

W hat is more, the idea of 'the West', once produced, became productive 
in its turn. It had real effects: it enabled people to know or speak of 
certain things· in certain ways. It produced knowledge. It became both 
the organizing factor in a system of global power relations and the 
organizing concept or term in a whole way of thinking and speaking. 

The central concern of this chapter is to analyse the formation of a 
particular pattern of thought and language, a 'system of representation', 
which has the concepts of 'the West' and 'the Rest' at its centre. 

The emergence of an idea of 'the West' was central to the 
Enlightenment', which was discussed at length in Chapter 1. The 
Enlightenment was a very European affair. European society, it assumed, 
was the most advanced type of society on earth, European man (sic) the 
pinnacle of human achievement. It treated the West as the result of 
forces largely internal to Europe's history and formation. 

However, in this chapter we argue that the rise of the West is also a 
global story. As Roberts observes, "'Modern" history can be defined as 
the approach march to the age dominated by the West' (Roberts, 1985, 
p.41). The West and the Rest became two sides of a single coin. What 
each now is, and what the terms we use to describe them mean, depend 
on the relations which were established between them long ago. The so­
called uniqueness of the West was, in part, produced by Europe's 
contact and self-comparison with other, non-western, societies (the 
Rest), very different in their histories, ecologies, patterns of 
development and cultures from the European model. The difference of 
these other societies and cultures from the West was the standard 
against which the West's achievement was measured. It is within the 
context of these relationships that the idea of 'the West' took on shape 
and meaning. 

The importance of such perceived difference needs itself to be 
understood. Some modern theorists of language have argued that 
meaning always depends on the relations that exist between the 
different terms or words within a meaning system (see Chapter 5). 
Accordingly, we know what 'night' means because it is different from -
in fact, opposite to- 'day'. The French linguist who most influenced 
this approach to meaning, Ferdinan� de Saussure (1857-1912), argued 
that the words 'night' and 'day' on their own can't mean anything; it is 
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the difference between 'night' and 'day' which enables these words to 
carry meaning (to signify). 
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Likewise, many psychologists and psychoanalysts argue that an infant 
first learns to think of itself as a separate and unique 'self' by 
recognizing its separation - its difference - from others (principally, of 
course, its mother). By analogy, national cultures acquire their strong 
sense of identity by contrasting themselves with other cultures. Thus, 
we argue, the West's sense of itself- its identity- was formed, not 
only by the internal processes that gradually moulded Western 
European countrl.es into a distinct type of society, but also through 
Europe's sense of difference from other worlds - how it came to 
represent itself in relation to these 'others'. In reality, differences often 
shade imperceptibly into each other. (When exactly does 'night' become 
'day'? Where exactly does 'being English' end and 'being Scottish' 
begin?). But, in order to function at all, we seem to need distinct, 
positive concepts many of which are sharply polarized towards each 
other. As Chapter 5 argues, such 'binary oppositions' seem to be 
fundamental to all linguistic and symbolic systems and to the 
production of meaning itself. 

This chapter, then, is about the role which 'the Rest' played in the 
formation of the idea of 'the West' and a 'western' sense of identity. At a 
certain moment, the fates ofvyhat had been, for many centuries, 
separate and distinct worlds became - some would say, fatally -
harnessed together in the same historical time-frame. They became 
related elements in the same discourse, or way of speaking. They 
became different parts of one global social, economic and cultural 
system, one interdependent world, one language. 

A word of warning must be entered here. In order to bring out the 
distinctiveness of this 'West and the Rest' discourse, I have been obliged 
to be selective and to simplify my representation of the West, and you 
should bear this in mind as you read. Terms like 'the West' and 'the 
Rest' are historical and linguistic constructs whose meanings change 
over time. More importantly, there are many different discourses, or 
ways in which the West came to speak of and represent other cultures. 
Some, like 'the West and the Rest', were very western-centered, or 
Eurocentric. Others, however, which I do not have space to discuss 
here, were much more culturally relativistic. I have elected to focus on 
what I call the discourse of 'the West and the Rest' because it became a 
very common and influential discourse, helping to shape public 
perceptions and attitudes down to the present. 

Another qualification concerns the very term 'the West', which makes 
the West appear unified and homogeneous- essentially one place, 
with one view about other cultures and one way of speaking about 
them. Of course, this is not the case. The West has always contained 
many internal differences- between different nations, between Eastern 
and Western Europe, between the Germanic Northern and the Latin 
Southern cultures, between the Nordic, Iberian and Mediterranean 
peoples, and so on. Attitudes towards other cultures within the West 



280: FORMATIONS OF MODERNITY 

varied widely, as they still do between, for example, the British, the 
Spanish, the French and the German. 

It is also important to remember that, as well as treating non-European 
cultures as different and inferior, the West had its own internal 'others'. 
Jews, in particular, though close to western religious traditions, were 
frequently excluded. and ostracized. West Europeans often regarded 
Eastern Europeans as 'barbaric', and, throughout the West, western 
women were represented as inferior to western men. 

The same necessary simplification is true of my references to 'the Rest'. 
This term also covers enormous historical, cultural and economic 
distinctions- for example, between the Middle East, the Far East, 
Africa, Latin America, indigenous North America and Australasia. It can 
equally encompass the simple societies of some North American 
Indians and the developed civilizations of China, Egypt or Islam. 

These extensive differences must be borne in mind as you study the 
analysis of the discourse of 'the West and the Rest' in this chapter. 
However, we can actually use this simplification to make a point about 
discourse. For simplification is precisely what this discourse itself does. 
It represents what are in fact very differentiated (the different European 
cultures) as homogeneous (the West). And it asserts that these different 
cultures are united by one thing: the fact that they are all different from 
the Rest. Similarly, the Rest, though different among themselves, are 
represented as the same in the sense that they are all different from the 
West. In short, the discourse, as a 'system of representation', represents 
the world as divided according to a simple dichotomy - the West/the 
Rest. That is what makes the discourse of 'the West and the Rest' so 
destructive - it draws crude and simplistic distinctions and constructs 
an over-simplified conception of 'difference'. 

2 EUROPE BREAKS OUT 

In what follows, you should bear in mind the evolution of the system of 
European nation-states discussed in Chapter 2. 'The voyages of 
discovery were the beginning of a new era, one of world-wide 
expansion by Europeans, leading in due course to an outright, if 
temporary, European ... domination of the globe.' (Roberts, 1985, p.175.) 
In this section we offer a broad sketch of the early stages of this process 
of expansion. When did it begin? What were its main phases? W hat did 
it 'break out' from? Why did it occur? 

2.1 WHEN AND HOW DID EXPANSION BEGIN? 

Long historical processes have no exact beginning or end, and are 
difficult to date precisely. You will remember the argument in Chapter 2 

that a particular historical pattern is the result of the interplay between 
a number of different causal processes. In order to describe them, we are 
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forced to work within very rough-and-ready chronologies and to use 
historical generalizations which cover long periods and pick out the 
broad patterns, but leave much of the detail aside. There is nothing 
wrong. wjth this - historical sociology would be impossible without it 
-- provided we know at what level of generality our argument is 
worl<.ing. For example, if we are answering the question, 'When did 
western Europe first industrialize?', it may be sufficient to say, 'During 
the second half of the eighteenth century' .  However, a close study of the 
origins of industrialization in, say, Lancashire, would require a more 
refined time-seal�. (For further discussion of this point, see the 
Introduction to this volume.) 

We can date the onset of the expansion process roughly in relation to 
two key events: 

1 The early Portuguese explorations of the African coast (1430-1498), 
and 

2 Columbus's voyages to the New World (1492-1502). 

Broadly speaking, European expansion coincides with the end of what 
we call 'the Middle Ages' and the beginning of the 'modern age'. 
Feudalism was already in decline in western Europe, while trade, 
commerce and the market were expanding. The centralized monarchies 
of France, England and Spain_were emerging (see Chapter 2). Europe 
was on the threshold of a long, secular boom in productivity, improving 
standards of living, rapid population growth and that explosion in art, 
learning, science, scholarship and knowledge known as the 
Renaissance. (Leonardo had designed flying machines and submarines 
prior to 1519; Michelangelo started work on the Sistine Chapel in 1508; 
Thomas More's Utopia appeared in 1516). For much of the Middle 
Ages, the arts of civilization had been more developed in China and the 
Islamic world than in Europe. Many historians would agree with 
Michael Mann that, 'the point at which Europe "overtook" Asia must 
have been about 1450, the period of European naval expansion and the 
Galilean revolution in science'; though as Mann also argues, many of 
the processes which made this possible had earlier origins (Mann, 1988, 
p.7). We will return to this question at the end of the section. 

2.2 FIVE MAIN PHASES 

The process of expansion can be divided, broadly, into five main 
phases: 

1 The period of exploration, when Europe 'discovered' many of the 
'new worlds' for itself for the first time (they all, of course, already 
existed). 

2 The period of early contact, conquest, settlement and colonization, 
when large parts of these 'new worlds' were first annexed to Europe 
as possessions, or harnessed through trade. 
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3 The time during which the shape of permanent European 
settlement, colonization or exploitation was established (e.g. 
plantation societies in North America and the Caribbean; mining 
and ranching in Latin America; the rubber and tea plantations of 
India, Ceylon and the East Indies). Capitalism now emerged as a 
global market. 

4 The phase when the scramble for colonies, markets and raw 
materials reached its climax. This was the 'high noon of 
Imperialism', and led into the First World War and the twentieth 
century. 

5 The present, when much of the world is economically dependent on 
the West, even when formally independent and decolonized. 

There are no neat divisions between these phases, which often 
overlapped. For example, although the main explorations of Australia 
occurred in our first phase, the continent's shape was not finally known 
until after Cook's voyages in the eighteenth century. Similarly, the 
Portuguese first circumnavigated Africa in the fifteenth century, yet the 
exploration of the African interior below the Sahara and the scramble 
for African colonies is really a nineteenth-century story. 

Since we are focusing on 'formations', this chapter concentrates on the 
first two phases - those involving early exploration, encounter, contact 
and conquest - in order to trace how 'the West and the Rest' as a 
'system of representation' was formed. 

2.3 THE AGE OF EXPLORATION 

This began with Portugal, after the Moors (the Islamic peoples who had 
conquered Spain) had finally been expelled from the Iberian peninsula. 
Prince Henry 'The Navigator', the pioneer of Portuguese exploration, 
was himself a Crusader who fought the Moors at the battle of Ceuta 
(North Africa; 1415 ) and helped to disperse the Moorish pirates who 
lurked at the entrance to the Mediterranean. As Eric Newby explains: 

With the pirates under control there was a real possibility that the 
Portuguese might be able to take over the caravan trade - an 
important part of which was in gold dust- that Ceuta enjoyed 
with the African interior. In the event, the attempt to capture this 
trade failed ... . And so there emerged another purpose. This was 
to discover from which parts of Africa the merchandise, 
particularly the gold dust, emanated and, having done so, to 
contrive to have it re-routed ... to stations on the Atlantic coast in 
which the inhabitants would already have been converted to 
Christianity and of which the King of Portugal would be the ruler. 
(Newby, 1975, p.62) 
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This comment pinpoints the complex factors- economic, political ld 
spiritual -which motivated Portuguese expansion. Why, then, hadn'� 
they simply sailed southwards before? One answer is that they thought 
t_heir ships were not sufficiently robust to endure the fierce currents and 
contrary winds to be encountered around the curve of the North African 
coastline. Another equally powerful factor was what is called the 'Great 
Barrier of Fear' -evident, for example, in the belief that beyond Cape 
Bojador lay the mouth of Hell, where the seas boiled and people turned 
black because of the intense heat. The late-mediaeval European 
conception of the world constituted as much of a barrier to expansion as 
technological and navigational factors. 

In 1430, the Portuguese sailed down the west coast of Africa, hoping to 
find not only the sources of the African gold, ivory, spice and slave 
trades, but also the legendary black Christian ruler, 'Prester John'. In 
stages (each consolidated by Papal decree giving Portugal a monopoly 
'in the Ocean, Sea ... lying southward and eastward'), the Portugue5e 
pushed down the African coast, and past the 'Great Barrier Of Fear'. In 
1441, the first cargo of African slaves captured by Europeans arrived in 
Portugal -thereby beginning a new era of slave-trading. 

In 1487/8 Bartolomeo Dias rounded the Cape of Good Hope and Pedro 
da Covilhao, taking the caravan route overland, reached the Sudan from 
where he sailed to India (1488). Later, Vasco da Gama sailed around 
Africa and then, with the aid of a Muslim pilot, across the Indian ocean 
to the city of Calicut (1497-8). Within ten years Portugal had 
established the foundations of a naval and commercial empire. 
Displacing the Arab traders who had long plied the Red Sea and Indian 
Ocean: they established a chain of ports to Goa, the East Indies, the 
Moluccas and Timor. In 1514, a Portuguese mission reached Canton 
(China), and in 1542 the first contact was made with Japan. 

By comparison, the exploration of the New World (America) was at first 
largely a Spanish affair. After long pleading, Columbus, the Genoese 
navigator, finally persuaded King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of 
Spain to support his 'western Enterprise' to find a westerly route to the 
treasures of the East. Deliberately underestimating the distance of Asia 
from Europe (he chose the shortest of a number of guesses on offer from 
mediaeval and classical sources) he sailed into the 'Green Sea Of 
Darkness' in 1492. In four remarkable voyages he became the first 
European to land on most of the islands of the Caribbean and on the 
Central American mainland. He never relinquished his belief that 'I am 
before Zaiton (Japan) and Quinsay (China), a hundred leagues, a little 
more or less' (Columbus, 1969, p.26). The misnamed 'West Indies' are a 
permanent reminder that the Old World 'discovered' the New by 
accident. But Columbus opened up a whole continent to Spanish 
expansion, founded on the drive for gold and the Catholic dream of 
converting the world to the Christian faith. Shortly afterwards, Amerigo 
Vespucci (to whom the American continents owe their name) sailed 
north to Carolina, and south along the coast of Brazil to Rio, Patagonia 
and the Falkland Islands. 
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In 1500 a Portuguese called Pedro Cabral, sailing to India, was blown 
out into the Atlantic and landed fortuitously on the coast of Brazil, 
giving Portugal her first foothold in what was to become Latin America. 
The threatened Spanish-Portuguese rivalry was aggravated by papal 
decrees favouring the Spanish, but was finally settled by the Treaty of 
Tordesillas (1494), which divided the 'unknown world' between the 
Spanish and the Portuguese along a line of longitude running about 
1500 miles west of the Azores. This line was subsequently revised many 
times and other nations, like Spain's arch enemy and Protestant rival, 
England, greedy to partake of the riches of the New World, soon made 
nonsense of it with their buccaneering exploits and raids along the 
Spanish Main. 'Nevertheless', as John Roberts observes of the treaty, 
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... it is a landmark of great sychological and political importance: 
Europeans, who by then ha not even gone round the globe, had 
decided to divide between emselves all its undiscovered and 
unapprop:dated lands and eoples. The potential implications were 
vast ... The conquest of the igh seas was the first and greatest of all 
the triumphs over natural f rces which were to lead to domination 
by western civilisation of e whole globe. Knowledge is power, and 
the knowledge won by the rst systematic explorers ... had opened 
the way to the age of wester world hegemony. 
(Roberts, 1985, p.194) 

In 15 19-22, a Portuguese exped"tion led by Magellan, circumnavigated 
the globe, and Sir Francis Drake repeated this feat in.1577- 80. 

The early Spanish explorers of e New World opened the way to that 
ruthless band of soldier-advent ers, the Conquistadors, who completed 
the conquest of Central and Sou America, effecting the transition from 
exploration to conquest and col nization. 
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In 1513 Balboa, having explored the northern coast of South America, 
crossed the Isthmus of Darien to the Pacific. And in 1519 Cortes landed 
in Mexico and carried through the destruction of the Aztec empire. 
Pizarro pushed south through Ecuador to the Andes and Peru, and 
destroyed the Inca empire (1531-4), after which Orellana crossed the 
continent by way of the Amazon (1541-4). The Conquistadors were 
driven by the prospect of vast, unlimited fortunes. 'We Spaniards', 
Cortes confessed, 'suffer from a disease that only gold can cure' (quoted 
in Hale, 1966, p.105). 

The Spanish proceeded to push up into what is now New Mexico, 
Arizona, Florida, and Arkansas (1528-42). Meanwhile, further north, 
other nations were also busy exploring. John Cabot, a Venetian sailing 
under English patronage, landed at Nova Scotia, Newfoundland, and 
New England (1497-8). In 1500-1, the Portuguese Corte Real, and in 
1524 the Italian Verrazano explored the Atlantic seaboard of North 
America. They were followed in 1585-7 by Sir Walter Raleigh, and a 
number of British colonies were soon established: Newfoundland 
(1583), Roanoke (1585), and Jamestown (1607). 

Yet further north, British explorers such as Gilbert, Frobisher, Davis, 
Hudson and Baffin (1576-1616) tried in vain to find an alternative route 
to the East via a north-west passage through the arctic seas. This quest 
was partly responsible for the opening up of North America, and Dutch, 
French and English colonies sprang up along the Atlantic seaboard. 
Nevertheless, the serious exploration of Canada and North America was 
led largely by the French: Cartier, Champlain and their followers 
exploring the St. Lawrence river, the Great Lake, and the Mississippi 
river down to the Gulf of Mexico (1534-1682). 

The Spanish and Portuguese established an early presence in the Far 
East, and soon the Spanish were exploring the Pacific, colonizing 
islands, and even commuting out of Manilla in the Philippines to the 
west coast of America (1565-1605). But the Dutch and the English set 
out to flout the Spanish and Portuguese commercial monopolies. The 
British East India Company was founded in 1599, the Dutch East India 
Company in 1602. After their independence from Spain in 1584, the 
Dutch became one of the most powerful commercial nations, their East 
Indies trade laying the basis for the flourishing of Dutch bourgeois 
culture (Schama, 1977). From a base in the old spice empire, the Dutch 
reached Fiji, the East Indies, Polynesia, Tasmania, New Zealand, and in 
1606 were the first Europeans to catch sight of Australia. Over the next 
30 years they gradually pieced together the Australian jigsaw-puzzle, 
though the Australian coast was not completely mapped until after 
Cook's famous voyages (1768-79) to Tahiti, the South Pacific and the 
Antarctic. 

By the eighteenth century, then, the main European world-players­
Portugal, Spain, England, France and Holland - were all in place. The 
serious business of bringing the far-flung civilizations they had 
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discovered into the orbit of western trade and commerce, and exploiting 
their wealth, land, labour and natural resources for European 
development had become a major enterprise. (China and India remained 
closed for longer, except for trading along their coasts and the efforts of 
Jesuit missionaries.) Europe began to imprint its culture and customs on 
the new worlds. European rivalries were constantly fought out and 
settled in the colonial theatres. The colonies became the 'jewels in the 
crown' of the new European empires. Through trade monopolies and 
the mercantilist commercial system, each of these Empires tried to 
secure exclusive control of the flow of trade for its own enrichment. The 
wealth begffi1: to flow in: in 1554 America yielded eleven per cent of the 
Spanish Crown's income; in 1590, fifty per cent. 

2.4 BREAKING THE FRAME 

Towards the end of the fifteenth century, then, Europe broke out of its 
long confinement. What had bottled it up for so long? This is a difficult 
question to answer, but we can identify two sets of factors - the first, 
material, the second cultural. 

Physical barriers to the East 

The Middle Ages represented an actual loss of contact with and 
knowledge of the outside world. Alexander the Great's conquests (336-
323 BC) had taken the Macedonian-Greek armies as far east as the 
Himalayas. Only his troops' reluctance prevented him from reaching 
what he believed to be the limits of the inhabited world. The Roman 
Empire stretched from Britain to the Arabian deserts. But in the Middle 
Ages Europe closed in on itself. It retained some knowledge of India 
(especially among Venetian traders), but beyond that lay unknown 
territory. Though every port and trade route on the Mediterranean was 
mapped, the basic contours of other seas and continents were shrouded 
in mystery. For example, though Europe bought great quantities of 
Chinese silk, transported by caravan across Central Asia, it took little 
interest in the great civilization from which the silk came. 

A key factor in this was that, after the seventh century AD, 'sea-routes 
and land-routes alike were barred by the meteoric rise of Islam, which 
interposed its iron curtain between West and East' (Latham, 1958, p.8). 
It was Arab middlemen who brought east�rn goods to the European sea­
ports of the Mediterranean and Black Sea to sell. The Crusades (1095-
1291) were the long, and for a time unsuccessful, struggle of Christian 
Europe to roll back this 'infidel threat'. But just when, at last, Europe 
seemed to be winning, a thunderbolt struck from a quarter unexpected 
by both Islam and Christendom: the invasions of the Mongol and Tartar 
nomads from the Central Asian steppes (1206-60), which left a trail of 
devastation in their wake. However, Islam suffered even more than 
Christendom from the Tartar invasions and, in the thirteenth century, 
the eastern curtain lifted briefly. 
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During this interval, the Venetian Marco Polo and other members of his 
family undertook their famous travels to the court of the Great Khan, 
China and Japan (1255-95). 

Marco Polo's Travels with its tales of the fabulous wealth of the East 
played a decisive role in stimulating the European imagination to search 
for a westerly route to the East, a search that became increasingly 
important. For soon the eastern opening became blocked again by the 
rise of a new Islamic power, the Ottoman Empire, and China, under the 
Ming dynasty, once more turned inwards. 

This had profound effects. It stimulated expansion westwards, favouring 
the European powers of the Atlantic seaboard (Spain, Portugal, Britain, 
Holland and France). It also tended to isolate Western from Eastern 
Europe - a process reinforced by the growing split between Western 
(Catholic) and Eastern (Orthodox) Churches. From this point onwards, 
the patterns of development within Western and Eastern Europe sharply 
diverged. 

The barriers in the mind 

A second major obstacle .to the East lay in the mind - consisting not of 
only the sketchy knowledge that Europeans had of the outside world, 
but of the way they conceptualized and imagined it. To the north, they 
believed, there was 'nothing- or worse ... barbarian peopl�s who, until 

Figure 6.3 A mediaeval 
world map from a thirteenth­
century psalter 
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civilized by the church, were only a menace' (Roberts, 1985, p.117). To 
the east, across the plains, there were barbarians on horseback: Huns, 
Mongols and Tartars. To the south lay the shifting empires of Islam, 
which, despite their early tolerance of Christianity and of the Jews, had 
advanced deep into Europe - to Poi tiers and Constantinople, across 
North Africa and into Spain, Portugal and Southern Italy. The cradle of 
European civilization and trade was the Mediterranean. In the eastern 
Mediterranean, there was Byzantium- a civilization which was part of 
Christendom. But, as we said, the Catholic and Orthodox churches were 
dra"'::ing farther apart as the centuries passed. 

For what lay beyond, Europe relied on other sources of knowledge -
classical, Biblical, legendary and mythological. Asia remained largely a 
world of elephants and other wonders almost as remote as sub-Saharan 
Africa. There were four continents - Europe, Africa, Asia and 'Terra 
Australis Incognita' ('The Unknown Southern Land') - the way to the 
latter being judged impassable. On mediaeval maps, the land mass 
crowded out the oceans: there was no Pacific and the Atlantic was a 
narrow, and extremely dangerous, waterway. The world was often 
represented as a wheel, superimposed on the body of Christ, with 
Jerusalem at its hub (see Figure 6.3). This conception of the world did 
not encourage free and wide-ranging travel. 

2.5 THE CONSEQUENCES OF EXPANSION FOR THE 

IDEA OF 'THE WEST' 

Gradua]Jy, despite their many internal differences, the countries of 
western Europe began to conceive of themselves as part of a single 
family or civilization- 'the West'. The challenge from Islam was an 
important factor in hammering Western Europe and the idea of 'the 
West' into shape. Roberts notes that, 'The word "Europeans" seems to 
appear for the first time in an eighth-century reference to Charles 
Martel's victory [over Islamic forces] at Tours. All collectivities become 
more self-aware in the presence of an external challenge, and self­
awareness promotes cohesiveness.' (Roberts, 1985, p.122.) And Hulme 
speaks of ' ... the consolidation of an ideological identity through the 
testing of [Europe's] Eastern frontiers prior to the adventure of Atlantic 
exploration . ... A symbolic end to that process could be considered Pius 
III's 1458 identification of Europe with Christendom.' (Hulme, 1986, 
p.84.) 

But in the Age of Exploration and Conquest, Europe began to define 
itself in relation to a new idea- the existence of many new 'worlds', 
profoundly different from itself. The two processes - growing internal 
cohesion and the conflicts and contrasts with external worlds -
reinforced each other, helping to forge that new sense of identity that 
we call 'the West'. Reading A and Reading B attempt to trace both these 
processes at work. 



290 

ACTIVITY 1 

FORMATIONS OF MODERNITY 

You should read now Reading A, 'Explaining European development', 
by Michael1Vla1m, which you will find at the end of this chapter. 

As you read, you should bear the following points in mind: 

1 Michael Mann offers an explanation of European development by 
making a series of historical generalizations about the main factors. 
At this stage, the details matter less than the broad notions offered 
by Mann. The question is: Why did Europe integrate and begin to 
'take off' economically? 

2 Mann's first argument relates to the main economic factors (land, 
capital, labour and markets). What does he say about them? What 
type of economic explanation is he using? 

3 His second argument relates to the emergence .of a common set of 
norms and values regulating behaviour ('normative regulation'). 
What fulfilled this role in Europe? 

4 Which two factors does Mann say competition requires? (Note that, 
by 'multiple acephalous federation' he means that European 
societies had a small, localized, cell-like- rather than centralized 
-structure.) 

5 What role, according to Mann, did Christianity play? 

When you've completed the reading, try writing a short paragraph (300 
words) summarizing Mann's argument. 

Mann discusses both long-term socio-economic and religious factors. 
The next reading, by contrast, brings cultural and ideological aspects to 
the fore. 

ACTIVITY 2 You should now read Reading B, 'The idea of "Europe"', by John 
Roberts. 

As you read, make a list of what you think are the main points in 
Robert's argument. When you have finished, compam your list vvith the 
points which I pick out, below. Did you miss something important? 
Have I left out something you thought important? 

Robert's first point- that maps are 'fictions' which 'reflect changes in 
our pictures of reality' - provides a framework for the rest of the 
passage. His main argument concerns the centrality of Christianity to 
the idea of 'Europe.' For centuries, the concepts 'Europe' and 
'Christendom' were virtually identical. Europe's cultural identity­
what made its civilization distinct and unique- was, in the first 
instance, essentially religious and Christian. Eventually, the idea of 
'Europe' acquired a sharper geographical, political and economic 
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definition. This brought it closer to the modern, secular concept of 'the 
West'. However, the West has never entirely lost touch with its Christian 
roots. The encounter with the new worlds -with difference- actually 
reiJ?.forced this new identity. It promoted that 'growing sense of 
superiority', which Roberts calls a 'Eurocentric' view of the world. 

3 DISCOURSE AI\JD POVVER 

We have looked at the historical process by which an idea of 'the West' 
emerged from Europe's growing internal cohesion and its changing 
relations to non-Western societies. We turn, next, to the formation of the 
languages or 'discourses' in which Europe began to describe and 
represent the difference between itself and these 'others' it encountered 
in the course of its expansion. We are now beginning to sketch the 
formation of the 'discourse' of 'the West and the Rest'. However, we 
need first to understand what we mean by the term 'discourse'. 

3.1 WHAT IS A 'DISCOURSE'? 

In common-sense language, a discourse is simply 'a coherent or rational 
body of speech or writing; a _speech, or a sermon'. But here the term is 
being used in a more specialized way (see Penguin Dictionary of 
Sociology: DISCOURSE). By 'discourse', we mean a particular way of 
representing 'the West', 'the Rest' and the relations between them. A 
discourse is a group of statements which provide a language for talking 
about� i.e. a way of representing-a particular kind of knowledge 
about a topic. When statements about a topic are made within a 
particular discourse, the discourse makes it possible to construct the 
topic in a certain way. It also limits the other ways in which the topic 
can be constructed. 

lA discourse does not consist of one statement, but of several statements 
working together to form what the French social theorist, Michel 
Foucault (1926-1984) calls a 'discursive formation'. (See Penguin 
Dictionary of Sociology: FOUCAULT) The statements fit together because 
any one statement implies a relation to all the others: 'They refer to the 
same object, share the same style and support "a strategy ... a common 
institutional ... or political drift or pattern"' (Cousins and Hussain, 1984, 
pp.84-5). ( One important point about this notion of discourse is that it is not based 
on the conventional distinction between thought and action, language 
and practice. Discourse is about the production of knowledge through 
language. But it is itself produced by a practice: 'discursive practice'­
the practice of producing meaning. Since all social practices entail 
meaning, all practices have a discursive aspect. So discourse enters into 
and influences all social practices. Foucault would argue that the 
discourse of the West about the Rest was deeply implicated in practice 

-i.e. in how the West behaved towards the Rest. 
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To get a fuller sense of Foucault's theory of discourse, we must bear the 
following points in mind. 

l_ A discourse can be produced by many individuals in different 
�ona::I settings (like fam1hes, pnsons, hospitals and asylums). Its 
integrity or 'coherence' does not depend on whether or not it issues 
from one place or from a single speaker or 'subject'. Nevertheless, every 
discourse constructs positions from which alone it makes sense. 
Anyone deploying a discourse must position themselves as if they were 
the subject of the discourse. For example, we may not ourselves believe 
in the natural superiority of the West. But if we use the discourse of 'the 
West and the Rest' we will necessarily find ourselves speaking from a 
position that holds that the West is a superior civilization. As Foucault 
puts it, 'To describe a ... statement does not consist in analysing the 
relations between the author and what he [sic] says ... ; but in 
determining what position can and must be occupied by any individual 
if he is to be the subject of it [the statement]' (Foucault, 1972, pp.95-6). 
2 Discourses are not closed systems. A discourse draws on elements in 
oth8r-dtscourses, binding them into its own network of meanings. Thus, 
as we saw in the preceding section, the discourse of 'Europe' drew on 
the earlier discourse of 'Christendom', altering or translating its 
meaning. Traces of past discourses remain embedded in more recent 
discourses of 'the West'. 
3 �nts within a discursive formation need not all be the 
�ut the relationships and differences between them must be 
regular and systematic, not random. Foucault calls this a 'system of 
dispersion': 'Whenever one can describe, between a number of 
statements, such a system of dispersion, whenever ... one can define a 
regularity ... [then] we will say ... that we are dealing with a discursive 
formation' (Foucault, 1972, p.38). 

These points will become clearer when we apply them to particular 
examples, as we do later in this chapter. 

3.2 DISCOURSE AND IDEOLOGY � A discourse is similar to what sociologists call an 'ideology': a set of 
statements or beliefs which produce knowledge that serves the interests 
of a particular group or class. Why, then, use 'discourse' rather than 
'ideology'? 

1 One reason which Foucault gives is that ideology is based on a 
distinction between true statements about the world (science) and false 
statements (ideology), and the belief that the facts about the world help 
us to decide between true and false statements. But Foucault argues that 
statements about the social, political or moral world are rarely ever 
simply true or false; and 'the facts' do not enable us to decide 
definitively about their truth or falsehood, partly because 'facts' can be 
construed in different ways. The very language we use to describe the 
so-called facts interferes in this process of finally deciding what is true, 
and what false. 
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For example, Palestinians fighting to regain land on the West Bank from 
Israel may be described either as 'freedom fighters' or as 'terrorists'. It is 
a fact that they are fighting; but what does the fighting mean? The facts 
alone cannot decide. And the very language we use -'freedom 
fighters/terrorists'-is part of the difficulty. Moreover, certain 
descriptions, even if they appear false to us, can be made 'true' because 
people act on them believing that they are true, and so their actions 
have real consequences. Whether the Palestinians are terrorists or not, if 
we think they are, and act on that 'knowledge', they in effect become 
terrorists because we treat them as such. The language (discourse) has 
real effects in practice: the description becomes 'true'. (Foucault's use of 'discourse', then, is an attempt to side-step what seems 
an unresolvable dilemma -deciding which social discourses are true 
or scientific, and which false or ideological. Most social scientists now 
accept that our values enter into all our descriptions of the social world, 
and therefore most of our statements, however factual, have an 
ideological dimension. W hat Foucault would say is that knowledge of 
the Palestinian problem is produced by competing discourses- those, 
of 'freedom-fighter' and 'terrorist'-and that each is linked to a 
contestation over power. It is the outcome of this struggle which will 
decide the 'truth' of the situation. 

You can see, then, that although the concept of 'discourse' side-steps the 
problem of truth/falsehood in ideology, it does not evade the issue of 
power. Indeed, it gives considerable weight to questions of power since 
it is power, rather than the facts about reality, which make things 'true': 
'We should admit that power produces knowledge ... . That power and 
knowledge directly imply one another; that there is no power relation 
without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any 
knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute ... power relations' 
(Foucault, 1980, p.27). 

3.3 CAN A DISCOURSE BE 'INNOCENT'? 

Could the discourse which developed in the West for talking about the 
Rest operate outside power? Could it be, in that sense, purely scientific 

-i.e. ideologically innocent? Or was it influenced by particular class 
interests? 1Foucault is very reluctant to reduce discourse to statements that simply 
mirror the interests of a particular class. The same discourse can be 
used by groups with different, even contradictory, class interests. But 
this does not mean that discourse is ideologically neutral or 'innocent'. 
Take for example, the encounter between the West and the New World. 
There are several reasons why this encounter could not be innocent, 
and therefore why the discourse which emerged in the Old World about 
the Rest could not be innocent either. 

First, Europe brought its own cultural categories, languages, images and 
ideas to the New World in order to describe and represent it. It tried to 
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fit the New World into existing conceptual frameworks, classifying it 
according to its own norms, and absorbing it into western traditions of 
representation. This is hardly surprising: we often draw on what we 
already know abo�t the world in order to explain and describe 
something novel. It was never a simple matter of the West just looking, 
seeing and describing the New World/the Rest without preconceptions. 

Secondly, Europe had certain definite purposes, aims, objectives, 
motives, interests arid strategies in setting out to discover what lay 
across the 'Green Sea of Darkness'. These motives and interests were 
mixed. The Spanish, for example, wanted to: 

(a) get their hands on gold and silver, 

(b) claim the land for Their Catholic Majesties, and 

(c) convert the heathen to Christianity. 

These interests often contradicted one another. But we must not 
suppose that what Europeans said about the New World was simply a 
cynical mask for their own self-interest. When King Manuel of Portugal 
wrote to Ferdinand and Isabella of Spain that, 'the principal motive of 
this enterprise [da Gama's voyage to India] has been ... the service of 
God our Lord, and our own advantage' (quoted in Hale, 1966, p.38)­
thereby neatly and conveniently bringing God and Mammon together 
into the same sentence - he probably saw no obvious contradiction 
between them. These fervently religious Catholic rulers fully believed 
what they were saying. To them, serving God and pursuing 'our 
advantage' were not necessarily at odds. They lived and fully believed 
their own ideology. 

So, while it would be wrong to attempt to reduce their statements to 
naked self-interest, it is clear that their discourse was moulded and 
influenced by the play of motives and interests across their language. Of 
course, motives and interests are almost never wholly conscious or 
rational. The desires which drove the Europeans were powerful; but 
their power was not always subject to rational calculation. Marco Polo's 
'treasures of the East' were tangible enough. But the seductive power 
which they exerted over generations of Europeans transformed them 
more and more into a myth. Similarly, the gold that Columbus kept 
asking the natives for very soon acquired a mystical, quasi-religious 
significance. 

Finally, the discourse of 'the West and the Rest' could not be innocent 
because it did not represent an encounter between equals. The 
Europeans had outsailed, outshot and outwitted peoples who had no 
wish to be 'explored', no need to be 'discovered' and no desire to be 
'exploited'. The Europeans stood, vis-a-vis the Others in positions of 
dominant power. This influenced what they saw and how they saw it, 
as well as what they did not see. 

Foucault sums up these arguments as follows. Not only is discourse 
always implicated in power; discours-e is one of the 'systems' through 
which power circulates. The knowledge which a discourse produces 
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constitutes a kind of power, exercised over those who are 'known'. 
When that knowledge is exercised in practice, those who are 'known' in 
a particular way will be subject (i.e. subjected) to it. This is always a 
power-relation. (See Foucault, 1980; p.201.) Those who produce the 
discourse also have the power to make it true - i.e. to enforce its 
validity, its scientific status. 

This leaves Foucault in a highly relativistic position with respect to 
questions oftruth because his notion of discourse undermines the 
distinction between true and false statements - between science and 
ideology - to which many sociologists have subscribed. These 
epistemological issues (about the status of knowledge, truth and 
relativism) are too complex to take further here. (Some of them are 
addressed further in Book 4 (Hallet al., 1992).) However, the important 

·idea to grasp now is the deep and intimate relationship which Fol!.cault 
establishes between discourse, knowledge and power. According to 
Foucault, when power operates so as to enforce the 'truth' of any set of 
statements, then such a discursive formation produces a 'regime of 
truth': 

Truth isn't outside power ... Truth is a thing of this world; it is 
produced only by virtue of multiple forms of constraint ... And it 
induces regular effects of power. Each society has its regime of truth, 
its 'general politics' of ttuth; that is, the types of discourse which it 
accepts and makes function as true; the mechanisms and instances 
which enable one to distinguish 'true' and 'false' statements; the 
means by which each is sanctioned; and the techniques and 
p:�;ocedures accorded value in the acquisition of truth; the status of 
those who are charged with saying what counts as true. 
(Foucault, 1980, p.131) 

3.4 SUMMARY 

Let us summarize the main points of this argument. Discourses are ways 
of talking, thinking or representing a particular subject or topic. They 
produce meaningful knowledge about that subject. This knowledge 
influences social practices, and so has real consequences and effects. 
Discourses are not reducible to class-interests, but ahvays operate In 
relation to power- they are-part ·of the "i:YCi:Y pow�:r �irculates and .is 
contested. The question of whether- a--discourse is true or fal.?e is less 
importan� than whether it is effective iii practice� When ·it is effective­
organizing and regulating relations of povver (say, between the West and 
the Rest) - it i� called a 'regime of truth'. 

· 
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So far, the discussion of discourse has been rather abstract and 
conceptual. The concept may be easier to understand in relation to an 
example. One of the best examples of what Foucault means by a 'regime 
of truth' is provided by Edward Said's study of Orientalism. In this 
section, I want to look briefly at this example and then see how far we 
can use the theory of discourse and the example of Orientalism to 
analyse the discourse of 'the West and the Rest'. 

4.1 ORIENTALISM 

In his book Orientalism, Edward Said analyses the various discourses 
and institutions which constructed and produced, as an object of · 

knowledge, that entity called 'the Orient'. Said calls this_ discourse 
'Orientalism'. Note that, though we tend to include the Far East 
(including China) in our use of the word 'Orient', Said refers mainly to 
the Middle East- the territory occupied principally by Islamic peoples. 
Also, his main focus is French writing about the Middle East. Here is 
Said's own summary of the project of his book: 

My contention is that, without examining Orientalism as a 
discourse, one cannot possibly understand the enormously 
systematic discipline by which European culture was able to 
manage - and even produce - the Orient politically, 
sociologically, militarily, ideologically, scientifically and 
imaginatively during the post-Enlightenment period. Moreover, so 
authoritative a position did Orientalism have that I believe no one 
writing, thinking, or acting on the Orient could do so without 
taking account of the limitations on thought and action imposed by 
Orientalism. In brief, because of Orientalism, the Orient was not 
(and is not) a free subject of thought and action. This is not to say 
that Orientalism unilaterally determines what can be said about 
the Orient, but that it is the whole network of interests inevitably 
brought to bear on (and therefore always involved in) any occasion 
when that peculiar entity 'the Orient' is in question . ... This book 
also tries to show that European culture gained in strength and 
identity by setting itself off against the Orient as a sort of surrogate 
and even underground self. 
(Said, 1985, p.3) 

ACTIVITY 3 \'ou should novv read Reading C, '"Orientalism'': representing the 
Other', by Ech·vard Saicl. 

\Nhen you have finished. test your understanding of the reading by 
answering the follolf\ring questions. Jf you're not happy with your 
answers, read the relevant paragrapli again. 
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VVhaL clur::)S Said mean bv lht� follo·wing: 

l European ideas about the Orient are 'hegemonic' (paragraph 1)':' 

2 Orientalism is governed�by a ' battery of desires, repressions. 
investments and projechi::ms ' (paragraph 2)? 

3 Orientalism has an 'archive' (paragraph 4)? 

4 Orientalism 'supplied Orientals with a mentality, a genealogy ' 

(paragraph 4)'? 

5 Orientalism 'promoted the cli±ference between "us'' and " them "' 

�paragrapb 5)? 
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We will now analyse the discourse of 'the West and the Rest', as it 
emerged between the end of the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries using 
Foucault's ideas about 'discourse' and Said's example of 'Orientalism'. 
How was this discourse formed? What were its main themes - its 
'strategies' of representation? 

4.2 THE 'ARCHIVE' 

Said argues that, 'In a sense Orientalism was a library or archive of 
information commonly ... held. What bound the archive together was a 
family of ideas and a unifying set of values proven in various ways to be 
effective. These ideas explained the behaviour of Orientals; they 
supplied Orientals with a mentality, a genealogy, an atmosphere; most 
important, they allowed Europeans to deal with and even to see 
Orientals as a phenomenon possessing regular characteristics.' (Said, 
1985, pp.41-2.) What sources of common knowledge, what 'archive' of 
other discourses, did the discourse of 'the West and the Rest' draw on?· 
We can identify four main sources: 

1 Classical knowledge: This was a major source of information and 
images about 'other worlds'. Plato (c. 427-347 BC) described a string of 
legendary islands, among them Atlantis which many early explorers set 
out to find. Aristotle (384-322 BC) and Eratosthenes (c. 276-194 BC) 
both made remarkably accurate estimates of the circumference of the 
globe which were consulted by Columbus. Ptolemy's Geographia (2nd 
century AD) provided a model for map-makers more than a thousand 
years after it had been produced. Sixteenth-century explorers believed 
that in the outer world lay, not only Paradise, but that 'Golden Age', 
place of perfect happiness and 'springtime of the human race', of which 
the classical poets, including Horace (65-8 BC) and Ovid (43 BC-AD 17), 
had written. 

The eighteenth century was still debating whether what they had 
discovered in the South Pacific was Paradise. In 1768 the French Pacific 
explorer Bougainville renamed Tahiti 'The New Cythera' after the island 
where, according to classical myth, Venus first appeared from the sea. 
At the opposite extreme, the descriptions by Herodotus (484-425 BC) 
and Pliny (AD 23-79) of the barbarous peoples who bordered Greece left 
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many grotesque images of 'other' races which served as self-fulfilling 
prophecies for later explorers who found what legend said they would 
find. Paradoxically, much of this classical knowledge was lost in the 
Dark Ages and only later became available to the West via Islamic 
scholars, themselves part of that 'other' world. 

2 Religious and biblical sources: These were another source of 
knowledge. The Middle Ages reinterpreted geography in terms of the 
Bible. Jerusalem was the centre of the earth because it was the Holy 
City. Asia was the home of the Three Wise Kings; Africa that of King 
Solomon. Columbus believed the Orinoco (in Venezuela) to be a sacred 
river flowing out of the Garden of Eden. 

3 Mythology: It was difficult to tell where religious and classical 
discourses ended and those of myth and legend began. Mythology 
transformed the outer world into an enchanted garden, alive with 
misshapen peoples and monstrous oddities. In the sixteenth century Sir 
Walter Raleigh still believed he would find, in the Amazon rain-forests, 
the king 'El Dorado' ('The Gilded One') whose people were alleged to 
roll him in gold which they would then wash off in a sacred lake. 

4 Travellers' tales: Perhaps the most fertile source of information was 
travellers' tales- a discourse where description faded imperceptibly 
into legend. The following fifteenth century German text summarizes 
more than a thousand years of travellers tales, which themselves often 
drew on religious and classical authority: 

In the land of Indian there are men with dogs' heads who talk by 
barking [and] ... feed by catching birds . ... Others again have only 
one eye in the forehead . ... In Libya many are born without heads 
and have a mouth and eyes. Many are of both sexes . ... Close to 
Paradise on the River Ganges live men who eat nothing. For ... 
they absorb liquid nourishment through a straw [and] ... live on 
the juice of flowers . ... Many have such large underlips that they 
can cover their whole faces with them . ... In the land of Ethiopia 
many people walk bent down like cattle, and many live four 
hundred years. Many have horns, long noses and goats' feet . .. . In 

Ethiopia towards the west many have four eyes ... [and] in Eripia 
there live beautiful people with the necks and bills of cranes. 
(quoted in Newby, 1975, p.17) 

A particularly rich repository was Sir John Mandeville's Travels- in 
fact, a compendium of fanciful stories by different hands. Marco Polo's 
Travels was generally more sober and factual, but nevertheless achieved 
mythological status. His text (embellished by Rusticello, a romance 
writer) was the most widely read of the travellers' accounts and was 
instrumental in creating the myth of 'Cathay' ('China' or the East 
generally), a dream that inspired Columbus and many others. 

The point of recounting this astonishing mixture of fact and fantasy 
which constituted late mediaeval 'knowledge' of other worlds is not to 
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poke fun at the ignorance of the Middle Ages. The point is: (a) to bring 
honie how these very different discourses, with variable statuses as 
'evidence', provided the cultural framework through which the peoples, 
places_ and things of the New World were seen, described and 
represented; and (b) to underline the conflation of fact and fantasy that 
constituted 'knowledge'. This can be seen especially in the use of 
analogy to describe first encounters with strange animals. Penguins and 
seals were described as being like geese and wolves respectively; the 
tapir as a bull with a trunk like an elephant, the opossum as half-fox, 
half.<:monkey. 

4.3 A 'REGIME OF TRUTH' 

Gradually, observation and description vastly improved in accuracy. 
The mediaeval habit of thinking in terms of analogies gave way to a 
more sober type of description of the fauna and flora, ways of life, 
customs, physical characteristics and social organization of native 
peoples. We can here begin to see the outlines of an early ethnography 
or anthropology. 

But the shift into a more descriptive, factual discourse, with its claims 
to truth and scientific objectivity, provided no guarantees. A telling 
example of this is the case of th_e 'Patagonians'. Many myths and 
legends told of a race of giant people. And in the 1520s, Magellan's 
crew brought back stories of having encountered, in South America, 
such a race of giants whom they dubbed patagones (literally, 'big feet'). 
The area of the supposed encounter became known as 'Patagonia', and 
the notion· became fixed in the popular imagination, even though two 
Englishmen who visited Patagonia in 1741 described its people as being 
of average size. 

When Commodore John Byron landed in Patagonia in 1764, he 
encountered a formidable group of natives, broad-shouldered, stocky, 
and inches taller than the average European. They proved quite docile 
and friendly. However, the newspaper reports of his encounter wildly 
exaggerated the story, and Patagonians took on an even greater stature 
and more ferocious aspect. One engraving showed a sailor reaching only 
as high as the waist of a Patagonian giant, and The Royal Society 
elevated the topic to serious scientific status. 'The engravings took the 
explorers' raw material and shaped them into images familiar to 
Europeans.' (Withey, 1987, pp.1175-6.) Legend had taken a late revenge 
on science. 

4.4 IDEALIZATION 

'Orientalism', Said remarks, 'is the discipline by which the Orient was 
(and is) approached systematically, as a topic of learning, discovery and 
practice.' 'In addition', he adds, Orientalism 'designate[s] that collection 
of dreams, images and vocabularies available to anyone who has tried to 
talk about what lies east of the dividing line' (Said, 1985, p.73). Like the 
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Orient, the Rest quickly became the subject of the languages of dream 
and Utopia, the object of a powerful fantasy. 

Between 1590 and 1634 the Flemish engraver Theodor de Bry published 
his Historia Americae in ten illustrated volumes. These were leading 
examples of a new popular literature about the New World and the 
discoveries there. De Bry's books contained elaborate engravings of life 
and customs of the New World. Here we see the New World reworked 

-re-presented-within European aesthetic conventions, Western 
'ways of seeing'. Different images of America are superimposed on one 
another. De Bry, for example, transformed the simple, unpretentious 
sketches which John White had produced in 1587 of the Algonquian 
Indians he had observed in Virginia. Facial features were retouched, 
gestures adjusted and postures reworked according to more classical 
European styles. The effect overall, Hugh Honour observes, was 'to tame 
and civilize the people White had observed so freshly' (Honour, 1976, 
p.75). The same transformation can be seen in the three representations 
of the inhabitants of Tierra del Fuego (Figures 6.4a-c). 

A major object of this process of idealization was Nature itself. The 
fertility of the Tropics was astonishing even to Mediterranean eyes. Few 
had ever seen landscapes like those of the Caribbean and Central 
America. However, the line between description and idealization is 
almost impossible to draw. In describing Cuba, for example, Columbus 
refers to 'trees of a thousand kinds ... so tall they seem to touch the sky', 
sierras and high mountains 'most beautiful and of a thousand shapes', 
nightingales and other birds, marvellous pine groves, fertile plains and 
varieties of fruit (quoted in Honour, 1976, p.5). Columbus's friend, Peter 
Martyr, later used his descriptions to express a set of rich themes which 
resound across the centuries: 

The inhabitants live in that Golden World of which old writers 
speak so much, wherein men lived simply and innocently, without 
enforcement of laws, without quarrelling, judges and libels, 
content only to satisfy Nature ... [There are] naked girls so 
beautiful that one might think he [sic] beheld those splendid 
naiads and nymphs of the fountains so much celebrated by the 
ancients. 
(quoted in Honour, 1978, p.6) 

The key themes in this passage are worth identifying since they 
reappear in l�ter variants of 'the West and the Rest': 

(a) The Golden World; an Earthly Paradise; 
(b) the simple, innocent life; 
(c) the lack of developed social organization and civil society; 
(d) people living in a pure state of Nature; 

(e) the frank and open sexuality; the.nakedness; the beauty of the 
women. 
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Figure 6.4a Inhabitants of 
Tierra del Fuego in their hut 

(Alexander Buchan, 1769) 

Figure 6.4b A view of the 
Indians of Tierra del Fuego 

(Bartolozzi, 1773) 

Figure 6.4c Natives of 
Tierra del Fuego 

(Read, 1843) 
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In these images and metaphors of the New World as an Earthly Paradise, 
a Golden Age, or Utopia, we can see a powerful European fantasy being 
constructed. 

4.5 SEXUAL FANTASY 

Sexuality was a powerful element in the fantasy which the West 
constructed, and the ideas of sexual innocence and experience, sexual 
domination and submissiveness, play out a complex dance in the 
discourse of 'the West and the Rest'. 

When Captain Cook arrived in Tahiti in 1769, the same idyll of a sexual 
paradise was repeated all over again. The women were extremely 
beautiful, the vegetation lush and tropical, the life simple, innocent and 
free; Nature nourished the people without the apparent necessity to 
work or cultivate; the sexuality was· open and unashamed.,.--- untroubled 
by the burden of European guilt. The naturalist on Bougainville's 
voyage to the Pacific said that the Tahitians were 'without vice, 
prejudice, needs or dissention and knew no other god but Love' 
(Moorhead, 1968, p.51). 'In short', Joseph Banks, the gentleman-scientist 
who accompanied Cook, observed, 'the scene that we saw was the truest 
picture of an Arcadia, of which we were going to be kings, that the 
imagination can form' (quoted in Moorhead, 1987, p.38). As Cook's 
biographer, J.C. Beaglehole, remarks, 'they were standing on the beach 
of the dream-world already, they walked straight into the Golden Age 
and embraced their nymphs' (quoted in Moorhead, 1968, p.66). The 
West's contemporary image of tropical paradise and exotic holidays still 
owes much to this fantasy. 

Popular accounts by other explorers, such as Amerigo Vespucci (1451-
1512), were explicit- where Columbus had been more reticent- about 
the sexual dimension. New World people, Vespucci said, 'lived according 
to Nature', and went naked and unashamed; 'the women ... remained 
attractive after childbirth, were libidinous, and enlarged the penises of 
their lovers with magic potions' (quoted in Honour, 1976, p.56). 

The very language of exploration, conquest and domination was 
strongly marked by gender distinctions and drew much of its 
subconscious force from sexual imagery (see Figure 6.5). 

ACTIVITY 4 Examine Figure 6.5, entitled 'Europe encounters America'. This is a 
famous engraving of Europe's first 'encounter' with the New World, by 
the Dutch engraver Jan van der Straet. It is a sort of allegory. Examine 
the details closely. Then write a short paragraph describing the 
engraving in relation to the following two questions: 

1 In what ways does the engraving capture or embody the themes of 
'innocence' and 'sexuality'? 

2 How are relations between 'Europe' and 'America' represented? 



CHAPTER 6 THE WEST AND THE REST: DISCOURSE AND POWER 

Figure 6.5 Europe encounters America (van der Straet, c. 1600) 
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In Figure 6.5, 'Europe' (Amerigo Vespucci) stands bold and upright, a 
commanding male figure, his feet firmly planted on terra firma. Around 
him are the insignia of power: the standard of Their Catholic Majesties 
of Spain, surmounted by a cross; in his left hand, the astrolabe that 
guided him, the fruit of Western knowledge; behind him, the galleons, 
sails billowing. Vespucci presents an image of supreme mastery. Hulme 
comments that, 'In line with existing European conventions, the "new" 
continent was often allegorized as a woman' - here, naked, in a 
hammock, surrounded by the emblems of an exotic landscape: strange 
plants and animals and, above all, a cannibal feast (see Hulme, 1986, 

p.xii). 

4.6 MIS-RECOGNIZING DIFFERENCE 

Said says that 'the essence of Orientalism is the ineradicable distinction 
between Western superiority and Oriental inferiority' (Said, 1985, p.42). 
How was this strong marking of difference constructed? 

Europeans were immediately struck by what they interpreted as the 
absence of government and civil society- the basis of all 'civilization' 

- among peoples of the New World. In fact these peoples did have 
several, very different, highly elaborated social structures. The New 
World the Europeans discovered was already home to millions of 
people who had lived there for centuries, whose ancestors had migrated 
to America from Asia across the neck of land which once connected the 
two continents. It is estimated that sixteen million people were living in 
the Western Hemisphere when the Spanish 'discovered' it. The highest 
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concentration was in Mexico, while only about a million lived in North 
America. They had very different standards and styles of life. The 
Pueblo of Central America were village people. Others were hunter­
gatherers on the plains and in the forests. The Arawaks of the Caribbean 
islands had a relatively simple type of society based on subsistence 
farming and fishing. Further North, the Iroquois of the Carolinas were 
fierce, nomadic hunters. 

The high civilization of the Maya, with its dazzling white cities, was 
based on a developed agriculture; it was stable, literate and composed 
of a federation of nations, with a complex hierarchy of government. The 
civilizations of the Aztecs (Mexico) and the Inca (Peru) were both large, 
complex affairs, based on maize cultivation and with a richly developed 
art, culture and religion. Both had a complex social structure and a 
centralized administrative system, and both were capable of 
extraordinary engineering feats. Their temples outstripped in size 
anything in Europe, and the Royal Road of the Incas ran for nearly 2,000 

miles through mountainous terrain - further than the extent of the 
Roman empire from York to Jerusalem. (See Newby, 1975, pp.95-7.) 

These were functioning societies. What they were not was 'European'. 
What disturbed western expectations, what had to be negotiated and 
explained, was their difference. As the centuries passed, Europeans 
came to know more about the specific characteristics of different 'native 
American' peoples. Yet, in everyday terms, they persisted in describing 
them all as 'Indians', lumping all distinctions together and suppressing 
differences in one, inaccurate stereotype. (See Berkhofer, 1978.) 

Another illustration of the inability to deal with difference is provided 
by Captain Cook's early experience of Tahiti (1769). The Englishmen 
knew that the Tahitians held property communally and that they were 
therefore unlikely to possess a European concept of 'theft'. In order to 
win over the natives, the crew showered them with gifts. Soon, 
however, the Tahitians began to help themselves. At first the pilfering 
amused the visitors. But when the natives snatched Banks's spyglass 
and snuff-box, he threatened them with his musket until they were 
returned. Cook's crew continued to be plagued by incidents like this. A 
similar misunderstanding was to lead to Cook's death at the hands of 
the Hawaiians, in 1779. 

The first actual contact with local inhabitants was often through an 
exchange of gifts, quickly followed by a more regular system of trade. 
Eventually, of course, this trade was integrated into a whole commercial 
system organized by Europe. Many early illustrations represent the 
inauguration of these unequal exchanges (see Figure 6.6). 

In Theodor de Bry's famous engraving of Columbus being greeted by the 
Indians (Figure 6.6), Columbus stands in exactly the same heroic pose 
as Vespucci ('Europe') in van der Straet's engraving. On the left, the 
Cross is being planted. The natives (looking rather European) come, 
bearing gifts and offering them in a gesture of welcome. As Columbus 
noted in his log-book, the natives were 'marvellously friendly towards 
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Figure 6.6 Columbus being greeted by the Indians (de Bry, 1590) 

us'. 'In fact', he says, disarmingly, 'they very willingly traded everything 
they had' (Columbus, 1969, p.55). Subsequent illustrations showed the 
Indians labouring to produce gold and sugar (described by the caption 
as a 'gift') for the Spaniards. 

The behaviour of the Europeans was governed by the complex 
understandings and norms which regulated their own systems of 
monetary exchange, trade and commerce. Europeans assumed that, 
since the natives did not have such an economic system, they therefore 
had no system at all and offered gifts as a friendly and suppliant gesture 
to visitors whose natural superiority they instantly recognized. The 
Europeans therefore felt free to organize the continuous supply of such 
'gifts' for their own benefit. What the Europeans found difficult to 
comprehend was that the exchange of gifts was part of a highly 
complex, but different, set of social practices - the practices of 
reciprocity- which only had meaning within a certain cultural 
context. Caribbean practices were different from, though as intricate in 
their social meaning and effects as, the norms and practices of European 
exchange and commerce. 
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ACTIVITY 5 

FORMATIONS OF MODERNITY 

You should novv read Reading D, 'Reciprocity and exchange', by Peter 
Hulme, keeping the following questions in mind as you read the 
passage: 

1 What, according to Hulme and Mauss, does the practice of 
Teciprocity mean? 

2 How does it differ from modern capitalist exchange, mediated by 
money? 

\!\Trite a short paragraph summarizing this difference (250 words). 

4.7 RITUALS OF DEGRADATION 

The cannibal feast in the corner of the van der Straet engraving (Figure 
6.5) was an intrusive detail. It points to a set of themes, evident from 
the first contact, which were, in fact, the reverse side- the exact 
opposites - of the themes of innocence, idyllic simplicity and 
proximity to Nature discussed earlier. It was as if everything which 
Europeans represented as attractive and enticing about the natives could 
also be used to represent the exact opposite: their barbarous and 
depraved character. One account of Vespucci's voyages brought these 
two sides together in the same passage: 'The people are thus naked ... 
well-formed in body, their heads, necks, arms, privy part, feet of women 
and men slightly covered with feathers. No one owns anything but all 
things are in common. . .. The men have as wives those that please 
them, be they mothers, sisters or friends ... They also fight with each 
other. They also eat each other.' (Quoted in Honour, 1976, p.8). 

There were disturbing reversals being executed in the discourse here. 
The innocent, friendly people in their hammocks could also be 
exceedingly unfriendly and hostile. Living close to Nature meant that 
they had no developed culture - and were therefore 'uncivilized'. 
Welcoming to visitors, they could also fiercely resist and had war-like 
rivalries with other tribes. (The New World was no freer of rivalry, 
competition, conflict, war and violence than the O�d.) Beautiful nymphs 
and naiads - could also be 'warlike and savage'. At a moment's notice, 
Paradise could turn into 'barbarism'. Both versions of the discourse 
operated simultaneously. They may seem to negate each other, but it is 
more accurate to think of them as mirror-images. Both were 
exaggerations, founded on stereotypes, feeding off each other. Each 
required the other. They were in opposition, but systematically related: 
part of what Foucault calls a 'system of dispersion'. 

From the beginning, some people described the natives of the New World 
as 'lacking both the power of reason and the knowledge of God'; as 
'beasts in human form'. It is hard, they said, to believe God had created a 
race so obstinate in its viciousness and bestiality. The sexuality which 
fed the fantasies of some, outraged many others. The natives were more 
addicted, it was said, to incest, sodomy and licentiousness than any other 
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race. They had no sense of justice, were bestial in their customs, inimical 
to religion. The characteristic which condensed all this into a single 
image was their (alleged) consumption of human flesh. 

The question of cannibalism represents a puzzle which has never been 
resolved. Human sacrifice - which may have included cannibalism -
was associated with some religious rituals. There may have been ritual 
sacrifice, involving some cannibalism, of captured enemies. But car,eful 
reviews of the relevant literature now suggest that the hard evidence is 
much sketchier and more ambiguous than has been assumed. The 
�xtent of any cannibalism was considerably exaggerated: it was 
frequently attributed by-one tribe to 'other people'- who were rivals or 
enemies; much of what is offered as having been witnessed first-hand 
turns out to be second- or third-hand reports; the practice had usually 
just ended months before the European visitors arrived. The evidence 
that, as a normal matter of course, outside ritual occasions, New World 
Indians regularly sat down to an evening meal composed of juicy limbs 
of their fellow humans is extremely thin. (See, for example, the 
extensive analysis of the anthropological literature in Arens, 1978.) 

Peter Hulme (1986) offers a convincing account of how cannibalism 
became the prime symbol or signifier of 'barbarism', thus helping to fix 
certain stereotypes. Columbus reported (13 January 1493) that in 
Hispaniola he met a warlike group, whom he judged 'must be one of the 
Caribs who eat men' (Columbus, 1969, p.40). The Spanish divided the 
natives into two distinct groupings: the 'peaceful' Arawaks and the 
'warlike' Caribs. The latter were said to invade Arawak territory, steal 
their wives, resist conquest and be 'cannibals'. W hat started as a way of 
describing a social group turned out to be a way of 'establishing which 
Amerindians were prepared to accept the Spaniards on the latter's 
terms, and which were hostile, that is to say prepared to defend their 
territory and way of life' (Hulme, 1986, p.72). 

In fact, so entrenched did the idea become that the 'fierce' Caribs were 
eaters of human flesh, that their ethnic name (Carib) came to be used to 
refer to anyone thought guilty of this behaviour. As a result, we today 
have the word 'cannibal', which is actually derived from the name 
'Carib'. 

4.8 SUMMARY: STEREOTYPES, DUALISM AND 
'SPLITTING' 

We can now try to draw together our sketch of the formation and mode� 
of operation of this discourse or- 'system of representation' we have 
called 'the West and the Rest'. 

Hugh Honour, who studied European images of America from the period 
of discovery onwards, has remarked that 'Europeans increasingly tended 
to see in America an idealized or distorted image of their own countries, 
on to which they could project their own aspirations and fears, their self-
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confidence and ... guilty despair' (Honour, 1976, p.3). We have identified 
some of these discursive strategies in this section. They are: 

1 idealization; 

2 the projection of fantasies of desire and degradation; 

3 the failure to recognize and respect difference; 

4 the tendency to impose European categories and norms, to see 
difference through the modes of perception and representation of 
the West. 

These strategies were all underpinned by the process known as 
stereotyping. A stereotype is a one-sided description which results from 
the collapsing of complex differences into a simple 'cardboard cut-out'. 
(See Penguin Dictionary ofSociology: STEREOTYPES.) Different 
characteristics are run together or condensed into one. This exaggerated 
simplification is then attached to a subject or place. Its characteristics 
become the signs, the 'evidence', by which the subject is known. They 
define its bel.ng, its essence. Hulme noted that, 

As always, the stereotype operates principally through· a judicious 
combination of adjectives, which establish [certain] characteristics 
as [if they were] eternal verities ['truths'], immune from the 
irrelevancies of the historical moment: [e.g.] 'ferocious', 'warlike', 
'hostile', 'truculent and vindictive' - these are present as innate 
characteristics, irrespective of circumstances; ... [consequently, the 
Caribs] were locked as 'cannibals' into a realm of 'beingness' that 
lies beyond question. This stereotypical dualism has proved 
stubbornly immune to all kinds of contradictory evidence. 
(Hulme, 1986, pp.49-50) 

By 'stereotypical dualism' Hulme means that the stereotype is split into 
two opposing elements. These are two key features of the discourse of 
'the Other': 

1 First, several characteristics are collapsed into one simplified figure 
which stands for or represents the essence of the people; this is 
stereotyping. 

2 Secondly, the stereotype is split into two halves - its 'good' and 
'bad' sides; this is 'splitting' or dualism. 

Far from the discourse of 'the West and the Rest' being unified and 
monolithic, 'splitting' is a regular feature of it. The world is first 
divided, sy:nlbolically, into good-bad, us-them, attractive-disgusting, 
civilized-uncivilized, the West-the Rest. All the other, many differences 
between and within these two halves are collapsed, simplified - i.e. 
stereotyped. By this strategy, the Rest becomes defined as everything 
that the West is not - its mirror image. It is represented as absolutely, 
essentially, different, other: the Other. This Other is then itself split into 
two 'camps': friendly-hostile, Arawak-Carib, innocent-depraved, 
noble-ignoble. 
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Writing about the use of stereotypes in the discourse of 'the Other', 
Sander Gilman argues that 'these systems are inherently bi-polar (i.e. 
polarized into two parts), generating pairs of antithetical signifiers (i.e. 
words with apparently opposing meanings). This is how the deep 
structure of the stereotype reflects the social and political ideologies of 

'the time' (Gilman, 1985, p.27). He goes on to say: 

With the split of both the self and the world into 'good' and 'bad' 
objects, the 'bad' self is distanced and identified with the mental 
representation of the 'bad' object. This act of projection saves the 
self from any confrontation with the contradictions present in the 
necessary integration of 'bad' and 'good' aspects of the self. The 
deep structure of our own sense of self and the world is built upon 
the illusionary [sic] image of the world divided into two camps, 
'us' and 'them'. 'They' are either 'good' or 'bad'. 
(Gilman, 1985, p.17) 

The example Gilman gives is that of the 'noble' versus the 'ignoble 
savage'. In this section, we examine the 'career' of this stereotype. How 
did it function in the discourse of 'the West and the Rest'? What was its 
influence on the birth of modern social science? 

5.1 ARE THEY 'TRUE MEN'? 

The question of how the natives and nations of the New World should 
be treated in the evolving colonial system was directly linked to the 
question of what sort of people and societies they were - which in turn 
depended on the West's knowledge of them, on how they were 
represented. Where did the Indians stand in the order of the Creation? 
Where were their nations placed in the order of civilized societies? 
Were they 'true men' (sic)? Were they made in God's image? The point 
was vital because if they were 'true men' they could not be enslaved. 
The Greek philosophers argued that man (women rarely figured in these 
debates) was a special creation, endowed with the divine gift of reason; 
the Church taught that Man was receptive to divine grace. Did the 
Indians' way of life, their lack of 'civilization', mean that they were so 
low on the scale of humanity as to be incapable of reason and faith? 

The debate raged for most of the fifteenth century. Ferdinand and 
Isabella issued decrees saying that 'a certain people called Cannibals' 
and 'any, whether called cannibals or not, who were not docile' could 
be enslaved. One view was that 'they probably descended from another 
Adam ... born after the deluge and ... perhaps have no souls' (see 
Honour, 1978, p.58). However, Bartolome de Las Casas (1474-1566), the 
priest who made himself the champion of the Indians, protested 
vigorously at the brutality of the Spaniards in putting Indians to work as 
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forced labour. Indians, he insisted, did have their own laws, customs, 
civilization, religion, and were 'trp.e men' whose cannibalism was much 
exaggerated. 'All men', Las Casas claimed, 'however barbarous and 
bestial ... necessarily possess the faculty of Reason ... ' (quoted by 
Honour, 1978, p.59). The issue was formally debated before Emperor 
Charles X at Vallodolid in 1550. 

One paradoxical outcome of Las Casas' campaign was that he got Indian 
slavery outlawed, but was persuaded to accept the alternative of 
replacing Indians with African slaves, and so the door opened to the 
horrendous era of New World African slavery. A debate similar to that 
about the Indians was held about African slavery prior to Emancipation 
(1834). The charter of the Royal Africa Company, which organized the 
English slave trade, defined slaves as 'commodities'. As slavery 
expanded, a series of codes was constructed for the Spanish, French 
and English colonies governing the status and conduct of slaves. These 
codes defined the slave as a chattel-literally, 'a thing', not a person. 
This was a problem for some churches. But in the British colonies the 
Church of England, which was identified with the planters, 
accommodated itself to this definition without too much difficulty, and 
made little effort to convert slaves until the eighteenth century. Later, 
however, the Dissenters in the anti-slavery movement advocated 
abolition precisely because every slave was 'a man and brother' (see 
Hall, 1991). 

5.2 'NOBLE' VS 'IGNOBLE SAVAGES' 

Another variant of the same argument can be found in the debate about 
the 'noble' versus the 'ignoble savage'. The English poet John Dryden 
provides one of the famous images of the 'noble .savage': 

I am as free as Nature first made man, 
E're the base Laws of Servitude began, 
When wild in woods the noble Savage ran. 
(The Conquest of Granada, I.I.i.207-9) 

Earlier, the French philosopher Montaigne, in his essay Des Cannibales 
(1580), had placed his noble savage in America. The idea quickly took 
hold on the European imagination. The famous painting of 'The 
Different Nations of America' by LeBrun in Louis XIV's (1638-1715) 
Versailles Palace was dominated by a 'heroic' representation of an 

. American Indian-grave, tall, proud, independent, statuesque, and 
naked (see Honour, 1978, p.118). Paintings and engravings of American 
Indians dressed like ancient Greeks or Romans became popular. Many 
paintings of Cook's death portrayed both Cook and the natives who 
killed him ill 'heroic' mould. As Beaglehole explains, the Pacific 
voyages gave new life and impetus to the idealization of the 'noble 
savage', who 'entered the study and.drawing room of Europe in naked 
majesty, to shake the preconceptions of morals and politics' (in 
Moorhead, 1987, p.62). Idealized 'savages' spoke on stage in ringing 
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tones and exalted verse. The eponymous hero in Aphra Behn's novel 
Oroonoko (1688), was one of the few 'noble' Africans (as opposed to 
American Indians) in seventeenth century literature, and was fortunate 
enough to have 'long hair, a Roman nose and shapely mouth'. 

'Heroic savages' have peopled adventure stories, Westerns, and other 
Hollywood and television films ever since, generating an unending 
series of images of 'the Noble Other'. 

The 'noble savage' also acquired sociological status. In 1749, the French 
/philosopher Rousseau produced an account of his ideal form of society: 
simple, unsophisticated man living in a state of Nature, unfettered by 
laws, government, property or social divisions. 'The savages of North 
America', he later said in The Social Contract, 'still retain today this 
method of government, and they are very well governed' (Rousseau, 
1968, p.114). Tahiti was the perfect fulfilment of this preconceived idea 
-'one of those unseen stars which eventually carne to light after the 
astronomers have proved that it must exist' (Moorhead, 1987, p.62). 

The French Pacific explorer Bougainville (1729-1811) had been 
captivated by the way of life on Tahiti. Diderot, the philosopher and 
editor of the Encyclopedie (see Chapter 1), wrote a famous Supplement 
about Bougainville's voyage, warning Tahitians against the West's 
intrusion into their innocent P.appiness. 'One day', he prophesied 
correctly, 'they [Europeans] will come, with crucifix in one hand and 
the dagger in the other to cut your throats or to force you to accept their 
customs and opinions' (quoted in Moorhead, 1987). Thus the 'noble 
savage' became the vehicle for a wide-ranging critique of the over­
refinement, religious hypocrisy and divisions by social rank that existed 
in the West. 

This was only one side of the story. For, at the same time, the opposite 
image - that of the 'ignoble savage' -was becoming the vehicle for a 
profound reflection in European intellectual circles on the nature of 
social development. Eighteenth century wits, like Horace Walpole, 
Edmund Burke and Dr Johnson, poured scorn on the idea of the noble 
savage. Ronald Meek has remarked that contemporary notions of 
savagery influenced eighteenth century social science by generating a 
critique of society through the idea of the noble savage; 'It is not quite 
so well known ... that they also stimulated the emergence of a new 
theory of the development of society through the idea of the ignoble 
savage.' (Meek, 1976, p.2.) 

The questions which concerned the social philosophers were: What had 
led the West to its high point of refinement and civilization? Did the 
West evolve from the same simple beginnings as 'savage society' or were 
there different paths to 'civilization'? 

Many of the precursors and leading figures of the Enlightenment 
participated in this debate. Thomas Hobbes, the political philosopher, 
argued in Leviathan (1651) that it was because of their lack of 'industry 
... and consequently no culture of the earth, no navigation, nor use of 
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commodities' that 'the savage people in many places of America ... live 
at this day in [their] brutish manner' (Hobbes, 1946, pp.82-3). The 
English satirist Bernard Mandeville, in his Fable of the Bees (1723), 
identified a series of 'steps' or stages in which econc.mic factors like the 
division of labour, money and the invention of tools ,Jlayed the major 
part in the progress from 'savagery' to 'civilization'. T�e philosopher 
John Locke claimed that the New World provided a prism through 
which one could see 'a pattern of the first ages in Asia and Europe'­
the origins from which Europe had developed. 'In the beginning', Locke 
said, 'all the World was America' (Locke, 1976, p.26). He meant by this 
that the world (i.e. the West) had evolved from a stage very much like 
that discovered in America- untilled, undeveloped and uncivilized. 
America was the 'childhood of mankind', Locke claimed, and Indians, 
should be classed with 'children, idiots and illiterates because of their 
inability to reason in abstract, speculative ... terms' (quoted in Marshall 
and Williams, 1982, p.192). 

5.3 THE HISTORY OF 'RUDE' AND 'REFINED' NATIONS 

The 'noble-ignoble' and the 'rude-refined' oppositions belonged to the 
same discursive formation. This 'West and the Rest' discourse greatly 
influenced Enlightenment thinking. It provided the framework of 
images in which Enlightenment social philosophy matured. 
Enlightenment thinkers believed that there was one path to civilization 
and social development,· and that all societies could be ranked or placed 
early or late, lower or higher, on the same scale. The emerging 'science 
of society' was the study of the forces which had propelled all societies, 
by stages, along this single path of development, leaving some, 
regrettably, at its 'lowest' stage - represented by the American savage 

- while others advanced to the summit of dvilized development -
represented by the West. 

This idea of a universal criterion of progress modelled on the West 
became a feature of the new 'social science' to which the Enlightenment 
gave birth. For example, when Edmund Burke wrote to the Scottish 
Enlightenment historian William Robertson on the publication of his 
History of America (1777), he said that 'the great map of Mankind is 
unrolled at once, and there is no state or gradation of barbarism, and no 
mode of refinement which we have not at the same moment under our 
view; the very different civility of Europe and China; the barbarism of 
Persia and of Abyssinia; the erratic manners of Tartary and of Arabia; 
the savage state of North America and of New Zealand' (quoted by 
Meek, 1976, p.173). Enlightenment social science reproduced within its 
own conceptual framework many of the preconceptions and stereotypes 
of the discourse of 'the West and the Rest'. 

The examples are too voluminous to refer to in detail. Meek argues that, 
'No one who reads the work of the Fr!3nch and Scottish pioneers [of 
social science] of the -1750s can fail to notice that all of them, without 
exception, were very familiar with the contemporary studies of the 
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Americans; that most of them had evidently pondered deeply about 
their significance and that some were almost obsessed by them .... The 
studies of Americans provided the new social scientists with a plausible 
working hypothesis about the basic characteristics of the 'first' or 
'earliest' stage of socio-economl.c development.' (Meek, 1976, p.128.) 
Many of the leading names of the French Enlightenment -Diderot, 
Montesquieu, Voltaire, Turgot, Rousseau -used the studies of early 
American Indians in this way. 

1 This is also the case with the Scottish Enlightenment. In Adam Smith's 
Theory of the Moral Sentiments (1759), American Indians are used as 
the pivot for elaborate contrasts between 'civilized nations' and 'savages 
and barbarians'. They are also pivotal in Henry Kames's Sketches of the 
History of Man (1774), John Millar's Origin of the Distinction of Ranks 
(1771), and Adam Ferguson's Essay on the History of Civil Society 
(1767). 

The contribution which this debate about 'rude-refined nations' made 
to social science was not simply descriptive. It formed part of a larger 
theoretical framework, about which the following should be noted: 

1 It represented a decisive movement away from mythological, 
religious and other 'causes' of social evolution to what are clearly 
recognizable as material causes -sociological, economic, 
environmental, etc. 

2 It produced the idea that the history of 'mankind' (sic) occurred 
along a single continuum, divided into a series of stages. 

3 Writ_ers differed over precisely which material or sociological factors 
they believed played the key role in propelling societies through 
these stages. But one factor assumed increasing importance -the 
'mode of subsistence': 

In its most specific form, the theory was that society had 
'naturally' or 'normally' progressed over time through four more 
or less distinct and consecutive stages, each corresponding to a 
different mode of subsistence, these stages being defined as 
hunting, pasturage, agriculture and commerce. To each of these 
modes of subsistence ... there corresponded different sets of 
ideas and institutions relating to law, property, and government 
and also different sets of customs, manners and morals. 
(Meek, 1976_, p.2) 

Here, then, is a surprising twist. The Enlightenment aspired to being a 
'science of man'. It was the matrix of modern social science. It provided 
the language in which 'modernity' first came to be defined. In 
Enlightenment discourse, the West was the model, the prototype and 
the measure of social progress. It was western progress, civilization, 
rationality and development that were celebrated. And yet, all this 
depended on the discursive figures of the 'noble vs ignoble savage', and 
of 'rude and refined nations' which had been formulated in the 
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discourse of 'the West and the Rest'. So the Rest was critical for the 
formation of western Enlightenment - and therefore for modern social 
science. Without the Rest (or its own internal 'others'), the West would 
not have been able to recognize and represent itself as the summit of 
human history. The figure of 'the Other', banished to the edge of the 
conceptual world and constructed as the absolute opposite, the 
negation, of everything which the West stood for, reappeared at the very 
centre of the discourse of civilization, refinement, modernity and 
development in the West. 'The Other' was the 'dark' side- forgotten, 
repressed and denied; the reverse image of enlightenment and 
modernity. 

6 FROM 'THE WEST AND THE REST' TO 

f\IIODERN SOCIOLOGY 

In response to this argument, you may find yourself saying- 'Yes, 
perhaps the early stages of the "science of man" were influenced by the 
discourse of "the West and the Rest". But all that was a long time ago. 
Since then, social science has become more empirical, more 
"scientific". Sociology today is, surely, free of such "loaded images"?' 
But this is not necessarily the case. Discourses don't stop abruptly. They 
go on unfolding, changing shape, as they make sense of new 
circumstances. They often carry many of the same unconscious 
premises and unexamined assumptions in their blood-stream. 

For example, some of you may have recognized in the Enlightenment 
concept of 'modes of subsistence' the outline of an idea which Karl 
Marx (1818-83), a 'founding father' of modern sociology, was 
subsequently to develop into one of the most powerful sociological 
tools: his theory that society is propelled forward by the class struggle; 
that it progresses through a series of stages marked by different modes 
of production, the critical one for capitalism being the transition from 
feudalism to capitalism. Of course, there is considerable divergance 
between the Enlightenment's 'four stages of subsistence' and Marx's 
'modes of production'. But there are also some surprising similarities. In 
his Grundrisse, Marx speaks in broad outlines of the Asiatic, ancient, 
feudal and capitalist or bourgeois modes of production. He argues that 
each is dominated by a particular social class which expropriates the 
eeenomic surplus through a specific set of social relations. The Asiq.tic 
mode (which is only sketchily developed), is that to which, in Marx's 
view, countries such as China, India and those of Islam belong. It is 
characterized by: (a) stagnation, (b) an absence of dynamic class 
struggle, and (c) the dominance of a swollen state acting as a sort of 
universal landlord. The conditions for capitalist development are here 
absent. Marx hated the capitalist system; nevertheless, he saw it, in 
contrast with the Asiatic mode, as progressive and dynamic, sweeping 
old structures aside, driving social development forward. 
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There are some interesting parallels here with Max Weber (1864-1920), 
another of sociology's founding fathers. Weber used a very dualistic 
model which contrasted Islam with Western Europe in terms of modern 
social development. For Weber, the essential conditions for the 

l 
trahsition to capitalism and modernity are: (a) ascetic forms of religion, 
(b) rational forms of law, (c) free labour, and (d) the growth of cities (see 
Chapter 5 above). All these, in his view, were missing from Islam, 
which he represented as a 'mosaic' of tribes and groups, never cohering : 

into a proper social system, but existing under a despotic rule which 
I absorbed social conflicts in an endlessly repeating cycle of factional 
struggles, with Islam as its monolithic religion. Power and privilege, 
Weber believed, had been kept within, and rotated between, the ruling 
Islamic families, who merely syphoned off the wealth through taxation. 
He called this a 'patrimonial' or 'prebendary' form of authority. Unlike 
feudalism, it did not provide the preconditions for capitalist 
accumulation and growth. 

These are, of course, some of the most complex and sophisticated 
models in sociology. The question of the causes and preconditions for 
the development of capitalism in the West have preoccupied historians 
and social scientists for centuries. 

However, it has been argued by some social scientists that both Marx's 
notion of 'Asiatic' mode of production and Weber's 'patrimonial' form 
of domination contain traces of, or have :been deeply penetrated by, 
'Orientalist' assumptions. Or, to put it in our terms, both models 
provide evidence that the discourse of 'the West and the Rest' is still at 
work in some of the conceptual categories, the stark oppositions and the 
theoretical dualisms of modern sociology. 

In his studies of Weber and Islam (1974) and Marx and the End of 
Orientalism (1978), Bryan Turner has argued that both sociology and 
Marxism have been unduly influenced by 'Orientalist' categories, or, if 
you lift the argument out of its Middle Eastern and Asian context, by 
the discourse of 'the West and the Rest': 

This can be seen .. .in Weber's arguments about the decline of Islam, 
its despotic political structure and the absence of autonomous 
cities .... Weber employs a basic dichotomy between the feudal 
economies of the West and the prebendal/patrimonial political 
economies of the East .... [He] overlays this discussion ... with two 
additional components which have become the staples of the 
internalist version of development - the 'Islamic ethic' and the 
absence of an entrepreneurial urban bourgeoisie. 
(Turner, 1978, pp.7, 45-6) 

Marx's explanation of the lack of capitalist development in the East is 
very different from Weber's. But his notion that this was due to the 
'Asiatic mode of production' takes a similar path. Turner summarizes 
Marx's argument thus: 
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Societies dominated by the 'Asiatic' mode of pra'duction have no 
internal class conflicts and are consequently trapped within a static 
social context. The social system lacks a basic ingredient of social 
change, namely class struggle between landlords and an exploited 
peasantry ... [For example] 'Indian society has no history at all.' 
(Turner, 1978, pp.26-7) 

ACTIVITY 6 Before reading on, look over the above quotations from Turner and 
answer the following questions: 

1 W hat are the main differences between Weber's and Marx's 
arguments, as Turner summarizes them? 

2 W hat are the main similarities? 
3 Why does Turner call Weber's explanation 'internalist'? 
4 Is Marx's 'Asiatic mode' an 'internalist' explanation too? 

Despite their differences, both Weber and Marx organize their arguments 
in terms of broad, simple, contrasting oppositions which mirror quite 
closely the West-Rest, civilized-rude, developed-backward oppositions 
of 'the West and the Rest' discourse. Weber's is an 'internalist' type of 
explanation because 'he treats the main problems of "backward societies" 
as a question of certain characteristics internal to societies, considered in 
isolation from any international societal context' (Turner, 1978, p.10). 
Marx's explanation also looks like an 'internalist' one. But he adds 
certain 'externalist' features. By 'externalist' we mean 'relating to a theory 
of development which identifies the main problems facing "developing" 
societies as external to the society itself, which is treated as a unit located 
within a structured international context.' (See Turner, 1978, p.11.) In 
this chapter, we have adopted an 'externalist' or 'global' rather than a 
purely 'internalist' account of the rise of the idea of the West. 

However these additional features of Marx's argument lead his 
explanation in a very surprising direction. 'Asiatic'-type societies, he 
argues, cannot develop into modern ones because they lack certain pre­
conditions. Therefore, 'only the introduction of dynamic elements of 
western capitalism' can trigger development. This makes 'capitalist 
colonialism' a (regrettable) historical necessity for these societies, since 
it alone can 'destroy the pre-capitalist modes which prevent them from 
entering a progressive historical path'. Capitalism, Marx argues, must 
expand to survive, drawing the .whole world progressively into its net; 
and it is this expansion which 'revolutionizes and undermines pre­
capitalist modes of production at the periphery of the capitalist world'. 
(Turner, 1978, p.11.) Many classical marxists have indeed argued that, 
however stunting and destructive it may have been, the expansion of 
western capitalism through conquest and colonization was historically 
inevitable and would have long-term progressive outcomes for 'the 
Rest'. 
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Earlier, we discussed some of the forces which pushed a developing 
·western Europe to expand outwards into 'new worlds'. But whether this 
was inevitable, whether its effects have been socially progressive, and 
whether this was the only possible path to 'modernity' are subjects 
increasingly debated in the social sciences today (as is discussed in 
Book 4 (Hallet al., 1992)). In many parts of the world, the expansion of 
western colonization has not destroyed the pre-capitalist barriers to 
development. It has conserved and reinforced them. Colonization and 
imperialism have not promoted economic and social development in 
these societies, most of which remain profoundly under-developed. 
Where development has taken place, it has often been of the 
'dependent' variety. 

The destruction of alternative ways of life has not ushered in a new 
social order in these societies. Many remain in the grip of feudal ruling 
families, religious elites, military cliques and dictators who govern 
societies beset by endemic poverty. The destruction of indigenous 
cultural life by western culture is, for most of them, a very mixed 
blessing. And as the human, cultural and ecological consequences of 
this form of 'western development' become more obvious, the question 
of whether there is only one path to modernity is being debated with 
increasing urgency. The historically inevitable and necessarily 
progressive character of thf? West's expansion into the Rest is no longer 
as obvious as perhaps it once seemed to western scholars. 

We must leave these issues as open questions at this stage. However, 
this is a useful point to summarize the main thrust of the argument of 
this chapter. 

7 CONCLUSION 

In the early chapters of this book, we looked at how the distinctive form 
of society which we call 'modern' emerged, and the major processes 
which led to its formation. We also looked at the emergence of the 
distinctive form of knowledge which accompanied that society's 
formation-at what the Enlightenment called the 'sciences of man', 
which provided the framework within which modern social science and 
the idea of 'modernity' were formulated. On the whole, the emphasis in 
those chapters was 'internalist'. Though the treatment was comparative 

-acknowledging differences between different societies, histories and 
tempos of development - the story was largely framed from within 
western Europe (the West) where these processes of formation first 
emerged. 

This chapter reminds us that this formation was also a 'global' process. 
It had crucial 'externalist' features -aspects which could not be 
explained without taking into account the rest of the world, where these 
processes were not at work and where these kinds of society did not 
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emerge. This is a huge topic in its own right and we could tell only a 
small part of the story here. We could have focussed on the economic, 
political and social consequences of the global expansion of the West; 
instead, we briefly sketched the outline history of that expansion, up to 
roughly the eighteenth century. We also wanted to show the cultural 
and ideological dimensions of the West's expansion. For if the Rest was 
necessary for the political, economic and social formation of the West, it 
was also essential to the West's formation both of its own sense of itself 
- a 'western identity' - and of western forms of knowledge. 

This is where the notion of 'discourse' came in. A discourse is a way of 
talking about or representing something. It produces knowledge that 
shapes perceptions and practice. It is part of the way in which power 
operates. Therefore, it has consequences for both those who employ it 
and those who are 'subjected' to it. The West produced many different 
ways of talking about itself and 'the Others'. But what we have called 
the discourse of 'the West and the Rest' became one of the most 
powerful and formative of these discourses. It became the dominant 
way in which, for many decades, the West represented itself and its 

- relation to 'the Other'. In this chapter, we have traced how this 
discourse was formed and how it worked. We analysed it as a 'system of 
representation' - a 'regime of truth'. It was as formative for the West 
and 'modern societies' as the secular state, capitalist economies, the 
modern class, race and gender systems, and modern, individualist, 
secular culture - the four main 'processes' of our formation story. 

Finally, we suggest that, in transformed and reworked forms, this 
discourse continues to inflect the language of the West, its image of 
itself and 'others', its sense of 'us' and 'them', its practices and relations 
of power towards the Rest. It is especially important for the ·languages of 
racial inferiority and ethnic superiority which still operate so 
powerfully across the globe today. So, far from being a 'formation' of the 
past, and of only historical interest, the discourse of 'the West and the 
Rest' is alive and well in the modern world. And one of the surprising 
places where its effects can still be seen is in the language, theoretical 
models and hidden assumptions of modern sociology itself. 
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The conventional wisdom ofour age ... purports to give us a clear answer 
[about European development] in terms of neoclassical economics. Land, 
capital and labour interact as factors of production on competitive markets 
across given ecologies. As Jones (1981) argues, part of 'the European 
miracle' when compared to Asia resides in its ecological contrasts. This 
produces a 'dispersed portfolio of resources' whereby bulk ... goods­
such as grains, meat, fruit, olives, wine, salt, metals, wood, animal skins 
and furs - were exchanged right across the continent. The high pro­
portion of coastlines and navigable rivers kept transport costs low. Then, 
Jones continues, consequences flow from economic rationality: states had 
no interest in pillaging ['looting'] bulk subsistence goods traded as com­
modities, only in taxing them; in return, states would provide basic social 
order. Europe avoided the state 'plunder machine', hence economic devel­
opment. As a neoclassical economist who believes that markets are 
'natural', Jones paraphrases his mentor, Adam Smith- if you have peace, 
easy taxes and a tolerable administration of justice, then the rest is brought 
about by 'the natural course of things' (Jones, 1981, pp.90-6, 232-7). 

But such a model has essential preconditions whose emergence we must 
explain. Why is 'Europe' to be regarded as a continent in the first place? 
This is not an ecological but a social fact. It had not been a continent 
hitherto: it was now created by the fusion of the Germanic barbarians and 
the north-western parts of the Roman Empire, and the blocking presence 
ofislB!ll to the south and east. Its continental identity was primarily Chris­
tian, for its name was Christendom more often than it was Europe. 

Europe was undoubtedly a place where competition flourished, but why? 
It is not 'natural' . ... In fact, competition presupposes two further forms of 
social organization. First, autonomous actors must be empowered to dis­
pose of privately owned resources without hindrance from anyone else. 
These actors need not be individuals, or even individual households, 
enjoying what in capitalist societies we call 'private property' . ... But col­
lective institutions also qualify, as long as they have a responsible auth­
ority structure empowered to dispose of its resources for economic 
advantage, without interference from others, or from custom - then the 
laws of neoclassical economics can begin to operate . ... 

Second, competition among actors on a market [basis] requires normative 
regulation. They must trust one another to honour their word. They must 
also trust each other's essential rationality. These normative understand­
ings must apply not only in direct interaction but right across complex, 
continental chains of production, distribution and exchange . ... 

Source: Mann, M. (1988) 'European development: approaching a historical expla­
nation', in Baechler, J. et al. (e.ds) Europe and the Rise of Capitalism, Oxford, 
Blackwells, pp.10-15. 
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European social structure supplied these requirements. The social struc­
ture which stabilized in Europe after the ending of the barbarian migra­
tions and invasions (that is, by AD 1000) was a multiple acephalous 
federation. Europe had no head, no centre, yet it was an entity composed 
of a number of small, cross-cutting interaction networks. These, based on 
economic, military and ideological power, each differed in their geo­
graphical and social space and none was itself unitary in nature. Conse­
quently no single power agency controlled a clear-cut territory or the 
people within it. As a result most social relationships were extremely 
localized, intensely focused upon one or more of a number of cell-like 
communities- the monastery, the village, the manor, the castle, the town, 
the guild, the brotherhood and so on. These collectivities has a power 
autonomy guaranteed by law or custom, an exclusivity of control over 
'their' resources. They qualify, therefore, as 'private' property owners. 

In agriculture the two main actors were the village community and the 
manor. Thus monopolistic power organizations rarely existed in the local 
economy. Formidable as were the powers of the lord, they were usually 
restrained by the fact that even the serf could find support from the village 
community and from customary law. The two power networks were also 
interpenetrating - peasant and lord were partly independent of one 
another, partly implicated in each other's organization, as the distribution 
of their. strips of land reveals. Interpenetration was most pronounced 
along the old Roman frontier provinces where the German free village and 
the Roman estate mixed- in England, the Low Countries, northern and 
central France, West Germany,. and eastern and northern England. But a 
similar balance between organized collectivities existed in the political, 
military and religious realms. No one ruled Europe. 

Whatever this extraordinary multiple, acephalous federation would 
achieve, it was unlikely to be organized stagnation. Historians over and 
over again use the word restless to characterize the essence of medieval 
culture. As McNeill puts it, 'it is not any particular set of institutions, ideas 
or technologies that mark out the West but its inability to come to a rest. No 
other civilized society has ever approached such restless instability .... In 

. this ... lies the true uniqueness of Western civilization' (McNeill, 1963, 
p.539). But such a spirit need not induce social development. Might it not 
induce other forms of stagnation: anarchy, the Hobbesian war of all against 
all, or anomie where the absence of social control and direction leads to 
aimlessness and despair? We can marry the insights of two great sociolo­
gists to guess why social development, not anarchy or anomie, may have 
resulted. 

First Max Weber, who in noting the peculiar restlessness of Europe, always 
added another word: rational. 'Rational restlessness' was the psychologi­
cal make-up of Europe, the opposite of what he found in the main religions 
of Asia ... . Weber located rational restlessness especially in Puritanism. 
But Puritanism emphasized strands of the Christian psyche which had 
been traditionally present . ... Christianity encouraged a drive for moral 
and social improvement even against worldly authority. Though much of 
medieval Christianity was piously masking brutal repression, its currents 
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of dissatisfaction always ran strong. We can read an enormous literature of 
· social criticism, visionary, moralistic, satirical, cynical. Some is laboured 

and repetitious, but its peak includes some of the greatest works of the age 
. - in English: Langland and Chaucer. It is pervaded by the kind of psycho­
logical quality identified by Weber. 

But to put this rational restlessness in the service of social improvement 
probably also required a mechanism identified by another sociologist: 
Emile Durkheim. Not anarchy or anomie but normative regulation was 
provided at first primarily by Christendom. Political and class struggles, 
economic life and even wars were, to a degree, regulated by an unseen 
hand, not Adam Smith's but Jesus Christ's .... The community depended 
on the general recognition of norms regarding property rights and free 
exchange. These were guaranteed by a mixture of local customs and 
privileges, some judicial regulation by weak states, but above all by the 
common social identity provided by Christendom. 

Let us try a little hypothetical reconstruction of the case of England. If we 
were able to travel back to England around 1150, armed with question­
naires, tape-recorders and the necessary linguistic skills, to ask a sample of 
the population with all due circumspection to what social group they 
belonged, we would get rather complex answers. The majority would not 
be able to give one sole identity. The lords, whom we would interview in 
Norman French (though we could try Latin), might indicate that they were 
gentlefolk - Christians, of course; they might elaborate a genealogy 
indicating also that they were of Norman descent but linked closely to the 
Angevin king of England and to the English baronage. They would think 
that, on balance, their interests lay with the lords of the kingdom of 
England (perhaps including its French possessions, perhaps not) rather 
than with, say, the lords of the kingdom of France. I am not sure where 
they would place. 'the people' - Christians, but barbarous, unlettered 
rustics- in their normative map. The merchants, whom we would inter­
view in a diversity of languages, might say that they were English or 
citizens of towns from the Baltic coast to Lombardy; if they were English 
they would probably show more anti-foreigner 'nationalism' than anyone 
else, out of sectional interest; they would naturally say that they were 
Christians; and their interest lay in a combination of guild autonomy and 
alliance with the English crown. The higher clergy, whom we would inter­
view in Latin, would say Christians first and foremost. But we would then 
usually find both a clear, kin-based, class solidarity with the lords, and an 
overlapping identity with some lords and merchants, but definitely 
excluding the people, centred on the possession of literacy. The parish 
priest, with whom we could try Latin - or failing that, Middle English­
might say Christian and English . ... The peasants, the vast majority of our 
sample, we would interview in the various Middle English dialects and 
amalgams of Saxon, Danish, Celtic and Norman French (of which we only 
have the vaguest outlines). They were illiterati ['illiterates'], an abusive 
term denoting exclusion, not membership of a community. They would 
say Christian, and then they might say English, or they might say they 
were Essex or Northumbrian or Cornish folk. Their allegiances were 
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mixed: to their local lord (temporal or spiritual), to their local village or 
other kin network and (if they were freemen) to their king. 

The main conclusion is unmistakable. The most powerful and extensive 
sense of social identity was Christian, though this was both a unifying 
transcendent identity and an identity divided by the overlapping barriers 
of class and literacy. Cross-cutting all these were commitments to 
England, but these were variable and, in any case, included less extensive 
dynastic connections and obligations. Thus, Christian identity provided 
both a common humanity and a framework for common divisions among 
Europeans . ... 

I use the term 'transcendence' for this identity quite deliberately, for I wish 
to suggest that it was capable of conquering geographical distance. Apart 
from trading activities, the most frequent type of movement around 
Europe was probably religious in nature. Clerics travelled greatly, but so 
too did lay people on pilgrimage. Pilgrimage has been called 'the therapy 
of distance' .... But Europe was [also] integrated by the scattering [of holy 
relics], the constant journeying and the carefully cultivated, culminating 
experience of praesentia, the supposed physical presence of Christ or 
saint at the shrine (Brown, 1981). At the ethical level, the church also 
preached consideration, decency and charity towards all Christians: basic 
normative pacification, a substitute for costly coercive pacification nor­
mally required in extensive societies. The main sanction the church could 
provide was not physical force, but exclusion from the community, in the 
last resort, excommunication. . . . 

If we wished to eye this community more materialistically or cynically, 
then we would add two qualifications. First, the ecumene was infrastruc­
ture as well as superstructure. Until the thirteenth century it monopolized 
education and written communication and provided the lingua franca: 
Latin. Thus state bureaucracies, manorial estates and trading associations 
had access to generally useful knowledge through Church infrastructures. 
The network of churches, abbeys, monasteries and shrines also provided 
the major staging-posts of extensive communication and many of the most 
technologically advanced agrarian economies. Second, the church also 
led the nastier side of medieval society. The darker side of normative 
pacification was the savage treatment meted out to those outside the 
ecumene, to schismatics, heretics, Jews, Muhammadans or pagans. 
Indeed, let us not look at this religious community in modern, pious terms 
at all. It was also bawdy folklore, satirizing the common religion, carried 
by travelling players and mendicants whose plays and sermons would 
strike modern church congregations as blasphemous, as in parodies of all 
the major religious rituals. Preachers drawing audiences of thousands 
were conscious of their tricks-of-the-trade . ... But in all of this - ritual, 
ethics, technology, barbarity and the grotesque- the common culture was 
Christianity. . .. 

The Christian achievement was the creation of a minimal normative 
society across state, ethnic, class and gender boundaries. It did not in any 
significant sense include the Eastern Byzantine Church. It did, however, 
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integrate the two major geographical areas of 'Europe', the Mediterranean 
-lands with their cultural heritage, their historic and predominantly exten­
sive power techniques -literacy, coinage, agricultural estates and trading 
networks - and north-western Europe with its more intensivfJ power 
·techniques - deep ploughing, village and kin solidarities and locally 
organized warfare. If the two could be kept in a single community, then 
European development was a possible consequence of their creative inter­
change. 
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READING B THE IDEA OF 'EUROPE' 

John Roberts 

Europeans ... now [took] a- new view of themselves and their relation to 
the other peoples of the globe. Maps are the best clue to this change ... . 
They are always more than mere factual statements. They are translations 
of reality into forms we can master; they are fictions and acts of imagin­
ation communicating more than scientific data. So they reflect changes in 
our pictures of reality. The world is not only what exists 'out there'; it is 
also the picture we have of it in pur minds which enables us to take a grip 
on material actuality. In taking that grip, our apprehension of that actuality 
changes -and so does a wide range of our assumptions and beliefs . 

One crucial mental change was the final emergence of the notion of 
Europe from the idea of Christendom .. Maps show the difference between 
the two. After the age of discovery, Jerusalem, where the founder of Chris­
tianity had taught and died, could no longer be treated as the centre of the 
world-where it appeared on many medieval maps. Soon it was Europe 
which stood at the centre of Europeans' maps. The final key to a new 
mental picture was provided by the discovery of the Americas. Some­
where about 1500 European map-makers had established the broad layout 
of the world map with which we are familiar. In the fifteenth century, 
Europe had usually been placed in the top left-hand corner of attempts to 
lay out the known world, with the large masses of Asia and Africa 
sprawled across the rest of the surface. The natural centre of such maps 
might be in any of several places. Then the American discoveries slowly 
began to effect a shift in the conventional arrangement; more and more 

Source: Roberts, J.M. (1985) The Triumph of the West, London, British Broadcast­
ing Corporation, pp.194.:_202. 
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space had to be given to the land masses of North and South America as 
their true extent became better known. Juan de la Cosa, who had sailed 
with Columbus on his second voyage, was the first man to incorporate 
knowledge of his discoveries (as well as those of John Cabot's voyage of 
1497) in a world map he made in 1500 which already shows the shift of 
Europe towards a world -central position. . .. 

By the middle of the century the new geographical view of the world had 
come to be taken for granted. It was given its canonical expression in the 
work of Mercator ... . Mercator's new 'projection', first used in a map in 
1568, ... drove home the idea that the land surface of the globe was nat­
urally grouped about a European centre. So Europe came to stand in some 
men's minds at the centre of the world. No doubt this led Europeans for 
centuries to absorb unconsciously from their atlases the idea that this was 
somehow the natural order of things. It did not often occur to them that 
you could have centred Mercator's projection in, say, China, or even 
Hawaii, and that Europeans might then have felt very different. The idea 
still hangs about, even today. Most people like to think of themselves at 
the centre of things . ... Mercator helped his own civilisation to take what 
is now called a 'Eurocentric' view of the world. . . . -

The ultimate origins of a change in men's minds, though, lie deeper than 
maps. They can be traced at least to the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries 
(Hay, 1957, p.58). Even then, to a few people, the European continent was 
beginning to be clearly identifiable as an area to all intents and purposes 
identical with Christendom, and so (though no one had the concept to 
hand) the seat of a distinctive civilisation . ... Meanwhile Christianity had 
been extended to every corner of Europe. The Christian churches of Asia, 
though, had been the victims of Muslim response to the crusaders' brutali­
ty, and then of the rise of the Ottoman Turks and the destruction of the 
Byzantine empire. Non-European Christianity had therefore never looked 
less impressive than at the beginning of the sixteenth century, and that 
gave even more importance to its Catholic and west European form. Final­
ly, Europe's economic life, growing richer in these centuries, was giving 
the continent a new sort of homogeneity. 

All these facts meant that fifteenth-century Europe was a unity in quite a 

new way. Some churchmen, statesmen and polemicists began to work out 
and make suggestions about the implications of this. They were not 
always fully aware of what they were doing. But 'Europe' slowly became 
inter-changeable with the concept 'Christendom', and 'European' with 
'Christian'. In common parlance, Christendom no longer extended to the 
Christians under Ottoman rule, who were not regarded as Europeans. 
Maps, which had begun in the fourteenth century to distinguish symboli­
cally between political authorities in different places, began in the next 
[century] to mark off a Christendom confined to Europe, from the area 
dominated by Islam. 

With a growing self-consciousness went a growing sense of superiority. 
New knowledge of other continents seemed to bear this out, and ancient 
conceptions began to stir and to be given new applications. The old anti-
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thesis of civilised and barbarian rooted in Greek origin had never quite 
·disappeared . ... An Englishman, Purchas, writing in 1625, gave a remark­
able expression to a new European confidence: 

Europe is taught the way to scale heaven not by mathematical princi­
ples, but by divine verity. Jesus Christ is their way, their truth, their 
life; who hath long been given a bill of divorce to ungrateful Asia, 
where He was born, and Africa, the place of his flight and refuge, and 
is become almost wholly and only European. For little do we find of 
this name in Asia, less in Africa, and nothing at all in America, but 
later European gleanings. 
(Purchas, 1905-7, p.251) 

The sense of identity, of a special nature, derived from religion, was by 
then no longer new. It was reflected in the transition from the idea of 
Christendom to that of Europe. What is new in such a statement is the 
confidence it shows at a moral and mythical level, and its attachment to 
place and people, to Europe and Europeans. It shows Europeans who are 
beginning to feel they have little to learn from the rest of the world .... 

The cultivated European's view of universal history at about the same time 
might be found in the work of a French clergyman, Jacques Benigne 
Bossuet, bishop of Meaux, ... [and] tutor to the king's son, the dauphin, 
[from] 1670 . .. . During that lime, one of he books he wrote for his pupil's 
instruction was a Discourse on Universal History (Bossuet, 1691) . .. .  [Yet] 
not the least interesting feature of [this] book is the fact that the history of 
most of the world finds no place in it. 

It is focused on the tradition which Europe inherits -the tradition which 
leads to Bossuet and his master, Louis XIV - the Judaeo-Roman tradition. 
We learn from Bossuet much of the kings of Israel and the great days of 
Rome, something, even, of Assyria, Persia and Egypt, whose histories 
impinge on those of the Jews and Greeks, but nothing, for instance, of 
China, whose empire was already nearly two thousand years old when he 
wrote. Yet Bossuet was the dauphin's tutor when Louis XIV solemnly 
received the first ambassadors to Europe from Siam, a tributary state of the 
Chinese empire. He must have known of the avidly studied Jesuit mission­
aries' reports from the Chinese imperial court and may, perhaps, have 
heard of the concessions in behaviour and dress which some of those 
Jesuits were making to a civilisation they had learned to admire. Why does 
he show so little concern for its role in the story of mankind, then? The 
reasons must be a reflection of the emotional and logical self-sufficiency 
already achieved by European culture. The essential meaning of history, 
for Bossuet and his contemporaries, was to be found in the Christian story, 
which culminated in the Europe of his day arid perhaps even in a Catholic 
monarch who saw himself as the 'Sun King' -le roi soleil. Only a little 
while before this had men learned that they lived in a heliocentric uni­
verse, that the planets revolved about the sun, which now stood at the 
centre of the celestial map in as unquestioned way as Europe stood at the 
centre of Mercator's. Now a king, the most powerful in Europe, could 
accept the theory as an image of his own position. 
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Nowadays, people have come to use a specially minted word to summar­
ise this state of mind - 'Eurocentrism'. It means 'putting Europe at the 
centre of things' and its usual implication is that to do so is wrong. But, of 
course, if we are merely talking about facts, about what happened, and not 
about value we place on them, then it is quite correct to put Europe at the 
centre of the story in modern times. From the age of discovery onwards, 
Europe, and those countries which are descended from the European 
stocks, have been the mainspring of history, and to that extent (and no 
further) Purchas, Bossuet and others were sensing the truth. It was from 
Europe that the discoverers, conquistadores, settlers and traders had gone 
out: they created a world of which Europe was the centre, the Americas 
and Asia the periphery. Eurocentrism, nevertheless, at an early date went 
revealingly beyond the mere facts of power and influence (which, in any 
case, were only just beginning to show themselves). What Purchas and the 
rest felt was a qualitative superiority. 
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READING C 'ORIENTALISM': REPRESENTING THE OTHER 

Edward Said 

Orientalism is never far from what Denys Hay has called the idea of 
Europe, a collective notion identifying 'us' Europeans as against all 'those' 
non-Europeans, and indeed it can be argued that the major component in 
European culture is precisely what made that culture hegemonic both in 
and outside Europe: the idea of European identity as a superior one in 
comparison with all the non-European peoples and cultures. There is in 
addition the hegemony of European ideas about the Orient, themselves 
reiterating European superiority over Oriental backwardness . ... 

In a quite constant way, Orientalism depends for its strategy on this flex­
ible positional superiority, which puts the Westerner in a whole series of 
possible relationships with the Orient without ever losing him the relative 
upper hand . ... Under the general heading of knowledge of the Orient, and 
within the umbrella of Western hegemony over the Orient during the 
period from the·end of the eighteenth century, there emerged a complex 
Orient suitable for study in the academy, for display in the museum, for 
reconstruction in the colonial office, for theoretical illustration in anthro­
pological, biological, linguistic, racial, and historical theses about man­
kind and the universe, for instances of economic and sociological theories 

Source: Said, E.W. (1978) Orientalism: Western Concepts of the Orient, Harmond­
sworth, Penguin, pp.7-8, 20, 41-2, 44-5. 
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of development, revolution, cultural personality, national or religious 
character. Additionally, the imaginative examination of things Oriental 

-was based more or less exclusively upon a sovereign Western conscious­
ne�s out of whose unchallenged centrality an Oriental world emerged, 
first according to general ideas about who or what was an Oriental, then 
according to a detailed logic governed not simply by empirical reality but 
by a battery of desires, repressions, investments, and projections . ... 

The period of immense advance in the institutions and content of Orien­
talism coincides exactly with the period of unparalleled European expan­
sion; from 1815 to 1914 European direct colonial dominion expanded 
from about 35 percent of the earth's surface to about 85 percent of it. Every 
continent was affected, none more so than Africa and Asia. The two 
greatest empires were the British and the French; allies and partners in 
some things, in others they were hostile rivals . ... 

What they shared, however, was not only land or profit or rule; it was the 
kind of intellectual power I have been calling Orientalism. In a sense 
Orientalism was a library or archive of information commonly and, in 
some of its aspects, unanimously held. What bound the archive together 
was a family of ideas and a unifying set of values proven in various ways to 
be effective. These ideas explained the behaviour of Orientals; they sup­
plied Orientals with a mentality, a genealogy, an atmosphere; most import­
ant, they allowed Europeans to deal with and even to see Orientals as a 
phenomenon possessing regular characteristics. But like any set of dur­
able ideas, Orientalist notions influenced the people who were called 
Orientals as well as those called Occidental, European, or Western; in 
short, Orientalism is better grasped as a set of constraints upon and limita­
tions of thought than it is simply as a positive doctrine. If the essence of 
Orientalism is the ineradicable distinction between Western superiority 
and Oriental inferiority, then we must be prepared to note how in its 
development and subsequent history Orientalism deepened and even 
hardened the distinction. . .. 

Orientalism was ultimately a political vision of reality whose structure 
promoted the difference between the familiar (Europe, the West, 'us') and 
the strange (the Orient, the East, 'them'). This vision in a sense created and 
then served the two worlds thus conceived. Orientals lived in their world, 
'we' lived in ours. The vision and material reality propped each other up, 
kept each other going. A certain freedom of intercourse was always the 
Westerner's privilege; because his was the stronger culture, he could pen­
etrate, he could wrestle with, he could give shape and meaning to the great 
Asiatic mystery, as Disraeli once called it. 
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RECIPROCITY 1\J-JD EXCHAI\IGE 
Peter Hulme 

What was the fundamental difference between Algonquian [a New World 
Indian] and English cultures? Inasmuch as a large and single answer to this 
question can be risked, it could be claimed that the native American cul­
tures ... acted according to norms of reciprocity; and that the European 
cultures did not. . .. 

The classic study of reciprocity is Marcel Mauss's Essai sur le don ( 1925), 
where it denotes the complex system of exchanges between individuals 
and villages by means of which undivided (i.e. pre-state) societies func­
tion: 'The gift is the primitive way of achieving the peace that in civil 
society is secured by the State' (Sahlins, 19 74, p.169). Divided societies 
are, by definition, no longer reciprocal, although the ideology of reci­
procity has a long and continuing history . ... Only under the fetishized 
social relations of capitalism does reciprocity disappear altogether, how­
ever loudly its presence is trumpeted: 'a fair day's work for a fair day's 
pay'. 

Reciprocity itself refers to a series of practices distinctly unamenable to 
breakdown into the economic, social, political and ideological. This is the 
gist of Mauss's argument: 

In tribal feasts, in ceremonies of rivals clans, allied families or those 
that assist at each other's initiation, groups visit each other; and with 
the development of the law of hospitality in more advanced socie­
ties, the rules of friendship and contract are present- along with the 
gods- to ensure the peace of markets and villages; at these times 
men meet in a curious frame of mind with exaggerated fear and an 
equally exaggerated generosity which appear stupid in no one's eyes 
but our own. In these primitive and archaic societies there is no 
middle path. There is either complete trust or mistrust. ... 

But then they had no choice in the matter. When two groups of men 
meet they may move away or in case of mistrust or defiance they may 
resort to arms; or else they can come to terms. Business has always 
been done with foreigners, although these might have been allies .... 
It is by opposing reason to emotion and setting up the will for peace 
against rash follies ... that peoples succeed in substituting alliance, 
gift and commerce for war, isolation and stagnation. 
(Mauss, 1 � 70, pp.78-80) 

This is probably as accurate a brief account as could be given of how the 
native American societies of the extended Caribbean functioned in the 
centuries before the arrival of the Europeans. It is particularly useful for 
the emphasis placed on the vital importance, yet constant tentativeness, of 

Source: Hulme, P. (1986} Colonial Encounters: Europe and the Native Caribbean, 
1492-1797, London, Methuen, pp.147-52. 
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that nexus of relationships between selves and others. Without the auth­
ority of a state all intercourse would teeter between alliance and hostility. 

- To treat with others was the indispensable requirement for life, yet it 
entailed a constant risk of death. Mauss's account highlights too the 
importance of ritual as a way of attempting to control these risky encoun­
ters. Boundaries, whether physical or social, are places of danger. 
Strangers are to be feared. Fear is coped with by ritual. Hospitality dis­
solves the category of stranger, resolving it into either alliance or hostility. 

In stateless societies these categories are a matter of constant lived experi­
ence: they make up the very fabric of economic, social, political and cul­
tural life . ... 

[In] the Caribbean and Virgins ... strangers were dealt with hospitably, fed 
and honoured, until their intentions could be assessed. Transients and 
traders would be welcomed and, if appropriate, alliances entered into. 
Settlers, rivals for limited resources, would be sent on their way or killed. 
European transients and traders benefited greatly from this attitude. . .. 
[However,] misunderstanding ... was rife: the English clearly had as little 
notion of Amerindian ideas of communal property rights as the Algonqui­
ans had of English ideas of private property. 
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