MODULE 1:

THE MAKING OF THE MODERN WORLD:

PRELIMINARY CONSIDERATIONS

The Idea of the ‘Modern’

The adjective ‘modern’ and its verbalization ‘modernization’ are extremely common words. We talk about ‘modern automobiles / bicycles / houses / hotels / health standards / way of life’ and the like. In British real estate advertising it used to be common to indicate that a particular house had ‘all mod cons’ or ‘conveniences’. Again, the British talk about ‘modernizing’ the state which means in their case, among other things, getting rid of the monarchy and enhancing the state’s democratic content. As well as states, houses are ‘modernized’ and so too are languages, as in the current proposal that the German language should drop the umlaut, for example. Moreover, both the cognitive and the normative are typically at issue. To talk about ‘modern houses / life / conveniences / travel’ implies a superiority over an assumed past. And likewise to ‘modernize’ something is to improve it. And so too, of course, is it with the ‘modern’ in the term ‘the modern world’.

But exactly what does it mean to say that something is ‘modern’? It is easy to say what it is not. It is certainly not the same as ‘contemporary’ or ‘up to date’: the Victorians and Edwardians, Henry Ford and Andrew Carnegie, would have all, in their particular eras, regarded themselves as epitomes of ‘the modern’ and the ‘with it’. Rather the modern seems to describe a state of being: not just being on the frontier, the outer thrust of change, but of change which has direction; specifically change which is ‘progressive’, ‘improved’, ‘desirable’, ‘looking to the future’ as opposed to ‘backward looking’, ‘reactionary’ or even ‘stagnant’.

This means that with respect to its substantive content, its concrete expressions in terms of particular things, activities and practices, modernity, the modern, is a dynamic, ever-changing condition. While in late Victorian times it might have been signaled by the flush toilet, gas lighting, urban living and annual holiday, and in the ‘thirties by the automobile, the suburb, and the movie theater, today it includes the internet, the DVD player and airplane travel.

Nevertheless, and pushing the argument forward, in what does the improvement, the progressiveness of the modern inhere? How do we justify some practice, condition as ‘modern’? How exactly is it ‘progressive’ and ‘improved’? A dominant notion is that the modern is emancipatory. This is so in numerous, often mutually supporting, senses:

· Emancipatory in a material sense: The watchwords here are efficiency and choice. Modern life, whether in the home or in the factory is more efficient since more can be done with less, particularly with less labor, and progressively so: this is the direction of change. Choice is also widened. The goods available in a ‘modern’ – there we go again – supermarket and the grocery store of the immediate post-WWII period are almost incomparable in their relative degrees of diversity. 

· Emancipatory in a broadly political sense: This certainly means (e.g.) the achievement of political rights, the broadening of democracy as in the sense in which the British talk about modernizing their state, and religious emancipation so that all enjoy political rights regardless of faith. But it also means the elimination of old inequalities in household and in workplace: reducing the power of the few over the many in a broader sense, in other words. So this includes the retreat of patriarchal constraint in the face of female emancipation, the end to arranged marriages, as well as the legal enforcement in the workplace of a norm of equality in the treatment of men and women, blacks and whites, citizens and immigrants. In short, therefore, political emancipation means the mitigation of political oppression, but clearly, and usually, with a view to material emancipation: to the improvement of the material conditions of the vast majority, for example through putting them in a position where reforms can be made through the state or where they can exercise choices with respect to patriarchs which they were hitherto forbidden to exercise; but also as a means not just, or sometimes not at all, to material ends but to symbolic ends of simply being on an equal with others, being able to practice one’s religion like others, etc.

· A final sense in which the modern is emancipatory is in terms of knowledge. The knowledge processes of modernity, it is argued, the development of testable conjecture, objective observation, deriving conclusions through experimentation, statistical analysis and the like, is seen as emancipating from ignorance and superstition. Modern education emancipates because it plugs children into that knowledge process from an early age. To be modern is to enjoy a heightened level of understanding of the world around us and of oneself. And indeed there is a cottage industry in supplying the watered down fruits of scientific research and making them available to the layperson in the form of ‘self-improvement’ books: keeping fit, living till a hundred, being a better photographer / lover / parent, countering stress, and the like, as the shelves of any bookstore will quickly confirm. 

The ‘modern’, ‘modernity’ has an ‘Other’: a contrasting condition which is its opposite. This is ‘the traditional’. The classical writers in sociology made much of this contrast, though the way they defined it varied. Durkheim talked of mechanical vs. organic solidarity; Marx of pre-capitalist social formations as opposed to capitalist ones; the German sociologist Toennies distinguished between what he called ‘gemeinschaft’ and ‘gesellschaft’; Henry Maine differentiated between societies organized by custom and status on the one hand as opposed to their modern counterpart where law and contract held sway. Sociology as a field of investigation was born in the nineteenth century and it is no stretch of the imagination that this contrast, documenting it, understanding the transition from one polar state to the other, was its foundational idea, if not its obsession. It remains a major benchmark not just for sociology but for social thought in general.

Of what, however, are the modern and the traditional seen to consist in these various distillations? Table 1 sets out some of the crucial contrasts, or at least those that I personally think are central to coming to grips with ‘the making of the modern world’.

Table 1: The Traditional and the Modern

	THE TRADITIONAL:

Societies in which social life is more …
	THE MODERN

Societies in which social life is more …

	Organized Around Production for subsistence. 
	Organized Around Production for exchange. 

	Local: The horizons of life are dominated by the face-to-face, by the familiar; material needs are satisfied from within the locality; a high level of self-sufficiency, therefore. Travel beyond the immediate locality, a rare experience, as in the once-in-a-lifetime religious pilgrimage.
	Global: Social relations now are stretched across space through trade, postal services, electronic communication and the mass media, and by the state as in the collection of taxes and surveillance (e.g. national censuses). Material needs are satisfied by imports of goods over long distances, often internationally. Local self-sufficiency has evaporated and localities specialize in particular lines of production. Travel outside of the immediate locality a common occurrence.

	Organized at a smaller scale: In pre-modern times people lived / worked in small groups; in villages, as a family on the land, or as the apprentices and journeymen of a craftsman who would rarely employ more than ten people. 


	Organized at a larger scale: Most people now live in cities, work alongside many others in large factories and offices, go to work in a crowded subway car, fight as members of large armies, get educated in schools that over a thousand children will attend, buy their weekly provisions in a large supermarket.

	Religious: Religious belief gives meaning to social life. It explains personal disasters (the will of God, the displeasure of the ancestors). It legitimates the rule of kings (God’s representatives on earth) and explains inequality (the sins of one’s forbears) while encouraging obedience in exchange for salvation in an afterlife. Religion also organizes areas of social life: religious orders may possess land; schools, to the extent that they exist, will be religious foundations, and initiation rights will be imbued with religious meaning. The church gives alms to the poor.
	Secular: Religious belief is in crisis. The state takes over many of the church’s social functions like education and redistribution to the poor. The independent power of religious leaders such as the Pope is eliminated by the state. But the decay of belief leaves behind a crisis of meaning: why are we here on earth if not to perform God’s will? Why is my child handicapped? What happens when we die? Are there no absolute moral standards if there is no God to define them?


The Idea of the ‘World’

What does it mean to talk not just about the ‘modern’ but about ‘the modern world’? The ‘world’ is an explicitly geographic concept. The surface of the earth as it has been modified by the settlement and activity of people is differentiated in many, many ways: the less developed and the more developed countries; the temperate and the tropical zones; continental vs. maritime; imperial powers and the colonies; industrial countries as opposed to those primarily engaged in the production of agricultural commodities and minerals; national vs. international; the Christian world and the Muslim world; and to take a distinction that is no longer PC but certainly one that sheds a great deal of light on ‘the making of the modern world’, ‘the civilized’ vs. the ‘barbaric’.

It is not, however, just that the world is differentiated in various ways. The parts so differentiated out are also connected in various ways one with another. Its parts are in various ways interdependent either materially, symbolically, or both. We are talking about a coherent social unit, in other words:  a world in which the various parts of linked through flows of trade, of people, of information as in the nightly news, or through the interpretive frameworks that people build around conceptual opposites. The different features of the natural world have been welded together into complementarities useful to people (or at least to some people). Ghana and the Ivory Coast export coffee and cacao to the temperate zones where they cannot be grown and gets in return those bread grains particularly suited to temperate latitudes. Quebec has a landscape that makes it peculiarly appropriate to the generation of hydro-electric power and exports it to energy-deficient New England. And so on. And symbolically, how could we conceive of more developed countries if there were not less developed ones that we could plausibly set up as a contrast?

One of the major differences we are concerned with in this course, however, is clearly that between the more modern and the more traditional. For we would certainly regard some places as more ‘modern’ than others: France as opposed to Afghanistan, Australia as opposed to Indonesia, for example, or Canada in contrast to Brazil. Not that we should privilege the nation state as the only scale at which modernity varies. A country like South Africa is a mix of the more modern and the more traditional. The urban areas and those rural areas dominated by white farmers are, for the most part, as ‘modern’ as one is likely to find anywhere in Western Europe or North America. But those rural areas which were formerly the native reserves during colonial and apartheid times remain extraordinarily traditional in their social relations. Patriarchy is intense, the extended family retains an importance missing in the urban areas, traditional medicine is a strong competitor with the Western variety.

But even this fails to capture the full complexity of the geography of modernity. One might assume from this view of certain places as more modern and certain ones as more traditional that the people living in those respective places can be classified as also either more modern or more traditional. But that is by no means the case. In those areas of the globe that one might argue are the least modern there will be some, at least, with the technological appurtenances of modern life – electricity, running water, the telephone – as well as perhaps some degree of emancipation from the extended family, and some degree of secularity in their understanding of the world. Likewise people move backwards and forwards between more modern and more traditional areas. Consider, for example, the African maid in South Africa who lives on her employee’s premises in the city, has running water, flush toilet and electricity, shops for her madam in the most modern supermarkets imaginable and cooks for her on an electric stove using a variety of utensils; but who then returns to a village in the deep rural areas where her family lives in a hut, cooks in a three-legged pot on a wood fire, and who, like her kin, is anxious to be present at traditional ceremonies for fear of offending the ancestors.

That said, however, we can nevertheless profitably study the world map of modernity. One of the things we would notice is the way in which the more modern end of the spectrum consists to a very substantial degree of countries that are either European, like France, Italy and Germany, or which were settled from Europe: what the ecologist and environmental historian Crosby has called the neo-Europes and which are for the most part, English-speaking. Among these we would list Argentina, Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the southern provinces of Brazil, much of South Africa, and the United States. At one time or another these parts of the world were all colonies in European empires. But, and to complicate matters further, former membership of an empire is no guarantee of modernity as the cases of India, South East Asia and much of Africa and Central and South America would readily affirm.

In every case there were strong links between the European states and their colonies and, later, ex-colonies: links of trade, population movement to variable degrees, and as Crosby would again affirm, the export from Europe of ecological complexes of domesticated grains, fruits and animals
, at least to some of those areas. But while in some cases those links seem to have been the precondition for the emergence of thoroughly modern societies, in some cases they evidently have not. So interdependence is no guarantee and can be associated with either outcome: modernity or relative stagnation. Which brings us finally to ‘the making, the production, the creation, of the modern world’.

The Idea of ‘Making’

How can we understand the making of the modern world, the creation of its mosaic of different degrees of development? How can we arrive at an understanding that will shed light on, among other things, the paradox just noted; that strong relations with Europe have resulted in modernity in some cases but not in others? A major debate that we need to be aware of in this regard concerns the status of the doctrine of what has been called ‘diffusionism’. According to this modernity originated in Europe and diffused various of its elements elsewhere in the world. This privileged role was due, it is argued, to particular features of European social structure and / or of Europeans that gave them an advantage in the transformation of society and the dissolution of the traditional. Social structurally it might have been, for example, that European society was particularly susceptible to the sorts of changes that ushered in capitalism. Since capitalism is regarded as a major vector of modernity, this would be important. Alternatively it is argued that Europeans, for whatever reason, social structurally, racially, enjoyed advantages of rational thought that put them in an advantageous position when it came to the development of science and technology; again, important features of modernity as we noted in Table 1. Why, for example, was it that native Americans failed to develop arithmetic? And why was it that the wheel had to be introduced into Africa from the outside? So while modernity came to Europe as a result of features, processes that were endogenous to that part of the world, the remainder of the world received it from the outside.

There have been two broad counter-arguments to this and they complement each other only partially. These arguments can be identified as the uniformitarian and the environmentalist respectively.

The Uniformitarian Argument

The uniformitarian argument recognizes the importance of 1492 and the subsequent voyages of ‘discovery’ and the expansion of European trade and settlement elsewhere in the world. The crucial point is made, however, that prior to 1492 Europeans and their societies enjoyed no particular advantages over peoples elsewhere in the world, and in some respects may have been at a disadvantage. The importance of the emergence of capitalism in the production of the modern is recognized but the claim is made that in the immediate pre-Columbean period there were a number of centers across the world, in East and South Asia in particular, and perhaps in Africa as well, which were evolving out of the traditional forms of production based in unfree
 labor into something that was beginning to look ‘capitalist’. They were at similar levels of transformation – possibly even in advance judging from the technological history of China. They were developing collectively through trade and no area got ahead of others. But after 1492 Europeans gained the upper hand. They obtained enough capital and power to dissolve feudalism in their own region and to begin the destruction and subordination of competing proto-capitalist communities elsewhere in the world. Two hundred years later colonial expansion had begun and Europe was beginning to dominate the world. So how to explain?

The difference, it is claimed, was the discovery by Europeans of the New World, and the subordination and exploitation of its peoples. This gave them an access to booty in the form of precious metals that, according to this argument at least, gave them a huge advantage in the development of capitalist industry and agriculture back in Europe and so allowed the consolidation of a productive base from which the rest of the world could be ruled. This was further enhanced by the possibilities of creating wealth through the cultivation in the New World of new crops, particularly sugar and tobacco, for which demand in Europe was expanding. And to grow these crops the slave trade came into existence: another source of wealth that could be invested back home in industries like brewing, ship building and sugar refining.

So according to this argument the rise of Europe was thoroughly fortuitous and owed nothing to any superior European personality traits or to an advantage conferred by peculiarities of European social structure. And underlining this fortuitousness is the irony that Columbus set out to find a new trading route to the reputedly wealthy Indies not to discover a source of loot in the form of precious metals or new opportunities for the production of tropical crops in demand back in Europe.

Addendum: The critique of diffusionism has come from diverse disciplinary backgrounds. One of the most compelling ripostes has come from the science historian Joseph Needham. Needham devoted a very large part of his life to documenting the achievements of Chinese science and technology, inventions and discoveries that Europe had to acquire from them or which they only discovered independently much later. As he wrote:

“If, as is demonstrably the case (the Chinese) were recording sunspot cycles a millennium and a half before Europeans noted the existence of such blemishes on the solar orb, if every component of the parhelic system received a technical name a thousand years before Europeans began to study them, and if that key instrument of scientific revolution, the mechanical clock, began its career in early +8th c. China rather than (as is usually supposed) in +14th c. Europe there must be something wrong with conventional ideas about the uniquely scientific genius of Western civilization” (fn 11).

And to be sure the achievements were impressive. Table 2 documents some of these and indicates the time lag between their development in China and their adoption in Europe.

The Environmentalist Argument

There is a second argument about European domination of the modern world, and the role of the European nations as vectors of modernity. This is environmental in nature and received its most explicit statement in the recent work of Jared Diamond (Guns, Germs and Steel 1997). However, his argument also overlaps in important ways with earlier claims made by Alfred Crosby (Ecological Imperialism 1986).

Table 2: Chinese Discoveries / Inventions and Time Lags Prior to Adoption in Europe

	TECHNOLOGY
	APPROXIMATE LAG

IN CENTURIES

	Wheelbarrow
	9-10

	Efficient harness for draft animals:

Breast-strap (postilion)

Collar
	8

6

	Cross-bow (as an individual arm)
	13

	Deep drilling
	11

	Cast iron
	8-9

	Segmental arch-bridge
	7

	Iron-chain suspension bridge
	10-13

	Canal lock gates
	7-17

	Gunpowder
	5-6

	Magnetic compass with needle
	4

	Magnetic compass used for navigation
	2

	Paper
	10

	Printing (block)
	6

	Printing (moveable type)
	4


Both these authors place emphasis on a period of history considerably prior to 1492 and its aftermath. Their emphasis rather is on the Neolithic revolution, its birth in the Near East of Mesopotamia, and its subsequent spread to Europe. Recall here, first of all, the nature of the Neolithic revolution. It was both technical and social but the technical, the changes it brought about in people’s control of nature were fundamental. Prior to the Neolithic period people had been largely hunters and gatherers. The Neolithic revolution was characterized by the domestication of grasses with a view to harvesting their nutritious seeds – what were to become bread grains – and by the domestication of animals, particularly the cow, the goat, the pig, the sheep and the horse. Domesticated animals and the cultivation of the new grain crops complemented one another since the manure of the animals grazing on the stubble meant that the fertility of the soil could be maintained.

Cultivation, however, meant permanent settlement. The growing period was lengthy, weeds had to be kept down, the growing grain crops protected from wild animals and so forth. It also resulted in an increase in the surplus food that could be produced; surplus, that is, to the requirements of the immediate producers and their families. As hunter-gatherers, continual movement would have impeded accumulation of foodstuffs. Hunting and gathering, therefore, could only sustain the hunters and gatherers. But the domestication of grains and animals created the possibility of their confiscation in the process of their growth, by those of superior physical power and so opened up the possibility of extorting surplus production. As a result a class of non-producers could emerge including priests and warriors. The division of labor was under way! To the extent that the surplus expanded, moreover, so new specializations could emerge: potters producing storage jars, metallurgists producing improved tools and the like. Population densities could grow and cities emerge, which they did.

There were other consequences of a less desirable nature. Most important for the subsequent argument was the emergence of contagious diseases. This was partly in consequence of living in close proximity with (domesticated) animals; partly a result of the increased populations made possible by the Neolithic revolution; and also in part due to the sedentarization of the population. The fact of permanent settlement led to the expansion of populations of mice, rats and flies – all potent disease carriers, as in the well-known case of the Black Death of medieval Europe. The co-presence of animals and people, moreover, resulted in new diseases and variants of old ones. Domesticated animals produce microbes deadly to people. Higher population densities mean that disease can rapidly spread over large areas and lengthy periods of time. Among hunter-gatherers, living in small groups, and continually moving on and staying clear of other hunter-gatherer bands, this would have been less likely. But, and absolutely crucial, continued exposure to these diseases – an exposure that hunter-gatherers would not have experienced – meant that people could develop some degree of natural immunity to them.

The point that both Crosby and Diamond make, however, is that in terms of the discovery of agriculture, the Near East was uniquely favored among regions of the world. Diamond argues, for example, that the domestication of grasses was affected by the heaviness of the seed (the part containing the nutrients) and 32 out of 56 of the world’s heaviest-seeded grasses are native to SW Asia. Only 4 are found in sub-Saharan Africa and only 11 in the Americas. Likewise Eurasia had most of the large, wild herbivorous mammals that could be domesticated – sheep, goats, cows, pigs and horses. Africa too had herbivores like the hippo, the rhinoceros, the Cape buffalo and the zebra but their behavioral traits, their insufficient docility or sheer orneriness, made them hard to domesticate. In consequence when cows, sheep, etc., became available in other continents, the indigenous people rapidly adopted them (e.g. the plains Indians and the horse; Southern Africans and the cow about 2000 BC).

Of course, this agricultural complex of biota and animals could spread and indeed parts of it did, as exemplified by the case of cattle; but for the most part, in the pre-columbean era spread was primarily latitudinal. Domesticated crops in particular could spread naturally only through similar climatic zones which Diamond argues, somewhat erroneously, were organized in a latitudinal manner
. So domesticated crops might spread from the Near East to Western Europe and to China but not into, for example, Southern Africa or into the Americas via the Bering land bridge, when in fact it was not submerged under the ocean: the severe winters and boreal forests of northeastern Siberia and the far north of North America would simply have prohibited it. Only with the voyages of discovery could the unique European agricultural complex spread to other areas of the world which shared a similar climate: what Crosby called the neo-Europes of the far south of Latin America, North America, Australasia and, to a lesser degree, South Africa. When Europeans migrated overseas in large numbers in the nineteenth century these were the characteristic destinations, not least because they could establish there an agriculture with which they were totally familiar.
 
But at the same time – and this is my point – they were vehicles for the spread of modernity since they brought with them not just an ecological complex but also a particular set of technologies and nascent agricultural sciences developed with that complex in view. They also brought with them tastes for manufactured products and a desire not just to farm but also to exchange farm products for those same manufactured ones. If it did not yet appear natural to them, capitalism was certainly something they were used to and willing to see imposed on their new worlds. Private property in land was taken for granted. Land was bought and sold as some farmers inevitably got into difficulties so a landless class that could work for the more successful landowners would eventually emerge.
But to return to the main gist of the Crosby / Diamond argument: How was it that Europeans were able to prevail so easily in the New World of the Western Hemisphere and in Australasia. For sure they had certain technical advantages. They had the horse, for example, along with guns and gunpowder. But most significantly they enjoyed an ecological advantage: they decimated native populations not so much through their firearms but through the contagious diseases they spread among them – smallpox, typhus, influenza, venereal diseases, for instance. These were diseases that had originated in a Neolithic revolution which the native populations the Europeans now confronted had not experienced, and diseases to which the latter, but clearly not the natives, had acquired some natural immunity.
The Central Role of Capitalist Development
We need a position from which to evaluate these various claims about the nature of modernity and how it was produced. My starting point in setting out such a position is the following observation: The making of the modern world, the increasing tempo of that ‘making’, the period of history to which it corresponds, happen to coincide with the emergence and development of capitalism as a social force. I do not think that this is fortuitous. Rather it is capitalist development that has been the major structuring force; indeed the veritable motor of change.

The making of the modern world corresponds to huge changes in our ability to control and harness for human purposes natural forces and substances. This is why, at least in some parts of the globe, it has been accompanied by fairly dramatic improvements in people’s standard of living. It has also brought about equally massive social changes. Traditional communities and ways of thinking have been smashed and social relations reordered through the rise of the state and the market nexus. And despite the wealth, horrendous inequalities have been produced on a global scale. Capitalism is centrally implicated in these changes.

To start, however, with changes in our relation with nature, changes registered in technique, in the diffusion of technologies, including the agricultural ones of interest to Crosby and Diamond, as with other organisms, the relation to nature is the most fundamental one outside of ourselves that we have. As Marx and Engels famously remarked:

"... we must begin by stating the first premise of all human existence and, therefore, of all history, the premise, namely, that men must be in a position to live in order to be able to 'make history'. But life involves before everything else eating and drinking, a habitation, clothing and many other things. The first historical act is thus the production of the means to satisfy these needs, the production of material life itself. And indeed this is an historical act, a fundamental condition of all history, which today, as thousands of years ago, must daily and hourly be fulfilled merely in order to sustain human life" (The German Ideology p.48)

Nevertheless, in understanding historical change, including the making of the modern world, in no way can we rely purely on an ecological view: one that regards human beings simply as organisms like other forms of animal life. This is because for human beings the relation to nature is always mediated by relations of a social sort. To be sure some of these are the relations which we enter into in the labor process itself: we cooperate with others, we draw on their knowledge and also their products in a division of labor. In this regard we should note in passing how capitalist development has been characterized by an increasing socialization of production. The division of labor has been intensified so that specialization has increased and many of the means of production that have been developed require people working together in large groups: the modern blast furnace, the commercial airplane, irrigation works, the railroad and the airport, for example.

But we can only understand this socialization by examining those relations into which people enter before the labor process begins. These are relations of property. Under capitalism people relate to production as owners of property: as owners of labor power, of means of production, of the money that can unite the two in acts of production. By virtue of the fact that they are private property these are things people can buy and sell. And to the extent that immediate producers are separated from the means of production, production can only take place through the aegis of owners of money who have the means to purchase and so reunite owners of labor power with the means of production. This means that it is the owners of large sums of money who organize production: once they have purchased the elements of the labor process they are compelled to produce in order to get their money back through the sale of the product. They have become capitalists and have become involved in an endless series of commodity exchanges: the purchase of labor power and means of production, the sale of the subsequent product, the laying out of the money appropriated for more labor power and means of production, and so on.

So the separation of immediate producers from the means of production is the crucial pre-condition for the emergence of capitalism. Without it there can be no markets in labor power and no markets in land and means of production. After all, if someone enjoys rights of possession in land why should they want to earn a wage in order to procure means of subsistence? How was it that those who did the production – European serfs, perhaps – got so separated allowing markets to form and the owners of money capital to step into the breach? How it happened varied a great deal. In England there were a variety of forces that came together: the forcible expulsion of serfs from manorial estates by feudal lords intent on converting the land to sheep – the focus of Thomas More in his famous work of the period, Utopia; the dissolution of the monasteries by Henry VIII, the sale of huge monastic estates to court favorites and the subsequent conversion of monks and nuns into wage workers. In a context where the customary rights of peasants in the land were converted into private property rights, for example, as in France, taxation would mean pressure to produce at least something for the market. Some, for reasons perhaps of illness or simply bad decisions, would fail to meet their tax obligations and be forced to sell some of their land to more successful neighbors in order to raise the necessary money. Eventually they might have insufficient land on which to make a living and be forced to supplement what they grew with wage labor for one of their more successful neighbors. In South Africa, on the other hand, it was different again. The settlers simply took possession of native land and forcibly expelled them so that in order to obtain access to means of subsistence they had to work for the settlers for a wage.

However, whatever the origins of the separation of immediate producers from the means of production, and the beginnings of the production of commodities with commodities, there can be no doubt that it unleashed tremendous changes in how production was organized, in social relations and in the development of the capacity to produce on an increasing scale. One way of understanding this is in terms of the fact of competition. Under capitalism production decisions are private: it is capitalists that decide what to produce and they do so without consultation with each other and without any other sort of purposeful coordination. But this means that there is no guarantee that the product can be sold. It is taken to market with a view to sale but it may not be sold, or at least not at a price sufficient to cover the outlays made for its production. It is only after the fact of exchange that capitalists can adjust their production – what they produce, how they produce it, and how much they produce. Uncertainty reigns and it is an uncertainty the resolution of which is of a highly consequential kind. This is because it can mean the difference between staying in business and going bankrupt and hence being forced into the ranks of the wage workers.

To stay in business, to make sure that it is your product that is sold and you are not the one with irretrievable expenses, competition becomes a necessity. This assumes diverse forms but the most obvious are those of cheapening the product and developing it. Cheapening the product can involve capitalists in a search for more efficient technologies which can economize on raw materials or on workers: new machinery or new ways of organizing the labor process as in an intensification of the division of labor. Alternatively it may be that there are opportunities in the form of cheaper labor or cheaper raw-materials elsewhere. Gaining access to these, however, may be conditional upon a development of the technology of transportation or of production itself, thus allowing unskilled workers to do the job where formerly it required the skilled. In these ways capitalism, through competition, develops the productivity of workers: their ability to produce. As Marx and Engels comment in The Communist Manifesto:
“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, canalization 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 labor?” (The Communist Manifesto, p.6)

A second competitive strategy is the development of the product. This may involve improvements in existing products as exemplified by the history of the automobile or the house. Or it may mean the identification, development and bringing to market of entirely new products like the video player, artificial fibers such as nylon, or new drugs. Every product has a history and capitalism, through the spur of competition, has greatly expanded the variety of products and variations around a single product that are available to us. Capitalism stimulates, therefore, not just the development of technological capabilities but also the development of social needs. But these are unintended consequences. The goal is profit and as much profit as possible. Given the inherent uncertainty of markets only through amassing profits can capitalists hope to survive: to put together the resources that will allow them to endure the vagaries of business and to invest in those new technologies and new products that will give them a competitive edge. This means pressures towards the investment of profits rather than their consumption: investment in new, more productive technologies, in new products for which tastes have yet to be nurtured. Society is revolutionized from top to bottom. Again, Marx and Engels:

“The bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionizing the instruments of production, and thereby the relations of production, and with them the whole relations of society … Constant revolutionizing of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish the bourgeois epoch from all earlier ones. All fixed, fast frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned …” (The Communist Manifesto, p.4)

Capitalism has revolutionized not just society but space as well. Commodity exchange has expanded into virtually every nook and cranny in the world. Industries reach further afield for the cheaper raw-materials that will allow them to be competitive. They invade new markets elsewhere in order to ensure that their products are sold. Globalization is old, not new, as Marx and Engels make clear:

“ … new industries … that no longer work up indigenous raw material, but raw material drawn from the remotest zones; industries whose products are consumed, not only at home, but in every quarter of the globe. In place of the old wants, satisfied by the production of the country, we find new wants, requiring for their satisfaction the products of distant lands and climes. In place of the old local and national seclusion and self-sufficiency, we have intercourse in every direction.” (The Communist Manifesto, p.5)

It is in Europe, moreover, that capitalism first emerges as a social force. It is from Europe that it is organized, at least at first, as a global presence and expands elsewhere creating nuclei in particular places – Crosby’s neo-Europes – where it takes off in the same revolutionary fashion that Marx and Engels describe for the European case. For the ‘uniformitarians’, on the other hand, people reviewed earlier in this Module, the story that Marx and Engels tell misplaces its emphasis. True, Marx and Engels do accord some significance to the voyages of discovery and the effect it had on trade and therefore on capitalist development: 

“The discovery of America, the rounding of the Cape, opened up fresh ground for the rising bourgeoisie. The East-Indian and Chinese markets, the colonization of America, trade with the colonies, the increase in the means of exchange and in commodities generally, gave to commerce, to navigation, to industry, an impulse never before known, and thereby, to the revolutionary element in the tottering feudal society, a rapid development” (The Communist Manifesto, p.2)

But they find Europe’s takeoff not in the expansion of trade and the return of loot from the Americas, but in the process that separated the immediate producers from the means of production. Trade was important in allowing some to put together those large sums of money that could then be used to reunite immediate producers with the means of production: laying out money for the hire of workers for a wage and the purchase of the means of production and raw-materials that they would need in order to produce. 

Capitalism has been the revolutionary force. It has revolutionized everything; culture, political life, economic life, the arts, whatever you wish to name. Consider the following:

· Most of the people who have ever lived in the history of the world have lived since the fifteenth century. Without the extraordinary productive power of capitalism, its ability to expand the capacity of the earth to support people in terms of food, clothing, shelter and warmth, without its stimulus to the medical sciences, this could not have happened. 

· Political life has been revolutionized. George Bush talks about democracy as if it is something that can be transplanted by sheer will. He ignores the fact that democracy as we know it has its preconditions. These are social in character, and capitalist development brings them along in its wake. Capitalist development creates a working class which faces the social risks of unemployment and insufficiency, and it is this working class that spearheads the drive for democratic rights and, in particular, a right to have a say in state policy.

· States in their current form are something else. They are highly centralized and have powers, as well as responsibilities that are historically unprecedented. Not only that, this is a form of polity that has spread across the globe.

· Capitalism has its own distinct cultural forms. Punctuality is a norm that we are socialized into from an early age, and with good reason: punctuality is a virtue demanded by employers. We make distinctions between working and living, but this is a distinction that would have been alien to pre-capitalist societies. That sort of rigid division of the day was virtually unknown. On its back has risen a whole bundle of leisure industries, further transforming our cultural life. 
Capitalist development has, of course, been a mixed bag. Along with it has come the rise of nationalism and racism. We need to ask ourselves: Without capitalist development, would we have had industrialized killing? Accordingly modernity, whether it has been a good or a bad thing, has been highly contested. In the nineteenth century novelists like George Eliot
 looked back nostalgically to an age of close, community ties. These apprehensions about runaway urbanization and social atomization were shared by many politicians who feared the rise of a politically aware working class. Doubts about modernity continue down to the present day. Its benefits are often seen as being for some but not for everybody. So some have gained and some have lost. This is an accounting to which we will return at the end of the course.

ESSENTIAL CONCEPTS, NAMES AND CONTRASTS

Modern / traditional




Differentiation / connection

Modern / modernizing / modernization / modernity

Diffusionism 





Chinese technological prowess

Environmentalism




Jared Diamond

Karl Marx





Alfred Crosby

The Neolithic revolution



Joseph Needham

Pre-columbean




Capitalism

The labor process and its constituent elements
Socialization of production

Capitalism 





Wage labor

The double ‘freedom’ of labor power


Cost / product competition

Wage labor

� There are other, deviant, uses of the term, however. The British, again, talk about modern languages and modern history in contrast to the classical languages and to the history of the ancient world. Similarly talking about the modern composers like Mendelssohn or Ravel certainly does not indicate any superiority over the classical, like Bach and Haydn; for the most part, simply that the latter were earlier.


� However, and seemingly paradoxically, cell ‘phones are extraordinarily common. This is in part due to the weak penetration of the telephone network into the deep rural areas, but that cannot be the sole explanation.


� As well as pests like the rabbit.


� Like serfdom which bound the immediate producer to the manor and made services in kind to the feudal lord obligatory. Unsurprisingly perhaps, the term ‘serf’ is based on the Latin ‘servus’ meaning ‘slave’.


� As a rapid examination of climatic variation along latitudes would confirm. Columbus is in the same latitude as Madrid, but you couldn’t grow maize around Madrid except, perhaps, with irrigation, and you would not be able to cultivate cork oaks or olive trees around Columbus! 


� And at the same time, crops and animals – particularly maize and the potato – were brought back from the New World and incorporated into Old World agriculture.


� Read her Silas Marner, for example.
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