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INTRODUCTION

This volume celebrates the 75th anniversary of the Economic History Society founded in 1926.
The aim was to produce an archive of essays, reflecting the personalities and plurality of the
subject. Contributors were asked to write to the general theme ‘What economic history means
to me’ or, if preferred, ‘What economic and social history means to me’. The initiative was
publicised in the Society’s newsletter and in broadsheets circulated at conferences. Members of
the Society were also approached individually. Essays of a variety of kinds were encouraged
from serious academic and intellectual pieces to light hearted autobiographical or anecdotal
contributions and mixes of the two. It was suggested that contributors might wish to write on
the broader implications of their own specialist field, or reflect upon the nature of the subject
and its links with others. Reminiscence of events, training, career paths, incidents, inspirations
or personalities was encouraged.

The initiative bore extraordinarily rich fruit: a veritable melange of diverse commentaries and
experiences is the result. More than 100 researchers, teachers, museum specialists,
administrators, government officials, archivists and retired academics who share a commitment
to economic and social history have generously spared time to write about their interest in the
subject. The contributors come from very different institutional, age, gender, national and
cultural perspectives: a global array and diversity which far exceeded the expectations of this
editor. The project has clearly appealed most strongly to retired colleagues though most are
retired in name only and remain key inspirational figures. Such writers are in a prime position to
reflect upon their careers, intellectual fashions, institutional peculiarities and on early
personalities in the Society. British and American academics in their 40s and 50s are also
strongly represented: those benefiting from the 60s expansion of University provision and
experiencing their training at a time when social science was really taking off, including
econometrics, cliometrics and the new social history, and when student politics were at their
height. Different cohorts with different sets of influences, perspectives and career paths can be
identified. The collection also includes one or two most thoughtful essays from younger
scholars just setting out on their journey in the subject. Every essay submitted is included in the
collection.

Many contributors speak of important books which introduced them to economic or social
history whilst still at school or in early months at University: the works. of Marx, Tawney,
Braudel, Hill, Bloch, Clapham, Rostow, Ashton are most often mentioned. Some authors stress
the influence of family, neighbourhood and region, the economic circumstances and
environment in which they were raised and the importance of economic history in making sense
of such experiences. Many essays mention the ways in which important decisions and choices
were made in selecting universities, courses and research topics and the importance of various
mentors in assisting with those choices. The stimulus of certain lecturers and supervisors is
stressed. Thus lineages of influence can be traced from one generation of historians to the next
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where particular individuals and institutions have clearly played a decisive role in shaping a
whole generation or two of practitioners in the field. The important influence of Postan for
many years at Cambridge and of Tawney, Ashton, Fisher and others at the LSE, of Unwin and
his students (and Ashton) at Manchester and of the Oxford historians might be expected but the
very wide impact (upon British-born historians) of the Nottingham Department under Chambers
(particularly its links with Australia), of Birmingham, of Aberdeen and Belfast, amongst others,
are intriguing. Similar lineages are suggested at other European centres and at key North
American institutions, notably Princeton and Harvard.

The major authorities quoted by historians as influential during their training make very strange
bedfellows reflecting political and methodological polarities in the subject which have
contributed to its vitality: Marx, Toynbee, Postan,” Clapham, Ashton, Tawney, Rostow, Hill,
Hobsbawm, North, Fogel, Kindleberger, Kuznets, Gerschenkron, Braudel, Stone, (to capture
only the most prominent). Rostow’s Stages figure very importantly though most contributors
suggest that the book was influential because it provoked their critical response. Similar views
are expressed, in retrospect, about much of the cliometric revolution. Many contributors
illustrate how they came to economic history via or alongside social or political history and they
celebrate the broad church nature of the subject and of the Society.

Many write of the key relationship between history and economics, particularly what historical
study can bring to the discipline of economics: that economics should be about understanding
behaviour as well as predicting responses and that history has a key role in this respect. Several
stress the need for history to go beyond gathering data to test economic theories: that historians
should create their own models, theories and approaches out of the evidence and circumstances
of the past. History can thus act as a reminder to economics about the temporal and cultural
specificity of its ideas and of the need for dynamic and long run as well as short run analyses.
Several writers argue that long-run analysis and growth theory are subjects where economic
history can make a most valuable contribution. It can also highlight the difference between
economic growth and rising real incomes on the one hand and human progress, in a wider moral
and cultural sense, on the other. Several anthors see economic history occupying a crucial
position between history and economics able to combine methods from both: inductive with
deductive, ideographic with nomothetic, literary with mechanical approaches. Some assess the
benefits and costs of econometric approaches, others suggest the potential of increasing
emphasis upon chaos and contingency in theory. Many give particular examples of work which
they have done in policy-related areas or in government service.

Several writers mention the stimulus brought to the subject by new institutional approaches and
Chandlerian business history. Others mention advances in economics which can bring the
subject nearer to the complexities of real world situations which are the stuff of history:
endogenous growth theory, new growth indicators, bounded rationality, asymmetrical
information, moral hazard and time inconsistency. Some essays illustrate this very well or in
other ways show the uses to which rational choice theory and marginal utility analysis can be
put. Some authors are more suspicious of neoclassical and present-centred models arguing that
economic history should be more open to ideas from other social sciences: anthropology,
psychology, sociology. Some decry postmodemism, others assess the potential importance of
post-structural approaches for economic history. Several contributors write, above all, of the
need for economic history to be accessible, appealing and entertaining whilst keeping in mind
and addressing big moral questions (as Tawney advocated). Barry Supple reminds us that
‘Economic history is positioned at the intersection not only of disciplines but of some of the
central preoccupations and moral needs of human society’. This is what makes it so important.
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In addition to the personal essays, the volume benefits from Negley Harte’s excellent piece on
the history of the Society and from appendices researched by Douglas Farnie. Together these
provide a starting point for anyone wishing further to pursue the history of the subject or the
careers of those involved in the discipline more broadly.

Like history itself, the essays can be read in many ways. They can be analysed in relation to
their theoretical and empirical content; prosopographically, as a (possibly unique?) exercise in
the collective biography of a profession; as a series of statements about the state of economic
history and its links to other subjects. But, like history, they can also be approached in another
way. They can simply be enjoyed, with a smile, for what they are: stories, reflections and
recollections, cool and logical in parts, musing and meandering in others: challenging, critical,
speculative, satisfying, entertaining, funny, sad, personal and human. There is everything here
from the technology specialist who spins wool for his own jumpers to tales about the castration
of sheep using teeth. There are Klondike spaces, Damascus roads, love affairs, unintended
consequences, paths, patterns, dialogues, lives and livelihoods. We meet parachutists and truffle
hunters, ‘big think’ and ‘little think’ types. From Japan to Italy via Australia, France, Spain,
Finland, Germany, North America and Great Britain: an intellectual odyssey, encounters with
‘poseurs’, giants, explorers, martyrs, saggar makers’ bottom knockers and other ordinary folk.

As Patrick O’Brien writes in his essay, “No scholar has written a history of economic history on
an international or (I believe) on a national basis. There seems to be nothing on the shelves like
those multi-volume magisterial histories of physics, chemistry and astronomy that help natural
scientists to comprehend from where their disciplines originated, how they developed, and to
point up horizons towards which they are travelling.” If the current volume is not only an
enjoyable read but also provides material for such a history in the future, it will have served an
important function: an excellent way to have celebrated the anniversary!

Pat Hudson
Cardiff University
February 2001
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The Economic History Society, 1926-2001

Negley Harte

It is appropriate to preface the essays which follow with a short introduction to the history of
the Society whose anniversary they celebrate. The Economic History Society was founded at
a conference held at the Institute of Historical Research, University of London in July 1926
but the ground had been made fertile for it over the previous 50 years. It was half a century
earlier, in 1876, that ‘economic history’ first entered the title of an examination paper.
‘Political Economy and Economic History’ was examined as part of the new History Tripos
in Cambridge. In 1878, when the Rev. William Cunningham returned to Cambridge after four
years based in Liverpool lecturing for the newly-created Cambridge extension system, he
found that no-one was properly teaching for the new paper, and that what the subject needed
was a text-book. In 1882 the first edition in one relatively small volume duly appeared of his
The Growth of English Industry and Commerce, a work that was to grow into three fat
volumes. Either the first exam paper in 1876 or the first textbook in 1882 can be taken to
mark the beginning of what might be called the ‘take-off” for economic history as a discipline
in Britain.

In 1881 and 1882 Arnold Toynbee gave his famous course of lectures in Oxford,
reconstructed after his early death and published as Lectures on the Industrial Revolution of
the Eighteenth Century in England (1884). In 1882 there also appeared the second volume of
Thorold Rogers’s massive History of Agriculture and Prices in England, the first volume of
which had appeared in 1866; the other five volumes were to follow in 1887 and 1902. In
1885 W. J. Ashley published the first volume of his Introduction to English Economic
History and Theory, a book dedicated to the memory of Arnold Toynbee. In the same year
Ashley left Oxford and went to Toronto as Professor of Political Economy and Constitutional
History. The inaugural lecture he gave there was dedicated to Gustav Schmoller, one of the
German scholars in whose hands economic history was more developed in Germany than it
was in England. In 1892 Ashley moved on to Harvard, becoming the first Professor of
Economic History in the English-speaking world.

From its foundation in 1895, the London School of Economics (LSE) placed economic
history centrally among the Social Sciences. Cunningham was brought in from Cambridge as
a part-time teacher of the subject ‘to counteract Marshall’, as Sidney Webb explicitly said.
Economic history was also taught by the original Director, W.A.S. Hewins, whose first book,
English Trade and Finance chiefly in the Seventeenth Century (1892) had described him on
the title page as ‘University Extension Lecturer on Economic History’. When Hewins
resigned the Directorship of the School at the end of 1903, tempted away by Joseph
Chamberlain to run the Tariff Commission, it was decided that there ought to be a full-time
lectureship in economic history established in order to continue the teaching he had
undertaken. Lilian Tomn, a few months later to become Mrs Knowles, was appointed and at
the beginning of 1904 took up the first full-time position in the subject in a British university.
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She had been one of the first research students at LSE, and before that a Cambridge pupil of
Cunningham’s. With this appointment, economic history’s ‘take-off” was complete and its
mature growth began.

The second university appointment specifically in economic history was the lectureship held
at the University of Manchester by H. O. Meredith from 1905 to 1908. The textbook he
published in 1908, Outlines of the Economic History of England showed that the lectures he
gave in Manchester were on an established rather than a pioneering discipline. In 1907 a third
lectureship in the subject was established, at Oxford, and filled by L.L. Price. The fourth
followed in 1908 at Edinburgh, held by George Unwin. It was Unwin who filled the first
chair in the subject in Britain, that established at Manchester in 1910. Lilian Knowles had
become a Reader in the subject at LSE in 1907, the first in the country, and in 1909 Price was
promoted to a Readership at Oxford. But the establishment of a chair in a field marks a new
stage in maturity. The second chair came in 1921, when one was established at LSE for the
promotion of Mrs Knowles. By the early 1920s economic history was well established in its
original quadrilateral between Cambridge, Oxford, LSE and Manchester. The Professorships
at Manchester and LSE, and the Readership at Oxford had as yet no institutional equivalent in
Cambridge, but J.H. Clapham was giving his lectures on economic history there from 1908,
twenty years before Cambridge created a chair in the subject for him. In 1926 the first
volume of Clapham’s monumental Economic History of Modern Britain, appeared dedicated
to the memory of two improbably but appropriately linked names - Cunningham and
Marshall. The old Methodenstreit was over; courses of lectures and research were the order
of the day.

Such was the stage economic history had grown to by 1926. Economic history was ready to
accept the final accolade of recognition as an independent discipline: the founding of a
professional society to bring its practitioners together and the founding of a specialist journal
devoted to the subject. The first two professors of the subject both died in post, both
relatively young - Unwin in 1925 and Mrs Knowles in 1926. The leading roles in founding
the Society were played by a harmonious duet formed by Eileen Power and R H. Tawney. A
third part was played, crucially but less harmoniously, by E. Lipson. These three got the
Economic History Society founded and the Economic History Review established.

Eileen Power and R.H. Tawney both taught at the London School of Economics, lived as
neighbours in Mecklenburgh Square, and ran a seminar together on the social and economic
history of Tudor England at the Institute of Historical Research from 1923. Power had been
on the staff of LSE since 1921, the year the Institute of Historical Research was founded,
becoming Reader in Economic History in 1924. She had previously taught at Girton College,
Cambridge, where she had been a student, and after graduating in 1910, she had been a
research student at LSE. Eileen Power was a woman of charismatic charm and beauty
‘Everyone was in love with her’, Nora Carus-Wilson once said to me, her eyes brightening.
‘Of course we all loved Eileen; she was the only person in the department who was not a
gentleman...”, said Jack Fisher on another occasion. Eileen Power’s biography has been
engagingly written by Maxine Berg, who captures her academic and social life in the 1920s
and 1930s in a fascinating manner.

Tawney had been connected with LSE since 1912. He had studied classics at Oxford and had
learnt economics by lecturing on the subject at the University of Glasgow (1906-08), after
which he had conducted the original pioneering tutorial classes for the Workers” Educational
Association at Longton and at Rochdale. From 1917 Tawney was a Lecturer in Economic
History at LSE, and a Reader from 1923. Besides his historical work, Tawney was
increasingly well known in public life after 1918, when he stood as Labour Party candidate,
“serving on the Sankey Commission in 1919 as a representative of the Miners’ Federation, and
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on various Church of England commissions concerned with Christianity and industrial and
ethical questions. His Acquisitive Society (1921) made him well-known, and Religion and
the Rise of Capitalism (1926) made him very well-known. Tawney and Power, close friends
and colleagues, produced their three volumes of Tudor Economic Documents in 1924. Two
years later - the year when Tawney’s Religion and the Rise of Capitalism appeared - together
they produced the Economic History Society.

Ephraim Lipson was a different kettle of fish. The son of a Jewish furniture dealer in
Sheffield, he graduated from Cambridge with a first in history in 1910, but found no opening
there and migrated to Oxford as a private tutor and independent researcher. The first volume
of his Economic History of England appeared in 1915 and his History of the Woollen and
Worsted Industries in 1921. He was disabled since being dropped as a small child and he was
always conscious of being jeered at. He was a self-conscious outsider. He was very well-read
but he did not shine like Tawney or sparkle like Power. However, he was creator of the
Economic History Review, originally published by A. & C. Black, the publisher of his own
books and for whom he was a consultant. He had first proposed an economic history
equivalent of the English Historical Review to them in 1924.

When Eileen Power came to organise the economic history session at the second Anglo-
American Historical Conference at the Institute of Historical Research in July 1926, two
strands fell carefully together. Sir William Ashley - as he now was, retired from the chair of
Commerce that he had occupied at the University of Birmingham from 1901 to 1925 - was to
give a paper on ‘the place of economic history in university studies’, and there was to be
discussion of, as Eileen Power put it, ‘the new Economic History Society and the Economic
History Review and other methods of promoting the subject’. The meeting, on 14th July
1926, brought the Society into existence. The Review had already been initiated by a contract
between A. & C. Black and Lipson and Tawney signed on 11" May 1926 (during the General
Strike). There had been preliminary meetings to discuss these matters from at least March
1926. Arthur Redford - Reader in Economic History at Manchester after Unwin’s death in
1925 - came from Manchester to a couple of committee meetings, and in his diary for 23%
March he noted: ‘I got the impression we were being used as camouflage for Lipson’s
scheming’!

Lipson was trying to move quickly at this stage, since the Royal Economic Society had
decided to produce a new economic history supplement to their Economic Journal and the
first issue of Economic History was speedily produced and actually appeared in January
1926. Cambridge and Keynes were trying to outwit Oxford and Lipson. Lipson, paranoid
even without being persecuted, was forced into alliance with Tawney and Power, scholars
enjoying the universal admiration denied to him. The first issue of the Economic History
Review appeared in 1927, backed by the members of the new Economic History Society.
(Economic History, the supplement to the Economic Journal continued to appear in strange
rivalry until 1940; Keynes was not easily outwitted). Lipson and Tawney were the joint
editors of the Review, but Lipson did all the editorial work in Oxford, assisted by Miss Julia
Mann, then a young Vice-Principal and subsequently Principal of St Hilda’s College in
Oxford. She was working with A.P. Wadsworth, later editor of the Manchester Guardian
and a student of Tawney’s from the WEA class at Rochdale, on their collaborative Cotton
Trade and Industrial Lancashire,1600-1780 (1931).

Sir William Ashley duly became the first President of the Society, and his paper at the
foundation meeting was published as the first article in the first number of the Economic
History Review. He was elderly and retired (he was to die in 1927). Eileen Power became the
first Secretary of the Society, and she was the driving force. The early minutes are all kept in
her distinctive round hand, and all the Society’s correspondence was dealt with by her aunt
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Ruby (Miss Clegg). By June 1927 a membership list was printed containing 529 individual
names (a slight overestimate of the real membership, since they had not all paid their
subscriptions) plus 148 libraries. Of the libraries as many as 115 were overseas, 77 of them in
the United States. Americans numbered 79 of the individual members, by far the largest
group of foreigners, with Canada and Germany following with nine each. There was an
international flavour from the start, but the great bulk of members were British, and there was
always a drive to recruit as many schoolmasters and schoolmistresses as possible. F.W.
Tickner, nominally joint secretary with Eileen Power at the start, was a benign and earnest
schoolmaster.

It proved very hard to add to the pioneering band of 500 or so who joined the Society at the
beginning. The next 20 years saw membership falling rather than rising. It did not fall very
much, only once dipping below 400 to 366 in 1945, the last year of the war. But expansion
would have been more heartening, and there were perpetual worries throughout the 1930s
about making ends meet. In 1933 it was necessary to send out letters marked Private and
Urgent to correspondents all over the provinces asking them to recruit an additional ten
members each. The appeal evidently did not work, and membership in 1934 fell slightly. The
perpetual membership drives brought in a few distinguished foreigners, but the domestic
market could not be deepened. Many of Eileen Power’s rich friends had to dig into their
pockets.

The main change in the Society’s struggling but stable arrangements in the 1930s came in
1934 with the resignation of Lipson as editor of the Review. He had already resigned the
Readership in Economic History at Oxford that he had held in succession to L.L. Price since
1922 (though without being able to achieve any college affiliation). In 1931 it had been
decided to establish a Chichele chair of Economic History at Oxford, and Lipson had been
keen to get it. He went to great lengths to get the other two volumes of his Economic History
of England into the publisher’s hands, and at one point in 1931 A. & C. Black had 17 people
working on the index. The books were published in the nick of time, but Lipson still failed to
be appointed to the chair. It went to G.N. Clark (later Sir George Clark), a respectable figure
though not a committed economic historian of the new style. Lipson, his paranoia confirmed,
rejected Oxford in despair, and in 1934 he left the Review too. He travelled the world giving
lectures wearing his mother’s wedding ring, and writing increasingly old-fashioned text-
books. Lipson lived on until 1960, but he severed his connections with economic history
completely in 1934.

His successor as editor of the Review in 1934 was another outsider, but an altogether more
glamorous, brilliant and quick-witted one: M.M. Postan (later Sir Michael Postan). Munia
Postan (as he was known to his friends) erupted into London in 1921, when he registered as a
part-time student at LSE. Accounts of where he had come from varied kaleidoscopically.
Odessa figured large, but so did St Petersburg or perhaps Petrograd, Kiev, Czernowitz, Berlin
and Amsterdam too. Lenin figured, and the Russian army, and the Zionist cause. At all
events, he certainly took his degree at LSE in 1924 and a master’s degree in medieval
economic history in 1926. He was a student of Eileen Power’s, and he became a collaborator
in various works. From 1927 to 1931 he taught at University College London; from 1931 to
1934 he taught at the LSE; in 1934 he moved to Cambridge as a lecturer, and in 1938 he
succeeded Clapham there as Professor of Economic History. In 1934 he became sole editor of
the Review and in 1937 he became sole husband of Eileen Power (a development that
astonished many at the time). The Economic History Society became a family business.

The outbreak of war in 1939 brought an era to an end, and the first period of the Economic
History Society came to an abrupt end in 1940 when Eileen Power suddenly dropped dead in
the Tottenham Court Road. She and Postan had made their new home in Cambridge; when
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the war broke out, LSE was evacuated to Cambridge, and Postan joined the Ministry of
Economic Warfare, based in the LSE buildings off the Aldwych in London. There had been
an odd commuting reversal. Power’s death brought the Society to a full stop though various
willing hands kept it going through the war. Postan also somehow managed to keep the
Review going. The issues may have looked thin, but they were thin only physically. The
subject was alive, and in good hands. But in 1945 the Society found itself with only 366 paid-
up members (plus 228 library subscriptions), and the situation could well have been regarded
as bleak as anything was in 1945.

The graph showing the membership of the Society reveals that things were about to change.
The 30 years after 1946 were a different period to the first 20 years. Growth finally set in, and
was most striking. Membership grew from the 400 paid-up members of 1946 to a peak of
2,576 paid-up members in the jubilee year of 1976. By an extraordinary coincidence, it was
the jubilee year which was the peak. Economic history had never had it so good. It had grown
beyond Eileen Power’s pre-war dreams.

The Membership of the Society, 1926-2001

5,500

5.000 R —

4500 | __ - L . _ / \

4000 | . . K \A’\ .
3.500 Tt [ e \

. . Individuals

3.000 | oo . .
y ——— Libraries /’4 :
2.500 . . !
2,000 . /_ / N ——
1500 | . , /\/

1.000 // [
500 /\"‘“’\/ ‘/V_,_./\]

members

I
i
1

1925
1930
1935
1940
1945
1950
1955
1960
1965
1970
1975
1980
1985
1990
1995

ears

-

There was a 1960s boom, but the growth was pretty constant from the late 1940s to the early
1970s. The Clapham Report in the late 1940s said there should be more social science; the
Robbins Report in the early 1960s said there should be more universities. The sound of the
reports was heard everywhere. There was more social science. There were more universities.
Economic history hit the right note to be part of this long period of expansion.

When the Society was founded, it happened that there were no professors of the subject in
Britain. J.H. Clapham quite rightly filled the new Cambridge chair in 1928. G.N. Clark was
the new professor in Oxford in 1931, as noted above. In 1931 both Tawney and Power were
promoted to chairs at LSE, Power to the established chair vacant since Mrs Knowles’s death,
and Tawney to a new personal chair. Postan succeeded to Clapham’s chair in Cambridge in
1938, W.K. Hancock (later Sir Keith Hancock) was an eccentric choice to succeed Clark at
Oxford in 1944, and in the same year T.S. Ashton was a significant - and, as it turned out,
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enormously influential - choice to fill the chair at L.SE, vacant since Eileen Power’s death.
These chairs at Cambridge, Oxford and I.SE remained the only ones in the country, until the
quadrilateral was restored in 1945 when Arthur Redford at Manchester was promoted to
occupy the chair that had been Unwin’s.

In 1947 the first signs of expansion became evident on the professorial front, and W.H.B.
Court became the holder of the first new chair at the University of Birmingham, where
doubtless a tradition of economic history went back to Ashley and the Faculty of Commerce
in the Edwardian period. The number of professors of the expanding subject more than
doubled in the late 1950s: Dundee in 1957 (D.F. Macdonald), Glasgow in 1957
(S.G.Checkland), Bristol in 1958 (William Ashworth), Edinburgh (A.J. Youngson) and
Nottingham (J.D. Chambers) in the same year, and Leeds in 1959 (M.W Beresford). The
expansion in the subject was becoming heady. Soon there were too many professors of the
subject for them to be automatically included in Who's Who.

In the 1960s the number of chairs doubled again, and chairs invariably meant separate
independent departments of economic history. By 1970 there were chairs at Aberdeen (P.1..
Payne), Belfast (K.H. Connell), Durham (F.C.Spooner), East Anglia (R.H. Campbell), Exeter
(W.E. Minchinton), Kent (T.C. Barker), Leicester (R. Davis), Sheffield (S. Pollard),
Strathclyde (S.G.E. Lythe), Sussex (B.E. Supple), Swansea (A.W. Cole) and York (E.M.
Sigsworth). In 1950 Hancock was succeeded at Oxford by H.J. Habakkuk(Hrothgar
Habakkuk to his friends, later Sir John Habakkuk), who in his turn was succeeded in 1968 by
Peter Mathias, At LSE F.J. Fisher - universally known as Jack - succeeded T.S. Ashton on
his retirement in 1954. Postan retired at Cambridge in 1965 and was succeeded by David
Joslin, who died young, and who was succeeded in turn in 1971 by D.C. Coleman. From
1953 E.M. Carus-Wilson was awarded a personal chair at LSE, as in 1965 was A.H. John. In
1970 Eric Hobsbawm was promoted Professor of Economic and Social History at Birkbeck
College.

To trace the history of all appointments and all departments in the 1970s and up to the present
period is beyond the scope of this survey. By the 1970s the subject was evidently much
bigger, much more mature, and enjoying growth and all the benefits of growth. The results
were all made obvious on the occasion of the burgeoning conferences that the Society held
every year with such success. Before the war, there had always been an AGM held at the
LSE. In the immediate post-war period, the AGM grew into a day conference held annually
in May at the LSE. In 1946 it was attended by 40, declining to 25 in 1947. Extended to two
days in 1948 the attendance went back up to 40 and the numbers reached 60 in 1949. It was
decided in 1950 to hold a residential conference in the easter vacation, the first being held at
the University of Birmingham, in acknowledgement of Court’s new professorship there,
recognition of the growth of the subject outside the quadrilateral.

The second conference was held at Oxford one freezing weekend in 1951, and the first
weekend (or so) of the easter vacation ever since has seen the Economic History Society
taking on visible and convivial form at different universities throughout the country. The
locations are all listed in an appendix. By the 1970s they were being attended by over 250
people each year, almost all of them the academic staff and the research students in all the
booming departments of economic (often economic and social) history in practically every
university in the country, and some of the ‘polytechnics’ too.

The growth of the subject is reflected in the numbers of members as shown on the graph. The
growth is also evident in the quantity of material published in the Economic History Review.
In 1948 the Review began to have three issues per year, in place of the original two. This was
aided by a subvention from the Royal Economic Society (in place of their failed rival
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publication Economic History, which had ceased in 1940). After 1971 there were four issues
per year. By 1955 the Review was publishing 400 gripping pages per year, 600 by 1960 and
over 750 in the early 1970s. By any yardstick, economic history was bubbling and booming
and so was the Economic History Society and the Economic History Review.

The Society was remarkably well-served by its officers over this long period of growth. All
the post-war Presidents were people of remarkable distinction - first Tawney himself from
1946 to 1960, and Ashton, and then (after it was wisely decided to have a three- year term for
the presidency) Postan, Carus-Wilson, Court, Sayers (a borrowing from economics - but
acceptable, institutional, economics), Fisher, Checkland, Flinn. All these were scholars
widely and unequivocally respected in the subject. Their successors - all listed with their
dates in the appendix - have equally been highly respected and commanding and also much
liked - Michael Thompson, Theo Barker, Peter Mathias, Barry Supple, Tony Wrigley and
Patrick O’Brien.

In its secretaries the Society has also been extremely well-served. Eileen Power was a
difficult act to follow. Sir Kenneth Berrill (as he became) and then Theo Barker ran the
Society with great verve throughout the long post-war boom period, and Richard Wilson,
David Jenkins and Rick Trainor have been outstandingly good and efficient in the role in
more recent years. The Treasurers have been outstanding too. And the Editors of the Review
have all been seriously central figures in the subject. All have been outstanding guardians of
the direction of the subject, each of them most hard-working and some of the quickest minds
of any in academic life.

At the time when I begin to sound like a glossy annual report, it is clearly time to stop. But I
have to draw attention to the third period in the history of the subject as revealed in the graph.
The growth in the number of members faltered in the early 1970s; a modest growth in the late
1970s was associated with the euphoria at the time of the jubilee conference in Cambridge in
1976. But by the end of the 1970s it was increasingly clear that the economic history boom
was over. Numbers of individual members of the Society fell from the peak of over 2,500, at
the time of the jubilee in 1976, gradually and inexorably to the level of somewhat under
1,500 as we reach the 75th anniversary in 2001. The beginnings of faltering growth in the
early 1970s were disguised by a great boom in library sales of the Review facilitated by the
enterprise of the publishers. For a time in the early 1970s over 5,000 copies of the Review
were being read all over the world - or perhaps it would be more accurate to say, were in
scholarly piles all over the world waiting to be read.

The 50th anniversary of the Society in 1976 was an occasion of happy self-congratulation.
The golden jubilee issue of the Economic History Review in 1977 contained an interesting
discussion of the Society’s history by Theo Barker, and some quantitative analysis of the
growth of the subject in bibliometric terms by me. It was not realised at the time that decline
was about to set in. In the following year, 1977, institutional sales of the Review for the first
time exceeded sales to individuals. In the 1950s and 1960s, 70% or more of copies of the
Review went to individuals who actually purchased it. After the late 1970s only 40-0dd%
were individual purchasers or members. The institutional market through the 1980s and
1990s held up better than the individual market. Between 2,500 and 2,000 libraries continued
to subscribe, while individual members seeped downwards from 2,500 to 1,500.

The Society is not yet reduced to wondering how to make ends meet. It has been remarkably
well managed financially. Whether the subject has been well-managed in other ways is more
open to question. Institutionally, it has certainly suffered quite a battering in the 1980s and
1990s. Many of the booming separate departments of the 1950s and 1960s have been
amalgamated with other departments, usually ‘history’ departments. Numbers of A-level
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candidates have fallen. Applicants for ‘economic history’ courses have declined, even after it
was rendered more appealing through being called ‘economic and social history’. After 1981
‘cuts’ began to hit universities, and apparently declining subjects were especially at risk.
Economic history has been in a different world since the 1980s.

In intellectual terms, economic history had attained a great victory. By the 1980s, no history
department was concerned with the narrow political and constitutional history that had
characterised the subject when economic history was itself born institutionally. Economic and
social history expanded within history, whilst social history, gender history, all sorts of
cultural history became mainstream. But institutionally ‘economic history’ was vulnerable.
The subject, as perceived in the period of post-war boom, suffered. In 1987 D.C. Coleman - a
brilliantly able if powerfully unpredictable figure in the boom years - produced a book on the
history of the subject with the subtitle: An Account of the Rise and Decline of Economic
History in Britain. When the Presidency of the Society was offered to Donald Coleman he
rejected it in a flurry of complexity.

The Society itself had been comfortable about the period of growth. There was a launch into
publishing more than the Review. In 1954 the Society produced the first volume of Essays in
Economic History, edited by E.M. Carus-Wilson, reprinting important articles largely from
the Review. It was so successful that in 1962 two more volumes followed, reprinting articles
drawn from a wider range of sources. In 1967 the Society entered into an agreement with
Macmillan’s to publish a series of pamphlets on various aspects of the subject, all aimed at a
wider market than the narrow if scholarly ‘supplements’ that had been produced infrequently
alongside the Review.

As the decline of the late 1970s and 1980s began to impinge on the consciousness of a
perhaps complacent subject (a decline evident in any statistical series: A-level candidates,
applications for single-subject degrees in economic history, membership of the Economic
History Society, most obviously) the Society slowly began to think something should be
done. At the height of the boom in the late 1960s, the Society had turned its attention from
the long-established concern of ensuring the expansion of the subject in schools and
universities to speaking up on behalf of a mature and expanding subject to the institutions
which paid for the expansion. In particular, in 1966-67 there were long discussions with the
newly-established Social Science Research Council (as it then was) in order to ensure that
economic and social history was recognised as a discipline worth funding. The subject got its
committee, and the subject got its research funding - for a time.

By the time of the ‘cuts’ after 1981, the Society was used to speaking for the subject as it
existed in British universities, and it entered into ardent discussion with the then UGC about
the first ‘subject review’ and what emerged as the first ‘research assessment exercise’ in the
late 1980s. There was much discussion with the British Academy, with other social science
subject societies, with the University Grants Committee. The Society represented a mature
subject, one clearly established, and still thought to be growing. But it never lost its concern
with schools and the need to ensure a supply of potential students. As the number of members
began to be seen to fall in the 1980s, some of the original concerns of the 1930s began to be
revived. There were various drives to refresh the teaching of economic and social history in
schools including the establishment of the ReFRESH pamphlet series.

A major initiative came after 1987. The Council meeting at the Norwich conference in that
year anguished over a proposal to establish a ‘women’s committee’. It was forcefully pointed
out that 20% of the membership at the time of the foundation had been women, and that the
proportion of the much greater total had sunk to 10%. What was the Society to do about this?
Nothing, thought many. Get something going here, argued some. The activists turned out to
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achieve a majority, carrying the vote at a dramatic Council meeting, reconvened at midnight
after the conference bar closed. The Women’s Committee of the Society turned out not to be
a divisive influence, as had been feared. In the course of the 1990s the committee came to
hold meetings both at the annual conference and in London in November, and these meetings
turned out to be some of the most intellectually exciting and challenging occasions which the
Society had ever organised, rivalling the Society’s traditional easter residential conference in
interest.

The Society finds itself on the occasion of its 75th anniversary in robust financial health.
Intellectually, the subject has so overwhelmed the old narrow political history that ‘history’
has been transformed as a subject. Economics has retreated to narrow mathematical concerns
in a way that would shock Marshall. Economics generally ignores economic history; history,
by contrast, has incorporated economic history with enthusiasm. This leaves ‘economic
history’ in an undecided position. The core of the subject itself flourishes in every way. The
institutional indicators are, however, all registering decline. It is an interesting time to be
celebrating an anniversary.

If Tawney were able to be with us, he would surely be fascinated by the way in which the
concerns of the subject have become less dominated by the old political history, impressed by
the way in which our interests have become more sociological and cultural, as well as much
more international, just as he argued they should at the founding meeting in 1926. Even
Lipson might lurk around and find us endlessly tolerant of the disadvantaged, the eccentric,
and the antiquarian. Eileen Power would surely be thrilled to join us in Glasgow, especially
since dancing was introduced as a feature of the conference, after the Saturday dinner, at
Leeds in 1998 - begun, I think it should be recorded - by the current Treasurer of the Society
and Pene Corfield, and in which the editor of this compilation and | were willing participants.
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On Not Being an Economic Historian

G.E. Aylmer

I have no pretensions to be an economic historian. On the other hand I have been a member
of the Economic History Society since 1951-2, and normally make an attempt to read at least
some part of each issue of the Review. My initial interest was sparked by the ‘gentry
controversy’. As a graduate pupil of R.H. Tawney (and before that an undergraduate pupil of
Christopher Hill), besides having heard both Lawrence Stone and H.R. Trevor-Roper (now
Lord Dacre) lecture in Oxford, I could hardly not be marginaily involved in that debate. In
retrospect, it was J.P. Cooper’s article on ‘The Counting of Manors” which finally persuaded
me that the original Tawney-Stone case was untenable, being fatally flawed in method if not
in substance. However I was less convinced by Trevor-Roper’s alternative, as advanced in
his supplement to the Review on The Gentry 1540-1640; indeed my own first book, published
in 1961, was thought by some to demonstrate some of the flaws in his thesis. Be that as it
may, since then the interests of economic and other historians have moved on, in two related
but distinct ways. First of all there has been the development of more rigorous quantitative
methods and the rise of econometric history, where lacking the requisite mathematical
capacity I have had to struggle to try to keep up. Secondly there has been the great
burgeoning of demographic, local, social and cultural history, associated with such scholars
as Hoskins, Beresford, Laslett, Wrigley, Thirsk, Thomas and many others. I hope too that it
won’t be thought unfair to say that fewer of the most seminal articles have appeared in the
Economic History Review, compared with Past & Present and other journals, than was true at
the beginning of my career.

Having been criticised by a leading Marxist historian when I was a student for ‘being more of
an economic determinist than I should ever dare to be’ (Hill to Aylmer, 1949-59), I now have
to ask myself whether what Tawney called ‘the primacy of the economic factor’ is still
acceptable in trying to understand the human past. Plainly economic history has an enormous
amount to teach us, not only about how people lived materially in earlier societies but also
about their beliefs, institutions and non-economic behaviour. The model which I now prefer
is an interactive, rather than a base-superstructure one; to the extent that some may think
Trevor-Roper has had the best of it! On such crucial aspects as harvest fluctuation,
movements of prices and earnings, the growth of national income and the distribution of
wealth, the fiscal basis of the state, as well as through microcosmic studies of small groups
and communities, the rest of us still have much to learn. And I am disappointed if an issue
of the Review does not contain at least one article from which I can improve my knowledge
and understanding of early modern history, primarily that of England from the sixteenth to
the eighteenth centuries.

Perhaps the interactive model can be defined a little more closely. Like many others, I now
see economic and technological factors as determining what can not happen or be achieved,
limiting the range of possibilities, rather than positively determining what will happen. This
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may well seem so shatteringly obvious as hardly to be worth saying. But the implications are
a little more complex than may at first appear. Let me illustrate this from a field in which [
have long been interested: American history from the earliest English settlements to the time
of Independence and the U.S. Constitution. The plentifulness of land and the shortage of
labour, compared to Britain or indeed to the Old World as a whole, is acceptable as a broad
generalisation. But it is clearly not a sufficient explanation for the rapidity of economic and
demographic growth from the 1620s to the 1770s. There have been other societies in human
history where the same general conditions have obtained but where no comparably rapid
growth has resulted. At a minimum we need to assess the significance of the so-called
Puritan work-ethic, the familial structure of the early settlements in the northern and middle
colonies, the relatively easy availability of Afro-Caribbean slave labour in the south, and the
whole nature of the early English, then British, Empire with both the constraints and the
incentives afforded by imperial policies and other metropolitan influences. This is by no
means a definitive list of the factors requiring to be brought into consideration: relations with
the native Americans and with the non-British European settlers, the effects of ecology and
climate immediately occur. As someone who has taught this subject for many years but
never published more than a few book reviews on it, I should like to emphasise the
extraordinarily high quality of the best work on seventeenth to eighteenth century American
history, published over the last 50 years or so, predominantly but by no means exclusively on
the economic and social aspects. The new Constitution of 1787-8 itself provides a classic
instance of earlier debates, offering a very approximate paralle] with the gentry controversy
in this country: from Charles A. Beard’s An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution
(1913) to the mid and later twentieth century works of authors such as Robert E. Brown,
Forrest Macdonald, J.T Main and numerous others. With the triumphalism of the post-Cold
War era of global market ideology, emphasis has shifted back to almost exclusively political,
legal, intellectual, even philosophical interpretation. This may have been a healthy
corrective, but perhaps it is a swing too far if we think of Alexander Hamilton’s hidden — and
open — agendas as Washington’s Treasury Secretary.

Another obvious area of debate about the relative importance of economic circumstances in
relation to ideas and their application is what used to be known as the Scientific Revolution
(more or less from Copernicus to Newton). Although few, if any, historians would now want
to argue that economic changes in late medieval-early modern Europe (the ‘rise of
capitalism’) brought about the changes in how people thought about the natural world and
sought to explain it, few would be altogether happy with an explanation formulated in terms
of a self-contained world of ideas and changing intellectual paradigms to understand its
nature. One could multiply examples and actual or potential case studies. Certainly there is
plenty of work still to be done in applying the interactive model to particular historical
problems and situations.

I am not a great conference-goer, perhaps for that very reason the few conferences of the
Society which I have attended stand out in my memory the more clearly. The first was at
Bristol in (?) 1955, when Eric Hobsbawm provided a remarkable, impromptu simultaneous
translation of a paper by an eminent French scholar — was it Crouzet? Donald Coleman,
whom [ subsequently got to know and for whose work I have very great regard, read a
version of what became his famous article on ‘Labour in the English economy of the
Seventeenth Century’. In the discussion I rashly ventured to dissent from one part of his
argument; at the time I thought that he had wiped the floor with me, but afterwards T.S.
Willan, that kindly mentor of his younger colleagues, said to me quietly that he thought I had
made my point. The other conference was at York in the 1970s, when I was acting as a kind
of unofficial host. The President was W.H.B. Court, whose book on The Rise of the Midland
Industries Hill had urged me to read many years before. There was a plenary visiting lecture,
given by Le Roy Ladurie; but this time there was no simultaneous translation. Why don’t
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go to more of the Society’s conferences? The answer is not misanthropy (still less
misogyny), but time and money. Apart from the enjoyable socialising on such occasions,
virtually all the papers of any consequence will appear in print within a year or two. Maybe
that is incorrect, but such is my impression. So it is not lack of interest. In fact I have very
recently attended a symposium on Credit (in September 2000), but then this was held almost
on my door step in Oxford. Long may the Economic History Society and its Review flourish.
At least my executors will have a nice run of which to dispose.

Gerald E. Aylmer (b. 30. 4. 1926) was an Honorary Fellow of St. Peter’s College and a
member of the Modern History Faculty in the University of Oxford. From 1963 to 1978 he
was Professor of History and Head of Department at the University of York, and from 1978
to 1991 Master of St. Peter’s College, Oxford. He was President of the Royal Historical
Society 1985-89. His first book, The King's Servants: The Civil Servants of Charles I, 1625-
42 published in 1961 was followed by his engagement in lively debate about the rise of the
gentry in the seventeenth century. He authored and edited more than a dozen books and more
than 40 learned articles mainly on British early-modern political and socio-economic history.
Sadly, Gerald Aylmer died on 17.12.2000 as this book was being prepared for the press. An
obituary by Barrie Dobson appeared in The Independent 30.12.2000.
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What Economic History Has Meant To Me . . . with an appendix,
Plagiarist and Poseur Revealed?

Maurice Beresford

To the question set - what economic history has meant to me — I might have answered in one
short sentence, - ‘My bread and butter, and never a dull moment’ — but I must say that from
the earliest days it has always astonished me to be paid a salary for doing what was so
pleasant, and with such a companionable gang of participants to meet at conferences,
seminars, or in the pages of the Review. How pleasant to have been spinning words for so
long, and to find that the world contained editors and publishers who were willing to turn
them into galley proofs and thence to publication. Thus my collection of rejection slips
numbers zero.

How flexible it has been to be able to follow one’s own fancy in the choice of subject matter
wherever documentary encounters in libraries and archives or the observations of field work
— my chief sources of fodder ~ would lead me. Flexible too, in the range of subject matter
that was admitted as ‘economic history’ and fit for the concern of a lecturer with those two
words in his title — even at the risk of being thought of at different times as an archaeologist, a
geographer, a travel writer: but never (I swear) as a refugee from cconomic theorising into

cliometry.

It was History that bred me: as a schoolboy I had been first captivated by reading Tawney;
and then as an undergraduate by listening to Eileen Power, to Postan and to John Saltmarsh,
three lecturers of the years 1938-41 with a fatal power to captivate. Subsequently my loyalty
has always been to the art of telling a good story while remembering the reader at my
shoulder or the audience lined up in lecture rooms; and never forgetting the thin red line
between education and entertainment.

The War intervened before I could become a research student, and the directive of a
Conscientious Objectors Tribunal consigned me to labour as a social worker. An irony of
fate then concealed from Sir John Clapham, the Chairman of that Tribunal, was that he,
appointed 40 years earlier to be the first holder of the Chair of Economics at Leeds, was now
facing a lad who, 20 years later, would become that University’s first Professor of Economic
History. In 1940 I was not myself dejected at the directive of the Tribunal. A life of gowns,
high tables and senior common rooms as it appeared to me then was simply an ivory tower.
My career ambition, in so far as anyone in that month of Dunkirk dared to have thoughts
about a career, was to be a social worker, and before the end of 1947, when William Hoskins
invited me over to Leicester to chat about ridge and furrow, I did not set foot in any
University. My first acceptance letter as a contributor to the Economic History Review did
not find me at a University address.
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Thus the pleasures of being a University teacher of economic history came to me only when I
was 28 years old and a self-taught researcher. Therefore, although when as a young lecturer
at Leeds I was assigned the supervision of the doctorates of two ex-servicemen, almost my
own age, in the persons of Eric Sigsworth and Peter Bowden; I had to conceal a certain
amount of guilt to be revealed with no higher degree to my name. But the gamble paid off:
Peter became the historian of the Tudor wool market; and in his leisure time during a career
as the Canadian government’s chief statistician has returned to his first love by providing the
statistical material for successive volumes of the Agrarian History. Eric’s career at York and
Humpberside, confirmed his status as a major historian of the Yorkshire textile industry and of
Victorian society. He was a colourful personality and he and I taught each other a great deal.

Certainly, to have had at different times co-authors as varied as Herbert Finberg, John Hurst,
Glan Jones, Kenneth St. Joseph and Brian Barber has given me, belatedly, something as a
substitute for my lack of a formal research training. Herbert Finberg was the founding editor
of the Agrarian History, and technically an amateur historian, coming late to our profession
(as Hoskins’s successor to the headship of Leicester’s Department of English local history)
from the business of fine book publishing at the Broadwater Press. At his retirement from
Leicester he became my co-author for English Medieval Boroughs (1973). This seasoned
controversialist could not refrain from flourishing a pistol at the University administrators by
asking me to insert in the final proofs a prefatory note to explain our partnership — ‘when
Professor Finberg retired from his chair at Leicester under the inexorable rules of academic
superannuation, which bear no relation to a scholar’s capacity and inclination for continued
work, it suited both of us to join forces although he adds that he is not responsible for the
editorial presentation of the Gazetteer, in which the publishers have followed their house
style’. The publishers David and Charles accepted this disclaimer with a good grace, coming
as it did from one who had designed an Order of Service for a Coronation (despite their
discovery that one of their clerks had put into an envelope and posted to Herbert a carbon
copy intended for me which had a hand-written postscript growling gently about ‘that
awkward bugger, Finberg’). I was left to tremble in anticipation of an explosion and a flurry
of writs, but Herbert’s sense of humour stood the test.

I have used the word ‘companionable’ above for a time-remembered pleasure at the joys of
being in our profession for over four decades after 1948: beginning in the Glory-Glory days
of university expansion when Economic History gained so much in numbers of its recruits,
both in staff and students; and when we, its practitioners, were given a self-confidence able to
sustain us through the Gloomy-Gloomy days at the onset of Thatcherite philistinism. Clearly
I was born at the right moment: and had it been a free choice I would not have wished it
otherwise.

It was a joy to be alive
And to be young was very heaven.

Appendix: Plagiarist and Poseur revealed?

I have always enjoyed using documents to enliven the teaching of history, and I find room for
what may well be my last opusculum. It documents the most recent of my un-dull moments,
and may serve to illustrate the risks of engaging with an amateur. However, the happy and
valuable role of the amateur in local history research I must freely and gratefully
acknowledge. May their contribution continue to flourish, and may our subject always be
accessible to them.
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(i) Letter received from Dr Brian Barber, Senior Archivist, Doncaster Metropolitan
Borough, 9 October 2000, with enclosure (ii) below; reproduced here with
permission, and with thanks for access to the relevant files in the Bunting papers.

The late William Bunting of Thorne deposited some photocopies of records, including some
of his own, long before my time. They were never catalogued, and I came across the
(enclosed) item whilst examining the records in the course of preparing a new Guide.
Although all this has some amusement value, there is an aspect which you might not want to
dismiss without some reflection; I assume that, following his usual paranoid practice he
placed photocopies of this, and other documents, in various repositories. I am fairly certain
that (before 1981) he deposited local material in the Brotherton Library at Leeds . . . he also
gave material to York (University) (in 1988). ..

Future users might not be in a position to know where the balance of truth lies in this matter.
Perhaps you are happy to let the tone of his denunciation alert the reader to its accuracy. On
the other hand you may want to write a memorandum putting the record straight. If this were
s0, I would be happy to send you a full copy of his 30 or so pages of closely-reasoned abuse.

(i1)  Enclosure dated 19 April 1983, being a copy of the title page of a file, now
D2/BUNT/4, put together by William Bunting of Thorne near Doncaster in 1971.

PLAGIARISM by PROFESSOR MAURICE BERESFORD . . . DEPARTMENT OF
ECONOMIC HISTORY UNIVERSITY OF LEEDS, 1971 and ongoing in respect of PLANS
LISTED AS BEING OF INCLESMORE, IN THE PUBLIC RECORD OFFICE . . . GIVEN
IN THE (PRO GUIDE) as having been drawn ca. 1409-10.

The revised date of c. 1407 now given by Beresford is incorrect, and Beresford’s ‘Paper’
nonsensical it may still be, but I corrected the most obvious foolish errors in April to May
1971 for which I was thanked but have no knowledge of his paper having been published. He
never had the courtesy to send me a copy . . . It is understood that Beresford frequently
lectures in various places, to various gatherings and societies posing as an authority on these
plans. It is now for his posing, obvious plagiarism, and failure to acknowledge that I now
publish original correspondence with notes and corrections.

1 sent a note to the person at (the PRO) responsible for correcting such obvious errors . . . but
... that un-named and to me unknown official, never acknowledged my note.

With plagiarising idiots like Beresford accepting the date of 1409-10, there is no wonder that
ordinary persons have been fooled into losing their lands and rights.

(iii)  Draft of a memorandum by Beresford, dated 2 December 2000, acceding to the
suggestion of a memorandum to go into the Doncaster records alongside the files
cited above . . .

William Bunting was a remarkable man. He was trained as an engineer’s fitter, but otherwise
self-taught he became a well-known naturalist with many publications, specialising in insect
embryology. His fieldwork lay principally in Thorne Moor, an area of former peatland south
of the Humber on the border of Nottinghamshire and Yorkshire.

I myself was brought to this area in 1970, rather unwillingly since it lay distant from Leeds,
was sparsely inhabited and devoid of public transport. My earliest letter to Bunting, written
on 14 March 1971, explained that I had ‘just completed a short study of two (?) fifteenth
century plans of Inclesmoor in the Public Record Office, a contribution to a collective
volume on early local plans to be edited by R.A. Skelton and P.D. Harvey (for the Oxford
University Press)’. I asked whether he could help by locating four of the minor place-names
on the plans.
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Bunting replied at once in a friendly and helpful way and was able to identify two of the four
place-names that had eluded me. He added: ‘I am rather tied up with a public enquiry. I
seem to have a full-time job stopping the rape of the countryside and theft of local lands. I
have some good material here in my study dating from 1630 that you should find interesting.
I am most thankful for the copies of the maps. I have wanted copies for many years but have
never found the spare cash to buy. Old deeds did not have plans with them and rather clever
persons later produced plans and used the names on the deeds to establish ownership of much
more than the original deeds granted. From a very cursory glance I would say this is the case
with Inclesmoor. I suggest that to establish the extent of Inclesmoor you should examine the
Pipe Rolls up to the date of the plans’.

It will be seen that the hostility to me displayed in the 1971 and 1983 accusations of
‘plagiarism’ and ‘posing’ was quite missing although the references to his litigation and a
suggestion that I should assist him in wresting the Snaith court rolls from private custody
should have alerted me to his zeal for combat. By the time our correspondence ceased in the
summer of 1971 there were ominous allusions to black dogs who I now know obsessed him:
the ‘bosom pals in naughtiness’ and his dogmatic ‘I cannot accept that the plans had any
other intent or purpose than fraudulency’. He gratuitously enclosed copies of further
documents, some concerning the Inclesmoor area but others extending well beyond, and all
later than the period with which my own research was concerned. Most of them were related
to the controversial Vermuyden project for draining the fens, the starting point for the long
programme of alleged conspiracies which Bunting was sure he had uncovered.

It was also clear that Bunting was unable to read the fifteenth century documents or to
understand that nature of the concessions for peat working which made the plans and the
related documents that I had identified in the PRO such a unique source for the economic
history of peat. At that stage I wrote what turned out to be the final letter in our
correspondence (1 April 1971). It was designed simply to delimit my interest and save
Bunting from sending me further material. ‘I am enclosing the (typescript copy) of my
manuscript but your last letter makes it necessary for me to emphasise that it is a study of the
two fifteenth century maps and the events leading up to these, and deliberately says nothing
about the subsequent history of the area in the period in which you are the expert’.

I must therefore send my message to posterity: Beresford had no further contact with Bunting
after 1971* and thus had no intimation that offence had been caused nor that he was claiming
‘plagiarism’ (i.e. my use of the identification of the two minor-place names that Bunting had
provided, and for which he had been thanked in my letter of 5 April 1971).

In the strict sense the accusation of ‘plagiarism’ made in 1983 is easy to refute, for there is no
way in which Bunting could have seen what eventually appeared in Skelton and Harvey’s
Local Maps and Plan from Medieval England. The grotesque fact, which gave editor and
authors no pleasure, is that Oxford University Press delayed publication from 1971 to 1985. 1
fear that Bunting would have got very little satisfaction, even had he seen the book. My very
first footnote began with thanks to Bunting for help and information.

Should any reader of this apologia not in Oxford wish to check the accuracy of my refutation,
it would not be easy: the volume was priced as if for a market of millionaire map-collectors;
very few academics or libraries could afford one, and very few review copies were sent out.
Had Beresford been Bunting he might have smelt a conspiracy here.

*Note: Bunting died in 1995; he always refused to divulge his age but was probably born in
1916. Much remarkable biographical detail will be found in Catherine Caufield, ‘Thome
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Moor’, The New Yorker (New York, 4 February 1991), pp. 63-72, a frank account of a
remarkable life, and almost certainly based on a personal interview. His public and private
combats in and out of the English lawcourts were seemingly matched by service as a courier
in the Spanish Civil War and as a British agent in Yugoslavia during the Second World War.

Maurice Beresford was born in 1920 in Sutton Coldfield. He attended Jesus College,
Cambridge and worked in the Birmingham University Settlement 1941-2. During the period
1948-85 he was Lecturer then Reader and Professor of Economic History at the University of
Leeds. He was made FBA in 1985. His research has focused on medieval England and his
many publications include the classics Lost villages of England (1954 and 1998); New towns
of the Middle Ages (1967 and 1988); (with H. P. R. Finberg) English Medieval Boroughs
(1973 ) and (with J.G.Hurst) Deserted Medieval villages (1971 and 1989).
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Reflections of a Dinosaur?

Y.S. Brenner

I am an economist. Like other scientists, economists are trying to discover and formulate laws
of general validity by analysing data and testing theories. For this, macroeconomists in
particular need economic history to discover previously unrecognised regularities and for testing
the validity of theories. It is their substitute for the natural scientists’ laboratories.

Marshall regarded economics as part of the study of ‘man’s action in the ordinary business of
life...’. Keynes defined economics as ‘the science which treats the phenomena arising out of the
economic activities of men in society.” And Lord Robbins described economics as ‘the science
which studies human behaviour as a relationship between ends and scarce means which have
alternative uses.” All of them agree that economics is concemed with man’s behaviour in
society. But human beings often react to similar stimuli in different ways. Diverse cultures
impose on people different modes of conduct which not only change with the passage of time,
but even at the same time differ in various parts of the world. All economic prognostication is
based on the study of historical events and the hope that, under similar circumstances, what
happened before will yield similar results in the future. Every culture is the product of a
society’s history and stage of development, and this determines individuals® and societies
behaviour. By the end of the middle ages in parts of Europe people transformed from spiritual
beings, who, in order to survive had to devote reasonable attention to economic interests, into
what sometimes seems to be economic animals, who will be prudent nonetheless to assure their
spiritual well-being." When the Age of Enlightenment tumned into the Age of Capital man’s
drives became many: ‘the desire for power, the craving for acclaim, the impulsion to serve the
common good and the simple urge to action. But by virtue of an inner necessity they all became
subordinate to profit-making because without economic success almost none of these desires
could be attained.”® In some parts of the earth people now take for granted that all men are
created equal, in other parts they declare that women are also entitled to equal rights and pay,
and again in other parts, they believe in caste systems and inequality. Ancient Rome regarded
slaves as ‘speaking instruments’; feudal society distinguished people with blue from red blood;
early capitalism abolished slavery and ‘blood’ but transformed workers into a factor of
production - ‘labour power’; and early post-war democracy allowed workers to rise on the basis
of individual competitive ability but did not provide them with equal opportunities. The liberal
democratic capitalism of the Welfare State promoted equal rights for all irrespective of colour,
religion and sex, though unfortunately they were never fully attained. In every epoch people
reacted differently to economic stimuli. A farmer in America or Europe spends his savings on
the acquisition of better seed or farm equipment. A Cambodian peasant uses his savings to build
a new pagoda to appease the Gods because he believes that the land will also yield a crop
without improved seed and better farming tools, but not without good weather and weather is in
the hand of God. All this makes historical and sociological analysis an indispensable instrument
for contriving meaningful economic theories and their effective practical application. Without
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knowing how people behave, economic predictions rest on unreliable metaphysical assumptions
such as the universality of homo economicus.

In their search for economic laws economists employ both inductive and deductive methods.
Inductively they adduce historical and statistical observations to strengthen confidence in
general rules. Deductively they start from these general rules and move toward the particulars
by means of theory and logical conclusions. But not everything that seems logical to an
economist is true, and what is true at one time under one set of circumstances need not be true
forever. Economic history deals with empirical facts and for this reason its application to
economic theory saves economics from becoming something like a new branch of scholastics.
Economists are often ill equipped for the selection of relevant facts from the vast amount of
information available. Many economists have brilliant sophisticated logical explanations for
economic phenomena, but as they are not trained as historians they are insufficiently wary of
the risk of unconsciously selecting evidence to suit their logical preconceptions. Good economic
historians are alert to this pitfall and better qualified to approach data without bias. Economic
history is of course a separate discipline, but like mathematics, statistics and sociology, it is a
vital instrument for providing the raw material for the formulation of meaningful economic
theortes.

In 1958, A.W. Phillips believed he had found an inverse relationship between the rate of change
of money wage-rates and the unemployment rate. His study of historical statistics seemed to
justify his conclusion. But later we experienced recessions and rising unemployment with
positive rates of price inflation. And since 1996 the American economy has annually grown
with very little unemployment and less than 2% inflation. Some economists believe that this
was, and continues to be, the result of the new information technologies which are said to
stimulate productivity at a rate which is so much in excess of wages that both inflation and
business cycles have become imrelevant. Perhaps this is true and perhaps it is not, but only
history (time) will tell.

Since the days of Adam Smith many economists were convinced that in one way or another all
ships rise with the tide - ‘what is good for General Motors is good for the American people’.
Vilfredo Pareto believed in a constant pyramid of income distribution. Within this pyramid
individuals find their positions on the basis of competitive ability, but the shape of the pyramid
as a whole always remains the same. Improvement for those at the bottom of the structure
occurs when the entire pyramid is rising. But when we look at recent American statistics we
discover that in spite of the rising economic tide, on average the wages of 20% of all persons
employed at the bottom of the pyramid have fallen. Between 1973 and 1997 men’s wages have
fallen but women’s wages have improved. Alas, both men’s and women’s wages remained too
low to raise them above the widely accepted ($7.89 per hour) ‘poverty line’. In other words, if
one can trust the data of the American Economic Policy Institute, 20% of all Americans
employed during the last decade of almost uninterrupted economic growth, were ‘working
poor’. In 1977 one fifth of American households had approximately $10.000 a year, in 1999
they only had $8.800. Only the top earners in the low income group, those who earmed $45.100
and more, improved. But workers in the top 20% income bracket, (who earned more that
$102.300 in 1999) are now 38.2% better off than they were in 1977. And the 1% of top earners,
(with an income above $515.600) have increased their earnings by almost 120%. So much then
for the trickle down effect, and for all ships rising with the tide.

The point is that economists tend to forget that economic laws are no more than statements of
general uniformity in the relationship between two or more phenomena of economic life, and
not definite and universal propositions comparable to the law of gravitation and of conservation
of energy in physics. In other words, economic theory without economic history is blind.
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But this is not the only meaning economic history holds for me. Like every other scientist,
curiosity, the wish to know why and how, also inspires me. And not this alone. The desire to
promote what I consider to be a happier, fairer and more secure future for society inspires me as
well. T know that there is something called economic growth and something called human
progress. But the two are not necessarily the same. They may be related, but not everything that
is called economic growth engenders human progress, and not all human progress depends on
economic growth.

Economic growth implies the raising of output per unit input of labour and other resources. It
increases mankind’s ability to satisfy its material needs more fully and with less effort. This is
largely a matter of technology and the study of technology is mainly in the domain of the
natural sciences. But human progress implies the improvement of people’s well-being which
involves the distribution of the fruits of economic growth. This depends on societies’ modes of
existence, the study of which is in the domain of history and other social sciences. In their
contribution to people’s welfare the domains are inextricably interrelated and interdependent.
Scientific and technological achievements delimit the possible forms of social organisation, and
a society’s institutional framework determines the direction of its technological advancement.
Science and technology govern the effort and labowur-time required to satisfy man’s material
needs, and man’s social arrangements determine the nature, diversity, extent, and all but the
minimum of these needs, together with the techniques adopted and priorities allocated for their
satisfaction. With the increasing efficiency of production the range of human choices widens. It
becomes possible to divide more time and effort between a growing variety of purposes. Yet, as
the material constraints diminish, production and distribution processes become more complex
and mankind enters the bondage of an increasingly sophisticated social environment which it
inherits and creates. But, as the late Ernest Gellner said, the emergence of a society without
poverty, a fraternal society which incorporates everyone in a shared moral citizenship without
oppression or arbitrariness, is not inscribed into any historic plan. People must desire it, and
when they do, they must struggle to obtain it.” I want to take part in this struggle.

The constant progressive element in all of science, and not only in the social sciences, has
always been the widening of the likenesses man selects among the facts. Man’s observations
and experiences are many, perhaps infinite; and by dividing them into what he believes matters
and what does not, and into what is alike or fitting into a pattern and what is not, he passes
judgment on his observations and experiences, and this judgment forms the basis of his beliefs.
Newton saw the likeness between the fall of the apple and the swirling of the moon in her orbit
round the earth; Einstein saw the unity of space and time, and the identity of energy and mass (E
= Mc?). Each of them saw unities, which no one had recognised before, and produced new
conceptions of the universe. The point is that ‘when we discover the wider likeness, whether
between space and time or bacillus and crystal, we enlarge the order in the universe; but more
than this, we enlarge its unity. And it is this conception of the unity of nature living and dead
that determines progress’.* Early post-war democracy recognised the likeness in all men and
arrived at a new conception of mankind. However, unlike Newton’s and Einstein’s, this
conception was threatening too many of the social and economic establishment’s vital vested
interests to be universally accepted.

All this needs to be stated to remind people that in both the natural and the social sciences it is
the shift in the judgment of things regarded alike or unlike that determines our values. Human
progress comes when a new likeness is discovered and previously disregarded facts and events
assume a new significance, or their earlier significance is reassessed, and value judgments are
altered. When society discovers a new likeness, a process of re-evaluation takes place. In this
context the study of economic history is essential, because failing to learn from past mistakes
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condemns one to repeat them.

The current inclination to regard pure self-interest as a unifying principle behind all behaviour
as if it was a scientifically established fact, and to equate it to individualism, is nonsense and
needs to be shown as such. Striving for equality is not antithetical to individuality. Equal rights
may provide the basis for the opportunity to realise individual aims and desires, but if merely
enshrined in the legal system they are insufficient to ensure them in reality. Modem science
which searches for the unifying principles behind events makes the distinction between facts
and values. Turning economic success into a kind of vindication of almost all the means by
which it is obtained, deprives it of its progressive content even if in terms of GNP it may from
time to time engender economic growth. Economic growth is necessary and desirable, but not
all economic growth and not at any price. The growth fetishism offered us these days, which is
oblivious to the loss of human values it engenders, and too often ignores environmental risks,
can hardly lead to human progress. And it is the illumination of this that I see as the most
important contribution economic history can make.

Alas, nowadays, macroeconomists are too busy quantifying data and constructing highly
sophisticated mathematical formulae based on dubious behavioural assumptions. They simply
take for granted that economic growth is good, but do not bother thinking about which
economic growth, and good for whom? They claim to avoid normative bias, believing that this
makes them into objective scientists, and forget that good itself is always normative. They
recommend deregulation because they assume that it will promote efficiency and therefore
growth, but ignore social cost, and the fact that private enterprise is also regulated though not
necessarily to serve the public good but to serve the interests of a few successful businessmen.
They tumn a blind eye to the culture of egoism they promote by spreading the idea that
materialistic self-interest is the only valid drive behind all human progress, and they do not
worry about the moral morass into which this leads us. The study of economic history may
highlight flaws in the basic assumptions upon which widely accepted erroneous economic
dogmas rest, dogmas which are passed off as laws of equal validity with natural scientists’ laws
of nature. Economic and social historians know that economic and social systems are constantly
in a process of reorganisation and that throughout this process there are points of bifurcation at
which decisions are taken which influence the future. The outcome of these decisions is always
unpredictable, but it is preferable to take them informed by past experience than groping in the
dark.

Yehojachin Simon Brenner (born 1926) studied history, political science and economics in
Jerusalem, Basel and London. From 1972 to his retirement in 1997 he held the Chair of
Economics in the Faculty of Social Sciences at Utrecht University in the Netherlands. Prior to
this he taught economics at the university of Maryland, the University of Ghana, the Institute of
Social Science in the Netherlands and the Middle East Technical University in Turkey.
Professor Y.S. Brenner is the editor of the Journal of Income Distribution and has written more
than ten books on economics and economics-related subjects. Recently a second (revised)
edition of 4 Theory of Full Employment (written together with his wife)was published by
Transaction Publishers, New Brunswick and London 2000.

! Tawney R.H. [1926] Religion and the Rise of Capitalism Penguin, West Drayton, 1948, pp.272-3

* Sombart W. [1953] ‘Capitalism’ in Encyclopedia of Social Sciences, VolIlL, New York.

* Geliner [1988]" “Introduction’ in Baechler J. et.al (eds) Europe and the Rise of Capitalism, Oxford, p3.
* See Bronowski, J. [1951) The Common Sense of Science. Harmondsworth, (reprinted 1968) p.134; and
concerning the political widening of unity see Ginsberg M. [1946] Sociology OUP.
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What Economic History Means To Me

A. R. Bridbury

Teaching history for purposes of examining and hence grading students confers a measure of
authenticity upon the writing of history that it does not deserve. Virtually everything that
human beings have ever done either went unrecorded at the time or, if recorded, has not
survived. The material with which historians have to work are irredeemably exiguous. There
is nothing that we can do about that. And there is another problem to compound the
difficulties of the historian. When Bismarck was asked to release his diplomatic archives for
publication he commented that they could help nobody to understand the happenings of the
time because only those who had participated in them could appreciate what was really going
on. Participants themselves left accounts of what they witnessed; but their accounts, when
they were not vitiated by the ordinary shortcomings of witness recall, were certainly
compromised by the intention of their authors to vindicate themselves or denigrate others.
Historians are also, in a sense, witnesses. They bear witness to the impressions left upon
them by the documents they read and import into their interpretation of those documents their
own experiences, conditioning and assumptions.

At some point in its development as an instrument of pedagogic discipline, history was
dissolved into a congeries of separate studies in accordance with the otherwise admirable
doctrine of the division of labour. Thus was economic history bom having economic
analysis, the most rigorous of the social studies, to provide it with its terms of reference.

Division of labour presupposes interdependence. But the interdependence of the various
branches of history could never approximate to the degree of interdependence achieved by
producers of goods and services who specialised their functions as markets widened or
deepened. One example must suffice. By 1914, says a caustic recent observer of England’s
economic progress, the country had become ‘a working museum of industrial archaeology’.
Can we explain the undoubted truth wrapped in this calumny in economic terms? Economic
analysis cannot help us. It can tell us how free markets distribute the resources of an
economy so as to maximise output in terms of market demand; and it can indicate the
economic ramifications of any interference with the free play of market forces. But it is
powerless to tell us why England failed to take a lead in developing twentieth-century
industries as it had done in developing nineteenth-century ones, despite its doctrinaire
adherence to free trade and the free movement of labour and capital, its highly organised and
competitive markets, its centuries of experience of trade and industry and its abundant
supplies of investment funds. Explanations certainly abound; but they have to be couched in
other terms than economic ones.

In short, a problem in what we have learnt to call economic history turns into a vastly more
complex problem of general history as soon as we pass from the laborious and comparatively
unchallenging task of assembling the facts about England’s trade and industry to an attempt
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to explain either England’s sensational rise to prosperity or its extraordinarily ineffectual
response to the dramatic opportunities that later development afforded.

If a true division of labour were possible in historical studies that would be the moment when
the conclusions of other historical specialisms could be summoned to combine with those of
the economic historians to produce some sort of synthesis. But historical work does not lend
itself to the practice of co-operative husbandry. Specialists in other branches of history go to
the records with very different questions in mind; and the records will not answer questions
which have not been put to them. The economic historian in quest for a comprehensive
explanation of the problems he is tackling soon finds that he must himself put to the records
all those questions which probe aspects of human motivation far removed from those dictated
by the spur of economic gain, if he is to do more than set the scene and leave the reader to
provide the answers.

The economic historian is not alone in this dilemma. Division of labour has made it a
problem for all historical specialisms. And research compounds the problem because, for
purposes of research, we deliberately narrow our vision in order to be able to deepen our
understanding. The universities annually generate a flood of books and papers which convey
precise information about historical events considered from one of any number of points of
view. Laborious to compile, these works are all too often burdensome to read because they
so rarely venture beyond their research briefs. In effect, they are latter-day chronicles; some
of them as indispensable as bricks are to the building of a house. But the bricks, alas, are of
all different sizes, shapes and consistencies. It is surely a crazy, ramshackle house that we
build with them.

Division of iabour rapidly loses its raison d’etre whatever the specialised point of view with
which we embark upon our investigations of the past. The deeper we penetrate in search of
explanation the more wide-ranging are the questions we find ourselves trying to answer.
Only at the most superficial levels can we hope to attain truth. Below those levels all the
problems of evidence and interpretation crown in upon us, not to speak of the difficulties we
encounter in comprehending the range and complexity of human motivation displayed in the
most ordinary interactions of social life. And overarching all are those inexplicable shifts of
fashion which create the climate of opinton in which we all work, whose influence, at its
most insidious, we cannot even perceive.

It is that climate of opinion which expresses society’s stated values and prevailing interests.
Modem western society sees itself in an historical perspective. The study of history has
therefore moved to centre-stage. Economic history has probably taken a disproportionate
share of the limelight ever since a powerful nation went forth and conquered in the name of a
religion based upon an economic interpretation of history. But that episode is now done with;
and economic history will presumably take its appropriate place henceforth as a contributory
insight instead of a dominant theme in whatever contemporary judgement decides to accept
as historical explanation.

A. R. Bridbury was Professor of Medieval History at the London School of Economics
1954-89 and is the author of half a dozen books on the subject. He objects to CVs even on
job applications arguing that where he went to kindergarten matters far more than where he
went to college.
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British and International Economic History in the Twenty-First
Century

Stephen Broadberry

An important challenge facing economic history at the beginning of the twenty-first century
is the growing internationalisation of academic life. In the context of a British economics
department, where I am based, research is increasingly assessed in terms of its international
importance, growing numbers of students are coming from abroad, and all students are
increasingly adopting a more outward looking viewpoint. However, it would clearly be
inappropriate for each country to stop covering its own economic history because of
pressures for international coverage. A more appropriate strategy, in my view, involves
dealing with national economic history in an outward looking way as well as studying the
international economy.

An outward looking approach to British economic history means more than simply
comparing with other countries. Indeed, one highly inappropriate approach to modern British
economic history has been the exaggeratedly pessimistic view derived from highly selective
comparisons with other countries, focusing only on the successes of any particular country
and ignoring all failures.' Thus the ‘declinist perspective’ on the British economy since the
late nineteenth century often combines the most successful aspects of the economies of the
United States, Germany and Japan into a unified example of ‘modern best-practice’ that
represents some golden missed opportunity. A truly outward looking approach would note
the failures as well as the successes in each country, and recognise that these countries all fit
together in a world economy characterised by comparative advantage and gains from trade.
It is thus not appropriate to assess the British economy simply by how closely it followed the
business model of the United States, for example.’

A good example of the outward looking approach in practice is the work of Crafts and Harley
on the British Industrial Revolution. Using the Chenery-Syrquin approach to derive
‘European norms’ for characteristics of the economy at particular levels of development,
Crafts (1985) was able to show how Britain’s development path differed substantially from
that of other European countries. In particular, he noted the early release of labour from
agriculture in Britain, so that by the early nineteenth century, Britain had an unusually small
share of the labour force engaged in a relatively high productivity agricultural sector.
Combined with the findings of Harley (1982) and Crafts (1985) on the relatively slow
acceleration of industrial productivity growth during this period, this suggests that the key
feature of Britain’s Industrial Revolution was the structural transformation leading to the
establishment of a large, but not particularly high productivity, industrial sector.

My own research on Britain’s productivity performance compared with the United States and
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Germany since the mid-nineteenth century, using a sectoral approach, complements the
Crafts-Harley vision of the Industrial Revolution, as well as offering a reinterpretation of
Britain’s loss of overall productivity leadership. Working with a sectoral breakdown of GDP
per employee, it is possible to show that both Germany and the United States overtook
Britain in terms of aggregate labour productivity largely by shifting resources out of
agriculture and improving their relative productivity performance in services rather than by
improving their position in industry.® Despite its apparent iconoclasm, note that this view
solves a number of puzzles in the literature. First, the debate on British and American
technology in the nineteenth century following the work of Habakkuk (1962) makes much
more sense if the US labour productivity lead in industry already existed in the nineteenth
century rather than emerging in the twentieth century. Second, as I have already suggested, it
sits rather well with the Crafts-Harley view of Britain’s industrial sector being large rather
than highly productive during the nineteenth century. And third, it makes sense of the
dominance of London in intemational services during the late nineteenth century, and its
subsequent relative decline.

Note the important change in the way that services and industry are viewed in this
interpretation. Although there was a large US/UK productivity gap in industry in the late
nineteenth century, it did not get any worse over time. On the other hand, although there was
never a large productivity gap in services, Britain moved from a position of productivity
leadership to a position of a modest productivity gap. Hence if we want to explain what
changed between the late nineteenth and the late twentieth centuries, it is the loss of
productivity leadership in services that really matters. And yet it is still conventional to read
that Britain’s relative decline has been exaggerated by excessive focus on industry, with
services being neglected. At first sight, this reinterpretation of Britain’s productivity
performance does appear to sit uneasily with the industrial orientation of much of the
literature on British relative economic decline. Here, however, I would suggest that the
central concem of the literature on de-industrialisation needs to be tumed on its head. Given
the expansion of industry during World War II, and the diminishing returns encountered, a
movement of resources out of industry was inevitable during the postwar period, and the
attempts to prevent this de-industrialisation were counter-productive.

I like to see this work on Britain’s productivity performance as providing a bridge between
macro-level research on international comparisons of productivity and the micro-level
industry studies that have constituted such an important part of the British economic history
tradition. Writing the case study chapters of The Productivity Race, 1 was struck by the
wealth of knowledge embodied in these industry studies. It would be a shame if this type of
work were to disappear.

The danger with the international economy as a topic must be superficiality. Hence it is
positive to be able to report that there has been much good work on the international
economy in recent years, particularly that based around the international monetary system.
Books such as Eichengreen (1997) and Foreman-Peck (1995) provide excellent summaries of
this work. Work on growth at the global level has perhaps been more mixed, since it is all
too easy for research that covers all countries to lack the depth that comes from studies based
on individual countries. Economic history has always drawn heavily on detailed local
knowledge, and it would be unfortunate if this strength of earlier work were discarded in the
attempt to meet the challenges of relevance in the twenty-first century. A number of recent
studies of European growth have succeeded in striking the right balance between breadth and
depth. In particular, I would mention Crafts and Toniolo (1996) and Feinstein et al. (1997),
with the latter also covering more general macroeconomic history. These works reflect the
rapid emergence of a European economic history that is grounded in national cultures but
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also outward looking, and I would see this as one of the most positive developments of the
last decade. The European Historical Economics Society has played an important role here,
with the European Review of Economic History providing an outlet for the high quality
literature that is emerging in this area.

In summary, economic history needs to internationalise. But this implies an outward
orientation to British economic history as well as international economic history.

Stephen Broadberry (b. 1956) was educated at Warwick and Oxford. He has taught at
Universities of Oxford, Cardiff and British Columbia, and he is currently Professor at the
University of Warwick. He has published widely on the macroeconomic history of Britain,
Germany and the international economy during the inter-war period. His primary research
interests are now in the area of comparative growth and productivity performance, focusing
in particular on Britain, Germany and the United States from the late nineteenth century to
the present.

' See, for example, Levine (1967), Wiener (1981), Elbaum and Lazonick (1986).
% As in the work of Chandler (1990), for example.

* Broadberry (1998).

“ See, for example, Rubinstein (1993).
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Making Economic History Accessible

Stephen Caunce

I have to start by saying that I cannot imagine a worthwhile history which does not have at
least an economic component. On the other hand, I find it equally hard to believe that any
specialised history based only upon an economic analysis can ever produce a meaningful
explanation of any significant part of our past. Economic history is a vital subdivision of the
whole human experience, but we must never forget that sooner or later all such specialisms
have to be re-integrated if true generalisations are to be attempted. I remain convinced that
by doing this we significantly increase our understanding of past experience, and from that
we gain insight into lasting, though not directly predictable, patterns of behaviour. That in
turn can help us cope with the present and prepare for the future, and history is therefore
much more than the intellectually stimulating exercise I have always found it.

My fundamental interest in how things came to be as they are owes little to formal history
teaching, as far as I can remember. Whether the path that events have followed was
inevitable, or whether alternatives existed, are speculations I indulged in from an early age.
While seeking to explain how this interest in the past always leaned towards the economic, 1
chanced upon a comment from 1891 that still seemed remarkably apposite:

let the Professor of Political Economy teach what he will, even the undergraduates who seek honours
in the history school, soon drop away.... Had ... these lectures [been given] in some industrial centre,
hundreds of workmen would, I believe, have paid to listen to them. But in the home of learning, some
dozen men of education attended lectures thrown open, free, to every member of the University.’

Arthur Rogers was writing a preface to the lecture notes of his father, James Thorold Rogers,
which he published as The Industrial and Commercial History of England. 1 identify closely
with those notional workmen, whose interest stemmed directly from their own situation, and
share his bafflement at the difficulty of getting general academic acceptance of the need to
consider economic matters.

Growing up in the 1950s and 60s in an industrial town of about 20,000 people in south
Lancashire, the most fundamental forces that had affected my community and family seemed
to be self-evidently economic, even though political structures had just as evidently modified
and shaped their impact. This linkage of the personal and the historical has not diminished,
even though I look at things now within a much wider context. I cannot explain my view of
economic history without exploring it. The town lacked most of the social and intellectual
facilities taken for granted in most urban centres of that size elsewhere, but its juxtaposition
of historical elements was both unusual and (with hindsight) stimulating. It is located on the
Roman road up the west coast to Scotland, at a natural communications hub. The first
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industrial canal ran down the south-western boundary, and over it soared the first real public
railway, carried on Stephenson’s first railway viaduct. It then runs through the heart of the
town, before passing a memorial to Huskisson, the first railway passenger fatality. Over
several decades, the East Lancashire Road, the M6 and finally the M62 boxed us in.

Newton became a factory town quite suddenly in the nineteenth century, primarily based
round the railways. The environment suffered severely, but jobs, mostly manual, became
plentiful. When I was a teenager, the quiet road on which we lived literally filled up twice
every day with buses, bikes and pedestrians rushing into and out of the vast, proud
locomotive works, originally founded by Robert Stephenson. Occasionally enormous
vehicles emerged, bearing luridly coloured railway engines for some distant part of the world,
too big to go by rail. People came into the town to work rather than leaving it, and the variety
of different industries seemed to guarantee the future. A new colliery, the most modern in
Europe, was sunk in the 1960s. Unemployment was something that parents frequently
recalled, with great bitterness, but my generation believed it was dead and gone, and
concentrated more on questions about how to share out the rewards of success, and cope with
the damage done by the rapidity of previous changes.

Many links to its past existence as a very small market town had survived industrialisation,
however. Arable farming went on between the three main settlements that now collectively
made up the town. The market itself, relocated to be near the factory workers’ homes,
remained the biggest regular event in local life, and the High Street was so wide and lined
with pubs that it instantly recalled its old role as a site for long-defunct livestock fairs.
Corners of natural beauty remained and there was a gloriously half-timbered house (now
demolished) and a few thatched cottages. A titled lord of the manor, resident in the south of
England and never seen in the town, owned much of the land. We had ghosts and local tales
and customs that seemed to link us back to times long gone, and though events like the
enormous Whit Walks were more recent creations, they were just as much customary events.
We were very sure of our identity, while places nearby provided fascinating contrasts
between, say, Liverpool with its docks and ships, and Manchester, with its mills and
warehouses, or Wigan with its mines and Warrington with its chemicals and engineering.
There was no sense of any generalised, amorphous industrialisation having homogenised the
area.

At the grammar school | attended, history was interesting, but said very little about this rich
mix of historical issues. There was no local museum, and only an Edwardian, anecdotal local
history in the library. I was part of the first cohort allowed to study A level economics, and
the approach was more philosophical than scientific. My version of economics remains one
that offers insight rather than certainty, and is based in social issues and concerns. It is not
one where statistics and equations replace more conventional historical methodologies,
though these can add a vital extra dimension. Economics to me is the interaction between
socially-constructed human behaviour patterns and a world that runs to external rules we
cannot influence, even though we gradually understand them better. The questions to which I
seek answers today as a historian began to coalesce then: about a Lancashire industrial
revolution that was not just about textiles; about the northern intertwining of industry and
agriculture that is rarely acknowledged; about the importance of communications; about the
role of ordinary people and their sense of themselves; and about what they got out of it all.
Obviously, the scope widened, and issues took on new significance, but continuity remained.
It would be impossible to understand the development of this complex local urban system
without locating it within a national and international context, but it is vital not to lose the
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sense of difference by standing back too far.

This agenda was given a bitter twist from the 1970s as almost all the industries were closed
and demolished, with the miners’ strike of the 1980s followed in a few years by a hurried and
seemingly spiteful blowing up of the twin towers of the colliery, which drew a symbolic line
under the era of mass local employment. During this time, relatives were made redundant or
failed to find work, and when I left university I soon found myself unemployed. Industrial
collapse brought no clear class-based response, however. The gentry had long since left, few
of the factories had had local owners, and the middle class consisted mostly of doctors,
teachers, shopkeepers and lower white-collar workers like draughtsmen: hardly a rich or
dominant grouping, or one to be fought for economic control. The town voted Labour by
instinct, but a sizeable if ineffectual Conservative minority existed, and the majority were
socially conservative and intolerant in a multitude of ways. They had a very practical attitude
to life, and a wide variety of interests and beliefs that did not include high culture in any
shape or form. This wasn’t a town holding its breath while waiting for either a revolution or
salvation through exposure to the ‘finer’ things of life. In the last two decades the M6/M62
motorway junction has spawned one of those mixtures of ‘big shed’ consumerism, mock-
American leisure and eating facilities, and industrial warehousing that are almost a defining
note of the late twentieth century, and which have no links with any local past. However,
most people have welcomed the new jobs and leisure facilities, and today they are generally
better paid and housed than ever before. While there had been a definite sense of community
that was now under grave threat, it had never produced much in my lifetime that was easy to
get romantic about. That, and the real nature of the English radical tradition, were added to
my list of concerns.

Historians must surely aim to make sense of real patterns of change like this, which do not fit
easily into any obvious category. We cannot afford to do battle over sterile ideological
systems that function like faiths rather than scientific hypotheses: adequate for now but

definitely not the final truth. Historians must also communicate their results outside their
own ranks, thereby creating a constituency that appreciates the value of what we do. The
shops are full of history books, and radio and television run frequent history programmes.
The record offices are full of family historians beavering away and local histories written by
amateurs abound. Few embody recent approaches and discoveries, however, especially those
deriving from economic history. This now has a terrifying image among typical students as a
remote, mathematical, and intensely difficult approach. Yet understanding economic issues
has never been more important. Globalisation; the collapse of the state-capitalist alternative
to the ‘free’ market; the seeming inability of the really poor countries to set in motion
development that will benefit the majority of inhabitants; all these and more show that
investigation of historical experience is vital. Those old local questions of mine have linked

naturally to this wider agenda.

There is evidently a need to find a new way forward. Contemporary economic theory seems
to have little to offer, for it is introverted and highly idealised. Indeed, it is encouraging to
see Professor Crafts, for instance, acknowledging that ‘the new economic history’s original
love affair with the invisible hand’ needs to be replaced by ‘a much more truly historical
approach’.? For some, post-modernism has been a break-through, but to me it seems to lead
inexorably to fragmentation and lack of general meaning. We need an economic history
based around the general results of the actions and choices of conscious individuals, not a
linear, mechanistic sequence of causes leading to predictable effects. Our interaction with
each other and with our environment is indeed highly complex, but surely not random when
judged over long periods, and when based upon the experience of large groups.
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Scientists in all fields have similarly had to face the limitations of linear, mechanistic models,
and long ago accepted that the real world patently is not comparable to a watch mechanism.
On the other hand, in doing so they have not declared that scientific method is invalid, or that
the breakthroughs of the past were just illusions. It is just that linear analysis has limits, and
where they have been reached, chaos theory has allowed the evolution of coping, heuristic
strategies that do produce meaningful, if not precise, results. They deal with parameters and
probabilities rather than exactness. Meteorologists can now model and explain weather
systems very accurately, without being able to predict actual weather for more than a few
hours ahead. There is a small but growing interest in developing this approach for the
humanities, and it seems to offer the chance for economic history to re-engage with
understandable concerns. Chaos and complexity seem to offer the chance to re-engage with
the real world and produce meaningful results. As a historian, this seems to be a goal worth
pursuing.

Stephen Caunce (b. 19. 3. 1951). University College London, 1969-72 (BA). Leeds
University, 1972-75, PhD, awarded 1989. Museum curator, Beamish, Kirklees, and
Yorkshire Mining Museums, 1975-88. Tutor and lecturer in Economic and Social History,
Leeds University, 1990-98. Senior lecturer in History, University of Central Lancashire.
Interests are the industrialisation process in the north of England from ¢.1700, with particular
emphasis on the role played by family and community structures. He is currently
investigating the domestic Yorkshire woollen industry, the distinctive long-term contribution
of northern agricultural systems, and the question of northern identity.

' JE.T. Rogers, The Industrial and Commercial History of England: Lectures delivered to the University of
Oxford, 1891, p. vii.

2 N. F. R. Crafts, N. H. Dinsdale and R. Floud (eds), Quantitative Economic History, 1991, xx. He has
confirmed this critique of the old ‘new’ economic history recently in the newsletter of the Economic History
Society, 20, May 2000.
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Economic and Social History

Christopher Chalklin

It is fitting to mark the 75™ anniversary conference of the Economic History Society with
some memories of earlier conferences. One recalls a few of the well-known economic
historians who have presided at meetings, given an address or just attended. T.S. Ashton,
whose books on the eighteenth-century English economy proved to be the foundation for
future study of the subject, and who was thought to have declined a knighthood, presided at
the first two conferences which this writer attended, at Edinburgh and Reading. It was well-
known that he was Professor of Economic History at the London School of Economics when
he retired in 1955; about his earlier career he reminded me personally at the Manchester
conference in 1966, saying that ‘I used to teach here, you know’. All succeeding Presidents
have been distinguished economic and social historians, and it would be unfair to mention
just two or three. Tawney, Clapham, Ashton and Postan appear as giants in the study of the
subject in the early twentieth century; since the 1960s they have been succeeded by many
more scholars whose output has been as large as theirs. Celebrated American economic
historians and economists who have spoken at conferences from the 1960s include D.C.
North, W.W. Rostow and R.Fogel. North and Fogel were Nobel Prize winners whilst Rostow
was once an American assistant secretary of state. At the Edinburgh conference I recall a day
outing in the Lowlands which included a tour of the New Lanark cotton mill seitlemeni,
perhaps the most impressive surviving physical remains of the Industrial Revolution. Earlier
the party visited Sir Walter Scott’s mansion of Abbotsford, where Professor J.D. Chambers,
the great expert on the social effects of enclosures and population growth in the eighteenth-
century East Midlands and Dr J.E. Williams, the historian of Derbyshire miners, were heard
discussing the merits of Meredith, the late Victorian novelist. For over 20 years conferences
have included new researchers’ sessions where short papers by postgraduates have been
presented and discussed. This author remembers chairing a meeting at Cheltenham. The
audience included Sir John Habakkuk, and other well-known economic historians, but the
contributor failed to appear for ten minutes!

A useful definition of economic history was written in 1962 by Professor W.H.B. Court,
President of the Society at the end of the 1960s, the historian of industrialisation in the West
Midlands. He wrote that economic choice was the centre of economic history: it is the
history of men’s allocation of resources, which are more or less limited, to chosen ends. As
people are social they have made their economic choices according to the values and habits
of their society. Social institutions have directed the operation of their choices, and ends have
been not only economic but also social, cultural and even religious. Court’s definition is
more specific than some general historians, such as that of Tosh in 1984 that the subject
‘embraces every aspect of economic life in the past, which is to say all those activities which
have to do with production, exchange and consumption’. Court pointed to three principal
themes. The first was economic change which needs to be studied not only in terms of the
economic systems and wealth of one or more countries or even continents but also of
factories, estates, cities, rural parishes, firms and influential people. Another theme,
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economic welfare, concerns the distribution of wealth, that is the amount of national income
and its allocation among social groups and individuals, including fluctuations in the
allocation. The economic historian is also concerned with working and living conditions
under which income is earned. Thirdly he studies the effect of government, including the
legal system, on the use of resources and aims of the economy. To interpret these themes he
draws on simple economic theories and illustrates structure and change with tables of figures
and graphs. One might add that the language of the economist is often avoided.

In the early twentieth-century much economic history dealt with the detailed study of
economic systems in a largely stationary state; though change and its explanation were not
overlooked. The Economic History of Modern Britain by Clapham (1926-38), describing the
whole economy between 1820 and 1914 in three volumes, and his book on France and
Germany in the nineteenth century are leading examples of this approach. Since the Second
World War economists have been concerned with long-run economic growth, especially its
extent, causes and mechanisms, both in respect to Western countries and to the
underdeveloped world. Historians have reflected this largely new study. Their work has
been influenced by models explaining the growth of individual economies or showing the
similarities or explaining the differences between countries. One theory interpreted economic
development in terms of the balanced growth of the various sectors of the economy, and the
other according to their unbalanced growth. These theories were applied by R.M. Hartwell, a
former editor of the Review, to interpret the coming of the British Industrial Revolution.

Rostow argued that all countries undergo five stages of economic growth at different times,
but his model was based too much on the British experience. It is arguable that it hardly fits
Russia at all, and even in the British case not all the detail is acceptable. Again, the pattern of
industrial growth was defined by W.G. Hoffman, who contrasted the output of consumer and
capital goods in three or four chronological stages; he suggested that in this respect the
development of the more advanced countries was similar to growth in the present time. This
model is limited in that it considers only one important aspect of industrial growth.

Other models have been applied purely to historical settings. Gerschenkron’s model of
economic backwardness related to the industrialisation of the countries of Continental Europe
in the nineteenth century, but was developed especially with reference to the retardation of
Russia. Particularly influential among historians has been the protoindustrialisation concept.
Conceived in relation to Belgian outwork textile manufacturing in the seventeenth and early
eighteenth centuries, it showed that cloths made for export brought work in addition to
farming, leading to population growth, which with this rural industry and capital accumulated
by merchants led to the creation of workshops and machinery. This general view has of
course been shown not to apply in some English regions by D.C. Coleman, a former editor of
the Review.

Thus economic history may be approached in many ways. Partly because of the much
greater availability of sources and the stronger links with the present industrial world, a large
majority of research publications relate to the economy of the last 250 years. International
studies have become more numerous, perhaps reflecting the great expansion of international
trade and the spread of manufacturing since the Second World War. How may one take a
general view of at least some of the important aspects of economic development since the
eighteenth century, considering that industry has been at the heart of wealth creation? A
comparison between countries is invited, especially related to the causes and process of
industrialisation.

One may analyse first the causes of the ‘Industrial Revolutions’ or perhaps the ‘takeoff into
sustained growth’ in the more important economies, such as Britain, France, Germany,
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Russia, the United States and Japan. Using the approach of economists such as Dennison as
well as economic historians such as the late Professor M.W. Flinn, a former President, one
can compare the possible sources of capital, such as the manufacturers themselves and their
relations and acquaintances, merchants, banks, the state, and foreign individuals and
institutions, showing perhaps that it was plentiful in Britain, which lent to other countries,
and particularly short in Russia. In addition to the French historian of the British economy,
Professor F. Crouzet, the sources and structure of British capital during the Industrial
Revolution were studied by the late Professor S. Pollard (who described his attendance at
Conferences to me as an ‘annual pilgrimage’).

Next the contribution of each country to industrial technology may be discussed, pointing to
the key importance of British discoveries, the work of French, German and American
inventors, and their almost total absence in Russia and Japan in the nineteenth century. The
causes of invention were often diverse, deriving from economic factors such as a shortage of
labour or fuel, or cultural features such as the spread of technical knowledge based on a
sound general education, espeically among artisans. Comparisons between Britain and
France have been made by the late Professor J.R. Harris, a regular participant at the Society’s
conferences and P. Mathias, a former Treasurer and President, among others. Enterprise, or
the adoption of new techniques, is another important cause of industrial growth. One may
compare the strength of entreprencurial ability in each of the countries, and explain its
emergence in terms of both economic and cultural factors, some being similar to the causes of
invention.

The role of demand, or the extent of the market, is a crucial factor in industrial growth. The
large size of the home market has been shown to have been particularly important in Britain
and the United States, and its relative absence in France or Russia, on account of the long
survival of a peasant society, helped to slow industrial development. Finally one must
mention the extent of government intervention in such fields as taxation, tariffs and the
protection of inventions by a patent system. Another President, Professor S.G. Checkland,
wrote British Public Policy, 1776-1939 (1983) with this in mind.

One should stress that a study of the leading countries has its limitations. In Peaceful
Conguest: the Industrialisation of Europe 1760-1970 (1981), Pollard studied regions rather
than countries. In an article in the Review, ‘Typologies and Evidence: has Nineteenth-
Century Europe a Guide to Economic Growth?’ (1977), W. Ashworth, usually to be seen at
Conferences between the 1960s and 1980s, also mentioned the importance of regions, and the
need to consider areas of central and eastern Europe apart from Germany and Russia.
Finally, as a background to the study of industrialisation a general survey of the economic
structure and development, including especially agriculture, trade and transport, banking and
the standard of living is clearly needed, though these themes are studied both in relation to
the causes of industrial growth and to the models of the process of growth.

Of course, one should stress that these general approaches need to be based on dozens of
carefully researched monographs and papers of importance in their own right which open up
new fields of study or at least novel interpretations. In manufacturing one may mention The
Glassmakers: Pilkington: The Rise of an International Company, 1826-1976 (1977) by
Professor T.C. Barker, for many years Hon. Secretary and then President, and Regions and
Industries (1989), edited by Professor P. Hudson, with its marked regional approach. For
insurance there is The Royal Exchange Assurance: A History of British Insurance 1720-1970
(1970), by Professor B. Supple, another President with an interest in economic growth among
other literary research themes. This writer has published English Counties and Public
Building 1650-1830 (1998) which examined the financial aspects of the construction of
bridges, prisons, shire halls and pauper lunatic asylums as a contribution to business and
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transport history. Such studies are based on time-consuming research largely on manuscript
sources. It is on this foundation that the superstructure of general conclusions, interpretations
and models are based.

Christopher Chalklin (b. 3. 4. 1933) was educated at Canterbury University College,
University of New Zealand and Oxford University. From 1958-62 he was assistant archivist
at Kent County Council. He was Senior Fellow of University of Wales from 1963 to 1965
and was Lecturer (1965-75) and Reader (1975-1993) at Reading University, largely teaching
social and economic history. His research interests are the social and economic history of
Kent since ¢.1600, especially 1600-1750, financial aspects of house and public building in
English towns 1650-1830. His publications include The Provincial Towns of Georgian
England: A Study of the Building Process, 1740-1820 (1974).
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Interesting but not Popular: Making Economic History Mean
More to Others

Martin Chick

It was Christopher Hill who got me started. Rummaging through the left-overs of a church
bazaar, [ came across a slim book entitled The English Revolution. Reading it in bed that
night, I had my whole view of history overturned. Previously, history was something you
mugged up a few days before an exam, spewed back out on the day itself, and then forgot
about as quickly as possible. What Christopher Hill wrote was entirely different. It was a
driven, motivated argument, which pointed up the impact of economic forces in shaping
political development.

I think from the first reading of Christopher Hill, I have seen economic history as offering a
tremendous insight into the choices which people make. Both the choices which they can
make (shall we drive to Stirling or Peebles?) and the choices which they are allowed to make
(can we afford a car, assuming that someone’s invented one?). Put more formally, what
factors define the parameters within which a range of choices is available, and within that
range, what are the mechanisms and preferences which influence decision-making? Of
course, there are many other issues in economic history, from the sources of economic
growth upwards, but it is this essentially micro-economic interest which occupies me most.
However, the ‘So what?’ question has to be answered. The study of micro-economic
decision-making in a small firm or department may be of interest, but there does have to be
some sense of the quantitative importance of those decisions. One course is to concentrate on
‘big issues’ such as privatisation, nationalisation and economic planning which have clear
national and international implications, but whose effects still have to be demonstrated out in
the economy, beyond the confines of government committee rooms.

In tracing the development and outcomes of decision-making processes within government,
the use of archives is essential. While it may not be cool to queue at Kew, it is difficult to
think of a substitute for examining the typed record of what decision-makers perceived to be
their range of options, and their reasons for, and consequences of, choosing some options and
not others. Economic history is as much about rejected as selected options, and at their very
least, archives probably offer the best means of discovering why alternative, ‘counterfactual’,
routes were not pursued. This interest in the parameters and mechanisms of decision-making
is potentially riven with a fundamental tension. If you view the parameters as being
determined largely by economic and technological factors, and yet you also suspect that the
best allocative mechanism within the parameters is probably the price mechanism, then you
risk ending up as some confused form of Marxist price-loving capitalist. Yet it is precisely
this tension which runs through much recent economic history, and the unpicking of which is
frequently the subject of current political and public debate.
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In this context, what economic history also means to me, is making it mean much more to
others. While I hope that this is not borne of some vain, evangelical zeal, it does arise from a
conviction that you cannot study modern economic history without thinking that economic
historians have a huge amount to contribute to current debates on issues, ranging from the
development of the welfare state through to the discussions of the euro. Which is not to say
that economic historians should only study topics of apparent current ‘relevance’. Nor is it to
suggest that modern economic history is more relevant than earlier periods; the riotous
debacle of the poll tax indicates the great costs of forgetting earlier history lessons. Nor
should it be studied with an anachronistic imposition of current values and assumptions, not
least because to do so is to diminish the sense of change over time. I do believe that all
economic history is worth studying in its own right, but I also think that modern economic
historians are peculiarly well placed to demonstrate the benefits of studying economic history
to a wider audience.

Economic history could inform public and policy discussions, and yet current public debate
seems so careless of history. Public discussions of the welfare state rarely make serious
references back to Beveridge which, given that successive governments have been wandering
towards reimplementing his report on social insurance, is bifterly ironic. On the few
occasions when Beveridge is discussed, it is in blissful ignorance. About four years ago,
when Peter Lilley suggested introducing workfare schemes, Patricia Hewitt happily informed
him during a face-to-face confrontation on the Channel 4 news, that this was to fly in the face
of the Beveridge Report. Her saving was that her ignorance of Beveridge’s many paragraphs
on this theme was shared by Lilley. Equally, it is incredible that in an economy in which
sterling was devalued three times within fixed exchange rate systems during the twentieth
century, and which has considerable experience of ‘snake-in-the-tunnel’ schemes, the Euro
question should be discussed publicly as if this was some brand new idea of which we were
all hitherto ignorant.

All of which begs the question of why economic history does not loom larger in the public
consciousness. It is not that the public won’t read history. Behind cookery and gardening in
the non-fiction bestsellers’ lists, there are always history books. Books on specific topics sell
well, be they biographies of everyone from Alexander the Great to Winston Churchill, studies
of specific events such as Stalingrad, or histories of particular plants and animals, with tulips
appearing around cod pieces in bookshop windows. Indeed, there are also books by Martin
Wiener, Corelli Barnett and Will Hutton which sell well and which use economic history to
identify long-standing constraints to faster economic growth. Although each of them
concentrates on a specific theme, they all implicitly and explicitly claim that their particular
theme has far-reaching implications for our understanding of British growth performance.
Yet, many academic economic historians believe the work of Wiener, Barnett and Hutton to
be fundamentally flawed and misleading. So what is the answer?

Clearly, one response is to write to themes which are of current interest. Presumably
publishers will continue to be interested in books on such themes as ageing, the European
Community, cooking, financial crashes, and our use of natural resources and the
environment. In fact, it would be good to have more books on these and other themes
moving from present to past, but they will remain, by definition, only thematic studies.
Indeed, it is often stated that we need more academically respectable, integrated studies
which throw light on the whole picture. Commonly there is a complaint that the Research
Assessment Exercise discourages the writing of textbooks which might give this broader
view. Yet in fact, many of the classic economic and social history texts which did reach a
broad audience were thematic studies, and not general textbooks. Both Christopher Hill’s
The Century of Revolution (1961) and E.P. Thompson’s The Making of the English Working
Class (1963) pursued themes, which nonetheless struck chords with the reading public.
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Alternatively, the case of A.J.P. Taylor is often cited, as someone who reached an even wider
audience. Taylor had themes, and he also had a big story to tell, notably concerning the
causes and courses of world wars. The question is not therefore, how are we going to write
broader economic and social histories, but rather, why don’t our themes and big stories
resonate as widely as they used to do.

To begin with big stories. Many of these have become blurred, less easy to tell. The English
civil war is now more often civil than warlike, the local perspective encouraged by John
Morrill and others having dispelled the schoolboy notion of a country rent in two, fully
involved in a commercial and ideological struggle. Similarly, the heroic view of the
industrial revolution in Britain, has gradually been planed away, notably in Nick Crafts’
British Economic Growth (1985) in which it emerges as being a long drawn-out affair
involving a few towns largely scattered down the west side of Britain, characterised by low
productivity, low investment and the employment of vast numbers of workers who had
haemorrhaged out of agriculture. This did provide a useful background for explaining the
decline of the British economy in the twentieth century, but that big story is also in the
process of being dismantled. Now to lament is not to complain. These reinterpretations of
major events in British history have provided some of the best reading and discussions of the
last decades. However, each story is more complicated and localised than it was before, and
in terms of reaching a wider public, it is harder to tell the more complex, blurred story.

The problem in finding more resonant themes is in part related to the blurring of the big
stories. If it is not clear to the public what is being explained, then the attraction of thematic
explanations is likely to be reduced as well. In the 1960s not only were the stories clearer, but
what we might very crudely dub as a quietly marxist approach to history, had a strong
integrative appeal. In making their explanations, Hill and Thompson were able to integrate
themes drawn from constitutional politics, political theory, English literature, and economic
and social history. It all fitted together because of the force of the underlying political and
economic analysis. Moreover, what both Hill and Thompson’s analyses of struggle shared
was their essentially Whiggish assumption of progress. This was also true of those
economics texts which had the greatest impact on economic history at the time. In the 1960s,
when ‘Blue Peter’ was collecting milk-bottle tops to buy tractors for India and Walt Rostow
was sketching out the stages towards economic take-off, it must have been easy to see why
you would want to study Britain’s transition from an agrarian to an industrialised economy.
When government policies seemed to be contributing significantly to curing unemployment
and improving living standards, the value of studying policy-making must have been self-
evident. Economic history was relevant, and it examined development and progress.

With the appearance of rising unemployment and stagflation during the 1970s, many of the
1960s assumptions concerning progress and policy appeared increasingly frail. The perceived
divisions between Keynesian and monetarist macroeconomists, increasing references to a
natural rate of unemployment, and political professions of an inability to ‘buck the market’,
all contributed to diminishing faith in what one economist called the ‘witchcraft of
macroeconomics’ and its related policy ambitions. Coincidentally, there was a growing
interest in micro-economics, in particular in incentive structures, game theory, and
information flows within and between markets and institutions. For our purposes, three
particular responses of economic historians to these developments can be identified. Firstly,
there was a boom in the business of decline, of identifying causes of slow growth and
productivity. By definition, though often teleological, the tenor of these studies was the
antithesis of a 1960s assumption of progress. Secondly, economic historians, especially the
quantitative ones, increasingly emphasised how often policies, be they on industrial tariffs or
employment policy, simply did not have the effects which policy makers and their historians
had assumed. Thirdly, in seeking explanations of allegedly low productivity, issues of
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entrepreneurship and decision-making in firms attracted greater examination. The hope was
that by building-up a corpus of business histories, some broader analyses of business
behaviour and performance could be extracted. Symptomatically, business history was to
cross-fertilise with business and management studies, more than with economics. What was
unciear was whether business history and business studies could build their component parts
into a bigger explanatory picture.

That each generation’s interest in the past often reflects its own current interests and outlook
is a cliché and, as such, probably true. It is arguable that in contrast to the big stories told by
the likes of Hill and Thompson in the 1960s, the histories written since the 1970s have been
more particularist, quantitative, complex and technically challenging in nature. Indeed, in
their cups, some blame the complexity and technical demands for the failure of economic
history to capture a wider audience. Yet, complexity and technical requirements do not
prevent other subjects from capturing a wide, popular audience. Richard Dawkins’s The
Selfish Gene, and Matt Ridley’s The Red Queen, are two bestselling science books which
draw on a literature which is easily as complex, technical and quantitative as anything
produced by economic historians. Why do the likes of Dawkins, Hawking, and Ridley sell so
well? Because their work rests on the assumption of scientific progress; because it reflects
current concerns, notably with genetics; because it tells big stories on a sweeping scale,
infinitely so in Stephen Hawking’s case; and because the books provide insights into
fundamental factors which have a wide application and which are still working themselves
out. Economic and social history does all of these things, but it keeps it a secret; it does not
grab the public’s attention, and this critical failure is occurring during a period when on
television, radio and bookshop shelves, the evidence of an interest in history is large and
growing.

And so to Lenin’s question: What is to be done? Throughout this essay, I have deliberately
switched between ‘history’ and ‘economic history’, and, certainly I would tend to see my
own work in the post-1945 period, as belonging more to the broad study of political economy
than to any narrow subset of history. Studies which emphasise breadth, which in the tired
phrase are ‘interdisciplinary’, can then draw on the work of economists like John Kay,
Nicholas Barr and John Vickers, or on that of political scientists like Des King, all of whom
write accessibly and make use of history in analysing the interaction between institutions,
economies, technologies and markets. They all emphasise the micro-economic perspective,
from which the bigger themes concerning information, insurance, and incentive structures
have emerged. In turn, these all fit into the big story persistently told by economic and social
historians; that of change and uncertainty. These two issues, which are of as much concern
today as they were when they formed the heart of Keynes’s General Theory, provide just one
instance of a big theme, of potentially popular appeal, which could be made to integrate and
exploit much of the existing high quality research in recent economic and social history. This
is one theme; ’'m sure you can think of others. Having cited Lenin, why not abuse John F.
Kennedy? Ask not ‘what does economic history mean to me?’, but rather, ‘how can I make it
mean more to others?’

Martin Chick (b. 16. 4. 1958) is a Senior Lecturer in Economic and Social History at the
University of Edinburgh where he lectures on business history, twentieth-century economic
history, and the development of the welfare state since 1945. Following his Industrial Policy
in Britain 1945-51 (Cambridge 1998), he is currently writing a book on energy policy in
Britain and France since 1945.
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From England to Australia to Ireland: A Cultural Odyssey

L. A. Clarkson

If I were to take the generic title of this essay collection literally, I would say that economic
history has meant a satisfying career and - eventually - a comfortable income. But such a
reply would, I suspect, be regarded as too flippant and too brief.

I started the study of economic and social history in 1949 at the age of 16 (Richard Pares
once remarked that the right age to commence history was 25; anything learned younger was
something less than history). The responsibility for this youthful folly lay with R. A. Butler
who, as Minister for Education, introduced the Eleven-Plus in 1944, which I passed. This
was my first step out of the London working class and a probable future as a ticket collector
on the London Midland and Scottish Railway (not well paid, but a job for life). The 1944
Education Act created not only secondary modern schools to stand beside the grammar
schools, but schools specialising in science, technology and English, to fit youth for the post-
war world. Not many of these curious hybrids ever got under way, but there was one close to
my home and the unanimous opinion of parents, relations and neighbours, whose total
experience of education had been gained in London County Council Board Schools, was that
my destiny should be determined in such a place. I would thus be liberated from smoky toil
on the railways and qualified instead to become an electrical engineer. Nobody understood
what this involved but the Battle of Britain had been won with the assistance of radar, so the
prospects looked bright.

Thus, T commenced a rich menu of physics, chemistry, mathematics and English, all of which
I enjoyed. But dreary hours of woodwork, metalwork and technical drawing seemed to be
aimed at no future I could identify with. Two periods a week each of history, geography,
French, religious education (endless maps of St Paul’s missionary journeys), plus some PE,
but no Latin, completed my education. An enthusiastic teacher, frustrated by the timetable,
aroused an interest in history. At the age of 16 it was time to leave school. Electrical
engineering had lost whatever appeal it might have had (very little), displaced by history.
There were two obstacles: no Latin and the family consensus that ‘there’s no future in
history’. My history master advised me that economic history did not require Latin, and I
could enrol part-time in the local technical college and study for the intermediate BSc(Econ.)
with a view to becoming an external student of London University. It was a neat resolution
of the Latin lacuna and it postponed any career decision. The technical college obliged on
both counts. It offered the course and also provided a part-time job as a porter-cum-office
boy. I was poorly paid but also under-employed, so I spent a lot of time in the Library where
I made my first acquaintance with Clapham (three volumes), Ashton’s Industrial Revolution
(brief, elegant and lucid) and Rostow (1948 vintage and pre-take-off). I was baptised into the
mysteries of economics through the austere volume of Frederick Benham, which I more or
less understood, and the glossy diagrams of Paul Samuelson that I largely failed to
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understand. Keynes was out there somewhere, but he wasn’t in the Library and so I remained
blissfully ignorant of the General Theory.

I decided to take the Intermediate examinations after one year to see how I was doing. To my
surprise [ passed and I was faced by what today would be called a Gap Year since 1 had not
applied to go anywhere. So I stayed at the technical college reading more economic history,
more economics and an ad hoc course in English (‘read widely and indiscriminately’ was the
only tuition I received), but neglected my mathematics, which was a mistake. I was accepted
into the LSE for October 1951 but did not wish to go since it meant commuting daily on the
District Line. Instead, for no other reason than that the brother of a friend was there, I
applied to Nottingham University. 1 was able to go because the Essex County Council
awarded me an Exhibition that paid the fees and a maintenance allowance of £135 a year.
(This was before the Anderson Committee in 1960 recommended mandatory grants.) I duly
arrived in Nottingham equipped with a cheap new suit, two school prizes (Trevelyan’s
English Social History and Heaton’s Economic History of Europe), and a well-thumbed copy
of Ashton’s Industrial Revolution. 1 was to read history, economics and, as my honours
subject, economic and social history.

I had struck gold. The department consisted of three people: J. D. Chambers, an inspiring if
frenetic teacher, Eric Kerridge, an intense agricultural historian who told me more about the
origins of the open field system than I wanted to know; and William Woodruff, a Walter
Mitty figure who appears later in my career. Kerridge left at the end of my first year. He was
replaced by Robert Ashton, a student of Tawney and F. J. Fisher, and the three of them (two
of them from a distance) stimulated an interest in early-modern English economic history that
has remained with me. A year later Woodruff went to Illinois and in return came A. W.
Coats from Johns Hopkins. He was deeply immersed in business cycles, short, long, and
intermediate. My education in economic history was narrow (very little outside England
except for the business cycles), but deep, intense and captivating.

I graduated in 1954 and decided I wanted to do research. 1 failed to win a university post-
graduate award, but once more the enlightened Essex Education Committee provided me
with a grant. I thought of studying the gentry in Essex (this was the time when the gentry
were rising and falling like ninepins) but Jack Fisher advised against it on the reasonable
grounds that there was no future in the gentry. He suggested the leather industry, a subject
that nobody had thought of except himself. And so I joined the growing army of graduate
students destined to write the books and articles that Fisher himself never got round to doing.

In 1958, with thesis unfinished, grant exhausted, but with a wife and two very young
children, I needed a job. Through the good offices of David Chambers and Robert Ashton I
was appointed senior tutor (later lecturer) in economic history at the University of Melbourne
where William Woodruff was now professor. I left with Ashton’s admonition, ‘don’t let
Woodruff push you around’ in my ears. I didn’t understand what he meant, but I was to
learn. The other members of the department were two fine Australian scholars and a Latvian
refugee, who had been a professor in Riga. They were not pushable, but I was young and
naive. When Woodruff told the department that he was poised to become the Amold J.
Toynbee of economic history the prospect was so overwhelming that we resigned en masse.
The others had taken the precaution of finding alternative employments, but I seemed to be
without an academic future. Robert Ashton and David Chambers came to my rescue and
found me a temporary post at Leicester where Jim Dyos was inventing urban history.

At the end of 1961 we returned to England. What had I achieved? I had finished my thesis,
written two articles and learned how to lecture without being lynched to 400 extroverted
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Australian students taking a compulsory course in economic history on their way to degrees
in economics. I had also discovered something about the quixotic behaviour of professors.

While at Leicester I was offered a lectureship in economics at the University of Western
Australia and so at the end of the year we were off again. My duties, as defined, were to
teach courses in economic history, but my new head of department (another quixotic
professor) adopted a literal interpretation of my title and delegated to me the task of chief
(and only) examiner for the local equivalent of A-Level economics. It was a practical
application of the principle of the division of labour: he got the money and played golf and I
did the work. At last, I came to grips with Keynes and the multiplier. Generally, the West
Australian experience was a good one. I was given a free hand to organise courses; I taught a
lot, learnt a lot, wrote a bit and began to understand how universities work.

During 1964 I applied for a lectureship in University College, Bangor. Robert Ashton told
me that Eric Kerridge was in for it and my chances were slim. As insurance, I sent a carbon
copy of my application to Queen’s Belfast that had also advertised, and forgot about it.
During a period of excessively long and hot weather in January 1965, I received a one-
sentence offer of appointment from Queen’s. I accepted and we exchanged the blue skies and
heat of Western Australia for the grey cloud and cool of Belfast.

Belfast was a culture shock. We almost took the next boat to anywhere. But my wandering
days were over. The department was a joy. It was newly established, although its
antecedents went back to H. O. Meredith, author of OQutlines of English Economic History
(1908), who had been Professor of Economics from 1910 to 1945. The head of department
was Ken Connell, a man of enormous charm and generosity, and a very fine scholar. Cyril
Erhlich (LSE educated) had arrived from Uganda a few years before and had a growing
reputation as an Africanist and later as a historian of the music profession. Max Goldstrom, a
pupil of W. H. B. Court, had recently come from Birmingham. Soon to follow were Eddie
Hunt (LSE), Alun Davies (Aberystwyth and Princeton), K. D. Brown (Reading and Kent) and
others. I gradually climbed the greasy pole of academic promotion: from lecturer to senior
lecturer, to reader, and to a personal chair in 1983. There was a parallel administrative and
managerial rise from adviser of studies to assistant dean, to head of department, to dean and
to pro-vice chancellor. I am now peacefully parked in a lay-by labelled ‘emeritus’, with an
office, a computer, the enjoyable task of writing the University’s history of the last 50 years,
but no car-parking sticker.

At Queen’s [ really learned what economic and social history means to me. Trevelyan wrote
in English Social History (condemned by Eric Kerridge in the first lecture I heard as an
undergraduate as a ‘dull bedside book’) that ‘without social history, economic history is
barren and political history is unintelligible’. He was right. For 10 years at Queen’s I taught
English economic history, but in 1975 I turned to Ireland. In 1971, I had published my Pre-
Industrial Economy, which was my lecture course. It seemed pointless to continue in the
same vein and there was a departmental need for something on Ireland before the Great
Famine.

Here was a vast unexplored territory. More importantly, for the first time history became
more than an intellectual game. In England, history is always important to the professionals,
but for society at large it is little more than part of the heritage business, or, as Fisher put it in
a lecture he gave in Queen’s, part of the entertainment industry, together with the royal
family and the Beatles. In Ireland, things are different. History matters. We kill one another
in the name of history. The past is the present and the present is the past. In 1968, ‘The
Troubles’ erupted and I have spent 30 years of my working life teaching economic and social
history in a university located in a community tormented by mangled views of the past. My
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increasing involvement in university management forced me to reflect more and more on the
relationship between university and society. The relationship could not be ignored,
particularly in Queen’s which in 1908, a decade and a half before Partition, had become an
institution independent of the original Queen’s University in Ireland established in 1845. For
people in Northern Ireland, Queen’s is woven into the fabric of society, not an accidental
accretion founded by a few wandering medieval scholars, nineteenth-century civic burgers or
post-Robbins civil servants. Men and women who have never entered its gates feel an
ownership of the university that is deeply grounded in their sense of identity.

Would I have understood these issues better without my education in economic and social
history? Perhaps. One of the benefits of having been a pro-vice chancellor was that I met
scholars from other disciplines who were thinking about the social responsibilities of their
subjects and of Queen’s as an institution. Some have done more than merely think and have
moved into areas of practical action. I am not starry-eyed about the superiority of history
over other disciplines. Medicine and music, literature and law, the natural and applied
sciences make greater contributions to wealth and well being, and possibly to understanding
as well. Still, history is vital to all civilised societies. As for our corner of history, Sir John
Clapham once wrote, ‘of all varieties of history the economic is the most fundamental. Not
the most important: foundations exist to carry better things’.

The subject has currently lost much of the zest that fired the founders of the Economic
History Society, some of whom were still around when I became a graduate student. I
attended Tawney’s seminars at the Institute of Historical Research, I went to supervisions
with Jack Fisher (terrifying and stimulating) I once saw Heaton at a conference and more
than once heard Sir Michael Postan call for the Review to publish the kind of seminal articles
it did when he was editor. Good things have happened since then: historical demography,
women’s history, and a more conscious use of social theory and statistical techniques. But
the subject too often deploys its methodology on its face, like scaffolding on a building
abandoned by bankrupt builders. Nevertheless it deserves to survive. If we remember the
words of Trevelyan it has a good chance.

Leslie Clarkson (b. 27. 1. 1933) took both his BA and Ph.D. at the University of
Nottingham. He then taught at Melbourne and Leicester Universities before spending the
bulk of his career at The Queen’s University of Belfast where he became a Professor in 1983.
Since retiring in 1998 he is Professor-Emeritus of Belfast and became a member of the Royal
Irish Academy in 1990. He is author of various books and essays on English and Irish
economic and social history. Sometime General Editor of Studies in Economic and Social
History and co-editor of Irish Economic and Social History. His latest book (with E.M.
Crawford) is Food in Ireland 1800-1920: a social and nutritional history (Oxford, 2001).
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What Economic History Means To Me

Frangois Crouzet

When I try to find the origins of my interest in economic history, I have to go back to the
time when I was a teenager, in the late 1930s. Both at home and at the lycée (grammar
school), the depression, the economic policies of successive French governments (especially
when the Popular Front was in power, in 1936-37), the autarky which Nazi Germany and
Fascist Italy were trying to achieve, the Five-year plans in the U.S.S.R., were frequently
mentioned and discussed. On the other hand, the history which I was taught at school was
purely political, but geography — which then and now is associated with history in French
schools and taught by the same teacher — included a good deal of information about economic
problems, which greatly interested me. In the last year at school (which for me was 1938-39),
when the geography syllabus was ‘the world major economic powers’ this was particularly
so. Moreover, I then had an excellent teacher, who, though a right-winger, explained to his
pupils the basic tenets of Marxism and of history’s materialist interpretation. I also
remember being fascinated by one lesson about Canada, in which he described the various
routes through which wheat from the Prairies was exported abroad, including via the Hudson
Bay in summer.

Then, for two years, I was in a classe préparatoire (Khdgne in current lingo), where
candidates were coached for admission at the Ecole Normale Supérieure. Again, the kind of
history students had to swallow was mainly political: we were expected to know what
happened day by day during the crucial periods of the French Revolution, to understand
Napoleon’s manoeuvres at Austerlitz or Iena, to master the minutiae of the many French
constitutions from 1791 to 1875. Still, some economic history crept into a number of lessons,
for example about the Zollverein or railway policy under Napoleon III, and several lectures
were devoted to the Industrial Revolution in England (they left upon me an indelible mark!).

I succeeded at the Ecole Normale entrance concours in July 1941 and, during the rest of the
summer (there was not much to do in occupied Paris), I spent long hours going through the
collection of Annales d’Histoire Economique et Sociale (this was the early appellation), from
1929 to 1939, to which my father (who was a history teacher) had subscribed. This was a
revelation. I greatly enjoyed the virulent reviews, which Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre had
written about books which they did not like, as they did not conform to ‘the spirit of
Annales’. 1 was fascinated by Bloch’s articles on agrarian history, and I then read Les
caractéres originaux de !’histoire rurale frangaise.

Some weeks later, I entered the Ecole Normale and the history tutor (my best marks at the
concours had been in history) asked me in what field I intended to specialise. My immediate
answer was ‘economic history’, and he nearly embraced me! Jean Meuvret was one of the
few French economic historians of his generation. His field was the seventeenth century, but
the range of his learning was much wider, indeed immense. During the years which followed,
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I was to learn a great deal from both his lectures (which included an initiation in statistics)
and from his talking (he was, I must say, terribly talkative and feared therefore by many of
my fellow-normaliens). He was also over-scrupulous, frightened to commit himself to print,
and his magrum opus on food supply under Louis XIV was published posthumously'. I told
Meuvret that [ would like to work on agrarian medieval history, and he advised me to follow
the seminar of Professor Charles-Edmond Perrin. So, for three years, | was submitted to the
hard, but extremely formative discipline (because of its very rigour) of scrutinising
Carolingian capitularies and polyptychs. Ch.-E. Perrin was also my supervisor for my first
piece of research: a memoir for the dipléme d’études supérieures (roughly an M.A.
dissertation), which dealt with the reconstruction and administration of the manors belonging
to the Chapter of Notre-Dame de Paris, after the Hundred Years” War. Professor Perrin
wanted me to go on along the same path and to do my PhD. on the countryside of Ile-de-
France in the fifteenth century (eventually this subject was taken up by the late Guy
Fourquin).

In retrospect, I sometimes wonder whether this start as a would-be medievalist was not a
waste of time, and whether the right answer to my youthful interest in economic affairs would
not have been to read economics. Actually, economics hardly existed as a separate subject in
France at the time: it was taught as part of the curriculum leading to law degrees. Moreover,
there was a watertight separation between Law Faculties — where economics were taught, and
Arts (Lettres) Faculties, where history was taught and to which, as normalien, 1 was
committed. In addition, I now know that the kind of economics I could have learned in Paris
in the 1940s soon became obsolete.

However, once World War II had ended, I had a feeling that medieval history was a kind of
escapism and [ was attracted by more recent periods. There was at the time much discussion
of the economic factors contributing to the decadence of France, which had led to the disaster
of 1940, about the necessity to rebuild a modern and strong economy, and, more broadly
about economic systems — socialism, communism, capitalism... Still, the study of the recent
past was not considered suitable for serious research and the 50 years rule for the opening of
public records was in force. I was thus led, by a sequence of circumstances, to start a doctoral
thesis on the impact of the Continental Blockade upon the British economy and I spent
almost four years (1946-49) in Britain, collecting materialsZ.

The consequences of this expatriation were twofold. First, I did not fall — like many people
of my generation — under the spell of Emest Labrousse (who was appointed in 1945 to the
Chair of Economic History at the Sorbonne, which the death of Marc Bloch had left vacant)
and/or Fernand Braudel (who only returned from captivity in Germany after the war had
ended). On the other hand, I came to know the English ‘school’ of economic history, both by
reading its already abundant output, and by meeting some of its luminaries (T.S. Ashton,
M.M. Postan, R.H. Tawney), as well as some younger scholars (the late Bill Chaloner
became a great friend). Admittedly, this was ‘old’ economic history, which it was later
fashionable to disparage. Still, it much impressed me, combining rigorous scholarship in the
use of primary sources with the resort to economic concepts and some economic analysis — a
combination which was new to me. During my own research, I also discovered various kinds
of documents which were new to me, especially business records, with their huge ledgers,
their bundles of in-letters and the books where out-letters had been copied.

This is enough with autobiography! It has only been intended to suggest that to me economic
history was new, was relevant and therefore was exciting. It was new to me, a kind of
intellectual adventure, because its development in France — despite excellent work by some
pioneers — was fairly recent. Even in Britain, where it was an established and respectable
subject, which had reached maturity during the inter-war period, it was clear that large tracts
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of land were still to be explored, and indeed economic history had in Britain, after 1945, an
‘astonishing surge’ (D.C. Coleman)’. Moreover, during the decades which followed,
economic history went through a succession of ‘revivals’.

There was the rise of quantitative history, which, up to mid-century, had been confined to the
history of prices, but extended to building retrospective national accounts and measuring
rates of economic growth4. Then came the invasion, from America, of the ‘new economic
history’ — or rather cliometrics, as it was not by then very ‘new’. Such novelties were
received, in Britain and still more in France, with mixed feelings (to say the least) and gave
rise to passionate — and enjoyable — discussions. Many scholars were horrified by the resort
to counterfactual statements, to an unreal world which had never existed. Cliometricians
rightly answered that traditional history also used counterfactuals, but without making these
explicit and testing them... Despite some excesses, cliometrics have made and are making a
significant contribution to the progress of economic history. The rise of the neo-
institutionalist school and of the new theory of growth was also stimulating. As for business
history, which hardly existed 50 years ago ~ especially in France, it has enjoyed a very fast
rate of growth. I do like it, as it operates at the micro level, deals with concrete cases and is a
crossroads for interdisciplinary work.

Discussions have not been confined to the ethereal level of methodology and many
fascinating debates have dealt with specific, though broad problems. I shall just mention the
excitement which Rostow’s Stages created®, the perennial controversies about
Gerschenkronian backwardness and Weberian Calvinist ethics. As for the performances of
the French economy during the nineteenth century, they have been for years a bone of
contention at the international level, as American and British ‘stagnationists’ and
‘revisionists’ have joined Frenchmen in the fray. British economic ‘decline’ has been
discussed for almost as long and perhaps more passionately, as the standard of living during
the Industrial Revolution; in addition, the very existence of the latter deity has been disputed!
Economic history has thus been in a state of constant flux and even turmoil, which has kept it
refreshing and exciting®. Even in old age, I unwrap impatiently each new issue of The
Economic History Review, to look at its table of contents.

However, an old man may worry about the ‘decline’ of economic history, which has often
been mentioned for the last 20 years’, but which — like the “decline’ of the British economy —
has been ‘relative’ (largely a result of the rise of new subjects, like cultural history) and must
not hide much vitality and diversification. There is also the basic problem of economic
history’s position between its two powerful neighbours: economics and history. This position
has made it a meeting-ground between economists and historians, but also often a battle-
ground... ; and a conflict about its very nature has developed. Presently many people are
convinced that the future of the discipline lies in a closer union with economics; this
rapprochement has been achieved in America and is progressing in some other countries. To
take just one example the European Review of Economic History is proof of the fertility of
such an approach. Indeed, some developments in economics open the door to interaction
with history: such as the interest in institutions, in non-market activities, in path dependency
(which can be called ‘the legacy of history’ or ‘the weight of the past’).

Such developments are welcome to me, but I also see dangers in an unfriendly take-over bid
of economic history, by economists, as has happened de facto in the U.S.A. If economic
history merges with cliometrics and is annexed by economics, it will become just a branch —
and a minor one, a poor relation of the latter. On the other hand, its border with history will
become an iron curtain, because historians are unable to read works in cliometrics ~ except
their introductions and conclusions. This would be a pity for history. I sometimes say that I
am one of the last Marxist historians, because I believe in the importance of economic factors
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in history. A complete break between economic history and history would hand over the
latter to political and cultural historians, and economic factors would be ignored — as they
were by nineteenth century historians. Therefore, economic history must retain its autonomy
and identity, but also keep open doors to his two neighbours; it must act as go-between,
interpreter, translator.

Some division of labour is also possible: macroeconomic problems might be left to
cliometricians, who are the best equipped for the task. Economic historians whose training
has been mainly historical could concentrate upon long-term problems and upon topics which
can not be easily modelled and quantified and for which primary sources are indispensable:
institutions, technological change, government policies, power, business history, the study of
entrepreneurs. In a recent article, Christian Morrisson, a French economist, who also writes
economic history, described the ideal ‘historian-economist’, an all-rounder, with a theoretical
— empirical approach, who would have to be a superman/woman; so he suggested that some
research might be undertaken by small teams, made up of one historian, one theorist, one
econometrician®. The future of economic history lies in a closer relationship with both
economics and history, but in interaction, not in subordination.

A last point I want to make is that economic historians are a nice lot, even though they may
write furious reviews and pull to pieces either conventional wisdom or new hypotheses.
They share, across national borders, interest in the same problems, they use identical
methods. The international conferences, which have been held since 1960, have been
convivial occasions, but also productive of much valuable work and publications. As far as |
am concerned, | keep excellent memories of the conferences 1 attended and of the meetings of
the IEHA executive committee (wWhere I represented France for eight years). 1 cannot
understand the attacks which were launched against this institution.

Francois Crouzet (b. 1922) is Emeritus Professor at the University of Paris-Sorbonne, where
he taught from 1969 to 1992. He is Corresponding Fellow of the British Academy and of the
Royal Historical Society and a member of the Academia Europaea. He has written on many
subjects but predominantly upon aspects of British and French economic development
especially in the nineteenth century.
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Reminiscences and reflections of 50 years in history

Louis Cullen

An invitation towards the end of a working life to contribute to a volume on economic history
brings the danger of lapsing into the unforgivable sin of anecdotage. Despite that risk, the
past may merit some comment. Economic history as a subject and universities alike were
buoyed up in the 1950s by prospects of a bright future, even if it would probably be
stretching things far to describe the decade as a golden age. However, resources were
becoming much freer; universities were expanding; they were not overcrowded. Outside the
universities a sense of confidence in the future was uppermost. It is hard to convey its mood
to a younger generation, but retrospectively if one had to characterise the 1950s it would be
as an age of innocence and optimism.

My memories of the London School of Economics and hence of economic history in Britain
reach back to 1956. An interest in the School began a year earlier. Returning from a year’s
research in France, among other things having worked on trade figures, prices and scraps of
business records and impressed by a first acquaintance with the investigation of prices
undertaken in the 1930s by Labrousse, I was given a copy of T.S. Ashion’s Economic History
of England. At that time, I was preparing for a competition for a National University of
Ireland travelling studentship. Many holders of awards went to America, others to Oxford or
Cambridge, and fleetingly I had thought of returning to Paris, though Labrousse had been
silent in print for almost two decades and there was not therefore a siren song from Paris.
Ashton’s book made me want to study under him, as he wrote the type of history that one
would like to imitate. I duly applied to the LSE for admission for the autumn of 1956 as a
Ph.D. candidate

I did not know until I arrived that Ashton had retired. In the isolation in which students, at
least those outside metropolitan centres, lived in the 1950s I was imperfectly aware of the
careers of both Ashton and Labrousse. The loss was fortunately not irreparable as I had the
good fortune to be supervised, for the eighteenth century, by Arthur John (Ashton’s closest
colleague and a man deeply attached to him) and, for the seventeenth century, by Donald
Coleman. Because, my work was spread between the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
at least if not ending up with the supervisor I had hoped for, I had the bonus of second
supervisor. In going to London my intention had been to work on trade in southern Europe,
but Arthur John argued that Anglo-Irish trade was important to Ireland and England alike,
that he had contemplated doing it at one time, and that it should be done. After several weeks
of agonising over a stint of State Papers, Spain and Portugal, on reflection I had to agree with
the force of his arguments. I remained therefore not only on the books of the LSE, as was the
intention, but, forays to the provinces or to Ireland apart, more or less constantly in London
for three years.
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The LSE itself was a rather authoritarian and hierarchical institution in drab and
claustrophobic buildings of the interior period (it already had had what at the time was a great
curiosity, a student revolt over the canteen), but it was very well run; the graduate school was
disciplined and morale was high; supervision was very close; and the School was of course
within walking distance of the Record Office and the British Museum library. London itself,
still bearing many visible gaps from war time bombings, was at that time a great city for a
student to live in: since then it seems to have lost something , possibly a relaxed and
uncrowded atmosphere, and certainly the innocence that it, like its denizens, permanent and
transient, possessed in that period.

The research students in economic history of the eighteenth century or on the fringes of the
century were not many. Arthur John’s seminars on Fridays, held in the Institute of Historical
Research, were intimate affairs of three or four students who just about equalled and were
often outnumbered by LSE staff and visitors. From the LSE, Jim Potter, Charlotte Erickson,
Donald Coleman put in frequent appearances, and especially the good humoured Theo Barker
and the ever buoyant Leslie Pressnell. Ashton was often there in the first year, gentle and
sparing in his own comments. Walter Minchinton, very helpful to research students, often
made a breathless appearance, straight off the Paddington train from Swansea. Jacob Price
was sometimes seen, probably once a year, and Coates, Habakkuk, and Chambers were
visitors from the provinces whose papers I well remember. I sometimes met Ashton in
John’s room. The first time I met him his face lighted up at meeting someone from the other
side of the Irish Sea ; he had been a schoolmaster in Dublin at about the time of the first
world war, and without more ado he launched into a rhapsody of the charm of balmy
evenings on the crossing, made festive by music and singing aboard. Crossings, scarcely
different from the ones he recalled, still existed in warm summer evenings, as I can testify
from some of my own journeys across the Irish Sea.

In the 1950s, the future seemed rich with promise for Economic History. Young men whom
one knew or of whom one knew, were getting newly created chairs in the subject. It was also
an exciting period intellectually. The subject had marked time during the war years, because
so many were taken from the universities or had had to defer or interrupt their academic
career. Most teachers had war memories, as had Arthur John and Donald Coleman. Looking
back from a later perspective the writing of Ashton and others in the 1930s was just
beginning to bear fruit in the 1950s. It is no accident I think that the most successful and
enduring text book, Peter Mathias’s, is by someone whose studies began in the early 1950s.
The subject was of course influenced also by longstanding discussion from the inter-war
years on how to avoid recession (Beveridge et al) and somewhat more vaguely - W. Arthur
Lewis’s Theory of Economic Growth in 1955 was only filtering down and Rostow’s all too
facile Stages of Economic Growth was still around the corner - by recent and fashionable
concepts of economic development.

Because there were by later standards relatively few teachers and students, the debate was
fresh and free in direction in the 1950s. Debate on the Industrial Revolution, in terms of the
factors which caused it, or why it occurred in Britain however became a jaded subject as it
became protracted; somewhat like the related and long-drawn-out one on the standard of
living (with its resonances of a cold war between different economic systems ) or yet another
polemic on the social values of businessmen (whether gentry sons entered trade or merchants
exited with unseemly haste) which [ have to confess were pedantic and un-illuminating
debates, and still are when they erupt intermittently into life. Other debates, such as that
more recently on why Japan industrialised successfully or what had Japanese management
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that other managements lacked, have the same characteristic. Such controversies, though
made lively by the cut and thrust of argument, impose interpretations by the parameters they
define in advance rather than illuminating the underlying issues. However one strength of
economic history in Britain was present then, and still is: the subject was closely linked to
economic theory or at least taught and written by people with some or much familiarity with
economic theory.

Archivally there were changes in the air, and, much more slowly, in implementation. One,
inspired by Ashton among many others was an interest in business records. Certainly a
graduate student of trade or business believed from the outset that if there were business
records, they were a first port of call. The Chancery Masters Exhibits, a great mass of files
not withdrawn from chancery proceedings, many of them relating to firms or estates, had
become available, and they provided a quarry of exceptional richness. A copy of the
exchange rates abstracted from Castaing’s Course of the exchange and other things was
floating around the LSE (I think their assemblage was one of the many fruits of Ashton’s
interests). The exchange market and the movements in the market rates, which I had become
interested in while in France, became a central feature of my research.

The local record offices were also appearing, or where they already existed, beginning to
widen their brief, though they had not gone very far in the mid-1950s in bringing in papers
from outside. Much research, at least in some subjects, was outside the reading room. The
customs records of the out ports were located in custom houses, and talks with the collector
or his officers, and coffee and biscuits made for agreeable moments in long days. I retain too
memories of the Lowther papers still housed in the Estate Office in Whitehaven, and, given
the key at the end of each working day, coming back after dinner, stoking up the fire in the
office grate, and settling down to reading letters before getting back for a drink before the
hotel shutters came down. Recollections of other not dissimilar experiences one could
multiply, and I have been happy in much more recent times that, for work on the French
brandy trade, the records still remained largely undisturbed in old locations. The records of
the house of Hennessy were looked after by the sommelier of the firm, which had its own
delights and temptations .

Franco-Irish trade and Anglo-Irish trade successively suggested (on the evidence) that in the
former case a large and distorting smuggling trade was a myth and, in the latter case, the
exchanges worked in a regular fashion, implying that the economy likewise was in some or
many respects sound. Hence, the level of economic activity should be determined by cycles
in economic activity rather than by purely structural features. Ashton was said by Arthur
John in the obituary he wrote in the Economic History Review to have been disappointed at
the lack of reaction to his Economic fluctuations in the eighteenth century of 1959. It seemed
to me at the time an extraordinarily good book, using primary material in a concrete way, and
sparing in its generalisations. When I returned to academic life after four years away from it,
I was led, by an interest in fluctuations in Ireland, into an examination of investment and the
building of estates and villages. One thing that became evident rather randomly was that in
many areas in rural Ireland the Protestant population was much larger in the eighteenth
century than in later times. That led far from trade: the pattern had implications for the
rebellion of 1798. The rebellion in areas such as Wexford was not a simple jacquerie,
reflecting oppressive economic conditions; there was a complex political history

It was of course in terms of my own work an aberration, but perhaps a salutary one as it

involved exploring political issues. The economic history of the 1950s had much in common

with Lewis Namier’s approach to political history (its intellectual origins can be traced to
52



much the same interwar years). Namier had eschewed political ideas for the study of political
men in the context of family and self-interest rather than principles. Economic history
similarly, in contrast to an older approach, was dismissive of politics and political thought. I
now think it was a weakness of the Ashtonite approach; it was of course a wider one of the
1950s, and Ashton’s appeal for me was precisely his approach. Economic history had
become progressively narrower, long before econometric approaches affected it. The writing
in the French journal Arnales for instance became markedly narrower in outlook compared
with the pattern of its first decade or the decade after resumption of publication at the end of
the war. This weakness is one of the reasons why - together with the explosion of other
historical options - the appeal of the subject for students began to decline in the 1970s.

If teaching is already in decline - think of Coleman’s famous book in the late 1980s - this
does not show at research level, and certainly not in the range of articles and monographs
and in their quality. The best work to-day is much more sophisticated than that in the 1950s
and far more assured in the use of archival sources, just as at that time consultation of theses
of the 1930s revealed rather unexacting standards. In the 1950s, however, it was still literally
true that one could keep abreast of most of the work in wide periods and fields. The large
volume of work in later years has compounded the narrowing of interest in the subject, as
teachers and students centred upon on a more circumscribed range of work. The advance of
the subject can be likened rather to an explosion of detailed work on the perimeter of a large
circle, with progressively less work at the centre to hold the peripheral themes together.
Indeed, with the growth in taught master’s courses and hence in short dissertations, there is
relatively less open or novel research, and topics often grow out of well-defined perspectives,
the convenient location of identifiable sources, or the focus of taught courses. Foreign trade,
to take an area with which I am more familiar, has grown enormously in recent decades in the
exploitation of the sources and in the examination of ports and branches of trade in Britain,
France and Spain alike. Yet the progress of studies of foreign trade serves only to underline
how neglected its siamese twin, domestic trade, remains; the mechanisms of payments are
still neglected (there is in a British context little advance beyond David Joslin’s article in the
1950s or Leslie Pressnell’s book on banking and the industrial revolution, and the story is no
different elsewhere); and the great metropolitan centres like London, Paris, or Madrid,
admittedly vast themes, still stand like whales stranded outside their environment.

The dangers of language itself and the use of implicit models remain insidious. Thus, in
western study of Japan, to take one example, the emphasis on seventeenth-century Japanese
rejection of Christianity involves a reluctance to face up to the sheer scale historically of
westemn aggression. The patronising idea of distinctive features, already in existence in what
was a narrow field of western study, was later reinforced by the fact that the real growth of
Japanese history in the west took place in the hands of a group which came to the language or
at least to linguistic competence under war and Occupation service. In any event is foreign
trade universally important or invariably a good thing? Westemn views of sakoku (national
seclusion) tell us more about facile assumptions about the benefits for all circumstances of
foreign trade than about the realities. There remains the danger in an intellectual sense, of
parroting in research and writing the concepts and values thrown up by everyday concerns or
by economic policy (think of globalisation!). In the real world, concepts when taken up by
bankers and civil servants, national and international, have always acquired a deceptive but
often shortlived sanction simply by a process of repetition (rather in the way that a simple
eror in a footnote acquires authority with repetition by every succeeding scholar) and
concepts become not ways of understanding the world but actors on the stage.

History, however, should be not for today or tomorrow but for longer. There is, in any event
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even leaving aside the danger of concepts imported from outside, an inherent danger in
academic discourse, which grows exponentially as the community increases and the quantity
of publication expands. The literature is reviewed (either lovingly or critically), debates are
summarised, and subjects quickly become prisoner of existing discourse or of orthodoxy,
whether old or fashioned anew. Economics has lost much, indeed all, of its cranky
independence. There are few antidotes to these dangers. Edmund Burke (in small doses)
sometimes helps; the best medicine of all may still be a regular bed-time reading of Adam
Smith’s Wealth of Nations. Another one may be Edward Gibbon, as suggested in Negley
Harte’s Independent obituary of Donald Coleman. Perhaps too historians should retain the
commitment of Tawney and others (moral commitment was close to the origins of the subject
at least in England). There are real dangers in this - scarcely less serious than narrowly
professional ones (think of the work and career of the brilliant E.P. Thompson) - but an
approach, recognising the risks, is preferable to one predicated on desiccated or conformist
thinking that can widen the gulf between a subject and the world of flesh and blood.

Louis Michael Cullen (b. 29. 11. 1932) is Professor of Modern Irish History at Trinity
College, Dublin. He trained at University College, Galway, the University of Paris and the
London School of Economics. He has worked for the Irish Ministry of Foreign Affairs and
has held visiting posts at Paris, Oxford and Hosei University, Tokyo. His current research
interests include, Choiseul’s Irish circle of administrators and businessmen and changes in
Japanese foreign policy and bureaucracy, 1808-1858.
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Formal Estimates of Personal Income are Really Personal

Lance Davis

Between November 3, 1933 and November 3, 1939, as I aged from six to 12 years old, my total
income was higher than my father’s. Although he was a highly skilled bullbucker, he was
employed for only a few weeks over that period; on the other hand, I had a paper route. During
those years I was introduced to the importance of per capita income. Over the next dozen years,
between two stints in the navy (1945-48 and 1950-52), I managed to collect a bachelors degree in
economics. By that time, Keynesian and post-Keynsian developments had led most economists
to believe that violent short-term fluctuations in income were a thing of the past (it was another
decade before they became disabused of this idea); but my government-funded visits to such
ports as Tsingtao, Manila, Pusan, and Singapore had convinced me that there were still important
questions concerned with per capita income and long term growth and development.

Economics, however, had changed. Developments in micro theory during the 1930s (John R.
Hicks, Joan Robinson, and their contemporaries) had provided a set of powerful theoretical tools
that permitted economists effectively to examine short-run behavior and even to suggest some
rational government policies. As a consequence, economists became increasingly concerned with
issues that could be attacked by the ‘new tools’; and, as a result, institutional economics (typified
by the work of economists like Thorstein Veblen, Clarence Ayres, and John R. Commons) - a
field that had been an important part of the profession's research agenda - was pushed farther and
farther outside the mainstream of economics.

Instead, economists tended to focus their attention on short run issues, in part because the
institutional structure - the rules that are observed or enforced that govern the ways in which
economic agents can compete or cooperate - can be treated as exogenous and fixed. When those
economists have been unable to avoid issues associated with institutional change, they have
tended to wave their hands and mutter something about transaction costs. They have, however,
seldom attempted to explore the nature of those costs, although on occasion they have mentioned
the word ‘institutions’. Any economist who really attempts to understand the process of long-run
economic growth and development, however, must immediately confront the problem of
institutional change. In the long run, the institutional structure does change, and the changes are
at least partly endogenous. Any successful long-run analysis must explicitly include assumptions
about the nature of institutional development, but we still know little about the relationship
between the institutional structure and the more traditional economic variables, or about the way
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changes in the external environment — economic, political, social, and cultural — affect the
institutional structure.

In the mid-1950s, modemn cliometrics was born. And, while a part of the work was focused on
using economic theory to explore historiographic questions (slavery, for example), some of the
‘new’ economic historians, following in the steps of Simon Kuznets, turned to questions of
long-term growth and development. That group included Richard Easterlin, Robert Galiman,
Douglass North, and William Parker. Increasingly, their work tended to focus on the role of
institutions, but even these pioneers were slow to begin to think in terms of a theoretical model
of institutional change. In principle, such a theory could become the basis for a model of
long-term economic growth and development that would be as powerful as the present short-run
microeconomic models. Much of what we do know about institutional change comes from the
work of Nobel Prize winner Douglass North. To North, ‘the economies of scope,
complementarities, and network extemalities of an institutional matrix make institutional change
overwhelmingly incremental and path dependent’. Since ‘the static nature of economic theory ill
fits us to understand that process we need to construct a theoretical framework that models
economic change’.! Although he clearly understands the nature of the problem, we are left with
a warning, an admonishment, and a number of examples. Clearly, we are not yet ready to specify
a theory of institutional change; however a taxonomy — a formal structure of classification and
description — is a logical first step toward the development of any theory; and such a taxonomy is
within sight.

What is needed in order to develop that taxonomy is a series of parallel case studies drawn from
different times, different geographical regions, and different social and political structures. It is
only recently that I have come to understand that, if there is any underlying structure to my
lifetime research agenda, it has been an attempt to provide a number of such case studies in the
hopes that, when combined with the work of others, it will yield such a system of classification
and description. Applied micro economists, despite great gains in econometrics, still focus
almost entirely on the short run. Experimental economists have produced some useful policy
proposals, but almost all are based on experiments that depend critically on some form of an
auction - and few laboratory auctions can be structured to cover a real time period as long as a
decade, let alone a century. Only economic history provides a laboratory that permits economists
to study those long-term changes in the structure of institutions and the implications of those
changes for an analysis of economic growth and development.

Thus, at an intellectual level, what economic history means to me is that it is the avenue that may
make it possible for me to contribute productively to a gradually emerging systematic analysis of
the process of institutional change. Nor am I any longer one of a small number of voices ‘crying
in the wilderness’ of existing micro-economic theories. The emergence in the past half decade of
ISNIE (the International Society for the New Institutional Economics) and the list of
distinguished economists who have joined (a group clearly not limited to economic historians)
indicates that these important issues have again begun to move into the mainstream of
economics.

At a personal level, economic history has, over the years, also provided the foundation for a
number of friendships and intellectual partnerships that have made my life much fuller. There
was (and is) the ever narrowing circle of the original cliometricians (Douglass North, Jonathan
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Hughes, William Parker, Robert Gallman, Richard Easterlin, and Staniey Engerman), then there
was the second and third generation of scholars who are currently at the forefront of research (a
group that includes, but that is not limited to the likes of Claudia Goldin, Ken Sokoloff, Jeff
Williamson, David Galenson, and Naomi Lamoreaux), and finally there are students that I have
helped to train (Jean-Laurent Rosenthal and Robert Cull, to name only two).

Thus, to me, economic history means both intellectual and personal warmth and fulfillment.

Lance Davis (b. 3. 11. 1928) was educated at the University of Washington, Seattle and Johns
Hopkins University. He has taught at the California Institute of Technology since becoming
Professor of Economics there in 1968. He is currently Mary Stillman Harkness Professor of
Social Science. He has published widely, mainly on American economic growth. His research
interests are the evolution of international capital markets; the economic efficiency of naval
blockades; and the impact of the microstructure of rules on the economic efficiency of formal
markets (New York, London and Paris).

! Douglass C. North, ‘Some Fundamental Puzzles in Economic History/Development’. Paper delivered at the Von
Gremp Workshop in Entrepreneurial History, UCLA, February 21, 1996, pp. 7 & 30.
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What Economic History Means To Me

Meghnad Desai

There is some advantage to backwardness I am sure and I benefited a lot from it. The
undergraduate degree 1 did in Bombay was rather old fashioned. In the last two years of a
four year degree we had to specialise in one discipline but not so much that we got a narrow
technical education. 1 chose economics because it was easier to get jobs in business I
thought. We had to do eight papers: two in politics and six in economics. But within those
six we had to do two on economic history. This covered Britain, Japan, Russia and India. I
was hooked on economic history at that very stage. Ever since I have carried on reading and
occasionally ‘doing’ economic history.

Indian students of economics have a special reason to be interested in economic history. All
through the Independence movement and even later during the first decade of Independent
India, when I was studying, there was the perennial question: could India have been a
developed country on its own, with its own capitalist revolution? The other half of this
question was: did Britain retard or advance India’s economic development? These were not
academic questions. They were part of the daily diet of politics. There was also a lot of
vulgar Marxism around and we bandied about terms like Bourgeois Revolution,
iumpenproietariat, semi-feudalism etc. Such Marxism compels you to read a lot of economic
history.

There was also the fascination of Russia and especially Russian economic development from
the 1860s onwards. We had debated about the Narodniks and their quarrels with the
Marxists. Then, in the period after the Revolution, the episodes of War Communism and
New Economic Policy, the debate between Bukharin and Trotsky etc absorbed us. At that
time, in the 1950s in India, there was the Second Five Year Plan with the Mahalanobis model
which was similar to Feldman’s model - itself the basis of the first Five Year Plan in Russia.
In those days in India, if you mentioned the name of Preobrazhensky no one would bat an
eyelid. We had read (or so we pretended) all about those 1920s battles regarding extracting
surplus from the peasantry.

Thus economic history was for me central to an understanding of politics as well as
economics. When I studied for my masters degree in Bombay, I did not have to do economic
history anymore. Yet studying economic development and business cycles I was thrown
back on much economic history. Rostow’s Stages of Economic Growth (1960) had just come
out during my final year and his sub-Marxist scheme had a basic political message that we
did not buy. Yet that again took us to alternative readings of economic history.

When I got to the US for my Ph.D., I kept up my reading. Now I had access to better
libraries, I quickly caught up with US economic history. Luckily for me there
appeared an opening when Conrad and Meyer’s book on New Economic History
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came out. Here at last was a marriage, 1 thought, of economics, econometrics and economic
history. Some day I thought it may all be useful for an article or two in a learned journal.

The opportunity arose when I came to the LSE in 1965. Robert Fogel, I heard, had just
passed through and there had been a stand up row between him and the old guard. So 1
offered to teach quantitative techniques to economic historians. I could learn more about
economic history (or at least show off my meagre knowledge) and they could learn some
econometrics. This led me to write my review article on cliometrics in the Economic History
Review (Desai, 1967). But my stance was not that all was fine in the new quantitative
economic history and all the old stuff was outdated. I tried to point out that not all new stuff
was good economic history let alone good econometrics. Technique did not overcome some
horrendous problems of causality which always hamper historians.

This was not a good career move. [ was neither loved by the younger set who wanted to be
triumphalist nor by the senior lot whom I only confirmed in their smugness. Soon however
others took over the teaching of quantitative techniques once the Essex summer school
became possible. I could get on with other things. But I did feel that in many of the
cliometric models the issue was not econometrics but the use of a static neoclassical model.
The idea that economic history, an inherently dynamic subject, could be packaged within
static optimisation logic of neoclassical theory seemed to me then and still seems to me now
absurd. It was by being econometrically simpliste yet confusing, if not threatening, to the old
guard that the first generation of cliometricians got away with it.

Ideally economic history should improve economic theory by taking it beyond static or even
dynamic equilibrium models. History allows one to model disequilibrium in a way that
contemporary time series, no matter how long, does not. If one has to deal with dynamics in
which there is structural as well as institutional change then economic history seems to me
the best way forward. But then economic historians have to be tough about the theory they
employ. Douglass North’s success in launching neoinstitutional economics for development
is a very good example of an economic historian stretching economics beyond its usual
narrow confines By contrast his fellow Nobel laureate, Robert Fogel, 1 argued in my review
article on his Time on the Cross (Fogel and Engerman, 1974), used the neoclassical static
theory uncritically (Desai, 1976).

In turn what econometrics or even economics has to bring to economic history are the
rigorous habits of mode! building. This allows you to set out the structure of your argument
in terms of behaviour as it responds to incentives and constraints. But these latter may
change as well for an economic historian and therefore a deeper model has to be built. There
is no escape from theorising. All that economists do is to make their theorising explicit. A
lot of economic historians, especially of the older school kept their theorising implicit and
hence it was difficult to criticise. This also meant that controversies raged on and yet no
dispute could be settled.

I had a first hand experience of this when quite inadvertently I found myself taking on the
formidable Professor Postan. This was a result of a marvellous interdepartmental activity
which the LSE Senior Common Room has - the cricket team. Malcolm Falkus who was then
at the LSE told me some time in the early 1970s that a student of medieval history from
Kings College wanted my advice on econometrics. It turned out that it was not so much
econometrics but inference that this student needed to learn. He pointed out to me that there
was a debate about the famine in medieval England and that Postan had said something about
Winchester yields which was testable.

Young and innocent as 1 then must have been, I got hold of the book on Winchester yields
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by Titow and proceeded to test whether yields on the Winchester Estates were going down.
Finding that they were not, I wrote a paper and sent it off to Postan and my colleague
Bridbury, little realising that I had just walked into a hornet’s nest! I got invited to
Peterhouse for a lunch and the famous (though I did not know then) Postan inquisition. [ was
flattered, cajoled, threatened and told that I had got it all quite wrong. R.H. Tawney, Maurice
Kendal, Karl Marx and many others were brought to bear against me. I knew then that I
would never give up that topic.

To cut a long story short, I persisted with the problem. I claimed that Postan had used an a
prioristic Ricardian theory to argue that yields must have been going down if there was a
famine. Hence England in the early fourteenth century must have faced a Malthusian Crisis.
This was simple economics of a very static variety doing a lot of work. The data, however,
contradicted the hypothesis. But over the years, no one had carried out a simple test although
they had disagreed with Postan about a lot of other details of his argument. I had stumbled
on to this central weakness without much knowledge of either medieval economic history or
its practitioners.

A negative result however was not enough. It is no good saying Ricardo does not apply to
fourteenth century England. There had to be an explanation of the three successive harvest
failures in 1316, 1317 and 1318 as well as the contrasting cycles of prosperity and misery in
different sectors of the economy (grain versus grass) and different time periods within the
half century till the Black Death. I gave up any work on this topic while I did not have the
answer. Economic history, I always knew, was much more difficult to do than economics or
econometrics. It was only a decade later, nearly 16 years after my fateful meeting in
Peterhouse that I was able to use bits of Amartya Sen’s theory of famines to be able to make
sense of the data (Sen, 1981). But I had also by then read enough about fourteenth century
England to know that the cattle economy was different from the wool one and both from the
grain one. I did manage one long paper (Desai, 1988). But I am still hoping to write its
complimentary paper which will go into regional details relying on the data from other
establishments besides the Winchester one - Bolton Priory for instance.

Reading economic history is my constant pleasure but doing it, as and when I can, is the
much more time consuming, much more demanding pleasure. Reading it is like soaking in a
hot bath and doing it is like rock climbing. If you can do rock climbing (and I cannot) I am
assured it is hard work but exhilarating. Economic history as a source of knowledge and
reflection is to me absolutely vital in economics and even in politics.

Nowadays I write on poverty and human development. I am aware that the concept of
poverty as a remediable phenomenon has solid Victorian roots. Thus despite much that I had
read, I learnt a lot from Alan Gillie’s article in the Economic History Review (Gillie, 1996).
Much that is said about social exclusion today was at the root of Charles Booth’s original
inquiry about the household conditions of truant children. Economic History has this
capacity for surprising us and humbling us just when we think we know everything. And
being humbled is good for us all.

Meghnad Desai (b. 10. 7. 1940) has been Professor of Economics since 1983 and Director,
Centre for the Study of Global Governance, since 1992, at LSE. His interests include general
economic theory, econometric models and economic history.
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In the Footsteps of Bertha Putnam

Marguerite Dupree

In April 1976 as a second year research student, I attended the Golden Jubilee conference of
the Society at Churchill College, Cambridge. In a College classroom I heard Theo Barker
give his paper on the beginnings of the Economic History Society' in the presence of
venerable pillars of the Society, of whom Julia de Lacy Mann and M. M. Postan sitting in the
front row were especially memorable as their voices came out over the tape recorder during
the paper and afterwards during the discussion. In the paper Professor Barker mentioned the
importance of Americans in the founding of the Society, and he listed Professor Bertha
Putnam of Mount Holyoke College among the speakers recorded at the first meeting at LSE
on 14 July 1926. While I had never heard of Bertha Putnam, I had first heard of economic
history as an undergraduate at Mount Holyoke College. His remark gave me a sense of
belonging to an academic community and tradition, including women and Americans from
the outset, which has provided a coherence to my academic odyssey both previously and over
the next 25 years. This essay takes what oral historians call a life history approach, yet out of
it, I hope, will emerge evidence of one of the main strengths of the Society: the wide range of
the historical interests its members represent and hence the broad definition of the content of
economic and social history that it embodies. In short, the Society’s inclusiveness in the face
of pressures for narrowing and fragmentation into innumerable fields (in my case, urban
history, family history, demographic history, business history, textile history, medical history,
Scottish history, among others) makes it possible to move among subjects and explore links
without losing a sense of ‘community’ and what might be called middle-range coherence.

Protests against the Vietnam War culminating in the shootings of students at Kent State
dominated the spring and early summer of 1970 on American college and university
campuses, and the authorities at Mount Holyoke College postponed final examinations until
the end of the summer. That spring semester of 1970 I had taken Lynn Lees’ European
Economic History course which tested the models of Rostow and Marx against the European
experience. As a result of the postponed examinations I spent more time preparing, and I
discovered the Economic History Review as I followed up articles on the reading list. I was
excited by the overarching models, the idea of testing them and the exploration of the social
consequences of industrialisation, drawing on evidence ranging from price and wage series
to novels. I took more courses from Lynn Lees on European urban history and on historians
and historiography; she introduced me to historical demography and the work of the
Cambridge Group; and having major fields in both biological sciences and history, I brought
them together in a dissertation on the Irish potato famine from the perspectives of the potato
population as well as the human.

Attracted by its interdisciplinary ethos and the variety of Lawrence Stone’s work (initially
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encouraged, I later discovered, at Charterhouse by the Society’s Treasurer, Robert Birley), [
entered the graduate programme in History at Princeton University, completed the two years
of coursework and embarked on a PhD thesis on the effects of industrialisation on family
relationships in Britain. Although the topic was my choice and the period later than his main
focus, Lawrence Stone supported the project from the outset, enabled me to come to Britain
to work on it, and continued to take an interest and provide comments and suggestions on
written work thereafter.

In the Autumn of 1974 I entered Nuffield College, Oxford as a research student with Max
Hartwell as my College supervisor and I matriculated in the Modern History Faculty with
Peter Mathias as my University supervisor. I attended their lectures, and a feast of other
lectures and seminars not only in history but also in the social sciences on which Nuffield
concentrated. At Nuffield I put my sample of the 1861 census enumerators’ books for the
Potteries on punch cards and explored the economic and social history of the Potteries in the
mid-nineteenth century, focusing on family structure and testing Michael Anderson’s
conclusions based on Lancashire. In the last of my four years at Nuffield I was introduced to
Sir Raymond Streat and was asked to edit his diary. Although this meant a shift to the
twentieth century, to Lancashire, to the cotton industry, to its relations with Whitehall and to
issues surrounding the decline of the British economy, it was a subject with which I felt
equally at home as part of economic and social history and in the Economic History Society
as I did with my thesis.

| continued to pursue research into these two areas when I moved to Cambridge where I was
elected to a research fellowship at Emmanuel College in 1978 and from 1982 at Wolfson
College. It was a stimulating environment working in close proximity to economic and social
historians, including Les Hannah, Donald Coleman, Barry Supple and Geoff Eley, and to the
Cambridge Group, attending seminars, using the excellent library, and benefiting from the
expertise and interest of Tony Wrigley, Roger Schofield, Peter Laslett and Richard Smith,
Richard Wall, Ros Davies and Jim Oeppen. Also, in Cambridge there were separate papers
on British economic history and English economic and social history in Part I of the
Economics Tripos and of the History Tripos respectively, and supervising undergraduates for
them and giving a series of lectures gave a sense of a varied yet coherent part of history.

In 1986 I became one of the original core staff members of the Wellcome Unit for the History
of Medicine at Glasgow University, and again the breadth of the economic and social history
umbrella was apparent. Not least, medical history was another of the wide range of areas to
which Peter Mathias has contributed as a part of economic and social history, and although
the Unit has been located within the Medical Faculty for resource purposes and medical
history was once the most insular of fields, members of what is now the Economic and Social
History Department were instrumental in attracting the Unit to Glasgow and supporting it
subsequently. Moreover, members of the Society have played important roles on the
Wellcome Trust’s History of Medicine Panel over the past fifteen years: Peter Mathias and
now Anne Digby have chaired the Panel which has included, among others Tony Wrigley and
Michael Anderson, and Richard Smith served as Director of the Oxford Wellcome Unit.

Thus, ‘economic and social history’, the subject of the Review and as embodied in the Society
and its activities, means to me a tradition, from the days of Bertha Putnam, of overlapping,
outward-looking networks of people and fields that eschews hard and fast distinctions and
encourages investigation of a wide range of areas and approaches and of the links between
them, while promoting the highest standards of scholarship. Although such an encompassing
view of the nature and role of economic and social history may seem obvious, it cannot be
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taken for granted while there is pressure from some colleagues to draw up the sharp,
exclusive, divisive categories which ultimately lead only to the parochial and antiquarian.

Marguerite Dupree (b. 1950) is a Senior Lecturer and a member of the Wellcome Unit for
the History of Medicine at the University of Glasgow and a Fellow of Wolfson College
Cambridge. She is editor of Lancashire and Whitehall: the Diary of Sir Raymond Streat
1931-1957, 2 vols. (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1987) and the author of
Family Structure in the Staffordshire Potteries 1840-1880, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995).
Currently, she is working on a book with Anne Crowther, Lister’s Men and Jex-Blake’s
Women: Medical Lives in the Age of Surgical Revolution.
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The Medieval Economy and Society Viewed from Below

Christopher Dyer

This will express divergent and contradictory attitudes towards economic history. The subject’s
tendency to pull its practitioners in different directions is one of its attractions, though it is also
the source of considerable frustration. 1 will emphasise here its capacity to entertain, and its
ability to address big questions; it is both literary and scientific.

One cannot avoid agreeing with Jack Fisher’s provocative opinion, quoted by Leslie Clarkson,
that, ‘like the Beatles and the royal family’, economic history is a branch of the entertainment
business. On the other hand, we would not wrestle with the subject unless we thought that it was
important - that it provides the key that unlocks our understanding of fundamental processes of
change, and can reveal to us great truths about the human condition. It tells us how we arrived in
our present state. The significance of economic history also lies in its ability to give us an insight
into the differentness of the past: it explains how people coped with problems by devising
solutions which are foreign to our world, like the two field system or turnpike roads.

To begin with the ‘entertainment’ side of the subject, I have always believed that the end product
of economic history should be a form of literature. We should write essays, articles and books
that are easy to read and which interest, stimulate and even excite the reader. We will usually
fall short of the ideal (this writer included) but at least we should aspire to be readable and
accessible. Of course we must use methods of research which are technical and involve
statistics, but these are just a means to an end, and the final stage of a piece of research is to set
aside the tedious and specialised calculations, push them into a footnote or an appendix, and to
express the conclusions and ideas in everyday language. If we look back to the origins of the
subject between about 1890 and 1920, it attracted a huge interest among ‘extra mural’ and
‘extension class’ students. They expected to find a subject relevant to their own experiences,
about working people in the past, and the subject was presented by lively and enthusiastic
lecturers who also wrote lucid prose. That popular interest in the past is still there, and as well as
‘continuing education’ classes it is stimulated by books, magazines and television programmes.
But economic history does not figure very prominently, having been supplanted by such subjects
as landscape history. I have always attempted to use whatever opportunities present themselves
to communicate with a non-specialist audience, and believe that we could reclaim some of the
ground that we have lost in this respect.
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To turn to the ‘importance’ of the subject, the great attraction of economic history is that it has
an especially rigorous and ‘scientific’ approach. It uses the methods of testing hypotheses
against hard evidence in a much more systematic way than other branches of history. The
precision of our definitions are particularly satisfying. If an economic historian uses a term like
‘town’ or ‘rent’ or ‘productivity’ we can hope to know where we are, and are able to conduct
discussions with a good idea that we are all talking about the same subject. There is a
widespread understanding of the rules. If prices or wages rise, there are various influences and
circumstances that lie behind those trends, and while we might disagree on which factors are
most important, we share the same understanding of supply and demand. Again, if we use
technicalities and specialist language they are only a means to an end, and the test of the success
of a piece of research should be its contribution to our appreciation of large historical processes.

While I advocate the importance of economic history, and even its superiority over other
subjects, it benefits enormously from its association with other disciplines. The link with the
social sciences is umbilical, and gives the subject a constant stimulus. As someone with interests
before 1500, I am bound to mention anthropology as a fruitful source of new ideas. In the same
spirit, archaeology is capable of providing economic historians with a flood of new data, which
can be said without controversy, but I also believe that archaeologists’ thinking deserves our
attention as well.

Many academics practise their subject because a decision in early life set them on the rails
leading to particular stages and goals. In my case I have never studied economic history as a
specialism - I have not passed, nor have I ever taken, an examination in economic history. My
attachment to the subject has always been a matter of free choice. So why do I do it ? The main
attraction is the reconstruction of the lived experiences of the people of the past, in my case in
the middie ages. My conviction is that peasants, artisans and other workers deserve the attention
of historians, who devote far too much space to the privileged classes. This is not merely an
emotional position, because the reactions and initiatives of those below the elite made decisive
contributions to change. Without an input from peasants, for example, the transformations in the
medieval economy could not have taken place, and their actions played an important part in
bringing about the end of the traditional structure of society at the end of the middle ages. In
order to explore their role, we have to use whatever sources are available, and a good deal of
imagination, to visualise their attitudes and thought processes. I have found that my
understanding of these people and their circumstances has been greatly helped by researching the
material evidence of their houses, villages, fields and artefacts.

I have always practised my subject in a general history department, which means that I have to
work hard, in a world where students choose their options, to make my subject attractive to those
who regard ‘economic history’ with suspicion. The barriers can be removed by careful
presentation, and students find themselves reading articles from the Economic History Review
without too much pain, having signed up for courses on local history, literary sources for social
history, the origins of towns, and popular rebellions.

Economic history must already be a broad church if it can accommodate someone with my

interests and preoccupations as well as those who apply the most advanced statistical methods to

the twentieth-century economy. Its future surely depends on maintaining that breadth, but also
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with recovering some of that evangelical zeal with which it preached in the early years of the
twentieth century. If barriers have been erected that prevent undergraduates and the general
public from appreciating its interest and importance, then we should find ways of removing
them.

Christopher Dyer (b. 24. 12. 1944) was a student at the University of Birmingham, BA and
Ph.D, assistant lecturer at the University of Edinburgh, then taught at the University of
Birmingham where he is now Professor of Medieval Social History. He is editor of Midland
History, and of the Economic History Review and Ford’s lecturer in the University of Oxford.
His research interests are the economic and social history of medieval England, including
agrarian, urban and landscape history.
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The Joy of Economic History

Stanley Engerman

Since I have spent my past 40 years as a self-described economic historian, clearly I have found
this discipline to be rewarding, personally if not (based on anticipated opportunity costs)
financially. I have written several articles dealing with the nature of economic history,
cliometrics, quantitative history, and related concepts, so there is no need to repeat those general
points about my perceptions of the nature of the discipline. Rather, I want to speculate on certain
aspects of career choice, of approaches to historical questions, and of preferred means of
analysis. Most academics, obviously including economists and economic historians, seem to be
in violation of what many other people consider to be the fundamental premise of economic
behaviour: financial profit-maximisation. Few among us actually maximise our financial profits,
since that might entail what we regard as some unfavourable or less than preferred working
conditions. Rather, while we may profit-maximise in certain activities, career choices generally
reflect utility maximisation in desiring an overall package of ‘goods and bads.” In some regards,
the academic resembles the familiar image of the pre-modern artisan in terms of adjusting the
actual hours of work, the nature of the work the intensity of the work, and the quality and
quantity of output from work, all based on individual preferences. This is true, although as in the
case of artisans, incomes may sometimes be low and jobs lost.

Clearly not all individuals have the same utility functions as do academics - most people pursue
other occupations. And, of course, sometimes people make similar choices for rather different
motives and concerns. Moreover, within academics, the choice among a broad range of possible
disciplines still leaves ample room for differing decisions in finding the individual’s desired
mixture of subject matter and methods of analysis. Not all economic historians come with the
same set of underlying concerns, and I can only describe features in my career choice. Some
disciplines and questions were too complex and difficult, a few were not challenging enough, but
that still leaves a diverse set of approaches and disciplines from which to choose.

As with most of my peer group in economic history in the United States, my graduate training
was in economics. The basic definitions of the contents of economics, as also was the case for
economic history, included two related but separable, issues. One was the study of the economy
and the economic parts of life, the other was the use of the economist’s tool-kit to study society,
and to see how people behaved in situations where choices were made and constraints were dealt
with. The importance of rational decision making from available alternatives, and the analysis of
the implications of choices can be applied to a wide range of issues, from the rather narrow
economic to the broadest of political, cultural, and racial issues, and training in basic economics
provided a very useful way to try to understand individual and group behaviour.
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This economist’s approach, of course, need not lead to a simple answer to all questions that
scholars might study. The complexity of people’s psyches and also of events would seem to
limit that possible achievement by one single approach, but that need not be a source of
disappointment. Some scholars do believe that there can be one single answer to major
questions, and often advocate the usefulness of specific types of approaches to reach that answer.
Others, however, regard scholarship as more of a collective enterprise, with knowledge
accumulating, and find the words of Adam Smith on the division of labour, applied to this
different set of problems, quite sensible. Frankly, I find the Smithian view the more reasonable
one, since it provides a more realistic approach to problems of data and interpretation. My
feeling is that the actual day-to-day work of economic historians is to handle rather narrow,
specific questions in working towards the broader view. By defining the precise nature of the
question, and pointing to the answers desired, to help to determine what methods of data
gathering and analysis are most necessary in each case. In short, much of what appears as
debates on methodology, are less about methods than about what questions the particular scholar
regards as interesting or important. It is the opportunity to ask and to answer a broad range of
questions that has always made economic history seem such an interesting and enjoyable
discipline to pursue.

Stanley Engerman (b. 14. 3. 1936) took his B.S. and M.B.A. from New York University. His
Ph.D. is in economics from The Johns Hopkins University, 1962. He is currently Professor at
Rochester and has published widely on US economic history, trade and slavery. He has been a
pioneer in the use of both cliometrics and anthropometric history.
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Economic and Social History: My Experience

Alan Everitt

The study of history seems to me like travel in time, a journey into the past. In this paper I
shall mention a few of my own journeys, and the way they have led me into the study of local
and provincial society in one of the world’s oldest and most varied countries.

I do not remember a time when I was not interested in the past. I did not think of it at first as
‘history” because it bore little relation to what we were taught at school. It was a human
world, not an abstract one, that absorbed me. I wanted to know how people lived: to leamn
about their work, their family-life, their relationships, their manners and customs, and above
all the houses they lived in. I longed to be an architect and bought every book on architecture
I could afford, or work for, or beg for my birthday. When I left school and found that
ambition impracticable, I began to see I was really more interested in buildings as historical
evidence, as expressions of a society, than as symptoms of stylistic development.

These early interests went back no doubt to the way I was brought up and the place we lived
in: an old market town of 10 or 12 thousand people in Kent, with buiidings of every century
from the thirteenth to the twentieth, and some fine country houses and farm buildings in the
neighbourhood. My parents’ own house was a good example of the Vernacular Revival
movement of about 1900. It was full of books of a great variety, and that helped to awaken
an interest in the ‘realist’ tradition in English literature. Though I did not read economic
history as an undergraduate, I thus had a certain basis for the study of social history.

My first degree at St Andrews (1948-51) belonged to the rather rigid political and
constitutional tradition of that time, but it had its value as an intellectual discipline. Firmly
anchored in original texts, it forced the undergraduate mind to think closely about the
meaning of words and phrases, their changing significance, and the development of
institutions and offices of state. It gave one a sense of the long-term evolution of history, of
Maitland’s ‘seamless web’, and some sense too of the evolution of society behind it. Not a
great deal, for it was difficult to incorporate in the old syllabus, but enough to link with my
earlier interests. With my tutor’s encouragement, I therefore began ferreting around in the
university library for myself.

When we came to the Civil War period, it seemed as though a curtain was drawn aside upon
society, and one was brought face to face for the first time with the real people of England.
Naive doubtless; but one book that made an impression on me then was W. Schenk’s
Concern for Social Justice in the Puritan Revolution (London, 1948). So much has been
written since on Levellers, Diggers, Quakers, and Fifth Monarchy Men, that it now seems
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unknown. Yet it is still worth reading for Schenk’s insight into an unfamiliar world, and the
human experience behind it.

When I began postgraduate work at the Institute of Historical Research in 1952, I had to
move further in that direction. My subject was defined for me as ‘Kent and its Gentry, 1640-
60: a Political Study’. I had recently returned to the county after seven years elsewhere, in
the army and at University, and several of us were then beginning to work on the shires. My
supervisor was R.C. Latham, the editor of Pepys; but I also joined R.H. Tawney’s seminar.
The link with his work was obvious; we were all then talking about ‘The Rise of the
Gentry’.! Thanks to the liberal tradition of London, however, the special genius of the
Institute under Goronwy Edwards, and the breadth of Tawney’s own interests, neither he nor
anyone else - Neale, Bindoff, Namier, Latham, Notestein, et al. - forced their views on us. I
listened and learned, not least from a galaxy of able fellow-students, and revelled in that
intellectual freedom. For the first two years I spent every evening until 9 p.m. at the Institute
after my work at the Universities Association, and all my Saturdays in the Public Record
Office or British Museum. There were no State Studentships; but in 1954 I won a Carnegie
Scholarship and completed my work in two years full-time.

Mr Latham introduced me to the sources for tracing the Parliamentarian ‘Committeemen’ and
Royalist ‘Compounders’. He pointed out the Catalogue of the Thomason Tracts, the
Calendars of State Papers Domestic, and a few other items; then, wisely, he left me to
discover everything else for myself. Almost immediately a baffling problem came to light.
When [ put the lists of my Committeemen and Compounders together, I found that most of
the former appeared also on the latter: at some stage, it seemed, the ‘Parliamentarians’ had
become ‘Royalists’. By reconstructing a detailed narrative of events in Kent, for which the
evidence was enormous, I reached something of the answer. But [ gradually realised I should
also have to reconstruct the society in which those events took place if I was to understand
their mercurial relationship with national developments.

For that purpose I made a systematic survey of all the gentry families in the county: their
numbers, origins, and whereabouts; their standing, fortunes, and estates; their relationships,
marriage-connections, and links of neighbourhood; their houses, family-life, friendships, and
cultural interests. I was fortunate in the abundance of material I found on Kentish family
history, and in the survival of so many manor houses. I was especially fortunate in the
abundance of personal evidence I discovered in the form of private diaries, journals, account
books, autobiographies, and family correspondence. The work of Peter Laslett on Sir Robert
Filmer’s Patriarcha, and on the cultural life of the gentry in 1640, shed a further shaft of light
on the mentalité of the county.? I followed that up by tracing all my people in the catalogue
of the British Library, and found another goldmine.

Quickly summarised, what came to light was an intensely personal dynastic society of about
800 families, for the most part quite minor, deeply rooted by ancestral ties, and closely inter-
related; an evolutionary rather than revolutionary society, rising more by gradual
accumulation of moderate wealth than by dramatic acquisition; deeply conservative in
instinct, yet more preoccupied with the safety of the county, the stability of its government,
the care of the family estates, and the welfare of kinsfolk and dependants than with outright
‘Royalism’; concerned above all, I judged, with a circle of human and personal interests
beyond the sphere of politics. In looking for an explanation of allegiance, in short, I had also
found a community - a society with a life of its own. That discovery was to colour my
subsequent work and thought on quite different aspects of provincial history.
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In 1957 I was appointed Research Assistant to the Agrarian History of England and Wales
for 1500-1640. I was already in touch with the English Local History Department at
Leicester, which had published my first academic work, and where I was to spend the rest of
my career. Working for Joan Thirsk on that great project, and then on my own behalf for
chapters on ‘The Marketing of Agricultural Produce’ and ‘Farm Labourers’, marked a
turning-point in my life.* It drew me further away from political history, though in 1960 my
first book was published under the title of Suffolk and the Great Rebellion, 1640-1660
(Ipswich).

When I began research on ‘Marketing’, friends said, ‘You will never be able to do it; there
are no sources for inland trade’. But although there are no systematic sources, such as port
books, ample evidence of other kinds quickly came to light: in the State Papers, in Exchequer
Special Commissions and Depositions, in probate inventories, account books, contemporary
works, and so on. Important publications by Jack Fisher, N.S.B. Gras and others were
available, notable theses by P.V. McGrath and Neville Williams, and much else.* But it was
an unforgettable moment when I found, at a hint from Jack Fisher, a great mass of disputes
about marketing in the Court of Requests. Eventually I went through about 800 cases in
Requests, and then many more in Chancery Proceedings. They revealed the rapid expansion
of ‘private marketing’ in the early-modem period, outside the legally-recognised ‘open
market’, and the development of a widespread network of travelling factors, carriers, drovers,
and other wayfaring traders. That led me to look into the history of inns, where so much of
the new commercial activity took place.

The study of market towns was one natural consequence of working on the agrarian history. I
started investigating their origins, buildings, and topography, as well as their economy. Over
the years I built up a large slide-collection on the subject, in England and other European
countries, and often lectured on it to student-groups and historical societies. On moving to
Leicester in 1960 I was able to go further. At that time Leicester had the largest retail market
in England, with 485 stalls in its vasi medieval market place on three days a week. Though
ramshackle to a degree, it was an amazing survival; some of the market folk had ‘inherited’
their stalls for two or three generations; to me it seemed like living history. Talking to the
people, and working on the evolution and topography of the city’s various markets and fair-
sites, was a fascinating experience.’ It provided an instructive ‘model’, moreover, when
turning to other major trading-centres, such as Northampton.

From Leicester I also began work on Northampton. Though a smaller place, it was in several
ways a remarkable microcosm of provincial society in the early-modem period. Its strategic
situation made it a natural focus of the wayfaring community. Detailed investigation of its
inns, particularly after the Great Fire of 1675, showed how they also developed as
administrative, political, social, and cultural centres. Musical, intellectual, scientific, literary,
dramatic, charitable, and leisure functions, as well as trade and transport, figured prominently
among the activities they promoted; they were hives of unsuspected enterprise. During this
same period Northampton burgeoned, moreover, as a notable centre of craft-training. Tracing
the development of its numerous specialised skills, and comparing them with those of places
like Exeter and Shrewsbury, seemed to light up some obscure comers in economic history.
The infrastructure of skilled crafts, which underpinned so many aspects of our agrarian and
industrial history, needs more thorough recognition.’

Developments of this kind were echoed in other provincial towns. But in the religious and

humanitarian movements of the eighteenth century Northampton held an exceptional place.

The origins of the missionary movement, the foundation of county infirmaries, the Sunday
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School movement, the development of English hymnody, and the Evangelical Revival itself,
may all be traced, wholly or in part, to this one town and county. Behind them all was the
charismatic figure of Philip Doddridge (1702-51), the Independent minister of Castle Hill
from 1729, and founder of the pioneering Northampton Academy. Tracing his impact upon
society, through his travels, his academy, his diaries, his vast correspondence, and the
thousands of subscribers to his publications, opened up an extraordinary network of family
connections and personal friendships throughout Britain. Unlike Whitefield and the Wesleys,
he founded no movement, and he was not a polemical figure. Yet although less well-known,
his influence was in some ways more wide-ranging. It transcended denominational
boundaries, reached out to all social classes, and rapidly spread to America, to other European
countries, and ultimately to the Far East.’

After working on Northampton, I turned first to a study of rural dissent, and then to farming
dynasties, country carriers, the evolution of settlement, and other subjects.® But in the space
available, I must limit myself to my present work, on the extent and roie of common land in
English history. Until the nineteenth century ‘manorial waste’ was more extensive, in both
Lowland and Highland counties, than is sometimes thought. It underlies many of our
industrial districts, and many suburban areas, especially around London. In the 1690s at least
eight million acres of common land survived, or one-quarter of the entire country, and in
1800 probably more than five million; the figure today is about one million. Though
complete statistics can never be reconstructed, much may be discovered by working
systematically from parish to parish and county to county. Ultilising the evidence of place-
names, topography, ancient jurisdictions, early maps, contemporary commentators, and many
printed sources, I have now worked through about 2,000 parishes, in 20 or so counties, and
many scattered places elsewhere.”

One notable conclusion to emerge is that piecemeal or ‘concealed’ enclosure of the waste (by
private means) continued on a substantial scale throughout the parliamentary era. There were
eight or nine ways in which that could occur, and the total acreage involved may ultimately
have approached that enclosed under Act of Parliament. It was largely concentrated,
however, in those regions that lay outside the ‘Midland’ or classic common-field zone, where
parliamentary methods were dominant. It was particularly widespread in the kind of
‘intermingled’ or ‘old woodland’ countryside, characterised by scattered farms, isolated
hamlets, and ancient lanes, which is so often found in counties like Kent, Sussex and Surrey,
Essex and Hertfordshire, the Marcher counties, the Derbyshire-Nottinghamshire borders, and
many parts of the North and the South-West.

Perhaps the main economic point to emphasise is the remarkable range of local occupations
and industries the commons gave rise to, in addition to their use as rough pasture. For
although they were usually unrewarding areas agriculturally, they were often rich in mineral
resources, and in a great variety of trees, shrubs and wild plants. Industries based on
extraction were especially likely to develop from obscure common-land beginnings:
quarrying, brickmaking, potting, tilemaking, flint-mining and chalk-working, for example, as
well as the familiar cases of coal, iron and lead. Resources of vegetation gave birth to scores
of forgotten crafts, such as basket-making, broom-making, mat-weaving, rope-making, clog-
making, hurdle-weaving and shovel-making. Such homely products may seem unworthy of
notice, yet they often underpinned developments in industry, agriculture, transport and
domestic life.

In providing a livelihood for the poor and dispossessed, common land also gave birth to many
new hamlets - of potters, turners and charcoal-burners, for example - and new industrial
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settlements like Lye Waste, Coalville and Woodville. The society of such places often
contained a seasonal, migrant or fugitive element, and they were widely regarded as wild or
lawless by more settled communities. Yet necessity was the mother of invention: and as the
commons dwindled, it was in places like these that the spirit of ingenuity was most evident in
exploiting the resources of the waste.

My travels have taken me to many types of countryside and community I never thought of
when I set out 50 years ago. What has interested me in all of them is their ‘native’ or
‘indigenous’ life. No place of course, whether a county, a provincial capital, a market town, a
village or a hamlet, can exist in isolation. All are linked by countless human ties of
neighbourhood, dynastic network, dissenting connection, the web of wayfaring trade, the
bush-telegraph of common-land society, and much else. Yet their place in the economy, their
response to the world at large, is not merely automatic. They respond in their own way, for
they all, like the community of Kent in the Great Rebellion, have a life of their own."

Alan Everitt (b. 17. 8. 1926) was educated at the University of St Andrews and the Institute
of Historical Research. He taught at Leicester University for most of his career, becoming
Hatton Professor of English Local History there in 1984. He is a Fellow of the British
Academy, and has been a member of the Economic History Society since 1960. He is
currently researching the history of Common Land in England: its extent, usage, economy
and society.

! Tawney, R.H., ‘The rise of the gentry, 1558-1640", Economic History Review, X1 (1941); Trevor-Roper,

H.R., ‘The Gentry, 1540-1640°, Economic History Review Supplement, 1, 1953.

? Laslett, T.P.R., ed., Patriarcha and other political works of Sir Robert Filmer (Oxford,1949); idem, ‘The
gentry of Kent in 1640°, Cambridge Historical Journal, 1X (1948).

* Thirsk, Joan, ed., The agrarian history of England and Wales, 1V, 1500-1640 (Cambridge, 1967), Chapters VII
and VIIL

“ Fisher, F.J., ‘The development of the London food market, 1540-1640°, Economic History Review, V (1935);
Gras, N.S.B., The evolution of the English corn market... (Cambridge, Mass., 1926); McGrath, P.V., ‘The
marketing of food, fodder, and livestock in the London area in the seventeenth century’ (unpub. M.A, thesis,
Univ. of London, 1948); Williams, N.J., ‘The maritime trade of East Anglian ports, 1550-1590” (unpub. D.Phil.
thesis, Univ. of Oxford, 1952).

$ Everitt, A.M., ‘Leicester and its markets: the seventeenth century’ in A.E. Brown, ed., The Growth of
Leicester (Leicester, 1970).

¢ Everitt, Alan, Landscape and community in England [collected essays] (London and Ronceverte, 1985),
Chapters 2 and 8.

7 Ibid., Chapter 9.

® Ibid., Chapters 3, 5, 11 and 12; Everitt, Alan, Continuity and colonisation: the evolution of Kentish settlement
(Leicester, 1986).

° For a résumé of this work, see my chapter on ‘Common Land’ in Thirsk, Joan, ed., The English Rural
Landscape (Oxford, 2000).

1 Everitt, Alan, The community of Kent and the Great Rebellion, 1640-60 (Leicester, 1966).

74



George Unwin (1870-1925),
Founder of the Manchester School of Economic History

D. A. Farnie

During his 15 years in Manchester Unwin radically changed the orientation of the new
subject of Economic History. His death in 1925, at the age of 55, was lamented by the sober
“‘Honest John’ Clapham as an ‘infinite loss’ to English Economic History.! Born in 1870 in
Stockport, Unwin served for seven years as a clerk in a local hat-making firm. The next nine
years he passed in study at the universities of Cardiff, Oxford, Berlin and London, graduating
in 1897 with a First in Greats (Classics and Philosophy). Finally, he served for nine
instructive years as a private secretary to the Right Honourable Leonard Courtney (1832-
1918). By inclination and training Unwin was a philosopher whose interests lay in the fields
of literature, philosophy and religion. He became a historian by vocation but he always
regarded his work as a religious one. Throughout his life he embodied to the full the English
tradition of Dissent, having passed under the successive influence of Baptists, Wesleyan
Methodists, Unitarians, Congregationalists and Quakers.

In 1910 T. F. Tout (1855-1929), the founder of the Manchester School of history, made one
of his most inspired appointments. He chose Unwin as the occupant of the first chair of
Economic History to be created within the British Isles. In return Unwin raised the
department of history to new eminence within the world of scholarship. Teaching within the
department was in need of renewal. It had concentrated over much upon the royal court, the
aristocracy and warfare. Thus it had proved ‘frustrating and disappointing’ in the years 1910-
1913 to such youthful spirits as Ellen Wilkinson (1891-1947).> Unwin dedicated himself to
changing the emphasis of instruction from politics to society and from the state to social ideas
and social relationships. ‘The essential element in my philosophy is my relegation of politics
to an entirely subordinate plane of spiritual reality... I think the part played by state-power in
history has been very largely evil.”® Unwin had early found inspiration in Adam Smith’s
abhorrence of ‘that insidious and crafty animal, vulgarly called a statesman or politician’.
‘Adam Smith was the first great economic historian, and ... to my mind he is still the
greatest.” The Wealth of Nations ‘was still perhaps the finest piece of Economic History ever
written.”  One of the intellectual heirs of Smith and ‘the greatest man I have known’, Lord
Courtney, exerted an immeasurable influence upon Unwin during the years 1899-1908.
‘Lord Courtney represented, in its most clear-cut and uncompromising form, the Liberal
Individualism of the mid-Victorian age, with its unquestioning faith in Free Trade, its dislike
of all forms of state action, its disbelief in the British Empire, its whole-hearted pacifism.
Compared with him Cobden, Bright or Morley were not infrequently backsliders, and
Gladstone a mere trimmer.”®

Courtney’s teaching was reinforced by that of William James, who supplied Unwin with one
of his favourite quotations. ‘I am against bigness and greatness in all their forms... I am
against all big organisations as such, national ones first and foremost; against all big
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successes and big results.’® Unwin contrasted with the coercive State the ‘little platoons’

revered by Burke and Bagehot. Those private, voluntary and local associations had been
formed for such purposes as common worship, mutual aid, education or recreation. Such
self-governing bodies served as the creative core-agencies of any society. They became
artificial families, recruited their members freely and enabled them to fulfil their highest
aspirations. Such communities of life, work and worship tended inevitably to absorb the
whole personality of their members.” In contrast more extended communities such as the
nation-state could affect only a minor aspect of existence and could inspire only an attenuated
loyalty.

Nationalist historians Unwin distrusted as intensely as national policies. He could not abide
‘drum and trumpet history’ or ‘the mythopoeic illusions of the patriotic imagination’.® He
regarded it as his mission to recall historians to a sense of their true vocation and expressed
his conviction in a flow of searing aphorisms:

“The orthodox historians ignore all the most significant factors in human development’.
‘History has become to a large extent the history of institutions’.

‘Most histories hitherto written are pathological’.

“The beginning of wisdom is to distinguish between the State and Society’.

‘History is a scrap-heap of discarded States’.

‘Imperialism is immorality tinged with emotion’.

“The central feature of the English character, as seen by the intelligent foreigner, is hypocrisy’.’®

Unwin would have been baffled by the very idea of a Welfare State and dismayed by
textbooks portraying the advent of such a State as the culmination of British history.
Community-building, on the other hand, he exalted as the most important aspect of history
but also as the most difficult and the least studied aspect. In the past history had been written
from a national viewpoint and from national sources. The records of voluntary associations
had never been explored by historians. Unwin recognised the differing value of public and
private records. He expressed a decided preference for modern economic records as being
‘more many-sided and complete, more disinterested and reliable than the political records of
the past’.! He never believed that Economic History could be effectively studied on the
basis of national and official sources. He would have been bewildered by the readiness of
later scholars to accept official statistics as an unimpugnable source of data. Appropriately,
one of his first published articles, in 1900, was devoted to the history of a seventeenth-
century trade union. His first monographs, published in 1904 and 1908, similarly comprised
a comparative history of the gilds of Europe and Britain. Paradoxically those studies focused
upon London, the seat of the great Leviathan of the modern State.

Unwin came to exert an extraordinary influence upon both historians and economists. The
time, the place and the man came together in a unique conjuncture, so as to maximise his
influence. The cotton industry reached successive climacterics in 1913 and in 1920 but its
history had remained unexamined. That history was first revealed in detail through the
records of four business firms, M’Connel & Kennedy of Ancoats, Samuel Oldknow of
Stockport, the Gregs of Styal and Peter Stubs of Warrington, which Unwin uncovered
between 1913 and 1923. His own intellectual range was for ever expanding, as he added five
modern foreign languages to his knowledge of Latin and Greek. He always regarded history
as a seamless web, forged in what Goethe had styled ‘the roaring loom of time’. His mind
ranged freely through the fields of ancient, medieval and modern history and across the
continents of Asia and Europe. His omnivorous reading endowed him with a daunting
knowledge of the sources for political history, which he turned to effective use in research.
He captivated his listeners by the clarity of his thought and expression, by his passionate and
transparent idealism and by ‘the wealth of ideas and the stores of learning that he poured
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out’!' To his friends and colleagues ‘he was not merely one teacher among others, but

unique”.'? In his closing years he was well on the way to becoming a legend.

Emest Barker (1874-1960), his fellow-student at Oxford, ‘was amazed by the power and the
passion of his thought... He carried me further than I should otherwise have gone... I learned
to follow his thought and to think more quickly myself.’'> At Manchester he impressed
Sydney Chapman (1871-1951) as ‘a man outstanding both in personality and scholarship® and
Frances Collier (1889-1962) as ‘one of the most inspiring teachers our University has had.”"
To Tawney he always remained ‘the most original’ of economic historians. ‘One cannot hope
to convey the impression of listening to the wisdom of experience rather than to the learning
of the schools, which one felt in hearing him>."® For T. S. Ashton (1889-1968) ‘my chief
reason for wanting to go to Manchester was to be with Unwin’: from him ‘I gained more
than in any other place or from any other man.’'® For five years Ashton remained in daily
contact with Unwin, transforming the quinquennium of 1921-1925 into the golden years of
his existence. ‘Ashton worshipped him as no other man in his whole life.” In 1957 Ashton
described Unwin as ‘scholar and saint,” an epithet applicable only to two other economic
historians, Toynbee and Tawney. Perhaps the greatest of all of Unwin’s achievements was to
convert the hard-headed ex-miner George W. Daniels (1878-1937) from the study of
Economics to that of Economic History. His passionate appeal to the power of ideas
convinced Tout himself that his own approach to historical research had been misguided:
towards the end of his life Tout confessed that if he had to begin his research anew then he
would start with Aquinas rather than with the machinery of royal administration, whose
history he had embodied in Chapters in the Administrative History of Medieval England
(1920-31).

The Manchester school of Economic History reached the zenith of its fame during the years
1920-1924, when the city still regarded itself as ‘the hub of the universe’. The school found
its natural home within the Faculty of Commerce, which had been created in 1904, The
teaching of Economic History in the university had in fact been pioneered by economists, by
A. W. Flux (1867-1942) from 1893 and by S. J. Chapman from 1901 before H. O. Meredith
(1878-1964) was appointed in 1905 to a lectureship in the Faculty of Arts.”” In 1917 Unwin
was elected Dean of the Faculty of Commerce. That appointment paid an unparalleled
compliment to a professor in the Faculty of Arts: it contrasted sharply with the bitter
experience of the 1930s, when inter-faculty rivalry denied chairs to two of the most eminent
economic historians of the time, T.S. Ashton and his brother-in-law, Arthur Redford (1896-
1961)." As Dean, Unwin rendered immense service to the faculty and gave a decided
impetus to both teaching and research. G. W. Daniels published a pioneer study of
Lancashire during the Industrial Revolution in The Early English Cotton Industry (1920).
Unwin supervised two theses, one upon ‘The Family Economy of the Working Classes in the
Cotton Industry, 1784-1833” (1921) by Frances Collier and the other upon labour migration,
1800-1850 (1922) by Arthur Redford. He suggested in 1922 to G. H. Tupling (1883-1962)
that he should study the Industrial Revolution in Haslingden. He inspired Mabel Phythian,
who had graduated in 1919, to undertake research into the mechanics’ institutes. In 1923 he
introduced Julia Mann (1891-1985) from the London School of Economics to A. P.
Wadsworth (1891-1956) of the Manchester Guardian and so paved the way for their joint
authorship of a classic history of the early cotton industry. He also inspired the publication of
three important monographs, his collaborative history of the industrial revolution at Stockport
and Marple, Samuel Oldknow and the Arkwrights, (1924), T. S. Ashton’s Iron and Steel in
the Industrial Revolution (1924) and Conrad Gill’'s The Rise of the Irish Linen Industry
(1925). The first of those books was Unwin’s most important single work. It was devoted to
‘the glorious epic of Stockport’, whose history he found as interesting as that of the Holy
Roman Empire." It became the pioneer volume of a new Economic History Series published
by the Manchester University Press, which Tout had founded in 1904. It established the
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pattern for a new type of Economic History, shifting the focus of interest from machinery to
people and rewriting the history of the Industrial Revolution.

The position of Britain and Lancashire had been transformed by the Great War, with its
‘carnage incomparable and human squalor’ in the verdict of Wilfred Owen. The claims of
the State to a universal competence had increased and its share of G.D.P. had trebled from
8% in 1890 to 26% in 1920. That increase validated the law enunciated in 1892 by Adolf
Wagner (1835-1917) but only enhanced Unwin’s loathing of the State. The story of his
reaction, as a pacifist, to the war still remains to be told. He shared the view of William
James that ‘history is a bath of blood’ and decided to study the influence of warfare upon the
civilisations of Europe and America. In 1917 he compiled a draft syllabus for an introduction
to general history which wholly excluded political history.?’ In 1918 he demolished the myth
propagated by Cunningham of Edward III as ‘a precocious Cobden’ and the father of English
industry.ll In 1924 he was however deeply dismayed by the barrage of propaganda evoked
by the British Empire Exhibition, which he dubbed ‘Wembleyism.’

The lasting achievements of Unwin were two-fold.

1. He established the first academic school of Economic History in Britain, such as W. J.
Ashley had failed to do in Birmingham. He enlarged the horizons of the subject and re-
oriented it from the study of institutions to the study of growth and development within
societyA22 He elevated Economic History into a higher criticism of political history.® He
pioneered the study of urban, commercial and industrial history and first revealed the full
complexity of the evolution of industrial organisation. Not only did he come to the very
threshold of business history but he boldly crossed beyond it.

2. He established the first school of research into Economic History. He pioneered the study
of the subject upon the basis of original records. He first undertook the collection of business
archives in the Manchester region and inspired the Manchester Central Library to build up its
own special collection of business histories.> His students benefited by access to that library
which ranked as the best municipal library in the land outside London and had since 1878
been opened upon Sundays. Unwin profited by Tout’s introduction in 1908 of a thesis in the
third year of the undergraduate degree course. He sought to compensate for the isolation
inseparable from individual research by encouraging team-work and by inspiring team-
members with his own unfailing enthusiasm. He became keenly interested in the projected
Economic History Review, the first issue of which appeared two years after his death and
featured his own essay on the Merchant Adventurers.

In plans for his own research Unwin ‘remained to the end an incorrigible Utopian’, still
building in 1924 ‘towering sky-scrapers of research, to be completed when he should obtain
the necessary leisure’.?® Thus he hoped to use his Creighton lectures of 1905 as the basis for
a book on the origin and growth of the City of London. He undertook for the Victoria County
History chapters on the social and constitutional history of London which were never
published. His lectures on the Merchant Adventurers, delivered at Oxford in 1913, inspired a
projected history of that association. He was indeed forced to abandon one of his most
cherished projects, that for a history of commerce, as being too large to be capable of
achievement.?® He was however recruited by Professor Frederick Rees (1883-1967) to
contribute a volume on the Economic History of Great Britain, 1558-1660, to a four-volume
series to be published by Longman’s.27 Unwin also remained determined to complete a
comparative study of medieval cities. In 1905 he had contemplated a history of industrial
civilisation from the end of the Dark Ages and of the evolution throughout time of the
English wage-earner. In the 1920s he seriously considered a whole series of volumes on the
Industrial Revolution which would be truly comprehensive. Therein he wished not only to
trace the origins of the English working class and of modern industrial democracy but also to
portray the working life and ideals of the entrepreneurs of the period.
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The early death of Unwin at the height of his powers was a major tragedy for the Manchester
School. His brief but creative life was commemorated in a leading article by A. P.
Wadsworth in The Manchester Guardian,®® in the composition of superb memoirs by two of
his close friends, Tawney and Daniels, and in the publication of his collected papers by the
Royal Economic Society in 1927. Together with Lilian Knowles (1870-1926), he was
however excluded from the pages of the D.N.B. by the editor, J. R. H. Weaver (1882-1965)
who disliked the new breed of historians professing to find the quintessence of common
humanity in the life of the common man. The work of Unwin was carried on by four of his
intellectual heirs, Daniels, Ashton, Wadsworth and Redford. Daniels established the first
British research school in the field of Economics. To that end he founded a new joumal in
1930, the Manchester School and a faculty Research Section in 1931, in close co-operation
with his old professor, S. J. Chapman, at the Board of Trade. He employed two highly
competent research assistants, John Jewkes (1902-1988) and Harry Campion (1905-1996)
and supervised the publication of a series of monographs on the industrial region of
Lancashire. Thus the decline of the region’s staple industry imparted an unprecedented
stimulus to research by economists. More than any other scholar, Ashton popularised the
study of Economic History. In 1939 he completed his monograph on Peter Stubs of
Warrington and in 1959 he largely redrew the map of eighteenth-century British Economic
History. To the encomiums composed by Tawney and Daniels he added three personal
tributes to the teacher whom he revered.” Wadsworth venerated Unwin as much as did
Ashton. From him he had learned to cultivate ‘the long view and the synoptic outlook.” That
perspective he embodied in a series of articles on regional history which remain uncollected.
Wadsworth became a key figure in a second intellectual partnership, with R.S. Fitton (1925-
1987), who was introduced to him by Ashton*® In the tradition of Unwin, Redford
encouraged team-work in the research he undertook into the history of the trade and
administration of Manchester. He inspired third-year undergraduates to study the Economic
History of their own communities. The best of those theses was written by T. C. Barker and
J. R. Harris, A Merseyside Town in the Industrial Revolution: St. Helens, 1750-1900
(Manchester, 1954). The work of such scholars focused inevitably upon the Industrial
Revolution, the region and the cotton industry, whose most significant product remained
‘neither yarn nor cloth but the factory communities of “Cottonia™®' Their influence helped
to widen the market for Economic History amongst the reading public for a full 40 years after
the death of Unwin.

Douglas A. Farnie (b. 31. 3. 1926) was first introduced to the subject of Economic History in
1943 by R.M. Hedley and in 1950-51 by Arthur Redford, both of whom were students of
Unwin. He taught at the University of Manchester for most of his career and currently holds
a Professorial appointment at Manchester Metropolitan University, attached to the Centre for
Business History. Since 1951 he has undertaken research into the history of the cotton
industry.
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Time on the Cross:
How and Why Not to Choose Between Economics and History

Marc Flandrean

1. Clio-Me-Tricks

I never intended to become an economic historian. I thought I had had enough in my early
university years, with the mandatory courses in humanities dealing with the industrial revolution:
where had It happened first? When did It begin? And had It really existed, after all? All the coal
accounting, number guessing, vagueness, aggregating, etc., not to mention the description of
innovations, was obviously the least exciting thing one could think of, and 1 felt about it very
much the same enthusiasm one would feel for modern articles on the ‘new economy’, and how
the internet is going to revolutionise economics and society at large.

On the other hand, there were two sister disciplines in which 1 found intrinsic beauty and appeal,
which | decided to study separately. These were economics and history. The seduction of
economics was its abstraction, its ability to operate a fairly sophisticated conceptual machine
capable of moving at high speed and to land it, as a helicopter, in the tidy glades that can be
found in even the most inaccessible jungles. The seduction of history came from qualities that
are exactly opposite. The same jungles are explored on foot with a duty to collect every single
exotic flower along the way, taking the petals, leaves and roots together, writing where they were
picked in a booklet, and studying them back in the office both for themselves and in relation to
each other. While in history elegance and scholarly achievement is often a thick book, in
economics, it is a lean one. But how to choose between, say, Amrow’s Social choice and
individual values and Braudel’s Mediterranée? 1 think that it is this continued refusal to choose
that led me, in large part unwillingly (or at least unknowingly), to become an economic historian.

This however took time. The bridge between economics and history is by no means easy to
erect, and in fact I did not feel any urge to build one. One legacy of the post-war triumph of
technocratic-scientific administration in France has been the ascent of the engineer-economist:
an improbable offspring of nineteenth century Comte style positivism and of the ideas that
produced the Soviet system (except if you consider that positivism created the soviet system,
which is possible). This type believes (a) that society, as any other physical body, is subject to
the laws of nature and that (b) if only she or he were given decision making powers, she or he
would improve society by making it conform to her or his idea of social good. Their scholarly
ideal is a Minister of Figures, crunching numbers sine ira et studio, for the glory and
advancement of Science and Mankind. The position of French historians in French society on
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the other hand had suffered some blows with the political default of the Third Republic. They
had not been able to recapture their former role as a source of inspiration for pragmatic policy
making. Their move to the far left after the Second World War had been one more dead end as
the Fall of the Berlin Wall eventually showed, mimicking in a slower way what Berliners had
done overnight, they could only offer to ‘deconstruct’.

How to connect Malinvaud and Derrida? There was obviously no way, and obviously no interest
in doing it. Moreover, economic history was by the 1990s in dreadful shape in France. One
lacked a starting point. It is true that in economic history as in many other things, France had
had its glorious time, long, long ago. One could still hear in some quarters the word ‘Annales’
being whispered with due respect. But this respect was more akin to the one students of Ancient
Greece experience when coming across a reference to the mysteries of Eleusis: nobody knew
what was in there. Were the Annales dead and buried, or had they survived somewhere? The
Ecole des Hautes Etudes had a claim on that and argued its case on Jus Soli. But in effect it had
become, after Braudel’s death, a place where heirs fought over inheritance. It still gobbled huge
amounts of resources and lots of energy but did not produce much light.

To be entirely fair, there were, in French universities, a few exceptions to this doomed picture:
they urged me to pursue my doctoral studies in a place where my uncomfortable balance,
‘between two cultures’, as Carlo Cipolla so nicely put it, might find some way to be resolved. To
tell the entire truth I should add that these voices cautioned me against cliometrics. As I
understand it now, the resistance was in part religious (isn’t it a sacrilege to measure a Muse?), in
part philosophical (can one really gauge events that have occurred using others that haven’t?),
and in part French (wasn’t this discipline predominantly Anglo-Saxon?). But there was also a
fascination: hadn’t Ernest Labrousse himself developed, way before Cliometrics were even born,
what can be called a fully fledged ‘model’ of the effects of wheat crises on agricultural
economies? If practised with the required dose of Cartesian doubt, Cliometrics could after all
have their virtue. Included in a broader framework of interpretation that would make sure that
over-simplification would be resisted, counterfactuals were conceivable. And in the end, my
attempts at arguing that the rise of the gold standard in the late nineteenth century was by no
means preordained and that another course of events might have been possible, suggested that I
had already crossed the Rubicon.

II. Changing Places

I first stopped over in London, still believing that I would turn, nolens volens, to macro-
economics. In many senses this stay helped in a decisive fashion to make my way to economic
history. Most modern French economists, for all their definitely Gallic taste for maths and
economics-as-an-exact-science, are more or less living with a complex vis-a-vis their English
speaking counterparts. Cases of cultural self-rejection are not uncommon and can reach the
more neurotic point of an adverse relation to one’s own language, which tends to be misused,
often in seminars, sometimes even at home in the intimacy of family life. These phenomena are
quite remarkable and probably not dicussed enough. In any case, for a student of economics,
meeting the original proto-types that were so far only appraised through the mental reactions
which they have induced on French scholars is a defining experience. It is a bit like a young
adult who has only heard about his or her distant, impressive, grand parents through his or her
parents and happens to meet them in person. The danger obviously is for the young to find a way
to challenge his or her parents by seeking the praise of the grand parents. If such is the case one
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is bound to inherit the parents’ neurosis. Alternatively, one may suddenly realise that the reasons
for the parents’ difficulty with dealing with their own parents belong to a time and history with
which the young has nothing to do. In such a case, the experience may be quite liberating. This
is how I decided that I would NOT become an economist, and how I landed in California, helped
by a grant and an invitation from an American professor who was kind enough to offer to guide
my next (or first) steps in economic history.

The early months, and in truth, the following ones too, were something not unlike the experience
of the characters of the famous David Lodge novel. There was the sun and the weather of the
Bay Area, the ambience of the campus, the extraordinary library facilities, and the rich supply of
seminars, where everybody was open and relaxed, focused and concise, tolerant and attentive. In
Euphoric State University, I gorged myself on reading, something which I had never been able to
do on such a scale in the past, overexploited the possibilities of interlibrary borrowing, and
discovered the charms of the ‘government documents’ library where all the official publications,
statistics, etc. were so conveniently gathered. I also discovered that cliometrics was a subject
that was respectable enough to be taught to (final year) undergrads. Economic history moreover
featured as a full subject within the requirement of the PhD programs, and some students within
the economics department would choose a historical topic for their dissertation.

111, Tricks or Treats?

At the same time, while the mass was still being said, and while there was a substantial supply of
bishops and archbishops who knew their liturgy well, one had a sense that, as far as the original
Clio program was considered (i.e. use ideas from neo-classical economics and apply them to
revisit defining episodes of (American) economic history), the heroic times were over: a soon to
be awarded Nobel prize (a distinction that honours the victors of old controversies whose
whereabouts everybody has forgotten) would indeed be the R.I.P. of the First Clio Movement. It
is not that there was no claim on direction. The Davidians announced that ‘history mattered” and
told stories about keyboards. It was not clear how useful such theories could be since the
majority of economists anyway believed that history is ‘bunk’ (I had to look up the word in my
dictionary). Historians, on the other hand did not need to be convinced: so why should they
sound apologetic? The Northians on the other hand said they had discovered the role of
institutions in economic development and wrote about British-style parliamentary systems and
property rights. But any French high school student knows from the textbook that the problem
with Russian rural development before World War One was that the Mir’s communitarian
structure did not provide people ‘with the right incentives’. To a large extent, Clio seemed to
owe much of its survival to the forces of inertia: there were syllabuses, journals, students and
thus a natural tendency towards replication. After the original take-off of the Clio Revolution,
growth was achieved through absorption of generations of technological progress. In the same
fashion neo-classical economics had been applied in the past, and new waves of innovation,
originating in economics, could be processed on historical matter. The new economics of
information was (and still is) especially trendy. Bankers of the past became ‘financial
intermediaries’ in charge of resolving ‘informational asymmetries’, and those who did not get
access to loans were being ‘credit rationed’. The mill could run at full speed, and the economic
historians were precisely those intermediaries who derived a rent from knowing both the
economists’ tool (with a standard delay) and the historians’ facts (with a standard error).
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1V. Time on the cross

It is an important question to decide on intellectual grounds what economic history should be at
the turn of the century. What was path-breaking 40 years ago cannot remain so forever, and
there is no longer much novelty in the application of economics to history. The only possible
renewal that would come from this continuing process would involve more narrowly defined
historical issues: i.e. it might contribute, topic after topic, to change our insights and views about
things past, with each new application of economic ideas. This natural trend would end up
making economic history a junior planet in the economic galaxy. Located downstream in the
intellectual process of investigation, economic history would derive its institutional status from
providing illustrations to the glory and power of economics. The challenge would be for
historians: a new swarm of techniques and findings would invade their fields every year. In this
sense, the trend in economic history would be just that experienced by other social sciences -
such as political science - which are being gradually transformed by the instillation of
economics, to the point where they sometimes seem to lose their specificity.

Is another course of events, (desirable and even possible?), the current evolution of economic
history may be an appropriate response from the point of view of institutional strategy: it may be
better to be the poor cousin of economics than to experience a thorough and irresistible decline
such as has occurred in France and in fact in many other European continental countries. At the
same time, if economic history becomes a mere plaything for economists, it will certainly lose
much of its appeal, and much of its usefulness. For again, it is the beautiful (or deadly) flowers
that history throws up and that do not fit into the square explanations of economics which should
provide the thrust and the energy for new research efforts. It is precisely because we deal with
facts more than with stylised facts, with observations more than with introspections that we can
advance the state of knowledge in social sciences. The first cliometric revolution did a wonderful
job in proving that economics was an adequate tool to explore history. But isn’t it time to show
that these explorations have in tum something to tell us about economics? And wouldn’t this be
much more exciting than endlessly replaying the same old tune?

After years trying to strike a balance between economics and history - a balance that could in
turn be called economic history - I have come to the conclusion that the essence of economic
history is not about the appropriate proportion, the optimal dose which each part should have in
the final product. It is rather in the very attempt at striking a balance, in the continuing sense of
discomfort that one has as long as a clear and systematic explanation has not been found, and in
the renewed sense of discomfort as soon as such an explanation - suddenly all too clear and
systematic - has been found. This is probably why a perennial bridge has not been and shall
never be built between the two cultures: because both banks of the river are moving or constantly
changing, so that any bridge is bound to have its foundations weakened and be washed away at
some point. And because economic history is about the effort at building the bridge, about
crossing the river on the provisional construction, and about the view one gets from there - not
about the bridge itself. I suppose that’s how, unknowingly and unvoluntarily, by refusing to
choose between economics and history, one may end up an economic historian.

Marc Flandreau (b. 1967) was educated at the Ecole Normal Supérieure, Paris, the University
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In at the Beginning of British Cliometrics

Roderick Floud

The excitement of discovery. That is what economic history has meant to me ever since, as a
teenager, | received as a school prize The Wool-Pack, by Cynthia Harnett,' a children’s novel
about the medieval wool trade. Under its stimulus I chose to study economic history at ‘A’ level
and my fascination with the subject has never left me. The excitement comes in several guises:
the discovery of records which have never been used by an historian; teasing out causes of
people’s behaviour; statistical analysis which reveals patterns which no-one had hitherto
discerned.

It was the discovery of a group of historical records which led me into an early involvement with
what was then the new movement of quantitative history. I had chosen to write a doctoral thesis
on the history of the machine tool industry in Britain before 1914. 1 wrote to all the surviving
engineering firms which had been founded in that period to ask whether they had retained any
records. Greenwood and Batley of Leeds replied that they had indeed kept a large volume of
records but that I should visit them quickly, as they were about to throw the records away. A
hurried trip to Leeds revealed that the firm, founded in 1856, had kept its accounts, describing
the production of each order for machinery, in large ledgers; when each ledger was full, it was
put in the basement where, with its fellows, it had remained ever since, accompanied only by
thousands of machine drawings.

The necessity for what would now be called ‘rescue archaeology’ led me to return to Leeds with
a van, load some hundreds of ledgers into it and return with them to fill my room in Nuffield
College, Oxford. I was then faced with the question of what to do next. Each dusty ledger
contained several hundred pages; on each, inscribed in clear copperplate, were descriptions of
orders for machine tools, steam engines, guns and other engineering goods, with careful accounts
of the amount of metal used in their manufacture and the work done on each order by five
different groups of workers. The task of making sense of them seemed insurmountable.

[t was a stroke of luck, which in my experience plays an extremely important role in historical
research, that Professor Lance Davis was then a visiting fellow at Nuffield. He came from
Purdue University, Indiana, which in the early 1960s had become the centre for a new kind of
economic history which rapidly became known as econometric history or cliometrics. Its
hallmark was the alliance between economic theory, shaping the questions to be asked about a
problem or a set of data, and statistics, analysing the data so as to answer the questions. Its new
tool was the computer.
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When I showed Lance my records and expressed bewilderment as to what I should do with them,
his immediate answer was ‘use a computer.’” This was a revolutionary suggestion for an
historian or indeed, at the time for any British social scientist, let alone someone in the
humanities. It was 1965, when electronic computing was still in its infancy and when its use was
confined mainly to physicists and chemists; historians, if they counted at all, were still using
mechanical calculators. At Nuffield, however, some economists and econometricians had begun
to see the potential of this new tool and I was encouraged by my supervisors, H.J. Habakkuk and
Max Hartwell, to join them.

The decision thrust me into a world which was new at the time but which has already wholly
disappeared. In the 1960s, there were no package programs for word processing or statistical
analysis; spreadsheets were not thought of and there were no data-base programs. There were no
hard disks. Data was recorded by means of holes punched in cards or on reels of paper tape.
Programs had to be written by the researcher in a programming language, normally either
Fortran or Algol, which had only just superseded the use of even more basic instructions known
as machine code; leamning them was like studying a foreign language. Programs were needed for
the simplest of tasks, such as calculating averages, and they had to be exactly right. A single
mistake in writing them or in punching them onto card or tape would lead to the rejection of the
program; then followed a laborious process of cutting up paper tape and sticking the correct
version together with sellotape. The real penalty, however, was the loss of 24 hours or more ~
known as the ‘turn-round time’ - before the corrected program could be submitted once more to
the computer. Then, since the machine read the cards or tape sequentially, a mistake in the next
line of code could start the whole process again.

A major constraint at the time was that the processing of alphabetic data was in its infancy.
Essentially, data such as the information about the customers for Greenwood and Batley’s
machine tools, or the place to which they were sent, had to be coded into predetermined
categories, thus forcing the researcher to establish the outlines of analysis at a very early stage.
It was difficult, if not impossible, to have second thoughts. This difficulty continued to haunt
historians even when early programs for statistical analysis such as the Statistical Package for the
Social Sciences (SPSS) first became available. SPSS would not, for example, sort data
alphabetically, so that all alphabetic data had to be coded into numbers. In the late 1960s, I was
still forced to write for myself an alphabetic sorting program — now available at the touch of a
key in any word processor — to count and analyse the life-histories of engineering firms.

Computing was even physically difficult. It was necessary to carry heavy boxes of punched
cards, or reels of paper tape, to and from the computer laboratory; disaster was to drop one’s
data, since cards could be damaged or tape turn into cats’ cradles. The basic code for operating
the computer was recorded on magnetic tape, then also in its infancy, but even here there were
dangers. As a special privilege, I and other graduate students were allowed to operate the main
Oxford university computer (the size of a large room but with less power than a modern PC)
through the night, allowing us to escape from the tyranny of ‘turn-round time.” One had to be
especially careful to punch the buttons on the tape-decks in the right order and at the right time;
if one got it wrong, 2400 ft of magnetic tape could unwind across the floor.

It is perhaps because of these experiences that I have never had much patience with
philosophical discussions about quantitative history. To me, the computer is a tool, an inanimate
and often irritating object which, with a great deal of difficulty, enables one to answer historical
questions. It is the questions — whether British engineering was competitive with the United
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States, whether the standard of living declined in the industrial revolution - not the technology,
which are important and exciting. So too are the statistical and theoretical tools which aid
analysis. Quantitative history in its early days was particularly reliant on one method,
counterfactual analysis, and one statistical technique, regression analysis, both borrowed from
econometrics.

Counterfactual analysis, at least so called, had its first impact with the work of Robert Fogel on
the economics of the introduction of railways into the United States. It was received with
suspicion if not outright hostility. When Fogel presented his findings to a meeting of the British
Economic History Society in 1966, he was roundly attacked by Professors Jack Fisher and
Arthur John from the London School of Economics, two of the leaders of the economic history
profession. Fogel was, they argued, introducing imaginary or at least wholly hypothetical history
when he sought to establish the impact of railways on America by building an imaginary
network of canals and estimating how much it would have cost to transport goods along them.

Regression analysis, now a staple of quantitative history as well as of many other social sciences,
was similarly received with suspicion. Its claim to be able to sort out and establish the
quantitative impact of a number of different factors on an economic event was indeed a
substantial challenge to older forms of economic history, which had either been entirely
descriptive or had made untestable assertions about cause and effect. Regression analysis, and
the testing of statistical significance which normally accompanies it, does indeed require the
researcher to make a number of strong assumptions about the data which is being analysed. It is
right to criticise studies in which those assumptions cannot legitimately be made. But much of
the early suspicion of regression was not based on these arguments, but on a general distaste for
statistical analysis and economic models which were seen as too simplistic to sum up the
complex realities of economic history.

Early suspicions were, it is true to say, sometimes fuelled by the tendency of early econometric
historians to display the zeal of the missionary. Not only did we sometimes claim more for our
new methods than, with the advantage of hindsight, we would now judge appropriate, but we
also sometimes sought — deliberately or inadvertently - to blind our opponents with science.
Econometrics is, as has often been said, more an art than a science and it should not, in either
case, be expressed obscurely or with jargon. In my first book, An Introduction to Quantitative
Methods for Historians,® 1 therefore sought to demystify the statistical techniques which
historians were beginning to use in the 1970s. Then, with Don (now Deirdre) McCloskey, I
began in the late 1970s to edit The Economic History of Britain since 1700, with the explicit aim
of making accessible the results of the first generation of works in the econometric history of
Britain.

Such work is sometimes derided as ‘only writing textbooks.” This ignores both the fact that all
teachers and researchers should have a mission to explain, but also the sheer intellectual
challenge of explaining complex matters in simple language. Textbooks are, for this reason,
actually more difficult to write than research monographs, even if they do not produce the thrill
which can come from completing an analysis of a complicated data set or discovering new
evidence. 1 gained satisfaction from both analysis and discovery from my research into the
engineering industry. The former came, for example, from establishing the patterns of entry and
exit of firms into and out of the industry. Of the latter, ] remember in particular the satisfaction
of locating a minute book of the directors of Greenwood and Batley. So confidential that it was
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kept separate from the other records, it recorded secret meetings at the Grand Hotel in Leeds
with other engineering firms as part of a cartel to fix prices on government arms contracts.

My early initiation into quantitative and econometric history was tumed in an entirely new
direction, in the late 1970s, by an invitation from Robert Fogel and Stanley Engerman to join
them in an analysis of changing pattems of mortality in North America since the eighteenth
century. As they realised, if one was to explain mortality in the American colonies and the
United States, one had to be able to assess the health of the migrants, principally from Britain,
who travelled to and died in the new world. The novelty of their approach was to make use of a
source of evidence which had been used before only once, by Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, in a
study of French conscripts. This was records of human height, collected in their millions as part
of the process of recruitment to the British, American and European armies.

Fogel and Engerman’s insight, followed up by a number of other scholars, created a new sub-
discipline of economic history, anthropometric history. It was soon apparent that the
measurement of the average height of groups in the population could act as a proxy for what
human biologists call the ‘nutritional status’ of the group; human physical growth reflects the net
effect of nutritional inputs in the form of food, warmth and even love, as compared with claims
on those inputs in the form of body maintenance, work and the defeat of disease. The biologist’s
concept of nutritional status thus bears a close, if still disputed, resemblance to the economist’s
and economic historian’s concept of the standard of living.

The excitement of the early years of econometric history stemmed from new techniques and new
technology. Anthropometric history provided new challenges. There was, first, the need to
understand, so far as possible for a non-specialist, the concepts, methods and findings of human
biology; this was greatly helped by the enthusiasm of some biologists, notably James Tanner, for
the historical research which gave background and a new dimension to their own work in the
modern world. A second challenge was that of the need to collect very large amounts of
evidence, principally from military records, to provide sufficient sample sizes for statistical
analysis. A third challenge, in this connection, was provided by the fact that most armies refused
to recruit the shorter men who came forward, on the grounds that they would not be strong
enough; this created a complex statistical problem of making inferences about the average height
of a population from data where many observations were missing.

Luck once again played its part in the search for evidence. Professor Sarah Palmer happened to
be showing a group of students around the archives of the National Maritime Museum in
Greenwich. Pausing at random by a shelf, she took down from it a ledger recording the
recruitment to the merchant and Royal navies of boys from the streets of London, charitable
work by the Marine Society of London beginning in the middie of the eighteenth century.
Noting that the ledger included information on the heights of recruits, she recalled my interest in
height and told me of the discovery. There proved to be over 100,000 teenage recruits whose
heights, addresses and parental occupations were recorded. This gave an unrivalled set of
evidence on the heights and nutritional status of the London working class. Matched to the
records of the Royal Military Academy at Sandhurst, the evidence provided an entirely new
insight into the inequalities of nineteenth century society; all the Sandhurst recruits, the sons of
the aristocracy and middle class, were taller at the ages of 14 to 17 than any of the boys from the
London slums.
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Evidence on population height, and sometimes weight and body mass, has now been collected
for over 20 countries at different time periods and, for example in the work of Richard Steckel, is
now being supplemented by analysis of skeletal remains for periods before the advent of written
records. Anthropometric history has, like quantitative history, generated argument both among
researchers in the field and between them and other economic historians who, at least initially,
reacted with incredulity to the idea that heights could be of any use as an historical source.
Particularly controversial was the claim, advanced for example in Height, Health and History:
nutritional status in the United Kingdom 1750-1980,* which I wrote with Kenneth Wachter and
Annabel Gregory, that the new material was relevant to the long-standing historical argument
known as the ‘standard of living debate.” Whatever the outcome of these controversies, it has
been exciting to be part of them.

As this essay in intellectual autobiography has shown, I have been, and continue to be, fascinated
by economic history. I do not wish to make any particular claims for it as providing particular
insight into human history and behaviour. Other forms of history, and other social sciences, have
at least equal claim to such status. I have found it, however, endlessly exciting and challenging;
it combines the thrill of the chase — described so much more vividly than I can in A.S. Byatt’s
novel Possession *~ with the intellectual challenges of economic theory and statistical analysis,
the complexity of human biology and the puzzles which underlie the transformation of our world
during and since the industrial revolution. I feel privileged to have been part of this endeavour.

Roderick Floud (b. 1. 4. 1942) was educated at Wadham College, Oxford, and Nuffield College,
Oxford. He taught at University College London, the University of Cambridge, Birkbeck
College, London and Stanford University California. His current position is Provost of London
Guildhall University, President-elect of Universities UK. He is researching the anthropometric
history of Britain since 1700.
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2 Floud, R. An Introduction to Quantitative Methods for Historians (London, 1973, 1979).

* Floud, R. and McCloskey, D. (eds) The Economic History of Britain since 1700 (Cambridge: first edition in two
volumes 1981, second edition in three volumes 1994).

* Floud, R., Wachter, K and Gregory, A. Height, Health and History: Nutritional Status in the United Kingdom,
1750-1980 (Cambridge, 1990).

® Byatt, A.S. Possession: a Romance (London, 1990).
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Challenges to the Economic System in the Twentieth Century

James Foreman-Peck

Economic history impinges on many fields- anthropology, archaeology and architecture, to
consider only some early in the alphabetl. It is an integrative subject, grounded in the facts of
social life, uncovering and accounting for fundamental social patterns, trends, cataclysms and
discontinuities’. Such investigations and explanations can never be the province of a single

discipline.

Far more important than defining the discipline in logically rigorous fashion is communicating
the importance and the excitement of the activity. In keeping with the personal nature of the brief
proposed by the editor, I will pursue the limited objective of discussing why some major
twentieth century problems of economic history - challenges to the economic system- concerned
me sufficiently to research them. These are:
o the conflict over private or public ownership of ‘the means of production’ -capitalism
or socialism,
e criticisms of private management as a class,
e the charge that capitalism is ultimately unstable,
o the failure of the Russian transition to a market economy in the 1990s which raises
questions about the under-pinnings of the market economy that are central to
economic history.

Private v public ownership

At the beginning of the century, the ownership and control of national resources to ensure an
efficient and fair economy was a question never far from the surface of public discussion in
Europe’. Most economies gradually became ‘mixed’, a large block of state-owned sectors
coexisted with private enterprise elsewhere.

Industrial acquisitions by the local or central British state in the century before the First World
War had generally shown tendencies towards monopoly that undermined some of the advantages
of private enterprise. Companies colluded to fix prices or tried merging to eliminate competition.
Environmental and safety problems in industries such as water reinforced the case for tighter
regulation. Influential pressure groups sometimes had their own reasons for wanting regulation
‘internalised’ by state ownership. Late nineteenth century municipalities saw utility companies as
sources of revenue, for instance. Even that bastion of the British market economy, The
Economist, concerned about the newspaper’s telecommunications costs, complained of excessive
profits of the Edwardian private National Telephone Company, and looked to lower prices in a
state-owned network.
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These acquisitions were consolidated and new industries such as coal and railways were added to
the state portfolio by the Labour government elected in 1945. A statutory monopoly industry-
wide corporation was the basic institutional form. At the end of the nationalisations of the 1940s,
40% of national capital expenditure was within the public sector - an enormous volume of
resources to misdirect if the allocation criteria were wrong.

Did these shifts enhance or reduce efficiency? Gas and electricity controlled cost comparisons
showed little difference for private and public British firms in the early part of the twentieth
century. Further removed from the taxpayers than municipal gas and electricity, unit costs of the
nationalised telegraph rose with the expansion of the system. But whether this was solely
because of state ownership must be questioned in the light of the poor productivity performance
of the contemporary privately owned railway system. Institutionally most intriguing was the
‘public interest corporation’, the Central Electricity Board, empowered in 1926 to build a
national transmission grid and rationalise electricity generation. The new regime reduced costs
by one third, radically improving the utilisation of capital and boosting the average scale of
operations. It did so by persuading private and municipal enterprises to accept central direction
of the extent and timing of their electricity generation. This voluntarism saved on enforcement
costs but perhaps one half of the industry cost reduction the CEB actually achieved by 1937 was
apparently forgone’. In the British experience, there were some advantages from a shift from
private ownership. The ‘Morrisonian’ corporations of the 1940s are far less amenable to
efficiency comparisons because they were intended to cover entire industries. Precisely for this
reason there must be some doubt about their performance. But soft budget constraints and
ministerial interference with management point even more clearly in the same direction.

The unwinding of state ownership positions with the privatisations of the 1980s and 1990s
stemmed from tighter financial control and ideological change- triggered by the inflation and
political disorder of 1970s. Four factors generally boosted the performance of the now privatised
industries
- simple management objectives,
- the separation of ‘the natural monopoly’ network structure from network services
which could be competitive, if regulated correctly,
- novel forms of price controls, and
- the piecemeal approach which allowed successive privatisations to learn from
preceding experiments, a considerable improvement on the creation of the monolithic
nationalised industries of the later 1940s.
The moral of the story is that the long struggle over the ownership of the means of production
was misconceived as far as efficiency is concerned; regulation, competition and management are
far more important.

The Shortcomings of Management

Public ownership of businesses becomes more popular when private management is poor and
private enterprise is insulated from competition by size, by exclusive contracts or by barriers to
international trade. The international comparative literature does not rate British private business
highly.® Some of this criticism has been misdirected- in particular the supposed unwillingness to
create large multi-divisional firms.” But the downward slide in British productivity relative to
most of the rest of the world over the twentieth century, to a position behind much of western
Europe by the 1970s, suggests something more than the catching up of a former industrial leader.
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Inevitably people make mistakes, not every businessman will be competent or lucky. But was,
and is, the entire supply of British management talent nonetheless unusually low —~ sapped by a
‘decline of the industrial spirit’® or other deficiencies? As well as being more competent, some
individuals are more hardworking than others, some are more impatient, and some are more risk-
averse. At the level of society these traits are supported or undermined by institutions such as
particular religions, banks and other financial organisations, laws of bankruptcy and debt default,
tax regimes and so on. One might distinguish a whole society that is in some way incompetent or
lazy - has a high leisure preference say- from sections of it. The options are different if only a
group from which managers and entrepreneurs are traditionally recruited exhibit such
characteristics. In either case we can say these traits reflect a culture but this hardly constitutes
an explanation; for that we must find the institutions that support the ‘culture’.

One such approach is to consider the pecuniary reward of business relative to other walks of life.
If it is low then the most ambitious may not be drawn to the activity. But the continuing entry of
rich and successful businessmen into the British elite throughout the twentieth century is hardly
consistent with the rewards being inadequate. Taking upward social mobility as a measure of
success, then before state education became more widespread, business was by far the most
effective means of advancement for the talented and energetic at the bottom of the social ladder-
small as that chance was’. With the twentieth century extension of state education and state
bureaucracy such mobility increased (but only a little by the 1970s).

The ‘arms-length’ style of traditional British management is a distinctive cultural feature;
workers exclusively know about production while management merely regulates and provides
incentives, devoting any efforts to finance, accounting and possibly sales.'® This approach is
likely to prevent management discovering their business’ ‘core competence’. Moreover, when
decision-takers lack essential know-how for strategic repositioning, they will probably be
inflexible in the face of technological or market change. The team piece rate system in Morris
Motors in the 1960s was an extreme example of an uncomprehending ‘arms-length’ management
style. The payment parameters were wrongly set, ensuring without further action the destruction
of a large proportion of the industry. Then to avoid the approaching disaster, management shifted
the wage system to the other extreme, time rates, and succeeded in bringing forward the
collapse’".

The share price of a badly run publicly quoted private company, in theory, should collapse,
making profitable a hostile take-over bid by other management for the assets. Yet this did not
happen; the capital market did not oust those responsible for poor performance. The explanation
is the sheer size of the corporation into which the British motor industry had been merged and
the consequent apparent commitment of the state to support it. The industrial policy lying behind
this state-encouraged merger was therefore a culprit as well.

British management certainly could be catastrophic; selection and correction mechanisms were
obviously defective in certain cases. Traditional institutions such as piece rate systems were
poorly managed, as was state policy.

The Crisis of Capitalism

Incompetent business management combined with an inept governing elite is an indication that
the market economy is not efficient and a recipe for its collapse. In the years between the world
wars, central bankers were at the peak of their power. International institutions like those
established at Bretton Woods in 1944 had yet to be created. Instead there was the supposedly
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automatic gold standard, and the equally self-regulating ‘most favoured nation’ clause in
international trade treaties.

The threat to the market economy of the world crisis of 1929 — and perhaps even the
unemployment of the interwar years- was widely believed in the first generation after 1945 to
have been averted by Keynesian economics. Then came Milton Friedman’s counter-attack of
monetarism- the US crisis stemmed from an institutional failure in the US'?. Simulations show
that the interwar US economy was indeed ‘Keynesian’- it needed fiscal policy because of the
extreme collapse of the monetary system, in part stemming from the US laissez-faire policy. In
Europe, more prompt state action prevented such calamities and thus those economies, especially
France, would have responded better to apPropriate monetary policies. Britain had very little
leeway with conventional policy instruments'®.

Britain’s leaving the gold standard was bad for the rest of the world; the ensuing exchange
depreciation exported unemployment and provoked retaliation, damaging the entire international
economy'®. The gold standard and (fairly) free trade could have been viable. It only required
suitable fiscal and monetary policies. Maynard Keynes’ tariff proposal was one way of raising
the revenue for an expansionary fiscal policy. Had Britain temporarily adopted protection 18
months before abandoning the gold standard the debacle of September 1931 might have been
avoided. Then the trade barriers would not have been raised in response to sterling depreciation
and a bargaining tool would have been available to reduce other tariffs.

The gold standard was a means of promoting co-operation in keeping trade barriers down. With
the benefit of historical hindsight, the policy problem that especially required co-operation (or
leadership) was to avoid enlarging the policy instrument set to include devaluation, exchange
controls and trade quotas. For Europe, but not for the much larger US, this might have been
achieved by official international reserve lending sufficiently promptly and abundantly. But
political constraints appeared to have ruled out this solution. A sufficiently powerful supra-
national body may have been able to over-ride them. But the Bank for International Settlements,
established only a year before the international crisis, was too late to defend the system against
the Great Depression.

The Transition to the Market Economy

Market economies can be disastrously managed and lack appropriate institutions, as the 1930s
shows. The transition of Russia from a communist war economy to a market system in the 1990s
reveals related shortcomings. Economic history suggests some helpful analogies with British war
economy transitions.'

When the U.S.S.R. disintegrated and Boris Yeltsin became undisputed leader of Russia, he asked
Yegor Gaidar to design and manage a ‘big bang’ transition to a market economy. The reformers
believed that the state was weak, intrusive and corrupt. They were determined quickly to
minimise its interventions in the economy, relying primarily on markets, prices and decentralised
decision-making. Since the crisis of August 1998, this Russian reform strategy over the
preceding six years has generally been recognised as inadequate.

Even in a capitalist market economy not all information is conveyed by prices. The price system
must be supplemented by implicit or explicit social contracts. Economies require an effective
legal infrastructure and transactions inevitably are based on social trust and civil norms, as well
as on market or plan signals. Well functioning economic systems possess intricate institutional
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fabrics and rely on social and organisational capital that takes time to produce. Effective
governments are of crucial importance in ensuring the proper functioning of an economic
system, although the scale of state intervention can vary substantially.

Although of course of far shorter duration, the British economies during both world wars were
far closer in many respects to the Soviet command economy in relying on pervasive rationing, de
facto nationalisation, and non-price control mechanisms, than is usually appreciated. During
economic decontrol after world wars as well as transitions to market economies, institutional and
cultural shifts matter greatly and depend on the historical legacy. For the Russian transition and
for British decontrol the governments were confronted by similar challenges of shifting from a
centrally controlled economic system, with negligible or attenuated private property rights, that
was focussed on military production, to a market-oriented peacetime economy. But the transition
policies adopted and the results obtained varied considerably. The rapid transitions in Britain
after World War I and Russia in the 1990s were associated with numerous problems in
reallocating resources and restructuring.

In contrast, the relatively successful transition of the British economy in the post-World War II
period was based on continued government intervention and control. This case indicates that the
state can provide useful interim guidance in the reallocation process of the initial phase of
transition, which is dominated by ‘noise’ and disorganisation. State-directed conversion
programmes were, on the whole, effective in directing resources to pay Britain’s foreign debts,
maintaining full employment, and providing a social support system that improved the well-
being of the population. The implication is that a gradualist transition would have produced more
sustainable institutional change, and superior economic performance in Russia as well, than did
the actual programme of abrupt change.

Lessons

By helping us understand the past, economic history explains where we are today and allows us
to predict where we will be tomorrow. The belief that transferring industrial ownership and
control to the state would create a better world has been severely undermined by the twentieth
century experience. Yet the desire for simple solutions — or ‘big ideas’- remains strong. A more
popular European present day recipe is ‘Europe’. In both cases the empirical research of
economic history suggests big ideas need testing and their implementation requires detailed
understanding, if they are not to have the opposite effect to that intended'®.

Over the last hundred years, the rise of the corporate economy has created private sector
bureaucracies almost matching the public sector in scale and other characteristics. Professional
managers now pursue their careers with only distant accountability to board members and
shareholders. The recruitment, training and rewards of the business elite in these organisations
have profound implications for their competence, for the performance of the private sector as a
whole, and thus for the national economy. It is to these variables we should look, rather than to
‘culture’, which is itself in part created by more objective institutions, such as payment systems.

Despite their enormous size in relation to many nation states, modern corporations are dependent
upon a stable international economic framework, which in turn is supported by institutions and
national policies. The consequences of the crumbling of this order in the 1930s are a sobering
reminder of its importance. Whatever the shortcomings of the World Trade Organisation/GATT,
the World Bank and the IMF, the lessons of the past suggest they could have performed much
worse. The rapid economic growth and rising living standards of the last half century are a good
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advertisement for the regime now under attack by anti-globalisation protesters, compared with
any previous period in history.

Fundamental to the whole world economy, emerging frequently in economic history over the
millennia, is the proposition that the market depends on extra-market values. Impersonal honesty
cannot be monitored and enforced across a whole society that does not share the value - the
resource costs would be too great - yet markets cannot function without a minimum of it.
Property rights must be defined and accepted if trade and production is to flourish!’. Some
institutions supporting these rights must be above the buying and selling of the market- without
an effective police, defence and judiciary even existing supportive values can be eroded. It is
likely that there are broader non-market requirements than these as well. The Russian transition
to market economy of the 1990s demonstrates the importance of not taking institutions and
values for granted. The more radical the proposed change, the greater the time that should be
allowed to establish new conventions, for the market copes best with gradualism'®.

James Foreman-Peck (b. 19. 6. 1948) is Economic Adviser at H M Treasury” and Professor of
Economics at Middlesex University Business School. Awarded a PhD by the London School of
Economics, he was formerly Professor of Economic History at the University of Hull, and
Fellow of St Antony’s College Oxford. His European Industrial Policy: The Twentieth Century
Experience, with Giovanni Federico, was published in 1999 by Oxford University Press.
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The Life of Society: The Public Role of the Social Historian"

Mark Freeman

In his inaugural lecture at the LSE in 1932 R. H. Tawney claimed that history ‘is concerned with
the study, not of a series of past events, but of the life of society, and with records of the past as a
means to that end’. The historian’s job, for Tawney, was ‘to widen the range of observation from
the experience of a single generation or society to that of mankind’.2 This statement of the
activities and aspirations of the economic and/or social historian suggests that the discipline can
and should have a broader applicability to the world in which it operates; and this was certainly
how Tawney and his contemporaries envisaged it. Tawney’s work reached a relatively wide
audience of educated general readers, and he helped to inspire a generation of political activists
and social reformers. Moreover, as Maxine Berg has pointed out, many women in the interwar
period, Eileen Power for example, were attracted to economic history as ‘a discipline to provide
the ammunition of practical reform [at] a time ... when social policy was central ... to British
intellectual life’: social policy shaped the subject-matter and approaches of economic and social
historians, who regularly discussed their work in the context of contemporary social issue A
Today the educated general readership for economic and social history, insofar as it existed, has
largely vanished, and the links between the discipline and social policy are less evident than in
Tawney’s times. The historical profession as a whole is becoming more fragmented and more
specialised, and as a consequence more inward-looking. As Martin Daunton, writing in 1985,
argued, the institutional separation of economic history, although necessary for disciplinary self-
protection earlier in the twentieth century, was by then counter-productive, making economic
historians ‘introverted, narrow, pursuing the increasingly marginal retumns of a particular type of
€conomic theory’.s Moreover, the problems associated with the institutional separation of
economic and social history from ‘straight’ history are deepened by the questionable yoking
together of economic and social history in the first place, despite their increasingly divergent
subject-matter and methodologies.

Social history is in danger of suffering in a similar way. At one time it was hoped that wider
interest in history would be kindled by an approach which sought to explain the experiences of
the ‘ordinary’ people who had apparently lived, until then, below the historian’s notice. These
projects of integrating the forgotten masses into the historiographical mainstream encouraged
academic involvement in amateur local social history projects, and in so doing promoted a
collaborative approach through which communities were empowered and encouraged to
investigate and explain their own histories. (The History Workshop movement is a good, if
atypical, example.) Social history filled a significant gap in the historiographical canon.
However, today it seems that many social historians have retreated into an academic shell,
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pursuing, to paraphrase Daunton, the marginal retumns of social theory. As early as 1984, it was
being argued in some quarters that new orthodoxies had come to attain the very monolithic status
once supposedly held by the documentary-based empiricism that the ‘new social history’ sought
to challenge.® This fear was rather exaggerated, but its airing emphasised some of the dangers
we, as social historians, face. The subject is becoming less accessible: few people have a grasp
of the terminology or theoretical underpinnings of the approaches used by many of the ‘new
cultural historians’, just as few have the training required to understand the equally opaque
articles that appear in many economic history journals. The penetration of economic and social
theories into history is not new, of course, but it can be dangerous if it comes at the expense of
engagement with the people who form the subject-matter of our history. I suspect that before
1963 posterity was not quite as condescending as we have been led to believe, but undoubtedly
some of the romance has disappeared from the project of rescuing people from it.

I do not wish to invite caricature as a ‘young fogey’, unable to appreciate the importance of the
theorising of certain aspects of social history: indeed, these developments should be viewed as a
sign of disciplinary maturity. However, I would suggest that, by employing the past as a
laboratory for the evaluation of social and economic theories, many historians come to
conceptualise it on terms other than its own, and in a way alien both to those who experienced it
and those who wish to read about it. The ‘linguistic turn’ has produced some interesting
investigations of historical texts, but it is neither as new as has been suggested nor as helpful in
understanding the fundamentals of the past and what mattered to those who lived in it. Patrick
O’Brien briefly but memorably reminded us, at the Economic History Society’s annual
conference dinner in April 2000, that the new cultural historians too frequently overlook the
fundamental aspects of the experience of those who live in the past. As Joan Thirsk, one of
Tawney’s students, argued in the Tawney lecture at the same conference, historians need to start
‘listening to people’ again. Thirsk used the phrase to describe her exploitation of descriptive
seventeenth-century source material to illuminate our knowledge and understanding of agrarian
practices in the past; however, she also indicated that ‘listening to people’ must involve a
reappraisal of the historian’s wider role in society. 1 would suggest that there are three key
relationships that define this wider role. One is with general readers and those with a non-
professional interest in history, who form a market in which the historian can and should operate;
one with students in universities, whom the professional historian teaches; and thirdly and
perhaps most importantly, a more public relationship with the society and the state from which
historians take their licence to practice.

The ‘general reader’ has become rather redundant to the majority of professional historians; and
yet history, even and perhaps especially in a rapidly changing world, exerts a powerful popular
fascination. Pondering on his young son’s question, ‘Daddy, what’s the use of history’, Marc
Bloch remarked that ‘even if history were judged incapable of other uses, its entertainment value
would remain in its favour ... it is incontestable that it appears entertaining to a large number of
men’.” This ‘entertainment value’ is confirmed by the popularity of historical television
documentaries, and by the success of books like Dava Sobel’s Longirude. Yet social history,
which should be inherently interesting to the majority of the population with whose experiences
it is concemed, seems to reach only a fringe market. Those social histories, written by
professionals, which have sold well, have been precisely those that have been the product of
‘listening to people’: Thompson’s Making of the English Working Class, Ladurie’s Montaillou
and Ronald Blythe’s Akenfield are examples. Others stem from the ‘revival of narrative’ in the
late 1970s and early 1980s: the micro-narrative can create a seductive reconstruction of past
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events, and is also often able to tap into a local history market. Books which, through the
geographical and chronological specificity of their subject-matter, lay themselves open to
accusations of ‘antiquarianism’ are those which seem to attract popular interest. It is precisely
the ‘antiquarian’ aspects of local research that are likely to interest the local historian, and thus
inspire community-based social history projects: projects that examine the kind of subject-matter
defended by the new social historians on the grounds of its potentially wider appeal than
‘traditional’ history. Through such collaborative local work, a community can conceptualise with
greater interest and more understanding a past with which its people have an inherent affinity.
This gives the ‘entertainment value’ of history a greater and more lasting worth.

Insofar as history is an academicised pursuit, which it is perhaps less so than many other
disciplines, its students are also significant users, or consumers, of historians’ output, broadly
defined; and the implications of this go much deeper than simply the marketing of textbooks and
the ‘jazzing up’ of lectures. Economic and social history is precariously positioned within the
structure of most universities, but ultimately this might also prove an opportunity. It is viewed
on the one hand as the historical wing of the social sciences — at Glasgow, where I am based as I
write, the department is in the social science faculty — and, on the other, as a rather specialised
version of ‘straight’ or ‘arts’ history. Whichever view is taken, the answer to many of our
problems appears to lie in interdisciplinarity. As the quest for ‘relevance’ intensifies, among
both funding bodies and students who increasingly view themselves as customers of a university
education and are rightly concerned with the employment prospects afforded by their degrees, the
broadness of the educational curriculum, long a feature of the Scottish university system, will
need to be redefined. This can be a research-led redefinition: interdisciplinary research projects
are multiplying and will continue to do so; and there seems no reason, beyond the inevitable
problem of academic workloads, why this interdisciplinarity cannot be translated into
undergraduate teaching. The traditional graduates whose degrees (in Scotland at any rate) have
involved a small amount of a variety of subjects, especially in the early years of their courses,
may be replaced by graduates who have undertaken more project work, probably with
interdepartmental supervision. They will also be more IT-literate: the laboratory-classroom is a
fertile, if at first daunting, learning environment, and it helps to equip students with skills that
will serve both them and their CVs well. Taught effectively, computer-based historical work can
be surprisingly motivational, as well as bringing primary sources, such as censuses, closer to
students at an earlier stage in their university careers than might otherwise be the case. This in
turn helps them to understand what history, of all kinds, is really about.

So much for the institutional survival of economic and social history, and, for that matter, history
itself. As Tawney and his contemporaries believed, however, the discipline should not simply be
a professional activity with no aims beyond its own continuance, and no duties except to interest
the public, important and frequently neglected though this duty is. History should benefit from
having become a profession rather than a pastime, and it should also confer reciprocal benefits on
the society which allows it to be pursued as a profession. However, we cannot now expect
economic and social historians to provide the ‘ammunition’ of social reform in the way the early
pioneers conceived of their role: early twenty-first-century academic historians are usually, and
rightly, expected to be more politically detached than their pre-war counterparts. We cannot
recreate the Balliol of the 1880s or the LSE of the early twentieth century. In these institutions
the experience of liberal education not only pushed graduates in the direction of social service
and social reform, but also stimulated the academics, such as Tawney, into writing history, not
with a directly reforming purpose, but to provide the background for a more general evaluation of
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the position at which society had arrived, from which might be deduced some of the possible
outlines of its future progress. If we are to re-create this role for economic and social historians,
the future for economic and social historical inquiry, as with teaching, must surely be more
interdisciplinary. Paradoxically, this interdisciplinarity may help to save both economic history
and social history from submersion under other disciplines within the university system. This is
where the social-theory-driven rapproachement with other arts and, especially, social science
departments might help us: our different disciplines can complement rather than interpenetrate
each other if more interdisciplinary projects are undertaken.

I should declare my personal interest here. I am about to start work on a one-year
interdisciplinary project at the University of York, evaluating the history of the Joseph Rowntree
Charitable Trust, in which I, as a historian, will be working with colleagues in the politics and
social policy departments: the sort of project to whose apparent relevance many funding bodies
would be attracted. An even better example is the ESRC-funded ‘Future of Work’ project, based
at the University of Essex, in which historians are providing the necessary contextual background
to support researchers in other fields. I anticipate that in the future there will be many more such
interdisciplinary projects, and this suggests a way in which the work of historical analysis can be
allied to social reform and other more practical considerations. Such work will no doubt become
more international as the world becomes more technologically, politically and linguistically
united. This to me seems the best way of fulfilling the aims of the pioneers of our discipline,
and, more importantly, of ensuring that academic economic and social history does not
marginalise itself out of existence through the limitation of its scope and the over-theorisation of
its various approaches to the past. If it is to be an academic pursuit, the broader relevance of
what is done should be more explicit in the framing of our research. Interdisciplinarity should be
evaluative: informed by theory but not theory-driven, constructive rather than de(con)structive.
If this is the direction our discipline takes, economic and social historians may find themselves
more frequently in the future, as Tawney and many of his contemporaries envisaged, working
collaboratively with those whose interests lie more firmly in the present in order to help shape
future social change.

Mark Freeman (b. 29. 8. 1974) read Modem History at Merton College, Oxford and gained his
PhD on ‘Social Investigation in Rural England 1870-1914" in 1999 from the Department of
Economic and Social History, University of Glasgow. He was the Economic History Society’s
Tawney Fellow for 1999-2000 and is currently a Research Fellow in the History Department at
the University of York.

! 1 would like to thank Hadrian Wise, Pete McKinney and Krista R. Maglen for their comments on earlier versions of
this essay.

2 Quoted in J. F. C. Harrison, Early Victorian Britain 1832-1851 (London, 1979 [1st. ed. London, 1971]), p. 17.
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Through Which Looking Glass? Image, Reality and Historical
Enquiry

W. R. Garside

Blame it on Hoover and Roosevelt. As an undergraduate student of economics in the early
‘sixties, when access to university was pre-UCCA and by no means pre-ordained and when
black-gowned Professors and Doctors were vested (at least in my mind) with a depth of
understanding and scholarship that it was my weekly privilege to savour, the world began to
take on a degree of precision, orderliness and certainty that had previously escaped me.
Entrepreneurs (who were these people?) sought profit-maximising outcomes, states of
equilibria existed and economic policymakers earnestly sought optimal bliss. Exposure to the
principles of public finance, the theory of money and the niceties of perfect competition,
oligopoly, duopoly and monopsony encouraged an unnerving feeling that the economic mess
I had left behind in my native County Durham in 1962 was due in part to the inability or
unwillingness of ‘invisible’ entrepreneurs to get their marginal and average cost curves in
order or to understand the difference between arc elasticity and an automatic stabiliser.

Then came the great depression, at least in the form of a detailed examination on my part of
American economic policymaking during the Hoover and Rooscvelt administrations. The
narrative was exciting enough and compared to my feeble efforts in a first year survey course
to conjure up images of the South Sea Bubble or the repeal of the Corn Laws, one could
enjoy moments of more relaxed intellectual endeavour unpicking FDR’s homespun economic
philosophy delivered during his infamous fireside chats. But it was the power of political
expediency, the heady mix of certainty and uncertainty that ‘informed’ policy making and the
contrast between the outcomes one might have expected from textbook graphics and what
passed as strategic thinking that struck home.

This interest in the political economy of change would have been nurtured earlier had I
undertaken a degree in economic history rather than economics. But it was the formal
training in economics that drew me into economic history in more ways than one.
Hailsham’s cloth-capped visit to the north-east in the early ‘sixties as an emissary of regional
development (worryingly in retrospect without any firm departmental backing in Whitehall)
nonetheless conjured up in my mind the prospect of my joining some economic task force
dedicated to tackling (yet again) the already long-established North-South divide. It seemed
the decent thing to do in recognition of the County Major University Scholarship which had
released me from the terror of ending up with some unremitting and unrewarding job
(discounting, of course, my subsequent post in academia). But a chance encounter with
officials of the Durham Miners’ Association saved Whitehall from that unsolicited
application and the north-east from my economic meddling.

My study of the fortunes of the Durham miners and their industry during the turbulent years
1919-60 was driven in part by the rather vacuous accounts I had read earlier of Durham’s
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determined stand during the 1926 general strike. It was conventionally represented as being
characteristic of the fortitude and strength of community spirit within the county when in
reality it had a great deal more to do with a complex relationship between wages and working
hours that had been a source of local discontent since the late nineteenth century. Likewise
there was at the time little information about the motives and actions of the regional
coalowners or much discussion of the links between industrial decline, the market for coal,
and the influence of geology except for the details buried in official and largely inaccessible
sources. It was time to declare an interest.

On reflection my subsequent work bears out that early concern to view economic phenomena
in as wide a context as possible. The absence of any systematic study of the sources and
reliability of unemployment statistics from the mid-nineteenth century onwards, the relative
neglect of employers’ industrial relations strategies, and the manner in which the problem of
interwar unemployment straddled the fields of contemporary finance, trade and economic
ideology seemed to me to be worthy of greater attention. The latter subject also gave rise to
Benjamin and Kochin’s now celebrated exercise in economic modelling to demonstrate the
extent to which a significant proportion of interwar unemployment was ‘voluntary’ in as
much as the benefits system reduced the opportunity cost of idleness, inducing workers either
to opt for leisure or at least to extend their search for a job. I welcomed the fall-out, not so
much in terms of the contrary view to which | subscribed, but because of the way in which
conventional understanding of the sources of persistent unemployment in the period had been
challenged. There was a suspicion initially that the search for a more ‘scientific’ approach
had been at the expense of careful investigation of the non-quantitative sources. Economists
are apt to dress their formal modelling with as terse a summary of the historical context as
they can conveniently find. It is often overlooked that in their effort to re-appraise
Beveridge’s contrast between pre-1914 and interwar unemployment, as part of their case,
Benjamin and Kochin quoted the correct pages of the wrong book by Beveridge, arriving at
precisely the opposite conclusion of Beveridge himself. But, that aside, it is part of the
function of economic theory to help frame appropriate questions to ask of the past. It was
gratifying to my mind that quantitatively-orientated economists had in the context of British
interwar unemployment forced others to examine their assumptions of causality and to be
aware of variables that might otherwise have been overlooked. More gratifying still was to
find that to advance the argument further recourse had to be made to the musty administrative
record.

I have never had any difficulty in accepting the benefits that can be derived from rigorous
mathematical investigation of economic phenomena so long as its practitioners accept that the
exactitude of their endeavours can only reveal part of the complexity of historical change. It
is to the credit of those historians who brushed aside accusations of dullness and continued to
worry over such issues of Britain’s progress in education and training, industrial relations, the
role of the state, and the power of prevailing orthodoxies, not only in Whitehall and the
Treasury but also within firms. They brought to the forefront of current historical enquiry a
range of influences upon economic growth and development that were previously and
conveniently lumped together as ‘exogenous’. It is no coincidence that the European
countries which benefited most from post-war economic growth were those that established
national institutions aimed at solving ¢ommitment and co-ordination problems without which
neither wage moderation nor trade expansion could have taken place. Not all western
European countries proved adept or willing to establish appropriate socio-economic
institutions, the differing institutional responses going some way towards accounting for
variations between countries in European growth performance. Britain conspicuously failed
to develop the kind of domestic institutional arrangements that eventually emerged among
her closest competitors. The country failed to address the distributional problem of who
would bear the costs and who would reap the gains of structural change, failing to incorporate
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the legitimate concerns of employers about profits and the right to manage, and of the trade
unions about redundancy and labour mobility. In consequence there was every likelihood that
competing interests would continue to undermine a consensus to pursue growth.

What continues to interest me, therefore, is the range of influences upon economic change
and development that might be less than fully appreciated if we focus only on key variables.
The work of econometricians and others in providing a more robust and wide-ranging
statistical underpinning to help us understand economic change over time must be welcomed.
The greater part of the results, however, measure outcomes. It is as valuable an exercise to
investigate, with as much rigour as the historical material allows, what combination of forces
political, economic, attitudinal, or social and in what changing mix have played upon policy
and performance in the past. In that way some sense can be gained of the complexity of
historical change, however imperfect our conclusions or seemingly unscientific our approach.
I remember as an undergraduate hearing of the conclusion of a detailed cost/benefit analysis,
conducted according to the strictest economic criteria, concerning the relocation of a firm in
either Leeds or Harrogate with the final judgement in favour of the former, only to leam that
the latter had been chosen because the Managing Director’s wife was more attracted by its
leisure facilities and educational provision. Few now deny the importance of infrastructure
but hearing the tale (apocryphal or not) only added to my sense of unease over historical
determinism based only on what can be readily measured. Can we really understand the high
growth years of Japan in the post-1945 period without accepting the critical role of consensus
in politics and production? Will Britain’s action and reaction within Europe stem only from a
think-tank’s assessment of relative economic gain or loss?

In many ways it should be easier and more gratifying today to teach recent economic history
because students are bombarded whether they like it or not with media commentary on the
importance of the exchange rate, on the significance of the service sector and on the impact
of the public sector borrowing requirement, to take but a few examples. The fact that few of
the horrors of economic mismanagement or the arguments over the priorities of public policy
in the current climate are new to professional historians provides us with an opportunity to
offer the wider perspective. In truth, however, most of us seem to be retreating more and
more into specialised camps, writing for and to each other and often (with notable
exceptions) in journals openly dedicated to a narrower and narrower audience.

Perhaps this does not matter as much as we might think it should. As economic historians
join larger departments of ‘old’ History they might be persuaded to join the Vice
Chancellors’ chant that, after all, history is history however we cut it professionally. If
colleagues are contributing RAE-worthy pieces on ecclesiastical history, gender history or
economic history there is little reason for concern so long as the sum of the parts wins
resowces. Part of me accepts both the challenge and the opportunity facing ‘academic
artisans’ working hard to mark their professional card with what our peers judge to be worthy
or significant in a world where, we are also told, the monograph is dead and narrative is
suspect. If my interest in economic history was to wane in such a climate, I suspect I would
follow a vulgar instinct. The chance to write history backwards. To take a range of current
preoccupations in the broad field of political economy and to trace the manner by which
economic agents were often the victims of some ingrained prejudice, ignorance or
obscurantism or when they believed themselves to be innovative, challenging and pro-active
to find on reflection that they were the victims of what was only ever likely to be feasible or
acceptable to vested interests, whatever theory or best practice suggested might be the
outcome. Academics in post hope, of course, that there will be a continuous stream of
undergraduates anxious to tread the evolutionary path of economic change, whatever the
chosen time period or geographical scope. And yet there is an audience out there constantly
told that when political posturing has all but ceased and when rhetoric is stilled ‘it’s the
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economy, stupid’ that counts. This preoccupation with current economic affairs provides
ample opportunity for gurus of various persuasions to provide ‘the answer’ to the uninitiated.
Young and old alike are fed the same certainties about the sources of national
competitiveness, comparative wealth, social and economic stability and welfare provision for
all. We economic historians have heard and read it all before and sit open mouthed as a City
stockbroker or financial analyst offers up a media soundbite of explanation that would be
unworthy of a first year tutorial. But then, there is always that specialised article to write.

W. R. (Rick) Garside (b. 20. 11. 1944) was educated at the University of Leeds (BA, Ph.D).
He is currently Professor of History at the University of Birmingham where his principle
research interests are Government and the economy in the twentieth century, labour, industry
and economic change, British and Japanese industrial policy since 1945. Publications include
British Unemployment 1919-1939. 4 study in Public Policy (Cambridge University Press,
1990); The Measurement of Unemployment, 1850-1979 (Blackwell, 1980); Capitalism in
Crisis. (ed), Pinter 1993); After the Slump. Industry and Politics in 1930s Britain and
Germany (ed.), (Lang 2000); The Durham Miners, 1919-1960 (Allen and Unwin, 1970).
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Is it Cold Out There? Economic History in a Business Climate

Edwin Green

Membership numbers in the Economic History Society have always been dominated by those
who are inside the subject, teaching and researching in economic and social history in an
academic environment. The great majority of the Society’s members are past, present or future
incumbents of history appointments in schools, colleges, universities and research institutes. As
a contrast, this essay offers a view from the minority of the membership - those of us who are not
economic historians in terms of academic appointments but who adhere to economic history in
other types of career. It also offers the hope that economic and social history has an additional
role and a future outside the teaching and research tradition.'

At first sight the business climate is not promising for economic history or for history in general.
The imperatives of business apparently leave little room for the past. Those imperatives are
shareholder value, profitability in the markets chosen by the business, high levels of service, and
cost : income efficiency. This is a crude picture but it is still clear enough to suggest that history
and economic history may not be a priority amongst the financial objectives of a going concern.
Even when a company does recognise value in long-term care for its past, that company’s
attitude might change rapidiy in the face of the sudden upheavals of business life. For the
business horizon seems too short for history either in a generalised or a scholarly form. It is rare
for the annual report of a company to look back or even give comparative figures for more than
five years. More typically, today’s business is assessed on each half year’s results, or even the
last quarter, rather than the familiar whole year.

In practice, the business climate for economic history is not nearly so grim. Company history
and business archives, which are the two linked areas where I have worked for the last three
decades, are examples of the hardiness of economic history outside the teaching and research
traditions. In the UK, history and archives in a business setting have not only survived but have
even thrived in the third quarter of the Society’s life. This acclimatisation improves the
opportunities not only for business historians but also for a wide range of historians,
geographers, social scientists and other users of business archives.

By the early 1970s company histories by senior economic historians had become an accepted
part of the public and internal presentation of major corporations. Examples included studies of
Courtaulds by Donald Coleman, Royal Exchange Assurance by Barry Supple, and WD & HO
Wills by Bernard Alford.2 These projects helped to end the domination of what Forrest Capie has
described as the ‘great tome’ tradition of business history (‘books which, once you had put
down, you could not pick up again’).? Instead, the new approach provided organising ideas, full
analysis, and a crusading zeal for the study of business history.
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More recently this output has been both plentiful and robust. Work by the Business History Unit
at the LSE and by other units has added variety and breadth to business history, while the flow of
commissioned and freelance business histories has also been maintained. Over the last 20 years
the number of entries for the Business Archives Council’s Wadsworth Prize for Business History
has averaged 10 each year. That same period has seen the completion of major commissioned
histories such as the multi-volume histories of the British coal industry, BP, GKN and the
Hongkong and Shanghai Banking Corporation.” Such projects were on an heroic scale, in which
business gave its backing to the type of company history created by leading economic historians.
That tradition continues to prosper in the shape of forthcoming histories of Unilever by Geoffrey
Jones, British Railways (Terry Gourvish), and Wellcome (Roy Church). The durability of the
company history tradition has also been maintained. Clive Trebilcock’s second volume on the
Phoenix Assurance survived not only the merger of the Phoenix with the Sun Alliance in 1984
but also the merger of the Sun Alliance with the Royal in 1996; it was published 15 years after
the company’s name had disappeared from the market - a tribute to the determination of the
sponsors, the author and the publishers. Similarly the recent history of Standard Life by Michael
Moss endured the stormy weather of the de-mutualisation debate in 1999 and 2000 and was
published on time and in full at a time when many businesses might have turned their backs on
history projects.’

Company history may be the most visible sign that economic history can grow in the business
climate. Perhaps it is more important to economic and social historians, nonetheless, that the
archives profession has made real gains in the modem business world. The number of formal
company archives in the UK has increased from less than 10 in 1970 to 50 in 1985 and 87 by
1998. The financial sector is especially prominent, with 26 archive units in 1998, but the retail
sector, the food and drink industries, the extractive industries, and the media are also well
represented.® The population of business archivists (i.e. full-time professionals employed in the
private sector) has increased in the same period from six in the late 1960s to over one hundred
today. There are influential parallels in the USA. Ford (which should be the coldest climate of
all if you listened to Henry Ford) has had a thriving business archive since 1951. The number of
US companies making provision for their archives shot up from 44 in 1964 to 133 five years
later and 200 by 1980. In the 1990s major US corporations such as American Express, Phillips
Petroleun71, Microsoft, Motorola and AIG added their weight by establishing their own corporate
archives.

Economic history has played its part in the modem development of business archives, certainly
in the UK. In the late 1960s and early 1970s there was little formal training in business archives
in comparison with the modules now available in the master’s courses in archive administration.
As a result early appointments in the business sector included economic historians or economists
with archives experience as well as archivists moving from the public sector. In my own case
economic history was the essential bridge into business archives. I was very fortunate that my
mentors at Sussex, Malcolm Kitch and Michael Hawkins, strongly encouraged interest in
original sources outside the well-trodden paths of the public records. My first research spells in
the archives of a City livery company also pointed to the opportunities for history and archives in
a business environment. Appointment as Hugh Cockerell’s research assistant for the Insurance
Records Survey at the City University in 1972 then led me into survey work, where economic
history was already face-to-face with the business community.?
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In the 1960s leading economic historians had argued the case for surveys of business archives
and then carried them forward, notably Sydney Checkland, Peter Payne and Tony Slaven in the
West of Scotland; Peter Mathias in the case of the shipping survey; and Leslie Pressnell in the
first banking survey. Subsequently economic historians have continued to play a prominent part
in the supervision of the many surveys carried out by the Business Archives Council and its
sister Council in Scotland - as for example Peter Payne in the Company Archives Survey and
Derek Oddy in the recent surveys of the pharmaceutical and veterinary medicine industries.

By the early 1970s historians with a background or special interest in economic history were also
being employed to carry out the practical discovery and listing work required in such surveys.
That group included Pat Hudson, Charles Jones, Michael Moss and John Orbell and we all
benefited from sharing information and ideas about the assessment and potential use of business
collections. Some survey officers then moved to teaching and research in economic history.
Others were appointed to business archives posts where (as a heresy to some in the archives
world) we also became closely involved in history projects.

Surveys of business archives, with this strong influence from economic history, have generated
double value for economic and social historians. Firstly they have encouraged businesses to
ensure the future of their collections, either by establishing in-house archives or by depositing
their archives in local record offices or other public archives. Hundreds of collections have been
rescued in these ways in the last 30 years. 0 Secondly, and less obviously, the surveys have
produced a generation of archivists who have been appointed as company archivists or as
archivists in the public sector with special responsibility for business archives. Examples of
former Business Archives Council staff in these roles include Alex Ritchie at the Historical
Manuscripts Commission, Lesley Richmond at the University of Glasgow Business Records
Centre, Alison Turton and Philip Winterbottom at the Royal Bank of Scotland, Serena Kelly at
the Victoria and Albert Museum, and Melanie Aspey at the Rothschild Archive. In these and
other cases, senior figures in business archives have worked in a tradition where the priorities
and preoccupations of economic history have been well understood. This background can be
highly relevant when the business archivist is placed in the role of unofficial supervisor to
graduate and undergraduate researchers, particularly in the interpretation of the more difficult
classes of business records or the business structures which lay behind those records.'’

Hence the economic history and archives communities have continued to give mutual support in
the business environment. Yet these favourable signs do not mean that the continuing stamina of
company history and the development of business archives in the private sector are wholly or
mainly for the greater good of social and economic history. I do not see senior businessmen
hunched over the latest editions of the Economic History Review or Business History every three
months. On the company history front, as Donald Coleman forcefully pointed out, business
enthusiasm for history is only one possible element in the commissioning of a history. Other
factors include the appetite for commemorating anniversaries; the public relations instinct to
endow a company with the reputation and prestige of a major institution; and the related urge to
imitate or compete with other business institutions.'?

Similarly in business archives, the needs of the historian have been only one factor in the
development of modern in-house collections. At HSBC Group Archives the number of enquiries
from within the organisation outnumbers external enquiries (not just enquiries from historians)
by over three to one. Many other company archives report a similar balance. This corporate use
of archives includes management information about the organisation’s history in particular
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markets, products or customer relationships; management information about business decisions
or appointments; legal and statutory information for regulators, tax authorities, and special
commissions and government enquiries; ‘discovery’ work, in which the company is required to
answer claims or enquiries about the products or services which it has provided decades ago;
media enquiries and marketing; and internal management education at different levels. An
awareness of these other priorities is essential in the survival pack of any historian or archivist
working in a business environment.

As to the future of history in the business climate, economic historians are likely to remain a
small minority of users of business archives. In our own case at HSBC, at present historians
provide less than 4% of the new enquiries which we receive each year and only 15% of all
external enquiries. Both these percentages are on a declining trend over the last 20 years. That
puts historians in the same statistical range as fine art specialists, family historians and direct
media em}uiries and is only just ahead of groups such as collectors and students of design and
branding.”® This pattern of demand has developed despite the accessibility of the Group’s
archives since the 1940s, the strong influence of economic historians and economists on the life
of the collection, and a long list of publications based on the Group’s records.

Many business archivists would prefer to see an increase in this level of use by economic and
social historians. The records which have been saved and which are now open for research are
matched to the preoccupations of the subject. Not least, economic and social historians are
particularly well-equipped to harness and interpret these sources in comparison with other groups
of external users. Unless the historian’s voice is heard in this way, there is the persistent worry
that his or her concerns will be forgotten or shouldered aside. Likewise the needs of the
historian should surely be an important factor in decisions about the keeping of records. If the
historian makes little use of those records, however, the preoccupations of other groups of users
will continue to gain influence over the collecting policies of business archives in both the public
and private sectors.

Mutual support between economic history and business archives is also needed in the training
and recruitment of archivists. The four master’s degree courses in archive administration in the
UK are long-established and are in heavy demand. Many of the graduates from these courses are
appointed, with great success, to posts with responsibility for business archives. Yet the number
of graduates in economic and social history who apply and are then selected for these courses is
tiny. At Liverpool, for example, in the five years from 1996-97 to 2000-1, only one graduate in
economic and social history took the master’s course alongside 37 history graduates (although
some of these graduates may have studied options or modules in economic history).!* This is a
disappointing situation, in that archivists with a background or interest in economic history are
ideally placed for posts in business archives. Their familiarity with the context and development
of business and industry, together with their skills in quantitative methods, are valuable resources
in dealing with the wide range of demands placed upon business archives. In this area the
archives option should not be forgotten or ignored either by students or their supervisors. A
larger showing in the archives profession by graduates in economic and social history would be a
welcome boost for the future of business archives in the UK.

This essay does not claim that the business world offers an ideal climate for economic and social
history. The subject does not offer business the direct, short-term answers which it often needs.
In the related areas of company history and business archives, however, the climate is not so
inhospitable as it might seem. Economic history has made gains in these areas in the last three
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decades, significantly improving the wider world’s understanding of the history and importance
of business. These gains in turn add to the opportunities for economic and social historians.
Looking ahead, I do hope that members of the Society and their students can convert those
opportunities into continuing activity in business history, into greater use of the rich resources of
business archives, and even into careers in business archives.

Edwin Green (b. 16. 4. 1948) was educated at the University of Sussex. He is currently Group
Archivist of HSBC Holdings plc, having originally joined the Group as Archivist of Midland
Bank in 1974. He served as Deputy Chairman of the Business Archives Council from 1984 to
1995 and as Chairman from 1995 to 1999. His publications are mainly in the fields of banking
history and business archives.
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Economic History: A Personal Journey

Knick Harley

Economic history is an examination of the dynamics of social change, particularly economic
growth in both its successes and failures. It is also a journey of exploration. The intellectual
excitement that comes when ideas and detailed archival evidence interact to produce unexpected
discoveries is the great reward of scholarship. Economic history has been a journey that led me
into unanticipated paths that appeared in the course of research. Because scholarship is a journey,
everyone’s mental map, although related through the scholarly community, contains unique
perspectives.

We study history to understand human society. Traditionally history has focused on power, its
distribution and transmittal but modern sensibilities direct attention away from this ‘history as
past politics’ to the experiences of ‘average persons’. In the modern era, economic growth and its
variance has been the most pervasive force for change. So, to me, economic history is the study
of economic growth. Interest in economic development and growth many years ago led me into
formal training in economics and economics has provided both intellectually fascinating abstract
logical thinking and a set of well-constructed tools for organising and understanding historical
evidence. But modem economics’ formal structure has often relegated serious attention to
evidence about social behaviour to a secondary position. Within economics, economic history
has proven an important exception in this regard (although some will accuse the ‘new economic
historians’ of economics’ preoccupation with theory at the expense of evidence). For me the
excitement of discovering key evidence in archives has provided high rewards.

For my fellow students and [ in Alex Gerschenkron’s workshop in the Harvard economics
department in the 1960s, economic history meant the study of ‘modern economic growth’ (the
phrase is Simon Kuznets’s — another teacher who influenced me greatly). We chose to study
historical change with the tools of modern analytic economics, usually microeconomics that
emphasised individual choice constrained by technology and market-determined prices. Because
the growth economists showed that growth seemed to come mainly from technological change,
many of us focused our research on this. Looking back, I see Albert Fishlow’s work on railroads,
Peter Temin’s on American iron, Paul David’s various projects, ostensibly on Chicago, Bob
Zevin’s on American cotton, Lars Sandberg on British cotton, Donald (now Deirdre) McCloskey
on British iron and my work on shipping and shipbuilding all in that mould. Microeconomic
training directed our attention to firms’ profit-maximising choices, which we explored with
detailed - often archival - historical evidence. We came to realise the complexity of technological
change and that differences in factor costs and product detail led firms in different situations to
different behaviour. At the same time, we found that even in industries that had often been
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criticised for inefficiency and technological conservatism managers’ choices, conformed to profit
maximisation within their market environments.

My thesis focused initially on the displacement of wooden sailing ships by metal steam ships in
shipbuilding, and led naturally to the study of shipping. The technological change I was studying
had driven freight rates down dramatically during the late nineteenth century fundamentally
changing the nature of international trade. I was drawn to examine the impact of the near
elimination of the barriers of distance on intemational trade and globalisation. The research led
me to rethink Robert Fogel’s famous analysis, which found a modest impact of American
railroads and suggested a modest role for transportation in the history of the late nineteenth
century. He showed that American railroads did not provide dramatically cheaper transportation
than their water-based competitors, but since the same technology of iron and steam that lay
behind the railroads had transformed water transportation his calculations underestimated the
impact of the new technology. Furthermore, it became apparent to me that a focus on the United
States overlooked much of the effect of transportation technology. Cheaper transportation in
America mainly meant expansion of the frontier with little change in primary product prices; in
Europe it meant cheaper primary products. Placing these developments into explicit modelling of
global trade became my research agenda but I became somewhat diverted.

Economists’ view of intemnational trade involves general equilibrium analysis since trade theory
emphasises the connection between imports and exports. By the 1980s advances in computer
technology had made it possible to simulate realistic, if still highly simplified, general
equilibrium models. The technique seemed the logical way to proceed with my research on
market integration. The place to start, I felt, was John James’s pioneering computational general
equilibrium analysis of the American mid-nineteenth century tariff. James’s analysis had
concluded that the American tariff had allowed the American economy to increase the benefits it
received from its near monopoly on raw cotton production but had little impact on the size of
American manufacturing industries. As I became familiar with the details of James’s model, I
became convinced that the analysis was flawed by an oversimplified specification of the rest of
the world. The model inadvertently conferred monopoly power in world food production as well
as cotton production to America. Modifying the model to remove this feature fundamentally
changed the results. The American tariff did not increase the benefits from America’s cotton
monopoly and American manufacturing industry seemed to depend on it heavily.

At about the same time, a nagging uneasiness I had long had teaching the British industrial
revolution led me to examine the literature in detail. Deane and Cole’s national income estimate
formed the central focus of my vision but seemed difficult to reconcile with estimates of slow
real wage growth. A worsened income distribution, of course, provided a possible reconciliation.
Deane and Cole’s estimates for the eighteenth century were indicative rather than definitive but
Hoffmann’s very differently based index of industrial production seemed to provide powerful
independent support. My curiosity, however, led me to consider the possibility that the
divergence between the wage data and the output estimates signalled a problem in the
construction of the output estimates. Deane and Cole’s procedure involved the somewhat
improbable assumption that in many industries domestic sales grew at the same rate as British
trade. As a matter of construction, Deane and Cole’s acceleration of growth came from the late
eighteenth century increase in trade. Hoffmann’s index, for all the problems of data, seemed
more satisfactory. Close inspection, however, showed that he had overweighted the growth of
cotton textiles. When this was corrected, British output growth seemed to have been much
slower and similar to the course of real wages. My conclusion, it turned out, reinforced
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independent work being done by Nick Crafts at about the same time. We have subsequently
benefited from working together on these issues.

These two projects redirected my interests from the late nineteenth century international
economy to the beginnings of industrialisation in Britain and America. I went back to the
archives for detailed research into the cotton textile industries in both countries. My estimates of
the impact of the American tariff were very sensitive to the likely effect of tariff reduction on the
cotton textile industry. As a result, I felt compelled to examine price and cost data to establish
the industry’s vulnerability. My estimates of British industrial production growth depended to an
important degree on the course of cotton textile prices between 1770 and 1841. In my initial
work, I depended on unsatisfactory price information in secondary sources. Sharp criticism led
me to look at primary material. The obvious archival material in Lancashire, to my
astonishment, yielded a wealth of unexploited data. This has led me to extensive research on the
British cotton industry during the industrial revolution - a topic on which I had long assumed
there was little new to be said.

Perhaps because of the route I followed, I think of both British and American industrialisation
firmly in their international context. I am convinced that international forces heavily influenced
industrialisation in both Britain and American and that the special nature of both British and
American industrialisation has made them unusual rather than general examples of modern
economic growth. Consequently, I have come to believe that our careful study of the British and
American experiences may have distorted our understanding of the beginnings of modern
economic growth at least as much as it has illuminated it.

The simple picture of the history of modern economic growth discusses industrialisation and
‘development’ in which economic institutions change and evolve. This development process was
often contrasted with ‘mere growth’ in which an economy expanded its traditional activities,
usually resource-based agriculture and extraction. In much of the literature, particularly the
literature in English, industrialisation is represented as a process that followed broadly similar
lines in Britain and America. In both, technology first revolutionised textiles. The application of
inanimate power to machinery in textile mills stimulated metallurgical and engineering
industries. In due course, the railroads strengthened the demands for technically improved
machinery and metals and industrialisation proceeded. This story, however, is somewhat suspect
if, as I believe, international trade should be at the centre of the story. The Atlantic economy of
the nineteenth century can be initially approached in terms of simple economist’s models of
international trade. An obvious paradigm sees the United States representing a resource abundant
‘New World’ and Britain representing a labour and capital abundant ‘Old World’. During the
century, declining transportation costs increased the opportunities for profitable trade and the
integrated Atlantic economy emerged. Such a picture, of course, helps in understanding the main
features of nineteenth century trade but it also raises a fundamental question. Trade theory
indicates that two trading economies with significantly different resource endowments would
experience divergence in economic structure. Yet the histories of Britain and America’s
industrialisation, and thus development, seemed strikingly similar.

In fact close investigation reveals that Britain and America’s industrialisation were quite
different. Britain was unique by being first. It was also unique because in cotton textiles and in
metallurgy the technological breakthrough quite suddenly introduced a dramatic reduction in
costs at a time when the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars prevented the spread of the new
technology to other countries. As a result, British industrial growth rested primarily on
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technological leadership in a few important industries and not on factor supplies. The
technological leadership was concentrated in textiles and metals. The ability of British firms in
these industries to export and capture a large portion of world demand formed the basis of
Britain’s industrialisation. Industrialisation was enhanced by the structure of British agriculture,
which released labour and eventually accepted food imports.

America’s industrialisation was different. The industrial revolution created a surge in American
exports, but the export was the cotton textile industry’s raw material. Industrialisation came
within a customs union that deflected the international specialisation which this demand for
exports unleashed. Wartime isolation stimulated the initial American adoption of British textile
innovations and then from 1816 the tariff provided vital protections for over a century. The key
to American early manufacturing success lay in the fact that the United States was a large
customs union with important agricultural regions that the tariff reserved to American
manufacturing firms. Behind the tariff barrier, American conditions were unique. Manufacturing
prices were largely disconnected from international prices. Labour scarcity and resource
abundance - whose presence could have been expected to mitigate against industrialisation -
caused American firms to follow different strategies of production and marketing than developed
elsewhere. In due course in this environment, American firms developed mass production,
modern corporations and world leadership.

All of this makes for interesting economic history and even interesting economics. But if we feel,
as [ think we should, that our main task is to understand the social processes that have generated
modern economic growth, British and American examples show too many unique features to
support much fruitful generalisation. Certainly careful investigation helps to identify special
circumstances. Thus, I see the important generalisation from Crafts’s and my research on the
British industrial revolution to be that the industrial revolution was specific to a few industries,
and less revolutionary and less important than it has generally been portrayed. The emergence of
modern economic growth was a much more protracted process than usual stories suggest. Its
roots lie not in the technology of Arkwright and Watt but in the social, and probably political,
processes that worked over a longer period of time.

Where then do I envisage economic history and my research going? Certainly there are still
many interesting photocopies and notes in my files that I extracted from archives over the years
from which I was diverted. The search for the nature of modern economic growth remains the
interesting issue. Britain and America’s limitations as general example indicate an extension of
research to other cases, particularly in continental Europe. As a ‘New Economic Historian,” I see
territory to be opened up with the aid of the maps and tools of economics and, undoubtedly due
to my own history, that Alexander Gerschenkron’s attempt to find a pattern in European
diversity can still provide useful guidance. It is hardly surprising that various specifics in his
outline have not stood up to detailed investigation. Nonetheless, I still find his idea that many of
the structural and institutional differences among economies undergoing economic growth can
be thought of as ‘substitutes for missing prerequisites’ fruitful. It seems to me that these
substitutions can be understood with theoretical tools that modern economics has developed to
think about problems of information, the relationship between principals and agents, and the
nature of the firm. These tools provide ideas that can help us continue to develop better
understanding of modern economic growth. With a focus on institutions and long-term
processes, | find now that ‘history as past politics’ seems more central to my appreciation of
economic history than it was when I saw myself as a young economist.
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My Economic History: From Revolutions to Routines

Mark Harrison

As a schoolboy I read Marx’s Communist Manifesto of 1848. It stunned and excited me. 1
was captivated by the images of capitalism constantly revolutionising production and society,
and the cheap prices of commodities battering down the Chinese walls of the barbarians. I
didn’t understand it at all; there was hardly anything in it to match my experience, apart from
the stuff about the hypocrisy of the bourgeoisie on which I felt already pretty clued up. Parts
of what Marx wrote seemed downright peculiar: marriage based on property? My parents’
marriage was based on love! I asked my dad what he thought — was any of it true? He said
he didn’t know, which was honest and gave me permission to enquire further. I realised I had
to know, and decided to study economics at university.

My first lectures in economic analysis were revelatory, and faintly disappointing. Aubrey
Silberston told us about perfect competition and marginal cost pricing. A lad with a denim
jacket, greasy hair, and a lower—class accent put his hand up and asked about exploitation.
Silberston said he didn't think there was any. As that seemed to settle everything, I could not
see what I was going to study over the next three years. My solution tumed out to lie in
economic history. We did Britain and France with Phyllis Deane and Brian Mitchell, Russia
with Charles Feinstein, and India and Japan with W.J. MacPherson, and I still didn’t
understand, but I loved it.

Looking back I can see that my enthusiasms have changed. At that time I was gripped by the
drama of revolutions: the industrial revolution, the French revolution, the revolution of 1848,
the Russian revolution; smoking factories and locomotives, famines, and five—year plans. (Of
the young, only the brain—dead were not in love with revolution: it was the late 1960s.) I
believed in progress and the rationality of collective action. I also believed in quick results,
and studied revolutions to see how they could be obtained. This was Cambridge after Keynes,
so we learned hardly anything about the long run: all we needed to know was that the long
run consists of a succession of short runs, in the course of which we will all one day be dead.
I was instinctively antagonistic to writers like Alexander Gerschenkron who wrote
persuasively about historical continuities in a long—run perspective. Plus ¢a change, plus
c’est le méme chose? 1 didn’t believe it! I refused to read liberal critics of socialism like Peter
Wiles. How dared they write so well?

The thread that bound us students into the Cambridge tradition was a belief that politics stood
above economics. This belief was shared in various ways by Keynes and his successors; in
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my time it made unlikely bedfellows out of Whitehall mandarins such as Nicholas Kaldor and
Brian Reddaway, the tweedy Marxist Maurice Dobb, and Joan Robinson who hailed China’s
Cultural Revolution and wore clothing only from the Indian subcontinent. Keynes had
thought the trick was to use correct ideas about economics to educate politicians, who would
then do the obviously right thing. We saw politics as a means of making the world a better
place, and government service as a higher calling.

Today we live in a more cynical world. The Soviet and Chinese experiments have failed.
Inflation, the supply side, and the economics of the long run have taken their revenge. In
America the use of governmental power to engineer a better society is abused as ‘liberalism’.
We understand that power corrupts, that politicians and public servants too are self-
interested, that they will maximise utility, and that they will behave time—inconsistently if we
let them and unless we punish them for it.

What is left of my early motivation, when I thought that the meaning of life lay in revolutions
and that economic history could lay bare this meaning? Today I feel that the study of
economic history is more thrilling than ever. One reason is philosophical. In a old pamphlet
on a long—forgotten subject of immense obscurity my former comrade David Purdy wrote a
sentence so wise that I committed it to memory from which I now paraphrase: ‘instead of
criticising history in the light of our ideals, the thing is criticise our ideals in the light of
history’. In other words the verdict of history is not on Stalin or Hitler or Genghis Khan; it is
on us, ourselves, and on our own preconceptions and illusions. As students of Soviet
economic history we anxiously debated whether a decade of famines and purges had been an
acceptable price to pay to overcome the centuries of backwardness and impoverishment. We
were using our ideals to test history; we didn’t see that history tests ideals, not the other way
around. Like the historians that still get stressed over whether Stalin or Hitler was the bigger
criminal, we were just arguing in the wrong court.

Besides, what if Stalinist terror had not accelerated but only complicated and held economic
development back? As students we read Dobb’s Soviet Economic Development Since 1928,
then already in its nth edition; Dobb had been the first western scholar to treat the Soviet
experience seriously in terms of academic economics. My contemporary Alison, daughter of
the economic historian H.J. Habakkuk, argued that Dobb did not play fair: he ascribed Soviet
economic difficulties before World War II to rearmament, without mentioning purges and
repressions. At the time I passed this insight up, but later I understood that in a deep sense
Alison was right. Whether or not Dobb’s interpretation was correct, by being selective with
the evidence he hadn’t given history a fair chance to criticise his ideals. Since then I have
seen my ideals tested, and maybe it was that they failed, or that their time had not yet come,
but either way I want to know more!

Another reason that economic history has kept me in its thrall is practical: we know or can
find out so much more about what happened in economic history than we did in 1970! We
can look at the next 30 years after that: just think of everything that happened in them! There
was an oil crisis and stagflation, European integration and monetary union, a world debt
crisis, Thatcherism, China’s Four Modernisations, an East Asian economic miracle (or was
it?), and Gorbachev. Nelson Mandela walked to freedom, the Soviet Union collapsed, the
cold war came to an end (or did it?), and the ‘new economy’ appeared (or did it?). It sounds
naive, but when I started doing economic history I thought that history was all in the past; 1
didn’t understand that it was still going on.
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Naturally, because I am an economic historian of Russia, for me nothing in ‘recent history’
has compared with the end of the Soviet Union. And while the balance of happiness
compared to pain that this event has brought to hundreds of millions of former Soviet citizens
has so far been in doubt, it transformed my professional life without any equivocation.
Suddenly I could do things that I'd never dreamed would be possible in my lifetime: travel
back and forth with relative freedom, rent an apartment, buy a mate a drink in a bar,
collaborate freely with Russian historians, sit in the archives, and read the once-secret
documents that laid bare the inner working of the economic and statistical system. I felt like
Schiiemann discovering Troy. I shared the elation that German economic historians must
have felt in 1945 when the archives of the Third Reich were thrown open. The best thing of
all was that, if you were an economic historian, you didn’t have to compete with the
sensation—-mongers for documents because they thought the stuff you wanted to see was too
boring! All they wanted to know was whether Stalin murdered Kirov or whether Beriia was a
paedophile. They couldn’t care less about the allocation of budgetary resources or the
monitoring of production and prices, although these things also profoundly shaped the lives
of hundreds of millions of people. Finally, I witnessed at first hand the hyperinflationary
disintegration of a major European economy, something that hadn’t happened since the
1920s.

Today I am less interested than I used to be in revolutions themselves, and more interested in
their preconditions and consequences, including what they change and what they leave the
same. I am more willing to spot the continuities. I am more interested in analysing the long
run, something for which a Cambridge education left me ill-equipped. I am more interested
in economics, and in the scope and limits of its influence over politics. Getting to grips with
the daily routine of the Soviet economic system seems more worth while than before, as well
as far more feasible now that we have access to its copious paper traces in the Russian
archives.

I have taken to heart Paul Gregory’s distinction between historians and economic historians:
he has argued that historians focus on events, anecdotes, and the aberrant behaviour of
individuals, but economic historians have the task of trying to understand what was typical:
long—run trends, routines, and averages. Typical of the Soviet system was the problems that
officials faced when they tried to understand what people do when they work, and how hard
they were working. One thing we can learn from the archives is just how important it was,
and how difficult it was, for Soviet bureaucrats to solve this humdrum everyday problem.
People may look busy, but what are they really up to? You can’t tell by looking! Much of the
mistrustfulness of the Soviet system stemmed from bureaucrats’ realisation that people could
seem to be working away to fulfil the plan, yet actually working to a different agenda, or not
working at all. And how can you make them work harder? Planners were trying to reward
producers for putting effort into plan tasks, and all the time producers were busy putting
effort into trying to fool the planners. As for the secretiveness of the Soviet system, while
some of it stemmed from real high-level national security considerations, we can see now
that much of it was actually the result of low—level agents trying to defend the secret of what
they were really doing when they wanted to appear to their superiors to be working to the
plan.

I realise that I have written nothing about the things that divide economic historians in Britain

today. Is economic history primarily about history or about economics — and, if economics,
where does ‘social’ history fit in, if at all? Is economic history primarily analysis or
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narrative? Does it rest on fact or on rhetoric? I can contribute little to these issues except to
say that I am proud to have trained as an economist and glad that the discipline of economics
remains firmly stuck in nineteenth—century rationalism, safe from twentieth—century post—
modernism. Above all what I do is fun and I don’t think post-modernists get much fun.
Wrapped up in their own discourse they don’t get to do real things: design aircraft that fly,
measure gravity, set Bank of England base rates, or understand time—inconsistent behaviour
by central planners. The only thing that spoils the practice of economic history for me now is
that, although the Soviet Union has gone, its habits are being continually recreated in British
higher education by ever more burdensome regulation and inspection and proliferating
performance indicators that are screwed ever tighter as people get better at fulfilling them and
increased in number as people leamn ways around them; in a Soviet context we called this
mechanism the ‘ratchet’.

At heart I am still a utopian. I look forward to a future society of material abundance in which
the state has withered away, taking with it the HEFCE, the ESRC, the AHRB, the RAE and
the QAA. Humanity’s chief want will be to have fun, and we will all be able to do economic
history to our hearts’ content, for no reward but the sheer pleasure of it.
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My Path to Economic History

Negley Harte

At my Lancashire grammar school in the late 1950s and early 1960s, O-level and A- level
history was very political and constitutional, the sort of history laid out (as I came to know
later - it was far from my understanding at the time) by Stubbs and by Pollard rather less than
a century earlier. We did English seventeenth-century constitutional conflicts (Tanner and
G.M. Trevelyan), we did British nineteenth-century political developments (Woodward,
Ensor); Europe meant foreign policy and we did that (Grant and Temperley), and there was a
special subject on the Italian Risorgimento (Trevelyan again). So far as I recall, we omitted
the eighteenth century - no Namier, and certainly no T.S. Ashton.

This was the history that I did, so I must have to some extent found it interesting. But I was
frustrated by it and I clearly remember trying to be interested in the history of the people,
how actual individuals had experienced their lives and really coped with life and made their
livings. There were two helpful strands in this pursuit. First, [ read W.G. Hoskins. Two of
his books were especially poured over: The Making of the English Landscape (1955) and
Local History in England (1959). Why does the road turn here? Why is the church there in
relation to the village? Why are the buildings of stone here and of brick there? Second, I
discovered industrial archaeology just as it was emerging as a field of interest, or rather, I
created it for myself just as it was being invented.

The mills of Lancashire were closing down throughout my childhood in the 1950s, many of
them left empty and forlom before the development of television assembly plants and the
like, and long before the development of ‘heritage sites’. [ remember a man lovingly
showing me the polished brasswork of the steam engine at one recently closed mill, saying
sorrowfully that his father and his grandfather had been polishing it since 1870, and I recall
wondering if continuing to polish the technology of the 1870s had anything to do with the
decline in the 1950s. I now realise that this encapsulated an historical moment. I was present
at another historic moment - the time when the Quaker Meeting in Rochdale voted to have
the modest brass plaque saying ‘John Bright worshipped here’ removed from one of the
benches where some Quakers had long thought it rankled as unQuakerly; Kenneth Moore, the
calmly civilised Town Clerk of Rochdale, promptly pulled a screwdriver from the pocket of
his tweed jacket and unscrewed it (a footnote to yet more G.M. Trevelyan). This must have
been in 1962 or 1963, around the time I attended the first meeting of the Manchester Region
Industrial Archaeology Society, of which I became one of the founder members.

I spent much time rummaging through all sorts of local history records in the splendid
Central Library in Manchester and at the Public Libraries of Rochdale and of Bury. I tried to
link maps showing farms and field patterns to urban building development, long before 1
knew that this was being pioneered by Jim Dyos elsewhere. I cycled round the south-west
Pennines photographing weavers’ windows, attempting to distinguish domestic loom
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premises from workshops, long before I knew of any other interest in the ‘proto-factory’, a
useful but much later term. I became fascinated by ruined carding and scribbling mills on a
few tributaries of the river Roch and their overgrown water-power systems. With a friend 1
embarked on a ‘total history’ of Ramsbottom and Peel and the Grants (the real ‘Cheeryble
Brothers’ of Dickens), long before I had heard of Aistoire totale, much less of Stanley
Chapman.

So in some key ways I had invented economic history for myself before I became conscious
that others had in fact invented it before me. [ applied in those pre-UCCA days to various
universities to read history. My history master said prophetically, though I thought bizarrely
at the time, that he saw me as ‘a London man’. I applied to UCL, who turned me down, and
to LSE, who accepted me, and then I noticed that LSE offered not only’ history’ but also
‘economic history’.

When I went to the London School of Economics as a student, I discovered that there was an
economic history beyond that I had developed for myself. My old economic history
continued to show through. I tried to explain the interest of industrial archaeology to Donald
Coleman, doubtless over-enthusing about my ruined carding mills on the Naden; ‘I suppose
its alright’, said Donald suavely and devastatingly, ‘if you can’t think of a better reason for
getting a girl up into the Pennines’. (I was only just discovering girls, and | found them much
more threatening than industrial archaeology; it was many years before I realised that my
interest in industrial archaeology was a sex substitute). My first-year moral tutor, as LSE
then had for first-year students, was the distinguished Sovietologist Lenard Schapiro, and he
was more tolerant when I explained my passion for local history; I remember his mild and
bemused surprise when in my first term I asked him to sign my application for a reader’s
ticket at the Public Record Office.

But another vista was beginning to be opened up. ‘“What sort of agricultural system is
revealed by the Gerefa?’, asked Olive Coleman. ‘Why is Postan always wrong about
everything?’, asked Tony Bridbury. ‘It doesn’t matter, does it, if the railway bends here or
there - what matters is who financed it, and how...’, said Malcolm Falkus. ‘What impact
might the spread of the wearing of artificial teeth have on entrepreneurial decline in late
nineteenth-century Britain?’, asked Theo Barker. Teachers asked questions. I had been used
to teachers providing information. Some of their information had not excited me, so I had
tracked down other information. But now a new world opened up. Facts were OK, but they
needed to be shaped into answers.

I realised that there had to be questions before there could be answers. I realised that the
concerns of many of the social sciences posed questions that historians could speculate about
and formulate arguments towards answers. I went, of course, to Karl Popper’s lectures, and
also those of Lord Robbins, and Bob McKenzie’s, and 1 discovered that there was a world of
intellectual power to be set alongside surveying weavers’ cottages in the Pennines. And
above all there was Jack Fisher, the Professor of Economic History at the LSE, apparently
astride all the social sciences, well-read and knowledgeable about pre-industrial England and
virtually everything else. He was the first professor I ever met, and he was a transforming
influence, wonderfully irreverent, fearless, witty and inspirational. I have tried to pay tribute
to Jack’s powerful influence in a few paragraphs in London and the English Economy, 1500-
1700, edited by P.J. Corfield and N.B. Harte (Hambledon Press, 1990).

The transformation from my own economic history into the economic history tradition was
not blinding or sudden. It was a gradual process. As it happened, at LSE in those mid-1960s
years, there were some engagingly powerful students as well as some captivatingly powerful
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teachers. One wonderful summer - was it ‘64 or ‘657 - with David Ormrod and Jim Higgins,
by happy chance fellow Lancastrians and the best fellow students one could possibly have, I
cycled around various ruins in the area of Wigan and around Warrington and the length of the
Sankey Canal, we went on a pilgrimage to Arkwright’s mill at Cromford, and we drove off to
Shropshire counting iron gravestones.

The visual and the intellectual gradually merged, much helped by Robin Craig - another
fellow student of tremendous energy and influence, from whom I learnt the pleasures of
seeking out and acquiring books. I already had a passion for antiquarian bookshops, but
Robin fired me and made me read the books too. Jack Fisher loved acquiring books and he
loved reading them and pointing out their inadequacies.

By 1969, when [ was appointed to a Lectureship in Economic History at University College
London, I felt a fully-fledged economic historian in various ways, conscious of the two
different routes that had led me to the field, a subject that was self-consciously flourishing
and booming and growing, as ‘economic history’ or ‘economic and social history’ evidently
then was.

Lots of students wanted to do the Industrial Revolution in the 1970s and1980s, but then it
fell off . . . Alan Bennett-esque-phrasing, but I remained committed to the economic history
of what could be now a past heyday. London and Vienna and Venice and Berkeley,
California, came to replace Rochdale and Bury in my life, and other important interests and
concerns were developed. The roundabouts were not shown on the map, but the original path
was well-trodden.

Negley Harte (b. 1943) was educated at LSE and has spent most of his career teaching at
University College London with spells at Berkley. He is currently Senior Lecturer in
Economic History at University College and Public Orator of the University of London. He
has written histories of UCL, on the history of economic history and about various aspects of
the production and consumption of textiles. He is now preparing The Wig Interpretation of
History.
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What Economic History Has Meant to Me

Max Hartwell

Economic history has given me a privileged life as an academic, has been the source of the
intellectual problems that have dominated my thinking, and has given me a sense of purpose
and a firm commitment to a life of scholarship based on critical inquiry. I describe my life as
privileged with grateful conviction. Academic life is remarkably free, is well rewarded, is
largely self-disciplined, and allows a degree of individual autonomy that is unique in the
world of work. And, most important, I have had a working life in the company of clever
young people who, generally, have been interesting to be with, and rewarding to teach. The
abiding characteristics of the young, in my experience of half a century of close association,
are energy and enthusiasm, curiosity and idealism, generosity and loyalty, a love of
argument, a certainty of views bordering on arrogance and a proneness for fashion, whether
in ideas or clothes. It would be invidious to mention individual students for their virtues or
failings, so I mention only the first and the last students I supervised in Oxford as examples
of the many students from whom I have learned so much: Patrick O’Brien, the first, and Anne
Hardy, the last. Argument — debate in the form of a Socratic dialogue — is the essence of
good teaching and controversy enlivens and clarifies thought and understanding. In my case,
controversy was inevitable because my teaching life spanned a period when all academic
gods were on the left whereas I had a pluralist view of society and institutions, seeing
historical outcomes as the complex consequence of competing and co-operative forces. 1
was, and am, a radical liberal of the J.S. Mill and Adam Smith school: radical in the sense of
believing that there are no given authorities and that authorities are only as good as their
evidence and reasoning; and liberal in the sense that the individual, with varying degrees of
autonomy, is the key actor in history, and that the good society, recognising individual
differences, evolves institutions which reconcile those differences without serious conflict
and which encourage individual enterprise and co-operative voluntary associations for a wide
variety of purposes. I am sure that the constant company of the young sharpened my
intellect, challenged my views, and made me firmly sympathise with them, even when they
were demonstrably wrong, which they often were. And when they were wrong I felt that my
task was to correct error, but not to indoctrinate. Indeed, the students with whom I had the
least sympathy were those who accepted my views uncritically, although I always reminded
them that the authority about whom they should be most critical was the one who teaches
them!

Being an academic in any of the humanities or social sciences would surely have given me
the sort of life I describe above. But being an economic historian had the particular
advantage of making me aware of two historical phenomena which have dominated my
intellectual endeavours, my teaching and my research. The first is what nineteenth-century
social theorists called ‘progress’, but which I prefer to call very long term growth, the long
haul from caves to skyscrapers. Why are we not still ape-like creatures, inhabiting caves?
How can change and progress be explained? But equally important, how to explain
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dissimilarity, why some societies have not progressed, and why some societies grew more
slowly than others, so that today different societies have different levels of progress? And
why some societies have stagnated, declined, or disappeared? Interest in these questions was
stimulated by my research on the histories of colonial Australia in the convict era, 1788 to
1850, and of industrial revolution England between 1750 and 1850. More interesting, and
more important would have been to explain the progress of ancient Greece to produce that
remarkable Greek civilisation of the fifth century BC, and the decline of ancient Rome,
perhaps the greatest decline and fall of a civilisation in history, but I lacked the linguistic
skills which would have allowed me to study ancient civilisations more seriously than I did
for lectures on very long term growth.

1 concluded on the basis of a study of economic change during the period 1750-1850, both in
Australia and England, and of a wider reading about economic change over history, that
growth of any duration cannot be explained by a simple formula, but only by a complex
combination over time of changes in the classical factors of production - population,
technology and capital (including human capital) - operating in a changing institutional
context of the state and its agencies, and of law, custom and values. At any time
entrepreneurs, seeing opportunities, initiate economic growth which is cumulative. But
conditions varied from area to area, and over time, so that each growth path has been unique.
For example there have been many industrial revolutions following ‘the industrial
revolution’, and all of them different.

The second great problem that economic history gave me was how to explain historical
controversy: why, on the basis of existing evidence, historians came to different explanations
of what happened in the past. Two controversies stimulated my interest: whether Australia
was a victim of imperialist exploitation; and whether the Marxist thesis of the immiseration
of the working classes in a capitalist economy explained the standard of living of the English
worker during the industrial revolution. It was obvious to me that the growth of Australia
was a success story in a period of increasingly liberal policies in Britain, of increasing self-
government in Australia, and of a mutually beneficial relationship between Britain and
Australia involving migration, capital exports, and a growing demand for colonial exports to
provide raw materials, especially wool, for the rapidly expanding industries of the industrial
revolution, especially the woollen and worsted industries of Yorkshire. Workers, both in
Australia and Britain, benefited, as the evidence clearly demonstrates. But historians
disagreed on the consequences of the industrial revolution for the mass of the British
population, and often disagreed disagreeably. Why?

I can best answer these questions by showing how my awareness of them developed, first at
school, and then at teachers’ college and university. I have always been suspicious of
autobiographies in which the author has a life-enduring world view at a very early age, yet it
is certain that in my case my growing up in a small and remote Australian village had an
important impact on my view of the world and how it worked. The village was Red Range,
near a small town, Glen Innes, about 450 miles from Sydney on the northern tablelands of
New South Wales. The village, 13 miles from the town, was the centre of a small community
of hard-working small farmers who were self-reliant, independent and resilient, and who
prospered, or not, through their own efforts. They were good neighbours, and co-operated
voluntarily to produce those goods which made a hard-working life more tolerable: sport
(cricket and tennis), community singing and dancing, tea and supper parties (for gossip and
camaraderie), picnics (especially for fruit-picking, particularly blackberries), bush walking
and shooting (especially of that universal nuisance, the rabbit). There were three shops in the
village, a butcher, a baker and a country store which sold necessities like tea, sugar and
kerosene. There was no piped water, no gas or electricity, few cars and many horses. Mail
came three times a week. There was a dirt-surfaced road to Glen Innes, and no bus services.
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There was little awareness of the state and its agencies, except at election time, and the only
continuous evidence of government was a small school (my father was the schoolteacher) and
a post office with one employee — a postmistress — and the only phone in the village. With
one or two teachers, the method of teaching was to teach one class, perhaps half a dozen
students, verbally, while other classes worked on assignments with the help of wall charts.

One such chart, 1 believe, influenced me permanently. It was headed ‘The Growth of an
Empire Based on Political Freedom’, the growth being charted by a series of dates and
events, beginning with ‘Magna Carta 1215’ and ending with ‘Australian Federation 1901°.
Important also was a subject called ‘Civics’, which explained the responsibility of the citizen
in a democracy, the Australian constitution, the parliamentary system, and the agencies of
government which provided, for example, education and police. Once a week, the school
was assembled in front of the Australian flag and we chanted: ‘I honour my God, | serve my
King, I salute my flag.’

The word ‘empire’ had particular meaning for us, although I never heard the word
‘imperialism’ until I went to university. We were proud to be part of world-wide empire ‘on
which the sun never sets’, because to be a small colony in a large empire enhanced our
importance and increased our self-respect. Also it gave opportunities to assert ourselves as a
nation, whether it was playing against, or fighting beside, the British. And Britain gave us
economic strength, being the provider of capital and immigrants, and the market for our
products, especially wool. When I was told later that we were being exploited and that our
identity was prejudiced by British economic and cultural imperialism, I was staggered by the
implausibility of the claims! I grew up in the days of Donald Bradman’s record-breaking
batting and of Anzac Day celebrations on 25th April, the day in 1915 when Australians and
New Zealanders landed at Gallipoli. Australians were at Gallipoli because they were British,
and Australia still today can be understood only in terms of its Britishness. What is most
significant about Australia is its democratic temper, its Westminster system of government,
the common law, religious tolerance, education on the British model, a free press, British
sports and, most important, the English language which has been modified to produce a
vigorous and characteristic regional variant of ‘the mother tongue’. We were at peace with
the British background, and found the idea of being a victim of British imperialism
implausible nonsense. The first book I wrote was an economic history of Van Diemen’s
Land (Tasmania) before 1850, whose rapid and successful development was the result of a
mutually beneficial relationship with Britain.

Before going to Oxford I lectured on British economic history in the faculty of economics in
Sydney University, and for the modern period relied heavily on Clapham and Ashton. I was
most surprised, therefore, to find in England that Clapham was almost completely ignored,
and that Ashton, though praised, was ignored when he generalised, in the last chapter of The
Industrial Revolution, about the effect of industrialisation on living standards. 1 was not
surprised, therefore, that the preferred interpretation of the social history of the industrial
revolution came from Engels, Marx and the Hammonds. I now found myself disagreeing
with both imperialism and immiseration, and asking why the most remarkable advances in
technology, management and productivity could have reduced rather than increased living
standards. The first article I published after arrival in England tried to explain the varying
and contrasting interpretations of the industrial revolution, and I followed it with an article on
the standard of living in England before 1840. I did not expect the extraordinarily hostile
reaction to that article, nor the degree of passion it aroused. Why? Controversy, 1 knew,
could stem from various sources, of which the following are the most important: the
incompetence of some historians in a profession of varying talents; the discovery of new
source material which negates existing interpretations; the failure to specify the questions
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being answered, so that historians talk at cross purposes; most important, the use of ideology
and unchallenged authorities to prescribe solutions before research and inquiry.

Analysis of the controversy about the industrial revolution showed that the use of ideology
and statistically biased sources were the main causes of disagreement. The ideologists were
using history to make history and were determined to prove Marxist theories of historical
change. They were more concerned with showing what should have happened than what did
happen, and therefore felt that they had to denigrate those historians who disagreed with
them. They were misled, perhaps, by the character of their main source, the British
parliamentary papers which by their very nature were problem-oriented. Concern with the
social problems that came with, or were accentuated by, industrialisation led to public
inquiries which amassed a huge mass of material concerned with the ills of society, not its
goods. In a process I call ‘the public inquiry trap’, parliament investigated, legislated and
created bureaucracies of control, on the basis of inquiries which revealed real problems
which, however, were not necessarily typical. The worst slums of London and Glasgow
today do not accurately portray the condition of the working classes in modern Britain. Nor
did they in the 1840s.

Controversy is surely good for history? Vigorous debate about ‘contentious issues’ stimulates
research and the more careful scrutiny of evidence and conclusions. Much more is known
about the industrial revolution as a result of the ‘standard of living controversy’. The
controversy, however, has meant much more to me than the need to refute error. It has
inspired in me a recognition of the need for critical inquiry, a sense of responsibility about the
writing of history, a passion for ‘getting it right’, a rejection of historical inevitability, a
courage to criticise even the most admired and fashionable authorities, and a love of teaching
and supervising research. The study of economic history has made me scrupulous about my
own scholarship, and honestly objective in my use of evidence and in interpretation of that
evidence. Objectivity comes down to a belief in the disinterested and critical examination of
facts and problems; to a determination to understand and respect evidence from whatever
source; to a belief that a proposition is either true or false, or that something is either the case
or not the case; to a consideration of the grounds on which the validity of any generalisation
depends; to a recognition that there is only one kind of truth and to a desire to seek that truth
without rancour or prejudice; and to a belief in the art of civilised discourse rather than ill-
tempered assertion.

Critical objectivity means, above all else, that the truth matters and that courage is necessary
in the perpetual fight against prejudice and interest-based bias. Economic history has made
me a serious historian, and one who believes that history matters, because it leads to a better
understanding of the human condition in all its complexity. And in making me a better
historian, I believe, it has also made me a better and wiser person. Many, I am sure, will
disagree.

R. M. (Max) Hartwell (b. 11. 2. 1921) trained at the Universities of New England, Sydney
and Oxford and subsequently taught at the Universities of Sydney, New South Wales,
Oxford Virginia and Chicago. He has researched and written on the convict era in Australia,
the industrial revolution in England and on the history of liberalism. He is currently Emeritus
Fellow at Nuffield College, Oxford.
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Agricultural History and Economic History

Michael Havinden

It is of course very flattering to be invited to contribute to this collection, but difficult to be
certain what might be of interest. After having researched in agricultural history (British and
Colonial) and taught economic and social history at the University of Exeter for 30 years, it
seemed on reflection that a few thoughts on the importance of agricultural history and its
relationship to the broader subject of economic and social history might be appropriate.

An inevitable, but still unfortunate, concomitant of modern scholarship is to direct every
researcher into more and more narrow and specialised fields of study and to make the
relationship of these specialised studies to the general historical picture increasingly difficult
to achieve. Thus, agricultural history, already a sub-division of economic and social history,
is broken down into many chronological and subject topics (agrarian structure, arable,
pastoral, etc.) and has generated its own British Agricultural History Society and Agricultural
History Review. These are admirable projects in their own right, but inevitably they tend to
widen the division between agricultural and economic history and it requires constant effort
to narrow the gap. The irony is that both subjects are scholarly abstractions; for despite the
undoubted importance of economic activities throughout human history, there has always
been more to life than earning a living and spending money. For scholarly purposes these
divisions are no doubt essential, but we need always to be aware that in the last resort they
are artificial constructs.

It is now perhaps time to consider the importance of agriculture in human history. It is not an
accident that it is always referred to as the primary sector of any economy, for if the worst
came to the worst we could give up our luxuries, dress in skins and live in caves, but we
cannot give up eating and drinking (for most people at least three times a day). Hunting and
gathering might sustain a tiny residual population, as it did for the first two million or so
years of human history, but without agriculture, civilisation and current population levels
would be impossible. All this is banally obvious, but in Britain, where the agricultural sector
now employs only about 2 % of the working population, there is a tendency to downplay its
significance, and even perhaps to regard it as a quaint hangover from the past-picturesque in
its way, but not of any real significance in our high-tech society. But if we raise our eyes to a
world level we see a very different picture, for worldwide, agriculture still remains by far the
most important economic activity in the majority of countries, even if we cannot measure its
total production in any completely accurate way, owing to the impossibility of measuring
subsistence production, which is still so significant in Third World countries.

This leads me to a more personal reflection. I had the great privilege and pleasure of teaching
economic history at the University of Sierra Leone in the late 1960s. This was literally a
shattering experience which completely transformed my perception of economic and
agricultural history, for instead of merely studying the pre-industrial economy, one actually
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lived in it and experienced it as if living in a time-warp. Exact comparisons with an earlier
phase of European history are not really appropriate, but at that time Sierra Leone (then an
orderly and peaceful country not yet torn apart by internal strife) had literally 7o industry of
any sort, and hardly any services either. When my spectacles broke they had to be sent to
London to be mended! This caused me two weeks of considerable inconvenience. The only
two hotels in the country were in the capitol, Freetown, which did not exactly facilitate
travelling. There was supposed to be a postal service and a telephone network, but they
seldom worked. The roads were medieval, and the one railway which the former British
colonial government had built, had been closed down (colonial rule had ended in 1963). In
contrast to this archaic set-up there was an internal air service, and a large export of diamonds
and iron ore to Europe and Japan. In that way the modern world had impinged on the country
and partially shattered its ‘'medieval' image.

Nevertheless the great bulk of the population still lived by subsistence agriculture carried out
in a timeless cycle of shifting cultivation, in which they circled their village each year,
burning down a section of the surrounding forest to grow dry rice, vegetables and fruit. Much
of the work was carried out communally, but each family harvested its own crops. In such a
system there could be no question of individual private ownership of the land, but each
village had its own land, and it was the chief’s task to allocate a plot each year to each family
according to its needs. Tropical fruits, peppers and spices were plentiful and the people
seemed well nourished, though their diet was monotonous, and their simple huts almost
devoid of furniture. The great majority of villages had no piped water, sanitation or
electricity. They did however have a rich tradition of singing, dancing and music-making
with home-made instruments, especially drums. To hear a village band in full swing was
quite an experience. Hunting played a small part in their lives, and their small supplies of
meat were mainly pork and chicken, since cattle and sheep could not survive in a tsetse-fly
infested environment. They sometimes could buy dried fish brought by traders from the
coast. Clothes were not really needed, but some people wove their own cloth from locally-
grown cotton and made their own clothes. All this was so completely at variance with my
previous European experience that it exercised a huge fascination and induced considerable
thought about how economic development might take place, and a greatly renewed interest in
how it actually had occurred in Europe. I believe every historian should undergo a similar
experience if at all possible.

Perhaps at this stage, I might indulge myself briefly and say a few words about how I came to
take up agricultural and economic history in the first place. After taking a history degree at
Cambridge (about one-third of which was economic history) I spent seven years working on a
small family farm and gaining some crucial agricultural experience; but it was a limited life,
and an introduction to William Hoskins, the celebrated landscape and local historian, led to
my decision to study for a B.Litt under his supervision at Oxford. The subject was the 'Rural
Economy of Oxfordshire, 1580-1730' and it led to an intensive look at the Oxfordshire
probate inventories, leading me to the conclusion that open-field agriculture had not been so
backward as was then believed. Other scholars like Joan Thirsk, Eric Kerridge and Eric Jones
were reaching the same conclusion, and it is gratifying that modern experts like Robert Allen,
in his Enclosure and the Yeoman (Oxford, 1992) have reinforced this view based on a much
wider study of the English midlands.

In 1960 1 joined the research staff of the Museum of English Rural Life (now the Rural
History Centre) at the University of Reading which led to my first book, Estate Villages
(Reading, 1966) a study of the extensive Lockinge estate near Wantage. A Lectureship at the
University of Exeter followed in 1965, and the Sierra Leone experience led to a broadening
of my interests into British Colonial history, resulting in Colonialism and Development.
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Britain and her Tropical Colonies, 1850-1960 (London 1993) with David Meredith, a former
research student, now a Professor at the University of New South Wales in Sydney.

In conclusion there seems to be some evidence from the contraction in the number of
University students taking the subject that Economic and Social History is declining. If so,
this would be a tragedy, because in my view there is no subject equal to History- and its
Economic and Social aspects in particular- in explaining how the modern world came to be as
it is, and why different countries and societies are so varied in development and cuiture. It
may be that schools are inadvertently to blame by beginning the subject with the Romans and
proceeding to the Tudors and Stuarts and sometimes never reaching the modern world at all.
This can make the subject seem irrelevant to modern life. I have often thought that perhaps
history should be taught backwards, by beginning with a proper understanding of how
modern economies and societies work and then moving backwards to show how they have
evolved. We experimented with this at Exeter with some success.

Another possible reason for some students' lack of interest may arise from the increasing use
of mathematics and statistics in economic history. The move towards more quantification is
perfectly understandable and legitimate. The problem is that it is hard to make it appealing.
Economic and Social History needs to be a lively, fascinating subject concerned with people
and how they react to changing circumstances. History should never be relegated to a mere
branch of mathematics if it is to captivate and enthral as it should.

Michael Havinden (b. London in 1928) was educated at Cambridge and Oxford Universities.
He became Senior Lecturer in Economic and Social History and Dean of the Facuity of
Social Studies at the University of Exeter. He was successively Secretary, Chairman and
President of the British Agricultural History Society. He retired from Exeter in 1994 and is
now a Senior Honorary Research Fellow at the Rural History Centre at the University of
Reading.
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The Value of a Grounding in Economic History

Richard L. Hills

The temptations as a boy to try and find out how things worked led me into taking to pieces
clocks and other similar mechanisms. In those days, there were few electronic devices so it was
often possible to make things run again by bending broken springs and similar dodges, to my
great satisfaction. A couple of years’ National Service in the Royal Artillery introduced me to
new mechanical delights and motor vehicles. I am not certain whether [ spent more time at
Cambridge reading economic history under Peter Mathias or repairing a vintage car (which I still
own and am still repairing).

It was while the National Health Service was trying to repair the damage done to a leg by a
falling rock when I was instructing for the Outward Bound in the Lake District that the friends
who were helping me restore the car took me to the Stretham Engine which they were also
restoring. There [ discovered a box full of records of the Waterbeach Level which this old steam
engine had once drained. Some annual accounts (including the ‘Special Drainage Account’ of
port and sherry), superintendents’ and stokers’ wages (one stoker became too large to fit through
the manhole s¢ he no longer had a little extra emolument for chipping scale off the inside of the
boiler), purchase of coal, engine repairs, rainfall figures, hours run by the engine and other details
were all there covering many years, These gave a glimpse of a microcosm of one small drainage
area which had to be set against a more general background. So I launched into my first post-
graduate research and book.

Why should the Great Level of the Fens have pioneered the use of the steam engine for land
drainage when it might have been thought that other places, such as the Netherlands, the Norfolk
Broads or the Somerset Levels, could have been earlier? This is where the economic background
lying behind the various different industries which I have studied down the years has always been
important for pointing to questions that ought to be asked, although, through lack of records,
frequently I have not been able to find answers. Sadly, so often in my research, I have not been
able to link technical developments with economic performance. Some reasons for the lead in
drainage by steam engines in the Fens were lack of wind when compared with both the
Netherlands and Norfolk where the life of windmills was prolonged, cheaper coal than the
Netherlands due to taxation (or the removal of it in the case of the Fens in 1830), and less rainfall
when compared with the Somerset Levels. But, ultimately, in the Fens it was a change in
agricultural practices to a wheat growing country which made the extra capital expenses and
running costs of steam engines a viable venture for the farmers. Here technological change was
clearly supported by economic factors, although lack of figures, for say the incomes of individual
farmers, made this difficult to prove.

My work on both the textile and paper industries has taken a different line because who am I to
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compete with such doyens as Chaloner or Musson in the textile world or Coleman on the paper
scene. However, what 1 have written I hope may be of benefit to economic historians because
1 have studied the techniques which some of the famous inventors such as Hargreaves, Arkwright
or Nicholas Louis Robert employed. An invention must be an advance on previous devices if
it is to be adopted, and, implicit in that, must normally be economies in some form or another.
I hope I have shown some of the limitations of the spinning jenny - a back-breaking machine
to demonstrate with both hands doing different movements, as for winding on the spun yarn,...
How nice to be able to sit back and watch Arkwrights’ water-frame spin away on its own quite
easily. ButI still ponder how Arkwright was able to build a water-powered mill, fill it with all
sorts of machines and yet sell cotton yarn more cheaply than that produced by women sitting at
home with spinning wheels. I know from experience through spinning wool for my own
pullovers just how slow is a hand wheel, but I have never seen production figures to compare
with the early spinning machines (did someone mention quality ?).

Another machine about which there are still many misconceptions is the Jacquard pattern
selection method for weaving. It is so often taken for granted that this presumed first computer-
controlled device immediately caused a revolution in pattern weaving from the time it was
patented in 1800 - far from it. The machine itself needed many mechanical improvements before
it worked satisfactorily and easily, so it does not seem to have become popular until after 1830
in Britain. Another reason was the limitation in size of patterns which could be woven with it.
But its great advantages were that the patterns controlled by the punched cards could be changed
quickly and that it could be worked by only the weaver himself. Look at the superb patterned
silk brocades and other cloth of the eighteenth century which were woven long before Jacquard.
They needed a weaver as well as the drawboy who selected the pattern. The memory system on
these looms was a series of loops of string with which the drawboy pulled out the appropriate
warp threads through the harness, a time-consuming procedure but nothing compared with
having to retie all the loops for a new pattern. Loops of string are not what is normally
considered as an early computer memory. The economic advantages of the Jacquard are easy
to see with hindsight but it took a long time before it could compete with the earlier system.

Yet it is in the fields of textiles and papermaking particularly that the old hand production
methods have been a long time dying, in some ways defying economics. While in the 1830s an
Andrew Ure could praise the regularity of cotton cloth woven on Roberts’ power looms, the later
arts and crafts movements have stressed the individuality of hand-made products. The snob
appeal of the craft product makes no economic sense other than keeping alive what would
otherwise be hopelessly uneconomic industries. A sheet of handmade paper has few advantages
over that produced on a machine while its cost is many times greater. But at least its continued
production does enable us to still see historic production methods and so have a better
appreciation of why they have become uneconomic.

It is for these reasons that I tried so hard, when I was establishing the North Western Museum
of Science and Industry in Manchester, to preserve the exhibits in working order and have them
demonstrated regularly. Take John Kay’s flying shuttle for example. It made one weaver
redundant on broad cloth and increased productivity, hence the economic reasons for its
introduction. But the flying shuttle could not have been dreamed up over night and must have
taken a lot of experimentation before it worked properly. Kay may have been inspired by the
way shuttles on contemporary ribbon looms were operated. Then he had to fit wheels which
have to be angled to keep the shuttle running against the reed; the shuttle had to be shaped to fit
against both vertical reed and horizontal race which were not at right-angles; the earlier loose
pirn with the weft had to be changed for a fixed one wound differently and so on. So much of
our understanding about this came through actually operating looms. Or take another example;
131



run one of the Otto-Langen atmospheric gas engines and it is easy to appreciate why it was a
dead-end design and Otto only escaped from this impasse through the four-stroke engine. Sadly
today in this museum, now at Liverpool Road in Manchester, fewer and fewer of these exhibits
are being demonstrated so that fewer of our young people will be able to understand the origins
of our present civilisation.

Another aspect of my work at the museum was the preservation of industrial archives. There was
little interest and few attempts by other depositories to go to industries which were closing down
in the sixties and seventies and preserve their records. What I could do at the museum with our
minuscule staff and resources was little enough in view of the immense contributions made by
industrialists in the Manchester region to technical development and the firms founded thereon.
Often, while I was able to save something about the products, I was unable to preserve much
about the financial performance. One partial exception was the famous railway locomotive
building firm of Beyer, Peacock. This was partly achieved through the late Lord Bowden, then
principal of UM.LS.T., on the understanding that the archives would be used for academic study
and not profit. We had no museum, no money - I heard the Chief Accountant tell the Head
Draughtsman, ‘Well if we can’t sell it, let Mr. Hills have it for the museum’. We had to move
a ton and a half of glass plate negatives and I don’t know how many tons of drawings and books
of records (luckily the vintage car was running then). It is probably the most extensive archive
of any private locomotive builder in Britain, but that meant that, when I was writing its history,
I was unable to compare its economic performance with any of its competitors. But even here
we come back to a problem of Economic History - how did this company with its reputation for
producing some of the highest quality and costly locomotives, survive to be the last of the large
private manufacturers, defying usual economic practices ?

Through having been the founding Curator of the North Western Museum of Science and
Industry, I have been fortunate in being involved with so many different industries. I hope that
what I have been able to write about some of them will explain to others, particularly economic
historians, some of the stages in technological development on which they can buiid their own
studies and interpretations on different aspects. Yet I still wish that I could have included in my
work more economic aspects, which is especially so in the new biography that I am writing on
James Watt, the improver of the steam engine. In all the mass of papers which make up the
Muirhead, the Boulton & Watt and the James Watt Papers at Birmingham, there are few details
about his personal finances. The canny Scot played his cards very close to his chest and told
Boulton the truth, but not quite the whole truth, about debts incurred in Glasgow before they
formed their steam engine partnership. Roebuck had taken over Watt’s debts amounting to
around £ 1,000 but £750 of that was to finance a merchanting venture for a shop and not the
steam engine. Economic History can have its lighter side and put flesh onto the bare bones of
technical history.

Richard L. Hills (b. 1. 9. 1936) was educated at Queens’ College Cambridge, B.A. and M.A.
Imperial College, London, D.I.C. University of Manchester Institute of Science and Industry,
Ph.D. Now Honorary Reader in History of Science and Technology. North Western Museum
of Science and Technology, founding Curator, 1968-1985. British Association of Paper
Historians, founding Chairman, 1988.
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Economic history — Part of My Life
My Life — Not Only Economic History

Riitta Hjerppe

When my economics teacher Professor Niitamo recruited me, a young student, as research
assistant on his research project, I had no way of knowing that this would put me on the path
leading to where I am today, giving direction to my entire career. Professor Niitamo,
Director of the National Accounts in the Central Statistical Office of Finland, was also an
exceptionally active teacher. He had gathered a lively group of young researchers and
students around him to develop national accounting. Partly the same group also worked on
the historical national accounts of Finland.

To be chosen as a research assistant was an unbelievable experience for a student. All around
me people were discussing social sciences, real economic and social issues, national
accounting and research. Instead of just reading about research work, I was doing it myself,
experiencing the joys of searching and finding, getting insights. We were all highly
enthusiastic and worked very hard, making friends with other like-minded young peopie.
Later on, these friendships have proved to be of great value: many of my student friends have
become holders of high offices in the civil service, university teachers, directors in various
interest groups, etc.

Somewhat later, when the Department of Economic and Social History was established
within the University of Helsinki, this Department offered working space for a young
researcher, although ties to the Central Statistical Office were maintained. In the beginning it
was a very small-scale operation: the entire research and teaching staff working in Economic
and Social History consisted of one Professor, an Assistant and a few researchers. The
historical national accounts of the Finnish economy, or Growth Studies — as we called it
among ourselves — became a major part of the research carried out within the Department of
Economic and Social History and the main research object for me. It functioned as a channel
of scientific research training. It was one of the Department’s links with the rest of the social
science research field, especially with the Central Statistical Office, later on Statistics
Finland, with economic research institutions, with the Economics Department and with the
researchers working at the Bank of Finland, the Finnish central bank. A major role in these
linkages was played by my husband, Dr. Reino Hjerppe, working as an economist at the
Central Statistical Office and the Economics Department of the University. My economic
and social history Professor, Sven-Erik Astrdm, also gave me his untiring encouragement,
although he never worked in the historical national accounts field himself.

The Growth Studies constituted a huge project: a total of 15 works were published within it.
From time to time, long, extensive research projects tend to land in financial difficulties
threatening their continued existence and completion. This is what happened with the
Growth Studies. At the final stages, the Bank of Finland was pressured, after a long break in
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the studies, to complete the project, initiated in 1959. The final report Finnish Economy
1860-1985, Growth and Structural Change was published in Finnish and English in the
1980s. Even though my contact with the daily running of the Bank of Finland remained a
tenuous one, owing to the intensive research work, it gave me valuable acquaintances and
friends.

The historical national accounts project was an international one as well. The Nobel Laureate
Simon Kuznets had awakened enthusiasm for this theme in researchers in several countries; it
was at Kuznets’s behest that the Finnish study was launched. An almost accidental meeting
in the mid-1970s between myself and Angus Maddison, an OECD researcher and later
Professor in the University of Groningen, led to many interesting discussions,
correspondence and invitations to interational conferences for which I have been deeply
grateful. It felt great to go, as a Finnish researcher, and present our first results and meet with
other researchers ‘speaking the same language’. They opened up the next ‘new world’. Ties
with other researchers, especially the Nordic ones, helped our work along.

Personally, the completion of the historical national accounts project gave me a new insight
in long-range dynamic interaction between the progress of the economy and structural
change. It opened new vistas into the workings of society and its change, although the time
series as such do not directly reveal the reasons behind the change. This society, which l as a
young student had started to study, opened up as a logical whole, a fascinating network of
macro economic relationships, held together by the laws and regularities of the economy.

This understanding got its reward when I was invited to work as an economist at the
Economics Department of the Ministry of Finance in the 1980s, at a point when my chances
of a continued University career seemed to dry up. Forecasting economic trends and
preparatory work in the economic policy field began with a surprising ease, as I could build
on the groundwork of national accounting and against the perspective of the economic history
trends. It was very concrete everyday use of my knowledge of economic history. At the
same time, it was very interesting to learn to know an entirely different world, where the
long-range approach of the research field was replaced by rather short-term assignments, but
the constant curiosity of a researcher could still be applied. And what could be more
interesting than standing close by when the means of bringing about recovery in the economy
of a nation is discussed or choices are made resulting in a balance between various economic
policy measures of the government.

The 1990s depression in Finland — even though an economic setback was expected in the late
1980s —~ came as a surprise to everybody in its depth. It caused serious depressions in the
minds of the forecasting economists as well and reminded us that economics is not an exact
science and that society occasionally acts in very unexpected ways. Information on economic
history was again in high demand and I buried myself in the problems of the 1930s
depression.  Although Finnish society in the early 1990s was in many respects totally
different from that of the 1930s, there were plenty of common features as well: the
dangerously deep depression in the building sector and the siow recovery; the public sector
troubles, with diminishing flows of revenue but no automatic reduction in outlays, where
painful choices must be made; or regularities in foreign trade (during a depression, with low
expectations, imports decline more than exports and for a longer period). While emerging
from a deep depression, Finnish pre-depression trade deficits turned into rapid productivity
growth, high competitiveness and exports surpluses, enabling the state to pay off the foreign
debts.

The sudden opportunity systematically to follow daily economic progress also opened vistas
that made it possible for me to link these two, today’s economics and economic history,
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firmly with my later teaching and research, now that I am again working in the University. It
is a rewarding experience to see that the Finnish public knows to turn to the economic history
people, in search for background for today’s events. Inquiries from government
representatives, from the Bank of Finland and the media give me great pleasure, because they
show that we have not laboured in vain.

While my Growth Studies had a macro-economic orientation, my doctoral thesis acquainted
me with business history. It brought along other kinds of domestic and international contacts.
This versatility has been of great use, for example when I have been introducing my doctoral
students to the international economic history researcher community. Both lines of study
have given rise to new study ideas and brought new researcher contacts. Economic history is
an indispensable part of my life. On trips both in Finland and abroad, I keep instinctively
commenting on the economic history factors in the cultural environment. On the other hand,
economic history has helped me establish a network of interesting friends both at home and
abroad which, I hope, will be of benefit to my students as well.

Riitta Hjerppe (b. 3. 10. 1944) has worked in various teaching jobs in the Universities of
Helsinki and Jyvaskyld, as researcher at the Academy of Finland and the Bank of Finland as
well as at the Economics Department of the Ministry of Finance. She has published major
studies of the Finnish economy and on Finland’s economic growth.
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75 Years of the Economic History Society: Some Reflections

Eric Hobsbawm

What can one who has been a member of the Economic History Society for about 55 of its 75
years, contribute to the celebration of its anniversary? Not as much as one might suppose, for
memory is at best a notoriously defective historical source, and its density is inversely
proportionate to its length. Moreover, in the course of time I have got rid of such few records
as I kept of dealings with the Society and the Review, in which I took a life subscription for
£9 when I joined the Society (by far the most successful investment in my lifetime).
Nevertheless, survivors are sufficiently scarce for even their fragmentary impressions of the
first post-war years of the Society to have some marginal interest.

In my undergraduate days (1936-39) Economic History in Cambridge meant M.M. Postan,
who had come to the Cambridge chair from the London School of Economics. Looking
somewhat like a red-haired Neanderthal survivor and speaking through a heavy Russian
accent, he was nevertheless so brilliant and compelling a lecturer that he filled Mill Lane at
nine o’clock in the moming, and attracted even Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., then a visiting
young Harvard man who made no bones about his ‘lack of skill (and interest) in economic
history’. For the bright radical (i.e. Marxist) history students of the time economic history
was in any case the only branch of the subject then taught in Cambridge which was relevant
to their interests, so we also sacrificed breakfast to attend his lectures, because, though deeply
hostile to Communism, he was the only one of our teachers who knew about Marx, Weber
and the great central Europeans and Russians of the late nineteenth century, and took their
arguments seriously enough to expound and criticise. Every one of his lectures — intellectual-
rhetorical dramas in which a historical thesis was first expounded, then utterly dismantled,
and finally replaced by his own version — was a holiday from interwar-Cambridge insularity.
What other don would have told us to read the young Annales, arranged to invite Marc Bloch
to lecture, and presented him to us (justifiably) as the greatest living medievalist? In short, it
was natural that, among the available labels on the bottles of Cambridge history, I should
choose ‘economic history’ and, on returning to Cambridge from the war, join the Economic
History Society, and publish my first article in a professional journal in the Economic History
Review (New series vol. [, 2-3, 1949).

Economic history in Britain in the later 1940s was still a small, almost family affair, presided
over by the ancient, leonine figure of R.H. Tawney, ash on his trousers, making his way to
and from his destinations slowly, with a small rucksack. He seemed older than he was,
perhaps because of his injuries in World War I, perhaps because in 1950 seventy years was
still the biblical expectation of life. Economic history, unlike economics, was not high on the
academic totem-pole - before the war the British Academy had only elected Tawney and
Postan’s predecessor, (Sir) John Clapham - and it was slow to rise until after the mid-1960s.
Of course, the expansion of economic and social history was only just beginning.
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The global boom in higher education, which was to multiply the library subscriptions to the
Review sixfold in 15 years, did not begin until the 1960s, although the Society grew
comfortably in the 1950s and — thanks to the help of the Royal Economic Society — the size
of the Review expanded substantially. The Economic History Society had an individual
membership of the order of 7-800, mostly invisible. Presumably they included a fair
proportion of the 300 or so who wrote or reviewed the first 10 volumes of the new Review
(1948-58), but the number of those who actually taught economic history in universities and
those who took an active interest in the Society was considerably smaller. Theo Barker
records the attendance at the annual meetings, on which the Review relied for some of its
heavy-weight articles, at about 40-60, which tallies with memory. ‘The field’ therefore
consisted of people who knew each other personally, or who knew of each other through their
teachers and supervisors, even of people who had been in the same few jobs then available, to
an extent difficult to conceive of in the academic mass society of the twenty-first century. On
looking through volumes 1-X of the post-1948 Review, I observe that at the time of
publication I personally knew a majority, sometimes up to four fifths, of the authors of the
articles in every volume.

What unified this minority even more, was the domination of the subject by Cambridge and
London (overwhelmingly the LSE). Manchester, home of the history as well as the reality of
the Industrial Revolution was still present as a tradition — Redford and Julia Mann of
Wadsworth and Mann were silently, and T.S. Ashton, much more vocally, on the Council -
but it was now less influential. However, with Ashton’s move to the chair at LSE in 1944,
the North had been integrated into the powerful Cambridge-LSE network, which had been
reinforced, during the war, by the evacuation of the LSE to Cambridge. Economic history as
such was not prominent in Oxford, until the arrival — from Cambridge — of H.J. (Sir John)
Habakkuk, although one brilliant and controversial young Oxonian, Lawrence Stone, who
was later to leave Oxford for Princeton, was associated with the Society, joining its Council
for a time in 1950. However, in the initial post-war years there was another London-
Cambridge unofficial network with economic history interests that reached into Oxford also —
that of the Communist students of the 1930s. Whatever the change in their views since then,
they had known each other as friends since student days. In 1952 the Society’s officers and
Council contained several members of this group.

Inevitably, in the immediate post-war years the Society relied on economic historians already
established before the war. Very few undergraduates of the 1930s had got to that point yet,
so there was a distinct generation gap, before they began to play a major role. Hrothgar
Habakkuk was probably the first of the 1930s student generation to make it into the
Establishment — as Postan’s assistant editor from 1946, on the Council from 1949, followed
on the Council (shortly before his then much commented battle with H.R. Trevor-Roper) by
Lawrence Stone. By 1952 the pre-war generation was clearly established: Kenneth Berrill
(LSE/Cambridge) became Hon. Sec., Kenneth Connell (LSE), Rodney Hilton (Oxford) and
myself (Cambridge) joined the Council, followed by Joan Thirsk and, a few years later, W.
Ashworth, M.W. Beresford and Sydney Checkland. By the middle 1950s the first of the
post-war graduate generation were aiready appearing on Council, that is to say the great crop
of the late 1940s LSE economic historians — Walter Minchinton and A.H. John (1955-56)
followed by Donald Coleman and Ralph Davies (1960-61). (One notes, in retrospect, the
failure of the Society to pay sufficient attention to their contemporary Sidney Pollard, one of
our most distinguished and original economic historians, and one persistently underrated in
this country.) By the later 1950s an even younger generation (Peter Mathias, Barry Supple,
Theo Barker) was knocking on the door. By the 1960s the pre-war generations had been
reduced to an honorary masthead of the Review (now edited by the young) and (omitting the
representatives of the Royal Economic Society) to four out of 23 members of Council.
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London had been the base of the Society and the Review before the war. It was the war and
the Postan connection that transferred it largely to Cambridge. (There is no sign that Postan’s
predecessor, the formidable (Sir) John Clapham, had taken much interest in it before or after
his retirement.) The Society emerged from the war with two Cambridge dons as Secretary
and Treasurer, who were soon replaced in both these functions by another Cambridge don.
The Review retained exclusively Cambridge editors and assistant editors from the end of the
war until into the 1960s.

This was by no means due to the administrative or editorial talents of Mounia Postan himself,
on which even his friends preferred not to dwell. Nor did post-war Cambridge produce
economic history graduates in unusually large numbers, or compete with the LSE as an
employment agency for them, although all economics undergraduates were taught and
examined in the subject in a version rather different from the one intended for the historians.
Indeed the links between the historians’ economic history and the prestigious Cambridge
Economics faculty were surprisingly tenuous, except for Kenneth Berrill, with a foot in both
camps, who played an important role in the Society. Even though Austin Robinson was one
of the Royal Economic Society’s representatives on the Council, the only Cambridge
economists who reviewed more than once in the first 10 years, seem to have been Robin
Matthews, the late Harry Johnson and (the later Sir) Charles Carter. In retrospect the gap
between the debates on population history at our conference in 1949 and later developments
in historical demography is perhaps equally surprising.

However, Postan’s Review could benefit from two advantages. The first was the absence of a
specific department of economic history in Cambridge, which, as Peter Mathias has observed,
“discouraged disciplinary frontiers’.! Young Cambridge historians of much wider interest
gravitated into the economic history orbit: Gallagher and Robinson, Henry Pelling and Asa
Briggs, who reviewed extensively in the early volumes. More specialised economic
historians broadened out into what they had always wanted to be: general historians, for
example H.G. Koenigsberger and, for that matter, Charles Wilson who would presumably
have succeeded Postan, had he not chosen the Cambridge chair of Modern History first.
Postan’s own medievalism helped, since (especially in Maitland’s university) even the most
unreconstructed traditional scholars allowed that in the Middle Ages some notice had to be
taken of social and economic matters.

The second asset was the editor’s unique familiarity and contacts with the economic and
social history scene on the European continent, including Eastern Europe. Who else would
have introduced me in the late 1940s to Witold Kula, not yet the great figure in Polish
history?* His contacts were particularly close with France, which was to make him (with
Fernand Braudel) the co-architect of the new International Economic History Association, a
body run for several decades as a virtual Franco-British condominium. His contacts with the
Annales team, as we have seen, went back to the 1930s and it was that review’s own in-house
scholar, Paul Leuillot, who supplied the first regular surveys of French writings on social and
economic history (vols. I, II, V of the new series).

However, the most eminent French historian to take part in the Society’s conferences at this
time was the great Emest Labrousse, pillar of the Sorbonne, former Chef-de-Cabinet to Leon
Blum, and Braudel’s predecessor and later rival as the patron of the Paris historical world. I
recall acting as translator for him at one of our conferences, and receiving in turn a firm
warning never to have anything to do with white Bordeaux wine, which he considered
unworthy of any self-respecting French drinker.

Except for the Low Countries, with which other Cambridge economic historians had
excellent relations, most post-war contacts with other European countries came through
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France, and particularly through the contacts made at the Paris (and indeed largely Annales-
organised) 1950 IXth International Congress of Historical Sciences, the first after the war.
As the co-rapporteur on the medieval part of a section obscurely entitled ‘Anthropology and
Demography’ (with Jean Dhondt of Belgium, Carlo Cipolla of Italy and Philippe Wolff of
France, both well-represented in the first post-war volumes of the Review) and as sole
rapporteur on medieval economic history, Postan was evidently the only British historian
involved in planning the main Congress prograrame. At least I cannot otherwise explain why
I found myself nominated to preside over the ‘contemporary’ part of a rather vaguely
conceived section on ‘Social History’ — the first time the subject appeared at these
Congresses — introducing (to my surprise) the brilliant Polish specialist on feudal crises and
the sixteenth to seventeenth centuries, Marian Malowist, whose writings appeared not long
after in the Review. (Richard Pipes of Harvard once told me that he had been taught history
by Malowist in a gymnasium of eastern Poland between the wars, but as the communist
schoolmaster was put in jail during the long vacation, he could only return his vacation essay
to him, when Malowist visited Harvard many years later: he had kept it.)

For obvious reasons, reinforced by the financial and technical limitations of the post-war
years, the bulk of the UK’s economic historians worked on their own islands. Yet insofar as
they looked overseas, they remained remarkably eurocentric, or ‘imperiocentric’, including a
heterodox interest in the history of the formal and informal British empires, inherited from
the pre-war Marxist fashion. It was represented in the early volumes of the Review by such
articles as those by H.S. Ferns and Gallagher/Robinson. However, what must still surprise
the observer, is the relative lack of interest in the economic history of the USA before the
1960s. The stateside historians who interested us were those who worked in British or
European history, or in general rather than specifically North American problems, and these
were also the ones most likely to turn up an our doorsteps, like David Landes, Charles
Kindleberger, Rondo Cameron or Walt Rostow. The Comments, Revisions and Essays in
Bibliography and Criticism of the first 10 volumes include articles on the Mycenean Tablets
and Economic History and the Ural Metal Industry, but none on the specific economic history
of the USA. This is all the more surprising as the Review could — and did — mobilise people
in Cambridge with considerable interest in and knowledge of the USA such as D.W. Brogan
and Frank Thistlethwaite, and lists of books and articles on the economic history of the USA
and Canada (compiled by business historians) appeared in several years of the 1950s.

The truth is, that, in spite of its giant economic — and now military and political — presence,
intellectually the USA was not then a prominent part of the world of British economic
historians. I can only note this, without being able to explain it. What changed this was not
so much the competition of the American Journal of Economic History as the impact of the
‘new economic history’ or cliometrics in the 1960s. This was due, I think, to Bob Fogel’s
impressive combination of technical ingenuity and intellectual provocation, although the
immediate pre-war and post-war generations of British economic historians only took a
marginal interest in cliometrics. (Few of us paid much attention to Douglass North, the other
future Nobel in Economic History.) The earlier American fashion for ‘entrepreneurial
history” made less of an impact, although it came up for (sometimes acerbic) discussion in
our conferences — strongly supported at the time by a visiting David Landes, and the Review
had sense enough to get A.D. Chandler Jr. to review for it in the 1950s, though the name as
yet rang no bells.

In short, as I recall the first 15 years after the war, it strikes me that the Society evolved quite
without knowing where it was going or wanted to go. Its relations to the rest of history were
undefined, for while we knew we were not about cabinets, battles and treaties, we did not
completely accept Trevelyan’s definition that ours was ‘history with the politics left out’.
Our relations with the social sciences were imprecise, and by their standards many, perhaps
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most of us, would have counted as amateurs or autodidcats. Indeed, except for economics,
the other social sciences were only slowly making their way into several universities, notably
Oxbridge, sometimes against heavy resistance. People working in fields that had not yet
developed their own institutions — social history, labour history and others — still sheltered
under our umbrella. The Society did not even begin to survey its own field until the end of
the 1960s, when the Studies in Economic History pamphlets edited by Flinn and the Debates
on Economic History under Peter Mathias began to appear. Still, the post-1945 economic
historians were convinced that the subject was advancing, even if one of our seniors, T.S.
Ashton, joining hands with von Hayek, to whom nobody then listened, in Capitalism and the
Historians, thought it was going the wrong way. At least, we all thought our arguments were
important and, looking back, we had some lively ones. ‘Quiet’ is not the word to describe a
decade of the Review that contained Hugh Trevor-Roper’s frontal offensive against Lawrence
Stone, the start of the Hobsbawm-Hartwell duel on the standard of living during the Industrial
Revolution, the Wilson-Heckscher debate on mercantilism or, for that matter,
Gallagher/Robinson on the imperialism of free trade. And, looking back on it, it is not easy
to read into the Review of those days the tense ideological atmosphere in which we lived,
wrote references and applied for jobs in the period between the Berlin airlift of 1948 and the
victory of Fidel Castro in 1959.

Eri¢c Hobsbawm (b. 9. 6. 1917) is Emeritus Professor of Economic and Social History at the
University of London since 1982. He studied at the University of Cambridge and taught at
Birkbeck College for most of his career becoming Professor there 1970-82. He holds
honorary degrees at many major world universities and was, and is, a leading figure amongst
British Marxist historians. His publications are legion and have been very influential in the
formation of the discipline world-wide. His writings on politics and jazz are similarly held in
high esteem. He ‘continues to be interested in movements of social protest’.

! Memoir of C.H. Wilson in Proceedings of the British Academy 103, 1999: Lectures and Memoirs, p564.
? See for example Witold Kula (1962) Economic Theory of the Feudal System (Eng. Trans. London, 1976).
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What Economic History Means to Me

Paul M. Hohenberg

How does one choose one’s field of endeavour, and one’s sub-field within it? Is it really chance,
for example an encounter with a charismatic teacher, reinforced by strong path dependence? Or
is it destiny, based on deep-seated, innate affinities and capacities?

My own training was in engineering, although I realised even before completing the course that
my vocation lay elsewhere. The initial decision to study engineering had been made rather by
default. My father felt that my temperament was unsuited for medicine and rather too well
suited for law, which left only one legitimate profession, as it then seemed At any rate, I began
the study of economics on my own after college, while holding an industrial research job, and
wound up doing an MA in international studies by way of transition to the social sciences. Here
I encountered economic history in the person of Charles P. Kindleberger, who would later
supervise my doctoral thesis, and was hooked. That he happened to be studying France certainly
had something to do with it, since | was a native and retained both francophony and -phily. The
final sign came a year or so later, at MIT, when my interest in economic history survived unease
at the overly teleological approach taken by Walt W. Rostow, this being the time of his too-
famous Stages of Economic Growth .

At any rate, the die was cast, reinforced by the stimulating presence at MIT of M. M. Postan and
the fine year I spent doing research in Europe, principally Paris. I could go on multiplying the
names of scholars encountered, and places visited, from then onwards, but the point is quickly
made. Economic history means keeping excellent company, as well as getting to know
interesting places (often rather less superficially than most visitors can). While no generalisation
can adequately describe all one’s colleagues, most of them have tumed out to suit my own
intellectual style. They tend to show balance, of the single-minded or hedgehog economist with
the dilettante — I use the word in its etymological sense of taking delight in — and fox-like
historian. Yes, we can be pompous, dogmatic, overly critical, or lose our way among technical
or factual minutiae. All in all, however, one is seldom bored with economic historians.

I have found other advantages to the field as well, in particular a use for my love of languages,
books, and maps. On the other hand, being an economic historian has proved a mixed blessing
in terms of a career. Not only has the field known ups and downs as regards fashion and
therefore opportunity — in both history and economics — but the predisposition it encourages for
work across and at the edges of disciplines can in itself be dangerous to one’s professional
health. At least in the United States, economics surely, and history probably as well, give great
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weight in matters of appointment, promotion, and tenure to the judgement of those who take it as
their duty to guard the borders of the discipline. I finally found a home in a technological
university where my research interests, while certainly tolerated, formed no part of my formal
duties. This was not all bad, in the sense that I was forced to keep up my credentials as an
economist and was also strongly motivated to participate in the collective life of the economic
history profession, but it did not contribute to very rapid productivity.

Thus the community of economic historians has been important to my scholarly life, and I have
been privileged to know many scholars from a variety of countries. These people have been
more varied in their interests than would, I think, be typical of other small research communities.
Economic history cuts across not only spatial units but also subjects and time periods, yet its
active practitioners remain sufficiently few that a wide variety of specialists share conferences
and journal pages. Most of us thus develop the habit of engaging without either excessive
diffidence or presumption in discourse when the topic is relatively unfamiliar to some. The
possible cost in superficiality seems bearable to me in view of the gain in flexibility, range, and
courtesy. Particulars aside, one soon realises that many of the same issues crop up again and
again in different contexts. And some of us, at least, are mindful of the need to limit the use of
jargon, and so are able to clarify our thoughts along with our language.

The breadth of our profession and its practitioners is also manifest in their links to cognate
disciplines, in my case population history, urban history, and the history of technology. All have
standing as separate sub-disciplines, with the full apparatus of societies, journals, and meetings,
but they are small enough to be, of necessity, open. Of particular importance in my own social
practice has been the Social Science History Association. Long congenial to this generalist, it
has undergone transformations that both attract and repel. On the one hand, historical
demographers (and others) from outside North America have increasingly felt at home there,
giving the meetings added interest. At the same time, and most surprisingly in view of the
currents prevailing at the outset (1975), many fields of historical inquiry have been invested by
post-modern and post-structuralist currents with their roots in the humanities. We have come far
from the day when it seemed that social science - read quantification - would take over the
humanities, and the turnabout is not one most economic historians find congenial. Whether the
more recent European association is moving in the same direction is something I have yet to
learn by direct experience.

Within the profession of economic history, one can distinguish those who build theoretically
structured edifices and those who undermine or shake those constructs, those who advance
theories or models and those who put them to the test. The distinction is akin to one made by
Robert Solow between Big Think and Little Think types. Two things seem clear: that the two
generally find one another uncongenial and even hard to respect, and that each in fact badly
needs the other. Unlike the case of physical structures suggested by the metaphor I used above,
the critics tend to exhibit more technical skill than do the system-builders. Deflating theories
offers a wonderful opportunity to show off ingenuity in technique and/or diligence in going after
primary data. We Big Think people, on the other hand — lest there be any doubt in which camp
my tent has mainly been pitched — can usually just master the secondary literature, since we
cover so much more ground. Ideally, of course, a scholar will cut her or his teeth on the grubby
details — where no less a thinker than Goethe situated the Divinity — and only later, suitably
armed with caution, venture into flights of theoretical fancy. Yet the realities of comparative
advantage and natural temperament make us tend to specialise along this line of cleavage, no
doubt to excess. My own approach has been to take from the theories of others what they have
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to give, without feeling the need to pass judgement on the whole, and with no compunction in
turning their insights to whatever intellectual ends best suit my own project. Models, after all,
are never true, at best only useful and stimulating.

Since my training is in economics, I barely qualify as an amateur historian. So it is best to leave
to others extended reflections on the intellectual value of our field to that larger discipline. 1f
history is indeed a seamless web, then economic history offers another cut through it, an
alternative to the old focus on political and military highlights, yet something besides the
currently fashionable emphasis on the victims of conflict. It is easy to forget that, in past times
as today, most people have gone about their business most of the time neither triumphant nor
desperate. What that business was and how it got done is all the more interesting as we too often
take for granted our own, quite different, everyday experience of material life. Of course, as
economic historians we synthesise, generalise, perhaps caricature. We throw around portmanteau
terms such as medieval cities, European marriage patterns, mercantilist policies, proto-industrial
modes of production, industrial revolutions, etc. Yet such constructs, fragile as they are, not only
speak to real phenomena but are in fact unavoidable. Compared to other historians it is not so
much that we are more given to generalising and theorising as simply that we are more explicit
about it.

What then of economics, which reigns over the social sciences, though some would argue from a
walled-up fortress? In my capacity as an economist who from time to time comments publicly
on the issues of the day, I am frequently asked to forecast interest rates or share prices, etc. I then
point out that, as an economic historian, I predict only the past. There is something to the point
besides a prudent evasion of the question. Economics is about understanding as well as
predicting (pace Milton Friedman), and economic history even more so. The counterfactual
beloved of cliometricians is really nothing more than the plausible story one can tell of what
should have happened but did not, for example (to take a case of very recent history indeed), an
explosion of growth in post-communist Russia by analogy with post-1948 Germany.

Let me try to be a little more systematic about two contributions of economic history to
economics. One is the treatment of time. Most economists deal with it reductively at best, or,
fixated on equilibrium, ignore it altogether. Microeconomics texts’ treatment of production
merely distinguishes the short run and the long run, not even always recognising that decision
making takes place on multiple levels with variable time scales. Others treat time as a pure
discount meter, with the erosion of future value ticking away at the interest rate. Many focus
only on the short run, bowing to bottom-line-obsessed investors and election-fixated politicians.z.
The recent American debate on social security finance demonstrates how awkwardly economists
respond when forced to contemplate the somewhat distant future. They persist in seeing the
problem in fiscal terms, when its central feature is clearly the looming drop in the ratio of
workers to total population. Even the study of economic development in the ‘South’, though it
comprises far-reaching structural changes, often lacks a concrete sense of historical unfolding, of
spurts, plateaus, declines, and stealthy development as alternative patterns to a lock-step
advance. Here I must give the devil his due: for all its problems, Rostow’s ‘take-off” was at least
grounded in (stylised) historical experience and therefore represented an advance on abstract
models of accumulation and structural change. More generally, economic history, at least as I
view it, points us toward underlying long-run factors to explain economic performance and
change, as opposed to incidents of policy and personality or transient events (though these too
have their historians).
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If one can criticise the treatment of time in economics, things are much worse as regards space.
It is not too much to say that geography has been the stepchild among social sciences, certainly
in the United States, and economics stands convicted of severe neglect towards this poor relation
despite some recent efforts to remedy matters. Even in the fields of urban and regional
economics, space is most often reduced to cost of transport. When did you last see a proper map
in an economics journal? Economic history offers the opportunity to take space seriously — as
distance, landscape, topography, amenity, separation, and connection. Here my model must be
Fernand Braudel — although the 4nnales School I once found so congenial has also veered away
from its earlier central concerns.

The historical study of urban systems provides a good illustration of the importance of taking
space seriously. My own work in this area (much of it together with Lynn Hollen Lees) departs
from most other treatments in using a dual model, one that brings out both central place and
network relations between cities, where others have worked with single urban hierarchies based
largely on population size. The point here is not to justify this model, although it has found quite
wide acceptance, but to recall its firm grounding in contrasting spatial patterns. Whereas central
place models focus on interurban distances and geometric configurations of urban arrays,
network relations are spatially flexible and follow lines of communication, notably waterways. I
have argued that the contrast extends to many dimensions of urban life, from the links between
population size and economic activity to politics and culture. But the starting point is clearly
space considered as more than distance or cost alone.

What, then, of the future? How economic history will fare is no longer my direct concern from
the point of view of a career. That was probably determined by my failure to join the cliometric
bandwagon at the outset. Those who did so have been far more likely to gain acceptance from
their fellow economists. Did the substantive achievements of the New Economic History fulfil
the early claims and compensate for the weakening of ties to historians? I leave it to others to
judge. Yet in the past decade or so, a number of these more forward-locking cclleagues have
clearly achieved for economic history a new place in the sun, from - to take only American
examples — the Nobel Prizes awarded Robert Fogel and Douglass North to the prominence the
media have given to work by economic historians on labour markets, technological change,
property rights, and other ‘hot’ issues. To rub shoulders with such people and be at least
marginally of their company has afforded me pleasure, profit, and pride.

Paul M. Hohenberg (b. Paris, 11. 9. 1933) was educated at the Universities of Cornell and
Tufts, and at MIT. He is Professor Emeritus of Economics and Acting Department Chair at
Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute in Troy, New York. He has written on European economic
history including agriculture and urbanisation in the early-modemn period and in the nineteenth
century.

! Cambridge, 1960.
? My colleagues working in ecological economics do consider the long run, aibeit in generally apocalyptic terms
and with so little faith in markets that they risk losing touch with the rest of the discipline altogether.
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On the Damascus Road
The First Steps in My Conversion to Economic and Social History

Colin Holmes

A collective biography of leading economic and social historians which throws light on the
influences which brought them to the discipline and, simultaneously, assesses their work, is long
overdue. However, that project is not on the agenda here. This essay is more restricted. It is
personal. It sets out to trace the formative influences on my conversion to the discipline.

I went up to the University of Nottingham in 1957 to read History. I had studied the subject at
‘A’ level and also sat a Special Paper in the subject. My marks met all my hopes and satisfied my
teachers’ demanding expectations. The diet I had consumed in preparation for these
examinations involved digesting a large slab of European political history from 1648 to the
twentieth century, as well as a study of Britain between 1815 and 1914, which focused on high
politics. Against that background, I looked forward to my University career. In particular, [
relished the prospect of studying medieval history, a branch of the discipline I had thus far never
tasted.

However, the transition to university proved difficult. The level of analysis required in the ‘A’
level and the Special Paper had hardly been exacting. In retrospect, it would seem that if one
piled up the detail the marks followed almost automatically. It amounted largely to a Rankean
exercise, a collection of facts in order to tell the past as it was. I soon discovered that at
University rather more skills were required. The transition also proved stressful in another
respect. | realised before long that I could muster little enthusiasm for certain periods of history.
The politics of the Tudor years, for example, failed to grip my imagination and fire my interest.
Moreover, the approach adopted towards medieval history turned out to be acutely disappointing.
In one case the course assumed too much prior knowledge. In another the lecturer taught from
yellowed notes, recycled over many years, and without any apparent interest in conveying the
excitement of the remote past.

By the end of the second year I felt as if | had become trapped in an intellectual cul-de-sac, but,
simultaneously, [ glimpsed a possibility of an escape. Nottingham, at that stage, was one of a
very small number of institutions which offered an honours degree in Economic and Social
History. Robert Peers, who had taught economic history to students at University College,
Nottingham, for many years, had exercised a major influence on this development in his role as
Deputy Vice-Chancellor of the new University established in 1948. However, there was no
Department. The unit appointed to teach the subject functioned as a sub-department of History
under the leadership of J.D.Chambers, who was at that stage a Reader.
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In my second year I attended Chambers’s lectures and found them inspirational. He taught a
course on Britain from the late eighteenth century onwards. He lectured on the Industrial
Revolution and its economic and social consequences, concentrating on themes such as urban
poverty, the standard of living, then a topic of intense and furious debate, as well as labour
organisations. This course was supplemented for students by Peter Payne’s lectures on the
Economic and Social History of Europe and America. Payne, a graduate of Nottingham, had just
returned from the United States to a temporary post in his own university.

When I told Chambers of my dissatisfaction with the endless history of popes and kings, he
encouraged me to switch degrees. It was easier said than done. A.C.Wood, then Professor of
Modern History dealt with my request to transfer. During the interview in the Trent Building in
his spacious, book —lined room with its collection of Victoriana, I intimated at one stage that I
wanted to become a university teacher. He dismissed the possibility. The nature of his
intervention strengthened my resolve to transfer. Wood agreed eventually to my request. I never
regretted the move. I relished the third year of my studies. My enthusiasm for academic work
flowed back.

Compared with the loads imposed on today’s students, I realise in retrospect how few courses we
had to study. Robert Ashton taught Tudor and Stuart Economic History. The influence of
Tawney ran thorough it like a thread and, for me, that dimension acted as a stimulus. The
intellectual impact of Tawney’s Religion and the Rise of Capitalism, which I read during my
second year as an undergraduate, has remained with me. Chambers, for his contribution, took us
on a deeper excursion into the history of the Industrial Revolution which introduced students to
key documents of the period. He had a particular interest at this point in time in the memoir of
Robert Blincoe and the events at Litton Mill.

In addition, we had to engage with a course on General Economic History. We studied
intellectual developments of the day such as C.P.Snow’s The Two Cultures and the Scientific
Revolution, which had been delivered as the Rede Lecture in 1959. But much of the course
focused on two themes. We discussed why industrialisation began in the Western World rather
than among the Ancient Civilisations of, say, China or India. Rostow’s recently published The
Stages of Economic Growth and Wittfogel’s Oriental Despotism were much thumbed in the
course during the year. This theme of rich and poor nations has been the subject of recent high
profile work by David Landes in his The Wealth and Poverty of Nations and also by Peter Jay in
The Road to Riches. But we can be counted as pioneers in the study. Chambers’s own interest in
this theme can be detected in his Inaugural lecture delivered in 1960. He took for his subject,
‘The Place of Economic History in Historical Studies’. The other major related emphasis on the
course involved a consideration of Marxism and, in particular, the Marxist interpretation of
history and its critics. Rumour had it that in his youth Chambers had almost been persuaded into
Marxism by the arguments of Maurice Dobb whom he described to me on one occasion as ‘the
cleverest man of his generation’. However, Chambers retreated from the brink and spent a fair
amount of his time and academic effort subsequently in attacking historical materialism. That
intellectual stance can be read in his important article, ‘Enclosure and Labour Supply’, published
by the Economic History Review in 1952-3, as well as in The Vale of Trent 1670-1800 (1957). It
appeared also in the position he adopted in seminars on the standard of living controversy. He
stood four square in this debate behind the views of T.S.Ashton, with whom he enjoyed a
personal as well as an intellectual relationship. The examination I sat on the General Economic
History Paper in the summer of 1960 is still vivid in my thoughts. It amounted to one of the most
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difficult papers imaginable. How were third year students expected to cope with questions such
as: ‘Marxism was a characteristic product of mid-nineteenth bourgeois intellectualism. Discuss’?

The third year course required, finally, a dissertation. I chose to work on Chartism in
Nottingham. This interest grew out of ‘A’ level studies. An extended piece of undergraduate
work now afforded the prospect of interrogating original sources. I researched in the City’s
Public Library for much of the second year’s summer vacation and proceeded to write a weighty
dissertation. Shortly after it had been submitted, Chambers published an article in a Nottingham
newspaper suggesting that Chartism in the City had died effectively in 1848. My assessment was
that its life had been prolonged beyond that date. I have no idea of the mark I received for my
work. What I do know, is that other historians have used the dissertation heavily and sometimes
shamelessly. It remains a piece of work, now recollected in tranquillity, with which I remain
reasonably contented.

Chambers became involved in a further decisive intervention in my career after I had sat Finals.
He recommended me for the Revis Postgraduate Studentship, with the result that in the autumn
in 1960 I commenced my graduate career under his supervision. My experiences with him in this
connection proved to be mixed, for a variety of reasons. He insisted that I worked on the  Life
and Career of H. S. Tremenheere,’ the first Inspector of Schools and Mines. ‘If we (Nottingham)
don’t do it, then Beales at the LSE will put one of his students on to the topic’. In later years in
the course of my supervision of research students I know how important it is for any
postgraduate to be deeply involved in the choice of his or her subject. That option was closed off
for me. The imposition of a topic counted as a bad start and my problem was compounded when
Chambers, always delightfully eccentric and possessed of an impressive degree of forgetfulness,
managed to lose the first chapter of my thesis. As a ‘green’ postgraduate student, I had not made
another copy. Nevertheless, [ persisted, even though it soon became apparent that insufficient
materials existed for a doctorate.

Yet in more positive vein, Chambers made a further important intervention in my career. He saw
his postgraduate students on Saturday mornings and in 1963, shortly before his retirement, he
enquired, quite casually, whether I wanted to be considered for a University post. He had
received two letters, one from Liverpool and the other from Sheffield, drawing his attention to
vacancies. I responded positively and asked which of the posts he would recommend. His
personal preference was for Sheffield. ‘Sidney Pollard is a coming man — he’s a Marxist,
though’, he replied. However, a problem arose at this point. Chambers’s forgetfulness had
triumphed once again. The closing date for the Sheffield post had passed. Chambers assured me
that notwithstanding this difficulty he would write in on my behalf. How different from today’s
world . . . As a result, I travelled to Sheffield on a brilliant summer’s day for an interview. I met
Sidney Pollard, who’s work I knew from my undergraduate reading, for the first time. I did not
realise it then, but that meeting proved to be absolutely decisive for my future. In effect, Pollard
made me into the historian I later became. But that, as they say, is another story. It is part of my
later personal and career development.

I began by emphasising that there is scope for a collective biography of Economic and Social
Historians. A study of the role of particular institutions in the history of the discipline is also
needed. The careers of Power, Tawney, Ashton and Fisher, as well as Beales, were played out
largely in the lecture rooms of the LSE. The Cambridge connection also needs to be considered.
Cunningham and Clapham laboured as early pioneers and, closer to my own day, there was the
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redoubtable Postan, one émigré who has enlivened British intellectual life. Among provincial
Universities, Birmingham provided a base for Ashley, early in the twentieth century and, later,
for Court. In addition, the role of Manchester, the city which in many ways symbolised industrial
capitalism is of central importance. Unwin and Redford worked early in the field and as
undergraduates in the 1950s we were constantly encountering the works of Chaloner and
Henderson. In tandem with these long-established institutions, the role of Nottingham would also
call for attention.

When I went up to Nottingham in 1957 B.L. Hallward, the imposing Vice-Chancellor, addressed
all the freshers. He began with the arresting remark: ‘this is rather a good University and you are
rather lucky to be here’. He had a vested professional interest in projecting this positive public
image. Nevertheless, the young University contained what are now called Centres of Excellence
and the Sub-Department of Economic and Social History certainly set a cracking pace. Among
my contemporaries, either slightly ahead or later in the date of their admission, can be counted
Roy Church, Stanley Chapman, Leslie Clarkson, Martin Daunton, H.E. Hallam, E.L. Jones, G.E.
Mingay, Bryan Quthwaite, Peter Payne, Malcolm Thomis and Eric Richards. By any standard
this list of research students is formidable.

I do not know why these scholars were attracted to Economic and Social History, but my
involvement depended to a great extent upon personal influences and in particular the role of
J.D.Chambers. Chambers’s enthusiasm for his subject, his encouragement of students, his style
of teaching, added to his informality, all appealed to me. In my case these qualities were
supplemented by the fact that both of us had personal roots in Lawrence country. D.H.Lawrence
was very much in vogue in Nottingham in the late 1950s and early 1960s, after a long period
when his work had been sidelined in the University. Chambers was caught up in this activity.
After all, he had appeared as a character in Sons and Lovers, as the child Hubert. But in addition
to this personal influence, what the discipline of Economic and Social History offered, through
Chambers particularly, also brought about my conversion. It was presented as relevant to the
world I inhabited. This sense of relevance and significance had never been apparent from the
lectures I received, say on the Crusades. Even the political history of the eighteenth century,
which so fascinated Lewis Namier and which was well taught in Nottingham by Ron Fryer, was
still presented as a slab of the remote past, frozen in space and time, when it could have been
endowed with a different slant which drew out themes of general significance. Years later I
noticed that an emphasis on understanding the present through a study of the past had been
expressed by R.H.Tawney in his inaugural delivered in 1932 at the LSE I had not read this
lecture by the time I had left Nottingham. I encountered it soon afterwards and it struck an
immediate chord. In the course of his lecture Tawney remarked:

1 came to the study of economic history, not as one dedicated from childhood
to the service of the altar, but for reasons so commonplace that I am ashamed to
admit them. When 1 reached the years of discretion — which I take to mean the
age at which a young man shows signs of getting over his education - I found
the world surprising; I find it so still. I turmed to history to interpret it. . .

I was searching unconsciously for that type of history. I found it. I could then begin to fashion
my own work in the same mould.
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Colin Holmes (b. 1938) retired from the University of Sheffield in 1998, where he held a
personal chair. He still supervises research students at that University and is also a part-time
Research Professor at the University of Sunderland. He has published widely, mostly on the
subject of immigrants and minorities in British society.
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Risk, Uncertainty and Profit: The Personal Challenge of Economic
History

Julian Hoppit

My first sustained encounter with economic and social history was in the first week of my first
term as a 19 year-old undergraduate in 1976. I was immediately smitten, if also infuriated. And
that ambiguity is what economic history means to me.

Like many, at school the history I studied was primarily political, in which the emphasis was
upon an appreciation of more or less detailed chronologies of events and the actions and
motivations of a small number of purportedly key individuals. The focus was upon the particular
and the short run. But in the autumn of 1976 economic history showed me a decisively different
way of approaching the past: where the emphasis could be on the medium or long term; where
the gaze could be upon the whole of society; where a simple, single chronology was often
insufficient; and where the ideas and institutions which mattered were often inchoate and
confused. In brief, it was the need to pursue complex analysis to undertake economic history
which was so fascinating. However, the attractions of economic history were not merely
methodological. It certainly helped, for example, that I was temperamentally, one might say
politically or ideologically, sympathetic to placing a heavy emphasis upon material issues. I was
fortunate too to have in Richard Overy an inspiring teacher. And my first efforts with economic
history could hardly have addressed a larger question, the industrial revolution in Britain.

That fascination with economic history flourished as an undergraduate, not least in papers I took
on the nature of European empires, on the history of Africa and on economic and quantitative
methods for historians. But I retained that very first enthusiasm for studying the industrial
revolution in Britain. Perhaps this was inertia, but I think it was because I sensed that much of
the history of Britain between the Restoration and the early nineteenth century was then still
terra incognita. So I chose to do doctoral research on bankruptcy in eighteenth-century England.
If this was clearly a piece of economic history I very quickly discovered the importance of
studying the legal and institutional arrangements within which bankruptcy took place. I was
drawn here into not just the law, but politics and the culture of credit, all the while limiting the
applicability of the neo-classical precepts so much of economic history begins with. That was a
shift in perspective which, in retrospect, was decisive and ever since my approach to economic
history has been less from the direction of studies of consumption, exchange and production than
the mental frameworks and power relations within which economic issues at the time were
framed.

Perhaps I should have seen that this shift would happen, as economic history was from the very
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first a problem for me. I struggled long and hard to write my first essay, but despite my best
efforts the result was messy. I did not know it at the time but I was defeated by some of the
tensions that are fundamental to economic history as an intellectual exercise. Firstly, that because
the focus is often not upon discrete or clear events the subject matter is fundamentally
determined by employing concepts and categories which are necessarily artificial and debatable.
Secondly, I was struggling to marry quantitative and qualitative approaches to economic history.
It was and is hard to say whether, for example, Deane and Cole had written more or less that
same things about the fundamentals of the industrial revolution as Landes, having approached
much the same subject from very different directions. Thirdly, if I was challenged by having to
think about structural or impersonal forces as explanatory variables, then how were they
produced by human action? Much of what 1 was reading about the industrial revolution was
hardly about people at all. And, finally, there was quantification, at once powerful and liberating
but also in places like quicksand.

My difficulties with economic history derived from a largely traditionally based scepticism of
methodology and historiography informed by reading the reflections on history as a discipline by
the likes of Bloch, Braudel, Butterfield, Carr and Elton. Such difficulties, however, are much
more a sign of success than of failure of economic history, of its strength rather than its
weakness. It is a discipline with a long tradition of vigorous jousting, witness the ‘storm over the
gentry’ and the standard of living debate. However, for some years now the vitality of economic
history as a sub-discipline has been in doubt, apparently powerfully evidenced by the demise of
so many separate departments of economic and social history in British universities. It is within
this environment that I have developed as an historian and as an economic historian.
Unquestionably, there is a sense that economic history is not the powerhouse of historical
enquiry it once was and so current debates often seem to take place elsewhere in the mansion of
history. So, for example, the debates over and within post-modernism in the 1980s and 1990s
seem to have touched economic history less markedly than other areas of history.

Many others have considered the ‘decline’ of economic history: of whether it is relative rather
than absolute, whether caused by a developing wider suspicion of material issues, whether it has
become too much of a social science, too categorically eschewing history’s wider qualitative and
narrative conventions, whether too preoccupied with modern history and of whether, as a mature
area of intellectual enquiry, some ‘stagnation’ or diminishing marginal returns are not
unavoidable. But such ‘decline’ is in some measure a matter of perspective, for cases could
equally be made for the ‘retreat’ in recent times of political history and social history. What has
been striking over the last thirty years or so is how increasingly we are coming to appreciate that
history is indeed a discipline largely without borders and of how, in purely quantitative terms,
more and more of it is being researched and written. History’s vastness has become ever more
apparent, such that once easily imagined ways of dividing it up have become less credible to all
of its sub-disciplines. It is too easy to lament the trends and fads in this, but from this perspective
economic history has less ‘declined’ than become part of a wider uncertainty, an uncertainty
which I think should be embraced enthusiastically because without it we will not come to
understand the past better.

The institutional advantages once enjoyed by economic history, in large part by virtue of the fact
that it was among the first sub-disciplines successfully to erode the late-nineteenth century
fortresses of political and constitutional histories, if personally valuable to many should not
count for very much in pursuing the past. More important is economic history’s continued
intellectual relevance, and this seems to me still to be very considerable, providing ‘economic’ is
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broadly defined (a big ‘if’). Most obviously, the histories of consumption, exchange and
production, of the distribution of economic power if you like, are undeniably major areas to
study. Economic history has at its core subject matter which can rarely be ignored by other
historians. Secondly, more than most approaches to the past economic history is committed to
the significance of the longue durée. Thirdly, as Clapham noted long ago, economic history is
that part of history more conducive to quantitative approaches, the virtues of which are too often
ignored — the explicitness, the attempt at conceptual clarity and the marrying of the general and
the specific. By frequently painting with a broad brush it can show up just how much history
now is unambitiously about the particular. Related to this, fourthly, economic history can provide
powerful means of identifying change and continuity over time, of posing the general questions
within much specific historical research can be located. So, for example, the relative growth and
stagnation of the British and Dutch economies respectively in the eighteenth century provides a
framework in which to consider a vast range of issues from culture, to politics, to resource
endowments and more. Finally, what might be called the social inclusiveness of economic
history is frequently (if silently) impressive. It is a sub-discipline capable of looking at the whole
of society and its inter-relationships. To forget that, which has happened too often, is to forget a
lot.

I have considered the value of economic history to me in intellectual terms, drawing out points
from a comparison of my own development as a historian with those taking place within history
more generally since I became a part of the academic business. This, naturally, leaves out much
of the value of economic history as a scholarly community. I would not underestimate the impact
of this on me, but I doubt that in social terms economic history is structurally distinctive here.
The stories one might tell about its characters or moments are unlikely to be caused by its nature
as a sub-discipline. So the lifeblood of economic history must rest upon the general relevance of
its core and upon its intellectual vitality, flexibility and imagination. If that vitality has been
doubted it is worth remembering just how many sub-disciplines it has helped to spawn, among
them agricultural history, business history, demographic history, historical geography, the new
institutional history, social history, transport history and urban history. If economic history
defines itself generously and ambitiously — thematically, chronologically and methodologically —
then such vitality can continue. But in a world of increasingly prescriptive research programmes,
project-led endeavours and intrusive paymasters that is becoming harder and harder. The
meaning of economic history should evolve overwhelmingly within the imagination of historians
working in archives, libraries, studies and seminars, not in committees.

Julian Hoppit (b. 14. 8. 1957), was educated at Selwyn College, Cambridge. His PhD was
supervised by Donald Coleman. He is currently Reader in History at University College,
London. Among his published works are Risk and failure in English business, 1700-1800
(Cambridge, 1987) and 4 land of liberty? England 1689-1727 (Oxford, 2000). For 10 years he
was heavily involved with the Royal Historical Society’s British and Irish history bibliographies
project.
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Economic History, Political Economy and Society: Inseparable
Interests?

Anthony Howe

Arriving at Oxford in 1969 well-schooled in the intricacies of medieval kingship, it was with
some relief that I took up Cliff Davies’s suggestion that 1 might like to tackle as tutorial
topics issues such as the state of the peasantry in the thirteenth century or population change
and economic growth in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. This not only led me into eye-
opening new fields that I had scarcely considered part of the past — land-ownership, plague,
trade — but also gave me a quite novel appreciation of the controversies which the past could
provoke as I came to grips with the erudite works of Postan, Titow, and Bridbury'. In my
second year I was keen to follow up this intellectual challenge and logically progressed to the
further subject ‘English Economic History 1500-1700°, with Tawney and Power’s Tudor
Economic Documents (1924) as a set text. Attending Joan Thirsk’s patient and intriguing
expositions in her university classes - at a time when Oxford did not yet offer the study of
Economic History after 1700 - I gained a sense of the importance of detail but also of how the
accumulation of detail could revise commonly-held interpretations which commanded lazy
assent by their outward plausibility. (Endearingly, even the sixteenth century tobacco close at
Winchcombe, where 1 had grown up, rated a mention in an account of the Elizabethan
economy). I also at this time absorbed the pages of Tawney’s The Agrarian Problem in the
Sixteenth Century (1912), confirming my sense that understanding the economic basis of
society provided a field of interest as compelling as Tudor dynastic politics or the
Reformation. Above all, however, it was around this time that | read Lawrence Stone’s The
Crisis of the Aristocracy, 1558-1641 (Oxford, 1965). Stone’s had been a name familiar to me
since schooldays - in part the reason I had gone to Wadham, the college he had recently left.
But The Crisis proved an inspiring intellectual catalyst, not so much for its thesis, but for the
attempt to study all facets of the past — economics, politics, religion, education, mind and
manners — to draw together all aspects of the structure and behaviour of a social group. By
this time my own interests had been moving towards the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries, and it was on reading Stone that I first aspired to study what I vaguely perceived as
a second crisis of the aristocracy initiated by the Wilkite movement of 1760s and taking full
shape with the Industrial Revolution, a crisis which brought into play the then largely
unstudied British middle class. Reading E. P. Thompson’s, The Making of the English
Working Class (1963) confirmed my sense that the ‘class enemy’ had been neglected.

My first opportunity to explore some of these issues and to touch on the study of modem
economic and social history, came in my third year with perhaps the most influential of all
Oxford special subjects in recent years, ‘Social and Economic Policies during the Ministry of
Peel, 1841-1846” under the guidance of the late Angus Macintyre. This proved of enormous
importance — partly in drawing me to an enduring interest in economic policy-making but
also in more clearly shaping in my mind the contours of the nineteenth-century middle class.
In particular I now perceived as its leading members, the Lancashire mill-owning class,
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whose Anti-Corn Law League seemingly embodied an overt bourgeois challenge to the
aristocracy. Despite of course readily conceding that the Repeal of the Com Laws owed
much to aristocratic self-interest and that, in political terms, the aristocracy remained
dominant, it became apparent that the middle classes had been written out of English history
to my mind to a quite inexplicable degree. I therefore now became attached to the idea of
studying the cotton masters as a prototypical middle class group, modelling myself on
Stone’s ‘histoire totale’. The real problem was how to go about such a study but here I found
much of value in one of the few ‘4dnnales’ type attempts to extend their approach into the
nineteenth century, Adeline Daumard’s La Bourgeoisie Parisienne de 1815 & 1848 (Paris,
1963). Like Stone’s Crisis, this based itself on a vast and disparate culling of archival
sources and ranged from social stratification to the classically French participation a la vie
collective. From both Stone and Daumard I conceived as the best possible way to study a
relatively small social group to lie in collective biography — for while such a method ruled out
studying the bourgeoisie as a whole, it did lend itself to treating sub-sections of it. Studying
the industrial bourgeoisie was, in the 1970s, an idiosyncratic ambition in a university that still
distrusted industry (were not the strike-ridden Morris Motors merely a source of disruption in
a university town?) and in a faculty that believed the bourgeoisie mythical. But I won the
support of my tutor, and soon to be a patient and long-standing supervisor Pat Thompson.

Ironically, having embarked, as I thought, to study the most influential group in modern
British economic history, I soon found that this interest largely separated me from the
discipline as it was then developing. That famous series of seminars at Oxford in the early
seventies — Fogel, Engerman, North, Parker — served only to convince me that the emerging
school of cliometric history held little in common with the concerns of the economic history
of Tawney or Thirsk. However ingenious its techniques and strikingly revisionist its
intellectual results — it did not promise to illuminate the areas of social behaviour of modern
Britain in which I was interested. On the other hand, the prosopographical approach I had
absorbed from Stone — if practised by few (and they mostly ancient historians) did seem to
me to blend an element — amateur, no doubt - of quantification with the larger ambition to
study a group in the round and to avoid casual impressionism.” This eventually, with the
support of Max Hartwell as college supervisor at Nuffield, and Peter Mathias as temporary
supervisor, encouraged me to adhere to my study as originally conceived (two theses, not
one, as Peter Mathias wamed) which was eventually published as The Cotton Masters, 1830-
1860 in 1984.

Collective biography has remained relatively unfashionable but it still has much potential as a
technique to study elite social groups, and to test common generalisations as to many facets
of their behaviour and identity. This is easiest for the aristocracy but is also important for the
continuing study of the British middle class, whose detailed study only began in the late
1960s and 1970s.® This necessarily involves the selection of subgroups amenable to study, as
successfully done for bankers and regional elites by Cassis and Berghoff respectively.® For
this reason it has been odd that until recently the vast amount of information collected in the
Dictionary of Business Biography’ has remained untapped. Only now have the articles of
Tom Nicholas shown how prosopographical material can be used to test some hoary old
questions as to the nature of British entrepreneurship and its alleged failure.® If the current
post post-modern drift towards a largely uncritical cultural history is to be tempered by a
quantitative approach, then collective biography is one potentially fruitful way forward. With
the increasing availability of CD-Rom sources such as Who's Who 1897-1998, the Dictionary
of National Biography and, in 2004, the New DNB the way is open to valuable studies of
social elites and of occupational sub-groups, whether aristocratic wives, civil servants,
generals, bishops, or businessmen. Economic historians concerned with people in the past
need therefore not be confined to statistical people and should not shrug off the study of
actual people. In particular, the history of the British middle class is still to be written.
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The legacy of my own attempt to write one portion of that history was a determination not to
become an ‘economic historian’ pur sang - but to resist sub-categorisation and to embrace as
far as possible an approach to the past which based itself on underlying economic factors but
did not omit power, society, ideas, foreign policy, and the administrative process. Finding
myself in a department of International History at the LSE in the 1980s provided me with the
opportunity to pursue this wider remit. It was a department which had in the past paid
considerable attention to economic aspects of international history (as for example in some of
the works of W. N. Medlicott”y and which had spawned at least one future professor of
economic history (Alan Milward). Of course, in the days before departments, the first director
of the School had himself lectured on themes such as the Economic Policies of the Great
Powers in the nineteenth century.® In this institutional context, I took up the study of
neglected issues in the history of international political economy, for example, a foray into
the history of the bimetallic movement, a debate long forgotten by economic historians who
thought in terms of the gold standard as if this had been eternal and uncontentious, simply a
technical mechanism, rather than part of a hotly contested political and diplomatic process.

A second more important policy issue whose study had been also largely neglected, falling
through the interstices between economic and political history was that of free trade. Of
course there had been some attempts to study this from a cliometric perspective’ but this also
provided an example of where the quantitative approach had narrowed attention and
diminished the significance of issues. The study of free trade was not simply that of the
pursuit of the most growth-maximising economic policy but the interplay of ideas, interests,
parliament, the people and morality. Oddly, historians hitherto had been greatly concerned
with tariff reform, but free trade after the Repeal of the Corn Laws remained in the 1980s, as
the unrepentant Cobdenite F. W. Hirst had called it in a different context, a ‘cause without a
history”.'® T therefore attempted to write that history, seeking to explain the diverse ways in
which free trade had become the dominant, integrating ideology in Victorian Britain, and
explaining why Britain alone among the leading powers adhered to free trade after the ‘Great
Depression’.!" Free trade broadly conceived embodied not only a fiscal and economic
strategy with vital ramifications for the state but also a morality that helped bind together
elite and popular cultures. The nature of the state and of political culture in turn provide
crucial components of the explanation of economic policy, moving beyond the still all too
common ‘City’ versus ‘Industry’ explanations. Such linkages between the state, culture and
economy are now being profitably explored by younger scholars. Free trade in its crudest
form had of course long been preconceived as the ideology of an ascendant bourgeoisie and
in several shapes - whether evangelical, Ricardian or Cobdenite - it does provide an important
aspect of the world-view of the middle class. But more importantly, as underlined in Richard
Price’s recent book,'? free trade can now be seen as a vital and peculiar part of the way in
which the political economy of modern Britain was constructed. Alongside themes such as
empire and fiscal policy, it illustrates the impossibility of separating politics and economics.
It suggests therefore that economic historians in the future should be readier to embrace the
old sphere of ‘political economy” if the subject is not to cut itself off from a new generation
of historians. Through the study of political economy - by putting back in what the
counterfactual historians have left out - economic history can fruitfully reconnect itself with
many of the concemns of international relations as well as of social and political history.

Anthony Howe (b. 1950) was educated at Wadham College, Oxford, and Nuffield College,
Oxford. He is currently Reader in International History at LSE. His interests include the
formation of the Victorian middle class, industrial elites and the City of London 1815-1914,
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Huskisson and the making of the nineteenth-century British state, and the international
history of free trade from Adam Smith to globalisation.
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The Economic History of Life

Pat Hudson

I came to economic history in an effortless way: it was all around me as a child. Studying it has
helped to make sense of my experiences of growing up in an industrial town on the fringes of
Britain in the post war years. Afterwards, as I moved via London to West Yorkshire, Liverpool
and South Wales my understanding of regional cultures and of their interactions with wider
pulses of national and global commerce and power, has been formed by the sorts of questions
which economic history provokes and by the observation and analysis which a social science
training encourages. Economic history is thus an integral part of my life.

In Barrow-in-Furness in the 1950s ship yard cranes dominated the skyline and the buzzer
marked out the working day. At its signal thousands of walking and cycling workmen rushed
home across the bridge and past the town hall in the gathering dusk: a flow of humanity so
strong that it could suck you in and drag you along. I watched the launch of some of the biggest
P&O liners and the earliest submarines of the dreadnought class, sitting on my Dad’s shoulders
or waving bunting along with a school party. We had a great view from Walney island, close
enough to hear the cheers of the workers in the Yard half a mile away, to see the clouds of dust
raised by the snapping chains and to watch the backwash speed across the channel and splash
against our feet.

My Dad worked as a self employed joiner. Before 1958 when he bought his first van (a
Vanguard Standard pickup) he pushed all his tools and equipment in a hand cart. His workshop
was next to my first school so sometimes I got a lift home in the cart along with the wood
shavings and the hammers and nails. T can still smell those tools and hear the noise of the
wheels turning.

First generation migrants from farming to the town, my parents took in lodgers, kept hens and
rabbits and grew all our vegetables. The lodgers from the Yard were migrant workers who
swelled the population of Barrow for the duration of building a particular ship. They were
always from the other great ship building areas: they were Geordies, Scousers or from Belfast or
Glasgow. Their accents were almost unintelligible. In different seasons we set long lines for
flounders, went blackberrying and nutting, picked damsons and mushrooms. I knew the feel and
the smells of the land and from my father I developed a keen knowledge of wildlife, especially
birds. I was not a hot house plant.' I remember getting early recognition at junior school for
writing a description of a disused canal: full of old prams and rubbish where narrow boats and
horses had once been busy. Mallard, coot and minnows surviving amidst the rubbish. Nature
reclaiming the landscape: economic history and natural history together.

Alongside the household chores and book keeping, Mum made all our clothes, - beautifully
smocked and tailored - apart from socks, underwear and Dad’s suit and trilby. She also worked
at Listers factory, roving wool on the evening shift in the 1960s and 70s. Apart from mounds of
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rubble and concrete nothing remains of the building where she spent so much backbreaking
time in the heat and noise. It’s all quiet now: bracken and loostrife, clumps of birch trees,
seagulls on the wet tarmac, a blackbird or two. A cycle of industry gone, along with the ship
building, and so many lives and livelihoods.

We had holidays in Morecambe or Blackpool steaming along what must be one of the most
beautiful rail routes in the world, skirting the coast and saltmarshes of Morcambe Bay with the
Lakeland fells, enclosures and tenant farms in full view. We stayed as paying guests in boarding
houses supplying our own food which the landlady cooked. We had to spend all day outdoors.
Such places were full of Alan Bennett families on Wakes Week trips from the textile centres of
Lancashire and Yorkshire. More occasionally, we went to London where we stayed with my
disabled Great Aunt Maggie who had spent her working life in service there. She lived in a
rented room, cooking on a primus. In 1953 we slept out on the pavement in the Mall to wave
flags at the Coronation parade. Aunt Maggie was very ambitious for me. She took me to
museums and bought me a trunk (when I was about eight) so that I would be able to come to
University in London and become a teacher.

Fortified with free orange juice, antibiotics and polio vaccinations, provided with the
opportunities of a grammar school education (now also for girls), my generation carried all the
hopes for post war betterment. A burden of responsibility to fulfil the frustrated aspirations of
our parents. But a small town grammar school with no social science, a childhood of flat caps,
whippet racing, Royalism, deference, and bike rides with the Anglican Young Peoples’
Association. None of this prepared me for the thrill of the metropolis, cinema and theatre, LSE
sherry parties, esoteric debate, student revolt, feminism, atheism and my first encounters with
economics and economic history. I stepped off the overnight bus at Victoria in October 1967,
before the tube had started for the day. I remember nervously eating at a Lyons Corner House
before arriving at cold, mice-infested digs, opposite St Olave’s Irish Social Centre in Manor
House. Every Saturday I empathised with the young Irish navvies who hung around the glare
and noise of the dance hall adrift and lonely: the anomie of the migrant far from the culture of

home.

I survived with the help of breathless and truly exciting lectures from a young man with a shock
of hair, Dudley Baines; the laconic, gentlemanly wit and intelligence of Donald Coleman;
kindly commitment from Arthur John and Jim Potter; and some doses of first principles of
economics, as applied to the early modern economy, by Jack Fisher who taught in a room full of
papers, overflowing ash trays and whisky bottles. Peter Earle, Eddie Hunt, Olive Coleman, and
Charlotte Erickson also taught me: I was very lucky. The legacies of Tawney and Ashton, and
the creative tensions which these provoked, were strong at the School. Alan Day and Alan
Walters lectured me on supply and demand curves and a diminutive, worry-bead clutching Peter
Bauer, operating well below his preferred depth, backed these up with some seemingly
unrelated seminars idealising the free market. Impressed by my contributions (which tended to
be less inhibited than those of my male peers but which were just common sense) he wrote a
laudatory letter to my parents: ‘intelligent without being a blue stocking’. Bemard (later Lord)
Donahue, tutored me in politics with irony, sarcasm and double entendre. As a working class
girl with a strong Cumbrian accent (which he and others mimicked to good effect), I never
knew how seriously I was being taken but I slowly learned the rules of academic engagement in
what was (even if you were a blue stocking - and certainly if you were not) a very gendered
environment. The Tawney Society, then presided over by the exuberant and friendly (then post
grad) Negley Harte, provided just the sort of alcoholic diversions that were required.

It was the days of student protest, angry young people, arrests on campus, obsession with
revolutions, new sexual ‘freedoms’. Not to be a Marxist was unthinkable and in any case it
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appealed to my already strong sense of the importance of the economic. Much time was spent
talking politics, measuring life in coffee spoons. It took me four rather than three years to gain
my degree but I had learned a lot besides economics and history.

After a year working for Unilever, I resumed an academic career by accepting a Pasold
Research Fellowship at the University of York. The brief was to work with Eric Sigsworth in
cataloguing textile business records which he had helped to salvage from the death throes of the
Yorkshire trade. In early November 1971 on a wet and overcast day he introduced me to the
industrial towns, villages and stone built hamlets of the West Riding, exploring derelict
weavers’ cottages above the tree line, visiting the sites of water powered mills, now hen houses
or barns but often with their waterwheels still in tact and mill races and ponds clearly visible in
the undergrowth. We ate sandwiches on a hill looking at the landscape: the road, rail and canal
lines finding the easiest routes along the valley bottoms, chimneyed towns nestling in the wider
floors and above these the hillside sites of earlier rural-industrial activity. I could have had no
better nor more enthusiastic guide and I was hooked.

My subsequent research has focused upon industrialisation, particularly in Yorkshire, and upon
industrialising communities, using regional, local and micro-historical approaches to address
bigger questions.” I spent much time studying business records still in private hands or in the
dusty basements of West Yorkshire museums. I met many very helpful (often eccentric)
museum curators. In the days before orderly libraries and computer terminals, I recall with
great fondness the cosiness of research with a coal fire blazing in the search room and the
curator’s dog asleep across my feet. My work has been much informed by economic analysis
but, as Eric Hobsbawm nicely put it ‘It is an obvious drawback of economics as a subject
dealing with the real world that it selects out some and only some aspects of human behaviour
as ‘economic’ and leaves the rest to someone else’.’ As economics retreated further into
formalism from the 1960s, economic history held out the possibility of comprehending
economic activity which involved much more than constrained optimisation and supply and
demand responses. Research, as well as experience of life, impressed upon me the
inappropriateness of firm conceptual boundaries between ‘economic’ and ‘non economic’
activities and behaviour. In my research the fusion of economic, familial, social and cultural
activities and networks has appeared central. As are the connections between the ‘public’ world
of commerce and industry and the ‘private’ world of individuals and families, the importance in
economic ‘rationality’ of group perceptions and subjectivities, and the role of tacit knowledge
and unarticulated, often localised, understandings.’ The embeddedness of economic activity
within the social, cultural and personal fabric of everyday life means that the economic historian
must ask additional questions and use other sorts of methods alongside those of the economist.
This is what attracts me to economic history.

Despite its growing sophistication, with new institutional economics, new growth theory,
bounded rationality, and new ideas about risk aversion, asymmetries and moral hazard, modern
economics remains focused on the role of interests in explaining economic behaviour. Along
with formalism this has contributed to the isolation of economics within the social sciences. It
sets itself apart by being the only discipline defined by a methodology rather than by its subject
matter. Rational choice theory has of course been very successful in spreading to areas of social
and cultural analysis which were previously regarded as beyond its purview.’ But this signals a
growing rather than diminishing methodological polarity in social science because, unlike
economists, most sociologists and anthropologists approach the same questions from a different
starting point. Where economists start with interests and then take institutions and social
behaviour into account, sociologists start with society, culture and institutions, explaining how
economic behaviour (oriented towards interests or utilities) is ‘embedded’ within them. These
approaches involve different methodologies which limit their potential for integration but
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economic history can be sited at their interface and this gives hope for the future.

That an understanding of the economic can best be approached by detailed ethnology and thick
description which can then be brought to bear to illuminate and restructure models and ideas
derived from social science (including economics) has been the lesson of my empirical work.
The tension between a positivism based upon the science of large numbers (usually geared to
policy making) and the value of detailed ‘readings’ and/or description in grasping underlying
subjectivities, social interaction and structures ‘in the process of structuring™, is one which
inhabits all social analysis. It is this tension that keeps me excited about economic history.

The choice between history as poetry or history as science (history as a text to be read or as a
model to be built and tested) is stark and overdrawn but is often posed in theoretical debate. In
the sort of small-scale research which I am doing at present, both approaches are necessarily
integrated and this promotes my engagement with broader theoretical issues. By approaching
economics from the perspective of everyday life, micro-history and ethnology, I hope that my
future work will make a contribution to rethinking the place of the economy in social analysis
and also to debates about the methodology of the social sciences more generally. In this process,
I like to think that, just as when I was a child, I am learning as much from observation as from
abstractions.

Pat Hudson (b. 11. 12. 1948, in Barrow in Furness) gained her BSc. (Econ) from LSE and D.
Phil from the University of York. She taught at the University of Leeds (1975-6) and at the
University of Liverpool (1976-97) where she was promoted to a personal Chair in 1993. Since
1997 she has been Professor of History at Cardiff University. Her publications have focused
upon industrialisation in Britain, the family economy, regional and local history. Her most
recent book is History by Numbers (Amold, London 2000) and her current research concerns
the place of the economy in social science.

1. Lucien Febvre argued that historians of his time were hot house plants: most were raised too far away from the
sights, sounds and smelis of man’s constant battle with the land and the elements for an empathetic understanding
of pre-industrial history. Part of the Annales project, as he saw it, was to regain this contact by becoming more
conscious of senses other than sight and sound: The problem of unbelief in the sixteenth century: the religion of
Rabelais (1942, Eng. trans., Cambridge, Mass. 1983)

2.The approach used in my most recent research is that of micro-history allied to the ‘thick description’ first
expounded by Clifford Geertz in The Interpretation of cultures (1973). The purpose of micro history is to say a
great deal about the wider world and about wider structural forces but from a more concrete, less abstract,
perspective, rooted in vernacular experience and expression. See H. Medick, ‘Missionaries in a rowboat?
Ethnological ways of knowing’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, 1987 p.93. The relationship
between micro history and theories of social systems is explored further in C. Ginzburg and C. Poni, ‘La micro-
histoire’ Le Debat, 17, 1981, 133-3676-105. Although born partly as a reaction to positivism, micro history
deliberately eschews the disabling relativism of post- structuralism favouring the use of traces, signs and details
of evidence to grasp elements of an opaque reality. It also necessarily rejects traditional divisions of labour: for
example, where the historian is assigned to gathering evidence and the economist encouraged to provide the
theory. In this approach the two are inseparable.

3. E. J. Hobsbawm, On history (London, 1997) p. 109.

4.The sort of knowledge which Hayek argued was so fundamental that central planning could never work. F. A.
von Hayek,

S. This started with work on the neoclassical economics of the family by Gary Becker but for recent examples
see M. Tommasi and K. Lerulli, The new economics of human behaviour (1995) which uses the methods of
modern economics to analyse sex, drugs, crime, marriage divorce, alcohol, religion, politics and crime.

6.A phrase most often associated with A. Giddens but found earlier in the writing of Geertz and recently taken
up in important theoretical debate in sociology by Z. Bauman in particular: See his Intimations of Post-
modernity (1992).
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Economic History and Area Studies — the View from the
Periphery

Janet Hunter

As an economic historian of Japan I have often felt myself located on the periphery of the
economic history discipline in this country. The same, I suspect, has been true for many
other economic historians working on the countries of Asia, Africa and Latin America. It is
only relatively recently that many history and economic history departments have begun to
extend their teaching beyond the primarily British (and to a lesser extent North American and
European) focus which has long been the foundation of the discipline in the UK. This
broadening out is, of course, welcome, but a glance at the content of papers at recent
economic history conferences, particularly those by young researchers, suggests that the
focus of economic history research in many British universities at the start of the twenty first
century continues to be strongly ‘British’. To call this an alarming insularity would be
excessive, but I do think that, notwithstanding the excellence of much of this research, this
situation should be food for thought.

It would, of course, be surprising if our comparative advantage did not lie in the vibrant study
of British economic history. Research can build on the existing strong tradition of work in
this area, as well as the accessibility of data sources. However, the extent of the continuing
dominance of this emphasis is in some respects more puzzling. Firstly, such an intensive
concentration on research on one’s own country and region is not necessarily found
elsewhere. In the case of Japan, certainly, more economic historians are studying their own
economic development than that of any other economy, but this group does not constitute
such an overwhelming majority as in the British case. Secondly, the increasingly multiracial
nature of society not just in Britain, but in most of the countries from which students come to
study in the UK, might have been expected to increase ‘consumer’-led pressure for change,
something to which many British universities have been inclined to respond with only too
much alacrity. Witness the 20-plus posts in Chinese economics and management advertised
last year under a major funding initiative. Economic historians have in general, perhaps,
been slow to capitalise on their strengths in a university environment in which ‘relevance’
stands high on the agenda, ‘globalisation’ has been the buzz-word, and economics has been
becoming increasingly theoretical and mathematical. Thirdly, the boom in the study of
British economic history was at least in part a reflection and a consequence of Britain’s status
as the first nation state to industrialise, and its dominant position in the international
economy. Given the tendency of academic research to mirror the fluctuations in economic
fortunes, our discipline might have been expected to adjust itself accordingly.

That it has not done so is at least partly due to institutional constraints, notably the framework
within which the social sciences, including history, have been taught and researched in the
past. The study of non-European and non-North American societies has been primarily
located in self-contained ‘area studies’ centres. Research students of economic history and
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the other social sciences working on non-Western areas have traditionally been taught in
departments that brought together expertise on their chosen geographical area or country
rather than their discipline. Most such students still work outside disciplinary departments.
In the economic history recruitment market they can be quite correctly perceived, whatever
their merits in their chosen area, as lacking in disciplinary depth, in the general economic
history training that might equip them to teach the bread and butter courses already existing
in the department to which they may be applying. The tendency is therefore for ‘disciplinary’
specialists to exclude those who share their interests, but who may be less well equipped to
teach what has been considered the core of the discipline. At the same time area studies
specialists have too often used their area studies expertise as a substitute for disciplinary
excellence, resulting in the production of research that can be considered in disciplinary terms
as second rate.

An associated factor is the extent to which a researcher possesses the theoretical knowledge
or technical skills, particularly the quantitative skills, which have come to be so widely used
in many areas of the discipline. Economic historians of non-European/non-North American
areas are still more likely to be the product of an area studies environment, which may well
not be able to provide them with such skills. The need to devote time to studying an Asian or
African language, for example, can also detract from the time spent on acquiring other skills.
It is thus the case even now that economic historians who work on Asia, Africa and Latin
America are less likely to possess the sophisticated quantitative skills used by many of their
counterparts working on Europe and North America. This is compounded by the fact that in
the case of many developing economies, the non-availability of reliable statistical data on a
scale that might permit quantitative manipulation even for the latter part of the twentieth
century, let alone earlier, is likely to render such skills largely superfluous. Of course,
economic history retains, and should retain, a diversity of approaches and methodologies, but
this is one that is less likely to be accessible to many historians working outside the European
or North American areas, and which is often a less appropriate tool for their research.

The pressures that universities have come under to sustain the research output of staff, and to
ensure that graduate students complete their theses quickly have also played a part, by
tending to promote research on more ‘manageable’ topics. While established researchers are
likely to be better able to pursue their interests, we all know that staff at the start of their
careers are under enormous pressure to publish, while graduate students have to be told that a
Ph.D. is a hurdle rather than a major contribution, and discouraged from tackling anything
too ambitious (and interesting). A clearly defined topic that relies on easily accessible data
sources and is located in a well-established historiography has obvious advantages over one
where the historiography is extremely limited, where the availability of data is uncertain, and
where writing up is unlikely to be able to begin prior to the third year of research, following a
second year of costly fieldwork outside the UK. Under the circumstances a British-European
focus is entirely rational.

However, the present balance of study clearly has implications in terms of the interests of our
student consumers, the pressure to take more overseas students, the closures and mergers of
economic history departments that we have witnessed, and the shortfall in student
applications. The experience at LSE, admittedly with a unusually international student body,
is that cosmopolitan courses and research expertise have played an important role in helping
to ensure our survival as an independent unit. Of course, institutions are different, and each
must play to its own strengths, but there are good arguments to be made that these problems
do not betoken a crisis in the discipline — economic history remains, after all, the very core of
the historical experience — but may in part be associated with a failure sufficiently to extend
the focus of the discipline beyond its traditional core. Particularly in a changing intellectual
climate, in which academic contributions have challenged the belief that the economic history
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of Britain and the West is the essential starting point for our understanding of economic
development more broadly, my own feeling is that if the UK is going to remain the centre of
excellence in the discipline that it has been in the past, we cannot afford to be seen as
anything less that international or transnational.

For me this is much more than just a marketing issue, though. Lying outside the
‘mainstream’ has been positively damaging when it comes to understanding and analysis of
Japan’s economic history. It has reinforced the notion of ‘difference’ which dominated
Western perceptions of Japan’s economic development for much of the twentieth century. As
the first non-Western nation to industrialise, and that significantly in advance of its Asian
neighbours, Japan always was going to be ‘different’. Its pattern of development meant that
it did not fit neatly into any category of industrial or developing economy, and yet its growth
and industrialisation posed questions fundamental to our understanding of long term
economic change. With few exceptions, though, analysis of Japan’s historical experience
was left to area studies specialists. In a climate of envy of Japan’s success, and in the
absence of rigorous application of the analytical tools and methodology of economic history,
Japan became the ‘honorary Westerner’, whose achievement of that status remained
something of a paradox. Explanations tended to revolve around a one-off combination of
timing, hard work, good luck and a mysterious undefined ingredient often referred to as
‘culture’. Lack of wider access to the substantial writings of Japanese economic historians
helped to confirm this view.

We have, fortunately, moved on since the days when this catch-all ‘uniqueness’ explanation
seemed to carry all before it. Application of economic theory to the Japanese case, the
incorporation of Japan in comparative work, and the exhaustive study of some of the
institutions of Japanese economic activity, have produced a much more nuanced view of what
was really going on. The growth of other Asian economies has led to Japan’s being
increasingly analysed in its Asian context. As most specialists on Japan will confirm, the
more one researches Japanese history, the greater the number of points of similarity and
comparison one finds with other economies. Nevertheless, the view of Japan as ‘different’,
as being more ‘unique’ than anywhere else, tends to live on, increasingly at odds with the
reality we research. It is hard to conceive how such a seemingly innocuous concept has done
so much damage both to academic analysis and international understanding.

Failure to examine the Japanese experience with sufficient rigour also skewed our research
agenda. Most research on Japanese economic history over the last three decades has resulted
directly from the stimulus of Japan’s growing significance in the international economy from
the 1970s. Understandably, many sought to learn lessons from Japan’s ‘success’. The growth
in teaching modern Japanese economic history has likewise been a response to Japan's
undisputed economic power, and recognition of this by the academic community and its
student body. However, because Japan has tended to be treated sui generis, the questions and
issues addressed have often not been ‘universal’ ones. In particular, Western economic
historians of Japan were inclined only to ask why the Japanese economy had been so
‘successful’ and why it had grown. These are significant and valid questions in themselves,
but ones driven by the crucially important task of having to interpret Japan for a Western
audience. Many other issues that might show a negative side to that ‘success’ were
neglected, with the result that scholarship was often too uncritical of the costs of Japanese
growth, both those borne by the Japanese themselves, and those borne by other peoples.
Japan’s own historiography, strongly influenced by Marxism-Leninism, had long drawn
attention to the structural features of Japanese economic development that pitted one class
against another and exacted a heavy price, both in the early years of industrialisation, and
during the postwar years of high economic growth, but the climate was such that these
distributional issues were often overlooked in the search for the secrets of growth. Greater
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integration of research on Japan with the ‘mainstream’ of the discipline would, I think, have
enabled us to achieve rather earlier the more balanced view of Japan’s modern economic
history that has begun to emerge over recent years.

How this institutional relationship works out in the future remains to be seen. Bridging the
gap between the discipline, with its British/Western core, and the area studies ‘periphery’ has
not proved easy for either side, and is likely to remain a problem. That there is a need and
willingness for the discipline itself to evolve is apparent from the changing coverage of
economic history teaching over recent years, but area studies will remain of major
importance; no interests will be served if its members feel their research contribution will be
undervalued. I hope that both sides will continue to be more inclusive and accommodating
towards the other, in the interests of both academic excellence and practical survival. It is
perhaps still legitimate to ask, however, why, when Japan has one of the richest and most
powerful economies on earth, we still have so few scholars in the UK — in both history and
area studies departments - who specialise on its economic development.

Janet Hunter (b. 18. 7. 1948). BA Hons University of Sheffield, D.Phil (Oxon). She has
taught at the University of Sheffield and is currently Saji Senior Lecturer in Japanese
Economic and Social History at the LSE. Her research interests are comparative economic
development, economic and social history of modern Japan, development of the female
labour market in prewar Japan and the history of Anglo-Japanese economic relations.
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Economic History and the Big Picture

Harold James

Economic history (and academic history in general), where it has a bad reputation, owes that to
a narrowness of focus. There have been a variety of neatly unpleasant literary parodies, which
some practitioners will readily identify as negative caricatures of their own work: from Kingsley
Amis’s Lucky Jim working on fifteenth century shipbuilding back to Hendrik Ibsen’s stultifying
husband for Hedda Gabler (‘Tesman is a specialist, my dear Judge. . . And specialists are not
very amusing travelling companions - Not for long at any rate. . . Just you try it. Nothing but the
history of civilisation, morning, noon and night. . . And then all this business about the domestic
industries of Brabant during the Middle Ages. That’s the most maddening part of all.”).

These are unfair parodies, though: for the best part of economic history has always been the
grand nature of its sweep. Our comparative advantage lies in large scale contrasts and
comparisons. At its best, on the other hand, economic history, more than other types of history,
has a capacity to illuminate really large issues that cut across centuries and continents. Why did
particular forms of property relations develop in some societies, and not in others? How did
some societies become more prosperous? How do prosperity and demographic behaviour
interact? What sorts of institutional change are associated with increased prosperity? What sorts
of geographical unit are most appropriate to the study of these changes? That one of only two
Nobel prizes in economics, awarded to an economic historian, was given to Douglass North,
seems an appropriate recognition that it is these big issues that matter.

Economic history also does best when it draws closely on the work of economists, not just by
taking hand-me-down econometric models, and applying them relentlessly and promiscuously in
a routinised way in order to put together assembly-line standardised articles, but by isolating
issues that are soluble with the help of certain types of technique. It is striking that some of the
most important and provocative studies of economic history of the last generation have been
produced by economists who would not usually consider themselves to be economic historians:
Amartya Sen’s Poverty and Famine, Mancur Olson’s The Rise and Decline of Nations, Partha
Dasgupta’s Inquiry into Well Being and Destitution, and Deepak Lal’s Unintended
Consequences.

An accusation made against many types of historical writing is that they are distortingly
presentist, ‘whiggish’ in Herbert Butterfield’s terminology. They are said to take an agenda from
current social or political or moral debates and impose that on an interpretation of the past, that
consequently owed little to past realities but much to present dreams. It may be legitimate to
worry that the current large questions are the result of particular modern concems.
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The converse of this problem of presentist orientation, however, is that history has a peculiar
legitimacy when it tells us something unexpected about current problems. Economic history has
something quite concrete to say - something which distinguishes it from some other types of
historical writing which increasingly have taken pleasure in deconstructing, stressing the
meaninglessness of modern meaning, and the amorphous and chance nature of thought. These
may be interesting insights, but they can hardly be said to be helpful.

Periodically, the major emphases of economic history have shifted. For much of the early
twentieth century, in an era of economic turbulence, it was concerned with immiseration, the
condition of labour and the price of progress, in other words the ‘standard of living debate’. For
much of the second half of the century, it looked at development issues - what could be learnt
from the European and North American story, and how those lessons might apply to
contemporary ‘under-developed’ (later ‘developing’) economies. It was concerned with ‘models
of economic growth’. The opportunity of economic history at the turn of the millennium is that
it offers an interpretation of a really quite challenging question. That is the issue of
‘globalisation’ - the creation of an integrated international economy, with a greatly increased
level of interdependence of capital, goods and labour markets, and a rapid dissemination of
technical and organisational change.

Often we believe that this process is irreversible, that it provides a one-way road to the future.
But any kind of historical reflection leads to a more sober and pessimistic assessment.
Globalisation is very old - one evidence is archaeological, the presence of imperial Roman coins
in coastal areas in Sri Lanka and Vietnam. Henri Pirenne’s famous thesis was about what might
be termed ‘proto-globalisation’. So the worry about globalisation is that it moves in pendulum
swings between integration and disintegration. There have already been highly developed and
highly integrated international communities that dissolved under the pressure of unexpected
events. The momentum was lost, the pendulum changed direction, and went backwards. In
Europe, for instance, the universal erasmian world of the Renaissance was destroyed by the
Reformation and its Catholic counterpart and separatism, provincialism and parochialism. This
break-up of globalism has its economic parallel in the succession of an age of transoceanic
integration by an era, in most of continental Europe, in which resources were diverted into wars
and an increasing opulence of the state.

There has now been a great deal of economic history literature, some of which has even seeped
into more popular perception, of the late nineteenth century as a similar universal age to the
Roman world or the Renaissance, in which integration and progress went hand in hand. At the
beginning of his novel of the last turn of the century, Der Stechlin, the great German novelist
Theodor Fontane described the remote Lake Stechlin: ‘Everything is quiet here. And yet, from
time to time, just this place comes alive. That is when out there in the world, in Iceland or Java,
the earth trembles and roars, or when the ash from a Hawaiian volcano rains down on the Pacific.
Then the water here stirs, and a fountain shoots up and falls again.” Fontane regarded the changes
of his age with an elegiac, sometimes nostalgic pathos. Most of his contemporaries were much
more optimistic, and looked ‘ever onward and upward’. This is the world of globalisation and
rapid technical change. We live in a world like Fontane’s in which a financial earthquake in
Indonesia shakes the City and Wall Street. But Fontane’s dynamic and self-confident world was
soon to break apart. The break-up destroyed the optimistic belief in co-operation across national
boundaries, and indeed in human progress.

At the end of the last century, the world was highly integrated economically, through a mobility
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of capital, goods and people. Capital moved freely between states and continents. Trade was
largely unhindered, even in apparently protectionist states such as the German Empire. Above
all, people moved. They did not need passports. There were hardly any debates about
citizenship. In a search for freedom, security, and prosperity (three values which incidentally are
closely related to each other), the peoples of Europe and Asia left their homes and took an often
uncomfortable journey by rail, across the oceans as well as in gigantic human treks in search of a
new life and new fortunes. In the countries of immigration, the inflows brought substantial
economic growth. At the same time, in the countries the migrants left behind, their departure
resulted in large productivity gains as surplus (low productivity) populations were eliminated.
Such flows eased the desperate poverty of for instance Ireland or Norway. The great streams of
capital, trade and migration were linked to each other. Without the capital flows, it would have
been impossible to construct the infrastructure - the railways, the cities - for the new migrants.
The new developments created large markets for European engineering products as well as for
consumer goods, textiles, clothing, musical instruments.

These inter-related flows helped to ensure a measure of global economic stability. Some forty
years ago, the economist Brinley Thomas brilliantly demonstrated an inverse correlation between
cycles in Britain and the United States: slacker demand in Britain helped to make the Atlantic
passage more attractive. The new immigrants stimulated the American economy, and hence also
British exports, and the British economy could revive. The mechanisms for these inter-
connections of different markets have more recently been the subject of a large amount of work,
some of it collaborative, by Jeffrey Williamson.2

This globalisation worked, however, only to the extent to which it was socially acceptable. In
particular, it required compensation mechanisms that sheltered, at least to some extent, the
victims of change, whether they were workers, or rich land-owners, or owners of capital. In the
last third of the nineteenth century, as the previous age of globalisation came about, states began
to apply protective measures: tariffs, welfare measures, interventions in the capital market.
These were the price to be paid for integration. They also created an expectation of more similar
measures in the future, and created in this way a mechanism in which anti-globalisation
backlashes snowballed. The interventionist state derived a great deal of its legitimation from the
process of globalisation, and became increasingly an impediment to integration. Mostly the
logic of this process only came out after the shock of the First World War. It was in the Great
Depression that those who opposed the freedom of migration, and of goods and capital
transactions, saw the opportunity to move the pendulum back.

The question of globalisation thus raises the issue of institutional development. In the nineteenth
century push to globalise there were nation states but the most important developments occurred
across national boundaries. Regulation was left largely to a market which did not seem to
require international organisation. It merely needed the rule of law in each country which
participated in the global economy: it needed no or little international law. Managing
international financial crises was left largely to private interests, such as the Rothschild family
banks. On a national level this was also the case with J.P. Morgan being a de facto lender of last
resort in the big financial crises at the turn of the century.® But the combination of a global
economic world and national political units with weak powers of market regulation conjured up
debates about how a more satisfactory interlocking of economics and politics might take place.

The nation-state appeared to be obsolescent, and instead prophets of the future saw huge
empires, such as those of Britain, France, or Russia (even Germany and the United States went
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over late in the day to a fascination with blue water), or regional economic arrangements such as
those envisaged by Friedrich Naumann for Mifteleuropa. Regarding crisis management, an
increasing political pressure saw private sector solutions as open to abuse even when, as in the
case of J.P. Morgan, the rescues were handled quite brilliantly - much better than by many
twentieth century central banks. So there was a demand for national solutions (strengthened
central banks) and even international organisations, such as the League of Nations, and later the
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.* Did these make the world more secure?

There is a current debate about globalisation and backlashes, in which many very prominent
contemporary economists (Paul Krugman or Joseph Stiglitz) have intervened with only little
consideration of the long-term historical picture of globalisation. They argue for increased
international controls, and limitations on capital movements. Are we now living in an age in
which the attempt is being made to use not a Great Depression, but the fear of one as a
justification for moving back away from the world of the internationalised economy?

Economic historians should focus on the big picture issues. This is not to say that the study of
‘smaller’ topics can’t be interesting and legitimate. A great deal of the most interesting recent
work in economic history has been concerned with the application of micro-economics. But this
work at its best actually gets at the same issues: how do institutional structures and economic
results affect each other. In order to be convincing, such micro-studies need to be tied into those
large debates and discussions: to show, for instance, how entrepreneurial action is not some
constant that comes from a fundamental proclivity (Keynes’s ‘animal spirits”), but that a legal
and institutional framework can determine if and how entrepreneurship is used. For much of the
modern era, there have been two alternatives: economic innovation, or political rent-seeking.
The options between these are the consequences of historical choices in institutional
arrangement. Analysing those should be at the heart of our discipline.
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Economic History and Regional/Local History

Bernard Jennings

It is 50 years since I acquired a wife, a home and a research topic in one comprehensive
action. The home was a wing of a country house in Swaledale. At the other end of the house
I found the abandoned estate office of the major lead-mining royalty in Swaledale, containing
300 years of records in confused heaps — the raw material for a thesis on the lead mining
industry of Swaledale.

1 became particularly interested in the commercial organisation of the industry. In the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries most mines were let on 21 year leases. Left to
themselves, the lessees might do little or no development work (driving levels, sinking main
shafts) in the last few years of the lease, concentrating instead on cleaning out all the ore-
bodies within sight and leaving the mine difficult to let. Consequently negotiations for a new
lease usually centred on development work covenants rather than financial terms. In the
middle of the nineteenth century a sensible solution emerged in Swaledale in the form of
agreements that lessees would employ a certain number of men full-time on development
projects, half of them working to the directions of the lessor’s agent.

The supervisor of my thesis, Asa Briggs, raised my spirits when he told me that I had become
an expert on the evolution of leasing systems in non-ferrous metal mines, as a result of which
the academic world would beat a path to my door. Alas the path has remained completely
untrodden for nearly half a century. My laments about this led on two or three occasions to
well-meaning colleagues approaching me, their eyes shining with insincerity, to declare that
they had always wanted to know about . . . But I was not deceived. I was not only the leading
expert on the subject; I was the only person remotely interested in it. However, my work on
the commercial organisation of the industry led Arthur Raistrick, who had an intimate
knowledge of the technology of mining and smelting, to invite me to join him in writing 4
History of Leading Mining in the Pennines.

In the meantime the direction of my researches was being determined by the students in my
WEA/extramural classes. Most of these were held in the Pennine dales, where the people
tended to identify with the valley rather than the village. For example, when I began a class
on the history of Nidderdale in Pately Bridge in 1958, the students came from all over the
dale, and included farmers, farmer’s wives, people involved in the local flax-spinning
industry (including the foreman of a mill still using a water wheel), a council roadman, a
reservoir keeper and even the owner of a limestone cave. They were interested in exploring
broad economic and social themes rather than the history of particular villages.

When the class began there was no thought of going beyond a thorough study of the history
of the dale for its own sake. As the students realised that the ground they were cultivating
was both fertile and largely virgin, they began to say how interested the local community
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would be in their explorations. The end product was a 500-page book, A History of
Nidderdale (1967). The book has gone through two subsequent editions incorporating further
research (1983 and 1992), with a total print of 7,000. The profits of the first edition were
used to start the thriving Nidderdale Museum, which has its own publication programme still
keeping some of the 1958 students busy.’

Two classes in Harrogate wrote 4 History of Harrogate and Knaresborough (1970), which
covered the extensive Honour of Knaresborough as well as the two towns.? R. Fieldhouse
and B. Jennings, 4 History of Richmond and Swaledale (1978) was mainly the work of Roger
Fieldhouse’s classes in Richmond and Reeth. In 1974 I became Professor of Adult Education
at Hull, where I used my Pennine experience to plan a part-time degree in Regional and Local
History, but still kept in touch with my students in West Yorkshire. The Hebden Bridge
WEA group wrote Pennine Valley: A History of Upper Calderdale (1992), and subsequently
I worked with three other members of this team to produce 4 History of Todmorden (1996).°
By no means all of my classes succumbed to ‘the last infirmity of noble mind’, but a kind of
monitorial system developed, with experienced students acting as tutors of other classes. One
such was Maurice Turner, who took early retirement as an industrial scientist, gained a
doctorate in economic history, and has guided classes to publication, including Kith and Kin:
Nidderdale Families 1500-1750 (1995).

Following the maxim that good style means ‘courtesy to the reader’, we have tried, without
diluting the intellectual content, to present concepts and terms in a form accessible to ‘the
intelligent general reader’. Specialists can easily skim over explanations which they do not
need. For the benefits of both kinds of reader we provide detailed references. The local
market for these books is brisk. What use is made of them by specialists in economic
history? The picture varied. The material on lead mining is readily harvested. The accounts
of the flax-linen industry in Nidderdale and Harrogate and Knaresborough are recognised as
making a useful addition to the limited literature on that industry.

There are, however, a few other topics which might be worth wider attention. One is
mortality rates in the ‘Great Pestilence’ of 1349. From the court rolls and accounts of the
Forest of Knaresborough it is possible to calculate, with only marginal uncertainties, the
proportion of land vacated by death in the plague year, 46-49%. We are dealing not with
some wild guess by local historians seeking ghoulish glory for their district, but with roll after
roll listing the holdings of tenants who had ‘closed their last day’. A different administrative
system in upper Calderdale means that similar figures of 40% and 33% are understatements,
by an uncertain margin. A third township in the same area was pronounced ‘dead’, and did
not function administratively for over two years. Why bother about a few more Black Death
figures? The above areas were rural, with much dispersed settlement, demonstrating that
high mortality was not confined to tight concentrations of people.’

Extensive studies of probate inventories have provided a correction to Herbert Heaton’s view,
expressed in his masterly study of the Yorkshire woollen and worsted industries, that the two
branches had contrasting structures ¢1700, woollens being dominated by small independent
producers and worsted by large-scale capitalist employers. In fact the latter were just as
important in woollens, and ‘small independent clothiers’ operated in worsted. Some
households engaged in both branches, a sensible arrangement as the market for one kind of
cloth might be brisk while the other was slack.®

A wider question relating to the textile, and other, industries is the origin and nature of the
dual economy. Four decades ago Joan Thirsk’s article on ‘Industries in the Countryside’
showed how the manorial custom of dividing copyhold properties between surviving sons
stimulated industrial development in rural areas. In upper Swaledale (the manors of
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Healaugh and Muker), the practice was not some ancient Viking Inheritance, but developed
from letting off monastic granges and seigniorial vaccaries. These were large enough to
provide adequate family farms during the early stages of subdivision on inheritance, and the
practice evolved into a rigid manorial custom. Giving younger sons the chance to marry
increased the population and accelerated fragmentation, some holdings being divided in the
space of three generations into a number of parts ranging from 10 to 30. The alternative
occupations here were hand knitting and lead mining. By 1800 most of the farmland was
held in smallholdings by miners.’

The economic consequences of compulsory divisible inheritance are well known. There was,
however, a system of discretionary divisible inheritance in some large lordships. In both the
Forest of Knaresborough and Sowerbyshire (the upper Calderdale section of the Manor of
Wakefield), the manorial rule of primogeniture could be circumvented by the practice of
copyholders surrendering the title to parts of their land to their younger sons and receiving
back a life interest. In the course of time this dual surrender in the manor court was replaced
by the single surrender of a reversion. In Calderdale the system became so flexible that
parents could transfer the title to parts of their land to their children with the right to reclaim
it by a simple declaration. In both Swaledale and Calderdale frecholders often passed part of
their land to younger sons, perhaps influenced by local copy practice.

In the Forest of Knaresborough and Calderdale the eldest son was not infrequently given a
larger share of the land (not necessarily of the textile side) than the younger sons. The
process of subdivision was not allowed to proceed to the extremes found in upper Swaledale.
In the ‘discretionary’ areas subdivision and industrial growth were interactive processes, the
possibilities of developing the textile side of the household economy, and to a lesser extent of
intaking from the commons, encouraging copyholders and freeholders to pass land to more
than one son.®

A general feature of the textile areas of west Yorkshire was the existence of extensive
common lands on which it was difficult to prevent small-scale encroachments for building a
cottage and enclosing a small plot of land. As every weaver needed five or six ancillary
workers for such tasks as carding/combing/heckling and spinning, the cottage on the common
was an essential adjunct to the dual-economy household. It would be interesting to test the
hypothesis, for which there is some evidence, that where strict control of the commons
prevented intaking and encroachment, the development of the textile industry was severely
restricted.

The final example which I would offer is medieval farming and field systems in the
Yorkshire uplands. Theses are sometimes described as predominantly pastoral areas in which
common arable fields were unknown. In fact there were two quite distinct agrarian
economies, especially before cI300. One consisted of monastic granges and seigniorial
vaccaries, concentrating on large-scale cattle and sheep rearing. Fountains Abbey, for
example, grew com in the lowlands round the abbey and in the Vale of York; used
Nidderdale for cattle rearing and the wintering of sheep; and in the summer grazed its sheep
and young cattle on the high limestone pastures in Craven. The peasant in the parallel
economy could not specialise in this way. Their ‘cash crops’ were normally livestock
products, but for subsistence they relied on cereals, the great bulk in the form of oats, which
could best withstand the cool and damp climate. Holdings consisting of intermixed selions
subject to ‘average’ (the right to pasture stock after the harvest had been gathered) were
found in the heart of the Pennines, although the cropping arrangements were different from
the ‘classic’ lowland systems. When vaccaries and granges were split up and let off to
tenants we find meadow and pasture being converted to arable, as shared fields.?
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If the suggestion that scholars in the Deep South, i.e. the lands beyond Sheffield, should be
more cautious in generalising about upland Yorkshire leads to accusations of Yorkshire
chauvinism, I have the perfect defence. I come from Lancashire. If I am ever introduced, as
a public speaker, by a Yorkshire chairman who offers a disparaging apology for my origins, [
explain tactfully that I am eternally grateful to Yorkshire because I realised that there was no
chance of someone with only moderate talents making a successful career in Lancashire. For
some reason I never receive repeat invitations.

It would be unrealistic to ask writers on topics in English economic and social history to skim
through all the more substantial regional and local histories in the country in search of
relevant material. There are far too many such works. One answer to the problem might lie
in a reconsideration of reviewing strategy, the regional and county journals looking at studies
in the round, and the national journals, e.g. the Economic History Review, providing short
reviews which concentrate on noting the additions to knowledge likely to be of interest to the
readers of that journal.

There is room for improvement in the first category of journals. I would like review editors
to urge reviewers to identify the main contributions to knowledge in a book, even if this
means that they would no longer have room for such laments as being unable to find
‘Quakers’ in the index until they looked under ‘religious life’. I am the last person to argue
that regional and local studies should be regarded essentially as tributary streams to the great
river of English economic and social history, but the use of short specific reviews would
enable many more to be published. Such a review might say, ‘This book makes a significant
contribution to the discussion of the origins of the planned, nucleated village’; or even, ‘This
book satisfies the long-felt hunger of the academic world for knowledge of the evolution of
leasing systems in non-ferrous metal mines’.

Bernard Jennings (b. 7. 4. 1928) was educated at London (BA) and Leeds (MA). His thesis
was on ‘The Lead Mining Industry of Swaledale’. He was WEA tutor from 1950-61, elected
to North Riding County Council 1955, 1958, 1961. Department of Adult Education,
University of Leeds 1961-1974, lecturer then senior lecturer in History. Liberal candidate in
Huddersfield East, 1964 general election, won the bronze medal. Department of Adult
Education, University of Hull, Professor of Adult Education 1974-1990, Professor of
Regional and Local History 1990-93. National President of the WEA 1981-91. He is
currently Emeritus Professor at the University of Hull and has two areas of research interest:
the subject of Adult Education and regional economic and social history, especially in
Yorkshire.
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Pennines (1965), pp312-3; R. Fieldhouse and B. Jennings, A4 History of Richmond and Swaledale (1978),
ppi35-9.
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8 B. Jennings, ‘The study of local history in the Pennines, the comparative dimension’, Transactions of Halifax
Antiquarian Society, NS Vol. 3, 1995, pp 22-6; A History of Nidderdale (3" edn), pp 56-7; Pennine Valley: A
History of Upper Calderdale, pp 53, 78-82.

® B. Jennings, Yorkshire Monasteries: Cloister, Land and People (Otley, 1999), chapters 5-7; A History of
Todmorden, pp25-30; Pennine Valley: A History of Upper Calderdale, pp28-32; A History of Nidderdale 3"
edn), pp 37-46, 94-105.
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Migrations in Economic History

David J. Jeremy

This is an autobiographical piece. All my working life has been related to historical studies,
either by teaching, research, or museum curating. However, in veering between institutions,
historical sub-disciplines, time periods, and continents, my career has been untypical of
British academics. Things began unexpectedly. Until I went to university (Keele) at the age
of eighteen, I was not greatly interested in History and certainly not Economic History. My
main passion was drawing and painting. My spare hours were spent cycling out into the
Berkshire countryside in order to sketch a watermill here, a prehistoric fort there, a parish
church somewhere else. My devout Nonconformist parents encouraged this tentatively.
Around O Level time in 1955 they suggested that I think about becoming a draughtsman and
try to get an apprenticeship at nearby Harwell, the ‘Atomic Research Station’. To their
surprise and mine I passed enough O Levels to enter the sixth form. This opened the
possibility of getting a degree. Neither my parents nor my grandparents had schooling beyond
the age of fourteen, so our family knew little about university except that a degree was a
passport to a good job. I had better stay on in the sixth form and try to get onto a degree

course: in Fine Art, I hoped.

A new headmaster, John L. Cain, arrived soon after I moved up to the sixth form at
Wallingford Grammar School. Like the previous head, he was an Oxbridge man but was
much younger, having served in the Second World War while his predecessor served in the
First. In retrospect, John Cain’s advice would prove crucial. Under Tom Beale’s tuition, my
artistic abilities and my hopes of doing a Fine Art degree flourished. At the end of the lower
sixth year [ passed A Level Art with distinction (and simultaneously scraped through A Level
History). [ imagined getting into a university Fine Art department would not be difficult.
However, neither university to which I applied would give me a place. 1 was shocked and
deeply disappointed. John Cain suggested that I try a general Arts course at what was then
the University College of North Staffordshire. So I went to university on a State Scholarship
in Art and History to take a degree that did not include the subject I liked best and in which I
was most able.

My intellectual goals centred on getting a degree and becoming a schoolteacher. To keep my
training down to four years, I took an Education Diploma alongside a degree in History and
English. My results were mediocre: a 2.2 degree and an Education Diploma with
commendation. Drawing and painting became hobbies, but were still useful in the classroom.
Behind all this, four formative influences fed my appetite for historical research.

The first was family. My father was a GWR railway telegraph clerk, as was my mother
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before their marriage. He advanced his education through the GWR Social and Educational
Union, the St John Ambulance Brigade, and the Wesleyan Chapel in Carmarthen. I suppose
his taste for poetry and music gave my brother (who became a professional musician) and I
our artistic preferences. Mother’s horizons were more limited perhaps. She came from a
family of smallholders in the Chiltern hills. Apparently her father was rather good at drawing.
Dad was a Methodist lay preacher and Sunday School superintendent and, after 1945, a parish
councillor.' Books and reading were therefore commonplace in our home. His long-widowed
mother came to live with us during the war (along with another of her grandchildren), thereby
cramming six people into our three-bedroomed council house in Didcot. Grandma’s cousin
was Professor Arthur Samuel Peake, the eminent Primitive Methodist Biblical scholar, and,
though we had no contact with the Peakes, our family’s respect for leamning was high. This
was augmented in the chapel where members included Harwell scientists and where,
occasionally, we had distinguished visitors (Sir John Cockcroft was one). Above all and
foundational for my brother and I were the sacrificial love of our parents and their constant
encouragement to persevere with skills for which we showed some aptitude.

The second influence shaping my appetite for historical research was faith. Methodists
believe in conversion: repentance and surrender to the rule of Christ. After a period of inward
rebellion, at 14 I became a committed Christian, at a Billy Graham Crusade in 1954. While
behavioural change came slowly, I did adopt certain attitudes and practices which have
remained. One was the habit of seeking God’s direction, believing that He had purposes for
my life. This eased my switch away from Art: God had moved the points. Further,
Christianity is an historical religion: history was one way to understand divine-human
interactions. As well as that, if God wanted me to engage in historical research, the handicap
of a weak undergraduate degree could be surmounted.

A third influence were my early History teachers: Mary Mollison (later Mrs Mary George) at
school; Hugh R. Leech, a Balliol medievalist, at Keele. They taught me to write, to analyse
and organise thoughts and data, to be questioning. Again, like my parents, they gave me
encouragement. Miss Mollison encouraged me to take A Level, and then S Level, History.
Hugh Leech persuaded me to work for a part-time master’s degree (at Bristol) when I started
as a school teacher in Swindon.

Last, there was the influence of my artistic inclinations. Traditional, representational art, ‘my
kind’, has certain cognitive ingredients which can be transferred to historical research and
writing. One is the quest for a new angle on the familiar. Another is the need simplify a
welter of detail, yet select and retain significant minutiae. Another is the search for pattern,
contrast, relationship, composition. And the practice of accuracy in representational art has
obvious applications in historical investigation.

That I moved from part-time to full time historical research, and eventually shifted into areas
of Economic History, was really due to my first wife as much as to my own inclinations.
Theresa was a very determined person. While raising two daughters she gave me unstinting
support in my studies. She loved cooking and entertaining, as visitors from the fraternity of
historians discovered. She restrained, but did not entirely choke, my book-buying. She
helped with masses of typing when I lacked that skill. Above all, perhaps because her faith
was stronger than mine, she was the first to welcome new opportunities and to push my
career forwards. Three big moves in particular turned me into an economic historian: to
Hereford in 1963; to the USA in 1967; and back to the UK in 1973.
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We started married life in Hereford where [ had been appointed assistant lecturer in
Herefordshire Technical College. Here I taught History, including A Level Economic
History, O Level English, and recreational Art. That was pre-Mathias. Our A Level
textbooks were ‘Briggs and Jordan’ and ‘Pauline Gregg’. For the first time I studied
Economic History! Simultaneously, my researches into the eighteenth century Wiltshire
clothier Henry Wansey and his American joumnal of 1794 (a topic suggested and supervised
by Peter D. Marshall at Bristol) were bringing me into contact with practising economic
historians. Most generous in sharing information and correcting some of my early drafts was
Miss Julia de Lacy Mann. Then living in Melksham, she was preparing her definitive volume
on The Cloth Industry in the West of England from 1640 to 1880 (1971). Chris Aspin, then
writing on Hargreaves and the spinning jenny, kindly explained the workings of spinning
machines (which then I had never seen in operation).

Editing a travel journal to eighteenth century USA from a base in Hereford meant forays to
the British Museum Library and the Public Record Office in London, Rhodes House Library
in Oxford, and the American Museum near Bath. These excursions had to be supplemented
with a wide correspondence with librarians, archivists, and scholars in the USA. One
correspondent, Julian P. Boyd, Professor of History at Princeton, commissioned me to do a
small piece of research at the PRO and then in February 1967 invited me to spend a year as
one of his research associates on his pioneering project, The Papers of Thomas Jefferson (at
a salary of $8,000 a year).

At the age of 27, having gone from school to college to school, I felt that my lifetime
experience was very narrow and blinkered. Here was a great chance to savour new horizons.
But Theresa was pregnant with our second daughter, due that June. She had every reason to
reject the possibility. Instead she was keener than I to see the USA. So we seized our second
major ‘life-enhancing opportunity’. We withdrew my state pension contributions to help pay
our fares (totalling £206 14s 6d). On alien immigrant visas, with one daughter aged three
years and another three months, we sailed to New York on the Queen Mary at ihe end of
August 1967.

Beyond the flamingo pink skyscrapers, which greeted us in the morning light as we sailed up
the Hudson, lay six years of wandering scholarship. From Julian Boyd I learned much about
historical editing, not least, how meticulous and exhaustive editing could be. The year also
enabled me to find an American publisher for my Wansey thesis.”> As our time at Princeton
came to an end, an acquaintance on Arthur Link’s Papers of Woodrow Wilson project down
the corridor, John Davidson, thoughtfully put me in contact with John Munroe, chair of the
History Department at the University of Delaware. For a year [ replaced John Beer (in
Germany, following his history of science research) and taught ‘European Civilisation’. For a
new research topic I began to relate Wansey’s view of 1790s USA to the wider question of
technology transfer. Diffusion of technology, I think, I first encountered at Hagley (then the
Eleutherian Mills Historical Library), the Du Pont-funded historical research centre with links
to the University of Delaware. Here Eugene Ferguson, historian of technology, and George
Rogers Taylor, economic historian, were teaching on a graduate programme and leading
exciting seminars on early American history, some of which I attended. Meantime I applied
to the Smithsonian Institution for a research fellowship and, through the good offices of
Philip W. Bishop, English-born, LSE- and Yale-educated curator, I secured one for 1969-70
at the National Museum of American History (as it is now named). Thus began my quest to
understand technology transfer. I also joined the Society for the History of Technology and
encountered its inspirational prime mover, Mel Kranzberg.
176



Due to a stomach ulcer and operation, I did not think it wise to return to school teaching in
England (our plan) so when Tom Leavitt and Jim Hippen from the Merrimack Valley Textile
Museum’ invited me to apply to succeed Jim as curator, I leapt at the chance. Over the next
three years we enjoyed living in North Andover, Massachusetts. From the MVTM’s and the
Smithsonian’s collections I learned almost all I know about textile technology.
Simultaneously I made weekly visits to the Baker Library at Harvard, thirty miles away.
Here I entered the scholarly world of early American business records, books, and
historiography. Robert W. Lovett, archivist; Ken Carpenter, curator of the Kress Library; and
Glenn Porter, editor of the Business History Review were frequently lunchtime companions
on these visits. Al Chandler I met at Hagley and later when he visited the MVTM. Through
Phil Bishop’s introduction, the first academics I met when we moved to New England were
Arthur H. Cole and Fritz Redlich, both venerable and alert.

We sailed back to England in 1973. 1 had no job in prospect. However, the move resolved
the emotional and economic tensions we had long felt in straddling two countries and two
cultures. I started again in schoolteaching, for a term as a supply teacher in Herefordshire and
afterwards as head of the History Department at the Cecil Jones High School, Southend-on-
Sea. Here I taught A Level Economic History, now equipped with Peter Mathias’s The First
Industrial Nation. During my time at Cecil Jones I completed a part-time PhD on the
diffusion of textile technology between Britain and the USA in the early industrial period.
This was supervised at the LSE by Charlotte Erickson whose unrivalled knowledge of
nineteenth century transatlantic migration history guided me into the evidence of the US
passenger lists and the movements of the mass of artisans. The thesis was published in 1981.*

An entirely new challenge came at the beginning of 1980 when I joined the Business History
Unit at the LSE under the direction of Leslie Hannah. From American history and the history
of technology, I now moved into business history. My assignment was to edit a biographical
dictionary of business leaders in modern Britain (except Scotland, treated by Sydney
Checkland and Anthony Slaven). The dictionary, containing 1,169 entries on 1,181
individuals, was completed by the editorial team, with the assistance of about 440
contributors, within budget and on time.’ In reading all the entries one common thread
attracted my attention: the frequency of church connections. A fresh research topic came into
view: the interactions between entrepreneurs and religion. Supported by the Leverhulme
Trust, I developed this into a systematic study.®

Eventually in 1987, impatient with the uncertainties of a research staff contract, I moved
from the LSE to Manchester Polytechnic as a Senior Lecturer in Economic History. In the
years that followed a small but strong Centre for Business History has developed in the
Business School of what is now The Manchester Metropolitan University.” Our interests lie
in the directions of company boardrooms, occupational health, the cotton industry, business
ethics, and business networks. Much of this work has been funded by the ESRC, the
Leverhulme Trust, and the Wellcome Trust® A North West regional focus has been the
common theme linking together these business history topics. We have also investigated
comparisons with Japan’s cotton region, Kansai, a project which has taken thirteen years to
complete’

So, what does Economic History mean to me? In essence it has meant the privilege of using

my creative and social impulses in a working life. I have tried to understand the past on its

own terms, seeking to explore the minds, personalities, and horizons of past societies, rather
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than building econometric models of hypothetical ‘might have beens’. At the same time I
have sought to illumine the past with the aid of modern theory and, conversely, to test that
theory against the evidence of the past. As an historian of technology, I have been more
interested in the interplay between people and technological environments than in a nuts-and-
bolts approach to technical change.” As a business historian, I have been more fascinated by
the personalities of entrepreneurs and managers than by economic theories or organisation
charts." I have regarded it as a duty to hold the mirror up to the past in the hope that the next
generation may gain the perspectives and learn the lessons that will advance the social justice
and material prosperity of their day.”? At the personal level, Economic History has been a
quest which involved not only myself but also my wife and family."” It took us across the
Atlantic. It provided a career after returning to England. It has helped to tap those barely-
understood springs of personality which in my case are summed by the dominant metaphors
and experiences of the migrant, the pilgrim: inquisitive, restless, creative, moving onwards
and, of course for a Christian, upwards.

David Jeremy (b. 17. 7. 1939) is Professor of Business History at Manchester Metropolitan
University. He was educated at the University College of North Staffordshire, Bristol
University and the London School of Economics. He has been Curator of the Merrimack
Valley Textile Museum, USA (1970-73) and editor of the Dictionary of Business Biography,
(1980-85). His publications include Transatlantic Industrial Revolution (1981) and he is
currently researching culture and governance in British boardrooms in the twentieth century.

! Active in the local Labour Party, Jim Jeremy served as chairman of Didcot Parish Council in 1951.

* Henry Wansey and His American Journal, 1794 (Philadelphia, 1970).

* Now located in Lowell and named the Museum of American Textile History.

* Transatlantic Industrial Revolution: The Diffusion of Textile Technologies between Britain and America,
1790-1830s (Cambridge MA; Oxford, 1981).

* Dictionary of Business Biography (6 vols, London, 1984-86).

® Capitalists and Christians: Business Leaders and the Churches in Britain, 1900-1960 (Oxford, 1990).

" Current staff, besides myself: Dr Geoffrey Tweedale; Dr David Sunderland; Professor Douglas A. Farnie; and
Dr Francis Goodall. Richard Warren is an adjunct member of the MMU CBH.

¥ ESRC grant R000-23-8347: for a study of ‘Business leadership and industrial change in North-West England,
1750-1870’, undertaken by Dr David Sunderland, 2000-2003. Leverhulme Trust Research Fellowship allowing
me to take a sabbatical year to complete a book-length study of ‘Boardroom culture and governance, 1900-
1980s’. In addition Dr Tweedale has been supported by the Wellcome Trust in his studies of interactions
between medical, occupational health and business interests.

° Douglas A Farnie et al (eds.), Region and Strategy in Britain and Japan: Business in Lancashire and Kansai,
1890-1990 (London, 2000).

% See my Artisans, Entrepreneurs and Machines: Essays on the Early Anglo-American Textile Industries,
1770-1840s (Aldershot, 1998)

"' See my Capitalists and Christians.

12 This is one of the purposes of my textbook, 4 Business History of Britain, 1900-1990 (Oxford, 1998). This
didactic function also emerged in work on the records of the asbestos manufacturer, Turner & Newall. See
David J. Jeremy, ‘Corporate Responses to the Emergent Recognition of a Health Hazard in the UK Asbestos
Industry: The Case of Turner & Newall, 1920-1960° Business and Economic History 24, no 1 (1995) and, more
importantly, Geoffrey Tweedale, Magic Mineral to Killer Dust: Turner & Newall and the Asbestos Hazard
(Oxford, 2000). But see also my MMU Business School Working Paper, Business History for Business and
Management Students: Why? What? How? A UK View with Some International Perspectives (Manchester
Metropolitan University, Research in Management and Business, Working Paper Series, 2000).

'3 Sadly, Theresa contracted cancer and died in 1991. Family, faith, and work were bulwarks in my grieving
process. This past summer I have remarried and with Jean a new stage in the pilgrimage has begun.
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Inspiring People - What Economic History Means to Me

Christine Johnstone

Trained as an economic historian, and then as a curator, I have worked for many years in
museums run by local authorities. My current job title is ‘Senior Keeper and Keeper of Social
History’ and my duties include developing strategy, managing staff, budgets and buildings,
preparing funding bids, managing capital projects and (last but not least) organising the care
and display of some 40,000 artefacts made since 1700.!

I do a little research, but mainly on potential funding, the demand for new displays, and the
evaluation of visitor experience. I use secondary sources for information about the
collections. About once every three years, I do ‘original research’ when I analyse census
enumerators’ reports on a street-by-street basis, for specific displays.

What then does economic history mean to me? I first came across economic history as an
undergraduate at the University of York. Without ever studying social sciences at school, I
had registered for social sciences, with the vague intention of studying sociology when I
specialised in the second year. Three weeks into the first term, after only six lectures on the
industrial revolution by the inspirational Christopher Storm-Clark, I was clear about my
future. Sociology was out, I was going to be an economic historian. Why? Because
economic history sought to explain how people lived in the past, and how events in the past
had shaped everything I saw around me — industries, landscapes, wealth, poverty etc. It had a
methodology that looked at evidence and reasons, and was not just based on hunches and
opinion.

By my third undergraduate year, having been compelled to spend a good third of my final
two years studying economics, [ knew that I still wanted to study more economic history.
There were two options — I could go and learn to teach it or I could do a doctorate. Teaching
was not an attractive idea, and would involve learning about subjects other than economic
history! So I aimed for a doctorate, and was fortunate enough to do so at a time when the
government still provided adequate funding for such aspirations. Inspired by Eric
Hobsbawm’s work, I wanted to look at living standards during industrialisation. My
professor wanted more research done on some particularly extensive textile wage records in
West Yorkshire. So a D.Phil. on the standard of living of worsted workers in nineteenth
century Keighley was born.

Towards the end of my three years of research, I had to ask myself what I wanted to do next.
The answer was clear, I wanted to help other people find out about the history that had
shaped their lives. But how? School teaching did not appeal, and in any case the curriculum
left little time for nineteenth and twentieth century economic history. Academic teaching was
out. Coming just after the great expansion of university provision, as I did, there were just
not enough dead men’s shoes to fill. In any case, the history I was interested in would, I
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thought, interest everyone, not just the minority who remain in education after the age of 16.
Eventually I worked out that museums could be the answer, even though I had hardly ever
visited any. For the next five years my goal was to work in museums, to ‘bring history to the
masses’. It is hard to think of a more difficult profession to enter, especially if you need paid
employment, but eventually I became a curatorial trainee in the Modern Department of the
Museum of London. With their support, I did the necessary post-graduate museums course,
and attained my professional qualifications. Twenty years on, I’m still working in museums,
still focused on the history of the last 200 years, and still using my knowledge and experience
of economic history.

Museums are rather like ducklings on a lake. Spectators see a familiar, attractive and
seemingly effortless sight. They cannot see the legs paddling frantically underneath, and they
do not necessarily bring to mind what they know about floods, foxes and genetics. Similarly,
museum users see displays, sometimes even reserve collections, often without realising how
much work goes into producing and maintaining them. More significantly, museum users
invariably underestimate how much the museum product is affected by the staff who work, or
have worked there.

Everything that curators do affects the resources that museum visitors use, often in subtle and
covert ways. To avoid abusing their power, curators have to be driven by a strong
commitment to discipline and transparency and a strong belief in ethics. They must make a
clear distinction between subjectivity and objectivity, particularly in relation to their own
actions. For me, economic history is one of the touchstones which helps me to tell the
difference between the two, and thus to do my work to the standard which I and my
colleagues expect.

The term ‘museum’ covers a wide variety of institutions, organiséd in many different ways.
Museums can focus on history, science or aesthetics; on tourists, local residents or
researchers. They can collect artefacts, or specimens, or both; they can be funded nationaily,
locally, by universities, regiments or volunteers. They can be open one afternoon a week, or
every day of the year. Even history museums can focus on a community, a building or an
industry; on recent, earlier or ancient times. However, all museums have one thing in
common. They agree what a museum is. Through the Museums Association, the profession
has debated this issue at every opportunity, and has committed itself to the following
definition: ‘Museums enable people to explore collections for inspiration, learning and
enjoyment. They are institutions that collect, safeguard and make accessible artefacts and
specimens which they hold in trust for society’.2

All museums, whatever their specialism, balance contemporary public access with long term
preservation of the collections they manage. An institution without users is not a museum,
neither is an institution without collections. The core of a museum is the contact the public
has with the collections, and museum staff work at this core, hopefully enabling the
inspiration, learning and enjoyment that the definition focuses on. In a history museum, that
inspiration, learning and enjoyment may come from aesthetic appreciation of the collections,
or personal memories of individual artefacts, but usually it comes from the historical content.

In this context, museum staff, and in particular curators, have to guard against subjectivity.
The existing collections are often biased. In ‘social history’ collections there is almost
always an undue bias towards artefacts that are unique, long-lasting, or produced for the
wealthy. Typically, from the nineteenth century, museums hold many samplers, flat irons
and china tea sets. They do not hold much second-hand and re-used clothing or many
beerhouse mugs and glasses. In the twentieth century, artefacts from both World Wars far
outnumber those from student bedsits or interwar council houses. In many cases the chance
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to fill these gaps has long gone, as the artefacts themselves have failed to survive in private
ownership. In these circumstances, museum staff have to ensure clear documentation of the
existing collections, recording the fullest provenance and associations, simply to broaden the
potential of the collection that is available to them.

Even with the collecting policies that all museums now have, current collecting can also be
subject to curatorial bias. This is sometimes simply due to the lack of resources to do
rigorous analytical collecting, but more often because curators follow their interest and
expertise rather than use other people’s knowledge. Biases like these have to be
acknowledged, and remedied, or the museum may come to reflect the history of the curators
it has employed, rather than the district or community it is supposed to focus on.

A less subtle expression of subjectivity is in the displays, both temporary and permanent.
Museum staff generally choose the theme of the displays, decide which artefacts are both
relevant and technically suitable for display, write the accompanying text, and select
appropriate interpretation. Each of these actions is an opportunity to be subjective, to focus
on one view of history which may only be personal to the curator, but which will be validated
by its presence in a museum display.

The issue of perceived validation is important for history museums, particularly ones which
focus on a geographical area rather than an industry or a building. Outside some of the major
cities, the economic history of many of these areas has not yet been written. There may be a
history of the town, full of names and dates, published in the 1880s; perhaps even well-
researched articles on firms and individuals in local society magazines. There are often
books compiled from recent oral history, and almost always volumes of historic photographs.
National and sectoral research is available through ReFRESH (if a local institution subscribes
to it) or through one of the numerous history programmes on television. But many enquirers
and researchers will find no coherent published explanation of the development of the town
or area they are interested in. The displays in the local history museum are often the only
secondary source available to someone interested in local economic history, the only easily
available context for the information they already have, and the only guide to potential
primary sources.

In the district where I work there is a town called Castleford. After a brief, but important,
flowering as a Roman fort and town, it became an important centre of coalmining, glass
bottle manufacture, potteries and the chemical industry from the 1780s onwards. The people
of Castleford value this ‘heritage’ and have just started a well-supported local campaign led
by the Castleford Heritage Group. The aim of this group is to ‘celebrate our past, Roman
times, glass, coal, chemicals, our people, our future’.> This sounds very much like economic
history to me, but the Castleford Heritage Group are not striving to write a book or publish an
article, they want a museum.

Museum staff have to use the power that they are given in a very responsible manner.
Curators, in particular, have a duty to respect the evidence they pick up and discard when
they add to the collections and edit the displays. They must resist the temptation to present
history as a united march to a pre-destined future. They should create displays which reflect
both the diversity of views and experiences at any one time, and clearly distinguish between
fact and opinion.

Recently, Wakefield Museum has installed completely new permanent exhibitions, including

one on ‘The Story of Wakefield’. This begins with hunter gatherers coming across the land
bridge from what is now mainland Europe, and ends with a Teletubby and video footage of a
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Saturday night in a Wakefield pub in 1998.% It is the only historical overview of the city’s
history in the public domain.

Obviously, the Story of Wakefield included a display on the 1984-5 miners’ strike, as coal-
mining was then one of Wakefield’s major industries. In 1984-5, museum staff had
appreciated the historical importance of the strike and had collected a wide range of
ephemera, badges and photographs reflecting strongly-held opinions both for and against the
strike. This collection had been added to more recently, especially after the preparations for
the new display on this topic had been publicised locally.

As the curator, I had to ensure that we provided an accurate overview of events locally, not
allowing hindsight, rivalries or my own views to bias the museum’s statement of what
happened. I included anti-strike material in the displays, but grouped together, not mixed
with the pro-strike material. Where contemporary comments were available from the original
donor or photographer, these were included, but provenanced and produced in a different
type-face. The main text for this display was deliberately terse and factual:

In 1984 the National Union of Mineworkers went on strike, without a full ballot. Margaret Thatcher’s
Conservative government vowed to break the strike, and thus the power of the N.UM. After a long
and bitter struggle, the government won. In 1985 the striking miners were forced back to work.
Almost all of the pits in the Wakefield area closed down over the next ten years.

The secondary text made clear the provenance of the material on display, and the authorship
of some of the individual captions: ‘Across and around Wakefield, community groups
organised support for the striking miners. Raffles, jumble sales and concerts were held,
money collected and food parcels put together. Many of the objects here come from the
Stanley Miners Support Group, others from Featherstone and Castleford. Richard Clarkson,
a striking miner, took many of the photographs you can see. We have used his captions.’

My oniy editoriai comment was in the sub-heading of the display: ‘The Miners® Strike:
Dissent and Control’. I had used the same sub-heading for a display covering the religious
and political debates of the period 1810-50. In the six months since the new exhibition
opened, everyone seems to have accepted the Miners’ Strike display as a fair and unbiased
historical record of the strike.

Economic history underpins all of the collection-based work I do as a ‘Keeper of Social
History’. It helps me focus on artefacts as products, to put them in the context of how they
were made, who made them, what they were made for. More importantly, it supports the
analysis of cause and effect that our users crave, and which is uniquely available at the
museum.

So what does economic history mean to me? Certainly the shelves full of off-white journals
in the spare bedroom, and the fond memories of happy days at York’s concrete campus, but
also a clear underpinning knowledge of why and how industrialisation changed people’s
lives. Post-graduate research gave me some useful skills in combining accuracy with an eye
for detail, which have transferred very beneficially to my new role in preparing funding bids.
Most importantly however, economic history inspires me, and others, to look for reasons, and
to explore the past for our own, and others’ enjoyment.

Christine Johnstone (b. 3. 12. 1950) studied economic history at the University of York,
receiving her doctorate on nineteenth century living standards in 1979. Since 1980 she has

182



worked as a curator in history museums in London, Hertfordshire and West Yorkshire, and is
currently Senior Keeper and Keeper of Social History at Wakefield MDC Museums & Arts.

! Most small and medium sized museum services divide ‘human history’ collections into three groups, one by
function and two by date. Artefacts which were made for aesthetic display by elites are almost always described
as fine and decorative art, and curated separately. All other artefacts are usually divided into two groups, by
date. The early group is usually called archaeology, the later group, social history. The dividing date is often
1700.

2 Museums Association, 12 Clerkenwell Close, London ECIR OPA.

Tel: 020 7608 2933. Fax: 020 7250 1929. Email: info@museumsassociation.org.uk Website:
http://www.museumsassociation.org.uk
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Economic Growth and the Wealth of Nations

William P. Kennedy

For me, economic history is an integral part of economics. As Robert Lucas has observed,
once one reflects on the consequences of even small differences in economic growth rates
sustained over time, it is hard to think about anything else." It is therefore not surprising that
economic growth, literally the wealth of nations, with all its implications for human welfare,
should comprise a large, perhaps dominant, component of economics. However, the study of
economic growth is inevitably largely historical. To be sure, as in all other areas of
economics, evolving theory disciplines observation, interpretation, and research. Yet in
understanding growth, economic theory primarily serves to screen out the implausible and
identify the relatively small handful of factors capable of coherently explaining rising per
capita incomes over time. The confirmation that technological progress is the ultimate engine
of growth is certainly an important insight, but, in itself, is extremely limited. The important
issues remain empirical and can only be clarified by historical research. Economic analysis
cannot say (certainly not yet) what growth rates should be or even can be, let alone what they
have actually been in the past. Indeed, here historical evidence is essential in defining
precisely what needs to be explained and in this way informs economic theory even as theory
shapes the understanding of history. When and where, for how long, and in what
circumstances, has growth performance been impressively good (or bad)? Only against an
empirical framework of historical observation can competing theories of growth be
effectively tested and useful inferences drawn.

The 75" anniversary of the Economic History Society is a particularly useful point from
which to survey those aspects of history’s role in comprehending economic growth that most
interest me. Consider the current economic and financial press, which, with academic
journals not lagging far behind, is currently full of speculation about the implications of the
‘revolution’ in information technology (IT) for growth.? The 1987 observation of Robert
Solow, - that ‘You can see the computer age everywhere but in the productivity statistics’ -
has posed an enduring paradox that has prompted an increasingly intense interest in past
industrial ‘revolutions’. Above all, how does the IT ‘revolution’ compare with previous
ones? Did steam engines, railways, electricity, and motor vehicles have a bigger, more
immediate, impact on growth than computers are having now? Is it really true, as Paul David
has suggested, that it took fully 40 years for the application of electricity palpably to affect
aggregate measures of American productivity, and even longer in other advanced countries?
Interesting as these debates are, more than abstract curiosity is at stake here. The 1990s saw
an unusually sustained period of growth. Both the U.S. and the UK. are currently enjoying
record breaking expansions, at least in terms of longevity. However, this prolonged growth,
especially since 1995 and especially in the U.S., has appeared to accelerate rather than follow
precedent and fade as the expansion has matured. This growth in turn has, like the 1840s, the
1880s, and the 1920s before it, ignited what many believe to be ‘irrational exuberance’ in
financial markets. The extent to which this undeniable exuberance is irrational (or otherwise)
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hinges crucially on how the possibilities of the current IT boom compare with previous
episodes of pronounced technological advance. For better or worse, historical judgements on
this matter, and on closely related issues such as the ability of regulatory and political
regimes to accommodate technological advance, have become embedded in security prices.
In response, the well-funded research departments of prestigious financial houses like
Goldman, Sachs have discovered an interest in the market impact of the early phases of
previous waves of innovation (in Goldman’s case, the application of electricity). Historians
are likely to find their gratification at such new-found interest in their craft tempered by their
surprise at how long it has taken leading market participants to become explicit (and one
hopes more discriminating) in their historical judgements. After ail, historians have long
debated the indirect and subtle ways in which technological advance plays out. When almost
anything is possible, no disciplines offer infallible guidance to the future, but few are better
than carefully examined historical experience in preparing economic decision-makers to
anticipate the probable, while still keeping an open mind in complex, path-dependent
environments.

But participants in financial markets have compelling reasons to appreciate historical
experience well beyond simply gauging the locus and nature of the impact of technology,
vital as that might be. By its very nature, economic growth, the product of a vast myriad of
loosely co-ordinated decisions by countless thousands of agents, has never been a smooth
process, but is punctuated repeatedly by turbulence of greater or lesser violence emanating
from many different quarters in the real economy (wars, big and small; commercial rivalries
among and between firms and states; the chance sequence of discovery of processes and
resources; natural catastrophe — the list is long and can be altered to taste). Such inevitable
turbulence in the real economy, for reasons still vigorously debated, is more often than not
amplified in financial markets. Nor does the direction of influence flow only one way:
turbulence stemming independently from financial markets has the capacity to add its own
contribution to the intrinsic volatility of the real economy. In view of this, surely one of the
most important products of historical research in recent decades has been the growing
understanding of the role of monetary policy and regulation in anticipating and responding to
financial turbulence. Technological change may be the ultimate river of growth, in the sense
that in the absence of technological opportunity even the most flawless execution of
monetary policy will not produce significant sustained growth, but equally, serious policy
errors can deny the fruits of technological opportunity for decades, while causing great
immediate misery. That surely is one of the more plausible accounts of American experience
in the 1930s.

This perspective suggests that one of the most important audiences for economic historians
consists of central bankers, whose lot is not an easy one. By its very nature, serious financial
turbulence is hard to anticipate, for correct anticipation, as the efficient markets hypothesis
persuasively posits, eliminates most, if not all, of the problem. As the Great Depression all
too vividly demonstrated, turbulence in the form of wildly swinging and mostly falling prices
has the capacity, if left unchecked, to curb and progressively disrupt all economic activity.
Yet some of the bankruptcies and abnormal price declines that turbulence brings are essential
parts of growth, as the consequences of flawed (or simply untimely) decisions are revalued in
a Schumpeterian process of ‘creative destruction’. Hence central banks cannot intervene too
quickly and too supportively as lender of last resort. Indeed too great eagerness to cushion
agents from the consequences of their own decisions may create moral hazard, making
turbulence both more likely and more destructive. Yet to let ‘liquidation’ of past mistakes (or
presumed mistakes — what insights do central bankers possess to discern better than the
market the value of assets?) rage on too long and can all too easily cause real damage to the
underlying economy through systemic impairment. Similarly, an exaggerated fear of latent
inflation and other manifestations of ‘irrational exuberance’ may needlessly restrict growth
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and employment. The stakes are huge and the margin for error either way small. Economics
has come to offer central bankers and financial regulators a vast array of aids in framing and
executing policy, including elaborate structural and forecasting models buttressed by
extensive databases. Policy-makers can also draw on wide-ranging research produced by
their own staffs, considering in detail various factors ~ such as the impact on consumption of
rapidly rising (or falling) house and share prices — that have yet to be satisfactorily
incorporated into operational models. Yet when the largely unexpected crunch comes, policy
makers, and central bankers in particular, have little but historical wisdom, however acquired,
to guide them. As turbulence unfolds, models become temporarily useless and on-going
research untimely, they must act, for better or for worse, within a mater of days, if not hours,
upon their ‘gut instincts’. While their own post mortems can perhaps sharpen their models
and operating procedures (and possibly their historical understanding as well) in preparation
for future bouts, only the depth of historical understanding they take into a crisis will help in
the heat of the crucial moments. Reliable historical understanding must be built on a detailed
knowledge of how a wide range of previous crises — occurring at different times, in different
places and in different contexts, in sufficient number to instil an instinct for fundamental
processes — arose and were resolved (or not).

Early fascination with economic growth led me to economics. The fascination did not arise
from the clarity of Lucas-like deduction, but from a more primitive adolescent interest in
military history, a central lesson of which was that brute economic capacity was often a
deciding factor in armed conflict — that the big, well-armed, technologically advanced
battalions usually won. Such early, dim awareness of the importance of economic growth
was reinforced by being asked to read, for my freshman week at Rice University, Walt
Rostow’s Stages of Economic Growth. That was followed a year later by my first formal
introduction to economics. The key textbook was Paul Samuelson’s Economics and reflected
his long-standing interest in the role of financial systems within economies, as well as his
obvious interest in growth and the policy mechanisms that might foster it. Already primed by
an interest in economic growth, stemming from historical interests, Samuelson’s Economics
was a powerful revelation that induced me to study economics as my major subject, with a
minor in history, my first formal European history course also having a big impact. Although
the 1960s were a time of relatively buoyant growth in the U.S., there was nevertheless (in
retrospect, quite rightly) widespread unease at relative growth performance. Western Europe
and above all Japan were growing much faster and also making significant technological
advances of their own, suggesting that their performance was no fluke, while the Soviet
Union showed a disconcerting ability to generate militarily important technologies, which
might also translate into enhanced economic growth at some point. These considerations led
to a closer examination of British economic growth in the nineteenth century, for there
seemed intriguing similarities with American experience a century later. Both had once
enjoyed a commanding economic lead based on earlier, clearly superior performance, but
both in their periods of ascendancy had gradually come to experience slower growth than that
of important comparators. For neither in their respective periods of ascendancy could the
most obvious explanations of economic difficulties — military disaster or ill-judged state
intervention ~ be held responsible. More worryingly, for both there were signs of
competitive failure (or at least important weaknesses), but without ostensible cause, for both
were outwardly market-oriented economies, with open, sophisticated financial markets,
surely able to benefit fully from the presumed virtues of competitive enterprise (insofar as an
undergraduate could discern them).

Arriving at Northwestern University with ideas of a Ph.D. topic in economics ill-defined
beyond some aspect of growth, Jonathan Hughes encouraged me to pursue more seriously my
early musings on the British experience. Course work, not least Stanley Reiter’s careful
exposition of Debreu’s Theory of Value, drilled home the strategic importance of investment,
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the only lever that might consistently affect growth, while more reading revealed the
imposing extent of Britain’s foreign investment. Then, in my final year at Northwestern, at
Jon Hughes’ urging, I read early conference copies of Michael Edelstein’s research on risk-
adjusted Victorian investment returns. Edelstein’s work seemed to me then, and still does, to
have asked with great accuracy the right questions and to have set about answering them in
the right way (indeed Edelstein introduced me to the then newly emerging field of portfolio
theory, an area that my graduate courses had neglected, although the standard regimen of
econometrics meant I had little excuse to remain ignorant.) The answers he offered,
however, were more problematical. How could it be that the outcome of rational investment
decisions emerged so underweight in the great growth opportunities of the time? Theory
identified technology as the key to growth, but Victorian experience, played out in the most
sophisticated and informed financial markets the world had ever known, seemed to say
investment in technology didn’t pay. Resolving that paradox became the task of my thesis
and has remained my main preoccupation ever since. Jon Hughes always said that a good
thesis topic should last a lifetime (and maybe more).

And so it has proved with me. 1 feel I was fortunate that, just as my funded time at
Northwestern was drawing to a close, the offer of a post in the Economics Department at the
University of Essex appeared. Essex in 1971 wasn’t a lot closer than Northwestern to the
Victorian era that had come to exert such a fascination for me, but it was a little closer
nonetheless, and the offer, for two years in the first instance, was too good to resist. The two
years just flew by, and at their end my wife and I were not ready to return to the U.S.
Contrary to the plan, there was too much in Britain and the rest of Europe still left unseen and
undone, not to mention a thesis still uncompleted. Fortunately, I was able to extend my
contract at Essex, so we stayed. Although economic history was never at the very centre of
the work of the Economics Department at Essex, it was appreciated and I found it a
stimulating place to work. Appreciated but not central had also been the position of economic
history at Northwestern, so the cultural shock of moving between the two departments was
small. But as at Northwestern, many people at Essex had strong interests in historical issues
and were more than willing to read papers and listen to seminars. Moreover, the Department
was committed to having at least one economic historian on the staff at all times, and two
when circumstances permitted, which it did from time to time — both Leslie Hannah and Tim
Hatton were colleagues at Essex (but not at the same time).

I would like to end by saying that for me the interest in the manifold aspects of economic
growth has never waned. Indeed as I learn more, the interest deepens. There has been more
than enough in the subject to have provided me with intellectual stimulation throughout my
working life (and perhaps beyond). A close friend once said that the key to a good life was to
get paid for what you wanted to do anyway. While it may not have been gold-plated,
economic history has done that for me. I can’t complain. I hope others will find it so too.

William P. (Bill) Kennedy (b. May 1944) gained his BSc from Rice University, Houston,
Texas, and Ph.D. from Northwestern University, Evanston, Illinois. He taught at the
University of Essex (1971-79) and currently teaches at the LSE . His research field is the
finance of innovation in advanced industrial economies, particularly in the late nineteenth
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Looking to the Future

Eric Kerridge

To an historian like me, economic history is an avenue leading ultimately to history in the
whole. Economic history has little in common with theoretical economics as nowadays
usually understood. Nearly all the economic history essential to an economic historian is
either common knowledge and expounded in pithy sayings and proverbs or is to be found in
the works of the medieval Scholastics. Reading fashionable economic theories will only
addle a man’s brains and tempt him into the sin of reading history backwards, when his true
mission is to work forwards in time and discover and explain what happened. Fortunately for
me, as a student of what, disregarding conventional periodisation, may be called early
modern England, Englishmen were then even less given to economic theory than now. The
very word “economy’ meant no more than the business of a family or household. Thus the
king had his economy and so did the ploughman and the fisherman. The Crown’s policies for
the exercise of its absolute prerogative in such matters as war and peace, dues on foreign
trade, and law - enforcement, were designed for the defence of the realm, the keeping of the
seas and public order. The Crown in Parliament concerned itself also with commonwealth
matters like curbing usury and rural depopulation, relieving the impotent poor and
disciplining able-bodied idlers. But neither the king nor anyone else had a national economic
policy.

Any one man usually had several activities and several different sides to his character. In one
or more ways he had to gain an income on which to live and from which to spend. He had
also a family life and a religious one. As a sidesman or churchwarden or overseer of the poor
or in some higher office, he had an administrative side; as a juror in his guild, manor or
superior court, and perhaps as a litigant, a legal one. And these and other activities drew him
into some form of calculation and accounting. Then he had also some social life in the course
of his work and his leisure hours. His biographer would natural first abstract each of these
aspects, subject it to close scrutiny, and then proceed to bring all the abstractions together to
form a rounded picture of the man as a unique individual.

History, being the study of great numbers of men, is usually and best studied in an analogous
way. Economic history is an abstraction from general or whole history, and agricultural,
industrial and commercial history, and so on, are abstractions from economic history. The
sole purpose and justification for such primary and secondary abstractions is that they
concentrate the mind on a particular aspect of general history in order to unravel its
mysteries. The secondary abstraction should throw light on the primary one and that in turn
on the whole. The other primary abstractions include political, constitutional, religious, legal,
medical, naval, military and educational history and so on, and each has its secondary
abstractions. The crucial thing for the student of a secondary abstraction is to bear in mind
the primary one, and of a primary one, the whole from which it was drawn.
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The historian’s greatest joy comes from venturing into unknown territory, treading where no
man has trod before, and discovering what no one previously knew of. The joy of discovery
has no equal in this world. The historian’s second greatest joy is in his later re-assessment
and reformation first of the matter of the secondary, then of the primary abstraction, and then
of the whole from which both were derived. As he writes an account of what he has found,
he will find delight in penning the first draft, pleasure in processing the second, decreasing
satisfaction from the third onwards, and after a dozen years or so of making amendments,
mere weariness, so that he has to force himself to finish off by dreaming of pleasures
awaiting in pastures green and new.

In all this work the historian inevitably makes contact with, and learns from, his fellows
labouring in other abstractions. Thus one working in the history of agriculture or
landownership has to come to terms with those engaged in legal and industrial history, the
political specialist with the ecclesiastical, and so on. One cannot fathom the depth of Charles
I’s deeds without acquainting oneself with economic history and the abstractions from it.
Nor can one understand early modern England without consulting the Holy Bible, for this
laid down the rules and laws Englishmen lived by. Christian religion was an essential part of
their lives and was reflected in everything they did. The merchant who spent most of his time
trading, the landowner who rode and managed his estate, the lawyer who haunted the courts
and helped to decide what was and was not a lawful transaction, might on occasion be called
upon to sit in a Parliament. Almost without exception, Englishmen were Christians and all
had an impact on local and national government, and how they spent their working days and
Sundays told in what ways they influenced the realm as a whole. Political and constitutional
historians miss much when they fail to read and learn from the work of economic historians.
We historians are all working side by side and cannot ignore each other. We all have to learn
from each other in the reformation of history as a whole. The penultimate task facing all
historians is precisely this reconstitution, this reformation of general history. The final one is
its presentation in a lifelike form, satisfying to scholars and understandable by the writers and
readers of textbooks and popular works.

These awesome tasks are difficult and endless, but we should not shirk them. Indeed,
historians of all kinds have already taken steps in this direction. We see political historians
reaching down to probe local politics county by county or town by town, and this is all to the
good. But the political and constitutional historians who preside over historical studies in
England take few pains to read economic history; they usually content themselves with
cursory glances at the more readily available works and with making some casual remarks
about agricultural, industrial and commercial events. This leads them into ridiculous blunders
about such things as the relation between rises in prices and in population, when there is no
means of knowing which came first and when common sense suggests that increases in
population, if not from increased longevity, are likely to stem largely from the birth of
children, and that though this will cause their parents’ spending patterns to alter, as in buying
napkins instead of neckties, this cannot affect prices in general and can do no more than make
the prices of napkins and neckties higher and lower than otherwise they would have been.
Other historians blandly assert that the so-called “price revolution’ was caused by the influx
of precious metals, all without pausing to wonder how and why they flowed in and why part
of this influx was coined and part not. (Postan once asked some exponents of this myth why
all the silver was not made into chamber-pots.) Such wild excursions into economic history
make one shudder.

But political historians carry only part of the blame, for economic history has carelessly
allowed itself to be infected with intellectual diseases. First, economists have penetrated
history and brought with them their unhistorical cast of mind. This is true even of the best of
the Austrian school. Ludwig von Mises and Friedrich von Hayek, 