CULTURE AND EXPLANATION: REFLECTIONS FROM THE TRAJECTORY OF INDUSTRIALISATION IN MODERN EUROPE
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The history of modern Europe has been one of the most developed sub-disciplines within the broader study of modern times and has consistently set high standards in historiography as reflected in its prestigious organs such as Past and Present, The Journal of Modern History, Social History etc. However, one intriguing lacuna which marred this outstanding record for a long time was the relative thinness of ‘cultural’ interpretations or an engagement with the world of changing values, leisure patterns, everyday life and popular beliefs etc in the historiography of nineteenth and twentieth centuries in Europe.
 

Not that individual historians did not produce exemplary works on ‘culture’ in this broader anthropological sense for the modern centuries too. The classics of social history penned by Theodor Zeldin for France or E.P. Thompson for Britain etc surely engaged with problems of meaning and consciousness too. But a concerted effort for a comprehensive account of changing mentalities and daily routine etc remained sparse in the context of the ‘long nineteenth century’ till very recent indeed.
 This was in marked contrast to the corpus of historical writing on economic and political history of the period as well as the fascinating researches on mentalities and everyday life reflected in contributions on the ‘early modern era’ in Past and Present itself and in the Annales d’ Histoire Economique et Sociale of France or the ‘New History’ which developed in USA since the early twentieth century. 

An Intriguing Omission

As access to historical sources for a reconstruction of ‘popular culture’ in the form of diaries, newspapers, letters, autobiographies etc is much easier for modern centuries as opposed to the early modern, the relative thinness of a history of ‘culture’ in the later era is particularly intriguing. Part of the explanation probably lies in the dominance of a ‘positivist’ outlook among leading historians of the modern era for a long time. A valorization of scientific methods and measurable or quantifiable data in place of the subjective realms of meaning, values and consciousness characterized both liberal and Marxist scholars of the period for quite some time indeed.
 Secondly, it also appears that despite the possibilities of a methodological synthesis between interpretive and explanatory modes, as indicated by masters like Max Weber and Marc Bloch for the early modern centuries, dominant theoretical approaches in the Human Sciences such as economic determinism and hermeneutics continued to look upon cultural interpretation and ‘scientific explanation’ as distinct paradigms with little scope for a creative dialogue between them.
 Cultural currents besides literature and the fine arts also figured in some history texts but as residual concerns relegated to last pages of the more valued accounts of political and economic institutions mostly. As a result, cultural peculiarities and patterns remained largely ignored in explanatory accounts whether of major historical events or wider processes such as industrialization in modern times.

Whatever the ideological factors responsible for the anemic growth of a broader cultural history of modernity (as distinct from an account of its principal intellectual and aesthetic currents), it is evident that it left the story of modern times not only impoverished but also highly distorted as explanations of the pace and direction of major political and economic developments of the period had to be offered without systematic reference to the cultural peculiarities or milieus of different regions mostly.

The Recent Turnaround

Fortunately scholarly interests have changed in a major way in recent years and not only has ‘culture’ or the history of language, discourse, public opinion and perceptions etc become a major concern of modern historians but symbols, meanings and language are now seen as important factors which shape the course of events and social formations instead of representing a distant “superstructure” only. Scholars such as Michel Foucault, Patrick Joyce, William Sewell, Peter Geyl etc were early pioneers of the new cultural history which has gained steam with time in writings on modern times too.
 The recent revolution in the historiography of the French Revolution launched by scholars such as Lynn Hunt, Roger Chartier, Keith Baker etc has been particularly significant in bringing ‘culture’ centre stage in the narrative of history and also making it a reference point in the understanding of structural changes and explanation of events.


Interestingly, the last bastion of positivism, namely, economic history also seems to be opening its gates to cultural historians now as scholars like Manuel Castells, Douglass North, M. Olson and Deepak Lal etc have made ‘culture’ a major reference point in their analysis of economic developments specially of the late twentieth century.
 Thus in his trilogy on the “Information Age”, Castells has brilliantly explained not only the general peculiarities of the East Asian economic trajectory and its departures from the ‘Anglo Saxon’ pattern in the modern period by referring to their “common cultural institutions” (such as the family substituting the individual as the basic unit of society and concern for reputation and trust within kin and business networks) but also helped us to appreciate the more subtle variations between the economic models adopted by different countries such as Japan, South Korea and Taiwan by pinpointing the precise differences in the ways institutions like the family and community operate in these nations.

Our Hypothesis


It is arguable that a similar engagement with cultural institutions and patterns is likely to enrich our understanding of national and regional differences in the trajectory of industrialization in nineteenth century Europe too. Yet, with the exception of a select few, the historians of industrialization in nineteenth and early twentieth century Europe have by and large ignored the historical implications of cultural parameters such as entrepreneurial heritage, attitudes to innovation and work etc in different social groups engaged in the process of industrialisation and their comparisons across countries. Even if statements on cultural peculiarities of concerned groups have figured occasionally in their writings, the attempt to base these surmises on systematic research or to integrate them with material and structural explanations of the ‘time and pace of industrialization’ in various regions has been often absent in such accounts.
  Given the variety and richness of well preserved sources in European archives as well as private collections, the scope for reaping a rich harvest from a cross fertilization of economic and cultural histories of the continent thus seems immense. 

To illustrate this potential, we shall now attempt a brief review of existing approaches to assessing and explaining the process of industrialisation in Britain, Germany, France and Russia between 1780 and 1914 in major historical works before highlighting the void left in these writings due to the absence of a systematic engagement with the contours of culture in each country. Our hypothesis is that the neglect of the cultural factor has led to inadequate explanations of the timing, pace and character of industrialization in most such cases.

Culture

To minimize ambiguity, however, it would be useful to first clarify what we exactly mean by terms like culture, mentalities and explanation here. ‘Culture’ has been a difficult term in social sciences not only because it refers to processes which are unquantifiable and accessible at best through subjective interpretations but also because the concept has been applied to a wide variety of referends in different discourses. 

In the present argument, we have applied the term to refer to neither high art nor the social complex as a whole (two contrasting notions of culture in history and anthropology) but to values, attitudes and taste patterns or mentalities familiar or well recognized if not uniformly shared within a community. Here, we may add that such a notion of culture is closer to the idea of mentalities used by several Annales scholars and distinct from the anthropological/ semiotic perspectives on culture. Though, symbols related to religion, recreation and politics hold relevance, in our framework also, but as influences on mentalities rather than defining culture by themselves.

Explanation

Spelling out the exact status of ‘explanation’ in social sciences seems particularly tough. We do not claim to offer a resolution of all philosophical disputes regarding the meaning of ‘explanation’ here. Instead we shall merely try to lay bare, at this point, the tradition and approach which the present paper draws upon.

Admittedly, there are strong philosophical arguments against the feasibility of explanations in social sciences; approaches which expect the social scientist to stick to the narrative mode or the interpretive approach at best. We, however, seek to defend the explanatory endeavor not only because humans look for explanations all over and, explanations help in decision making but, also, because we presume that there is sufficient unity between humans across countries to enable us to construct some ideal types and draw useful inferences about occurrences with the help of comparisons.
  

This is not to suggest that one can speak of fixed, necessary or sufficient causes behind social phenomena. We would agree that it is difficult to offer general theoretical explanations applicable across cases as a particular process may not only have diverse outcomes in different milieus but also a similar outcome may emerge from different combinations of factors. Yet, propositions (not laws) regarding expected factors (not ‘causes’) can be suggested about recurring phenomena such as industrialization, revolutions, anomie etc.
  

Culture and Explanation

Yet, while making propositions and identifying factors in social analysis, the agents’ mental states or reasons and feelings also need to be taken into account as are the shared patterns in beliefs, values and meanings embodied in symbols associated with a community. Indeed to understand social phenomena, in our view, both structural explanation and comparison and interpretation of meanings in symbols and actions ought to be approached in conjunction and not as alternatives in social sciences.

The methodological status and reliability of such subjective ‘interpretations’ would undoubtedly be different from the more ‘testable’ formulations of natural scientists. Culture can obviously not be measured. Substantial problems of interpretation as well as generalization plague cultural studies. Possibly, we can only form tentative impressions about culture or collective mentalities. But given the possibility of their fundamental influence on economic and political processes, it may not be advisable, for this reason, to entirely ignore them. 
 

Indeed, various methods have been evolved by anthropologists, historians  and sociologists for a disciplined understanding of culture. With the help of ‘thick description’, hermeneutics, oral history, life histories and multi vocal texts at least the more striking differences in values, habits and belief patterns across cultures can be suggested. Instead of completely bypassing the possible implications of cultural differences, a better option may be to form reasoned hypotheses regarding cultural patterns and submit them to the same critical method and peer assessment by which all science is characterised. Complete objectivity, in any case, is a chimera; not only for cultural studies but also for the ‘hard sciences’. 

To illustrate our basic proposition, regarding the implications of cultural interpretation for the understanding of economic and political processes, we shall now briefly review the historiography of industrialization in Britain, Germany, France and Russia in the nineteenth century and try to show how the reluctance to factor culture in the explanation of their differences has impoverished it to some extent and what could be achieved by engaging with cultural differences more systematically.

The Relevance of Nation

But before examining the relationship between cultural patterns and the pace of industrialization across these countries, it may be relevant to add a note on the justification of adopting the national framework for comparing economic change. Indeed, several scholars, in recent years, have questioned the validity of the national framework and preferred to concentrate on regions even in the era of major national movements and wars. Yet, in our view, the national framework is not irrelevant in the case of nineteenth century Europe.
 Undoubtedly, vast variations existed regarding industrial activity across regions within nations. As stressed by Alfred Marshall earlier, the economies of scale, pooling of information and buyers’ choice all tended to force industry in specific pockets in most countries, over and above any special advantages offered by mineral deposits, transport hubs etc.
 

Yet, in the relevant period, comparing national patterns of industrialization rather than those reflected in sub national or cross national regions may be more beneficial since state policy remained a very important determinant of economic performance and the availability of data for the period often compels national frameworks. Thirdly, most European states have been based on linguistic divisions which imparts a significant basis to the common pool of traditions and historical memories of various nationals in the region. Lastly, for the purpose of comparing cultural differences and patterns of industrialization, it is worth noting that each of the selected countries had industrial concentrations as well as non industrial zones. The role of political and cultural issues which made some countries carry an edge over others in different periods can thus be usefully probed by focusing on available national level data. 

Britain’s Lead in Industrialisation

Talking of the British experience of the ‘First Industrial Revolution’, it is important to bear in mind that Britain was not only the pioneer of industrialization—overcoming all the initial uncertainties and obstacles on its own—as any pioneer does; but it also carried out this economic miracle with very little direct encouragement or help from its state which was committed to the ideology of ‘free trade’ besides being preoccupied with the challenge posed by the French Revolution and Napoleonic empire during the concerned period.

And though the First Industrial Revolution (1760-1850) was more spread out than the developmental process in later industrial giants like Germany and Japan (1870-1914) yet, the former metamorphoses was no less phenomenal. Thus, between 1780 and 1850, Britain’s steel production jumped from 100000 metric tons to 2 million tons annually while its per capita income nearly doubled during the same period. Also, by 1850, Britain was producing 70% of world steel and 50% of world cotton while its total foreign trade had become nearly double (at 170 million pounds annual) to that of France (at 85 million pounds).

This phenomenal and pioneering growth of modern industry in Britain has been traditionally explained by historians such as Robert Brenner, Peter Mathias etc. with reference to its peculiar combination of geographical and mineral resources, a stable polity and constitutional government, a favorable social structure with greater status and mobility allowed to the growing capitalist class, and the benefits of the empire already growing in India and other regions.
 All these factors indeed consolidated well for Britain over the eighteenth century as supporting ‘preconditions’ for industrial growth, according to historians such as W.W. Rostow, Phyllis Deane and N.R. Crafts.
 

However, it is obvious from the above list of factors used to explain Britain’s lead in industrialization that cultural peculiarities of the British elites as well as the masses find little mention in most accounts. The need to look into this missing dimension is raised by the fact that a major trading and colonial rival of Britain namely, Holland actually had most of these supporting conditions well developed over the eighteenth century too. Yet, the first industrial revolution almost bypassed Holland.
 

Evidently, a combination of a stable constitutional polity, economic and trading strength, an agrarian and commercial revolution thru the eighteenth century and an expanding empire and a social structure favorable to the capitalist class was not sufficient to promote industrialization by itself.

The unexpected weakness of industrialization in Holland has of course been explained with reference to lack of coal and iron ore in its territory by historians such as Milward and Saul.
 However, as shown by the case of Japanese industrialization, the lack of raw materials within the mother country was hardly a major handicap in industrialization as both trading and colonizing avenues easily made up for such gaps even in the nineteenth century.
 

Explanation for Britain’s lead in the Industrial Revolution may thus benefit from another factoral investigation, namely, an analysis of its culture or habits and tastes as well as value patterns prominent amongst different social strata during the period.

Some of the important cultural peculiarities of the British ruling and middle classes, apart from their Puritan ethic emphasized by Trevor Roper, which come to mind are their values of self help and individual initiative having roots in nuclear households and separation from parents after marriage which according to Alan Macfarlane goes back to the medieval period.
 

Similarly, a strong engagement with learning, high literacy rates and patronage of scientific and learned societies by merchants as well as the aristocracy and the gentry and also a strong tradition of empiricism and innovation all seemed to have distinguished Britain to a certain degree and help to explain the large number of innovators and entrepreneurs who mushroomed during the industrial revolution from all classes ranging from the landlords to master craftsmen to merchants etc. and can be proved with reference to numerous life histories of initial manufacturers such as Stevenson, Robert Owen etc.
 

Though it is also interesting to note that the same spirit of self help and individual initiative which helped Britain so remarkably in the first Industrial Revolution was not sufficient to maintain its lead in the second phase of industrialization commencing from the 1870s when German teamwork, industrial discipline and investments in technical education and R & D clearly proved more advantageous.

It is true that the agrarian revolution of Britain which has been highlighted as a major factor behind Britain’s economic growth by Brenner as well as Hobsbawm, created not only prosperity in the countryside but  even more vitally created a peculiar three tier structure of agrarian classes with a few hundred lords leasing lands to several thousand large and prosperous tenants who in turn mastered innovations in agriculture working with lakhs of paid agricultural laborers. This agrarian structure emanating from British traditions of primogeniture and upward mobility of rich traders and bankers into the landed classes helps to explain the productive use to which capital was put in Britain while during the period, the same inflow of bullion from the Americas stimulated little economic growth in Spain or Portugal, as shown by historians such as Robert Brenner.
   

However, a point worth remembering in this context is that it is not the three tier agrarian structure itself but the specific traditions of economic ‘improvements’, of canal and road development and the patronage of scientific and learned societies by the British gentry which better explains the phenomenal growth and productive investment of colonial gains in Britain as compared to Spain or even France. Further, the rise of the specific agrarian structure in Britain itself needs to be explained with reference to certain cultural traditions such as primogeniture, dominance of independent nuclear households set up after marriages as delineated in the researches of Lawrence Stone, Alan Macfarlane etc.

The German Miracle

Next to Britain, Germany represents an outstanding case of massive industrialization whose analysis has evoked considerable research in economic history though, again, with general disregard to the cultural milieu and its implications for economic changes, as we shall see below. 

The industrial revolution came to Germany only in the second half of the nineteenth century. Yet, within a short span of time it surged at a pace which has few parallels in world history. Thus between 1870 and 1914, agrarian population declined in Germany from about 70% to 33%; per capita GDP grew at an average annual rate of 3.5% over the period leading to a doubling of incomes despite a hundred per cent increase in the population of the country as well. The rise of Germany as an industrial giant by the beginning of the Great War is also evident in numerous other indices such as production of coal, pig iron and industrial chemicals etc.
 

Such phenomenal growth of industrial power in the heart of central Europe is particularly remarkable since till about 1830, the region was plagued by extreme backwardness, war and custom barriers between more than three dozen states of different sizes. After a brief takeoff period centred on the growth of railways, customs union and national unification between 1830 and 1870, the German economy surged at an astounding pace in the last quarter of nineteenth century. It is also noteworthy that the industrialization of Germany occurred largely without a colonial empire as a source of capital or markets as the Bismarckian state remained more focused on Europe than Asia and Africa in the crucial decades between 1850 and 90. 

In this context, diverse explanations have been offered by economic historians for the “German economic miracle”. While scholars like and Richard Tilly and R.C. Trebilcock have stressed that the mobilization of capital and technology by the German industrial cartels and mega banks was the leading catalyst of its industrial surge others like David Landes and Jurgen Kocka have opined that the German state itself was the prime mover of this economic transformation.

The role played by the German state in the national economy was no doubt critical. Apart from providing the necessary stimulus of a vast market and an efficient legal framework through the political unification of the German people, the state also offered direct help to industry through tariff protection and a pioneering system of social security to contain labor unrest. Similarly, the contribution of German banking and industrial cartels to rapid economic growth is evident in the high rates of capital investment (rising from nearly 15% of annual GDP in 1870 to 25% in 1914) made possible by large amalgamates like Siemens and A & G in industry and the Deutsche Bank and the Berliner Handelschaaft in Banking. Notably, a large proportion of this redeployment of capital was in the field of R & D which became a hallmark of German industry by the end of the nineteenth century.

Yet, numerous examples of industrial history from other regions such as Russia and Spain suggest that a monarchical, interventionist state as well as oligopolistic cartels could easily have become fetters on economic growth instead of being its engines in a slightly different cultural context. Authoritarian governments are known more for bureaucratic dirigisme and corruption rather than efficient economic management. But in Germany, it is the strong nationalist outlook and work traditions that made the same officialdom a vital support of the economic takeoff. A remarkable illustration of this enabling role played by German political and bureaucratic class for the economy can be seen in the resolution of numerous disputes over import quotas and tariffs in the last decade of the nineteenth century such as the issue of ore imports which were invariably decided with transparency in rules and a corruption free decision making process.
 

Similarly, cartels and oligopolies are associated with price fixing, market manipulation and under production for inflated profits the world over.
 In case of Germany, however, the same combines such as A & G and Siemens not only showed exemplary economic ethics and coordination but also managed to out compete the British and French manufacturing firms in the huge European markets of Southern and South Eastern Europe as a whole. The extraordinary coordination and planning evident from German boardrooms and bank--industry cooperation based on trust and venture capital again points to some critical traditions of German business classes whose oversight in economic history of German success would definitely impoverish the debate.

But, in our view, it is not just business ethics but also the cultural peculiarities of the working class that is extremely relevant to the accounting of German industrial achievement before the First World War. Despite its massive unionization under the leadership of the Socialist Democratic Party, and substantial representation in the German Reichstag (rising to 25% of the total seats by 1910), German workers concentrated more on promoting education, libraries etc than industrial sabotage or economic disruption plaguing Italian, French and Spanish economies at the hands of syndicalist and anarchist unions in the same period.

From the above review of the historiography of German industrial revolution, it is evident that the explanation of the nature and pace of economic growth in any society with regard to political and economic institutions and without reference to cultural traits and attitudes, makes for partial understanding and, possibly, misleading judgments.

Slowdown in France

The French economy was one of the leading and most dynamic sectors of Europe in the eighteenth century. Marching close to Britain’s economic advance and staying far ahead of not only Spanish and Italian states but also the German territory as a whole throughout this period, the French stood out not only in the sphere of agricultural productivity and foreign trade but also, very remarkably, in the spheres of science, state policy and crafts too. Yet, by the end of the nineteenth century, France was lagging far behind not only the early entrant Britain but, also, late starters such as Germany and USA. 

If we were to take the total production of steel as a reliable indicator of industrial activity for the era, then the laggard position of France can be easily shown statistically. Thus between 1870 and 1914, while its annual output of pig iron grew from 3 million tons to 6 million tons approximately, that of Germany surged from 3 million tons to nearly 10 million tons while that of UK jumped from 6.5 million to 11 million tons during the same period. Similarly, the output of coal and lignite grew from 13 million tons in France to 40 million over the period while in Germany it grew from 40 to 280 and in UK from 120 to 290. The expansion of the railway tracks are another useful indicator of economic growth in the period. Here again France was lagging far behind the other industrial giants despite a better initial position. In 1870, for example, France had 17, 000 kms of tracks laid down; by 1914 these had expanded into a network of 50, 000 kms. On other hand, Germany which had less than 20, 000 kms of railroads in 1870 had acquired more than 60, 000 by 1914; UK, on other hand, had grown from 25, 000 to 40, 000 kms in a lesser territorial area. The total value of imports and exports meanwhile grew from 300 million pounds value to 600 million pounds for France; from 300 to 1000 millions for Germany and from 650 to nearly 1200 for UK over the same period.
 

The slow pace of industrialization in France in the nineteenth century has again posed an analytical puzzle for historians.  And, as in the above instances, the explanations of this striking phenomenon from a narrowly materialist perspective proves clearly insufficient. 

Amongst reasons commonly cited for the relative slowness of industrialization in nineteenth century France are: political instability following repeated revolutions and wars at the beginning of the nineteenth century and growing class tensions and unstable coalitions in the age of the Republics subsequently; the much slower growth of population in France as compared to Germany and Russia through the nineteenth century and the considerable consolidation of the peasantry in France after the sale of Church and aristocratic estates through assignats following the Revolution of 1789.  The relative slowness of population increase and peasant consolidation in the French countryside are supposed to have retarded the process of industrialization in France arguably by restricting the supply of cheap labor to the cities and capital to the bourgeoisie.
 

However, each of these explanations reveal major loopholes on closer examination. Thus, the magnitude of the difference in demographic growth in France and other European countries turns out to be rather small. While the  population of France grew by about one third from 30 million to 40 million between 1815 and 1914 that of Germany doubled from 25 to 50 million while that of Russia (now expanding eastwards) grew by 200% over the nineteenth century. As compared to the Asian growth rates, the difference of two or three decimal points in annual growth of population in France and Germany clearly do not seem substantial as explanation of the striking lag in French economic growth till the first World War. 

Similarly the consolidation of the middle peasant in the French countryside does not seem sufficient as an explanation of lagging industrial growth. Japanese industrialization, for example, was also accompanied by intensive small scale agriculture. Though the burden of taxation in Meiji Japan was clearly much heavier on the peasantry than in the French Third Republic.
 More pertinently, the complaint that peasant agriculture prevented an outflow of cheap labor and capital into cities does not bear testimony from historical records. There was no dearth of capital, in fact, in the French economy. Rather French capital was flying out of the country to be invested in American canal construction, Russian railway lines and, of course, African roads and railways.
 The pertinent question here is why French capital was not invested within the country despite the element of risk in distant investments. And, this cannot be answered without reference to the relative lack of large scale industrial combines which in turn requires an understanding of cultural attributes of the French bourgeoisie, as we shall see.  

But before that, it may also be noted that the assertion that French labor was much costlier than German or British labor has not been substantiated by economic data at all. In fact, if we include the cost of social security borne by the German state for workers and compare the wage rates of the prosperous British labor force whose real wages more than doubled between 1850 and 1914 then the assumption that slow population growth or peasant agriculture in France increased the cost of labor appears extremely questionable indeed.
 

For a better understanding of the relative slowness of French industrialization, we also need to look more closely at the structure and attributes of French industry and the cultural patterns dominant among French intelligentsia, capitalists and the working classes. 

A significant feature of the industrial growth in France, for instance, was the prominence of the family firm, the luxury and consumer goods industries and the apparent indifference towards conglomeration and takeovers for the creation of giant firms on the pattern of the American and German cartels or the Japanese Zaibatsu in France. Such a tendency among French industrialists can perhaps not be explained without reference to their leisure preferences, aesthetic tastes and value patterns in general. As reflected in many biographical excerpts by Theodore Zeldin, the French captains of industry devoted a substantial quantum of their time to the pursuit of pleasures than relentless rivalry against business competitors.
 

In this connection, it may also be recalled that while pure sciences were always at the cutting edge in France. Many significant discoveries such as the electroplating, photography, vaccination, film production and aeroplanes were first developed in France. Yet, the eagerness to turn inventions into innovations and business successes was much less in evidence and American and German firms often made much more capital out of these breakthroughs that French capitalists themselves.

Similarly, the anti big business attitudes dominating the French radical press, the anti bourgeois vitriolic common among French artists and intellectuals and the syndicalist faith in the general strike and stoppage of work preferred by French workers to the more reformist politics of the British working class and the organized character of German workers can also be highlighted as significant though immeasurable factors holding French industrial growth down in various ways.
 The fruitfulness of a cultural grounding of economic history seems promising here too.  

Backwardness in Russia

The take off of capitalist industrialization in Russia poses tough problems of factoral analysis for several reasons. Firstly, the take off materialized very late in the industrial race (not before the last decade of the nineteenth century, even if we go by its liberal assessments). And then also it survived for a very short period indeed before being overtaken by the Soviet State in 1917.
 Thus the period within which the implications of various factors helping or retarding capitalist industrialisation in Russia have to be identified is extremely small. This problem is compounded also by the fact that almost all the factors which could have hampered growth were common to most parts of Eastern Europe making comparative analysis for establishing the respective impact of cultural norms, political institutions and social structure on the economy extremely difficult among neighbors.

Nearly 90% of Russian population was thus dependent on agriculture even in the middle of the nineteenth century. Yet the climate of the region was one of the harshest for agriculture. Further, Russian agriculture was also paralysed by the social structure in which ‘obschina’ or commune’s restrictions and serfdom together put severe breaks on individual initiative and innovation. The nobility which shared the serf population with the state in equal proportion itself remained most parasitic and unenterprising. On the other hand, the miniscule middle class (constituting less than 5 lakh persons in a population of 60 million around 1850) was dependant mainly on administrative jobs with very few openings in large scale trade or industry. The Ural deposits of iron and other minerals did foster rudimentary metallurgy but the level of mechanization in Russia was so low that as late as 1870s the boats which plied on its major rivers in large numbers were moved by oars and the steam engine which had transformed the transport systems in the west by 1830s had made little mark here. With only two railway lines connecting the twin capitals with the Ural zone, even the vastly scattered, subterranean resources of Russia could be hardly exploited before the end of the century.     

With such severe constraints of the dominant class structure and poor infrastructure the Rostowian preconditions of economic take off obviously did not exist even in mid nineteenth century Russia. In this scenario, state led economic growth, as advocated later by scholars like Gerschenkron, was naturally vital.
 However, despite frequent changes of finance ministers and policies, the Russian state failed to catalyse a structural change in the economy right until the October Revolution. 

The first major attempt to promote economic growth under the aegis of the state was begun immediately after the Crimean debacle. A potentially revolutionary step undertaken in this context was the Ukase of 1861 by which serfdom was officially abolished and the ‘boyars’ or feudal lords were compensated by the state for this loss which in turn was to be repaid by the liberated serfs before being allowed to leave their mirs or villages for possible employment in cities. The impoverished peasant (already crushed under the burden of heavy taxation) could rarely make the stipulated payments to the state and rural bondage became even more severe for him after 1861. This continued bondage to the mir indeed hampered even more the small flows of labor as well as entrepreneurs which had been visible before 1861 as shown by scholars like Rosovsky and Strumilin.
 Thus the liberation of serfs may be said to have hampered economic growth in the short run. 

Another measure encouraged by the state in the third quarter of the nineteenth century which had a positive effect on the economy was the growth of railways on a larger scale specially after 1870. By 1913, Russia had laid down 70,000 kms. long railway lines which was the largest in Europe at that time and included the longest single track of the trans-siberian rail. According to scholars like Florinsky, railways indeed acted as the leading sector of growth in late nineteenth century Russia.
 However, whether it is the extension of railroads or the ultimate cancellation of land debts or legal and constitutional reforms etc, the Russian state failed to generate consistency and vigor in economic policy which other late industrial economies like Germany and Japan did during the same period. The extensive network of its railways was also largely financed and controlled by foreign capital and in relation to its vast size, was still insufficient for close integration of scattered mines in the east and industrial centres in the west. 

A comparison between Russian and Japanese economic growth is particularly interesting in this context since both Russia and Japan had been shaken from lethargy by military defeats at the hands of western powers in the mid century and forced to embark on major reforms in state as well as economic structures as its consequence. However, when in 1905, the two themselves went to war, the much smaller Asian power could bring Europe’s beer to its knees within a matter of weeks. As argued by Lockwood, the economic and military growth of Japan during these years can be traced to the successes notched earlier by its literacy campaign, vast programs of innovations within small farm agriculture, its remarkably successful export drive, high rates of national saving and capital formation and also the abolition of the daimo system and samurai’s privileges within a very short period of time unlike the flip flop of policies in Tsarist Russia.
 

The period between 1893 and 1914 in Russia did experience some remarkable growth in response to half hearted reforms introduced by the Tsarist state under the guidance of ministers such as Witte and Bunge. Thus the production of iron increased four times while that of coal rose by double in this short period. The inflow of foreign funds also galloped almost by 100% annually between 1893 and 1898 and remained high right until 1913. The annual rate of growth of the economy also recorded a respectable 6% between 1905 and 1913 and the shipyards on the Baltic coast, oil fields of Baku and metal industries of the Urals as also the Ukraine now represented the nascent industrial might of the old nation.
 

Yet, even in 1913, 80% of Russian population was still dependent on agriculture and the new industrial sector did not represent any major sectoral change in its economy as the ‘kustar’ or rural crafts continued to cater to the needs of the overwhelming proportion of the population.
 Two reasons can be offered to explain this limited character of Russia’s industrialization as compared to its contenders like Japan and Germany. Scholars like Miller have laid the blame largely on the limited nature of state reforms.
 This may indeed be true. However, it does not rule out the role of certain cultural tendencies also in shaping economic trends in the region. Among the specific pre-capitalist values which may have hindered modern economic activity in the region, mention may be made of the Orthodox Christian attitude to profit as well as interest taking and the rural orientation of much of the working class which continued to retain its seasonal migrations well into the twentieth century. Evidently, precapitalist practices needed a long period of capitalist incubation before giving way to new modes of thinking even in western Europe. The Weberian insights on the relation between religious and ethical beliefs and economic processes have obvious relevance in regions outside western Europe too.

One significant indication of the impact of broader cultural tendencies on the pace and direction of economic growth in the region may be seen in the fact that even in the eastern parts of the Austrian empire where the state was showing considerable consistency in policy matters, economic growth still remained anemic as the population shared the same Orthodox Christian traditions and the legacy of serfdom. On the other hand, within Russia, the leading captains of industry and finance came overwhelmingly from among foreigners or certain minority groups such as Polish Jews during the late turnaround in its economy. In fact, the dominance of these minorities in the developing sectors of the Russian economy continued even after 1900 despite growing protests and violence too against the outsider. 

Conclusion

It has not been our argument that cultural factors by themselves offer a comprehensive explanation of economic change. As evident from the history of industrialization in the nineteenth century, it is only a specific combination or constellation of factors that can explain the exact character which economic transformation took in each country. Indeed, cultural traditions were themselves shaped by political and economic circumstances over long periods and the existence of favorable values in earlier centuries could obviously not trigger industrial growth by itself. 

In this light, to replace economic determinism by a slide into cultural determinism would not serve any purpose. Nor has this been the attempt of the foregoing exegesis. What is suggested in our argument, however, is that leading schools in economic history of modern Europe have paid insufficient attention to cultural factors till now. This is in clear contrast to historical writings on the early modern period in Europe itself. Indeed, within Modern European historiography too, a rich corpus of social history (including labor history) has engaged with cultural issues increasingly. The positivist bias persisting in much of economic history, however, seems to have prevented the scholars of European industrialization from incorporating the cultural dimension into their conceptual framework yet.

No doubt, the enrichment of the history of industrialization with inputs from cultural studies calls for much more systematic research with a variety of sources. In the present essay, our limited aim was to suggest the contours of a promising hypothesis only. It is hoped that the possibility laid down above would tempt many more to join the effort. 

	Country/Year
	Railroad mileage in miles
	Coal Production in ’000 tons
	Steam Power Capacity in ’000 h.p.
	Pig Iron Output in ’000 tons
	Raw Cotton Consumption in ’000 tons

	Germany
	
	
	
	
	

	1850
	3639
	5100
	260
	212
	17.1

	1873
	14842
	36392
	2480
	2241
	117.8

	
	
	
	
	
	

	France
	
	
	
	
	

	1850
	1869
	7225
	370
	406
	59.3

	1873
	11,500
	24702
	1850
	1382
	55.4

	
	
	
	
	
	

	U. K.

	
	
	
	
	

	1850
	6621
	37500
	1290
	2249
	266.8

	1873
	16082
	112604
	4040
	6566
	565.1

	
	
	
	
	
	


Economic Development Indicators for the third quarter of the Nineteenth Century in Select Countries of Europe
Source: David Landes, Prometheus Unbound, Cambridge University Press, 1969, p.194.

� Undoubtedly, cultural history as the study of intellectual developments and aesthetic trends is a well researched stream for Modern Europe. Our signal, however, is towards the neglect of the history of changing beliefs and values, intimacy and everyday life or ‘culture’ in its anthropological sense for this era.


� For early systematic engagements with elements in popular culture of modern Europe specially refer: E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, (Vintage, 1966); Theodor Zeldin, Modern France, vols. I-II, (Oxford University Press, 1973) and Raymond Williams, The Long Revolution, (Broadview Press, 1962/ 2001) Several social historians have also turned increasingly to cultural issues of the period in recent years. For the more recent examples refer: Patrick Joyce, Work, Society and Politics: Culture of the Factory in Later Victorian England, (Rutgers University Press, 1980); James Vernon, Politics and the People: A Study in English Political Culture: 1815-1867, (Cambridge University Press, 1993) and David Blackbourn and Geof Eley, The Peculiarities of German History: Bourgeois Society and Politics in Nineteenth Century Germany, (Oxford University Press, 1984).





� The subtle dominance of ‘positivism’ or a prioritization of hard ‘scientific’ facts of political and economic developments in place of mental and cultural constructs can be discerned not only among liberal scholars such as A.J.P. Taylor and J.P.T. Bury but also among some orthodox Marxists such as G.D.H. Cole.


� For an overview of the methodological issues refered here see: Peter Burke, History and Social Theory, (Cambridge University Press, 1992).


� For major writings on cultural history of modern Europe refer: Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, (Penguin, 1968); Peter Geyl, The Tender Passion, 1978 and Philip Aries and Georges Duby eds. A History of Private Life, volumes IV and V, (Harvard Univ Press, 1987/ 1990).


� For an early example of the ‘cultural turn’ in the historiography of the French Revolution refer Francois Furet, The French Revolution: 1770-1814, 1977. For an overview of later revisionist historiography refer Emmet Kennedy, A Cultural History of the French Revolution, 1989 and Lynn Hunt, Kieth Baker et al eds. The French Revolution and the Creation of Modern Political Culture, (Pergamon, 1987). For an overview of the debate on the changing character of the historiography of the French Revolution see: Peter M. Jones ed. The French Revolution: Social and Political Perspectives, (Arnold, 1996) and Ronald Schechter ed. The French Revolution: Essential Readings, (Blackwell, 1992). 


� Refer: Douglass North, ‘Economic Performance Through Time’, American Economic Review, Volume 84, No.3, pp.359-68. and M.Olson, The Rise and Decline of Nations: Economic Growth, Stagflation and Social Rigidities, (Yale University Press, New Haven).


� Manuel Castells, The Rise of the Network Society, (Blackwell, 1996/ 2000).


� Such a failure to appreciate the causal connections between cultural proceses and economic trends is indeed evident even in the some of the best accounts of industrialization such as Robert Brenner, ‘Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in Pre Industrial Europe’, Past and Present, No. 70, 1978. Sidney Pollard, Peaceful Conquest: The Industrialisation of Europe: 1760-1970; D. Aldcroft and S. Ville eds. The European Economy: 1750-1914, (1998) and A.S. Milward and S.B. Saul, Economic Development of Continental Europe: 1780-1870, (Unwin Hyman, 1979). Among notable exceptions to this general trend reference may be made to R.C. Trebilcock, The Industrialisation of the Continental Powers, 1780-1914, (Blackwell,1981).


� For the model of cultural interpretation preferred here refer: Marc Bloch, The Historian’s Craft, (Alfred Knopf, 1953).


� In this sense, our methodological position is close to that of Max Weber though Weber himself used the term ‘meaning’ in place of culture as referred here. Refer: Stephen Kalberg, Max Weber: Readings and Commentary on Modernity, (Blackwell Publications, 2005).


� The elaboration of such a methodological position may be seen in Karl Popper, Conjectures and Refutation: The Growth of Scientific Knowledge, (Routlege, London, 1963).


� Refer Anthony Giddens, New Rules of the Sociological Method, (Stanford University Press, 1993).


� For a recent defence of ‘culture’ for the understanding of economic processes refer : Amrtya Sen, ‘How Culture Matters’ in Vijayendra Rao and Michael Walton eds. Culture and Public Action, (Permanent Black, Delhi, 2004). 


� E.J. Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780, (Cambridge University Press, 1990).


� Alfred Marshall, Principles of Economics, (8th Edition), (Macmillan, 1920/ 1977).





� It is not our intention to privilege the notion of uniform ‘national’ cultures in any way. Significant differences between various regional and religious groups as well as classes existed always within each ‘nation’ . Yet, the major European nations have not been just artificial political constructions. By and large corresponding to dominant linguistic groups they have also been characterized by distinct literary as well as folk traditions and styles which may have been further strengthened by the sovereign state and the nationalist mythology through the modern period. 


� Refer for statistical references Phyllis Deane, The First Industrial Revolution, (Cambridge University Press, 1980) and the table below. 





� Refer Peter Mathias, The First Industrial Nation: An Economic History of Britain: 1700-1914, (Routlege, 1971) and Robert Brenner, ‘Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in Pre Industrial Europe’, Past and Present, No. 70, (1978).


� W.W. Rostow, The Stages of Economic Growth, (Cambridge University Press, 1960); N.F.R. Crafts, British Economic Growth during the Industrial Revolution, (OUP, 2005). 


� Sidney Pollard,  op.cit., 1980 and D.Aldcroft and S. Ville eds. op.cit., (1998).


� A.S. Milward and S.B. Saul, op.cit., (1979).





� W.W. Lockwood, The Economic Development of Japan, (Princeton Univ Press, 1968).


� Alan Macfarlane, The Culture of Capitalism, (Blackwell, 1987).       


� Refer D.H. Aldcroft, ‘The Entrepreneur and the British Economy: 1870-1914, The Economic History Review, vol.17, no.1, (1964) and Phyllis Deane, op.cit. 1980, Peter Mathias, op.cit. 1969 and G.D.H. Cole, A History of Socialist Thought, volume III, Nacmillan, (1963).


� E.J. Hobsbawm, op. cit. 1969.


� Robert Brenner, op.cit. 1978.


� Refer Lawrence Stone, The Past and the Present, (Routlege and Kegan Paul, 1988) and Alan Macfarlane, op.cit, 1987.


� For statistical indicators of comparative economic growth refer table 1-5 Also see Francois Crouzet, A History of the European Economy: 1000-2000, 2001 and D. Aldcroft and S. Ville eds. op.cit, 1998.


� Refer: Richard Tilly, ‘Mergers, External Growth, and Finance in the Development of Large-Scale Enterprise in Germany, 1880-1913’, Journal of Economic History 42:3 (September 1982) and R.C. Trebilcock, The Industrialisation of the Continental Powers, 1780-1914, (Longman, 1981), on one hand, and David Landes, The Unbound Promethius, (1969) and Jurgen Kocka, ‘Capitalism and Bureucracy in German Industrialisation before 1914’, The Economic History Review, vol 34, no.3, (August 1981), on the other.


� R.C. Trebilcock, op.cit. pp. 1981.


� See J.K. Galbraith, The Affluent Society, (Mariner Books, 1998/ 78).


� Refer: G.A. Ritter, ‘Workers’ Culture in Impereal Germany’, Journal of Contemporary History, vol.13, no.2, (April 1978) and G.V. Rimlinger, Labor and the Government: A Comparative Historical Perspective’, The Journal of Economic History, vol.37, no.1, (1977). 


� Refer Table below. For more detailed data refer Peter Mathias ed. Cambridge Economic History of Europe vol 7, part 1, (Cambridge University Press, 1978). 
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� W. Lockwood, op.cit. (1968) For a critique of the conventional view on the economic consequences of peasant consolidation in France also refer: J.W. Shaffer, Family and Farm: Agrarian Change and Household Organisation in the Loire Valley: 1500-1900, (Albany, 1982).
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� On the structure of the business firms in France refer: M.S. Smith, ‘Thoughts on the Evolution of the French Capitalist Economy in the 19th century’, Journal of European Economic History, vol. 7, (1978). For more general remarks on the culture of French capitalism refer Theodor Zeldin, France: 1848-1945, volume 2, (OUP, 2005).
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� The exact beginning of the industrial take off in Russia, however, remains a matter of controversy with some scholars like R.W. Goldsmith and Warren Nutter claiming that the industrial revolution cannot be said to have begun before 1928 really while others like Margaret Miller acknowledging the 1890s as the acceptable decade for such take off. For an overview refer: Margaret Miller, Economic Development of Russia: 1905-14, (Routlege, 1967). 





� Alexander Gerschenkron, Economic Backwardness in Historical Perspective, (1940).


� Refer R.C. Trebilcock, op.cit, (1981). 


� M.T. Florinsky, Russia: A History and Interpretation, (Macmillan & Co., 1959) and The End of the Russian Empire, (Collier, 1961).


� W. Lockwood, op.cit, (1968).
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� Alec Nove, An Economic History of the USSR, Pelican, 1969.
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