MODULE 1:

THE MAKING OF THE MODERN WORLD:

PRELIMINARY CONSIDERATIONS

The Idea of the ‘Modern’

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

But exactly what does it mean to say that something is ‘modern’? We can distinguish between two meanings. The first meaning of ‘modern’ is ‘contemporary’, ‘of the present period.’ This is an old meaning dating back to the later Middle Ages. It is still used today. We talk, for example, about modern history as opposed to ancient history or modern languages (French, German, Spanish, etc.) as opposed to the classical languages (notable Greek and Latin). In this particular meaning, no value judgment is attached to the word ‘modern’; it is simply a way of pigeonholing information with no evaluation implied. In the second meaning, however, a value judgment is implied. This is the idea of the modern as superior in some way: ‘progressive’, ‘improved’, ‘desirable’, ‘looking to the future’ as opposed to ‘backward looking’, ‘reactionary’ or even ‘stagnant’. In this course, both these meanings are in play: the modern is both of the present and, in the view of many living today, a desirable state. This means in turn that with respect to its substantive content, its concrete expressions in terms of particular things, activities and practices, modernity, the modern, is a dynamic, ever-changing condition. While in late Victorian times it might have been signaled by the flush toilet, gas lighting, urban living and annual holiday, and in the ‘thirties by the automobile, the suburb, and the movie theater, today it includes the internet, the DVD player and airplane travel.

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

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

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

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

The ‘modern’, ‘modernity’ has an ‘Other’: a contrasting condition which is its opposite. This is ‘the traditional’. This contrast originated in the nineteenth century and at that time it was not always a contrast in which the modern emerged as superior. This is very clear in the writings of novelists like George Eliot, Thomas Hardy and Balzac. There is regret there for a vanishing world of close, personal relations with others, the dissolution of small, face-to-face communities in which, supposedly at least, people cared for one another and in which social life had a predictability from one year to the next; a world which was being replaced by relations of a more impersonal nature, ruled by the cold law of money and self-interest, and in which constant uncertainty about the future reigned. 
People tried to make sense of what was happening as the industrial revolution gathered speed, as people lost jobs on the land and were forced into cities where they often faced material deprivation, appalling housing conditions, and a criminal underclass. Sociology as a field of investigation was born in the nineteenth century and it is no stretch of the imagination that this contrast, documenting it, understanding the transition from one polar state to the other, was its foundational idea, if not its obsession. It remains a major benchmark not just for sociology but for social thought in general.

By now, and for the most part, the center of gravity of moral evaluation has shifted in the direction of the modern. While politicians still tout ‘family values’ and ‘tradition’ the more positive evaluation of the ‘modern’ and of ‘modernity’ has triumphed. This is where people want to be. This is the basis for evaluating the rest of the world as ‘backward’, ‘on the way to the modern but not yet quite there’, etc. There are no politicians calling for a return to gas lamps, horses and buggies, medicine as it was conducted before Pasteur, etc. People in ‘the modern world’ are glad that they were born into it. 

In fact what we would now notice is the remarkable geohistorical-centricity of the term. It is both geo-centric in the sense of being a concept that works to the advantage of people in a particular geographic area; and also historico-centric in the sense that everything that went before is, if not rubbished, certainly viewed as on a lower plane, antiquated, less ‘developed’ and so on. So to consider the geo-centric and the historico-centric in turn:

· By ‘geo-centric’ I mean that the idea of the modern is one that gives a moral priority to the contemporary ‘West’: that diffuse geographic idea that corresponds to the more ‘developed’ parts of the globe – Western Europe, North America and Japan, along with some outliers like Australia, New Zealand and possibly Argentina and Chile. It is the people who live there that are in the vanguard of the contemporary world, who are the ones whose way of life is to be aspired to by the ‘rest.’ There were earlier distinctions which roughly mapped onto the modern / tradition or modern / non-modern. A classic was the contrast between so-called ‘civilization’ and ‘barbarism.’ Both of these terms have fallen on bad times as a result of the dissolution of formal empire but the ‘modern’ / ‘traditional’ contrast preserves much of the old meanings. This was the more politically correct contrast, for example, that apartheid governments in South Africa eventually drew on when talking about Africans and whites.

· ‘Historico-centric’: I used the term in the sense not of a privileged place from which the rest of the world is judged but a privileged point in time from which everything previous is deficient. The use of the ‘modern world’ commonly implies that it is the pinnacle of human achievement. Everything that went before is paltry, mean, inefficient, somehow lacking. This is a view of history as progressive
: a story of human progress in which things get better and better (so forget the holocaust!). In academic history this used to be a common view though historians have become more self-conscious and now try to steer clear of it. However, it still creeps into school history books.
Putting value judgments aside, however, of what are the modern and the traditional seen to consist in these various distillations? Table 1 sets out some of the crucial contrasts, or at least those that I personally think are central to coming to grips with ‘the making of the modern world’.

Table 1: The Traditional and the Modern

	THE TRADITIONAL:

Societies in which social life is more …
	THE MODERN

Societies in which social life is more …

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

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

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


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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

Even so, one can usefully see the process of ‘modernization’ as a geographic process: as a process of diffusion over space from a heartland first in Western Europe, then in North America and later still in Japan. Accordingly there are now multiple centers from which modernity moves out to colonize the rest of the world. Western Europe was the original base for the spread of modernity to North America, South America, South Asia, parts of Africa and Oceania. North America then became a heartland in its own right as American firms, missionaries, military installations, movies, and later non-governmental organizations became vectors of change in South America, Africa and Asia. In East Asia Japan was to be an important force bringing the industrial revolution, modern technologies to Korea, Taiwan and Manchuria or what is now part of northern China.
Modernization in turn has meant a reorganization of space relations. This has occurred through its implications for production. The feats of production associated with modernity are of heroic proportions but they are achieved through new social arrangements which imply, in turn, a radical reorganization of geography. We should emphasize two sorts of new ‘social arrangement’ through which these feats of production are achieved:

· The division of labor: Through dividing labor into more specialized tasks efficiency is enhanced – more can be produced by fewer workers. Specialization in turn entails more specialized instruments of labor which likewise facilitate worker productivity. 

· The development of communal means of production: These are means of production that are used in common. They include obvious cases like assembly lines, particular pieces of equipment like blast furnaces or oil refineries; but also less obvious cases like airports or dock facilities which numerous firms will make use of and which facilitates their ability to produce by (e.g.) expanding their markets. The same goes for the infrastructure of the city: its sewer and water systems and highway networks. These are important conditions of production that are used by all the firms and workers in the city and without which they would have difficulty producing.

These features of what we might reasonably call the socialization of production result in new geographies. The division of labor results in a specialization of regions and places in different products: people in different regions and places become increasingly interdependent one with another, tied together through a dense mesh of transport and communications. At the same time the use of shared means of production like factories, modern sewer systems, has meant a concentration of population in cities. Urbanization has become synonymous with modernization (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1: The socialization of production and the reorganization of space

	
	IN A NON-SPATIAL CONTEXT
	IN A SPATIAL CONTEXT

	THE DIVISION OF LABOR
	The division of labor within the factory or between firms doing different things (e.g. Honda and its component suppliers)
	The geographic division of production or labor: Cotton Belt, Manufacturing Belt, Newly Industrializing Countries

	COMMUNAL MEANS OF PRODUCTION
	Oil refineries; assembly lines; blast furnaces; airplanes
	National rail systems; container ports; airports; electricity grids; cities (highway systems, water and sewer systems that are shared)


The Idea of ‘Making’ the Modern World
The general view of the making of the modern world is that its particular institutional and discursive features and its characteristic dynamic first emerged in Western Europe, particularly England, Scotland and Wales, starting in the sixteenth century but gathering speed thereon; and then spread to the rest of the world. So there is a process of formation; and also one of spread or diffusion. In this section I’m going to look at an example of understandings of why it was that modernity initially sank its roots in Western Europe; and then we will turn and examine a particular approach to how it spread around the world. 

We should note at the outset that explanations of why it was that Western Europe was the hearth region have been highly controversial. This is not because European origins are disputed. Rather there is a view that it is nothing to do with anything intrinsic to Western Europe but everything to do with the march it was able to steal over rivals in South and East Asia through the voyages of discovery and the loot that was subsequently returned to Western Europe to nurture an embryonic capitalist economy.
The explanation of spread that I am including here is equally controversial. It equates the initial spread of modernity at least to a European diaspora. According to this argument, it was the settlement of Europeans and the creation of so-called neo-Europes in the Americas and Australasia that led to the initial spread of the institutional complex forming the preconditions for the modern. This movement in turn was conditioned by ecological factors dating back many millennia to the Neolithic period. But is that a sufficient explanation for the geographic spread of modernity?

The European Hearth
Europe’s privileged role in nurturing the elements of modernity, it is argued, was due to particular features of European social structure and / or of Europeans that gave them an advantage in the transformation of society and the dissolution of the traditional. Social structurally it might have been, for example, that European society was particularly susceptible to the sorts of changes that ushered in capitalism. Since capitalism is regarded as a major vector of modernity, this would be important. Alternatively it is argued that Europeans, for whatever reason, social structurally, racially, enjoyed advantages of rational thought – the Judeo-Christian tradition, for example – that put them in an advantageous position when it came to the development of science and technology; again, important features of modernity as we noted in Table 1. Why, for example, was it that native Americans failed to develop arithmetic? And why was it that the wheel had to be introduced into Africa from the outside? So while modernity came to Europe as a result of features, processes that were endogenous to that part of the world, the remainder of the world received it from the outside.

An excellent example of this genre of contribution is a book by the (now retired) historian David Landes. He wrote a book entitled The Wealth and Poverty of Nations: Why Some Are So Rich and Why Some Are So Poor which appeared in 1998. His answer to the enigma is diverse. Partly, he says, Europe’s success was a result of what he calls its ‘geography.’ By this he means a particularly favorable climate: one of mild winters and wet summers which permitted hard work without the need for irrigation. The latter was significant, he claims, because large scale irrigation works require a powerful state which can stifle initiative. This is one of the reasons why the great transformation in human productivity occurred in Europe and not in China. Partly, however, he argues that it was also a matter of culture. Here he rehabilitates the famous argument of Max Weber’s The Protestant Ethic according to which it was Protestantism that made a difference because it enjoined habits of hard work, saving, and investment. He also suggests that Europe, in contrast to the huge area of China, benefited from its fragmentation into numerous states; this meant that because people could move from one country to another the stifling effects of states on human initiative were held in check.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	TECHNOLOGY
	APPROXIMATE LAG

IN CENTURIES

	Wheelbarrow
	9-10

	Efficient harness for draft animals:

Breast-strap (postilion)

Collar
	8

6

	Cross-bow (as an individual arm)
	13

	Deep drilling
	11

	Cast iron
	8-9

	Segmental arch-bridge
	7

	Iron-chain suspension bridge
	10-13

	Canal lock gates
	7-17

	Gunpowder
	5-6

	Magnetic compass with needle
	4

	Magnetic compass used for navigation
	2

	Paper
	10

	Printing (block)
	6

	Printing (moveable type)
	4


Ecological Understandings of the European Diaspora
Nevertheless the European origins of modernity are indisputable. So how did it spread around the world? One argument is ecological in nature. It received its most explicit statement in the recent work of Jared Diamond (Guns, Germs and Steel 1997). However, his argument also overlaps in important ways with earlier claims made by Alfred Crosby (Ecological Imperialism 1986).

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

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

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

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

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

But before talking about capitalism we need to emphasize that the conditions that would facilitate the form of development that we call capitalist and with it the making of the modern world were very, very long in the making. When we talk about capitalism we talk among other things about the growth of material wealth and the ability to control nature, but these were happening long before if only very, very slowly. Likewise there was exchange, often over very long distances. There were also states, which, if not of the modern variety, governed according to something that we would recognize today as the law. 

Crucial significance attaches here to the slow if slowly accelerating development over the millennia of the division of labor. This led to an increased production of wealth which in turn, as demand increased, allowed a further increase in the division of labor. The division of labor is as old as the Palaeolithic or stone age. There was typically a gender division of labor with men doing the hunting and women the gathering. Hunting at least would have involved a further division of labor; someone at least had to organize the hunt. So leaders would emerge and therefore and with them primitive sort of government: power became institutionalized in the form of particular positions in the division of labor. 

The Neolithic period corresponds to a further leap in production. Now people are able to produce more than they need. On the other hand, their crops and their cattle and pigs need protection if they are to be harvested. This is the context for the separation off of power relations and their institutionalization in the form of the state: a further development of the division of labor. Early states would have almost certainly been protection rackets: people would have to agree to pay ‘strong men’ in kind to protect them and their crops and livestock or risk the consequences. Once the ‘agreement’ had been made then the embryonic state would have its own interest in protecting agricultural production for without it there would be no surplus to support their armies and pay for the luxury goods that they coveted.
Development receives a further impetus with the growth of exchange: the willing alienation of one’s products in exchange for someone else’s. The domestication of animals during the Neolithic required ways of preserving the meat and this would have been done through curing with salt: salt beef, salt mutton and salt pork. That, however, meant obtaining salt and it was not ubiquitous. Salt moved over long distances, possibly in exchange for livestock which could in turn be moved on their own feet. The rulers, living off the fat of the land, would have demanded luxury goods made of the precious metals and this would also have required exchange over long distances. 
Trade would then have received a further impetus through the development of money. This made exchange vastly easier than when it had to be carried out through barter; which, of course, is why it came about. Under barter one could only exchange if one found someone who had what you wanted and you wanted what the other person had: almost a ‘looking-for-the-needle-in-the-haystack’ effect. But with money that wasn’t necessary. The use of money led to other developments. You might have wanted to buy but what you had for sale was still in the ground and not yet ready to harvest. At this point the money lender emerges using your crops as collateral: an early precursor of the banking industry.

So by the time of the dawn of capitalism a great deal had changed. More was being produced in the world and this had allowed population to expand. There had been inventions that facilitated production and exchange: the wheel, the plough, the water wheel, the sail boat, the spinning wheel, even the smelting of iron ore to make iron through the use of charcoal. There was a separate state ready to pass laws and legitimate the social changes pushed for by the powerful. 
So how then should we understand capitalism; this central, absolutely essential condition for bringing the modern world into being? First, note that the making of the modern world corresponds to huge changes in our ability to control and harness for human purposes natural forces and substances. This is why, at least in some parts of the globe, it has been accompanied by fairly dramatic improvements in people’s standard of living. It has also brought about equally massive social changes. Traditional communities and ways of thinking have been smashed and social relations reordered through the rise of the state and the market nexus. And despite the wealth, horrendous inequalities have been produced on a global scale. Capitalism is centrally implicated in these changes.

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

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

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

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

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

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

To stay in business, to make sure that it is your product that is sold and you are not the one with irretrievable expenses, competition becomes a necessity. This assumes diverse forms but the most obvious are those of cheapening the product and developing it. Cheapening the product can involve capitalists in a search for more efficient technologies which can economize on raw materials or on workers: new machinery or new ways of organizing the labor process as in an intensification of the division of labor. Alternatively it may be that there are opportunities in the form of cheaper labor or cheaper raw-materials elsewhere. Gaining access to these, however, may be conditional upon a development of the technology of transportation or of production itself, thus allowing unskilled workers to do the job where formerly it required the skilled. In these ways capitalism, through competition, develops the productivity of workers: their ability to produce. As Marx and Engels comment in The Communist Manifesto:
“The bourgeoisie, during its rule of scarce one hundred years, has created more massive and more colossal productive forces than have all preceding generations together. Subjection of nature’s forces to man, machinery, application of chemistry to industry and agriculture, steam navigation, railways, electric telegraphs, clearing of whole continents for cultivation, canalization of rivers, whole populations conjured out of the ground – what earlier century had even a presentiment that such productive forces slumbered in the lap of social labor?” (The Communist Manifesto, p.6)

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Logics of Capitalist Development

In understanding capitalist development, four major – emphasize ‘major’ – points:

1. Capitalism is the production of commodities with commodities. All elements of the labor process – the worker, the instruments of labor (what the worker works with) and the object of labor (what the worker works on) are commodities: in other words, they are bought and sold in markets (see Table 3). The capitalist lays out money for everything that is needed in production: a truly unprecedented situation in world history. 

Table 3: The Elements of the Labor Process: Some Examples

	INDUSTRY
	WORKER
	INSTRUMENTS OF

LABOR
	OBJECT OF 

LABOR
	PRODUCT

	Coal mining
	Coal miner
	Originally pick and shovel; 

now the coal cutter
	The coal face
	Coal

	Furniture
	Carpenter
	Saws, planes, chisels
	Wood
	Chairs, tables, etc.

	Wheat cultivation
	Farmer
	Plough, tractor, harrow, combine harvester, irrigation devices
	The land, seed, water
	Wheat

	Aviation
	Pilots, flight attendants, ground staff
	Airplanes, airports, radar, GPS navigation systems, tractors
	The passenger
	Transport of passengers

	Education
	School teacher
	Desks, chairs, chalk, blackboard, books
	The child
	The educated child


This presupposes a number of different conditions. First, human history has to have arrived at a situation in which money is in common use. Only then can commodity markets function uninterruptedly. Second, people have to want to work for a wage. To some degree this happens because they are dispossessed and have no alternative means of obtaining access to means of subsistence; their land has been taken away from them so they can no longer grow their own food. This was certainly the case in Tudor England. It was also the case in those colonies where European settlers were strongly in evidence, like South Africa or what is now Zimbabwe: the Europeans took African land away from them, forcing them to work in European-owned mines and on European-owned farms and plantations. Other people get dispossessed because of market forces. This was the case in the US. Once the Indians had been cleared out of the way – a big precondition – then the land was divided into private farms and sold to settlers.
 The settlers then had to produce for the market in order to pay off the mortgages taken out to buy the land. If they failed, they went bankrupt and were bought out by other settlers. Then they had to look for wage work if they were to survive: they had become part of that growing mass of wage workers.

Third, once people have been separated from the means of production, if they are to produce and people are to go on living, they need to be reunited with the means of production, and so incorporated into the labor process. This means that there must be people with sufficient money to afford to purchase all the necessary inputs of the labor process: the worker’s ability to work, the instruments of labor and the objects of labor. Again, we go back to the preconditions of capitalism. There had been commodity exchange before capitalism and this had led to the emergence of merchants and money lenders. It was from this category of person that the first capitalists emerged.

2. The commodification of the labor process entails competition: a fundamental fact of capitalist development and fraught with the most momentous of consequences. The capitalist-to-be has laid out money for the worker’s ability to labor, the instruments and objects of labor; now she wants her money back, plus some more in order to maintain her own physical substance.
 However, there is no certainty that she can sell her products at a price that will allow her to achieve that goal. Demand for her products is unpredictable. Consumers may be more interested in buying other things, for whatever reason. Or other would-be capitalists have produced the same thing. In either case, she faces the competition of other capitalists. So what is she to do? She can lower her price but that means that she risks losing some of the money she originally laid out in the form of wages, and purchases of instruments of labor and raw-materials. 

She has two fundamental alternatives:

· She can indeed lower her price in order to lure customers away from other producers but if she is to do that and at the same time, retrieve all the money she originally laid out for production, she needs to cut her costs. She might find cheaper inputs for the labor process, for example. Historically, however, the way to lowering costs so as to compete more effectively has been through equipping workers with new instruments of labor that allow them to be more productive: i.e., each worker producing more shoes or chairs per hour. Reorganizing the division of labor in the workshop can accomplish the same purpose. This is to the degree that it makes workers more efficient in what they do. All these are different forms of cost competition.

· In addition to cost competition, however, there is also product competition. Our capitalist’s goal is to retrieve the money she has laid out plus a little extra for herself. She might be able to do this by giving her product some feature, some improvement that other capitalist’s products don’t have. At the extreme she might introduce a product that is very attractive to the consumer and which no other capitalist is yet producing. Brilliant! Inspired! She has a monopoly of the market, at least for a while, and can enjoy unusually high mark-ups over her costs of production.

Both forms of competition, cost- and product-, have characterized capitalist development. Real costs of production, measured in constant dollars, that is, and for basically the same product, have tended downwards. Passenger air fares are a good example of this and this is why the real prices of airline tickets have tended to go down over the decades. Yet again, there has been product competition. Products that are still with us and have not been displaced by others are extraordinarily more efficient, consumer-friendly, than they used to be; there is, for example, absolutely no comparison between the automobile of the 1950s and the contemporary instance.
3. Our capitalist has been successful, let us assume. She has retrieved the money laid out plus some more: her profit. She needs the latter in part in order to keep her own body and soul together. There is, however, another reason. Let us assume that she made a higher profit than she expected. Is she going to spend it? She might spend some of it. But the logic of capitalist development is that she will reinvest the greater part of it: she simply has to. If she doesn’t, she risks failure to sell her product. She will then be bankrupt and have to sell her labor power for a wage like most others. Heaven forbid!

Why, however, will reinvestment of her profits make a difference? There are several considerations here, not all of which might be in play at any particular time:

· If she reinvests her profits along with the money she originally spent for the inputs to the labor process but which she has now retrieved she can invest more money than previously. This means at least two things: i) she can produce on a larger scale and this may mean that she can lower her costs: a larger workforce may allow greater division of labor in the workshop, for example, and more specialized workers may make it worthwhile purchasing more specialized instruments of labor which can make the worker even more productive; or ii) after several cycles of investment and reinvestment, so that the money under her control progressively increases, she may find herself in a situation where she can buy out some of her competitors and so relieve some of the pressure to keep on reducing her costs. Alternatively she may use her money to purchase the producers of her raw-materials so that she can control the prices at which she buys them.

· Alternatively, reinvesting her profits may eventually put her in a position where she can compete more effectively in terms of the quality or novelty of her product (i.e. increase her effectiveness in terms of product competition). But only ‘eventually.’ This is because developing existing or new products takes a lot of money. Research and development departments are expensive. The workers there are typically highly qualified engineers, chemists, designers, IT people and they demand high salaries. The team-nature of the work that they do means that any one worker in an R&D department can hold the employer hostage for fear of breaking up what is a very effective group. In addition there have to be financial allowances for attendance at international conferences where ideas are garnered. 
The alternatives, however, are dire. Failure to reinvest will ultimately mean failure to compete and bankruptcy. There is no alternative, therefore, to reinvesting profits. 
Expand or die. 

This means that at the center of capitalist development is the process of accumulation: increasing stockpiling of assets, financial and otherwise, in the single hands of the capitalist. But they aren’t there for consumption. Rather they are there for production and then reinvestment on a still larger scale in production.

4. Ultimately the people who are producing all these things, these new products, the assets that the capitalist is accumulating, are the workers. They get paid a wage, for sure, but they don’t get back the value of all that they produce; otherwise there would be no profit. The logic of capital ensures that that will be the result and stay the result. Wages will be kept down within limits consistent with profit making.

Imagine a situation in which there is a shortage of labor and wages start creeping up and encroaching on firm profits. One way of bringing wage costs under control once more is to economize on the number of workers you need. As a capitalist you might be able to do this through substituting machinery for workers (e.g., replace a human dishwasher with an automatic one) or equipping workers so that they can be more productive and you don’t need so many workers. This is the intended consequence of what you are doing as a capitalist: a reduced wage bill. But there are unintended consequences which work in the same direction. Substituting machines for workers means at least some unemployment. That increases the level of competition in the labor market and so drives wages down.

So unemployment is one of the great risks of wage labor, of working for a wage; you never know when it might all end. So the mass of the population experiences considerable insecurity. On top of that their needs are increasing all the time. New products are appearing on the market which people want to buy. Eventually those products become an absolute necessity. This was the case with the automobile. Initially it was a discretionary item. But beyond a certain level of car ownership, mass transit became decreasingly profitable and it became more and more difficult to hold a job if you didn’t have a car. 
Insecurity and the demand for higher wages are at the origin of the labor movement. At the heart of the labor movement are workers’ collective forms of organization. These have included, notably, labor unions to fight for higher wages and severance payments, in case of unemployment; and their own political parties to press for other forms of labor protection: unemployment compensation, a shorter working week, old age pensions, health care for all, rent control and so on. Everywhere that there has been a process of capitalist development there has been a labor movement: North America, Europe, Australasia, Japan, South Korea, and South Africa. And everywhere, there has been a labor movement and an authoritarian state, there has been pressure for democratization. The labor movement has been the great battering ram for securing the political rights of the masses: the right of free association, the right to free speech, the right to a free press and other media, and the right to vote.

This does not mean that all is lovely, cozy and principled in labor’s corner. Insecurity, the desire for higher wages, have also bred all manner of morbid symptoms. It would be foolish to ignore the ways in which workers have also periodically fallen prey to racism, genderism and national chauvinism. Workers have a history of trying to limit the market for their skills. By so doing they can create increased demand from employers and the possibility of successfully pressing for higher wages. Likewise by relegating others to the most insecure of occupations they can reduce the chance of being unemployed. So it is no accident that African Americans and women have indeed been consigned to the jobs that pay less, which are most insecure, as well as being dirty, stigmatized and downright unpleasant. Likewise it is no coincidence that it has been labor unions that have often spearheaded the demand for limits on immigration and often on the most appallingly racist grounds. 

Implications for Modernity
Consider now how this clarifies our understanding of modernity:

1. First we should note the extreme dynamism of modernity: its technically and socially revolutionary character. How, to paraphrase Marx, ‘all that is solid melteth into air.’ But given the logics of capitalist development this is how things have to be. 

Competition drives firms to innovate. Accordingly the shopping bag of products is continually changing. The same goes for the way in which capitalism is organized. At one time firms would have been owner managed. The capitalist was the person who supervised the labor process in the factory. He always had his eye on expansion, though, for reasons discussed under #3 above. So once he had saved up enough money he could buy the machinery that would allow him to raise the productivity of his workers, or he could buy out some of his competitors. Saving up enough money, however, took time. In some cases it would have taken generations. Think of the amount of money needed to launch a railroad. This is the origin of the joint stock company. By selling shares in a firm you can raise the money you need to expand or even to form the company to start with, as in the case of airlines, railroads, ports, ocean going steamship lines and the like.

The joint stock company revolutionized capitalism. It meant the formation of stock markets so that you could sell your shares in a firm and buy those of other firms. It also meant the separation of management from ownership. Previously the founder of the firm might have been the manager. But now he might not be to the tastes of the shareholders. They want to employ someone who has a level of managerial skill that will be competitive in the future rather than in the past. As a result, management emerges as a particular, discrete position in the technical division of labor. And ultimately, of course, this means the creation of business schools and – dare one say it – the slippery slope for universities as they become increasingly subservient to the business of making money. But bottom-line: Capitalist development not only revolutionizes the product mix and the ways things are produced, it also revolutionizes social forms, creating new ones like the joint stock firm, and expanding the technical division of labor to include a specialized stratum of managers.

The Austrian economist Joseph Schumpeter was fond of talking about capitalist development as a process of ‘creative destruction.’ As it creates so it destroys. New products, new forms of social organization, mean the demise of earlier ones. The bicycle and the motor bike gave way to the automobile. Old equipment is sold for scrap and the funds devoted to the purchase of new, more productive equipment (see Figure 2).

My father died in 1978. He experienced jet travel. He also owned a car. He lived in a house with mains water and flush toilet (though only since 1964). But if he was to be resurrected he would be amazed at what has transpired since his death: cordless telephones, GPS, cell phones, 24-hour supermarkets, low-cost air travel, digital TV, single-parent households, women pilots, male flight attendants, the presidentialization of British government, agribusiness, and lots more. He was always interested in farming and knew lots of farmers but would be staggered, and almost certainly horrified, at how farming is done today. He was also a keen soccer fan. But again he would have difficulty coming to terms with the way the professional sport is now organized, not least the way in which a very few teams (less than five) now dominate, absolutely dominate,
 the English game.

Some of this might seem remote from logics of capitalist development. But it most certainly is not. To refer to the last example, sport has become commodified, subordinated to the logics of money making to a degree that is remarkable. Women pilots might seem a stretch. But not when one bears in mind that capitalist development also entrains logics of equality; after all, to make money you need to hire the best people, regardless of gender, race or whatever.

Figure 2: Schumpeter on Creative Destruction

	Capitalism, then, is by nature a form or method of economic change and not only never is but never can be stationary. And this evolutionary character of the capitalist process is not merely due to the fact that economic life goes on in a social and natural environment which changes and by its change alters the data of economic action; this fact is important and these changes (wars, revolutions and so on) often condition industrial change, but they are not its prime movers. Nor is this evolutionary character due to a quasi-automatic increase in population and capital or to the vagaries of monetary systems, of which exactly the same thing holds true. The fundamental impulse that sets and keeps the capitalist engine in motion comes from the new consumers, goods, the new methods of production or transportation, the new markets, the new forms of industrial organization that capitalist enterprise creates. 

As we have seen in the preceding chapter, the contents of the laborer's budget, say from 1760 to 1940, did not simply grow on unchanging lines but they underwent a process of qualitative change. Similarly, the history of the productive apparatus of a typical farm, from the beginnings of the rationalization of crop rotation, plowing and fattening to the mechanized thing of today–linking up with elevators and railroads–is a history of revolutions. So is the history of the productive apparatus of the iron and steel industry from the charcoal furnace to our own type of furnace, or the history of the apparatus of power production from the overshot water wheel to the modern power plant, or the history of transportation from the mail coach to the airplane. The opening up of new markets, foreign or domestic, and the organizational development from the craft shop and factory to such concerns as U.S. Steel illustrate the same process of industrial mutation–if I may use that biological term–that incessantly revolutionizes the economic structure from within, incessantly destroying the old one, incessantly creating a new one. This process of Creative Destruction is the essential fact about capitalism. It is what capitalism consists in and what every capitalist concern has got to live in. . . . Every piece of business strategy acquires its true significance only against the background of that process and within the situation created by it. It must be seen in its role in the perennial gale of creative destruction; it cannot be understood irrespective of it or, in fact, on the hypothesis that there is a perennial lull. . . .

The first thing to go is the traditional conception of the modus operandi of competition. Economists are at long last emerging from the stage in which price competition was all they saw. As soon as quality competition and sales effort are admitted into the sacred precincts of theory, the price variable is ousted from its dominant position. However, it is still competition within a rigid pattern of invariant conditions, methods of production and forms of industrial organization in particular, that practically monopolizes attention. But in capitalist reality as distinguished from its textbook picture, it is not that kind of competition which counts but the competition from the new commodity, the new technology, the new source of supply, the new type of organization (the largest-scale unit of control for instance)–competition which commands a decisive cost or quality advantage and which strikes not at the margins of the profits and the outputs of the existing firms but at their foundations and their very lives. This kind of competition is as much more effective than the other as a bombardment is in comparison with forcing a door, and so much more important that it becomes a matter of comparative indifference whether competition in the ordinary sense functions more or less promptly; the powerful lever that in the long run expands output and brings down prices is in any case made of other stuff. 

It is hardly necessary to point out that competition of the kind we now have in mind acts not only when in being but also when it is merely an ever-present threat. It disciplines before it attacks. The businessman feels himself to be in a competitive situation even if he is alone in his field or if, though not alone, he holds a position such that investigating government experts fail to see any effective competition between him and any other firms in the same or a neighboring field and in consequence conclude that his talk, under examination, about his competitive sorrows is all make-believe. In many cases, though not in all, this will in the long run enforce behavior very similar to the perfectly competitive pattern. 
From Joseph Schumpeter Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy (New York: Harper, 1975) [orig. pub. 1942], pp. 82-85.


2. Second there is the sheer geographic scope of modernity. Modernity is a global phenomenon. It reaches into every nook and cranny of the globe. No African village is without someone who has a cell phone or who wears a Michael Jordan tee-shirt. We remarked on this earlier in contrasting modernity with the essentially local character of social life in pre-modern times: how, for example, the circle of one’s contacts was extremely circumscribed geographically. Today we have at least heard of people, know something about them, from around the globe, courtesy of the media: politicians, media celebrities, sports stars, businesspeople, movie stars, and so on. And when we go into the supermarket we are confronted with goods from around the world: Norwegian salmon, Chilean wines, kiwi fruit from New Zealand, foie gras from France, German beer, Belgian chocolates, and so on. The modern world is literally ‘the world.’

Again, though, it is no coincidence that capitalist development is hugely expansionary in a geographic sense. The early roots were sunk in Western Europe but it spread around the world, partly through the Europeans themselves as they colonized what were to become the neo-Europes, partly, as in cases like those of Japan and more recently China, by imitation: something enforced if they were to acquire the means of resisting European and later American imperialism. Everywhere the Europeans went they took with them the institutions that would allow and ultimately set in motion capitalist development: private property rights, a state to enforce and arbitrate property rights and contracts, free labor.
 

The initial voyages of discovery, to be discussed in Module 2, were only loosely connected with capitalism since it had yet to fully flower. But once capitalism was on its legs in its European hearth, it exploited those connections. To the extent that the institutional preconditions were in place, European business looked at other parts of the globe as new markets to conquer, as new sources of raw-materials. This wasn’t a whim. They were compelled to. The fear of every capitalist firm is that its goods will remain unsold. Domestic markets become saturated and new ones have to be explored. At the same time, cost competition impels firms to look for cheaper raw-materials while whole new industries rise on the basis of raw-materials that have to be imported because they were not available in Western Europe: the cotton textile industry, so important to the rise of British industry in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, is a case in point. In Germany grocery stores are still known as Kolonialwarenladen: in other words, shops where goods from the colonies are sold. And indeed to some degree they are: in their turn, sugar, coffee, cocoa, tea, pineapples, bananas, were all goods that had to be imported from outside Europe; and more to the point, money was to be made in investing in their production and importing them into the grocery stores of France, Great Britain, Germany and elsewhere. Later there were to be other products from the colonies like rubber and palm oil.
We talk today about globalization as if it happened yesterday. But on the contrary, it has been underway for at least three hundred and fifty years, and the development of North America has been one aspect of that: investment and workers who came from Western Europe. What we experience today is only the culmination of a long succession of innovations that have tied the world together in a mesh of material interdependence and in the interest of making money: steam ships, piston aircraft, jet aircraft; telegraph, radio, television, e-mail; the old European-based trading companies like the East India or Hudson Bay Company all the way to the modern multi-national corporation. 

3. The rise of science: Is there a human interest, free of the desire for profit, in understanding the cosmos? Weren’t Galileo, Newton, and Copernicus, founders of modern science, and later people like Lavoisier, Pasteur, Faraday and Darwin, motivated by the sheer desire to know and to understand? Absolutely yes! Initially in the long span of human history the pursuit of knowledge would undoubtedly have been closely connected to concerns of a very practical and material character: knowing the habits of game or the qualities of particular sorts of wood and therefore developing classifications of wood; knowing, though not necessarily understanding, the qualities of different sorts of soil – heavy, light, clayey, sandy, and so on. Later, with the development of the division of labor, the creation of places in which to contemplate the world, like monasteries and universities, knowledge could have been pursued for its own sake: knowledge as something aesthetic, as having an internal beauty, as something to contemplate for its symmetry and order, as in obvious cases like crystallography, rather than necessarily practical, for example. 

Having said that, though, it is undeniable that that scientific knowledge has been turned to not just practical purposes, but to the very specific goal of turning a profit.
 Furthermore, scientific knowledge has developed in response to demands from industry. A prominent example of this is the way in which universities now often have their ‘science parks’ in which the discoveries of faculty can be ‘spun off’ into profitable uses. Earlier major pharmaceutical, electrical and engineering companies endowed new professorships in fields close to their business interests. 

Modern science is about developing a reliable knowledge of naturally occurring objects and substances and naturally occurring forces, like electricity, the winds and the tides and radioactivity.
 Capitalism has an interest in these things because they can be turned to profitable use. The pharmaceutical industry employs armies of biochemists researching the next blockbuster drug, but to do that they have to keep in close contact with ‘pure’ science, giving grants to university faculty to do the ‘pure’ science that might just be relevant. The demands of the health industries have created new fields of investigation in the universities, like bioengineering. Science has become a necessary adjunct to the search for competitive advantage. 

But not any science will do, of course. What is created on its basis has to be not only profitable; it also has to fulfill some human purpose, otherwise it would not sell. So diseases are conquered, space is transcended for the purpose of the annual holiday, household work becomes easier, and so on. Little wonder, therefore, that science has acquired immense prestige and authority. For something or some practice to be referred to as ‘scientific’ is to endow it with desirable properties, though we should always reserve our judgment.

4. Finally there is a progressive character to modernity. We remarked on this at the beginning of this Module when talking about the emancipatory character of modernity. Capitalism is materially emancipatory in the sense that it progressively subordinates natural forces and substances to human use; in so doing it eases the labor of production as well as allowing a progressive extension of life spans, a mitigation of the effects of disease, improved nutrition, and through travel and the media, a greatly expanded awareness and enjoyment of the world. It is also politically emancipatory. It has been democratizing. Many of the inequalities, including those of gender, religion, and to a lesser degree race, have been flattened if not eliminated entirely.

Again, this progressive element is a consequence of capitalist logics. Material emancipation is built into the logics of cost and product competition. The use of machinery has allowed fewer workers to do more and in conditions that are far healthier and far less stressful than would have been the case a hundred years ago. Some of that reduction in the need for human labor has been converted into shorter working hours, shorter working weeks, more vacations and earlier retirement. Leisure time within the home has expanded, courtesy of labor saving devices. Increased leisure time means more time for developing the human faculties: critical reading, playing a musical instrument, developing one’s tennis skills, exploring foreign places, learning a foreign language and so on.

The same goes for political emancipation. Capitalist logics are thoroughly implicated, if not intentionally so on the part of capitalists. We have already seen that in the discussion of democratization. Capitalism calls into being a working class. To mitigate the insecurities and unsatisfied needs that it enjoins, workers organize; not least they organize in pursuit of the right to vote, and the right to vote into office a political party that will be more responsive to their needs. Even in its coming into being there is a sense in which capitalism is liberating. Instead of being tied to a particular feudal lord for life, it was possible to sell one’s ability to work to whoever was interested in buying it, regardless of who it might be.

By the same token, of course, capitalists are interested in hiring whoever is best for the job, regardless of gender or color. They want to enhance productivity and if the African American is more productive than the white person then she should, and increasingly does, get the job. It has taken a long time to get to this point. Racist views left their imprint as did genderized ones. But for whatever reason, they are now in retreat and capitalist logics are asserting themselves.

Concluding Comments
Capitalism has been the great motor of development. It has made the world what it is today, warts and all. Modernity is otherwise incomprehensible. Lest there be misunderstanding, however, this does not mean that human action is determined. It is certainly conditioned but we can’t read off the concrete details of modernity from the logics of capital. We know that there will be new products but we certainly can’t anticipate what they will be. There is an unknowable quality about the future. This is for several reasons.

In the first place, some of the effects of capitalist development are only understood with the passage of time. If in the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth, people had known that the extensive use of fossil fuels was going to result in devastating effects on world climate and the level of the oceans, then they might have done something about it. But at that time they had no idea of atmospheric physics and the difference that the burning of fossil fuels would make.

Secondly, ultimately things happen because people do things. They don’t do them under conditions of their own choosing. But it is people who have ideas about the world, who make scientific discoveries or develop new products, including financial ones like hedge funds, currency swaps and all those things we have been hearing about lately. Whether they will make a difference, whether a particular product will tickle the consumer’s fancy, for example, or particular lines of research will receive further funding, is beyond the power of the individual. Rather it depends on social conditions and for the time being at least, those conditions are capitalist ones.
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Product competition
� Sometimes referred to as the Whig theory of history.


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


� As well as pests like the rabbit.


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


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


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


� Read her Silas Marner, for example.


� This was even the case after the Homestead Act. The most accessible and land was sold at auctions.


� And a little bit more than that, as we will see.


� And then financial directors, managers for research, human resource managers and all those other subdivisions which would have been unknown in the 19th century and were barely on the horizon before WWII.


� In other words: You know before the season begins that the team that will be champion of the so-called Premiership will be one of only four teams. The other eighteen teams just aren’t competitive enough.


� After a few stutters, that is, which included recourse to slave labor, particularly in the Americas.


� So while a good deal of knowledge is highly practical, like developing a vaccine against malaria, it doesn’t promise much in the way of profit since its potential consumers lack the means to afford it.


� Important for the development of nuclear power, which, in an age of global warming, is being looked at through fresh eyes.
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