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Preface and Acknowledgments

THIs BOOK ENDEAVORS TO EXPLAIN the varied political roles played
by the landed upper classes and the peasantry in the transformation
from agrarian societies (defined simply as states where a large ma-
jority of the population lives off the land) to modern industrial
ones. Somewhat more specifically, it is an attempt to discover the
range of historical conditions under which either or both of these
rural groups have ‘become important forces behind the emergence
of Western parliamentary versions of democracy, and dictatorships
of the right and the left, that is, fascist and communist regimes.

Since no problem ever comes to the student of human society
out of a blue and empty sky, it is worthwhile to indicate very
briefly the considerations behind this one. For some time before be-
ginning this work in earnest more than ten years ago, I had become
skeptical of the thesis that industrialism was the main cause of twen-
tieth-century totalitarian regimes, because of the very obvious fact
that Russia and China were overwhelmingly agrarian countries
when the communists established themselves. For a long time before
that I had been convinced that adequate theoretical comprehension
of political systems had to come to terms with Asian institutions
and history. Hence it seemed at least a promising strategy to inves-
tigate what political currents were set up among the classes who
lived off the countryside and to devote as much attention to Asian
as to Western societies.

The book presents first (in Part I) a discussion of the demo-
cratic and capitalist route to the modern age as this transformation
worked itself out in England, France, and the United States. My
original intention had been to complete this section with similar
chapters on Germany and Russia in order to show how the social
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origins of fascism and communism in Europe differed from those of
parliamentary democracy. With some misgivings I decided to dis-
card these two chapters, partly because the book was already quite
long, partly because first-rate accounts became available during the
course of writing to which it was impossible for me to add any-
thing by way of interpreting the social history of these two coun-
tries. At the same time I have still drawn freely on German and
Russian materials for the purpose of comparative illustration and in
the theoretical discussion of Part III. The bibliography lists the
sources that have formed the basis of my conception of German
and Russian social history. Abandoning explicit accounts of Ger-
many and Russia has at least the compensating advantage of per-
mitting more extended discussion (in Part IT) of the Asiatic versions
of fascism, communism, and parliamentary democracy, in Japan,
China, and India, where agrarian problems remain acute. Since the
history and social structure of these countries is often quite un-
known to educated Western readers, critics may show some indul-
gence to an author who writes more. about what he knows less.
Against such a selection of cases it is possible to object that the
range is too wide for effective coverage by one person and too nar-
row to yield sound generalizations. About the possibility that the
undertaking was too big it would be inapprepriate for the author to
say more than that there have been many times when he would
have agreed heartily. Critics of the second type-might point out that
none of the smaller states — Switzerland, Scandinavia, or the Low
Countries on the democratic side, the smaller areas of communist
victory or control on the other, such as Cuba, the satellites of Fast-
ern Europe, North Vietnam, North Korea — receive any consider-
ation. How is it possible to generalize about the growth of Western
democracy or of communism while excluding them? Does not the
exclusion of the smaller Western democratic states produce a cer-
tain antipeasant bias throughout the whole book? To this objection
there is, I think, an impersonal answer. This study concentrates on
certain important stages in a prolonged social process which has
worked itself out in several countries. As part of this process new
social arrangements have grown up by violence and in other ways
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which have made certain countries political leaders at different
points in time during the first half of the twentieth century. The
focus of interest is on innovation that has led to political power, not
on the spread and reception of institutions that have been ham-
mered out elsewhere, except where they have led to significant
power in world politics. The fact that the smaller countries depend
economically and politically. on big and powerful ones means that
the decisive causes of their politics lie outside their own boundaries.
It also means that their political problems are not really comparable
to those of larger countries. Therefore a general statement about
the historical preconditions of democracy or authoritarianism cover-
ing small countries as well as large would very likely be so broad as
to be abstractly platitudinous.

From this standpoint the analysis of the transformation of
agrarian society in specific countries produces results at least as re-
warding as larger generalizations. It is important, for example, to
know how the solution of agrarian problems contributed-to the es-
tablishment of parliamentary democracy in England and the failure
as yet to solve very different ones constitutes a threat to democracy
in India. Furthermore, for any given country one is bound to find
lines of causation that do not fit easily into more general theories.
Conversely too strong a devotion to theory always carries the dan-
ger that one may overemphasize facts that fit a theory beyond their
importance in the history of individual countries. For these reasons
the interpretation of the transformation in several countries takes
up the largest part of the book.

In the effort to understand the history of a specific country a
comparative perspective can léad to asking very useful and some-
times new questions. There ‘are further advantages. Comparisons
can serve as a rough negative check on accepted historical explana-
tions. And a comparative approach may lead to new historical gen-
eralizations. In practice these features constitute a single intellectual
process and make such a-study more than a disparate collection of
interesting cases. For example, after noticing that Indian peasants
have suffered in a material way just about as much as Chinese peas-
ants during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries without generat-
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ing a massive revolutionary movement, one begins to wonder about
traditional explanations of what took place in both societies and
becomes alert to factors affecting peasant outbreaks in other coun-
tries, in the hope of discerning general causes. Or after learning
about the disastrous consequences for democracy of a coalition be-
tween agrarian and industrial élites in nineteenth- and early twen-
tieth-century Germany, the much discussed marriage of iron and
rye — one wonders why a similar marriage between iron and cotton
did not prevent the coming of the Civil War in the United States;
and so one has taken a step toward specifying configurations favor-
able and unfavorable to the establishment of modern Western de-
mogcracy. That comparative analysis is no substitute for detailed
investigation of specific cases is obvious.

Generalizations that are sound resemble a large-scale map of an
extended terrain, such as an airplane pilot might use in crossing a
continent. Such maps are essential for certain purposes just as more
detailed maps are necessary for others. No one seeking a prelimi-
nary orientation to the terrain wants to know the location of every
house and footpath. Still, if one explores on foot — and at present
the comparative historian does exactly that a great deal of the time
— the details are what one learns first. Their meaning and relation-
ship emerges only gradually. There can be long periods when the
investigator feels lost in an underbrush of facts inhabited by special-
ists engaged in savage disputes about whether the underbrush is a
pine forest or a tropical jungle. He is unlikely to emerge from such
encounters without scratches and bruises. And if he draws a map of
the area he has visited, one of the natives may well accuse him of
omitting his own house and clearing, a sad event if the researcher
has actually found much sustenance and refreshment there. The
outcry is likely to be all the sharper if at the end of the journey the
explorer tries to set down in very brief form for those who may
come later the most striking things that he has seen. That is exactly
what I shall try to do now, to sketch in very broad strokes the main
findings in order to give the reader a preliminary map of the terrain
we shall explore together.

In the range of cases examined here one may discern three
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main historical routes from the preindustrial to the modern world.
The first of these leads through what I think deserve to be called
bourgeois revolutions. Aside from the fact that this term is-a red
flag to-many scholars because of its Marxist connotations, it has
other ambiguities and disadvantages. Nevertheless, for reasons that
will appear in due course I think it is a necessary designation for
certain violent changes that took place in English, French, and
American societies on the way to becoming modern industrial de-
mocracies and that historians connect with the Puritan Revolution
(or the English Civil War as it is often called as well), the French
Revolution, and the American Civil War. A key feature in such
revolutions is the development of a group in society with an inde-
pendent economic base, which attacks obstacles to a democratic
version of capitalism that have been inherited from the past. Though
a great deal of the impetus has come-from trading and manufactur-
ing classes in the cities, that is very far from the whole story. The
allies this bourgeois impetus has found, the enemies it has encoun-
tered, vary sharply from case to case. The landed upper classes, our
main concern at the start, were either an important part of this cap-
italist and democratic tide, as in England, or if they opposed it, they
were swept aside in the convulsions of revolution or civil war. The
same thing may be said about the peasants. Either the main thrust
of their political efforts coincided with that toward capitalism and
political democracy, or else it was negligible. And it was negligible
either because capitalist advance destroyed peasant society or be-
cause this advance began in a new country, such as the United
States, without a real peasantry.

The first and earlier route through the great revolutions and
civil wars led to the combination of capitalism and Western democ-
racy. The second route has also been capitalist, but culminated dur-
ing the twentieth century in fascism. Germany and Japan are the
obvious cases, though only the latter receives detailed treatment in
this study for reasons given above. I shall call this the capitalist and
reactionary form. It amounts to a form of revolution from above.
In these countries the bourgeois impulse was much weaker. If it
took a revolutionary form at all, the revolution was defeated. After-
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ward sections of a relatively weak commercial and industrial class
relied on dissident elements in the older and still dominant ruling
classes, mainly recruited from the land, to put through the political
and economic changes required for a modern industrial society, un-
der ‘the auspices of a semi-parliamentary regime. Industrial devel-
opment may proceed rapidly under such auspices. But the outcome,
after a brief and unstable period of democracy, has been fascism.
The third route is of course communism, as exemplified in Russia
and in China. The great agrarian bureaucracies of these countries
served to inhibit the commercial and later industrial impulses even
more than in the preceding instances. The results were twofold. In
the first place these urban classes were too weak to constitute even
a junior partner in the form of modernization taken by Germany
and Japan, though there were attempts in this direction. And in the
absence of more than the most feeble steps toward modernization a
huge peasantry remained. This stratum, subject to new strains and
stresses as the modern world encroached upon it, provided the main
destructive revolutionary force that overthrew the old order and
propelled these countries into the modern era under communist
leadership that made the peasants its primary victims.

Finally, in India we may perceive still a fourth general pattern
that accounts for the weak impulse toward modernization. In that
country so far there has been neither a capitalist revolution from
above or below, nor a peasant one leading to communism. Likewise
the impulse toward modernization has been very weak. On the
other hand, at least some of the historical prerequisites of Western
democracy did put in an appearance. A parliamentary regime has
existed for some time that is considerably more than mere fagade.
Because the impulse toward modernization has been weakest in
India, this case stands somewhat apart from any theoretical scheme
that it seems possible to construct for the others. At the same time it
serves as a salutary check upon such generalizations. It is especially
useful in trying to understand peasant revolutions, since the degree
of rural misery in India where there has been no peasant revolution
is about the same as in China where rebellion and revolution have
been decisive in both premodern and recent times.
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To sum up as concisely as possible, we seek to understand the
role of the landed upper classes and the peasants in the bourgeois
revolutions leading to capitalist democracy, the abortive bourgeois
revolutions leading to fascism, and the peasant revolutions leading
to communism. The ways in which the landed upper classes and the
peasants reacted to the challenge of commercial agriculture were
decisive factors in determining the political outcome. The applica-
bility of these political labels, the elements that these movements do
and do not share in different countries and at different times, will I
hope become clear in the course of subsequent discussion. One
point, on the other hand, is worth noticing right away. Though in
each case one configuration emerges as the dominant one, it is pos-
sible to discern subordinate ones that become the dominant features
in another country. Thus in England, during the latter part of the
French Revolution and until after the end of the Napoleonic wars,
there existed some of the elements of a reactionary configuration
recognizable as a dominant feature in Germany: a coalition be-
tween the older landed élites and the rising commercial and indus-
trial ones, directed against the lower classes in town and countryside
(but able at times to attract significant lower-class support on some
issues). Indeed this reactionary combination of elements turns up in
some form in each society studied, including the United States. To
illustrate further, royal absolutism in France shows some of the
same effects on commercial life as do the great bureaucratic mon-
archies of tsarist Russia and Imperial China. This type of observa-
tion encourages somewhat greater confidence in the possibility that
empirically based categories may transcend particular cases.

Nevertheless there remains a strong tension between the de-
mands of doing justice to the explanation of a particular case and
the search for generalizations, mainly because it is impossible to
know just how important a particular problem may be until one has
finished examining all of them. This tension is responsible for a cer-
tain lack of symmetry and elegance in the presentation, which I de-
plore but have been unable to eliminate after several rewritings.
Again the parallel with the explorer of unknown lands may not be
amiss: he is not called upon to build a smooth and direct highway
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- for the next band of travellers. Should he be their guide, he is thought
to acquit himself adequately if he avoids the time-consuming back-
tracks and errors of his first exploration, courteously refrains from
leading his companions through the worst of the underbrush, and
points out the more dangerous pitfalls as he guides them warily
past. If he makes a clumsy misstep and stumbles into a trap, there
may even be some in the party who not only enjoy a laugh at his
expense, but may also be willing to give him a hand to set him forth
on his way once more. It is for such a band of companions in the
search for truth that I have written this book.

* #* *

Harvard’s Russian Research Center gave me the precious boon
of time. Because they displayed sympathetic curiosity without the
least trace of impatience, I am especially grateful to several officers
of the Center during whose tenure the book was written: Profes-
sors William L. Langer, Merle Fainsod, Abram Bergson as direc-
tors, Marshall D. Shulman, as associate director. Amid numerous
distractions Miss Rose DiBenedetto typed and retyped countless
pages of manuscript with endless good humor.

Throughout the whole undertaking my very good friend Pro-
fessor Herbert Marcuse fortified me with his unique blend of warm
encouragement and penetrating criticism. He may have helped me
most when he believed me least. Another good friend, the late Pro-
fessor Otto Kirchheimer, read through the entire manuscript and
brought to the surface some implicit theses that I have tried to make
explicit. At all stages the help that Elizabeth Carol Moore gave was
so fundamental and so varied that only an author and a husband can
appreciate it. We both drew often and successfully on the intelli-
gence and quiet resourcefulness of staff members of Widener Li-
brary, especially of Mr. Foster M. Palmer and Miss Y. T. Feng.

Several colleagues with special factual knowledge, by their
comments on individual chapters, have saved me from some foolish
mistakes and made valuable suggestions. Their generosity in telling
me they had found food for thought and further questioning in
their own specialities has been a treasured reward. No matter what
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disclaimer I might set down, to list their names here would identify
them in some degree with my views and confer upon this book an
unwarranted hint of scholarly consensus. Hence their thanks have
been private. From those not named here, as well as those who are, I
‘have learned that the notion of a community of scholars is more
than pure rhetoric.

BarriNgTON MOORE, JR.



PART ONE
Revolutionary Origins
of Capitalist Democracy



CHAPTER ONE

England and the Contributions
of Violence to Gradualism

1. Aristocratic Impulses bebind the Transition
to Capitalism in the Countryside

As ONE BEGINS THE STORY of the transition from the preindustrial to
the modern world by examining the history of the first country to
make the leap, one question cornes to mind almost automatically.
Why did the process of industrialization in England culminate in
the establishment of a relatively free society? That contemporary
England has been such for a long time, perhaps even considerably
more liberal than the United States in the crucial areas of freedom
of speech and the tolerance of organized political opposition, seems
plain enough. The aristocratic component in this toleration by the
dominant classes is equally apparent. To suggest all the important
reasons why this situation came about is a larger task than ours need
be, even if it is necessary to keep in mind possible causes other than
those pursued here in order to maintain a proper perspective. The
focus in this chapter will be on the particular and very significant
part that the classes in the countryside played in the transformation
to industrialism.

If the emphasis on the fate of nobles and peasants — and the
numerous gradations in between that were a distinctive feature of
English society — comes from the general plan of this book and the
questions with which it started, another axis of inquiry emerges
from examining the evidence. It is not necessary to read English his-
tory for very long, or to be more skeptical than the degree pre-
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scribed in standard texts on scientific method, in order to realize
that there is an element of myth in common notions about the pe-
culiar British capacity to settle their political and economic differ-
ences through peaceable, fair, and democratic processes. Such no-
tions are a partial truth rather than a myth. Simple debunking will
not clear up matters. The conventions of historical writing which
begin the story of English industrialization at some point after 1750
help to perpetuate this partial truth by highlighting peaceful do-
mestic history, very peaceful in contrast to France, during the eight-
-een and nineteenth centuries and by leaving in the shadow the era
of the Puritan Revolution or Civil War.* Merely to notice this fact
is to confront the question of what has been the connection be-
tween violence and peaceful reform: first of all in modern democ-
racy and more generally in the whole transformation from societies
based on agriculture to those based on-modern industrial technol-
ogies.

The social struggles that erupted in the-English Civil War of
the seventeenth century have their origins in a complicated process
of change that began several centuries earlier. Just when it began is
impossible to say, just as it is impossible to prove that it had to take
the form of a civil war. Still the character of the process itself is
reasonably clear. A modern and secular society was slowly pushing
its way up through the vigorous and much tangled overgrowth of
the feudal and ecclesiastical order? More specifically, from the
fourteenth century onward there are several signs pointing toward
the increasing importance of commerce in both the countryside and
the towns, the dismounting of feudalism and its replacement by

1 Schweinitz, Industrialization, 6, remarks: “The political reforms which,
starting with the Reform Bill of 1832, brought full democracy to Great
Britain took place in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. But these
measures were successful largely because of the gradual evolution of constitu-
tional and parliamentary institutions in the centuries prior to 1832.” (Empha-~
sis added) Elsewhere (pp. 10 - 11) the author argues rather cautiously that it
is impossible to repeat the capitalist and democratic solutions to the problems
of modernization, a thesis with which I agree.

2 Feudalism means something different to the social, economic, legal,
and constitutional historians, and the different aspects changed at different
rates. See the helpful discussion in Cam, “Decline and Fall,” 216.
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England’s relatively weak version of royal absolutism, both carried
on within the framework of an increasingly bitter religious struggle
that was partly reflection and partly cause of the anxieties and bitter-
ness that necessarily accompany the decline of one kind of civiliza-
tion and the rise of a new one.

Though the wool trade had long been known in England, by
the late Middle Ages that country had become the largest and most
important source of fine wool.® The reverberations of the wool
trade were felt not only in the towns but in the countryside as well,
possibly: even more there, and certainly in politics. Since English
markets for wool were on the continent, particularly in Italy and
the Low Countries, it is to the growth of trading towns there that
one would have to turn in order to find the beginnings of the strong
commercial impulse that was eventually to rule English society. To
analyze these would take us too far afield; it is only necessary to
accept this decisive influence as a raw datum for our purposes. Other
important factors were at work too, The Black Death in 1348 -
1349 cut a deep swathe in England’s population and reduced the
supply of labor. In Lollardy not long afterward there appeared the
first ominous rumblings of religious revolt, to be followed in 1381
by a serious peasant rebellion. Later there will be occasion to ex-
amine these stirrings among the lower classes and their meaning.

For the present we shall concentrate mainly upon the upper
classes. During the latter part of the fourteenth century and much
of the fifteenth, important changes in their position were working
themselves out. The land and tenurial relations based on it had
largely ceased to be the cement binding together lord and man.
Though other aspects of feudalism remained powerful, the king
had for a long time been attempting with varied success to turn
these arrangements to his own purposes, working within them to
strengthen his own power. Cut off from its roots in the soil, feudal-
ism had become parasitic, deriving its strength from the maneuvers
of powerful magnates and the countermoves of the monarch.*

The Wars of the Roses (1455 — 1485) were for the landed aris-
tocracy a social rather than a natural catastrophe, a bloodletting

3 Power, Wool Trade, 16.
4 Cam, “Decline and Fall,” 218, 225, 232.
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that severely weakened them and enabled the Tudor dynasty which
emerged from the struggle to resume with greater success the proc-
ess of consolidating royal power. Under Henry VIII, political and
religious considerations may have had the consequence of giving
another push toward commercial agriculture. A Marxist historian
has suggested that Henry VIII’s confiscation of the monasteries in
1536 and 1539 may have helped to promote new and commercially
minded landowners at the expense of the older aristocracy and its
centrifugal traditions.® It seems more likely, however, that the main
significance of Henry VIII's rule was to damage one of the pillars
of the old order, the church, and to set an example on this score
that his successors were to regret. Deeper stirrings were already at
work that needed no prompting from the crown, which more and
more set its face against them as a menace to good order.

Combined with the continuing stimulus of the wool trade, the
Tudor peace generated a powerful stimulus to the growth of a
commercial and even capitalist outlook in the countryside. Along
with other works, R.H. Tawney’s unsurpassed study of the eco-
nomic life of England before the Civil War shows how these forces
ripped apart the feudal framework long before the war:

In the turbulent days of the fifteenth century land had still a
military and social significance apart from its economic value; lords
had ridden out at the. head of their retainers to convince a bad
neighbour with bows and bills; and a numerous tenantry had been
more important than a high pecuniary return from the soil. The
Tudor discipline, with is stern prohibition of. livery and mainte-
nance; its administrative jurisdictions and tireless bureaucracy, had
put down private warfare with a heavy hand, and, by drawing the
teeth of feudalism, had made the command of money more im-
portant than the command of men. . . . [This change . . .] marks
the transition from the medizval conception of land as the basis
of political functions and obligations to the modern view of it as
an income-yielding investment. Landholding tends, in short, to be-
come commercialised,®

5 Hill, Puritanisin, 34 - 35.
8 Tawney, Agrarian Problent, 188 - 189. So also Hexter, Reappraisals,
144 — 145, where the same fact is presented as part of a criticism of Tawney’s
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Royal peace and wool had to combine in a specific way to set up
one of the significant forces propelling England toward both capi-
talism and a revolution that would make capitalism eventually
democratic. In other states, notably Russia and China, strong rulers
made their writ to run over far-flung territories. Indeed in England
the fact that the rulers’ success was very limited contributed heavily
to the eventual triumph of parliamentary democracy. Nor is there
any necessary connection between the wool trade as such and de-
mocracy. In Spain during the same period, the effect of sheep
growing was if anything the reverse, since the migratory herds and
their owners became one of the. instruments used by the centraliz-
ing monarch in opposition to local and particularist tendencies and
thus' contributed to the growth of a stultifying royal absolutism.?
The key to the English situation is that commercial life in both
town and countryside during the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies grew up mainly though not entirely in opposition to the
crown, for reasons that will appear in due course.

overemphasis on economic factors. A .brief modern review of the ground
Tawney covers is Thirsk, Tudor Enclosures. Emphasizing the variety of
geographical and social conditions behind enclosures, the author comes to
the same general conclusions (see 19-z1). Tawney too was careful to
draw such distinctions. The main difference is that Thirsk holds natural in-
crease in population to be one of the more significant. factors (9). Ker-
ridge, “Depopulation,” 212 - 228, gives good grounds for distrusting statistics
on enclosures. His main point is that many of those accused of enclosing
were later acquitted and that the statistics are exaggerated. Given the pre-
ponderant political influence, even under the Tudors, of those who were
doing the enclosing, this fact is not surprising. Though the actual figures
are not to be taken seriously, there is no doubt that the problem was serious
in important parts of England. Neither Tawney nor Kerridge is cited in the
brief review of the literature given at the end of Thirsk, Tudor Enclosures.

A half century after Tawney, modern investigators still stress the con-
nection between the wool trade and agrarian changes. By the midsixteenth
century, however, the impulse to switch from grain to wool was weakening,
land becoming scarcer, labor more abundant, while grain prices rose sharply.
Though the character of the wool trade changed, the movement of wool
prices was steeply 'upward, with occasional sharp fluctuations, from 1450 to
1650. See Bowden, Wool Trade, xviii, 6, atid table on 219-220.

7 Thus concludes Klein, T he Mesta, 351 —357.
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Under the pressure of circumstances, the medieval notion of
judging economic actions according to their contribution to the
health of the social organism began to collapse. Men ceased to see
the agrarian problem as a question of finding the best method of
supporting people on the land and began to perceive it as the best
way of investing capital in the land. They began to treat land more
and more as something that could be bought and sold, used and
abused, in a word like modern capitalist private property. Under
feudalism too there had been, of course, private property in land.
But in all parts of the world where feudalism grew up, the owner-
ship of land was always burdened and hedged with a great variety
.of obligations to other persons. The way in which these obligations
disappeared, and who was to win or lose by the change, became
crucial political issues in every country that knew feudalism. .In
England the issues came to the surface early. There, long before
Adam Smith, scattered groups of Englishmen living in the country-
side began to accept self-interest and economic freedom as the natu-
ral basis of human society.® In view of the widespread notion that
economic individualism arose chiefly among the bourgeoisie, it is

8 Lipson, Economic History, 11, Ixvii - Ixviii. Hexter, Reappraisals, 94—
95, vulgarizes and misrepresents Tawney’s analysis of this trend by asserting
that Tawney tries to squeeze the Puritan Revolution into a predetermined
doctrinaire conception of an inevitable bourgeois revolution by weaving the
“legend that the arrival of the townsmen in the country broke the old patri-
archal rural economy and replaced it with a hard ruthless bourgeois com-
mercialism.” This is simply untrue. Tawney’s whole analysis stresses the
more or less spontaneous adaptation of the landed upper classes to a new
situation created by the increasing importance of commerce, whose main
focus of development he sees in the towns. (See Agrarian Problem, 408.)
That is a very different matter from the simple migration of townsmen with
new ideas to the countryside. In support of his strictures Hexter cites, with a
flourishing passim, Agrarian Problem, 177 - 200, and Tawney’s essay “Rise of
the Gentry.” For Tawney’s real point, see “Rise of the Gentry,” 184 - 186.
On the very first page of Hexter’s first citation (Agrarian Problem, 177)
Tawney has written one of the best eloquent warnings against doctrinaire
determinist history that has ever come to my attention. There may be iso-
lated sentences in these long passages that mention the purchase of estates by
townsmen and their farming on commercial lines; that is not the main thruse
of Tawney’s argument.
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worthwhile noticing that the enclosing landlords prior to the Civil
War already provided at least as important a breeding ground for
these subversive doctrines.

One of the most striking signs of the changed outlook was a
boom in the land market that began around 1580 and lasted for
about half a century. Annual rentals climbed to a third of what
estates had sold for a few decades earlier.’” Such a boom would be
most unlikely without far-reaching structural changes in the con-
duct of agriculture itself and may be interpreted as a consequence
of these changes.

The most important of these ‘were the enclosures. The word
itself has a variety of meanings describing.quite different things, all
of which were happening at the time and whose relative importance
is not absolutely clear. During the sixteenth century the most sig-
nificant were “encroachments made by lords of manors or their
farmers upon the land over which the manorial population had
common rights or which lay in the open arable fields.”*° Propelled
by the prospect of profits to be made either in selliig wool or by
leasing their lands to those who did and thereby increasing their
rents, the lords of the manors found a variety of legal and semilegal
methods to deprive the peasants of their rights of cultivation in the
open fields and also their rights to use the common for pasture of
their cattle, the collection of wood for fuel, and the like. While the
actual area affected by such enclosures appears to have been small —
less than one-twentieth of the total area in the counties most heavily
subject to enclosure — yet this fact, if it is indeed a fact, does not
mean that the situation in those sections was not serious. One might
as well argue, as Tawney points out, that urban overcrowding is of
no importance in England because the total area of the country di-
vided by the population yields a quotient of about an acre and a half
for every human being. “The drifting away of one tenant from

® See Hexter, Reappraisals, 133.

10 Tawney, Agrarian Problem, 150. In English usage “farmer” usually
means tenant-farmer or one who rents and cultivates a holding, with or
without hired labor, depending on the amount of capital he has. More
rarely does “farmer” refer to an owner. See The Shorter Oxford English
Dictionary, swv. “farmer.”
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each of fifty manors, and the eviction of fifty tenants from one
manor, yield precisely the same statistical results” —and very dif-
ferent social ones. Finally, the political and social turmoil of the
time must have had a real basis. “Governments do not go out of
their way to offend powerful classes out of mere lightheartedness,
nor do large bodies of men revolt because they have mistaken a
ploughed field for a sheep pasture.”*

Clearly a substantial amount of land formerly subject to cus-
tomary rules prescribing the methods of cultivation was becoming
land to be used at the discretion of the individual. Simultaneously
the commercialization of agriculture meant a change from the feu-
dal seigneur who was at worst a lawless tyrant and at best a despotic
parent to an overlord who was closer to an acute man of business
exploiting the material resources of the estate with an eye to profit
and efficiency.’? The habits were not entirely new in the sixteenth
century. Nor were they as extensive as they were to become fol-
lowing the Civil War and during the eigtheenth and early nine-
teenth centuries. Nor were they confined to the landed upper
classes. They were widespread in the upper ranks of the peasantry
as well.

These were the yeomen, a class whose boundaries shaded off
into the smaller gentry at the top and the less prosperous peasants at
the bottom.** Though by no means all of them were freeholders or
enjoyed modern rights of private property in land, they were rap-
idly thrusting forward in this direction and sloughing off the re-
maining feudal obligations.* Economically they were a “group of
ambitious, aggressive, small capitalists, aware that they had not
enough surplus to take great risks, mindful that the gain is often as
much in the saving as in the spending, but determined to take ad-
vantage of every opportunity, whatever its origin, for increasing
their profits.”*® Their estates may have run from twenty-five to
two hundred acres in arable areas and up to as much as five or six

11 Tawney, Agrarian Problem, 264 - 265, 224.
12 Tawney, Agrarian Problem, 217, 191 - 193.
18 Campbell, English Y eoman, 23 - 27.

14 Campbell, English Yegman, chap IV,

18 Campbell, English Y eoman, 104.
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hundred in grazing territories. Though the big sheep farmers could,
of course, operate at lower unit costs and market their wool more
profitably, sheep farming was widely engaged in by yeomen and
even less prosperous peasants.'® Growing marketable grain was also
amajor source of income for the yeomanry. Those close to London
or to the growing towns, as well as those who had access to trans-
portation by water, must have had enormous advantages over the
others.!”

The yeomen were the chief force behind peasant enclosures.
Directed toward land for tillage, these enclosures were quite differ-
ent from those of the lordly sheep farmers. They were mainly a
form of nibbling away at wastes, commons, and very frequently at
the fields of neighbors, including landlords who did not keep a
sharp lookout to defend their rights. At other times peasant-enclo-
sures were mutual agreements to consolidate plots and abandon the
system of strips in the open field. Within the limits of their situa:
tion, the yeomen too were eager to break away from traditional
agricultural routines and try new techniques in the hope of profit.**

From the comparative standpoint, sixteenth-century yeomen
look rather like the kulaks of the late nineteenth- -century and even
of postrevolutionary Russia, though living in an environment much
more favorable to individual enterprise than their Russian counter-
parts. Yeomen are generally the heroes of English history, kulaks
the villains of Russian history for both conservatives and socialists,
a contrast in attitudes that reveals much about the different societies
and their respective paths into the modern world.

Those who promoted the wave of agrarian capitalism, the chief
victors in the struggle against the old order, came from the yeo-
manry and even more from the landed upper classes. The main vic-
tims of progress were as usual the ordinary peasants. This happened
not because the English peasants were peculiarly stubborn and con-
servative or clung to precapitalist and preindividualist habits out of

18 Campbell, English Yeoman, 102, 197 - 203; Bowden, Wool Trade,
XV, 2.

17 Campbell, English Yeoman, 179, 184, 192.

18 Campbell, English Yeoman, 87-91, 170, 173. See also Tawney,
Agrarian Problem, 161 — 166.
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sheer ignorance and stupidity, much as this seemed to be the case to
contemporaries. Persistence of old habits no doubt played a part;
but in this instance, as in many others to be encountered in the
course of this study, it is necessary to ask why the old habits per-
sisted. The reason is fairly easy to perceive. The medieval system of
agriculture in England, as in many other parts of the world, was
one where each peasant’s holdings took the form of a series of nar-
row strips scattered helter-skelter amid those of his fellows in
unfenced or open fields. Since cattle grazed on these fields after har-
vesting, the harvest had to come in about the same time for all con-
cerned, and the operations of the agricultural cycle had to be more
or less coordinated. Within these arrangements, there was some
leeway for individual variation,!® but mainly there was strong need
for cooperative organization that could easily harden into custom
as the easiest way to settle matters. To rearrange the use of the
strips each season, though this did happen, would obviously be
quite(an undertaking. The peasants’ interest in the common as a
source of extra pasture and fuel is obvious. More generally, since
the English peasants had won for themselves a relatively envious
position under the protection of the custom of the manor, it is no
wonder that they looked to the protection of custom and tradition
as the dike that might defend them against the invading capitalist
flood from which they were scarcely in a position to profit.2°

Despite some help, now and then, from the monarchy, the dike
began to crumble. In the language of the day, sheep ate men. The-
peasants were driven off the land; ploughed strips and commons
alike were turned into pastures. A single shepherd could manage
flocks grazing over land that once had fed many humans? To
measure these changes accurately is probably impossible, though
there is no doubt that they were substantial. Yet, as Tawney him-
self is careful to point out, the waters that broke through in the
sixteenth century were but a trickle compared to the rush that
came after the Civil War had destroyed the dike.

19 Cf Campbell, English Yeoman, 176 —178, citing research by G.E.
Fussell on early farming methods.

20 Tawney, Agrarian Problem, 126, 128, 130 - 132.

#1 Tawney, Agrarian Problem, 232, 237, 240 — 241, 257,
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Thus in England the chief carriers of what was eventually to
be a modern and secular society were at this time fundamentally
men of commerce in both the countryside and the towns. In sharp
contrast with what happened in France, these men pushed forward
mainly on their own instead of under the umbrella of paternalist
royal patronage. At times of course some were happy to cooperate
with the crown, since there were rich pickings to be had. But, es-
pecially as the Civil War approached, the wealthier townsmen
turned against royal monopolies, if not as fetters on production, at
least as barriers to their own ambitions.** The crown under Eliza-
beth ‘and the first two. Stuarts made  some effort to mitigate the
effects of these trends on both the peasants and the poorer classes
in the towns. Large numbers of the peasants, cast adrift, were be«
coming a menace to good order, to the point where intermittent
revolts occurred.?® One careful historian calls royal policy one of
spasmodlc benevolence. During the Eleven Years’ Tyranny, when
Charles I ruled through Strafford and Laud without a Parliament,
the attempt to-apply benevolence may have been more vigorous.
Such royal courts as the Star Chamber and the Court of Requests
gave the peasant what protection he did obtain against eviction
through enclosures.?*

22For the contrast with France, see Nef, Industry and Government.
For the attack on chartered companies see also Lipson, Economic History,
11, viii - lix.

23 Peasant revolts have apparently received scant attention. Tawney
perhaps exaggerates their connection with enclosures. The best material I
could find was in Semenov, Ogorazhivaniya, especially 349, 277, 284, 287-
291, 300— 304, 307, 309, 321, 324, 327. The burden of this material, limited to
the sixteenth century, is the following. There were three main upheavals in
which peasants took part: 1) The Pilgrimage of Grace, 1536~ 1537, mainly
a feudal and antiroyal movement in which peasants rose with their lords; 2)
Devonshire and Cornwall in 1549, an economically backward area; and 3) in
the area of Norfolk in the same year where there is evidence of a connection
with enclosures. Trevor-Roper, “Gentry,” 4o, refers to the revolt of the
Midland peasants in 1607 as “the last purely peasant rebellion in England,”
where the terms Levellers and Diggers appear. This one too was clearly
directed against enclosures.

24 Lipson, Economic History, 11, 1xv, 404 - 405; James, Social Problems,
79, 241 —243.
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/At the same time the crown was not above lining its own
pockets by fines in the attempt to enforce these policies. A vigorous
enforcement was in any case beyond its reach. Unlike the French
monarchy, the English crown had not been able to build up an
effective administrative and legal machinery of its own that could
force its will upon the countryside. Those who kept order in the
countryside were generally members of the gentry, the very ones
against whom the crown’s protective policies were directed. Thus
the chief consequence of the crown’s policy was to antagonize
those who upheld the right to do what one liked — and thought so-
cially beneficial — with one’s own property. Royal policy tended to
weld commercially minded elements in town and countryside,
united by many other bonds as well, into a coherent opposition to
the crown.® In the agrarian sector, Stuart agrarian policy was defi-
nitely a failure and helped to precipitate the Civil War, a conflict
“between individual rights and royal authority, conceived of as
resting in the last resort, on a religious sanction.”?® By this point it
should be reasonably clear whose individual rights were at stake
and that they were certainly not those of the mass of the peasantry,
still the overwhelming bulk of England’s population.

2. Agrarian Aspects of the Civil War

In the light of this general background there would seem to be
little reason to question the thesis that commercially minded ele-
ments among the landed upper classes, and to a lesser extent among
the yeomen, were among the main forces opposing the King and
royal attempts to preserve the old order, and therefore an impor-
tant cause, though not the only one, that produced the Civil War.
The growth of commerce in the towns during the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries had created in the English countryside a mar-
ket for agricultural products, thereby setting in motion a process
leading toward commercial and capitalist agriculture in the coun-
tryside itself. The intrusion of commercial influences created more
and more extensively a new situation to which different groups

5 For an excellent analysis see Manning, “Nobles,” in Aston, ed, Crisis
in Europe, 247 — 269, esp 252, 263.

26 James, Social Policy, 8o.
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within each of the agrarian classes, no one of which was sharply
marked off from the others or from those in the towns, adapted in
different ways and with varying degrees of success. Titled aristo-
crats with expensive habits of display and court connections were
by and large less likely to make the shift, though some did adapt.??
The main rural body whose more enterprising members adapted
successfully was that large and somewhat diffuse body below the
peerage and above the yeomanry, in other words, the gentry. But
their success was not entirely due to agricultural activities alone.
The gentry who looked ahead had all sorts of personal and busi-
ness connections with the upper ranks of the townsmen or bour-
geoisie in the accepted narrower sense of the term.?® From the
gentry as a class, then, came the main representatives of a decisive
historical trend modifying the structure of English rural society. In
terms of the contrast between types of economy, social structure,
and corresponding outlooks to be found among the gentry and
landed aristocracy there was “a struggle between economies of
different types, which corresponded more closely with regional
peculiarities than with social divisions. There are plenty of gentry
who stagnate or go down-hill. It would be easy to find noble land-
owners who move with the times, and make the most of their
properties.” The gentry who “stagnated” were apparently those
who were relatively unenterprising in improving their economic
situation on the land and lacked profitable urban connections of a

27 Tawney, “Rise of the Gentry,” 181. On this point see the very
thorough study, which appeared while this book was in press, Stone,
Crisis of the Aristocracy, chap IV, esp 163. The author concludes that the
peers’ share in the rapidly growing wealth of England had declined sharply
and that this change in their relative financial position, not their absolute one,
was what mattered.

28 Tawney, “Rise of the Gentry,” 176, 187 — 188.

29 Tawney, “Rise of the Gentry,” 186. Tawney’s achievement is in
recognizing and drawing attention to the structural changes in English so-
ciety, though the statistical underpinning of his argument is probably its
weakest part. He may have exaggerated the number of titled nobles who
were making heavy weather of the new situation and the number of gentry
who were profiting from it. For a criticism of Tawney’s statistical pro-

cedures, see Cooper, “Counting of Manors,” 377 — 389, and the Appendix on
interpretations of statistical data.
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commercial or official nature. These “growlers and grumblers” may
have supplied a portion of the radical element behind Cromwell and
the Puritan Revolution, though this impetus had its main origins
further down the social scale.*® Thus, under the impact of com-
merce and some industry, English society was breaking apart from
the top downward in a way that allowed pockets of radical dis-
content produced by the*same forces to burst temporarily in the
limelight. As we shall see in due course, a similar sequence of de-
velopments is roughly characteristic of the other major modern
revolutions as well, the French, the Russian, and the Chinese. In
this process, as the old order breaks up, sections of society that had
been losing out due to long-run economic trends come to the sur-
face and do much of the violent “dirty work” of destroying the
ancien régime, thus clearing the road for a new set of institutions.

In England the main dirty work of this type was the symbolic
act of beheading Charles I. The chief demand for justice against the
king came from the army. Here popular influences were quite
strong. They stemmed from strata below the gentry, very likely
urban journeymen and peasants.®! By the time of the execution,
Cromwell and his officers had already succeeded in curbing them.
The execution itself had to be rammed through Parliament prac-
tically at the point of a musket. Even then a substantial number
(49) refused to judge the king; 59 signed the death warrant. There
are indications of a preponderance of poorer gentry among the
regicides and of wealthier gentry among those who refused to
judge the king. But the two groups overlap considerably; mechani-
cal sociological analysis will not accurately sift the political senti-
ments of the day.®? Conceivably constitutional monarchy could

30See Trevor-Roper, “Gentry,” 8, 16, 24, 26, 31, 34, 38, 40, 42, §1I.
While his: case is not watertight, Trevor-Roper has presented a good deal
of evidence pointing to substantial influence by “mere gentry” in Crom-
well’s armies. For modifications of Trevor-Roper’s position see Yule, Inde-
pendents, 48 - 50, 52, 56, 61, 65, 79, 81, and esp 8o, where Yule agrees that
the lesser gentry made up the Army officer Independents. Incisive criticism
of Trevor-Roper’s thesis appears in Zagorin, “Social Interpretation,” 381,
383, 385, 387.

31 Firth, Cromwell’s Ariny, 346 - 360.

82 See Yule, Independents, 129 for table,
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have come about in another way. But Charles I's fate was a grisly
reminder for the future. No subsequent English king tried to take
royal absolutism seriously again. Cromwell’s attempt to establish
dictatorship seems merely a desperate and unsuccessful attempt to
patch things together afterward and is not really comparable to the
semidictatorial phase in the French Revolution, where there was
still much destruction of the ancien régime. Nor did the peasants
and urban plebs, those who did the dirty work of the other revolu-
tions, come to the surface during the English Civil War, except in
certain very important brief symbolic acts.

There were many ties that held modernizers and traditionalists
together in the same social strata, including common fears of the
lower orders, the “meaner sort.” Such bonds help to explain why
class alignments were far from clear in this revolution. Charles I
did his best to court the gentry. There is evidence that he suc-
ceeded on a very wide scale.®® Despite Stuart opposition to en-
closures, the support of many wealthy gentry for the royal cause is
scarcely surprising. One would scarcely expect men of substance to
have an easy conscience about kicking over two of the main props,
king and church, that supported the social order. Eventually they
were to welcome them back in a changed form more suited to their
requirements. The same ambiguous attitude toward those aspects of
the old order that supported property rights came to the surface in
the three great revolutions elsewhere that succeeded the Puritan
Revolution, as well as in the American Civil War. On the other
hand, the policy of the leaders of the rebellion was clear and
straightforward. They opposed interference with the landlord’s
property rights on the part of the king and on the part of radicals
from the lower orders. In July 1641, the Long Parliament abolished
the Star Chamber, the main royal weapon against enclosing land-
lords, as well as the general symbol of arbitrary royal power. Radi-
cal threats from within the army, from the Levellers and the Diggers,
Cromwell and his associates fended off with firmness and skill.?*

Other factors too account for the fact that the Puritan Revo-

38 Zagorin, “Social Interpretation,” 390, collects the relevant evidence.

See also Hardacre, Royalists, 5 - 6.
34 See James, Social Policy, 117-128.

S$.D.D.-2
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lution did not develop at any point into a clear-cut struggle between
the upper and lower strata. The struggle involved a combination of
economic, religious, and constitutional issues. There is not enough
evidence yet to show conclusively the extent to which these issues
coincided: the social basis of Puritanism awaits analysis. But the
indications are that opinion crystallized on these issues at different
times. Hence as the dramatic events of the Revolution unfolded and
men were confronted by events they could not control and whose
implications they could not foresee —in short, as the process of
revolutionary polarization advanced and receded, many high and
low felt themselves in terrible predicaments and could reach a deci-
sion only ‘with the greatest difficulty. Personal loyalties might pull
in a direction opposite to principles that the individual only half-
realized and vice versa.

In economics the Civil War did not produce any massive trans-
fer of landed property from one group or class to another. (On this
score Tawney is almost certainly mistaken.) The effects on land
ownership were probably even less than they were in the French
Revolution, where modern research has sustained de Tocqueville’s
contention that the growth of a class of property-owning peasants
preceded the Revolution and was not the consequence of the sale of
émigré properties. In England the Parliamentary side was chroni-
cally short of money and financed the war partly by taking over the
operation of Royalist estates and partly through outright confisca-
tion. In the meantime Royalist agents managed to repurchase estates,
thereby making their contribution to the finances of their enemies.
Many more estates were recovered afterward. One study of these
transactions in southeastern England, which the author holds to
have wider applications, shows that more than three-quarters of the
properties sold under the Commonwealth can be traced back to
their owners by the Restoration. Just short of a quarter were re-
-covered before 1660. Purchasers of crown and church lands do not
seem to have been able to retain their holdings after theRestora-
tion, though the author provides no statistics on this point.*

It will not do, however, to cite this evidence in support of the
thesis that the Puritan Revolution was no revolution at all. Its revo-

35 Thirsk, “Restoration Land Settlement,” 323, 326 —327.
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lutionary consequences were deep and lasting in the area of law
and social relationships. With the abolition of the Star Chamber,
the peasants lost their chief protection against the advance of en-
closures. Some attempts were made under Cromwell, especially in
the later phase of the rule of the major generals, to check their
effects. But this was the last effort of its kind.?® Though there may
be room for doubt about the social characteristics of those gentry
who supported the revolution, it is clear who won the victory.
“With the Restoration the encloser carried all before him,” though
the full effects were not to be felt for some time.*” Through break-
ing the power of the king, the Civil War swept away the main
barrier to the enclosing landlord and simultaneously prepared Eng-
land for rule by a “committee of landlords,” a reasonably accurate
if unflattering designation of Parliament in the eighteenth century:

The critics of those who label the Civil War a bourgeois revo-
lution are correct in their contention that the conflict did not result
in the taking of political power by the bourgeoisie. The upper
classes in the countryside remained in firm control of the apparatus
of politics, as we shall see in due course, not only during the eight-
eenth century but even after the Reform Bill of 1832. But seen
against the realities of social life the point is a trivial one. Capitalist
influences had penetrated and transformed much of the countryside
long before the Civil War. The connection between the enclosmg
landlord and the bourgeoisie was close and intimate to the point
where it is often difficult to decide where the one begins and the
other leaves off in the ramified family circles of the day. The out-
come of the struggle was an enormous if still incomplete victory
for an alliance between parliamentary democracy and capitalism.
As one modern historian puts the point, “The aristocratic order
survived, but in a new shape, for money more than birth was now
its basis. And Parliament itself became the instrument of landed
capitalists, Whig and Tory both, and their connections and allies,
whose interests the state now unswervingly pursued.”*®

36 James, Social Policy, 118, 120, 122, 124.
37 James, Social Policy, 343.
38 Zagorin, “English Revolution,” 681,
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To perceive the magnitude of the Civil War’s accomplish-
ments it is necessary to step back from the details and glance for-
ward and backward. The proclaimed principle of capitalist society
is that the unrestricted use of private property for personal enrich-
ment necessarily produces through the mechanism of the market
steadily increasing wealth and welfare for society as a whole. In
England this spirit eventually triumphed by “legal” and “peaceful”
methods, which, however, may have caused more real violence and
suffering than the Civil War itself, during the eighteenth and early
nineteenth -centuries on the land as much as in the towns. While the
original impulse toward capitalism may have come from the towns
far back in the Middle Ages, it proceeded on the land as strongly
as in the cities, receiving a perpetual draft from the towns that
caused the flames devouring the old order to spread through the
countryside. Both the capitalist principle and that of parliamentary
democracy are directly antithetical to the ones they superseded and
in large measure overcame during the Civil War: divinely sup-
ported authority in politics, and production for use rather than for
individual profit in economics. Without the triumph of these prin-
ciples in the seventeenth century it is hard to imagine how English
society could have modernized peacefully —to the extent that it
actually was peaceful — during the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies,

3. Enclosures and the Destruction of the Peasantry

Revolutionary violence may contribute as much as peaceful
reform to the establishment of a relatively free society and indeed
was in England the prelude to a more peaceful transformation. But
not all historically significant violence takes the form of revolution.
A great deal may occur within the framework of legality, even a
legality that is well along the road to Western constitutional -de-
mocracy. Such were the enclosures that followed the Civil War
and continued through the early Victorian era.

A half century ago many scholars saw the enclosures of the
eighteenth century as the main device by which a nearly omnip-
otent landed aristocracy destroyed the.independent peasantry of
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England.*® Subsequent scholarship has slowly and patiently chipped
away at this thesis. Few professional historians, except perhaps some
Marxists, would accept it today. Unquestionably the older interpre-
tation is wrong in details and dubious in some points crucial to the
central argument. Yet the earlier writers grasped firmly one point
that often disappears in modern discussions: the enclosures were the
final blow that destroyed the whole structure of English peasant
society embodied in the traditional village.

As we have just seen, peasant society had come under attack
well before the outbreak of the Civil War. The war itself elimi-
nated the king as the last protection of the peasantry against the.
encroachments of the landed upper classes. Though the Tudor and
Stuart bureaucracy had not been very effective, on occasion it had
at least endeavored to stem the tide. After the Restoration and the
Glorious Revolution of 1688, the last rumblings of the earthquake,
England settled down in the eighteenth century to government by
Parliament. While the king was by no means a mere figurehead, he
did not attempt to interfere with the advance of enclosures. Parlia-
ment was more than a committee of landlords; urban commercial
interests had at least some indirect representation through the sys-
tem of rotten boroughs.*® Local government, with which the peas-
ants came directly in contact, was even more firmly in the hands of
the gentry and titled aristocracy than it had been before. As the
eighteenth century advanced, the transaction of public business in
the parishes, some 15,000 of which formed the cells of the English
body politic, came to be conducted more and more behind closed
doors, losing whatever vestiges of a popular and democratic char-
acter that it may have had during the Middle Ages.**

Furthermore it was Parliament that ultimately controlled the
process of enclosure. Formally the procedures by which a land-
lord put through an enclosure by act of Parliament were public
and democratic. Actually the big property owners dominated the

39 See, for example, the classic monograph by the Hammonds, Village
Labourer. Cf Johnson, Disappearance.

40 Namier, England, 4, 22, 25.

41 Hammond and Hammond, Village Labourer, 16 - 17; Johnson, Dis-
appearance, 132.
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proceedings from start to finish. Thus the consent of “three-fourths
to four-fifths” was required on the spot before Parliament would
approve a proposal to enclose. But consent of what? The answer
turns out to be property, not people. Suffrages were not counted,
but weighed. One large proprietor could swamp an entire com-
munity of smaller proprietors and cottagers.*?

The political and economic supremacy of the larger landlords
during the eighteenth century was partly the result of trends that
long antedate the Civil War, chiefly the authority of local notables
and the absence of a strong bureaucratic apparatus to check this
authority, even under the Tudors and the Stuarts. The outcome of
the Civil War itself, in sharp contrast to that of the French Revolu-
tion, was to strengthen greatly the position of the landed upper
classes. There has already been occasion to notice some evidence in-
dicating relatively little change in the distribution- of landed prop-
erty during the Puritan Revolution.** With only two exceptions,
all the great families that were in Northamptonshire and Bedford-
shire in 1640 were still there a century later.*

Adapting early to the world of commerce and even taking the

42 Hammond and Hammond, Village Labourér, 49— so. A subsequent
study attacked the Hammonds for overdoing the element of corruption and
bias in Parliament’s handling of enclosures. See Tate, “Members of Parlia-
ment,” 74, 75. The author studied every occasion of which he could find
record in which members of Parliament gathered to consider petitions for
enclosure in one area, the county of Nottinghamshire. He found that in 7t
percent of the 365 occasions examined, “There seems no reason to suppose
that injustice was done on account of the private self-interest of the mem-
bers concerned, except insofar as injustice must necessarily occur to some
extent awbhen, in a class society, members of ome class legislate concerning
the liveliboods and properties of those.occupying a very different position
in the social order.” (Emphasis added.) When the author remarks further
on, “Probably a parliament of landlords was almost as biased in considering
the case for the preservation of a landed peasantry as would be a parlia-
ment of coal owners deliberating as to the necessity for the continued
existence of coal-owners,” the reader may conclude that he has destroyed
his own case.

438 See the studies of Thirsk cited above.

44 Habakkuk, “English Landownership,” 4.
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lead in the march-into the new era, the landed aristocracy of Eng-
land was not swept away by the convulsions that accompanied the
change. Although the interlocking between the bourgeoisie and the
landed aristocracy was less in the eighteenth century than under
Elizabeth and the early Stuarts, the connection between the two
remained very close.*® As Sir Lewis Namier has observed, the Eng-
lish ruling classes in the eighteenth century were not “agrarians”
like their contemporaries in Germany, while the civilization they
created was neither urban nor rural. They lived neither in fortified
castles nor in manor houses, nor in town palaces (as in Italy), but
in mansions planted on their estates.*®

There is widespread agreement among historians that the pe-
riod from about 1688 to the end of the Napoleonic Wars was the
golden age of the great landed estate. In important parts of the
country, the estates spread out over the land, sometimes at the ex-
pense of the smaller gentry, and more significantly at the expense
of the peasants. No one has yet arisen to deny the general impor-
tance of the enclosures or that innumerable peasants lost their
rights on the common lands of the villages as the great landlords
absorbed these lands. This was an age of improvement in agricul-
tural techniques, such as the increased use of fertilizer, new crops,
and crop rotation. New methods could not be applied at all in fields
subject to the rules of common cultivation; their expense made
them harder for the farmer of small and even middling means. Un-
“doubtedly a large part of the increase in the size of farms came
from the higher profits and lower costs of the larger unit.*”

Contemporaries were enthusiastically, perhaps too enthusiasti-
cally, aware of these advantages. Like his counterpart in the towns,
and indeed like all modern revolutionaries, the rural capitalist justi-
fied the misery he caused by appealing to the benefits he created
for society at the same time that he made immense personal gains.
Without these ideas of benefit to society and the substantial ele-

*45 Habakkuk, “English Landownership,” 17.

46 Namier, England, 16, see also 13; also Goodwin, ed, European
Nobility, chap I on England by Habakkuk.

47 Mingay, “Size of Farms,” 480.
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ments of truth they contained, it would be impossible to under-
stand the ruthlessness of the enclosure movement.®

I have spoken here as if the rural capitalist were one person.
Actually he was two: the big landowner and the large tenant
farmer. The large landlord was an aristocrat who did no work with
his hands and often left the actual details of management to a bailiff,
though he generally kept a sharp eye on this figure. Walpole read
reports from his steward before he looked at state papers. The large
landholder’s contribution to the development of capitalist farming
at this stage was mainly legal and political; it was usually he who
arranged the enclosures. Lacking serfs to work the land, he gener-
ally let it out to large tenant farmers. Many of these used hired
labor. Quite early in the eighteenth century landowners were
“clear as to what was a good estate. It was one tenanted by large
farmers holding 200 acres or more, paying their rents regularly and
keeping the holdings in repair. The three most important methods
of improvement in this period were all devices to this end — con-
solidation of holdings, enclosure, and the replacing of leases for
lives by leases for a term of years—and in practice they were re-
lated to each other in a great variety of ways.”*® The big tenant
farmers made the economic contribution. Though the landlords
shouldered the heavy tax burden — the tenants were in a strong
enough position to force this issue — they seldom provided work-
ing capital for their tenants.*® Nor were they expected to. But the
big tenants, along with the wealthy freeholders, and not the cele-
brated handful of “spirited landlords,” were the real pioneers of
agricultural development, in the judgment of a recent historian.™

48 For all their sympathy with the victims, the Hammonds grasped this
point firmly, saying that it was “maddening to have to set your pace by the
slow bucolic temperament of small farmers, nursed in a simple and old-
fashioned routine, who looked with suspicion on any proposal that was
strange to them.” See Village Labourer, 36.

49 Habakkuk, “English Landownership,” 15. Cf Namier, England, 15.

5¢ Habakkuk, “English Landownership,” 14.

51See Mingay, “Size of Farms,” 479, 472, drawing on the evidence of
Arthur Young’s Tours. Elsewhere Mingay cites considerable evidence
showing that the very large landholders were not economically progressive,
adding to their property, when they did, mainly by advantageous marriages
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The span of time when these changes were most rapidly and
thoroughly taking place is not absolutely clear. It seems most
likely, however, that the enclosure movement had gathered consid-
erable force by about 1760. It may have surged forward at its
greatest speed during the Napoleonic Wars, to die out after 1832,
by which time it had helped to change the English countryside
beyond recognition. Rising food prices and probably also difficul-
ties in obtaining labor appear to have been the main factors both
tempting and compelling landlords to enlarge their holdings and
rationalize their cultivation.”

Thus over substantial parts of England, as the large estate be-
came larger and was operated more and more on commercial prin-
ciples, it finally destroyed the medieval peasant community. It is
rather likely, though not absolutely certain, that the wave of par-
liamentary enclosures during the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries merely gave legal sanction to a process of eroding peasant
property that had been going on for some time.** We know from

and getting their hands into public funds. The impulse toward improved
methods of cultivation came from “publicists, country gentlemen, owner-
occupiers, and large tenant farmers.” See Mingay, Landed Society, chap III
and 166, 171. Enclosure, he agrees (179), was the landowner’s principal
contribution to economic progress.

52 See Ashton, Economic History, 40,"and the table of wheat prices
for 1704- 1800 on 239; Deane and Cole, British Ecomomic Growth, o4,
for a table showing the annual number of parliamentary enclosure bills
1719 — 1835 (not in itself more than a very rough indication about the num-
ber of peasants and the amount of land affected); Gonner, Common Land,
‘197; Levy, Large and Small Holdings, 10, 14, 16, 18, 19. For a different
point of view see Johnson, Disappearance, 87, 136. Note also the remark in
Chambers, “Enclosure and Labour Supply,” 325, note 3. An older view that
placed the disappearance of the small landowner prior to 1760 was based
partly on the study of land tax records (as in Johnson cited above). But
see objections to reliance on such data by Mingay, “Land Tax Assessments,”
381- 388.

53 See Mingay, Landed Society, 99, 180 - 181, 184, 186. If this con-
clusion is correct, the main fault of the Hammonds would have been over-
emphasis on parliamentary enclosures as such. In contrast to my views,
Mingay minimizes the hardship and extent of enclosures. See his Landed
Society, 96 — 99, 179 — 186, 268 — 269.
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the experience of other countries that the intrusion of commerce
into a peasant community generally sets in motion a tendency to-
ward the concentration of land in fewer hands. This tendency had
been noticeable in England at least as early as the sixteenth century.
In the heart of an area heavily hit by enclosure, seventy percent of
the land in one village had been withdrawn from the peasant econ-
omy before the village was enclosed by act of Parliament. By 1765
only three families in ten occupied land in this area of advancing in-
dustry. The rest were laborers, knitters, small tradesmen. Seventy
small peasants out of less than a hundred owned less than a fifth of
all the land, while a dozen select families at the top owned three-
fifths.®* A similar situation probably prevailed over much of the
area that was heavily subject to enclosure after the middle of the
eighteenth century. If, in order to discover the area affected, one
looks at a map of England shaded according to the total areas of
counties in which the enclosure of common fields took place, one
will notice that rather more than half the country had been subject
to such enclosure. Perhaps half of this area in turn, mainly in the
Midlands but with a broad tongue extending northwards, experi-
enced the heaviest impact, running from just under a, third to a
half and more of these areas.?

As is usually the case in such social upheavals, the fate of those
who lost out by the change is very difficult to discern. Those who
had property rights'to defend in the course of enclosure proceed-
ings tended by and large to make better weather of the storm than
those who did not. Even at that many small owners had heavy costs
to bear connected with enclosure proceedings, as well as capital
charges for hedging and ditching, that made their situation pre-
carious.”® The ones whose property rights were tenuous to non-
existent fail to appear in the historical record because they lacked

54 Hoskins, Midland Peasant, 217, 219, 226 — 227.

55See map on enclosures of common fields in the 18th- 1gth centuries,
facing p. 20 in Clapham, Economic History, 1. The map is based on Gonner,
Common Land, which appeared in 1912 and made use of earlier studies
whose statistics may well be open to criticism.

56 Gonner, Common Land, 201 202, 367—369; Hoskins, Midland
Peasant, 260.
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property rights to defend. “These landless or semi-landless work-
ers, together with the small tenants who disappeared through con-
solidation, represent the real victims of enclosure, and unless they
are kept constantly in mind, they may also become the victims of
statistical method.”*” Within these bottom layers, before enclosure,
there had been some variety of economic and legal position. Most
poor families — tenant cottagers, for example — had a small dwell-
ing and the right to cultivate a few strips of land as well as to keep
perhaps a cow, a few geese, or a pig or so. Men and beasts had
generally scratched out an existence in which the rights of common
played a large part. For cottagers and certainly for the landless
laborers who had only customary but not legal usage of the com-
mon, the loss of this right or privilege meant disaster. “The appro-
priation to their own exclusive use of practically the whole of the
common waste by the legal 6wners meant that the curtain which
separated the growing army of labourers from utter proletarianiza-
tion was torn down. It was, no doubt, a thin and squalid curtain
. . . but it was real, and to deprive them of it without providing a
substitute. implied the exclusion of the labourers from the benefits
which their intensified labour alone made possible.”*® The little men
at the bottom of the rural heap were thus swept aside, either to
swell the new army of rural laborers, needed for some time to put
in enclosure hedges, ditches, roads or to carry out new agricultural
practices not yet possible to execute by labor-saving machinery or
to join the wretched workers in the disease-ridden towns. Modern
scholars tend to believe that the dispossessed cottagers and landless
laborers generally stayed on the soil, while the remaining “unab-
sorbed surplus” laborers and cottagers became industrial workers.®®
But generally only the young, the unmarried, or the village crafts-
men were willing to leave home — and only such individuals were
wanted by the new industrial employers. Mature men with families
were not as trainable nor could they as easily tear themselves com-

57 Chambers, “Enclosure and Labour Supply,” 326-327. See also
Hoskins, Midland Peasant, 268.

58 Chambers, “Enclosure and Labour Supply,” 336.

59 See, for example, Chambers, “Enclosure and Labour Supply,” 332~

333, 336.
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pletely out of the fabric of rural life. Remaining on the soil, they
had recourse to their “last right” - the right of poor relief.®
.In one village in Leicestershire, “as in thousands of other parishes in
the Midlands and the South,” the enclosures of common fields, to-
gether with the loss of commons and the requirements of a money
économy, had resulted in a steady rise of poor rates in order to
support by 1832 “nearly one half the families in the village in regu-
lar receipt of poor relief and many more receiving intermittent
relief.” In the previous century these families had been self-support-
ing small farmers or not too badly off cottagers, able to obtain the
necessaries of life in an open-field economy.** Where the open-field
system worked at all well in terms of supplying enough of what
was needed, it had been the basis of a rough degree of economic
equality in the village. It had also served to bolster up the network
of social relationships based on the division of labor that, in effect,
awas the society of the village. When, in the past, village society had
been strong, the peasants had fought vigorously with some success
to defend their rights. In the eighteenth century, with the final
blow of enclosures and commercial influences, these small farmers
generally failed to resist or to fight back.® Thus it seems quite clear
that when the common fields disappeared and a new economic sys-
tem began to win out in the countryside, the old peasant commu-
nity finally gave way and disintegrated.®

Looking back over the enclosure movement as a whole and
taking account of the results of modern research, it still seems plain
enough that, together with the rise of industry, the enclosures
greatly strengthened the larger landlords and broke the back of the
English peasantry, eliminating them as a factor from British politi-
cal life. From the standpoint of the issues discussed here, that is,

80 Thompson, Making of the Working Class, 222 — 223.

81 Hoskins, Midland Peasant, 269 - 27o0.

2 Ashton, Economic History, 36, asserts that “. . . if large numbers
had been evicted they would hardly have gone quietly. But there are no
records of agrarian risings or even local battles of any consequence at this
time. The process was one of attrition.” For the last agrarian revolt, in
1830, see Hammond and Hammond, Village Labourer, chaps XI, XII.

3 See Hoskins, Midland Peasant, 249 — 250, 254 — 255.
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after all, the decisive point. Furthermore, for the “surplus” peasant
it made little difference whether the pull from the towns or fac-
tories was more important than the push out of his fural world. In
either case he was caught in the end between alternatives that
meant degradation and suffering, compared with the traditional life
of the village community. That the violence and coercion which
produced these results took place over a long space of time, that it
took place mainly within a framework of law and order and helped
ultimately to establish democracy on a firmer footing, must not
blind us to the fact that it was massive violence exercised by the
upper classes against the lower.

4. Aristocratic Rule for Triumphant Capitalism

The nineteenth century itself was the age of peaceful trans-
formation when parliamentary democracy established itself firmly
and broadened down from precedent to precedent. Before examin-
ing what part agrarian changes played in this process, it is well to
pause briefly and consider in what ways the violence of the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries — the first open and revolutionary,
the second more concealed and legal but nonetheless violent for
that — prepared the way for peaceful transition in the nineteenth.
To break the connection between the two is to falsify history. To
assert that the connection was somehow necessary and inevitable is
to justify the present by the past with an argument that is impossi-
ble to prove. All that the social historian can do is point to a con-
tingent connection among changes in the structure of society.

Perhaps the most important legacy of a violent past was the.
strengthening of Parliament at the expense of the king. The fact
that Parliament existed meant that there was a flexible institution
which constituted both an arena into which new social elements
could be drawn as their demands arose and an institutional mecha-
nism for settling peacefully conflicts of interest among these groups.
If Parliament emerged from the Civil War mainly as an instrument
of a commercially minded, landed upper class, it was not just that
and, as experience was to show, it could become a great deal more.
The fact that this class had developed an economic base which had
brought it into violent opposition to the crown before the Civil
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War had a great deal to do with the strengthening of Parliament, a
point that will stand out more clearly when we can see the course
of English developments against other cases where this did not hap-
pen. The strong commercial tone in the life of the landed upper
classes, both gentry and titled nobility, also meant that there was no
very solid phalanx of aristocratic opposition to the advance of
industry itself. Despite a good many expressions of contrary senti-
ment from their own members, it is fair to say that the most influ-
ential sector of the landed upper classes acted as a political advance
guard for commercial and industrial capitalism. This they con-
tinued to do in new ways during the nineteenth century.

The other main consequence was the destruction of the peas-
antry. Brutal and heartless though the conclusion appears, there are
strong grounds for holding that this contribution to peaceful demo-
cratic change may have been just as important as the strengthening
of Parliament. It meant that modernization could proceed in Eng-
land without the huge reservoir of conservative and reactionary
forces that existed at certain points in Germany and Japan, not to
mention India. And it also of course meant that the possibility of
peasant revolutions in the Russian and Chinese manner were taken
off the historical agenda.

At the end of the eighteenth.century and the beginning of the
nineteenth there was certainly nothing inevitable about the victory
of parliamentary democracy. Indeed it is unlikely that more than a
very few people had any but the haziest notions as to what the
‘words could mean or what kind of a society might lie over the
horizon. During the eighteenth century commerce had made con-
siderable progress. There were now beginning to appear signs of
conflict between the landed interests and those connected with
commerce. Influential elements in the latter sought.to promote an
aggressive foreign policy in pursuit of raw materials and markets,
while many gentry hung back for fear of higher taxes in an age
when the land tax was the main source of revenue. In the meantime
radical voices about the need to overhaul England’s antiquated so-
cial structure, especially her corrupt Parliament, began to make
themselves heard. The cliché that eighteenth-century politics was a
battle of cliques without issues is simply false. There were the same
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issues between new and old forms of society and civilization as in
the seventeenth century, transposed to a new era, though it is per-
haps too much to claim that after the loss of the American colonies
England was on the verge of revolutionary action.*

The outbreak of the French Revolution put an end to all hope
of reform. More specifically, as soon as the Revolution passed be-
yond its liberal phase, when Louis XVT’s flight to Varennes and re-
capture “tore the veil of illusions” from liberal prospects and the
Revolution began to enter a radical phase, those in England who
sympathized with it found their position more and more awkward.
Pitt the Younger stopped all talk of reform. England began to enter
a phase of repression that lasted until after the Napoleonic Wars.
Its fundamental feature was that the upper classes, in both the town
and the countryside, closed ranks around patriotic and conservative
slogans against the menace of radicalism and tyranny in France and
against the remotest threat to their privileges.® If the menace of
revolution and niilitary dictatorship had not ended at the Battle of
Waterloo, it is highly unlikely that England would have resumed
in the nineteenth century those slow and halting steps toward po-
litical and social reform that she had given up at the end of the
eighteenth. Acceptable regimes in Europe, the absence of a threat
from that quarter, was one of the prerequisites for peaceful demo-
cratic evolution in England.

To understand why the reactionary phase was relatively brief
and why the movement toward a freer society commenced anew
during the nineteenth century, it is necessary to look beyond the

64 Plumb, England, 132. This excellent survey brings out very clearly
the conflict between landed and commercial interests. See also Mingay,
Landed Society, 260 — 262, 265, for conflicts of interest between large pro-
-prietors and the small gentry, farmers, and urban middle class, whose dis-
satisfaction, he asserts, mounted to a peak during the American war.

85 Much of what took place resembles American reactions to com-
murust expansion after 1945. There is the same ambiguity about the charac-
ter of the revolutionary enemy, the same exploitation of this ambiguity by
the dominant elements in society, the same disillusionment and dismay
among its original supporters as the revolution abroad deceived their hopes.
In a later chapter and in connection with other-types of reactionary move-
ments, I shall try to discuss this phase more fully.
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landed classes. They had reached the zenith of their combined
economic and political power before the turn of the century; the
subsequent story is one of defense and concessions rendered easier
by the fact that the process of erosion was slow, and their economic
base remained firm. Commonplace mechanical metaphors are mis-
leading here. Though the capitalist elements in the towns “rose”;
the landed upper classes did not “fall” —at least not for a very
long time. By the end of the Napoleonic Wars, the more modern
capitalists in the towns had already achieved considerable strength
on the basis of their economic achievements, which, as modern his-
torians now stress, had a long history behind them. Under the lead-
ership of the landed classes, much of the road had been smoothed
for them. The English capitalists in the nineteenth century did not
have to rely on a Prussia and its Junkers to achieve national unity,
tear down the internal barriers to trade, establish a uniform legal
system, modern currency, and other prerequisites of industrializa-
tion. The political order had been rationalized and a modern state’
created long before. With a minimum of help from that state they
could, as the first fully capitalist bourgeoisie, convert a large part
of the entire globe into their trading area. Temporarily dammed up
during the Napoleonic Wars, English industrial capitalism could
spread out, mainly through peaceful means, to draw on foreign
resources and make England the workshop of the world during the
nineteenth century. Other capitalist tasks, such as the further dis-
ciplining ‘of the labor force, English industrial leaders could carry
out on their own with a minimum of help from the state or the
"landed aristocracy. They had to do so because the repressive ap-.
paratus of the English state was relatively weak, a consequence of
the Civil War, the previous evolution of the monarchy, and of
reliance on the navy rather than on the army. In turn the absence
of a strong monarchy resting on an army and a bureaucracy, as in
Prussia, made easier the development of parliamentary democracy.
In the meantime the landed gentry and those above it in the
-social scale retained a firm hold on the levers of political power.
They filled the Cabinet, monopolized the representation of the
rural areas, and sat in Parliament as representatives of the towns as
well. At the local level, their influence remained very strong. As
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one recent historian has pointed out, the old governing class was
still in firm control in the middle of the nineteenth century. “The
political system was still to a remarkable extent the plaything of the
nobility and gentry, and in particular of the hereditary owners of
the great estates.” The nucleus of this system contained perhaps no
more than 1200 persons.®®

On the other hand, they worked these levers within the con-
text of strong challenges from other classes. To concentrate on the
strength of their position in the formal and even the informal ap-
paratus of politics would give a misleading impression of the power
of the gentry and the nobility.®” Even if the Reform Bill of 1832,
which gave the industrial capitalists the vote, disappointed the
hopes of its more ardent advocates and belied the fears of its more
ardent opponents, its passage mean that the bourgeoisie had shown
its teeth.®® The same can be said about the striking down of the
Corn Laws in 1846. The landed upper classes suffered no disaster,
but they learned the limits of their power.

In the face of Chartist agitation too, during the decade 1838 —
1848, no very strong diehard policy of reaction emerged. It is true

8 Clark, Victorian England, 209 - 210, 214, 222.

87 Thompson, Landed Society, 273 — 280, recognizes this fact and pro-
vides detailed evidence on the character of this relationship after 1830.
Though this very good study was published too late for me to take full ad-
vantage of its findings, it renders superfluous anything more.than the sketch
of nineteenth-century developments given here.

%8 The leadership behind the passage of the Bill were Whig landed
aristocrats with characteristic family and clique connections among the
“money interest” in the City of London and a good share of the manufac-
turing interest in the industrial provinces. Secure and aristocratic, they were
prepared to accept reform to avoid worse dangers, i.e., a revolutionary out-
break such as happened in France in 1830. Nor were they averse to the use
of force if necessary. Lord Melbourne in the Home Office, who epitomized
the leadership, put down the revolt of the village laborers (1830) ruthlessly:
9 laborers were hanged, 457 transported, nearly as many imprisoned for
varying terms. He refused to consider positive measures to relieve distress.
Thus the Whig leaders made plain their intention to keep England safe for
property. See Briggs, Age of Improvement, chap V, for an analysis of the
forces behind and opposing the Reform, esp 237, 239, 249 — 250; 2lso the very
readable and instructive biography by Lord Cecil, Melbourne.
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that the Conservative government, under proddings from Queen
Victoria and the Duke of Wellington, used troops, opened private
correspondence in search of information, and prosecuted some of
the leaders for conspiracy, though the jury responded leniently.
The Conservative government also used the occasion to mount an
attack on the radical press of the day. The Whigs, who were in
power at the beginning and the end of this period, were much more
lenient. Lord John Russell, the Home Secretary, forbade interfer-
ence with the Great Chartist meetings held in the autumn of 1838.
Except for comparatively brief periods, the government paid very
little attention to the Chartists. Russell’s private papers contain only
an occasional reference to the movement. The only bloodshed oc-
curred when twenty-two Chartists were shot dead in a riot, an
episode that took place, ironically, some days after the Whig at-
torney general had boasted of suppressing the movement “without
one .drop of blood being spilled.”®

Since the Chartist movement displayed strong overtones of
violence, it constituted a severe test of liberal principles. The com-
paratively mild treatment that it received at the hands of the ruling
classes may be traced to three factors. There was then a strong cur-
rent of opinion in favor of doing something to alleviate mass dis-
tress, as well as marked reluctance to use force. This current of
opinion is in turn traceable to England’s historical experience, at
least as far back as the Puritan Revolution. Russell was a doctrinaire
Whig devoted to the ideal of liberty and anxious to avoid encroach-
ing on the free discussion of political issues.” Secondly, England in
any case lacked a strong repressive apparatus. Thirdly, a combina-
tion of legislation to improve the situation of the poor and a favor-
able turn in the economic situation may have taken the steam out of
the movement before it could become a really serious threat.

The situation during the first half of the nineteenth century
and even considerably later contrasts very sharply with that found
in Germany where at that time (and also later) a much weaker
bourgeoisie leaned on the landed aristocracy to protect them against
popular discontent and to carry through political and economic

69 Mather, “Government and Chartfsts,_" 375 =376, 383, 393 — 398.
70 Mather, “Government and Chartists,” 374. )
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measures necessary. for modernization. In England the landed inter-
est to some extent engaged in a popularity contest with the bour-
geoisie for mass support. After-1840 the landowning class found in
the support of factory laws a convenient way of answering manu-
facturers’ attacks on the Corn Laws, though it should be noted that
there were enlightened supporters of shorter hours among the
manufacturers themselves.”

Thus the theme of diehard opposition to the march of democ-
racy is a rare and minor current among the landed aristocracy of
England in the nineteenth century.” One cannot find in English
history the counterpart to those German conservatives whose par-
liamentary representatives rose in demonstrative applause to the
ringing challenge of Herr von Oldenburg auf Januschau: “The
King of Prussia and the German Emperor must always be in a posi-
tion to say to any lieutenant: “Take ten men and shoot the Reich-
stag!’ 7™

One of the reasons why such a scene seems incongrous in Eng-
land of the nineteenth century is that, unlike the Junkers, the gen-
try and nobility of England had no great need to rely on political
levers to prop up a tottering economic position. Even the abolition
of the Corn Laws failed to have the dire effects predicted by some.
If anything, the condition of agriculture may have been better after
1850 than before. Prices continued to rise. Estate management took
on more and more the attributes of running a capitalist business
enterprise as the operators tried to take advantage of the great im-
provements in agricultural techniques developed in previous dec-
ades. Naturally there was considerable variety on this score. At the
upper reaches it was fairly common practice to turn over a great
deal of responsibility to an agent. In this fashion the owner gained
leisure for sport, culture, and politics, while the task of the agent
took on many of the qualities of a profession. Still the great land-
lord made the main decisions or took responsibility for them, leav-

1 Woodward, Age of Reform, 142.

72 What there was of it may be found in Turberville, House of Lords,
esp chaps XI-XIIL

8 Schorske, Germian Social Democracy, 168.
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ing routine to the agents. Among the gentry the choice was more
between careful management on their own or turning the matter
over to lawyers in the town, who were often ignorant of rural ways
and who became rich, so some gentry thought, through the poverty
of the owner.™ Sharing in the general Victorian advance and hav-
ing continued to acquire bourgeois and capitalist traits, the landed
upper classes had much less reason than their continental counter-
part to oppose the advance of either capitalism or democracy.

In the nineteenth century, as in earlier periods, the lines be-
tween wealthy nobility, gentry, and the upper reaches of business
and the professions were blurred and wavering.” In numerous in-
dividual cases it is very difficult to decide whether a person belongs
in one category or another. This difficulty, the despair of anyone
undertaking a statistical analysis of English class structure, consti-
tutes in itself one of the most important facts about this structure.”

Quantitatively the osmosis between business and the landed
aristocracy may not have been very different in nineteenth-century
England and Germany. There is even some statistical evidence to
suggest that it was, surprisingly enough, larger in Prussia. One in-
vestigator claims to have found that the Prussian House of Repre-
sentatives included among its members in a long series of years prior
to 1918 an average of slightly more than 78 percent drawn from
the ranks of commoners (Biirgertum) and the new nobility. In
diplomacy and administration, on the other hand, the real keys to
power in Germany, the proportions of commoners were respec-
tively 38 and 43 percent. For England a study of Parliament for the
years 1841 — 1847 uncovers only 4o percent of the members with
business connections, the remaining 6o percent having no ties with

" Clark, Victorian England, 216 - 217; Thompson, Landed Society,
chap VI, brings out the variety of practices.

% During the late eighteenth century there were signs of sharp an-
tagonism between the older squirearchy, clinging to its monopoly of local
political power, and the new industrialists. Later these were often peacefully
absorbed. On the other hand, the man who owned a‘small business has
remained outside the circle of gentlemen up to the present day.

76 See the interesting appendix on the business interests of the gentry, a
study of those who sat in Parliament between 1841 and 1847, by Aydelotte,
in Clark, Victorian England, 290 - 305.
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the world of business at all.” There are thorny technical problems
in the use of such evidence; for example, are the statistical piles for
each country really comparable? Is it appropriate to set alongside
one another the 40 percent of the English Parliament with business
connections and the 78 percent of the Prussian House of Repre-
sentatives drawn from the Biirgertum? 1 am skeptical about doing
so, but believe that, even if the technical problems could be solved,
we would not have made worthwhile progress.

By itself a quantitative measure of social mobility tells us little
about social anatomy and its workings. In nineteenth-century Prus-
sia the members of the bourgeoisie who became connected with
the aristocracy generally absorbed the latter’s habits and outlook.
Rather the opposite relationship held in England. Thus if we did
have a technically perfect measure of mobility that gave an identi-
cal numerical reading for the amount of fusion in England and
Prussia, we would make a disastrous mistake in saying that the two
countries were alike on this score. Statistics are misleading traps for
the unwary reader when they abstract from the essence of the situa-
tion the whole structural context in which social osmosis takes
place. As statistics are fashionable now, it is worthwhile stressing
this point. Men who hold power do not necessarily exercise it sim-
ply in the interests of the class from which they arise, especially in
changing situations.

There was some tendency toward the adoption of aristocratic
traits by the commercial and industrial élite in England. All ac-
counts of England prior to 1914, and to some extent even beyond
that date, give the strong impression that rolling green acres and a
country house were indispensable to political and social eminence.
But from about the 1870s onward, landed estates became more and
more symbols of status rather than the foundations of political
power.

Partly because the end of the American Civil War and the rise
of the steamship started to.make American grain available in Eu-

7" For Germany, see von Preradovich, Fihrungsschichten, 164; for
England, Aydelotte in Clark, Victorian England, 301. Unfortunately Ayde-
lotte does not present separate figures for the House of Commons, which
might alter the impression considerably.
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rope, an agricultural depression set in at this time, which seriously
commenced to erode the economic base of the landed upper strata.”™
Roughly the same thing happened in Germany, and once again it is
instructive to view England against the German background. There
the Junkers were able to use the state in the effort to preserve their
position and also to form a united agricultural front with the peas-
ant proprietors in the rest of Germany. At no point did Germany
go through an experience comparable to the abolition of the Corn
Laws. Instead, leading sectors of mdustry entered the marrlage of
iron and rye (fully consummated in the tariff of 1902), gaining as
their part of the bargain a program of naval construction. The
whole coalition of Junker, peasant, and industrial interests around a
program of imperialism and reaction had disastrous results for Ger-
man democracy. In England of the late nineteenth century, this
combination failed to put in an appearance. Imperialist policies in
England already had a long history behind them. They were an
alternative, perhaps even an adjunct to free-trade policies, rather
than an altogether new social phenomenon arising out of advanced
capitalism.” In regard to agricultural problems, the Conservative
governments of 1874 — 1879 took only small palliative measures; the
Liberals from 1880 onward either let matters take their course or
actively attacked agrarian interests.** By and large agriculture was
allowed to shift for itself, that is, to commit decorous suicide with
the help of a few. rhetorical tears. This could scarcely have been
allowed to happen except for the fact that by this time the English
upper strata had largely ceased to be agrarian. The economic base
had shifted to industry and trade. Disraeli and his successors showed
that, with some reforms, a popular basis for conservatism could be
maintained and sustained within a-democratic context. There were
still struggles to come, as in Lloyd George’s attack on titled land-
owners in his budget of 1909 and the constitutional crisis that grew
out of it. But by this time, despite the furor, the agrarian problem

78 Thompson, Landed. Society, 308 - 318, discusses the varied impact of
the depression on different sections of the landed interest.

" See the brilliant article by Gallagher and Robinson, “Imperlahsm of
Free Trade,” 1 -15.

80 Clark, Victorian England, 247 - 249.
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and the question of the power of the landed aristocracy had re-
ceded into the background to give way to new questions, centering
on ways to incorporate the industrial worker into the democratic
consensus.

As one looks back over the nineteenth century, what factors
stand out as responsible for England’s progress toward democracy?
Those.inherited from a violent past have already been mentioned:
a relatively strong and independent Parliament, a commercial and
industrial interest with its own economic base, no serious peasant
problem. Other factors are specific to the nineteenth century it-
self. Governing in the context of rapidly growing industrial capital-
ism, the landed upper classes absorbed new elements into their ranks
at the same time that they competed with them for popular support
— or at the very least avoided serious defeat by well-timed conces-
sions. This policy was necessary in the absence of any strong ap-
paratus of repression. It was possible because the economic position
of the governing classes eroded slowly and in a way that allowed
them to shift from one economic base to another with only a mini-
mum of difficulty. Finally, policies that were necessary as well as
possible became facts because influential leaders saw and handled
problems accurately enough and in time. There is no need to deny
the historical significance of moderate and intelligent statesmen. But
it is necessary to perceive the situation within which they worked,
one created in large measure by men who were also intelligent but
scarcely moderate.



CHAPTER TWO

Evolution and Revolution in France

1. Contrasts with England and their Origins

AMONG THE DECISIVE FACTORS in the development of democracy in
England were the independence of the landed gentry and nobility
from the crown, their adoption of commercial agriculture partly’
in response to the growth of a trading and manufacturing class with
its'own strong economic base, and the disappearance of the peasant
problem. French society entered the modern world by a very dif-
ferent path. Instead of thrusting its way through to a high degree
of independence, the French nobility, or more specifically its lead-
ing sector, became a decorative appanage of the king. Though this
trend was reversed in the latter part of the eighteenth century, the
‘ultimate consequence was the destruction of the aristocracy. In-
stead of a landed upper class turning to commercial agriculture in
the English manner, we find in France of the Bourbon monarchy
mainly a nobility living from what it can extract through obliga-
tions resting upon the peasants. In the place of the destruction of
peasant property we perceive its gradual consolidation both before
and after the Revolution. Commerce and manufacturing in France
lag behind that in England. All the main structural variables and
historical trends in French society of the ancien régime differed
sharply from those in England from the sixteenth through the eight-
eenth centuries. How and why there was any similarity at all in the
final political outcome during the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies constitutes, along with some of the important differences,
the central puzzle that I shall try to unravel in this chapter. Since
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without the Revolution it is most improbable that there would have
been any similarity at all, this great event will be the central con-
cern of the discussion.

In comparison with their counterpart in England during the
eighteenth century, the French nobility lived very largely from
dues collected in kind or in cash from their peasants. The origins of
this difference reach sufficiently far back into the mists of early
French hlstory to make it unwise for an amateur to try peering
very far into them, especially since the great French historian Marc
Bloch threw up his hands rather than suggest an explanation. Suf-
fice it to say that, by the late fourteenth century and during the
fifteenth, many of the basic features had already begun to appear:
a seigneur who devoted relatively little attention to the cultivation
of his own demesne, which was rather small in size. The demesne
seems to have shrunk as the overlord granted out sections of it in
small parcels to the peasants.in return for a portion of the crop.
Where possible the seigneur preferred to let out his land en bloc
and in many ‘cases on terms showing that he hoped to regain it at
some future date. But this was not always possible. The nobleman
was often far away at war, while hands to work the land were hard
to come by. The best solution, at least for many, appears to-have
been to throw the burden of cultivation as much as possible on
those tenants who would manage large units or, more often, directly
on the peasant.! Somewhat earlier the French nobility had begun to
acqmre a more precise )undlcal status through rules strictly defined
in law.?

These two traits of a more definite legal status, even if a far
from crystal clear one, and dependence on peasant dues were to dis-
tinguish the French nobility from the English gentry for the remain-
der of its history. At quite an early date the peasant had managed to
escape from personal servitude, mainly by capitalizing on the de-
mand for labor in the countryside that increased as the growing

1Duby, Economie rurale, 11, 572 — 599; Bloch, Histoire rurale, 1, 95—
105. Duby’s account, written about thirty years after that by Bloch, is gen-
-erally similar (though more detailed), except that it puts the main trends a.
century and a half later.

2 Bloch, “Passé de la noblesse,” 366.
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towns presented the possibility of another way of making a living.
By the time of the Revolution, peasants possessed close to de facto
property rights.?

Underlying this continuity were also important elements of
change. The system of large landholdings worked by serfs began, as
we have just seen, to undergo modification at least as early as the
latter part of the fourteenth century. At the end of the Middle Ages
and during the early modesn period, perhaps especially during the
sixteenth century when an increase in the supply of gold and silver
seems to have driven up prices, there are indications of something
approaching a crisis in seigneurial incomes. Large sections of the
old fighting nobility, the noblesse d’épée, lost out heavily. The dis-
appearance of their economic underpinnings may have made it easier
for the kings and their talented ministers to extend the royal au-
thority, a process that culminated in the long reign of Louis XIV
(1643 — 1715). Naturally the nobility did not accept their fate pas-
sively. Faced with catastrophe, many attempted to backwater, to
cease being rentiers and to reconstitute the demesne.* But by and
large they lacked the economic basis, such as the wool trade, that
made such a policy possible in England.

Members of the bourgeoisie who had made money in the towns
and begun to acquire land from distressed nobles had somewhat
greater success. The process began in the fifteenth century and con-
tinued on through the mghteenth Through this influx of urban
wealth there was some reconstitution of estates. In parts of France it
brought about a situation that had some resemblances to England,
as the new owners lived on and managed their estates with an eye to
profit. But the. resemblance is superficial. In seventeenth-century
France, as well as later, the profit came not from selling produce on
the market but still from collecting rents from peasants..As Bloch
observed, the fortune to be gained from a big estate came from col-
lecting a series of small dues, some of them in kind, from a series of

3 Bloch, Histoire rurale, 1, 120 — 121; Sée, Histoire économsque, 1, 125,
129, on the emancipation of the serfs; Lefebvre, Etudes, 251.

4In addition to Duby, Economie rurale, see Sée, Histoire économique,
I, 93; and mainly Bloch, Histoire rurale, 1, 107, 111-112, 134-135, 150—

153-



Evolution and Revolution in France 43

small units. Though the task might be turned over to an intermedi-
ary, the best prospect of success came from careful, detailed, and
rather pettifogging administration.®

The situation was an ideal one for lawyers, and in more than
one respect. The spreading tentacles of the royal bureaucracy
needed lawyers in its struggle against the older nobility. And the
rich bourgeois who acquired land moved into higher social circles
either through being granted nobility or through purchase of a bu-
reaucratic position (office or charge).® Though the noblesse de robe
was often troublesome to the king —only Louis XIV was able in
time to treat them with deliberate contempt — they furnished one
of the main instruments of absolutism in its struggle with localist,
tendencies and with the older fighting nobility. As there were often
good pickings in the royal bureaucracy, especially in the eighteenth
century as royal control slackened, its attractions may have served
to diminish any tendency to operate an estate along English lines.

In any case the “return” of the big estate was a relatively
limited affair. They were not nearly as common in France as in
England or Eastern Germany. Large sections of the country were
in the hands of the peasants. Thus the system as a whole was one
where large and small units coexisted.” France did not undergo an
extensive enclosure movement. By and large, the large proprietor
was interested in preserving peasant tenures because they provided
the basis of his own existence.® Only in the latter part of the eight-
eenth century did the situation begin to change. :

The decline of the noblesse d’é pée was part of the same process
by which the king consolidated and extended his authority. In the
course of the sixteenth century and afterward, the king deprived
the nobles of many of their judicial functions, raised soldiers and
taxes on their lands, intervened generally in their affairs, and forced
them to submit to his Parlements.® By the time of Louis XIV, the
nobility seemed reduced to a role of magnificent indolence at Ver-

5 Bloch, Histoire rurale, 1, 142 - 143, 145, 149 - 150; II, 169 — 170.

8 Gohring, Feudalitat, 69 - 70.

7Bloch, Histoire rurale, 1, 154.

8 Sée, Histoire économique, 1, 395.

9 Sée, Histoire économique, 1, 83; Sagnac, Société frangaise, I, 209 - 210.
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sailles or else of peaceful vegetation in the provinces. However, this
impression is somewhat deceptive. To be sure the Sun King had
rendered them largely harmless. But he had to pay certain costs that
were only partly advantageous to the crown. He could get good
positions for many in the church, which had enormous revenues, at
that time much larger than those of the state. In return for the
church’s assistance in taking care of a sector of the nobility, the
king protected the church against heresy.’® One consequence was
the revocation of the Edict of Nantes. A second form of the cost to
the crown was war. Though Louis drove the nobility away from the
center of government, he gave over to them the army as well as
the church.* Perpetual war was the perpetual topic of conversation
among the nobility at court and helped to create an atmosphere of
loyalty to the king.'?

The system of compulsory conpicuous consumption at Ver-
sailles ruined many nobles. In the provinces too Colbert’s inquiry,
conducted through the intendants, revealed widespread poverty.'®
Hence it is tempting to make a connection between royal absolut-
ism and a failure of commercial agriculture to take hold, both fac-
tors mutually reenforcing one another over a long period of time.
Until quite recently the historians’ accounts of a brilliant and para-
sitic aristocracy in Paris and of the rural nobleman proudly molding
away in the countryside amidst a generally stagnant agriculture
pointed toward some such explanation of the background of the
Revolution and the disappearance of the aristocracy through revo-
lutionary violence. Research published since 1960, the work of an
Anmerican scholar Robert Forster, has sharply modified this familiar
image. By enabling us to locate more precisely the structural differ-
ences between modernization in the English and French country-
sides, he has made a most valuable contribution to an understanding
of the background and consequences of the Revolution. Since the

10 Sagnac, Société frangaise, 1, 32, 35.

11 Sagnac, Sociéré frangaise, 1, 56.

12 Cf Lavisse, ed, Histoire de France, VI, pt 1, 383. This volume, writ-
ten by Lavisse himself, remains despite its age one of the most illuminating
accounts of French society under Louis XIV.

13 Lavisse, Histoire, VI, pt 1, 377.
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role of commercial agriculture is crucial to the general argument of
the present book, it will be wise to pause and examine the situation
closely.

2. The Noble Response to Commercial Agriculture

For the latter part of the seventeenth century and the opening
decade of the eighteenth, there is little reason to doubt the thesis
that the impulse toward commercial agriculture was weak in com-
parison to that in England, not only among the nobility but in
France generally. As it was in England too, the key agricultural
problem was to get grain to the classes that ate bread but did not
grow wheat. The grain trade presented a picture of stagnation
broken by some impulse toward production for the market in the
neighborhood of the big cities. There the wealthier peasants rather
than the landed aristocracy appear to have been the main benefi-
ciaries. Market areas generally did not extend beyond the vicinity
of a few big cities and certain export depots on the frontiers. Only
Paris drew on a substantial hinterland. Most of the territory drew
its supplies from nearby areas.!*

The general conception of the grain problem was one of con-
trolling a limited supply from a limited area. The pull of a few big
cities was felt mainly in times of scarcity, and then as a disruptive
factor.’® In the latter part of the seventeenth century and the early
part of the eighteenth, merchants and their agents in some localities,
mainly near Paris, adopted the practice of scouring the countryside
to buy up any surplus they could find. This practice aroused much
resentment as a disturbance of local sources of supply and grew up
in opposition to both prevailing custom and legislation.'® Though
rich estate owners might receive grain in the form of feudal dues to
dispose of it through commission merchants in the towns, it was
quite the common practice to buy grain from the wealthier peas-
ants, a clear indication they competed successfully with the noble-

14 Usher, Grain Trade, in which the frontispiece maps show the situa~
tion as of 1660 — 1710.

15 Usher, Grain Trade, 5, 11, 17.

16 Usher, Grain Trade, 20, 21, 25 — 26, 42 — 43, 101, 105 — 106,
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man for a limited market.!” If there were enterprising landlords in
France of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, lay-
ing field to field in the English manner, they have escaped the notice
of historians. Possibly there were a few. But it is highly unlikely
that they were of any importance at all. When commercial attrac-
tions became more important during the eighteenth century, French
noblemen responded in an entirely different way.

To consider only the grain trade runs the risk of giving a very
misleading impression. Wine was a commercial product and a very
important one. Indeed wine was to French agriculture, perhaps
even to eighteenth-century French society as a whole, what wool
was to English agriculture and society in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries. One statistically inclined scholar has calculated
that in an ordinary year during the latter part of the ancien régime
France produced enough wine, some thirty million bectolitres, to
provide cargo for the entire British merchant fleet of the day.”® It
was just as impossible for one man to drink all the wine he could
produce in a year as to wear all the wool he could raise. Hence to
grow grapes or to raise sheep meant to be propelled into the market,
to become dependent on the acts of kings and chancellors and to try
to influence them, to find businesslike methods and account books
more congenial than the beau geste, the sword, largesse, and other
aristocratic ways. But the similarities stop there and short of what
really matters.

The economic and political consequences of the wine trade
and sheep raising are quite different. In what seems to have been a
burst of Gallic enthusiasm, coupled with an American statistical
mania, the distinguished French economic historian C.E. Labrousse
has endeavored to demonstrate with mountainous statistics that a
long depression in the wine trade was a decisive factor in account-
ing for the generally backward state of the French economy and
the outbreak of the Revolution. The result is to me more over-
whelming than convincing. The link with industrial backwardness

17 Usher, Grain Trade, 7, 8, 16, 87, 88,91 —93.

18 Labrousse, Crise de I'économiie, 1, 208. As far as I know, only two
parts out of a promised six ever appeared. Thus evidence for some of
Labrousse’s generalizations is not at hand.
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is not ‘demonstrated. His two massive studies, only a small part of
the whole undertaking as originally planned, limit themselves almost
entirely to agricultural matters. While it is pleasant to contem-
plate wine drinking as at least a potential cure for economic back-
wardness, some facts adduced by Labrousse himself indicate that,
for eighteenth-céntury France, the prospect was unrealistic. Nine-
tenths of the wine, he estimated, was consumed in France itself.
Wine growing took place all over France: out of the thirty-two
généralités or fiscal divisions of the ancien régime, only three in the
north and northwest were not wine producing areas.’® Bad trans-
portation, vine culture spread over the country, most of the wine
drunk in France — all these facts point to the conclusion that most
of the wine was vin ordinaire, probably a good deal more wretched

than now, and not a luxury product from which it was possible
to make a fortune and put a shoulder to the economy.

Wines that yielded a good commercial profit seem to have
been produced in the same limited areas of France as now. The ad-
vantages of proximity to water transport must have given the port
of Bordeaux a huge advantage during the eighteenth century. Wine
provided the economic basis for a very prosperous and very com-
mercially minded provincial nobility in and around Bordeaux dur-
ing the eighteenth century. Grapes were transmuted into gold and
gold into many attractive forms of culture, varying all the way
from dancing girls to Montesquieu’s Esprit de lois. (This distin-
guished philosopher was at times what moderns would call a lobby-
ist for the wine industry.)*® By themselves, profits from wine stop
there, as they seem to have done in Bordeaux. Viniculture cannot
form the basis of a textile industry as can sheep raising. Nor can it
provide for feeding the city population as does wheat growing.
In any case the impulse for change comes from the cities, not the
countryside. What happens in the countryside becomes important
mainly through the social changes that may or may not overspread
what is still the overwhelming majority of the population during
the early stages of industrial growth.

19 abrousse, Crise de 'économie, 586, 207.
20 Forster, “Noble Wine Producers,” 19, 25, 33.
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Wine growing in France did not produce the kind of changes
among the peasantry, such as massive enclosures, that were the con-
sequence of commercial agriculture in England. Viniculture, par-
ticularly in the days before artificial fertilizers, was what economists
call a labor-intensive variety of agriculture, requiring large amounts
of fairly skilled peasant Iabor and relatively small amounts of capital
either in the form of land or equipment. The English situation by
and large was the other way around. Now French rural society in
the eighteenth century was such as to be able to take care of the
problems of labor-intensive agriculture quite satisfactorily — from
the point of view of the aristocracy if not that of the peasantry.
Since there is surprisingly little difference between the social ar-
rangements in an advanced wine-producing area and in grain-grow-
ing areas where commercial influences had penetrated and become
strong, we may skip the details here. The essential distinction is
fairly simple: the French aristocrat kept the peasant on the land and
used feudal levers to extract more produce. Then the nobleman sold
the produce on the market. In the case of wine, his legal privileges
were espectally useful, since through them he could do a great deal
to prevent peasants from bringing wine into Bordeaux where it
could compete with that from a noble chateau. Lacking the privilege
of bringing wine into the city, as well as the resources to postpone
sale until the most favorable moment, the smaller producers found
it necessary to sell their wine to the noble landlord.*

In eighteenth-century Bordeaux, good-sized fortunes based on
wine were to be found only among the noblesse de robe, the judi-
cial nobility whose origins were mainly bourgeois, though, in many
eighteenth-century robe families in France as a whole, the bourgeois
origin might be a matter that belonged to the remote past. The old
military nobility, the noblesse d’épée, was neither rich nor illustri-
ous. And they seem to have constituted the overwhelming mass of
the four hundred-odd noble families in the Bordeaux area. Only a
few cut good figures in Bordeaux society. Most lived in or near
sleepy townships, often in chateaux screened by poplar trees or
hidden away in the villages. Wheat domains of about a hundred

21 Forster, “Noble Wine Producers,” 26.
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acres and royal pensions of a few hundred livres provided the basis
of a life that was neither austere nor affluent, but provincial in the
extreme. Parish seigneurs, many of them retired army officers, had
an income of no more than 3000 livres a year, near indigence by the
standards of a well-to-do nobleman with vineyards to support his
affluence.? At least in this area the contrast between the old mili-
tary nobility and the newer noblesse de robe was striking. And
there must have been many nobles throughout France who re-
sembled these parish seigneurs. Very likely unenterprising nobles
were a majority — I suspect an overwhelming majority — though
there is no evidence yet that would clinch the point. As one notices
such a contrast certain questions spring to mind almost automati-
cally for a present-day sociologist. Were there some sort of legal
and cultural barriers that prevented the noblesse d’épée from mak-
ing a success of commerce? How important were such barriers in
explaining the economic and political characteristics of the French
nobility or the fact that a great revolution overwhelmed them?

Cumulative evidence leads me to offer a very firm negative to
the question and to argue that it is the wrong question to ask if one
wishes to understand the connection between economic changes
and political ones. Both Marx and Weber have led their followers,
particularly those who try to be most literally scientific, thoroughly
astray on certain of these issues, invaluable as their contribution cer-
tainly is on other scores. But let us see the evidence first.

Cultural and legal obstacles there certainly were in the form of
aristocratic prejudice against commerce and the rule of derogation,
ie., that any nobleman who engaged in a demeaning occupation
lost his noble status. Legislation about derogation applied mainly to
urban commerce and industry. It tried to draw a line between large °
scale activities such as wholesaling and international trade, which
the monarchy actively encouraged, sometimes over the objections
of the Third Estate, and petty ones, such as operating a retail shop,
which were prohibited. In agriculture there was a definite rule re--
newed in 1661 against a gentleman’s working more than a small
amount of his own land, four charrues, or four times the area that

22 Forster, “Noble Wine Producers,” 19 - 21.
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could be worked with a single plough.?® The main force that main-
tained these laws and the public opinion that supported them was
the monarchy. Nevertheless, even under Louis XIV, its policy in
this area was ambivalent and confused. The monarchy wanted a
prosperous nobility as a decorative adjunct to the crown and as help
in keeping the people in their proper place, and expressed concern
on frequent occasions when it came across evidence of poverty
among the nobility. But the crown did not want the nobility to
establish an independent economic base that could enable it to chal-
lenge royal power.

The prejudice against trying to make money out of farming
was probably very influential among the highest nobility and those
subject even less directly to the mores of court life. A life of strenu-
ous indolence and intrigue at Versailles would certainly be vastly
more exciting than superintending cows and peasants and would
soon teach a man to be embarrassed at the smell of manure on his
boots. On the other hand, a good many aristocrats evaded the rules
by making their fortunes in the West Indies, often working with an
axe in their hand at the head of their own bands of negroes. Then
they would come back to Versailles or Paris to take part in court
life. In other words, successful commercial farming for the high
aristocrat involved a temporary escape from French society.?* In
the first quarter of the eighteenth century, the general prejudice
against mean occupations seems to have been quite strong: Carré
cites some material from contemporary letters including the case of
a duke who opened up a store selling spices, by which he aroused
the jealousy of the spice corporation. When the matter became
public, street youngsters ran after the duke crying, “Il a chié au
lit.”#* Later in the century a strong current of opinion ran in the
opposite direction, favorable to commercial activities for the aris-
tocracy. England and everything English, including their agricul-
tural practices, became very fashionable in high circles and had for
a brief time some influence on policy. There was a vigorous war of
pamphlets about the propriety of commerce for the nobility. In the

23 Lavisse, Histoire, V1I pt 1, 378; Carré, Noblesse, 135~ 138.

24 Carré, Noblesse, 140, 149, 152.

25 Noblesse, 137 - 138.
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course of time there came to be widespread evasion of the rules
against it. Many aristocrats were involved in commercial enter-
prises, hiding their presence behind fronts and dummies.2¢

All these facts indicate that the cultural and legal barriers were
becoming much less important during the eighteenth century. For
the provincial nobleman, in whom we are mainly interested here,
they werelargely a dead letter. Asa contemporary pamphlet pointed
out, when the country nobleman had his wheat, wine, cattle, or
wool sold, no one accused him of derogation.? Where they had the
opportunity, or perhaps one should say the temptation to do so, the
nobility of the sword showed no reluctance to make money out of
commerce. Near Toulouse, an area where there were fine profits to
be had from wheat farming, the habits and mores of the older no-
bility became thoroughly businesslike and indistinguishable from
the quasi-bourgeois nobility of the robe.?® Speaking of-the provin-
cial nobility generally Forster has put forth the following thesis:

Far from an idle, dull, and impoverished hobereau, the provincial
noble was as likely to be an active, shrewd, and prosperous land-
lord. These adjectives are meant to suggest more than a swollen
pocketbook. They imply an attitude toward the family fortune
characterized by thrift, discipline, and strict management usually
implied by the term “bourgeois.”2°

From such evidence it is perfectly clear that legislation and preju-
dice as such were not significantly hindering the spread of a com-
mercial outlook and commercial behavior among the French landed
aristocracy. That is not the place to look for any explanation of the
supposed backwardness of French agriculture in relation to that of
England.

Was it so backward then? How representative was the kind of
nobleman just sketched by Forster? The answer to such a set of
questions can at present be no more than highly tentative. If it were
possible to construct some index of the degree of commercial pene-
tration in agriculture and plot the differences on a map of late

26 Noblesse, 141 — 142, 145 — 146..

27 Noblesse, 142.

28 Forster, Nobility of Toulouse, 26 — 27.
29 Forster, “The Provincial Noble,” 683.
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eighteenth-century France, one would certainly find substantial
patches where something that could be called the spirit of agrarian
capitalism was very strong. The execution of such a task would be
very laborious and from the standpoirit of the questions raised here
far from rewarding. Statistics alone will not solve our problem be-
cause it is mainly a qualitative one.

Much more is at issue here too than the emergence of a new
psychological attitude and its possible causes. Those who follow
Weber, especially those who speak in terms of some abstract drive
for achievement, neglect the importance of the social and political
context in which such changes manifest themselves. The problem is
not merely whether French rural nobles tried to run their estates
efficiently and sell their produce on the market. Nor is it simply
how many nobles developed such an outlook. The key question is
whether or not in so doing they altered the structure of rural so-
ciety in a way similar to what took place in those parts of England
where the enclosure movement was strongest. The answer to this
question is simple and decisive. They did not. Those nobles who
represented the leading edge of commercial advance in the French
countryside tried to extract more from the peasants.

Fortunately Forster has presented us with a detailed study of
the nobility in a part of France, the diocese of Toulouse, where the
commercial impulse was strong and where grain growing for the
market was a noble occupatlon par excellence. His account makes
it possible to put one’s finger rather precisely on the similarities and
differences between the improving gentry in England and their no
less businesslike counterpart in France.

In southern France, and perhaps more widely in other parts of
France than is realized, the incentive to grow grain for the market
was quite strong. Population in the kingdom and locally was rising
rapidly. So were grain prices in this area. Local political pressures
had produced great improvement in transportation, making it pos-
sible to sell grain at a considerable distance from Toulouse and in
quantities that were substantial by eighteenth-century standards.
On all these counts the situation was basically similar to that in
England. The nobles of Toulouse, those of the sword as well as
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those of the robe as we have already noticed, made just as successful
an adaptation to circumstances they had helped to create as did the
hearty squires of England.*® Perhaps a larger share of Toulousan
income came in the form of rentes. Since a large part of these were
rentes on the Estates of Languedoc, and since the area was pri-
marily agricultural with a weak and backward bourgeoisie, most of
the money that flowed into their pockets was still based on wheat.®

The way in which the Toulousan nobility took up farming for
the market was, on the other hand, entirely different from that of
the English gentry. Except for the introduction of maize during the
sixteenth century as a forage crop for animals, which increased
greatly the amount of wheat that could be marketed, there were no
important technical innovations. Agriculture continued to be car-
ried on in fundamentally the same technical and social framework
as had existed during the Middle Ages. Possibly geographical fac-
tors, differences in soil and climate, prevented change,®* though I
suspect that political and social factors were more important. In
broad outline what took place can be expressed very simply: the
nobles used the prevailing social and political framework to squeeze
more grain out of the peasants and sell it. Unless the nobles had
been able to do this and overcome the peasants’ reluctance to part
with his grain, the townsfolk would have had nothing to eat.3

In a way that resembles what took place more than a century
later in parts of China and Japan, the peasants were left in occupa-
tion of the soil but under a series of obligations enabling the nobles,
who became in effect commercial landlords, to take a large share
of the crop. Here lies the principal difference from the English
situation. The Toulousan nobles, unlike those in many other parts
of France, owned almost half of the land and derived the over-
whelming portion of their strictly agricultural revenues from the
demesne. But the demesne itself was broken into a series of small

30 Forster, Nobility of Toulouse, 47 - 48, 68— 71. Unless otherwise in-
dicated, comparisons with England are mine.

31 Forster, Nobility of Toulouse, 118 - 119, 115, 22 — 24:

32 Forster, Nobility of Toulouse, 41 - 42, 44, 62.

33 Cf Forster, Nobility of Toulouse, 66.
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plots.®* On these small plots the peasants continued to live. Some
known as aitre valets received a cottage, oxen, a few primitive
tools, and an annual wage in grain and coin. The entire grain har-
vest went into the lord’s storage bin. To the undiscriminating ob-
server the maitre valet with his cottage may have looked like a
peasant as he worked his small farm with the help of his family.
Possibly he even felt like a peasant: Forster tells us.that he had a
certain prestige because often his family had worked the lord’s
farm for generations. In strict economic terms nevertheless he was
a wage laborer.?> Other peasants worked the land for the lord as
sharecroppers. In theory lord and tenant divided the harvest be-
tween them equally; in practice the contract became weighted
more and more in favor of the lord, partly because the lord man-
aged through the manipulation of seignorial rights to capture the
lion’s share of the livestock, the principal farm capital of the area.
Rising population, too, favored the lord by increasing the competi-
tion for holdings.®

In practice, too, the difference between aitre valet and share-
cropper was slight. The basic unit of production was the métairie,
a farm of thirty-five to seventy acres, worked by a single peasant
family either as a wage laborer or sharecropper. In the case of the
wealthier nobles, the unit of property might be larger and contain
several métairies. The overwhelming majority of noble estates were
administered in this way. Leasing land to a large farmer for money
rents, the English practice, existed in the area but was rare.®

Thissystem of keeping the peasants on the land as a labor force
was buttressed by legal and. political institutions inherited from
feudalism, but these rights were of minor importance as a source of
income in the diocese of Toulouse. Nevertheless the right of sei-
gneurial justice, for example, provided a convenient way of forcing
delinquent tenants to pay arrears and was part of the whole series
of political sanctions that enabled the nobility to extract its eco-

84 Forster, Nobility of Toulouse, 35, 38 — 39, 40—41.
85 Forster, Nobility of Toulouse, 32-33, 55— 56.
8¢ Forster, Nobility of Toulouse, 56 — 58, 77 ~87.
37 Forster, Nobility of Toulouse, 32— 34, 40— 44, 58.
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nomic surplus.?® Before long the peasants were to find allies that
would enable them to storm these political ramparts and cripple
the nobility.

In contrast to England, commercial influences as they pene-
trated into the French countryside did not undermine and destroy
the feudal framework. If anything, they infused new life into old
arrangements, though in a way that ultimately had disastrous con-
sequences for the nobility. That is the lesson one can derive from
Forster’s detailed studies, as well as from older standard sources and
more general descriptions if one looks at them with the insights that
come from more detailed descriptions. If we try to visualize the
situation in France as a whole toward the end of the ancien régime,
what we are likely to see is a series of peasants on the one side
working the land, and the nobleman collecting a share of what they
produced either directly in the form of produce or indirectly in the
form of cash. Quite- possibly the older standard descriptions under-
emphasize the extent to which the nobleman was making what
economists would call a managerial contribution to the total output.
But he was caught in an awkward situation. Whatever political and
social contribution he may have made under feudalism in the form
of providing political order and security had been taken over by
royal officials, though he was able to retain certain rights of local
justice and exploit these for economic purposes. Nor was he yet a
full-blown capitalist farmer. Essentially what the landed proprietor
possessed were certain property rights, whose essence were claims,
enforceable through the repressive apparatus of the state, to a spe-
cific share of the economic surplus. Though in formal and legal
terms the burden of property rights rested on the land, and land
was what the nobleman’s carefully preserved title deeds (zerriers)
described, land was useful to the nobleman only insofar as the peas-
ants on it produced an income for him. Thus he might collect his
income in sharecropping arrangements, which covered somewhere
between two-thirds and three-quarters of France. Sharecroppers
were often identical with small peasant propriétaires who, if fortu-
nate, were able to lease small bits of land on a sharecropping basis

88 Forster, Nobility of Toulouse, 29, 34— 35.
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in order to add to the insufficient yield of their own tiny plots.?®
Usually the land was let out to peasants whose holdings were sel-
dom more than ten to fifteen hectares.** In some areas nobles scraped
together an income from the peasantry through their right to col-
lect a series of feudal dues, without owning any substantial estate.**

The main forces that created the economic relationships just
described were capitalist influences radiating out from the towns
and the monarchy’s long efforts to hold the nobility in check. As in
England, relationships with commercial and industrial elements and
with the king were decisive influences in determining the charac-
teristics of the nobility. Again as in England, the response to the
new world of commerce and industry included a very substantial
fusion between the landed upper classes and the bourgeoisie. But if
these abstract variables, king, nobility, and bourgeoisie, were the
same in both countries, their qualitative character and relationship
to each other were very different. In England the fusion between
countryside and town. was in the main directed against the crown,
not only before the Civil War but for much of the subsequent
period. In France the fusion took place through the crown with
very different political and social consequences.

3. Class Relationships under Royal Absolutism

A glance at commerce, manufacturing, and town life at the
apogee of French royal absolutism in -the seventeenth century is
sufficient to make one wonder where the strength could come from
to generate a bourgeois and capitalist revolution in the eighteenth,
and whether those who thus characterize the French Revolution
may have fallen victim to a doctrinal mirage, a point best discussed
later. Under the seventeenth-century monarchy, the French bour-
geoisie was not the spearhead of modernization taking the country-
side along with it toward the still invisible world of industrial

39 See Lefebvre, Etudes, 164, 210~ 211; Sée, Histoire économique, 1,
175; Bois, Paysans de P'Ouest, 432 — 433, where Bois emphasizes his agree-
ment with other scholars that to the peasant it was total yield rather than
the type of right to work the land that was most important.

40 Sée, Histoire économique, 1, 178.

41 Gohring, Feudalitit, 68.
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capitalism that their English counterpart had already become. In-
stead, it was heavily dependent on royal favor, subject to royal
regulation, and oriented toward the production of arms and luxuries
for a restricted clientele.** Except for the much greater degree of
control and higher level of technology, especially in the military
arts, the situation resembles late Tokugawa Japan or even India of
Akbar’s day somewhat more than it does England of the same
period. Politically too municipal life was subject to royal controls
that had been increasing intermittently since the reestablishment of
peace and order under Henri IV. Though there was a brief munici-
pal revival during the Fromde at Bordeaux, Marseille, Lyon, and
Paris, Louis XIV decided not to tolerate any more opposition from
his bonnes willes. In the older portions of France royal controls
developed rapidly in his reign. Through the cities the king held the
provinces, though there was much local variation, with the king
sometimes allowing municipal elections to continue but appointing
the mayor directly or indirectly.*?

From the foregoing it is evident that, under Louis XIV, the
impulse toward establishing the bases of a modern society, ie., a
unified state and even some of the habits of precision and obedience,
came much more from the royal bureaucracy than from the bour-
geoisie. That, however, was scarcely the deliberate intention of the
crown. At the time its real function in the French polity was to
maintain order, supervise the economy, and squeeze out of French
society whatever resources it could to sustain the royal policy of
war and magnificence. Of the two, war was far more expensive
than magnificence, though exact measurements are impossible. That
the royal bureaucracy of Louis XIV’s day was far less effective in
performing these tasks than the administrative apparatus. of a twen-
tieth-century state goes without saying.

The French royal administration faced the same difficulty that
plagued other agrarian bureaucracies such as those of Tsarist Rus-
sia, Mogul India, and Imperial China. In preindustrial societies it
was practically impossible to generate and extract enough of an
economic surplus to pay the members of the bureaucracy a salary

42 Nef, Industry and Government, 88.
43 Sagnac, Société frangaise, 1, 46, 63.



58 SOCIAL ORIGINS OF DICTATORSHIP AND DEMOCRACY

that would ensure their real dependence on the crown. Other meth-
ods of payment are possible, such as the grant of revenues from
specified lands or the Chinese device of allowing corruption to
make up the difference between an income appropriate to official
status and what the monarch can afford to pay in salaries. Indirect
compensations such as these, however, run the risks of diminishing
control from the center and encouraging exploitation that may
arouse popular discontent. The French monarchy tried to solve this
problem by selling positionsii the bureaucracy. Though the prac-
tice was not unique to France, the extent to which French kings
resorted to it and the way in which the practice not only permeated
the entire royal bureaucracy but also influenced the character of
French society as a whole distinguish France quite sharply from
other countries. French society of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries presents us with an illuminating mixture of competing
traits that scholars sometimes regard as characteristically Western
and characteristically Oriental: feudalism, bourgeoisie, and bu-
reaucracy. The sale of offices epitomizes this mixture of commercial
and precommercial institutions and was also an attempt to reconcile
them.

For a long time the sale of offices made good political sense.
Inasmuch as it gave the bourgeoisie access to the royal administra-
tion, it made allies among this class.** Probably under French con-
ditions it was an indispensable device in creating the king’s power
and hence in pushing aside the older nobility and overcoming the
barriers of feudalism to create the foundations of a modern state.
And from the king’s point of view it was both an important source
of revenue and a cheap method of administration, though neither
of these features was advantageous to French society as a whole.*®

There were at the same time inherent disadvantages that be-
came increasingly important with the passage of time. The sale of
an office meant in effect that the position became a form of private
property that passed from father to son. Hence the king tended to
lose control over his subordinates. The famous Paulette of 1604 in

44 Cf Goliring, Amterkiuflichkeit, 291.
45 Exact figures are unobtainable. But see the estimates of Géhring,
Amterkiuflichkeit, 232, 260, for the late seventeenth century.
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the reign of Henri IV granted full property rights to the holders of
offices in return for the payment of a tax and thereby sealed the
transition from bureaucratic office to property. To counter this
situation, the kings resorted characteristically to the creation of new
officials, the intendants, to watch over the activities of others.*¢
Even these offices became in time indirectly subject to purchase.*”

At first the status of nobility acquired by purchase of an office
was limited to the person of the purchaser. Then it became heredi-
tary. Under Louis XIV the rule disappeared that three generations
in the same office were necessary to confer hereditary nobility.
Since high offices tended to remain in the same family anyway, the
change was mainly symbolic.*® The bourgeois drive toward prop-
erty found considerable satisfaction through the royal bureaucracy,
while any drive toward political independence was blunted by con-
verting the bourgeois into an aristocrat. Later this aspect was to
limit very severely the power of the monarchy to adapt itself and
French society to ever more pressing problems.

At the height of absolutism the contradictions and paradoxes -
of the system were already visible. Witheut resort to the sale of
offices, “the manna that never fails,” Louis XIV would probably
have had to seek the consent of the nation through the Estates Gen-
eral to raise money.* Hence the sale of offices was at the root of
the king’s independence of the aristocracy, of any effective control
by a parliament. It was the key prop of royal absolutism.

At the same time the practice undermined the king’s inde-
pendence. It is at the root of the paradox that the most powerful
king in Europe against whom no domestic resistance was possible
or even imaginable still appears to historians so badly obeyed that
he had to regard disobedience as perfectly normal.?

46 Gohring, Amterkiuflichkeit, 2go.

47 Gohring, Amterkiuflichkeit, 3o1.

48 Gohring, Amterkiuflichkeit, 293 - 294.

49 Lavisse, Histoire, VI, pt 1, 369.

50 Lavisse, Histoire, VII, pt 1, 367; Sagnac, Société frangaise, 1, 6r,
points out that Louis XIV had only about thirty-odd officials who acted in
his name and were responsible to him. There were at this time, according to
Gohring, Amterkiuflichkeit, 262, some 46,000 officials in a populatiorr of
perhaps 17 million.
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If, in the earlier stages of the monarchy’s growth, the sale of
offices had helped to rally the bourgeoisie to the monarch’s on-
slaught on feudalism, continued resort to this device increasingly
revealed that it also imparted feudal characteristics to the bour-
geoisie. In 1665 Colbert supported his proposal to abolish the sale of
offices with the argument that the amount of money tied up in the
traffic in offices would thus be returned to real commerce which
would be useful to the state. He suggested that this amount might
be as much as the value of all the lands in the kingdom.** No doubt
Colbert’s claim was exaggerated. But his thesis is undoubtedly cor-
rect that the system diverted energy and resources from commerce
and industry. Furthermore, by giving bourgeois commoners a title
of nobility and then making it impossible to supervise their activi-
ties closely, the sale of offices helped to build up a sense of corpo-
rate identity, immunity from outside influences, and esprit de corps.
Holders of office sealed themselves off from royal influence and
became stubborn defenders of local interests and vested privileges.

The process is most clearly visible in the parlements, judicial
organs that had acquired, as judicial organs have been known to do
even in twentieth-century America, considerable administrative
power. During the Middle" Ages they had provided one of the
king’s main weapons against the nobility. At the time of the Fronde
and subsequently, they posed as the one bulwark of freedom against
absolute despotism. By the eighteenth century they had become the
main bastion of reaction and privilege, “the unyielding barrier
against which the reforming spirit of the century broke itself in
vain.”®? Other corporate bodies joined the parlements in this strug-
gle with the king. According to Martin Gohring’s now classic
study of the problems, they gave the monarchy the final push that
toppled it over.®®

One episode in this struggle, the attempt of Louis XV and his
chancellor Maupeou to abolish the sale of offices and the venality of
justice, deserves retelling here for the light it casts on our problem.

51 Lavisse, Histoire, VI, pt 1, 361 — 362.
52 Cobban, “Parlen:ents of France,” 72.
53 Gohring, Anuerkiuflichkeit, 306.
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The incident took place in 1771, shortly before the death of Louis
XV and at once stirred up a hornet’s nest of opposition. Led by
the nobility, the opposition expressed itself in terms of the natural
rights of man, freedom of the individual and political liberty, even
the social contract. Voltaire saw through the sham and supported
Maupeou. In any case he detested parlements as the persecutors not
only of Calas but also of literary men such as himself.5

It would be a mistake to dismiss the appearance of revolution-
ary slogans in the service of a reactionary cause as no more than an
instance of selfish privilege seeking to justify itself by any convenient
argument. For one thing, no less a mind than Montesquieu’s de-
fended the sale of offices as part of his famous theory of intervening
powers. As Gohring points out, the conceptions of the inviolability
of property and freedom of the individual received a powerful im-
pulse from this concrete historical situation.®® This was neither the
first nor the last occasion when a stubborn aristocracy clinging to
reactionary privileges helped to set in motion revolutionary ideas.
Still it would be difficult to find a sharper illustration of the inter-
penetration of bureaucratic, feudal, and capitalist features charac-
terizing French society in the late eighteenth century than the
appearance of such ideas in this context.

When Louis XV died, it seemed as though Maupeou’s reform
might succeed.®® Louis XVT ascended the throne in 1774. One of
the first acts of his reign was to undo the work of Maupeou and
restore the status quo. This is one of the more striking facts that
have led a number of historians, including even the socialist Jaures,
to take the view that a strong king might have been able to prevent
the Revolution and lead France along the road to modernization
by peaceful means.?” Impossible though it is to answer such a ques-
tion, reflection on it forces one to ask other questions that bring the
decisive issues into the open. Exactly what alternatives were actu-
ally open to the monarchy, let us say, at the death of Louis XIV in

54 Lavisse, Histoire, V1II, pt 2, 397 — 4o01. This volume is by H. Carré.

55 Amterkauflichkeit, 309 — 310:

56 Lavisse, Histoire, VIII, pt 2, 402.

57 Jaurés, Histoire socialiste, V1, 37. See also Mathiez, Révolution
frangaise, 1, 18, 21, who expresses a similar view but with greater doubts.



62 SOCIAL ORIGINS OF DICTATORSHIP AND DEMOCRACY

17157 What lines of political development had the course of previ-
ous history already closed off?

It was unlikely that French society could generate a parlia-
ment of landlords with bourgeois overtones from the cities in the
English fashion. The growth of the French monarchy had largely
deprived the landed upper classes of political responsibility and di-
verted much of the bourgeois impulse to its own purposes. But this
was not necessarily the only possibility. To perceive the alternatives
open to the crown is more difficult. Clearly if the king were going
to pursue any active policy at all he would have had to reforge an
effective instrument of rule, a renovated bureaucracy. That would
have meant the abolition of the sale of offices and venal justice and
areform of the tax system to distribute the burden more evenly and
to collect the révenue more efficiently. It would also have been
necessary to reduce, at least for a time, the expensive policy of war
and magnificence. The very large remaining internal barriers to
trade would have had to go'and the legal system to be considerably
modernized to allow room for the growth of commerce and indus-
try that began to show some signs of independent vitality toward
the end of the eighteenth century. Distinguished statesmen from
Colbert to Turgot put forward large parts of this program. As an
explanation for the monarchy’s failure, we can quickly rule out any
argument to the effect that in the intellectual climate of the time
nobody in a position of influence could see the problem. They saw
it very clearly. That there would have been strong resistance from
vested interests is blatantly obvious. Still it would be difficult to
argue that such obstacles were insurmountable. Would they have
been any more severe than those faced by an Henri IV in forging
French unity?

For the present it is enough to indicate the direction in which
such considerations lead. Conceivably France might have followed
the conservative path of modernization in the manner of Germany
or Japan. Then, on the other hand, and for reasons that can be
brought out only gradually in the course of the whole book, it is
likely that the obstacles to democracy would have been even
greater. In any case, the monarchy did not pursue a consistent pol-
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icy and did not survive. Agrarian problems played a very impor-
tant part in bringing about this result.

4. The Aristocratic Offensive and the Collapse of Absolutism

During the last half of the eighteenth century the French
countryside witnessed the seigneurial reaction and experienced a
brief and limited enclosure movement. To call the former a feudal
reaction is misleading. What was happening, as we have seen earlier
in this chapter, was a penetration of commercial and capitalist prac-
tices into agriculture by feudal methods. Such things had been go-
ing on for a very long time but became more widespread in the
latter part of the eighteenth century. One form this penetration
took was the restoration of feudal rights and dues where they had
been allowed to fall into neglect. Some economic historians see its
origins in the lord’s steadily increasing need for cash.®® Much of the
pressure may have come from the recently ennobled who took a
more commercial and less patriarchal attitude toward their estates,
tightening up on administration, exploiting old feudal rights, and
reviving new ones wherever possible.?® The economic feature of the
revival seems to have been the lords’ efforts to get a larger share of
the peasants’ crops in order to sell them. To get control of the peas-
ants’ land was secondary to getting the crops. Feudal dues paid in
kind brought in the best return among agricultural incomes, partly
because feudal dues were levied as a direct proportion of the crop.*

Tostress the purely economic aspects would nevertheless be to
miss the main point. As pointed out repeatedly in these pages,
feudal arrangements combined with those of royal absolutism con-
stituted the political mechanisms through which the French landed
aristocracy extracted an economic surplus from the peasans. With-
out these political mechanisms the economic system in the country-

58 Sée, Histoire économique, 1, 189,

50 Gohring, Feudalitit, 72 - 73.
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side could not work. This was the concrete meaning of privilege. It
was also the essential feature that distinguished the French aristoc-
racy from the English landed upper classes who developed entirely
different methods of extracting the surplus. It is also at this point
that any simplified version of Marxism, any notion that the eco-
nomic substructure somehow automatically determines the political
superstructure, can lead one astray. The political mechanism was
decisive, and the peasants at the time of the Revolution revealed
sound political instinct when they sought to smash these gears and
levers, an instinct they did not always display, as we shall see
shortly. By helping to smash these levers beyond repair they helped
to destroy the ancien régime. The significance of the seigneurial
reaction, I would urge, lies in whatever impulse it gave to these po-
litical changes.

The enclosure movement was a more open form of capitalist
transformation in agriculture. It began to gain force during the
lateer part of the eighteenth century, though it never became as
widespread asin England, except perhaps in Normandy where tex-
tile industries, especially in the neighborhood of Caux, grew up in
both town and countryside.® The French enclosure movement thus
was partly a response to commerce, as in England. But in France,
while it lasted, it. was much more a matter of government policy
and of intellectual discussions in the salons than in England where
it was an indigenous movement among the gentry. The physiocrats
managed for a time to get the ear of important royal officials, and
the policy was pushed for a brief time.”> As the government en-
countered resistance, it drew back. The main impulse died down
by 1771. Timidity was the dominant note of the ancien régime
down to its end.®® The physiocratic attack lasted longer. For a long
time they did not dare attack feudalism. But in 1776 under Turgot’s
ministry his friend and secretary Boncerf proposed, at least for the
next generation, the financial redemption of feudal dues.*

61 Bloch, Histoire rurale, 1, 210, 212.

82 Bloch, “Individualisme agraire,” 350, 354 ~ 356, 360. Gohring, Feudal-
itdt, 76, 8o.

3 Bloch, Histoire rurale, 1, 226; Bloch, “Individualisme agraire,” 381.

84 Gohring, Feudalitit, 92.
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Hence capitalism was seeping into the French countryside by
every possible cranny, in the form of feudalism through the seigno-
rial reaction, in the form of an attack on feudalism, and under the
banner of “progress” and “reason” through the officially sponsored
enclosure movement. More rapid penetration had to await the meas-
ures of the Revolution, and even much later action. Certain rights
of common pasture, for instance, were not abolished until 1889.%

Though limited capitalist penetration failed during the eight-
eenth century to revolutionize agriculture or eliminate the peas-
antry, it came in such a way as to increase very sharply peasant
hostility to the ancien régime. Peasants resented the increase in
feudal dues and revival of old ones by clever lawyers. Even more
important, the government’s flirtation with enclosures turned the
peasants against the monarchy. Many cabiers of the communes in
1789 energetically demanded the restoration of the old order and
the withdrawal of enclosure edicts.®® The consequence was to en-
courage the unity of the Third Estate, to throw many peasants and
a section of the town dwellers into more vehement opposition to
the old order. These trends go a long way toward explaining why
the most prosperous peasantry in Europe could become a major
force for revolution.

Through the parlements the higher echelons of the noblesse de
robe supported and intensified the seigneurial reaction. Formerly,
as we have seen, the royal bureaucracy had served to attract com-
mercial wealth to the royal cause. However, it had also had the
consequence of turning a small but influential section of the bour-
geoisie into vehement defenders of privileges conceived of as pri-
vate property attached to the individual. Here again capitalist ways
of thinking and acting were seeping through the pores of the old
order. During the eighteenth century these trends continued and
intensified. As early as 1715 there were signs that the newer judicial
nobility had won acceptance, that the bars were steadily coming
down, and that in effect France would soon see a single nobility
defending a single set of privileges against royal and popular en-

%5 Bloch, “Individualisme agraire,” 549 - 550.
86 Gohring, Feudalitit, 82 — 84, 96; Lefebvre, Etudes, 255 - 257.
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croachment. By 1730 the fusion was very visible.®” Since the -older
nobility lacked any institutional base that could effectively ehal-
lenge the king and since the newer group possessed this base in the
system of sovereign courts, the older stratum found it necessary to
concede social acceptance for the sake of political advantages. As
the style of life of the two sections steadily became more similar,
the difficulties steadily diminished.®® Under Louis XVI, the king’s
judicial apparatus continued to work as a major recruiting center
that brought wealthy commoners into that part of the establish-
ment which was the focal point of opposition to reform. Of 943
parlementaires recruited during the period 1774 ~ 1789 and still in
office in 1790, no less than 394 or 42 percent were former roturiers
who became noble by virtue of their new position.®

As its share of the bargain in the rough working coalition we
have been discussing, the older nobility managed to reserve certairi
key positions for itself. Toward the end of the ancien régime it
managed to raise more and more barriers to the power of money.
High offices and the army constituted preserves where the power
of money found its frontier.” By the 1780s the aristocratic coali-
tion as a whole had “ruined Maupeou and Turgot, reconquered
every bishopric in the realm, imposed the rule of four quarterings
of nobility for high army appointments, and forced the monarchy
into a cowed, ultimately fatal solicitude for privileged interests.”™

This absorption of many bourgeois into the nobility casts
much doubt on one familiar explanation of the Revolution: that a
major cause was the closed character of the French aristocracy,
closed, that is, in comparison with the fluid boundaries and easy ac-
cess that prevailed at the same time in England. The evidence just
discussed indicates that this contrast was mainly a legal formality.

67 Ford, Robe and Sword, 199 - 201.

88 Ford, Robe and Sword, 250 —251 and chap X1

89 Ford, Robe and Sword, 145 - 146, discussing a paper by Jean Egret
from whom the figures are taken.

70 Gohring, Feudalitit, 74. The question would bear further detailed
investigation. Gohring includes the magistrates in this category too. But
Egret’s evidence cited by Ford in the previous footnote raises doubts on

thisscore.
" Ford, Robe and Sword, vii.



Evolution and Revolution in France 67

In actual practice, access to aristocratic status may not have pre-
sented more difficult hurdles in late eighteenth-century France than
in England of the same period. Statistics are lacking. Here once
again, however, we encounter a question where quantitative meas-,
urements fail to penetrate to the important qualitative differences.
As pointed out above, the whole situation surrounding upward mo-
bility and fusion was a different one in the two countries. In Eng-
land the fusion took place in large measure outside the monarchy’s
range of influence and against the king. Enclosing landlords did not
want the king meddling in the affairs of their peasants. Wealthy
townsmen did not want the crown to make profitable business op-
portunities its private preserve for selected favorites. Important
segments of these classes in England neither needed nor wanted
political weapons borrowed from the arsenal of a dead feudalism
or royal absolutism. In France, on the other hand, the monarchy
turned commoners into landed aristocrats. needing feudal protec-
tion. Hence it made them into stubborn defenders of privilege and
vigorous opponents of its own intermittent efforts at reform. It did
so in such a way as to make enemies among the sections of the
bourgeoisie that were not identified with the old order.

These bourgeois in the meantime were growing stronger. So
far they have not received the attention of historians and sociolo-
gists to the same degree as have the nobility and the peasants.”
Nevertheless a few moderately well established points important
for the present analysis do stand out. Basically the century was one
of great economic progress for commerce and industry. Foreign
commerce especially increased, even more rapidly in fact than in
England.”™ About the latter years of the regime there is a difference
of opinion. C. E. Labrousse, who has made a detailed study of
prices, sees the period from about 1778 onward as one of wide-

72 An exception is Barber, Bourgeoisie in Eighteenth Century France,
but the economic foundations are slighted.

73 Labrousse, Crise de Péconomie, xxvii, xxviii, xlviii. On p. xxxviii the
author calls attention to the fact that foreign trade in the last third of the’
eighteenth century was based on the reexport of colonial products, mainly
sugar and coffee, and hence cannot be taken to iridicate any improvement

-in domestic production. See also Sée, Histoire économique, 11, xiv—xv;
more details in his Evolution commerciale, 345 — 249.
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spread depression affecting industry as well as agriculture.” In an
older work, Henri Sée describes the last two decades of the old
order as one in which there was a spurt in big industry, even though
France remained backward in relation to England at the outbreak
of the Revolution, since she started from a position far behind her
rival across the Channel.” Government regulation of industry re-
mained very important during the eighteenth century although the
stream of edicts suggests that the regulations were not very effec-
tive. In the second half of the century government control di-
minished.”™ Thus commerce and to a lesser extent industry were
expanding the social basis for demands that the old fetters on trade
and production be thrown aside.

Turgot served as a spokesman for these forces. He took office,
a firm believer in enlightened despotism and in liberty of produc-
tion and exchange in both industry and agriculture. A glance at his
attempted reforms and the opposition they aroused helps us to
gauge the strength of the forces behind a classical version of capi-
talism, that is, one based on private property and free competition
without support from precapitalist ‘institutions. His program, only
parts of which went into effect, included a reform of the tax sys-
tem, free trade in grain (introduced by the edict of 13 September
1774), the suppression of the corvée, suppression of the guilds, and
the free choice of occupation by the workers.”” Turgot’s policies
antagonized the small consumers of food, greatly upset by the rise
in prices that followed free trade in grains. Riots flared up all over
the country; some rioters even invaded the courtyard of Versailles
demanding that the bakers be forced to reduce their bread prices in
a way that foreshadows the problems of the Revolution at the
height of the Terror. Though Louis XVT held firm on this occasion,
the incident scarcely strengthened Turgot’s credit at court.” Evi-
dently there was still a strong popular demand for a controlled

14 Crise de Véconomie, xxxii, Xxxvi.

5 Evolution commerciale, 303 ~ 305.

6 Sée, Histoire économique, 1, 348, 351. Labrousse, Crise, 1.

77 Lavisse, Histoire, IX, pt 1, 28, 43, 45.

8 Lavisse, Histoire, IX, pt 1, 32. See Mathiez, Vie chére for later de-
velopments.
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economy of a very old-fashioned variety, i.e., one where the em-
phasis was not on increasing production but where a benevolent
authority would ensure a “fair” distribution of necessities to the
poor. This sentiment, based on the lower strata of the peasants and
theurban plebs, the famous sans-culottes, was to be the main source
of radical measures in the Revolution itself. In addition, Turgot’s
proposal aroused the opposition of those financiers who profited
from the corrupt features of the bureaucracy and that of manufac-
turers who were indignant that he refused to protect French in-
dustry, particularly cotton and ironworking, against foreign
competition or to prohibit the exportation of raw materials needed
by industry.™

The coalition of interests against Turgot is one more indication
that the forces seeking to break the lingering fetters of feudalism
and establish anything resembling private property and free compe-
tition were far from being the dominant ones in French society on
the eve of the Revolution, even if they were growing stronger dur-
ing much of the eighteenth century. To speak of the Revolution as
bourgeois and capitalist in this simple sense is plainly mistaken. As
it came to France, capitalism often wore a feudal mask, especially
in the countryside. The demand for property rights within the
prevailing system was very strong, as the sale of offices and the sei-
gneurial reaction demonstrates. Capitalism, as Jaurés, the great so-
cialist historian of the Revolution perceived without drawing the
necessary conclusions, permeated the ancien régime, twisting it in
such a way as to antagonize important segments of the privileged
classes as well as the peasants, turning them too against the monarchy.
Partly for this reason the radical thrust behind the Revolution,
based on the sans-culottes and sections of the peasantry, was ex-
plicitly and strongly anticapitalist. The rich peasants, as we shall
see, set the limits to which radical anticapitalism could go. Ulti-
mately the forces behind a private property free of ancient fetters
won important triumphs in the city and the countryside. To achieve
this victory the capitalists frequently required the help of their bit-
terest enemies.

™ Lavisse, Histoire, IX, pt 1, 40.
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5. The Peasants’ Relationship to Radicalism during the Revolution

Up to this point the discussion has tried to illuminate'the sources
of both rigidity and demands for change that gradually accumu-
lated among the dominant classes. In analyzing the Revolution itself
the facts compel a change of focus with concentration on the lower
classes. French society broke apart from the top downward as the
monarchy, for institutional and personal reasons, became increas-
ingly unable to control the divisive forces discussed in the preced-
ing sections. The collapse increased latent discontents among the
lower classes and allowed them to come to the surface. There is evi-
dence that these had been simmering for some time. Peasant upris-
ings in which the little people of the towns also took part strew the
record of the seventeenth century. They occurred in different parts
of France in 1639, 1662, 1664, 1670, 1674, and 1675.%° By itself,
however, popular resentment could not make a revolutiori. Whether
it increased just before the Revolution is not absolutely clear; very
likely it did. Nevertheless, only when popular grievances could
coalesce even briefly with those of more powerful groups would
they help to bring the monarchy crashing down amid fire, blood,
and smoke.

The causes of earlier outbreaks, the nature of the peasants’
world, the problems of those who constituted the great bulk of the
French population appear but dimly in studies of the great days of
royal absolutism.** As the Revolution approaches, more details appear
until at least some of the main outlines of peasant society become
reasonably distinct. In the absence of the kind of commercial revo-
lution that took place in England or of a manorial reaction such as
that which happened in Prussia and also in Russia for quite different
reasons, many French peasants had become in effect small property
owners. Though, it is impossible to give precise numbers of these
cogs de paroisse — their counterpart will be called. kulaks at a later

80 Sée, Histoire économique, 1, 214 - 215; Sagnac, Société fran;aue, I,
139 — 143. Abundant material in Porchnev, Soulévements populaires.

81See, e.g., Goubert, Beauvais, which concentrates mainly on statistical
information for a single area and is not very helpful on the working of
institutions.



Evolution and Revolution in France 71

stage in Russia — they were certainly a substantial and very influen-
tial minority. The large majority of the peasants trailed off beneath
them. by imperceptible gradations, through those who had tiny
lopins de terre, down to those who had-none at all and lived as agri-
cultural laborers. One gets the impression — but it is no more than
an impression — that the number of the land-short and the landless
had been slowly and steadily growing for at least two centuries.
Lefebvre asserts that by 1789 the large majority of rural proprietors
did not have enough land to live on and had to work for others or
find some auxiliary trade. Again general figures are not to be had.
But in many parts of the country families without any land at all
may have run from twenty to. as high as seventy percent of the
peasant population.®?

One may discern two major demands among the poorer peas-
ants. First, and perhaps above all, they wanted a plot of land if they
had none, a slightly larger plot if they had any atall. Secondly, they
‘were anxious to preserve those specific customs of the village com=
munity that served their own interests. The poor peasants had no
generalized attachment to the village community. When they caught
a glimpse of the opportunity to get a plot of land out of dividing up
the common lands of the village during the Revolution, they were
loud in their cries to do so. It was mainly the rich peasants’ who
prevented the breaking up of the commons, partly because the rich
peasants were often the only ones to use the commons for pasture
for the stock with which they worked their farms.®® On the other
hand, certain collectivist practices were important to poor peasants.
The most valuable was the right of vaine pdture. On cultivated ter-
ritory this right was part of the ancient open-field system that
prevailed through much of France in the absence of a powerful
movement toward enclosures. The cultivated fields lay in strips,
surrounding the cluster of dwellings that was the village. All this
land had to go through each stage of the agricultural cycle at the
same moment, a practice known in France as assolement forcé, in

82 efebvre, Etudes, 209 — 212.
88 Cobban, Social Interpretation, 112 - 117 corrects the widespread
view that poor peasants generally opposed division of the common lands.
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German-speaking lands as Flurzwang. After the harvest had been
gathered in, the rights of the proprietor, as Bloch vividly remarks,
went to sleep, and cattle wandered freely over unfenced fields. In
meadows used for hay growing, which by this-time might be the
property of a seigneur, of the village as a whole, or of a well-to-do
peasant, a similar arrangement prevailed in many areas: after the
hay had been gathered, the meadows would be thrown open for the
cattle to graze and eat the second growth (regain). To the poorer
peasants the right of waine pdture was important because they
were liable to be prevented from making much use of communal
lands. Even if they often lacked horses and ploughs, they were
likely to possess a cow or sheep and a few goats that they used for
meat or to raise a bit of cash. Gleaning rights, when hordes of peor
peasants might swarm over the fields for a specified number of days
under the anxious eyes of the owners of the fields, and rights to col-
lect fuel and pasture animals in the woods, were also significant to
them.®

The political consequence was a split within the peasantry and
a very marked disintegration of the peasant community. Like those
in many other parts of the world, the poorer peasants in France
were the main victims as the forces of modernization pried apart
the ancient village society that had governed the division of labor
and had provided them a modest but recognized place within their
small world for as long as anyone could remember. Though French
villages, of which there were many different types, by and large
suffered later and less and for different reasons than their English
counterparts, still this society was under very visible attack as the

84 For a lucid general description of collective practices and resistance
to attacks on them see Bloch, “Individualisme agraire,” esp 330- 332, 523~
527. In the latter passage Bloch notes that the attitude of the poor toward
dividing up the land in village commons varied according to local circum-
stances, while moves to withdraw common rights through limited enclosures
generally hurt them. See also Lefebvre, Paysans du Nord, 7: - 114 on
collective rights and 424 —430 -on their revival during the Revolution.
Lefebvre’s actual evidence points in the same general direction: that the poor
often wanted to divide up village commons but clung to other common

rights.
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eighteenth century drew toward its close.®* The situation of the
rural poor drove many toward violent egalitarian theories. For
them modernization meant mainly that the prosperous peasants
were blocking them from dividing up the land (including that
which became available through confiscation during the Revolu-
tion) and starving them out by restrictions on gleaning and pasture
rights as part of the drive toward modern forms of private property
in land. At the height of the Revolution, radicalism in the cities
and the countryside could join hands, a fact that helps to explain
the depth and violence of the French Revolution in comparison
with its English precursor. There was not just a single peasant revo-
lution going its own way, sometimes joining, sometimes opposing
the revolution in the cities and the capital. There were at least two
peasant revolutions, that of the peasant aristocracy and that of the
larger and more diffuse majority, each following its own course and
also from time to time fusing or opposing revolutionary waves in
the cities.

Turning now to the upper ranks of the peasantry, it seems at
least moderately clear that their discontents came from their half-
way' position: they possessed the land without really owning it.5
As is well known, the legal and social position of the French peas-
antry, at any rate at its upper levels, was subject to fewer repres-
sive restraints than in any other large country on the continent.
Most of them were personally free. To the extent that we can
glimpse their demands through the refractions of the cabiers, we
can see that they wanted mainly to eliminate the arbitrary aspects
of the feudal system that had been increasing in the last years of the
old order. In sharp contrast with the bourgeoisie, they did not at-
tack the social position and special privileges of the nobility. In-
stead, they often expressly acknowledged them,*” a fact which
suggests that they could not understand any general connection be-
tween the privileges of the nobility and their own problems. Evi-

8 It is possible to follow many details of the process in a single area in
an excellent account by Saint Jacob, Paysans de la Bourgogne, esp 435 - 573.

86 Gohring, Feudalitit, 57 - 58, 6o.

87 Gohring, Feudalitdt, 115 - 116.
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dently in 1789 it would still take serious shocks to turn the peasants
into an active revolutionary force. These shocks were not long in
coming.

One impulse came from the actions of the nobility and the
vacillations of the king preceding and following the meeting of the
Estates General. Certainly the peasants neither understood nor
cared much about such questions as voting by order or voting by
head, which agitated the rest of France. Nor were they very likely
to be deeply concerned about the rickety character of Bourbon
finances and the prospect of bankruptcy. The distribution of the
tax burden among the various orders could not have been much
more exciting; the peasant was interested in bis share of the tax-in
bis village, which varied from place to place in too bewildering a
fashion for all but specialists to understand.®® On the other hand, all
these questions very definitely agitated a large portion of educated
townsfolk. The nobility was trying to take over the state through
the mechanism of the Estates General, a natural continuation of
what they had been trying to do during the so-called feudal reac-
tion. Their reluctance to compromise on these issues made for the
moment what was no more than a legal label for all that was neither
noble nor clergy — the Tiers Etat — into something resembling a
single political mind.

Many of the wealthier and especially the liberal nobles who
played conspicuous parts in this ¢arly phase of the Revolution were
quite willing to make substantial concessions. On agrarian questions
they were even willing to sacrifice some of the more oppressive
feudal rights without indemnity. The reactionary pressure that
temporarily fused the Tiers Etat very likely came in large part from
the crowd of rural petty seigneurs who lived off their dues and had
neither willingness nor. capacity nor opportunity to manage their
affairs as commoners even if they were indemnified for the loss of
feudal rights.®®

Other impulses were more fortuitous. In 1786 the French gov-

88 Standard observations about the oppressive character of taxation
under the old order may be an exaggeration. Goubert, Beauvais, 152, stresses
-the fundamental fairness of the system in the area he studied.

89 | efebvre, Etudes, 258.
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ernment had reduced sharply its duties on English manufactures,
which threw many people out of work. It affected the peasants in
some areas by reducing or eliminating outside- employment. A de-
cree of 1787 removed restrictions on the grain trade, including
those requiring the cultivators to bring their grain to the local mar-
ket. The harvest in the autumn of 1788 was disastrously short. The
winter that followed was unusually harsh, while spring brought
severe storms and floods.* Natural disasters combined with political
uncertainties and anxieties by the summer of 1789 to set off a series
of panics and peasant uprisings in many parts of France.

The radical potential of the peasantry began to show. Though
the troubles lumped under the Grande Peur took different forms in
different parts of France, opposition to feudalism came to the sur-
face everywhere. Even where the peasants did not rise, they refused
their feudal obhgatlons 91 All sorts. of rumors flew thick and fast;
fears of an aristocratic plot, not by any means altogether unfounded,
made it easy for the peasants to get the support of the poorer classes
in the towns. As the authority of the central government deterio-
rated, France seemed to be breaking up into anetwork of little
towns and communities, The disintegration*of public order made
solid and substantial citizens among the bourgeoisic welcome the
liberal nobles into their ranks. The poorer classes, on the other
hand, distrusted them and tried to push them out. Thus in the areas
where the panic prevailed, middling property owners in town and
countryside formed themselves into local defense groups to protect
themselves against brigands and bandits, supposedly let loose on the
country by a scheming aristocracy.*

On the other hand, where there were real agrarian revolts and
jacqueries, there was no Grande Peur.” In these areas, the peasant
on the march was the brigand. There was no need to imagine brig-
ands, and no possibility of imagining that he was the tool of the
aristocrat. Full-scale peasant violence frightened the bourgeoisie,
particularly those for whom feudal rights were as sacred a form of

90 Lefebvre, Grande Peur, 13 — 14; Gohring, Feudalitit, 129.
91 efebvre, Grande Peur, 119.

92 | efebvre, Grande Peur, 30, 31, 103 — 105, 109, 157 — 158.
93] efebvre, Grande Peur, 165 — 167, 246.
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property as any other, and threw them into the arms of the nobility.
After the storming of the Bastille the bourgeoisie in some areas,
especially Alsace where uprisings were particularly violent, co-
operated wholeheartedly with the privileged classes in suppressing
them.®

The Revolution had already let loose social forces anxious and
willing to put an end to it. Counterrevolution had leadership of a
sort in Paris and influence with the king. Momentarily, success
seemed possible. On July 11, 1789, Necker was hastily discharged
and banished from France. The nobility had shown signs that it was
unwilling to accept the victory of the Tiers Etat, which had split
off from the Estates General, taking the clergy and forty-seven
nobles with them to form the Constituent Assembly, formally estab-
lished on July 7, 1789. Troops were gathering around Paris. The
countryside was agitated for the reasons we have seen. Famine
threatened. There were suspicions that the king planned a coup.
The Constituent Assembly expected the worst. At this moment a
popular uprising saved the moderate revolution from capitulation
and propelled it forward. The population of Paris had no intention
of saving the Assembly; they did so “by ricochet” and in the form
of a defensive reaction. Panics were continuous in those days, the
first expressions of the Grande Peur. Seeing Paris surrounded by
royal troops and “brigands,” fearing they would be bombarded and
delivered over to pillage, masses of citizens erected barricades and
sought out arms, taking 32,000 rifles at the Invalides. The morning
of the fourteenth they went to find more arms at the Bastille and
ended by storming the famous symbol of arbitrary authority.?®

In the capture of the Bastille and the brief wave of popular
vengeance that followed it, there already appeared, as Lefebvre
points out, certain major traits of the radical component in the
French Revolution: the fear of counterrevolutionary plots, the de-
fensive uprising among the masses, mainly poor artisans and jour-
neymen, apd the will to punish and destroy their enemies.*®

These characteristics reappeared in each of the main popular

94 | efebvre, Grande Peur, 56, 139.
95 Lefebvre, Révolution frangaise, 125 — 126, 134 —135.
96 Révolution frangaise, 133.
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surges of the Revolution. It is well known that the Revolution be-
gan with an offensive by the nobility and became more radical as it
proceeded, More radical sections of the bourgeoisie came to power
and followed more radical policies until shortly before the fall of
Robespierre on 9 Thermidor or July 27, 1794. Each time that the
conservative forces, who were of course less conservative and a dif-
ferent group on succeeding occasions, tried to halt the Revolution,
a radical offensive from below propelled them forward. Three great
popular upheavals, three famous journées, marked this series of left-
ward lurches. The first was the storming of the Bastille on July 14,
1789. The second was the storming of the Tuileries on August 10,
1792, which led to the execution of Louis XVI. The third uprising,
that of May 31, 1793, took place in similar but more serious circum-
stances and was'part of the chain of events leading to the reign of
terror and Robespierre’s brief supremacy. The main impulse behind
each surge came from the Parisian sans-culottes. Each surge suc-
ceeded as long as it could draw on active support from the country-
side. When this support dried up, when the demands of the sans-
culottes came to conflict with those of property-owning peasants,
the impulse behind the radical revolution petered out, and its urban
remnants were easily repressed.

It is fair, therefore, to hold that the peasantry was the arbiter of
the Revolution, though not its chief propelling force. And even if it
was not the main propelling force, it was a very important one,
largely responsible for what in retrospect seems the most important
and lasting achievement of the Revolution, the dismantling of feu-
dalism.

To resume the narrative, the taking of the Bastille was signifi-
cant in a symbolic sense rather than as a concrete political or mili-
tary victory. The mortal blow given to feudalism a few weeks later
on the famous night of August 4, 1789, turned out to be more im-
portant.and, as just indicated, was directly traceable to peasant dis-
turbances. The Constituerit Assembly was in a ticklish position. Its
members were mainly men of law and order who had been saved
by a popular uprising. Substantial property owners in general had
no desire to see peasants on the rampage. But if they turned to the
king and what wasleft of the royal apparatus to restore order, they



78 SOCIAL ORIGINS OF DICTATORSHIP AND DEMOCRACY

would play into the hands of the intransigeant elements in the aris-
tocracy and forfeit the gains of the Revolution. In this situation a
minority managed to maneuver the Assembly into passing the de-
crees.

Though the text of the declaration begins with the assertion
that the Assembly entirely destroyed feudalism, this was an exag-
geration. The abolition of those feudal dues that rested on the land
was subject to redemption payments, which would have meant
their survival for quite some time. Other remnants, including hon-
orific prerogatives, survived too. Only later in more radical phases
of the Revolution did subsequent legislation finish most of the work
of dismounting the remains of the feudal structure, in this way of
course continuing, as de Tocqueville emphasized, the work of royal
absolutism. Nevertheless the Assembly voted equality before the
law, the abolition of feudal obligations that rested on persons (with-
out indemnification), equality of punishments, the admission of all
to public services, the abolition of the sale of offices, and suppres-
sion of the tithe (without indemnity). These were enough to justify
the results of this famous occasion as the “death certificate of the
Ancien Régime.”"

Let it be emphasized that this was no sudden act of spontane-
ous generosity. The Assembly acted with a pistol at its head, in the
form of popular disorders.”® To take occasions such as this, when
the upper classes showed a willingness to make concessions, out of

97 Lefebvre, Révolution frangaise, 140 - 141. It is worth noticing that
the revolutionary leaders proceeded rather more cautiously in dismounting
traditional practices among the peasants. The Constituent Assembly did
not try to abolish assolement forcé, the obligation on each member of a
village to plough, sow, and harvest at the same time as the rest, until June s,
1791. Then it did so indirectly by a decree that allowed the proprietor a
free choice of crops. Neither the Constituent Assembly nor the Convention
suppressed vaine pawure obligatoire, the corresponding right to turn cattle
loose on the cultivated fields as soon as the harvest had been gathered. See
Bloch, “Individualisme agraire,” 544 — 545.

98 See Lefebvre, Grande Peur, 246 — 247 and his Révolution frangaise,
113, 119. About the August 4th concessions Marat wrote, “It is by the light
from the flames of their burning chateaux that they magnanimously re-
nounce the privilege of holding in chains men who have already forcibly
recovered their freedom.” Translation in Postgate, ed, Revolution, 27.
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their context in order to argue that revolutionary radicalism was
therefore unnecessary would be to falsify the situation completely.

The second radical phase was also provoked by an attempt at
reaction. The same pattern repeated itself but with greater inten-
sity. The king’s attempted flight, frustrated at Varennes (June 20—
25, 1791), destroyed whatever possibility there might have been
that the Revolution would come to rest in a constitutional mon-
archy and rule by the upper classes as in England. War broke out in
the spring of 1792. The leaders of the Gironde, in which commer-
cial and shipping interests were heavily represented, sought war to
spread the revolutionary gospel as well as for more material reasons.
Lafayette intended to use the war for exactly the opposite reason, to
restore order. The danger of a military coup was real.? From No-
vember of 1791 onward there was a series of popular uprisings in
many parts of the countryside, protesting against the export of
grain in a time of acute scarcity. In itself the notion that grain was
being sent out of the country — when it cost more in France than
abroad — was certainly absurd. The riots, though suppressed with-
out great difficulty, reveal the state of excitement and disorder. The
city poor, too, were hard hit by increasing inflation.*® Military re-
verses added to the highly charged atmosphere. The coup that
cleared the air, the storming of the Thuileries and the famous slaugh-
ter of the Swiss Guards, August 10, 1792, Was again the work of the
Paris crowd, mainly poor artisans, journeymen, etc.’® Though
Paris was the center, the popular and radical movement received
active support from the provinces. This was the occasion of Rouget
de Lisle’s song of war and revolt, sung by the Jacobin battalions on
their march from Marseilles to come to the aid of their comrades in
Paris. The overturn of August 10 was not at all a Parisian one like
that of July 14th, but a national uprising.1°?

In national politics the consequence was the virtual abdication

99 | efebvre, Révolution frangaise, 225, 227 — 228, 243.

300 Mathiez, Vie chére, 59— 71; esp 67; Lefebvre, Révolution frangaise,
241,

101 Rudé, Crowd, provides detailed information on the composition of
the Paris crowd for the great journées of the Revolution.

102] efebvre, Révolution frangaise, 246.
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of the Legislative Assembly, which had replaced the Constituent
Assembly in October 1791; the trial of Louis XVI, which did not
take place until the end of 1792; and, more immediately, popular
vengeance in the September 1792 massacres. These massacres ap-
pear to have started about as spontaneously as mass actions ever do.
A waiting crowd seized and summarily executed a batch of prison-
ers under escort. Then the massacres spread to the jails. Between
1100 and 1400 lost their lives, the great majority common thieves,
prostitutes, forgers, and vagrants. Only about a quarter were priests,
nobles, or “politicals” of any sort.’*® Similar scenes took place in
other French cities and towns. The massacres are significant mainly
as revealing the blindness and irrationality of popular vengeance.
The Terror, of which they were a prelude and which appeared in
the next phase, was more organized and less capricious in its results.

As a consequence of the uprisings during 1791 — 92 the peas-
ants had won important gains by the summer of 1792. On the 25th
of August feudal dues disappeared, without indemnity unless the
original title survived. By another act on the 28th, villages received
back their common lands where the lord had usurped them. Still
another decree sought to make it easier for the rural proletariat to
acquire land by arranging for the sale of confiscated émigré prop-
erties in small units. In Paris itself the Commune enrolled the un-
employed for work on fortifications.’® By these measures the gov-
ernment made a move toward meeting some of the demands of the
submerged majority of tiny property holders and the propertyless
in the countryside, in an effort to attach them to the interests of the
Revolution. But it was only a halfhearted move. The revolutionary
government in Paris backed and filled on the crucial question of di-
viding up communal and émigré lands among the small peasants.
The effect was to sharpen the split between rich and poor. The
aroused richer peasants proclaimed that to give property to the
landless was the same as the loi agraire: it meant communism of

property.'®

103 Rudé, Crowd, 109 ~ 110.

104 | efebvre, Révolution frangaise, 254.

105 Cobban, Social Interpretation, 115. See also Bourgin, ed, Partage
des biens conmiuneaux, xvii for further dertails on the legislation. The speech
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In the meantime the government’s uncertainty promoted the
circulation of radical notions among the peasantry. The enemies of
peasant radicalism lumped such ideas together under the general
scarcecrow label of loi agraire. Equality of property was probably
the notion that had the widest appeal among the poorer peasants.
But there were other ideas that transcended the conceptions of pri-
vate property within whose framework the revolutionary leaders
remained even during the next and most radical phase. These were
a mixture of Christian and collectivist ideas. Just how much of an
echo they found among the peasants it is diflicult to say, not only
due to the absence of records, but also because of rigid suppression.
Carnot, who hated the radicals, undoubtedly exaggerated when he
wrote on October 7, 1792, from Bordeaux that the idea of the loi
agraire had spread terror everywhere.’*® Obviously peasant radical-
ism was frightening the authorities. In a fiery speech to the Conven-
tion-Barére demanded action to make plain to the countryside that
the slightest attacks on property would not be tolerated. The next
day, March 18, 1793, the Convention set the death penalty for
preaching the loi agraire.**” Enough of the content of these notions
nevertheless survived to show that they were relevant to the needs
of the poor peasants and met some of their needs. Hence it becomes
important to examine this underground radical stream with some
care,

The first radical attack arose in connection with the riots over
the alleged exports of grain mentioned a few moments ago as part
of the background of the August 10, 1792 uprising. In the course of

by the Chairman of the Committee of Agriculture (337-373) is a revealing
attempt to combine characteristic capitalist notions about progress in agri-
culture, via private property and the abolition of common lands 4 Panglaise,
with an effort to meet the demands of the poor. “Cependant, Messieurs, si le
droit de propriété est sacré, la cause du pauvre I'est aussi,” he observes at
one point (360). Leafing through a number of the petitions printed in
Bourgin has convinced me that Cobban’s interpretation of the peasants’ de-
mands is correct and that prevailing ones about the opposition of the poor
to dividing up the commons are mistaken.

106 Quoted by Guérin, Lutte de classes, 1, 350.

197 A long quotation from Barére’s speech may be found in Soreau,
“Révolution frangaise et le proletariat rural,” 121~ 122.

S.D.D.—4
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one of these disturbances the peasants of the neighboring communes
murdered a rich tanner of Etampes in Beauce. The case sent a ripple
throughout France; his funeral was made a national fete. However,
a Jacobin curé from the neighborhood, Pierre Dolivier, had the
courage to oppose this wave of sentiment. In May 1792 he pre-
sented to the Legislative Assembly a petition attacking the mur-
dered victim as a rich and greedy figure, suggesting that he was a
speculator in grain and that he roundly deserved his fate. At this
point Dolivier went on not only to ask for price controls on behalf
of the poor and hungry but also to attack the right of property
itself: “La nation seule est véritablement propriétaire de son ter-
rain.”**¢ Mathiez correctly points out the archaic element in Doli-
vier’s thinking. Louis XIV had claimed to be the master of the
property of his subjects. Now the nation had succeeded to the king.
On the other hand, there is also a note in Dolivier and his successors
that strikes the present-day reader as very modern: the state has the
obligation to see to it that the less fortunate majority of its citizens
do not starve, and this obligation overrides the selfish rights and in-
terests of property.

In defending the violent action of outraged peasants and in at-
tacking property, Dolivier shocked the assembly. But Robespierre
spoke up for the curé in a way that both foreshadows and contrasts
with his later behavior during the Terror. He attacked the entire
class of avid bourgeoisiec who had seen in the Revolution nothing
but a means to_succeed the nobility and the clergy and who de-
fended wealth with tlie same harshness as the privileged classes had
defended birth.**®® Thus the ideas of the extreme radicals were not
altogether uncongenial to those of the small property holders epito-
mized by Robespierre.

After the storming of the Thuileries, similar notions cropped up
in other parts of France along with sporadic but unsuccessful ef-
forts to put them into practice. Another curé told his parishioners,
“Les biens vont étre communs, il n’y aura qu’une cave, qu'un grenier
ou chacun prendra tout ce que lui sera nécessaire.” He advised his

108 Quoted by Mathiez, Vie chére, 73.
109 For the story of Dolivier see Mathiez, Vie chére, 66, on the murder
and 72 - 76, on Dolivier himself.
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flock to set up common stores upon which they could draw as they
needed and hence do away with money. In this connection we must
remember that inflation had already sent prices soaring and that a
sector of the peasantry consumed more food than it pfoduced on its
own property. The landless were of course completely without
means to produce their own food. Elsewhere an inhabitant of
Lyons, this time a city man, worked out and published a detailed
system for nationalizing basic necessities. The state was to buy up
the harvest at. fixed prices; then, guaranteeing peasants against the
fluctuations of the market, store it in greniers d’ abondance; and, in
addition, distribute bread at a fixed price. The notion resembles the
“ever-normal granary” of more recent times, though the latter was
a response to excess production instead of to shortage.

Another pamphlet was much more religious, calling down the
wrath of Jehovah on the proud rich and invoking in his name “la loi
des Francs . . . AGrRAIRE!” Like Engllsh radicals at the time of the
Puritary Revolution, this pamphlet writer looked back to a mythical
past and tried to prove that the Gauls and Germans redistributed
their land every year.}*

Certain themes, it is easy to see, run through all these radical
agrarian protests. They seek either the abolition of private property
altogether or its very strict limitation along egalitarian lines. Sec-
ondly, they propose measures to get around the workings of the
market, such as storage depots and free distribution of products on
a local scale or the more elaborate grenmiers d’abondance. Towns-

-men were perhaps more inclined to advocate the prominent display
of the guillotine as a way of prying the necessities of life out of
greedy and reluctant hands.** Here lay the seeds of later divisions.
For the moment it is enough to notice that agrarian radicalism was
quite obviously a response not only to the disturbed conditions of
the time, but also to the intrusion of capitalism into the countryside.

110 Mathiez, Vie chére, go — 94. The author’s citations from Caesar and
Tacitus show that he could scarcely have been a peasant himself. On the
other hand it seems obvious that prevailing equalitarian practices among the
peasantry (such as vaine pdrure) and the attacks on these must have-pro-
vided the impctus to search for legitimation in historical precedents.

111 Mathiez, Vie chére, 91 - 92.
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The whole thrust of these ideas is ‘against those who got rich by
working the market. What people needed was, it seemed, just too
expensive and too hard to come by. Poor peasants and even those
not so poor could agree with the sans-culottes in the towns on these
simple opinions. As long as the interests of these groups converged,
the radical revolution could keep a fire under the revolution on be-
half of private property and the rights of man. Also the bourgeois
revolution needed the help of the radical revolution, as we have al-
ready seen in connection with the events of July 14 and August 4,
1789. Up to a point the two revolutions — actually a fusing of sev-
eral smaller ones into two major and easily distinguishable currents
— could work together and reenforce each other. But the two were
fundamentally incompatible due to incompatible attitudes toward
property: the incompatibility of those who have property and those
who don’t.**2 When the radical stream split and the property hold-
ers had no more use for their help, the Revolution would lurch to a
halt. The final convergence and separation of the radicals and men
of property is the process we have to analyze in the third phase.
The final radical thrust, like its prédecessors, began with a pop-
ular uprising in Paris at the end of May 1793. Again it was a puni-
tive response to real danger. In March, General Dumouriez had
turned traitor after his defeat by the Austrians. With them he con-
cluded an armistice in order to march on Paris, set Louis XVII on
the throne, and reestablish.the Constitution of 1791.1*® Royalist re-
volt was under way in the Vendée. Marseilles had been the victim
of anti-sans-culottes and Lyon of anti-Jacobin uprisings and had
escaped from the control of the revolutionaries.’** The May upris-

112 To call the urban sans-culottes a proletariat or even a protoprole-
tariat at this point in French history, as does Guérin in Lutte de classes,
seems to me quite misleading. The whole radical push came mainly from a
series of strata being crowded off the historical stage, a phenomenon char-
acteristic of modern revolutions, as I hope to show in due course. It is
fashionable to criticize Guérin for his misconception without trying to re-
place it by a more tenable interpretation. I find such criticism small spirited
and would like to record publicly my debt to Guérin. Without his book
and of course Mathiez’s Vie chére I could not have written these pages.

113] efebvre, Révolution frangaise, 334.

114] efebvre, Révolution frangaise, 340.
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ing itself was a well engineered affair, “the best organized journée
of the Revolution,” which enabled the more radical faction of the
bourgeoisie led by Robespierre to get the upper hand over the
Gironde.!*

In the meantime the radicalism of the Parisian poor had begun
to find articulate expression at about the same time as the scattered
pockets of agrarian radicalism came to light in the countryside. The
Gironde’s policies of attempting to let food prices find their natural
level through the operation of supply and demand in the midst of
war and revolution brought together small artisans, journeymen,
workers, and the miscellaneous floating population of Paris —in a
word the sans-culottes — in common misery. The inflation made
matters worse; it was in effect a way of shifting the cost of the war
onto the backs of the poor.**® By January 1793, even the Gironde
leaders found it necessary to confess that the price of wheat would
not go down of its own accord.**’

Such then was the situation in which Jacques Roux and the
enragés began to attract attention in Paris. Their ideas were if any-
thing simpler than those of the agrarian radicals discussed a moment
ago and amounted to two propositions: 1) Freedom of commerce
played into the hands of the speculators and caused intense suffer-
ing to the poor. 2) Force should be used to put an end to specula-
tion. There was also a significant backward-looking note. At one.
point, in June of 1793, Jacques Roux contrasted before the bar of
the Convention itself the ease of existence under the ancien régime
with the miseries that plagued the people under a revolution sup-
posedly carried out on their behalf. He went on to express open re-
gret for the days when paternalist regulations prevented the poor
from having to pay three times their value for elementary necessi-
ties. Beyond these notions Roux’s program, if it can be called that,
did not go. But to say even this was to attack the right of property

115 Lefebvre, Révolution frangaise, 340 — 342.

116 As Mathiez, Vie chére, 613, pointed out, on account of the infla-
tion of the assignat the little people bore the cost of the Revolution as much
as did priests and émigrés.

117 Mathiez, Vie chére, 113.
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and the legitimacy of the whole Revolution, and certainly took
courage. '

Thus both the rural and the urban radicals shared a common
hostility at this point to the rich who were profiting from the Revo-
lution and to the unfettered workings of the market. Further
evidence that urban and rural radicalism were seeking compatible
objectives comes from a significant detail reported by Mathiez about
the uprising of May 31, 1793. Some months before, delegates from
the fédérés of eighty-three départements had come to Paris. Though
the Gironde leaders hoped to use this group in its struggle against
the Paris Commune and the Montagne, the delegates fell under the
influence of the enragés**® That provincials whom the Gironde
hoped to use were susceptible to such ideas indicates the general
strength of anticapitalist radicalism at this juncture.

Probably for this reason the Montagne, shortly after the upris-
ing of May 31, 1793, found it advisable to make important conces-
sions to the peasantry. On June 3 it decreed the sale of émigré prop-
erty in small units, payable in ten years; on the 1oth, the voluntary
division of village common lands among individual inhabitants—
whether this ever went into effect is unknown — and, on July 17th,
the abolition without indemnity of all that remained of seigneurial
rights.*2® To sum up the meaning of the uprising and the events sur-
rounding it, the bourgeois revolution had been pushed sharply to
the left under radical pressure and forced to shed the moderates
(dramatized in the arrest of thirty-one Girondist deputies on June
2), while the urban radicals and the peasants were still marching
together even if in ragged formation.

The popular upsurge helped to make possible the heroic and
desperate period of the Revolution, the reign of terror and the so-
called dictatorship of the Committee of Public Safety, the creation
of a néw army, the driving of those allied against France back

18 Mathiez, Vie chére, 212, 218, with extensive quotations from
Roux. For a much more detailed analysis of the social composition and
aspirations of the sans-culottes, see Soboul, Sans-culottes, esp pt 1.

119 Mathiez, Vie chére, 120~ 121.

120 efebvre, Révolution frangaise, 344; Cobban, Social Interpretation,
117.
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across the Rhine, the defeat of the counterrevolution in the Vendée.
Actually, of course, the dictatorship of the Committee of Public
Safety was a ramshackle and primitive affair by twentieth-century
standards. The technical means of communication and transporta-
tion precluded centralized control of the economy. No nationwide
measure to ration the consumption of the population was at-
tempted.?* This failure to ration food was one of the main reasons
why the urban sans-culottes failed in the end to stand by Robes-
pierre. On the agrarian side, the key problems were to get grain to
the armies first, secondly to Paris and the big cities, and finally to
ensure its movement from areas where there was a surplus to areas
in short supply. The last aspect was a continuation under new and
revolutionary conditions of a difficulty that had long plagued the
old order. To solve this series of problems the revolutionary gov-
ernment resorted to requisitioning and price controls. In many cases
requisitioning merely involved transfers to a nearby département or
to an army active in the vicinity.*?? Conflicts of jurisdiction con-
tinually plagued the complicated administrative system. Quite often
the representatives of the Committee of Public Safety took the side
of local interests in opposition to those of Paris and the Revolu-
tion.’*® Yet despite strong resistance and confusion the system did
work: it got food to the cities and to the armies, saved the Revolu-
tion, and prevented famine. Patriotic and Revolutionary necessity
overcame the theoretical scruples of the leaders who were enthusi-
astic partisans of economic liberalism.'**

Despite such convictions, the pressure of the emergency led to
a few scattered experiments that pointed in a socialist direction and
that are significant as antecedents of twentieth-century collective
farms. There was some talk of turning big estates confiscated from
the émigrés into national farms or some variety of communal un-
dertaking in order to feed the cities.!** As part of the levée en masse

121 Lefebvre, Paysans du Nord, 647. For an excellent general account
of the Committee’s program of controls see Mathiez, Vie chére, pt III,
chap IIL

122 Mathiez, Vie chére, 479.

123 Mathiez, Vie chére, 464 — 470, 477.

124 Mathiez, Vie chére, 483 — 484.

125 Mathiez, Vie chére, 436; see also 423 ~ 425.



88 SOCIAL ORIGINS OF DICTATORSHIP AND DEMOCRACY

or national conscription, decreed on August 23, 1793, the govern-
ment attempted to have the holders of confiscated estates turn over
the produce to national storage depots, greniers d’abondance, put-
ting into effect, though probably not consciously and deliberately,
one of the key notions of agrarian radicalism. However, the attempt
was a failure.'?

The wealthier peasants, those who produced a substantial sur-
plus above their own needs, were the ones who felt the impact of
the Committee of Public Safety’s controls most keenly and who
were the main source of resistance. Though anticlerical legislation
had made some peasants uneasy as early as 1790 (when the Civil
Constitution of the Clergy was instituted), it was the emergency
measures of 1793 — 1794, regarding food supplies, that turned large
numbers of them against the Revolution. As producers, the peasants
evaded the system of price controls. To do so was relatively easy;
there were really rather few risks despite efforts to prevent clandes-
tine sales. The old regime’s compulsion on the peasant to bring his
produce to the market no longer existed.®” In response to evasions
and its own imperious needs, the government tightened the screws.
Requisition began by allowing peasants to retain enough for their
families and for seed, an elastic regulation that peasants stretched
when they could. The Convention soon suppressed the réserve fami-
liale on the 2 sth Brumaire (November 15, 1793).12% In the villages the
government’s efforts to find grain and to compel its:ssale through le-
gal channels and at legal prices, supported by the threat of the guil-
lotine and perhaps overt measures against the priest, hardly looked
like temporary war measures. The radical phase of the Revolution

126 Mathiez, Vie chére, 462, 464.

127 L efebvre, Paysans du Nord, 648, 671. Though Lefebvre’s informa-
tion comes only from the North, it is highly likely that these circumstances
prevailed very widely.

128 Mathiez, Vie chére, 471. Here and elsewhere the date in parentheses,
giving the one which in the Gregorian calendar corresponds to that in the
Revolutionary calendar, represents my calculation from the convenient ta-
ble provided in Soboul, Sans-culottes, 1159 — 1160. Historians of the Revolu-
tion have the vexing habit of giving dates without mentioning the year, and,
when they do so only according to the Revolutionary calendar, the prospect
of a slip is considerable.
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was in many places an outright attack on the substantial peasants,
even if it was brief and spotty.!*® Perhaps worst of all, townsmen
and “outsiders” — often much more ruthless than the administrators
and tax collectors of the monarchy — were its main agents in the
countryside, sometimes aided by a revolutionary army. At the height
of the “popular terror,” that is, between the adoption of the 7uaxi-
mum général of September 15, 1793, and the execution of Hébert
and other sams-culotte leaders, March 24, 1794, the government
allowed the formation of revolutionary “armies” whose purpose
was more to collect grain than to fight the enemy.**°

The obvious and decisive fact of the radical phase is this: the
urban sans-culottes had been able to push the Jacobin leaders into
policies that saved the Revolution but at the cost of turning the
peasants against it. The radical phase might have gone further if the
government in Paris had been able to count on the mass of the
poorer peasants against the wealthier ones. But the governmient’s
limited capacity and willingness to enforce price controls helped to
prevent this split from materializing. Rising prices worked hardship
on the small-plot owners who had little to sell and on agricultural
workers who had to buy at least part of their food. These suffered
the most from the violation of the maximum. For a time their situa-
tion remained tolerable, according to Lefebvre’s detailed and thor-
ough studies of the North, because the price of bread rose less rap-
idly than wages. By the end of 1793 these groups were in worse
straits, Lefebvre holds, than the town dwellers.®* To the extent that
these conditions prevailed elsewhere in the countryside, they alien-
ated radical support from the Revolution and dried up the sources
of rural radicalism.

In measures they proposed in March 1794, just before the exe-
cution of the sans-culotte leaders, Robespierre and Saint- Just showed

129 | efebvre, Paysans du Nord, 846 —847.

138 Guérin, Lutte de classes, 1, 166 — 168, 189 — 191. According to Cobb,
Armées révolutionnaires, 11, 403, resistance was strongest in the areas rich
in grain. In others the armies were often welcomed as bringing justice against
speculators, rich merchants, and farmers. However, Cobb’s main information
concerns popular reactions in small towns rather than among the peasants

themselves.
131 | efebvre, Paysans du Nord, 673, 678, 651 — 652, 702.
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signs of being aware of the fact that they needed to prop up their
government by concessions to the poor peasants. Whether or not
the proposals they made at this time, known as the Ventése de-
crees,’®? were more than a political maneuver is a question still un-
der discussion. What the episode does demonstrate is that Robes-
pierre and Saint-Just knew very little about the peasants’ problems
and that their proposals fell far short of meeting demands of the
peasants expressed in petitions whose general content the revolu-
tionary leaders must have known.**® Even if they had wanted to do
more, Robespierre and Saint-Just had precious little room within
which to maneuver. Lands confiscated from the émigrés would not
have provided enough to meet the needs of the poor. To divide up
what land was available and grant it on easy terms to the mass of
small and landless peasants would have reduced the value of the as-
signat even further.®® It would have been very difficult, perhaps
impossible, to meet the expressed desires of the poorer peasants
without putting a spike into the wheels of the bourgeois and capi-
talist revolution. As it was, even these mild proposals encountered
strong opposition in the Convention and the Committee of Public
Safety itself and hence came to nothing.

Thus during the radical phase the needs and aspirations of the
urban sans-cylottes finally came into direct and open conflict with
all sections of the countryside. The main symptom was the deterio-
ration of exchanges between the city and the countryside, especially
the provisioning of the city, a problem that was to have great influ-
ence on the course and consequences of the Russian Revolution as
well. During the winter of 1793 — 1794 the economic situation of
the Parisian sans-culottes deteriorated sharply, as the peasants, re-
senting the forays of sams-culotte organizations into the country-
side, brought in less and less.’*® A government inquiry at the time
of Hébert’s trial brought out the fact that the peasants were no
longer bringing food into Paris because individuals went out into

182 See Lefebvre, Questions agraires, 1 — 3, 43 — 45.

1381 efebvre, Questions agraires, 57, 129.

134 | efebvre, Questions agraires, 55. See also his Paysans du Nord, 915.

135 efebvre, Révolution frangaise, 373 -374; Soboul, Sans-culottes,
1020.
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the countryside to buy produce at more than the fixed price. Ob-
viously this escape was open only to those Parisians who had some
money. The peasants, on the other hand, complained that there was
no use going to Paris since they could not get what they needed
there.®® Nor was this situation confined to Paris. Elsewhere in
France the city closed itself off from strangers while village mer-
chants found they could not procure what they needed.’*?

Marxist historians explain the failure of the radical revolution
and Robespierre’s dramatic fall by the assertion that a bourgeois
revolution could not meet the demands of the Parisian sans-culot-
tes.!®® Though partially enlightening, this explanation seems to me
metaphysical and one-sided. It is true that the sans-culottes did not
rise to Robespierre’s defense and that Robespierre himself did not
really seek their help during the crisis, though others did try to
rouse them. Sans-culotte disgust was clearly enough the immediate
cause of Robespierre’s downfall. His mass support had evaporated.
But why did this mass support evaporate? At this point to speak of
a conflict between a bourgeois revolution and a more radical one
confuses the issue. Robespierre and the Committee of Public Safety
had shown themselves quite willing to go well beyond the limits of
a revolution on behalf of private property. The trouble was that
this policy, though it worked well enough to ensure military vic-
tory, brought the countryside into direct conflict with the urban
poor and did so in such a way as to aggravate, rather than alleviate,
the misery of the city dweller.

Actually the revolutionary élan of the sans-culottes did not dis-
sipate itself with Robespierre’s execution. After Thermidor and the
dismounting of the remaining economic controls, the material situa-
tion of the Parisian poor, if anything, deteriorated still further.
They responded with riots in the spring of 1795, perhaps even
more violent than the great revolutionary days of July 14, 1789,
August 10, 1792, and May 31, 1793. The mob invaded the hall of
the Convention, killed one of its members and hoisted his head on

136 Mathiez, Vie chére, 557.

137 | efebvre, Paysans du Nord, 652, 672.

138 Guérin, Lutte de classes, 1I, chap XIV; Soboui, Sans-culottes,
1025 — 1035 is more concrete and penetrating.
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the tip of a pike.?®® But this popular revolutionary fervor produced
no results. The countryside refused to budge on behalf of Paris.
Nor did the revolutionary government have any reason to make
concessions to radicalism. The king was out of the way, the no-
bility too it seemed, and revolutionary armies were victorious on
the frontiers. Hence the forces of order and property could and
did use the army (which here moved against popular insurrection
for the first time) to put down the last powerful surge of the sans-
culottes.® The repression that followed inaugurated the White
Terror. No matter how radical the city was, it could do nothing
without the help of the peasants. The radical revolution was over.

6. Peasants against the Revolution: The Vendée

Before examining the general consequences of the radical im-
pulse in the Revolution, it will be useful to pause briefly for an
analysis of violent peasant resistance in the famous counterrevolu-
tion of the Vendée. Simmering beneath the surface for some little
time, it flared into open warfare in March 1793 and lasted off and
on until 1796. Weakened imitations occurred again in subsequent
political crises, Napoleon’s downfall in 1815 and in an ill-conceived
Legitimist uprising in 1832. The counterrevolution in the Vendée
is a particularly piquant topic today because it is the only major
peasant uprising directed against what is loosely called the Left.
The rebels fought under the cries of “Long Live the King and Our
Good Priests! We want our King, our priests, and the old re-
gime!”*! It may be significant that in these spontaneous moments
they omitted to ask for the return of the nobles, though the peas-
ants accepted noble leaders. In looking a little more closely we see
that the paradox of an apparently conservative peasant revolution
dissolves. The main thrust of the counterrevolution was anticapi-
talist, against the merchants and manufacturers in nearby towns and
those scattered through the heart of the Vendée itself. In its violent
rejection of intruding capitalism, the counterrevolution of the Ven-

138 Guérin, Lutte de classes, 11, 330~ 331.

140 Guérin, Lutte de classes, 11, 331 —338. Lefebvre, Révolution fran-
gaise, 426 — 428.

141 Tilly, Vendée, 317.
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dée resembles the great peasant upheavals that were the main popu-
lar force breaking apart the old regimes of Russia and China before
the communist victories of the twentieth century.

Naturally there were features specific to France and to an age
before Marxist anticapitalist movements had arisen. As we have
just seen, anticapitalism was a strong force in the French country-
side. What factors permitted and encouraged it to break out here in
the form of an actual counterrevolution?

In order to find the answer to this question two scholars have
studied intensively the ways in which French society in the Vendée
differed from that in the adjacent areas that adhered to the main
current of the Revolution.'*? Their researches, have established very
convincingly that differences existed. The counterrevolutionary
area was one where commercial agriculture had not penetrated.
Peasants lived not in villages surrounded by open fields laid out in
characteristic strips but on isolated individual farms or in scattered
hamlets, farming plots of land enclosed by hedges. Agricultural
techniques were stagnant. Absentee nobles owned more than half
of the land. In the adjacent “Patriot” and revolutionary areas, com-
mercial influences were strong but prevailed alongside the ancient
system of cluster villages and open fields. The nobles were less in-
fluential but more numerous.

With the information that is now available it would be pos-
sible to proceed to draw a reasonably complete portrait of society
in the Vendée and the way it differed from surrounding areas loyal
to the Revolution. But do these differences in social structure pro-
vide an answer to our question? On this score I have serious doubts.
They would if the literature demonstrated that there was some kind
of conflict inherent in their relationship to each other. For example,
if there were evidence to indicate that the more commercial area
needed constantly increasing amounts of land and therefore en-
croached on the Vendée, it would be easy to believe that sooner or

142 Tilly, Vendée, and Bois, Paysans de 'Ouest. Tilly’s book concen-
trates on differences between counterrevolutionary and Patriot areas in
southern Anjou; that by Bois on corresponding differences in the départe-
snent of the Sarthe. Both represent a convergence of historical and sociologi-
cal approaches.
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later there would have been a very severe struggle. But those who
have studied the problem do not really attempt to make this type of
argument. What the literature does show is the existence of differ-
ences and the fact of conflict. The link between these two, the con-
nection between specific forms of society and the political fact of a
counterrevolutionary outburst, is obscure, at least to me.**® In the
next chapter we shall encounter a similar problem on a larger scale
when we try to grasp the connection between plantation slavery
and industrial capitalism in the American Civil War. By themselves
social and economic differences never explain conflict.

In the case of the Vendée, general reflection readily suggests
two possible connections between social trends in the area and the
counterrevolutionary upsurge. It is natural to suspect that the
burden of the nobility upon the peasantry might have been sub-
stantially lighter in this part of France. Similarly one might suspect
that the growth of trade and manufacturing, either in the Vendée
itself or in neighboring areas that might have somehow encroached
on it, could have gradually taken place in this context in a way that
rendered the townsmen peculiarly oppressive and offensive to the
underlying population. Neither hypothesis finds much support in
the evidence. Indeed the evidence runs mostly the other way.

Since all the sources stress the isolation of the Vendée, its re-
moteness and inaccessibility to the main forces that were moderniz-
ing France, the monarchy and commercial currents, the general
conception of commercial permeation and consequent social dis-
content rapidly seems unpromising. There was, to be sure, a textile
industry scattered through towns in the heart of the Vendée and
engaged in making fine linens for markets outside the area. In the
years before 1789 there was a severe depression in textiles that hit

143 Bois, Paysans de 'Ouest (in Book III) tries much more explicitly
than Tilly to connect social differences with political behavior. Nevertheless
just what precise political consequences arose from the “personnalité sociale
de la paysannerie” remains puzzling. Here and elsewhere I have no intention
of playing the cheap trick of just poking logical holes in the results of hard-
working investigators. The real use of other people’s research (as opposed
to merely summarizing and reproducing it) sooner or later amounts to

asking questions that go beyond their explicit answers. Their hard work is
what makes it possible to perceive these questions.
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the weavers hard. There are clues suggesting that some weavers
therefore became vehemently antibourgeois. However, the evi-
dence about the weavers is ambiguous and contradictory.** Fur-
thermore their connection with the peasants, the mass of the
population, was almost nonexistent. Unlike other parts of France,
the peasants of the Vendée did not take up artisan occupations to
supplement their earnings. A man was either a peasant or a weaver.
By and large the commercial economy, such as it was, existed
alongside the rural one without having much of any contact with it.
To speak of a bourgeois exploitation of the countryside for this
area would stretch the evidence beyond all recognition. At most
there was a certain amount of acquisition of land by prosperous
bourgeois families in the towns. In some parts of the Vendée the
- acquisition was indeed considerable.’** On the other hand, this
process went on in many parts of France without generating a
counterrevolution. All in all, the relationship between the towns-
men and the peasants prior to the outbreak of the Revolution yields
very little that accounts for the bloody events of 1793. Those that
come afterward are another story.

The weight of the seigneurial regime on the peasants is more
difficult to assess. In this part of France the nobles owned a great
deal of the land —in the heartland of the counterrevolution, the
lion’s share, around sixty percent.!*® Most of the nobles were ab-
sentees. Modern research has demolished the notion that loyalty to
the aristocrats who lived in their midst, sharing their rustic life,
moved the peasants to raise the flag of counterrevolution.**” The
income of the nobility came from leasing out their land to the peas-
ants. Many nobles hired full-time intermediaries who were bour-
geois. (It is hardly likely that this situation could have been the
cause of an especially virulent hostility to the bourgeoisie because
it existed in many other parts of France.) Whether rents increased
in the latter years of the ancien régime is unclear. Though the ab-

144 See Tilly, Vendée, 136—137, 219-224; Bois, Paysans de I'Ouest,
620-621.

145 Tilly, Vendée, 54, 55, 71, 81, 144; Bois, Paysans d e 'Ouest, 628 - 629.

146 Tiilly, Vendée, 74 - 75.

147 °Tilly, Vendée, 77, 119 — 120,
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sentee nobles are said to have been mainly interested in a fixed in-
come, it is difficult to see why they should have been less exposed
to the temptations of conspicuous consumption than other absentees.
There are also some signs of a seigneurial reaction and a general
tightening up toward the end.™®

One piece of evidence might indicate that the burden was
lighter: there are in the cabiers of 1789 rather fewer complaints
about strictly “feudal” questions from the counterrevolutionary
areas than from neighboring ones. On the other hand, as Tilly is
careful to point out, this fact merely means that groups critical of
noble privilege carried little weight in the public deliberations that
led up to the drafting of the cabiers. In other words, critical voices
might have been unwilling to speak up under the long shadow of
the lord and his agents. Furthermore there was a substantial body
of criticism, and, on other closely related aspects of the ancien
régime, the cabiers fail to reveal any very distinctive lack of local
grievances. Nearly all the standard complaints turned up.'*?

So far there is very little to suggest that agrarian relationships
were any easier on the peasants in the counterrevolutionary areas,
at least in the matter of the strictly economic burden. As we have
noted above, one major alleged difference often stressed by older
authors — the supposed residence of the nobility among the peasants
and the sharing of a common cultural outlook — has turned out to
be a myth. There was nevertheless one aspect of agrarian relation-
ships that was sufficiently distinctive in the counterrevolutionary
area to make it a worthwhile candidate for bearing a substantial
part of the explanatory load.

In contrast to the adjacent Patriot countryside, where the peas-
ants lived in good-sized villages and farmed open fields laid out in
strips, the core of the counterrevolutionary territory was a land of
enclosures. When and why enclosure took place does not appear in
the literature I have examined, though it is clear that the system of
separate farms had been part of the established order for as long as
anyone could remember by the time the Revolution broke out.
Peasants rented farms from the nobility, in size generally of twenty

148 Tilly, Vendée, 122 — 123, 125; 131.
149 Tilly, Vendée, 177 - 183.
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to forty hectares, rather large by French standards, though there
were smaller units too. Rye for subsistence was generally the main
crop. The leases ran for periods of five, seven, or nine years. De-
spite the fact that they were renters, not owners, the larger farm-
ers, those who could be expected to set the political tone in the
countryside, were able to renew quite easily. Often they held the
same land in their family for generations.'s°

The political meaning of this fact, I would suggest, is that the
leading peasants in the areas that were to become counterrevolu-
tionary already had some of the major benefits of private property
in land. They were not subject to the collective decisions of the
village about the times of ploughing, sowing, and harvesting and of
turning the cattle into the fields after the harvest had been gathered
up. These decisions the occupying farmer could make for himself.
And, if a good tenant, he could pass the land to the next generation.
The stubborn individualism and independence of the Vendée peas-
ant is probably not just a literary stereotype, since it had strong
roots in the social order of the countryside, with its near-private
property and widely scattered homes. In many instances a man
would not see his neighbors for long stretches of time.?** If a revo-
lutionary wave on behalf of unfettered private property came upon
these peasants from the outside in such a way as to mean no more
rents for the nobles, it is not unreasonable to suggest that they
would have welcomed it. But what else could they expect from
such a revolution? Beneath them, it is worth noticing, there was no
land-hungry near-proletariat of agricultural laborers to help propel
the revolution leftward once it arrived.?s2 On the other hand, what
might be expected to happen if the Revolution failed to abolish
rents and took more taxes out of the peasants than had been the
case under the old order? What if the Revolution promoted a sub-
stantial bourgeois land grab? Finally, what if the Revolution came
as a wholesale attack on peasant society?

These are the things that did happen.

Rents were a “bourgeois” form of property and continued to

150 Tilly, Vendée, 67 - 68, 114 — 115, 121, 125.

151 Cf Bois, Paysans de POuest, 610~ 617.

152 Tilly, Vendée, 79.
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be exacted up to the counterrevolution, and perhaps later. When
the value of the assignat fell, the landlords took their rents in kind
and may thereby have increased them. The dismounting of more
strictly “feudal” obligations does not seem to have helped the peas-
ants. When the tithe was abolished, landlords simply upped their
rents by the corresponding amount.'®® The revolutionary govern-
ment exacted much more in taxes than the ancien régime had. In
theory landlords were to absorb this burden; there are indications
that in practice they put it onto the tenants.’® Revolutionary tax
policy, however, probably was not decisive, since roughly the same
thing occurred in other parts of France. What mattered most in the
specific conditions of the Vendée was the attack on the clergy be-
cause it was part of a general offensive: economic, political, and
social at once.

One phase of the offensive was the forced reorganization of
Jocal government in the Vendée during 1790. The main effect was
to install a new elected official, the mayor, as spokesman for the
local community, the commune. In many instances the inhabitants
responded in a revealing fashion by electing the curé as mayor.
The curé was the “natural” leader in the Vendée because he stood
at the center of the relatively few networks of cooperation that
existed in this society of isolated farmhouses and scattered hamlets.
Religious affairs provided the more important occasions when the
peasants came together in the Vendée, a situation in sharp contrast
with that prevailing in the ordinary village where peasants rubbed
elbows daily. Almost every formal organization a countryman
could belong to — school, brotherhood, vestry, charity, and of
course the church itself — was religious. What money the seigneur
gave for good works, the curé administered. He was essentially,
even into the early revolutionary period, the master of the com-
mune’s internal affairs.’® To invoke the special religious sentiments
of the peasants in the Vendée to explain the fact that they followed
their curés into the counterrevolution is to look at the situation the

183 Bois, Paysans de POuest, 628, 633; Tilly, Vendée, zo01.
164 Bois, Paysans de 'Ouest, 632.— 633.
185 Tilly, Vendée, 103 — 110, 155; Bois, Paysans de POuest, 614 615.
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wrong way around. Very likely these sentiments were stronger
here. But if they were, what could have kept them alive other than
the fact that the curé played a special role in this distinctive rural
society, that he did things a good many countrymen wanted done
for rather obvious reasons? An attack on the curé was an attack on
the linchpin of rural society.

The main revolutionary offensive came in the form of the
seizure of church properties and the demand that priests should
swear their loyalty to the new government of France in the Civil
Constitution of the Clergy. In this part of France the effects began
to be felt in 1790, that is, simultaneously with the attack on the
communes. The sale of church properties led to a very. substantial
land grab by the bourgeoisie. Wealthier peasants made a try for
some properties and lost out. A number of the buyers were not out-
siders but local merchants, notaries, and officials, those responsible
for translating the general reforms of the Revolution into changes
in their rural communities.’*® Important as the land. grab was, there
is no reason to believe that it was decisive. The curé in the heart of
the Vendée, though a man of substance, generally lived from tithes
alone.’® Hence it is unlikely that much visible or accessible land
disappeared from under the eyes of the peasants.

The key measure was the demand that the curé take an oath of
loyalty to the revolutionary government and the effort to replace
him by an outsider if he refused. The oath was administered in 1791
in this area. Practically all the clergy refused in what were to be the
main centers of the counterrevolution, while in adjacent Patriot
areas the refusal was less than half.'”® New priests who had taken
the oath and were sent in from the outside soon found themselves
at best isolated in the midst of a hostile population, at worst in seri-
ous physical danger. Meanwhile the population flocked to clandes-
tine masses, some in closed and abandoned churches, but more and
more often in barns and open fields, any place where a local Patriot

156 Tilly, Vendée, 232, also 206, 211 —212; and Bois, Paysans de POuest,
650. In the area studied by Bois the bourgeois outsiders were the victors in
the struggle for these properties.

187 Tilly, Vendée, 1o5.

158 Maps in Tilly, Vendée, 238, 240.
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could not find them. Clandestine services meant enthusiastic ones. ®®
Here was the break with prevailing legality. At one stroke, the
society that had been the world that was taken for granted passed
over intact to the world that was counterrevolution. The attempt to
enforce conscription in 1793 did no more than toss the sparks into a
situation already explosive. We have reached the end of our tale.

In revolutions, as well as counterrevolutions and civil wars,
there comes a crucial point when people suddenly realize that they
have irrevocably broken with the world they have known and ac-
cepted all their lives. For different classes and individuals this mo-
mentary flash of a new and frightenirig truth will come at successive
points in the collapse of the prevailing system. There are also unique
moments and decisions — the storming of a palace, the beheading of
a king, and in reverse the overthrow of a revolutionary dictator —
after which there is no return. Through these acts a new crime be-
comes the basis 6f a new legality. Huge sections of the population
become part of a new social order.

These features the counterrevolution in the Vendée shared
with other violent social upheavals, even if often on the minute
scale of the parish or the commune. What seems rather more
unique is the simple transformation of the prevailing social organ-
ization in the countryside from being the legal and accepted order
to being the basis of rebellion. I detect no sign in the literature of
the breakdown of the older society into masses of wandering in-
dividuals, of revolutionary crowds, and the corresponding forging
of new revolutionary organizations and new forms of solidarity,
processes that the communists in a later age were to learn by trial
and error to turn to their purposes. Nevertheless in many of its
features the counterrevolution of the Vendée foreshadows what
was to happen as capitalism impinged on premodern peasant so-
cieties. An account of the actual fighting we may forego, since
what happened beforehand contains the main lessons for our pur-
poses. Suffice it to say that the repression of the counterrevolution
was the bloodiest domestic act in the French revolutionary drama.
Let us turn instead to a general assessment of revolutionary terror,

159 Tilly, Vendée, 252 - 257.
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in which vengeance taken by peasants and upon peasants claimed
a huge and tragic toll.

7. Social Consequences of Revolutionary Terror

The experience of the Terror and the French Revolution in
.general gave a strong impulse to that very influential current of
Western political thought which recoils from political violence in
any form. Today many educated people are still likely to think of
the Terror as a daemonic outburst of mob violence indiscriminate
in its choice of victims, later as the expression of blind hatred and
extremism, indeed of a special utopian mentality that lies at the
roots of twentieth-century totalitarianism. I shall try to show that
this interpretation is a distorted caricature.

Like any caricature, this conception contains some truthful
elements without which the resulting image would bear no recog-
nizable relation to reality. As the victims of the September mas-
sacres show — mainly poor people who happened to be in jail when
the mob burst in — popular resentments could erupt in sudden acts
of indiscriminate vengeance. Nevertheless a dispassionate analysis
cannot just draw back in horror at this point; it is necessary to per-
ceive the causes. They are clear enough in the aggravating circum-
stances of the moment and the history of degradation and oppression
to which the mass of people at the very bottom of the social order
were subject. To express outrage at the September massacres and
forget the horrors behind them is to indulge in a partisan trick. In
that sense there is no mystery here. In another there is. As we shall
see most clearly later, when we come to consider India, severe suf-
fering does not always and necessarily generate revolutionary out-
bursts, and certainly not a revolutionary situation. That problem
must wait. For the moment we may take it that popular despera-
tion and anger were comprehensible reactions to cirmumstances.

For the Terror to become an effective instrument of policy,
that is, for it to produce significant political results, the popular
impulse had to be brought under some degree of rational and cen-
tralized control. This impulse came mainly from the sans-culottes.
From the very beginning there was more than sheer resentment in
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the call for the guillotine. It was a protest against the workings of
the market that were producing untold misery and a primitive way
of forcing rich speculators to disgorge hoarded goods. Though the
situation and requirements of the poor peasants paralleled that of
the urban poor for a time, the peasants were not at all a significant
force behind the organized Terror of 1793 — 1794. Peasant violence
did play a decisive part in the French Revolution, especially as a
force behind the dismantling .of feudal practices, but mainly in the
earlier phases.

As matters turned out, the popular and bureaucratic impulses
were partially fused and partially contradictory. Essentially what
happened was that Robespierre and the Montagne took over a large
part of the program of the sans-culottes, including the Terror on a
massive scale, tried to use it for their own purposes, and in time
turned the weapon back against popular forces.’® By and large the
consequences were rational. Detailed researches show that the Ter-
ror was mainly used against counterrevolutionary forces and was
most severe where the counterrevolution was strongest.2®* Certainly
there were exceptions and injustices. But the Terror was not in its
major features a case of shedding blood for the insane pleasure of
doing so.

Within France counterrevolutionary forces had two distinct
geographical bases, the Vendég, and the commercial and port cities
of Lyon, Marseilles, Toulon, and Bordeaux. The contrast between
these two foci of counterrevolution sheds a revealing light on the

160 Guérin, Lutte de classes tells the story in circumstantial detail.

161 Greer, Incidence of the Terror. The two maps of France used as a
frontispiece tell this part of the story with striking clarity. One shows the
areas of counterrevolution and invasions, grading the départements from
areas without dangerous disturbances - through those of civil war entailing
major military operations. The other map shows the incidence of execu-
tions, grading the départments from those with less than ten to those with
more than one hundred. With the understandable exception of Paris, the
connection is extremely close. This connection between counterrevolution
and the incidence of executions constitutes in my view strong evidence
against Greer’s central thesis that the split in French society was perpen-
dicular and that the Terror was not an instrument of class warfare, a matter
discussed more fully in the Appendix.
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social character of the Revolution itself. The Vendée was the part
of France where commercial and modern influences had penétrated
least; the southern cities, the area where they had penetrated
furthest. In the Vendée, as might be expected, the Terror claimed
the largest number of victims. The situation in the south was almost
exactly the opposite, especially in Lyon where the silk industry had
proceeded to the point of crippling the artisans and producing an
incipient modern proletariat. Throughout much of southern France
the wealthier commercial element in the towns showed a strong in-
clination to join hands with the nobility and the clergy, who hoped
to use the Gironde and the federalist movement as an entering
wedge for the restoration of the monarchy. As the Revolution be-
came more radical, a seesaw struggle developed in several of the
cities. Lyon, Marseilles, Toulon, and Bordeaux fell under the con-
trol of the wealthier element in alliance with the privileged orders
and turned against the Revolution. Recapture by the Revolution
took different forms, depending on local circumstances.and person-
alities. It proceeded peacefully in Bordeaux; in Lyon there was
severe fighting and later one of the more bloody repressions of the
terror.’®® The executions in the Vendée and the port cities were,
however, only a relatively small aspect of the red terror as a whole.
Less than 17,000 victims died in executions carried out by the revo-
lutionary authorities. How many died in prison or otherwise, and
were also real victims of the Revolution we do not know. Greer
estimates that 35,000 to 40,000 persons in all may have lost their
lives as a direct result of revolutionary repression, a figure that
Lefebvre regards as quite a reasonable guess, though it is little more
than that.’®® That this blood bath had its tragic and unjust aspects
no serious thinker will deny. Yet in assessing it, one has to keep in
mind the repressive aspects of the social order to which it was a
response. The prevailing order of society always grinds out its
tragic toll of unnecessary death year after year. It would be enlight-

182 See Greer, Incidence of the Terror, 7, 101 — 103, 30, 36, 120. Greer
draws on a series of valuable local monographs on the economy and social
structure.

168 Greer, Incidence of the Terror, 26 — 27, 37; Lefebvre, Révolution
frangaise, 404 —405.
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ening to calculate the death rate of the ancien régime from such
factors as preventable starvation and injustice if that were at all
possible. Offhand it seems very unlikely that this would be very
much below the proportion of .0016 which Greer’s figure of 40,000
yields when set against an estimated population of around twenty-
four million, the lowest one that Greer cites.'® I think it would be
vastly higher. The figures themselves are open to dispute. The con-
clusion to which they point is less so: to dwell on the horrors of
revolutionary violence while forgetting that of “normal” times is
merely partisan hypocrisy.

Still the reader who feels that there is something inhuman in
this balancing of grim statistics is by no means altogether mistaken.
Even if they were perfect they would not answer some of the most
important and difficult questions. Was the terror and bloodshed of
the Revolution necessary? What if anything did it accomplish? We
may close with a few comments on these points.

The radical revolution was an integral part of the revolution on
behalf of private property and the rights of man since it was in very
substantial measure a negative response to the bourgeois revolution.
The anticapitalist elements in the sans-culottes’ revolution and the
protests of the poorer peasants were a reaction to the hardships aris-
ing out of the steady spread of capitalist features into the economy
during the latter phase of the ancien régime and the Revolution
itself. To regard the radicals as an extremist band, an excrescence
on the liberal and bourgeois revolution, is to fly in the face of this
evidence. The one was impossible without the other. It is also quite
clear that the bourgeois revolution would not have gone as far as
it did without pressure from the radicals. There were several oc-
casions, as we have seen, when the conservatives of the moment
tried to stop the Revolution.

That they failed is the real tragedy, the democratic opponent
of violence might be quick to point out. Had they succeeded, to
continue the argument for moderation, had the French Revolution
ended in the kind of compromise achieved by the English revolu-
tionary impulse by 1689, democracy could have gradually estab-
lished itself in roughly the same way as in England, sparing France

184 Greer, Incidence of the Terror, 109.
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unnecessary bloodshed and subsequent upheavals. Even if ultimately
unprovable, the thesis deserves a serious answer. The main argu-
ment against it has already been given in considerable detail: the
underlying social structure of France was fundamentally different
and hence ruled out the kind of peaceful transformation — which,
we have seen, was actually quite far from peaceful — that England
experienced in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

In a word, it is very difficult to deny that if France were to
enter the modern world through the democratic door she had to
pass through the fires of the Revolution, including its violent and
radical aspects. The connection seems to me, at any rate, about as
close as any historical research can ever establish, certain as it is to
be debated as long as there are historians of different persuasions.
To anyone who accepts such a conclusion it is legitimate to put the
second question: what visible contribution to democratic institu-
tions did all this bloodshed and violence make?

One cannot make nearly as strong a case for the contribution
of violence to democratic gradualism in the case of the French
Revolution as in that of the Puritan Revolution. The Napoleonic
Wars by themselves rule out such an interpretation. To mention
just one other point, students of twentieth-century France point to
the gashes left by the Revolution as a major cause of the instability
of French political institutions. Nevertheless certain changes in
French society wrought through the Revolution were ultimately
favorable to the development of parliamentary democracy.

The Revolution mortally wounded the whole interlocking
complex of aristocratic privilege: monarchy, landed aristocracy,
and seigneurial rights, a complex that constituted the essence of the
ancien régime. It did so in the name of private property and equal-
ity before the law. To deny that the predominant thrust and chief
consequences of the Revolution were bourgeois and capitalist is to
engage in a trivial quibble. What is questionable in the view that it
was a bourgeois revolution is any argument to the effect that a
relatively solid group of commercial and industrial interests had
achieved enough economic power in the last quarter of the eight-
eenth century to throw off feudal shackles mainly by its own ef-
forts in order to initiate a period of industrial expansion. Put this
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way, the thesis greatly overemphasizes the independent influence
of such interests. That the ultimate outcome of all the forces at
work was a victory for an economic system of private property and
a political system based upon equality before the law, the essential
features in Western parliamentary democracies, and that the Revo-
lution was a crucial feature in this general development, are truths
undeniable even if they are familiar.

During the Restoration, it is quite true, a Bourbon king reigned
for another decade and a half, from 1815 to 1830, and the old
landed aristocracy regained temporarily a great deal of what it had
lost. Some scholars estimate that it recovered about half the landed
property lost in the Revolution. Certainly it was the dominant, in-
deed the only, political group in France. That indeed was its un-
doing. The failure to share power with the haute bourgeoisie, or to
make this class its ally instead of its enemy, was an important cause
of the Revolution of 1830. At this point the old aristocracy disap-
peared from the political arena as a coherent and effective political
group, even if it retained considerable social prestige for a long
time afterward.!®

From the standpoint of the questions raised in this book, the
destruction of the political power of the landed aristocracy consti-
tutes the most.significant process at work in the course of French
modernization. Ultimately it is largely though not completely trace-
able to the response of the French nobility to the problems of agri-
culture in an increasingly commercial society. Royal absolutism was
able to tame and control an aristocracy that had difficulty in estab-
lishing an independent economic base. The Revolution finished the
work of the Bourbons, as de Tocqueville recognized long ago. The
consequence was the destruction of one of the indispensable social
bases of right-wing authoritarian regimes that show a strong tend-
ency to culminate in fascism under the impact of advanced indus-
try. In this very broad perspective the French Revolution appears
as a partial substitute or historical alternative to the development of
commercial agriculture free of preindustrial traits. Where the im-
pulse behind the bourgeois revolution has been weak or abortive,
the consequences have been in other major countries either fascism

165 See Lhomme, Grande bourgeoisie, 17— 27.
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or communism. By destroying one of the major causes of such an
outcome, the survival of a landed aristocracy into modern times,
and doing so in the late eighteenth century, the French Revolution
made a major contribution to the development of parliamentary
democracy in France.

Thus, on the score of the landed aristocracy, the contribution
of the Revolution seems to have been favorable and even decisive.
But the very same processes that were destroying the landed aris-
tocracy were also creating small-peasant property. In this respect
the consequences were much more ambiguous. Lefebvre reminds us
that the sale of lands confiscated from the church and the émigrés
was not the source of peasant property, which reaches much fur-
ther back in French history. Actually the bourgeoisie were by and
large the main ones to profit by the sales, though there were locally
important increases in peasant property.'® Simultaneously the peas-
ant aristocracy was a major beneficiary of the Revolution. How-
ever, the experience of requisitioning, the attempt to place ceilings
on the prices of grain, and the encouragement given to small hold-
ers and agricultural workers during the radical phase of the Revo-
lution, turned the upper stratum of the peasants decisively against
the Republic. This legacy was a baneful one for a long time.**?

About peasant society during the nineteenth and even the
twentieth centuries there is less solid information than for the
eighteenth century.?®® Still the following generalizations command
considerable support. First, the influential peasants cared next to
nothing about democracy as such. They wanted effective guarantees
for property and social position in their own villages. Concretely
these demands meant guarantees against any serious challenge to
property acquired through the vente des biens nationaux from aris-
tocratic sources or any radical notions that hinted at a redistribution

166 | efebvre, Etudes, 232, 237, 239, 242.

167 | efebvre, Paysans du Nord, 911 -912, 915 —916.

168 The generalizations that follow are based mainly on Lefebvre’s
writings and on Augé-Laribé, Politique agricole; Hunter, Peasantry and
Crisis in France; and two illuminating articles by Wright, “Agrarian
Syndicalism in Postwar France” and “Catholics and Peasantry in France.”
For recent reflections on this topic see Wright, Rural Revolution in France.
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of property. In the second place, the continued advance of capital-
ist industry tended to undermine small peasant property, which was
at a disadvantage in producing for the market. Peasant spokesmen
often complained that the terms of trade were against them. For
this combination of reasons peasant property has ambiguous conse-
quences: it appears as a threat to big property — in both its capitalist
and precapitalist aristocratic forms — and as an outer rampart pro-
tecting such property. In the twentieth century the ambiguity ap-
pears most sharply where peasants support the Erench Communist
Party.

Actually such a paradox is more apparent than real. As a pre-
capitalist group, peasants frequently display strong anticapitalist
tendencies. In the course of the inquiry I shall try to indicate the
conditions under which such tendencies take reactionary or revolu-
tionary forms.

8. Recapitulation

The central message that I have been able to discern in the
origins, course, and consequences of the Revolution is that the
violent destruction of the ancien régime was a crucial step for
France on the long road toward democracy. It is necessary to un-
derscore the point that the step was crucial for France, where the
obstacles democracy faced were different from those in England.
French society did not and probably could not generate a parlia-
ment of landlords with bourgeois overtones, in the English manner.
Previous trends in France had made the upper classes into an enemy
of liberal democracy, not part of democracy’s entering wedge.
Hence, if democracy were to triumph in France, certain institutions
would have to be gotten out of the way. To assert that such was
the connection, implies no claim that French history was inevitably
bound to culminate in liberal democracy or that the Revolution was
in any sense inevitable. Instead there -are grounds for holding that
the whole process could have worked itself out very differently and
that, for this very reason, the Revolution was all the more decisive.

Under the conditions of royal absolutism the French landed
upper classes adapted to the gradual intrusion of capitalism by put-
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ting greater pressure on the peasants, meanwhile leaving them in a
situation approaching de facto ownership. Up until about the mid-
dle of the eighteenth century the modernization of French society
took place through the crown. As part of this process there grew
up a fusion between nobility and bourgeoisie quite different from
that in England. This fusion took place through the monarchy
rather than in opposition to it and resulted, to speak in what may
be here a useful if inaccurate shorthand, in the “feudalization” of a
considerable section of the bourgeoisie, rather than the other way
around. The eventual result was to limit very severely the crown’s
freedom of action, its ability to decide what sectors in society were
to bear what burdens. This limitation, accentuated by Louis XVT’s
defects of character,.I would suggest, was the main factor that
brought on the Revolution, rather than any extraordinarily severe
conflict of interests along class or group lines. Without the Revolu-
tion, this fusion of nobility and bourgeoisie might have continued
and carried France forward into a form of conservative moderniza-
tion from above, similar in its main outlines to what took place in
Germany and Japan.

But the Revolution did prevent all that. It was not a bourgeois
revolution in the restricted sense of the seizure of political power
by a bourgeoisie that already had won the commanding heights of
economic power. There was a group of this variety within the
ranks of the bourgeoisie, but the previous history of royal absolutism
had prevented its growing strong enough to accomplish much on
its own. Instead, parts of the bourgeoisie rose toward power on the
backs of radical movements within the urban plebs, released by the
collapse of order and the monarchy. These radical forces also pre-
vented the Revolution from turning backward or halting at a point
suitable to such sections of the bourgeoisie. Meanwhile the peasants,
mainly the upper layer at this point, had taken advantage of the
situation to force the dismounting of the seigneurial system, the
main achievement of the Revolution. For a time rural and urban
radicalism, which shared a contradictory mixture of small-property
and backward-looking collectivist aims, could work together, as
they did up to and through the most radical phases of the Revolu-
tion. But the need to get food to the poorer townsmen and the
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Revolutionary armies ran up against the interests of the more well-
to-do peasants. Increasing resistance from the peasants deprived the
Parisian sans-culottes of food, thereby removed Robespierre’s popu-
lar support, and brought the radical revolution to a halt. The sans-
culottes made the bourgeois Revolution; the peasants determined
just how far it could go. The incompleteness of the Revolution on
the other hand, an incompleteness quite largely traceable to the
structure of French society in the late eighteenth century, meant
that it would be a long time before a full-blown capitalist democ-
racy could establish itself in French society.



CHAPTER THREE

The American Civil War:
The Last Capitalist Revolution

1. Plantation and Factory: An Inevitable Conflict?

THE MAIN DIFFERENCES between the American route to modern
capitalist democracy and those followed by England and France
stem from America’s later start. The United States did not face the
problem of dismounting a complex-and well-established agrarian
society of either the feudal or the bureaucratic forms. From the
very beginning commercial agriculture was important, as in the
Virginian tobacco plantations, and rapidly became dominant as the
country was settled. The political struggles between a precommer-
cial landed aristocracy and a monarch were not part of American
history. Nor has American society ever had a massive class of peas-
ants comparable to those in Europe and Asia.' For these reasons
one may argue that American history contains no revolution com-
parable to the Puritan and French Revolutions nor, of course, the
Russian and Chinese twentieth-century revolutions. Still there have
been two great armed upheavals in our history, the American Revo-

1Like many such terms it is impossible to define the word peasantry
with absolute precision because distinctions are blurred at the edges in social
reality itself. A previous history of subordination to a landed upper class
recognized and enforced in the laws, which, however, need not always
prohibit movement out of this class, sharp.cultural distinctions, and a con-
siderable degree of de facto possession of the land, constitute the main
distinguishing features of a peasantry. Hence Negro sharecroppers in the
present-day South could be legitimately regarded as a class of peasarits in
American society.
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lution and the Civil War, the latter one of the bloodiest conflicts in
modern history up to that time. Quite obviously, both have been
significant elements in the way the United States became the
world’s leading industrial capitalist democracy by the middle of the
twentieth century. The Civil War is commonly taken to mark.a
violent dividing point between the ‘agrarian and industrial epochs
in American history. Hence in this chapter I shall discuss its causes
and consequences from the standpoint of whether or not it was a
violent breakthrough against an older social structure, leading to the
establishment of political democracy, and on this score comparable
to the Puritan and French Revolutions. More generally I hope to
show where it belongs in the genetic sequence of major historical
upheavals that we can begin arbitrarily with the sixteenth-century
peasant wars in Germany, that continues through the Puritan,
French, and Russian Revolutions, to culminate in the Chinese Revo-
lution and the struggles of our own time.

The conclusion, reached after much uncertainty, amounts to
the statement that the American Civil War was the last revolution-
ary offensive on the part of what one may legitimately call urban
or bourgeois capitalist democracy. Plantation slavery in the South,
it is well to add right away, was not an economic fetter upon in-
dustrial capitalism. If anything, the reverse may have been true; it
helped to promote American industrial growth in the early stages.
But slavery was an obstacle to a political and social democracy.
There are ambiguities in this interpretation. Those that stem from
the character of the evidence are best discussed as the analysis pro-
ceeds. Others lie deeper and, as I shall try to show at the end of the
chapter, would not disappear no matter what evidence came to light.

Aside from questions of space and time at the reader’s dis-
posal as well as the author’s, there are objective reasons for passing
over the American Revolution with but a few brief comments.
Since it did not result in any fundamental changes in the structure
of society, there are grounds for asking whether it deserves to be
called a revolution at all. At bottom it was a fight between com-
mercial interests in England and America, though certainly more
elevated issues played a part as well. The claim that America has
had an anticolonial revolution may be good propaganda, but it is
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bad history and bad sociology. The distinguishing characteristic of
twentieth-century anticolonial revolutions is the effort to establish
a new form of society with substantial socialist elements. Throwing
off the foreign yoke is a means to achieve this end. What radical
currents there were in the American Revolution were for the most
part unable to break through to the surface. Its main effect was to
promote unification of the colonies into a single political unit and
the separation of this unit from England.

The American Revolution can be trotted out from time to time
as a good example of the American (or sometimes Anglo-Saxon)
genius for compromise and conciliation. For this, the Civil War
will not doj; it cuts a bloody gash across the whole record. Why did
it happen? Why did our vaunted capacity for settling our differ-
ences fail us at this point? Like the problem of human evil and the
fall of Rome for Saint Augusting, the question has long possessed a
deep fascination for American historians. An anxious if under-
standable concern seems to underlie much of the discussion. For
some time, it often took the form of whether or not the war was
avoidable. The present generation of historians has begun to show
impatience with this way of putting the problem. To many the
question seems merely a semantic one, since if either side had been
willing to submit without fighting there would have been no war.?
To call it a semantic problem dodges the real issue: why was there
an unwillingness to submit on either side or both?

It may be helpful to put the question in less psychological
terms. Was there in some objective sense a mortal conflict between
the societies of the North and the South? The full meaning of this
question will emerge more clearly from trying to answer it on the

2Donald in the preface to Randall and Donald, Civil War, vi. Fully
documented and with an excellent bibliography, this general survey provides
a most helpful guide to the present state of historical opinion. An enlighten-
ing general survey of past discussions may-be found in Beale, “Causes of the
Civil War” (1946). Stampp, Causes of the Civil War (1959), provides an
illuminating collection of contemporary and modern historical writings
about the reasons for the war. In his editorial preface (p. vi) Stampp repeats
Beale’s observation, made more than a dozen years before, that the debate

remains inconclusive while modern historians often merely repeat partisan
themes set out at the time.

S.D.D.—§
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basis of. specific facts than through theoretical discussion at this
point. Essentially we are asking whether the institutional require-
ments for operating a plantation economiy based on slavery clashed
seriously at any point with the corresponding requirements for op-
erating a capitalist industrial system. I assume that, in principle at
any rate, it is possible to discover what these requirements really
were in the same. objective sense that a biologist can discover for
any living organism tlie conditions necessary for reproduction and
survival, such as specific kinds of nourishment, amounts of mois-
ture, and the like. It should also be clear that the requirements or
structural imperatives for plantation slavery and -early industrial
capitalism extend far beyond economic arrangements as such and
certainly into the arez of political institutions. Slave societies do not
‘have the same political forms as those based on free labor. But, to
return to our central question, is.that any reason why they have
to fight? |

One might start ‘with a general notion to the effect that there
is an inherent conflict between slavery and the capitalist system of
formally free wage labor. Though this turns out to be a crucial part
of the story, it will not do as a general proposition from which the
Civil War can be derived as an instance. As will appear shortly,
cotton produced by slave labor played a decisive role in the growth
not only of American capitalism but of English capitalism. too.
Capitalists had no objection to obtaining goods produced by slavery
as long as a ‘profit could be made by working them up and resell-
ing them. From a strictly economic standpoint, wage labor and
plantation slavery contain as much of -a potential for trading and
complcmentary political relationships as for conflict. We ¢an an-
swer our quéstion with a provisional negative: there is no abstract
general reason why thie North and South had to fight. Special his-
torical circumstances, in other words, had to be present in order to
prevent agreement between an agrarian society based on unfree
labor and a rising industrial capitalism,

For clues as to what these circumstances might have been, it is
helpful to glance.at a case where there was an agreement between
these two types of subsocieties within a larger political unit. If we
know. what makes an agreement possible, we also know something
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about circumstances that might make it impossible. Once again the
German record is helpful and suggestive. Nineteenth-century Ger-
man history demonstrates quite clearly that advanced industry can
get along very well with a form of agriculture that has a highly
repressive system of labor. To be sure, the German Junker was not
quite a slave owner. And Germany was not the United States. But
where precisely did the decisive differences lie? The Junkers man-
aged to draw the independent peasants under their wing and to
form an alliance with sections of big industry that were happy to
receive their assistance in order to keep the industrial workers in
their place with a combination of repression and paternalism. The
consequence in the long run was fatal to democracy in Germany.

German experience suggests that, if the conflict between
North and South had been compromised, the compromise would
have been at the expense of subsequent democratic development in
the United States, a possibility that, so far as I am aware, no revi-
sionist historian .has explored. It also tells us where we might look
with profit. Why did Northern capitalists have no need of South-
ern “Junkers” in order to establish and strengthen industrial capi-
talism in the United Statess Were political and economic links
missing in the United States that existed in Germany? Were there
other and different groups in American society, such as independent
farmers, in the place of peasants? Where and how were the main
groups aligned in the American situation? It is time now to examine
the American scene more closely.

2. Three Forms of American Capitalist Growth

By 1860 the United States had developed three quite different
forms of society in different parts of the country: the cotton-grow-
ing South; the West, a land of free farmers; and the rapidly indus-
trializing Northeast.

The lines of cleavage and cooperation had by no means always
run in these directions. To be sure, from the days of Hamilton and
Jefferson there had been a tug-of-war between agrarians and urban
commercial and financial interests. The expansion of the country
westward made it seem for a moment, under President Jackson in
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the 1830s, that the principles of agrarian democracy, in practice an
absolute minimum of central authority and a tendency to favor
debrors over creditors, had won a permanent victory over those of
Alexander Hamilton. Even in Jackson’s own time, however, agrar-
ian democracy had severe difficulties. Two closely related develop-
ments were to destroy it: the further growth of industrial capitalism
in the Northeast and the establishment of an export market for
Southern cotton.

Though the importance of cotton for the South is familiar, its
significance for capitalist development as a whole is less well known.
Between 1815 and 1860 the cotton trade exercised a decisive influ-
ence upon the rate of growth in the American economy. Up until
about 1830 it was the most important cause of the growth of manu--
facturing in this country.* While the domestic aspect remained sig-
nificant, cotton exports became an outstanding feature at about this
time.* By 1849, sixty-four percent-of the cotton crop went abroad,
mainly to England.® From 1840.to the time of the Civil War, Great
Britain drew from the Southern states four-fifths of all her cotton
imports.® Hence it is clear that the plantation operated by slavery
was no anachronistic excrescence on industrial capitalism. It was
an integral part of this system and one of its prime motors in the
world at large.

In Southern society, the plantation and slave owners were a
very small minority. By 1850 there may have been less than 350,-
000 slave owners in a total white population of about six million in
the slaveholding areas.” With their families, the slaveholders num-
bered perhaps a quarter of the white' populatlon at the most. Even
within this group, only a small minority owned most of the slaves:
“a computation for 1860 asserts that only seven percent of the whites
owned nearly three-quarters of the black slaves® The best land

3 North, Economic Growth, 67, 167, 189,

4 North, Economic Growth, 194.

5 Gates, Farmer’s Age, 152.

8 Randall and Donald, Civil War, 36.

7Randall and Donald, Civil War, 67.

8 Cited by Hacker, Triumph of Awmerican Capitalism, 288. Randall
and Donald’s figures are close to these.
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tended to gravitate into their hands as well as the substance of po-
litical control.®

This plantation-owning élite shaded off gradually into farmers
who worked the land with a few slaves, through. large numbers of
small property owners without slaves, on down to the poor whites
of the back country, whose agriculture was confined to a little
lackadaisical digging in forlorn cornpatches. The poor whites were
outside of the market economy; many of the smaller farmers were
no more than on its periphery.® The more well-to-do farmers
aspired to owning a few more Negroes and becoming plantation
owners on a larger scale. The influence of this middling group may
have declined after the Jacksonian era, though there is a whole
school of Southern historians that tries to romanticize the yeomen
and “plain folk” of the old South as the basis of a democratic social
order.’* That, I believe to be utter rubbish. In all ages and coun-
tries, reactionaries, liberals, and radicals have painted their own por-
traits of small rural folk to suit their own theories. The element of
important truth behind this particular notion is that the smaller
farmers in the South by and large accepted the political leadership
of the big planters. Writers tinged with Marxism claim that this
unity within the white caste ran counter to the real economic in-
terests of the smaller farmers and came about only because fear of
the Negro solidified the whites. This is possible but dubious. Small
property owners in many situations follow the lead of big ones
when there is no obvious alternative and when there is some chance
of becoming a big property holder.

Since plantation slavery was the dominant fact of Southern
life, it becomes necessary to examine the workings of the system to
discover if it generated serious frictions with the North. One con-
sideration we can dispose of rapidly. Slavery was almost certainly
not on the point of dying out for internal reasons. The thesis is
scarcely tenable that the war was “unnecessary” in the sense that its

9 Gates, Farmer's Age, 151, 152,

10 North, Economic Growth, 130.

11 Owsley, Plain Folk, 138 -142. This study impresses me as folk-
lorish sociology that misses nearly all the relevant political and economic
issues.
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results would have come about sooner or later anyway by peaceful
‘means and that therefore there was no real conflict. If slavery were
to disappear from American society, armed force would be neces-
sary to make it disappear.

On this question the best evidence actually comes from the
North, where peaceful emancipation during the Civil War faced
nearly insuperable difficulties. Union states that had slavery dragged
their feet and expressed all sorts of apprehension when Lincoln
tried to introduce a moderate scheme of emancipation with com-
pensation for the former owners. Lincoln had to drop the plan.*?
The Emancipation Proclamation (January 1, 1863), as is well
known, excluded slave states in the Union and those areas of the
South within Union lines; that is, it emancipated slaves, in the
words of a contemporary English observer (Earl Russell, ancestor
of Bertrand Russell) only “where the United States authorities can-
not exercise any jurisdiction.”*® If peaceful emancipation faced
these difficulties in the North, those in the South scarcely require
comment.

These considerations point strongly toward the conclusion that
slavery was economically profitable. The author of a recent mono-
graph argues cogently that slavery persisted in the South primarily
because it was economically profitable. Southern claims that they
were losing money on the operation he dismisses as part of the ra-
tionalizations through which Southern spokesmen tried to find a
higher moral ground for slavery, an early version of the white
man’s civilizing burdén. Ashamed to justify slavery on crude eco-
nomic grounds, which would have made them resemble money-
grubbing Yankees, Southerners preferred to claim that slavery was
the natural form of human society, beneficial both to the slave and
the master.’* More recently still, two economists dissatisfied with,
the evidence upon which previous studies rested, mainly fragmen-
tary and incomplete accounting records from early plantation ac-
tivities, have tried to find the answer by examining more general

12 Randall and Donald, Civil War, 374, 375.
13 Randall and Donald, Civil War, 380 — 381.
14 Stampp, Peculiar Institution, esp chap IX.
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statistical information. In order to find out whether slavery was
more or less profitable than other enterprises, they have collected
statistics about average slave prices, interest rates on prime commer-
cial paper, costs of maintaining slaves, yields per prime field hand,
cotton marketing costs, cotton prices, and other relevant facts.
Though I am moderately skeptical about the reliability and repre-
sentative value of the original statistics, their conclusions are in line
with other considerations and about as close to reality as we are
likely to get in this fashion. They, too, conclude that plantation
slavery paid, moreover that it was an efficient system which devel-
oped in those regjons best suited to the production of cotton and
other specialized staples. Meanwhile, less productive areas in the
South continued to produce slaves and export the increase to the
main regions producing staple crops.!®

To know that plantation slavery as a whole was a money-mak-
ing proposition is important but insufficient. There were differences
of time and place among the plantation owners that had significant
political consequences. By the time the war broke out, plantation
slavery had become a feature of the lower South. It had disappeared
from the tobacco plantation before 1850 mainly because there were
no great advantages to large-scale operations. In Maryland, Ken-
tucky, and Missouri even the term “plantation” had become almost
obsolete before the Civil War.® Around 1850 really fat pickings
were to be had, chiefly in virgin areas; at first such places as Ala-
bama and Mississippi provided such opportunities; after 1840,
Texas. Even in virgin lands, the best way to make money was to
sell out and move on before the soil gave out.'?

To the extent that plantation slavery migrated from the South
toward the West, it did create a serious political problem. Large
parts of the West were still unsettled or sparsely settled. Though
cotton growing had obvious limitations of climate and soil, no one
could be certain just what the limitations were. If slavery spread,

15 Conrad and Meyer, “Economics of Slavery,” 95-130; see esp 97
forthe general thesis.

16 Nevins, Ordeal, 1, 423.

17 Gates, Farmer’s Age, 143; Gray, Agriculture in Soutbern United
States, 11, chaps XXXVII, XXXVIII for more detail.
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the balance between slave and free states might be upset — some-
thing that mattered of course only if the difference between a so-
ciety with slavery and one without mattered. By 1820 the problem
was already acute, though a settlement was reached in the Missouri
Compromise, balancing the entry of Missouri as a slave state by
that of Maine as a free state. From then on the problem erupted
intermittently. Solemn and statesmanlike political bargains hope-
fully settled the question for good, only to become unstuck after a
short while. The issue of slavery in the territories, as partly settled
areas that had not yet become states were called, played a major
part in bringing on the war. The inherent uncertainty of the situa-
tion very likely magnified economic conflicts out of all proportion.

The migratory tendency of the plantation economy was im-
portant in other ways as well. As cotton planting declined in the old
South, there was some inclination to adapt to the situation by breed-
ing slaves. The extent to which this took place is difficult to deter-
mine. But there are at least moderately clear indications that it was
not enough to meet the demand. The costs of slaves rose rather
steadily from the early 1840s until the outbreak of the war. The
price of cotton also tended to rise, but with much more marked
fluctuations. After the financial panic of 1857, the price of cotton
fell off, while the price of slaves continued to climb steeply.® Slaves
could not be legally imported, and the blockade seems to have been
moderately effective. Together with Southern talk about reopening
the slave trade, talk that became fairly vigorous just before the
final outbreak of hostilities, such evidence points in the direction of
a serious labor shortage facing the plantation system. How serious?
That is much harder to tell. Since capitalists are nearly.always con-
cerned about the prospect that labor may be short, it will be wise to
treat Southern laments on this count with a touch of skepticism. It

18 See table in Phillips, Life and Labor, 177, and the discussion of al-
leged overcapitalization of the labor force in Conrad and Meyer, “Eco-
nomics of Slavery,” r15-118. Even if the plantation owner was not caught
in a net of his own making — Phillips’s thesis that Conrad and Meyer combat
— it seems clear enough, and not denied by- these two authors, that many
planters did face increasing labor costs. See further, Nevins, Ordeal, 1, 480,
for some contemporary views.
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is very doubtful that the plantation system was about to expire from
Northern economic strangulation.

So far the argument that the requirements of the plantation
economy were a source of economic conflict with the industrial
North does not turn out to be very persuasive. After all, was not
the plantation owner just another capitalist? Nevins observes cor-
rectly: “A great plantation was as difficult to operate as a compli-
cated modern factory, which in important respects it resembled.
Hit-or-miss methods could not be tolerated; endless planning and
anxious care were demanded.”*® Might it not therefore have been
perfectly possible for the plantation owner to get along with his
equally calculating capitalist brethren in the North? In my estima-
tion it would have been quite possible had strictly rational eco-
nomic calculations been the only issue. But, pace Max Weber, the
rational and calculating outlook, the viewing of the world in terms
of accounts and balances, can exist in a wide variety of societies,
some of which may fight one another over other issues.?® As we
have already noticed in examining the French nobility, this type of
outlook is not by itself enough to generate an industrial revolution.
Certainly it did not in the South, where urban growth, outside of a
few major entrep6ts such as New Orleans and Charleston, remained
far behind that in the rest of the country. The South had a capital-
ist civilization, then, but hardly a bourgeois one. Certainly it was
not based on town life. And, instead of challenging the notion of
status based on birth, as did the European bourgeoisiec when they
challenged the right of aristocracies to rule, Southern planters took
over the defense of hereditary privilege. Here was a real difference
and a real issue.

The notion that all men were created equal contradicted the
facts of daily experience for most Southerners, facts that they had
themselves created for good and sufficient reasons. Under the pres-
sure of Northern criticism and in the face of worldwide trends

19 Ordeal, 1, 438.

20 Nevin’s description of the plantation is strikingly similar to the
rational methods of calculation that prevailed, even without the use of writ-
ing, on the medieval English manor. See the vivid description in Bennett,
Life on the English Manor, 186 - 192, esp 191.
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away from slavery, Southerners generated a whole series of doc-
trinal defenses for the system. Bourgeois conceptions of freedom,
those of the American and the French Revolutions, became danger-
ously subversive doctrines to the South, because they struck at the
key nerve of the Southern system, property in slaves. To grasp how
a Southern planter must have felt, a twentieth-century Northerner
has to make an effort. He would do well to ask how a solid Ameri-
can businessman of the r96os might feel if the Soviet Union existed
where Canada does on the map and were obviously growing
stronger day by day. Let him further imagine that the communist
giant spouted self-righteousness at the seams (while the govern-
ment denied that these statements reflected true policy) and con-
tinually sent insults and agents across the border. Southern bitter-
ness and anxiety were not just the expressions of a fire-eating
minority. In his appeal for compromise among the sections Henry
Clay, the most famous of Southern moderates, made this revealing
and much quoted statement: “You Northerners are looking on in
safety and security while the conflagration I have described is rag-
ing in the slave States. . . . In the one scale, then, we behold senti-
ment, sentiment, sentiment alone; in the other, property, the social
fabric, life, and all that makes life desirable and happy.”#
Asindustrial capitalism took more and more hold in the North,
articulate Southerners looked about themselves to discover and em-
phasize whatever aristocratic and preindustrial traits they could find
in their own society: courtesy, grace, cultivation, the broad out-
look versus the alleged money-grubbing outlook of the North.
Shortly: before the Civil War, the notion took hold that the South
produced in cotton the main source of American wealth upon
which the North levied tribute. As Nevins points out, these ideas
parallel physiocratic doctrines to the effect that the profits of man-
ufacture and trade come out of the land.*> Such notions crop up
everywhere as industrialization takes hold, even to some extent
without industrialization. The spread of commercial agriculture in
a precommerecial society generates various forms of romantic nostal-

21 Quoted after the version in Nevins, Ordeal, 1, 267.
22 Nevins, Emergence of Lincoln, 1, 218.
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gia, such as Athenian admiration of Sparta or that of late Republi-
can Rome for the supposed virtues of early days.

Southern rationalizations contained a substantial portion of
truth. Otherwise they would have been too hard to believe. There
were differences between Northern and Southern civilizations of the
type suggested. And Northerners did make profits, big ones too, in
marketing cotton. There was no doubt a much larger proportion of
sheer fake in the Southern rationalizations. The supposed aristo-
cratic and precommercial or anticommercial virtues of the planta-
tion aristocracy rested on the strictly commercial profits of slavery.
Totry to draw the line between what was true and what was fake
isextremely difficult, probably impossible. For our purposes it is not
necessary. Indeed to do so may darken counsel by obliterating im-
portant relationships. It is impossible to speak of purely economic
factors as the main causes behind the war, just as it is impossible to
speak of the war as mainly a consequence of moral differences over
slavery. The moral issues arose from economic differences. Slavery
was the moral issue that aroused much of the passion on both sides.
Without the direct conflict of ideals over slavery, the events leading
up to the war and the war itself are totally incomprehensible. At
the same time, it is as plain as the light of the sun that economic fac-
tors created a slave economy in the South just as economic factors
created different social structures with contrasting ideals in other
parts of the country.

To argue thus is not to hold that the mere fact of difference
somehow inevitably caused the war. A great many people in the
South and the North either did not care about slavery or acted as
if they did not care. Nevins goes so far as to assert that the election
of 1859 showed that at least three-quarters of the nation still op-
posed radical proslavery and antislavery ideas at what was almost
the last moment.?® Even if his estimate exaggerates the strength of
neutral sentiment, one of the most sobering and thought-provoking
aspects of the Civil War is the failure of this mass of indifferent
opinion to prevent it. It is also this substantial body of opinion that
has led intelligent historians such as Beard to doubt the importance

23 Emergence of Lincoln, 11, 68.
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of slavery as an issue. That I hold to be an error, and a very sefious
one. Nevertheless the failure and collapse of moderation constitute a
key part of the story, one on which those with Southern sympathies
have shed valuable light. For a situation to arise in which war was
likely to occur, changes had to take place in other parts of the coun-~
try besides the South.

The main impetus behind the growth of Northern capitalism
itself through the 1830s came, as we have seen, from cotton. During
the next decade the pace of industrial growth accelerated to the
point where the Northeast became a manufacturing region. This
expansion ended the dependence of the American econemy on a
smgle agricultural staple. The Northeast and the West, which had
in the past supplied the South with much of its food and continued
to do so, became less dependent on the South and more on each
other. Cotton remained important to the Northern economy, but
ceased to dominate it.* Measured by the value of its product, cot-
ton still ranked second among Northern manufactures in 1860. On
the other hand, the North by this time produced a wide variety of
manufactured goods, generally, to be sure, in small factories. A high
proportion of the output was to meet the needs of an agricultural
community: flour milling, lumber, boots and shoes, men’s clothing,
iron, leather, woolen goods, liquor, and machinery.?® As we shall
see in a moment, Northern manufacturing output came to be ex-
changed very heavily with the rapidly growing Western areas of
the country.

Though the diminution of Northern dependence on Southern
cotton and the development of some economic antagonisms were
the dominant trends, there are others that deserve our attention. It
will not do to overemphasize the divisive tendeneies. In its relation
to the plantation economy, the Northeast provided the services of
financing, transportation, insurance, and marketing.”® The bulk of
the cotton exported left from Northern ports, of which New York
was the most important. Thus — and this was a source of friction —
Southern incomes were spent very largely in the North to purchase

24 North, Economic Growth, 204 — 206.

- 25 North, Economic Growth, 159 — 160.
26 North, Economic Growth, 68.
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services for the marketing of cotton, to buy what was needed on
the’plantation that could not be produced on the spot, and, no small
item, for holidays from the heat by rich planters. Furthermore both
the North and the West still sold manufactured goods and food to
the South. The 1850s were the heyday of the Mississippi steamboat
trade.?” Most important of all, the relative efficiency of New Eng-
land cotton textile mills in relation to foreign competition improved
between 1820 and the outbreak of the war. From 1830 onward,
they enabled the United States to enter the export market.?® Had
-this push been stronger, Northern and Southern interests might have
come closer, and conceivably the war might not have taken place.
In any event Northern business interests were very far from belli-
cose advocates of a war of liberation or even war for the sake of the
Union. An.adequate study of .the political attitudes and activities of
Northern industrialists remains to be written.?® It seems wide of the
mark, however, to entertain any notion to the effect that Northern
industrialists were itching to work the levers of the federal govern-
ment on behalf of their purely economic interests.

What Northern capitalism needed from any governinent was
the protection and legitimation of private property. It took some
very special circumstances, however, to make the owners of South-
ern plantations and slaves appear as a threat to-this institution. What
Northern capitalists also wanted was a moderate amount of govern-
ment assistance in the process of accumulating capital and operating
a market economy: more specifically, some tariff protection, aid in
setting up a transportation network (not all of which need be
strictly ethical —though many of the big railway scandals came
later), sound money, and a central banking system. Above all, the

27 North, Economic Growth; 103.

28 North, Economic Growth, 161.

29 As in the case of. the French bourgeoisie prior to the bourgeois revo-
lution, I have not found a:good monograph that deals with the decisive
political and economic questions. Foner, Business and Slavery, is very help-
ful as far as it goes but cannot be depended on for a general analysis be-
cause it concentrates on New York business interests closely connected with
the South. The author is a well-known Marxist but in this study seems quite
undogmatic. Industrial interests in Pennsylvania and Massachusetts need to
be considered, but no adequate studies exist here either.
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ablest Northern leaders wanted to be able to do business without
bothering about state and regional frontiers. They were proud of
being citizens of a large country, as of course others were too, and
in the final crisis of secession reacted against the prospect of a bal-
kanized America.®

The economic issue that aroused the most excitement was the
tariff. Since American industry made remarkable progress under
relatively low tariffs after 1846, the Northern demand for a higher
tariff and Southern opposition to it look at first like a false issue, one
that people quarrel about when they are really mad about some-
thing else. If Northern industry was booming, what earthly need
did it have for political protection? The whole thesis that the South
was trying to exercise some sort of veto on Northern industrial
progress begins to look very dubious as soon as one asks this ques-
tion. A closer look at the time sequence dispels much of the mys-
tery, though it will be necessary to discuss the point again after
other relevant facts have appeared. There was a very rapid indus-
trial growth after 1850. But trouble became acute in certain areas,
iron and textiles, during the middle of the last decade before the
war. By the end of 1854 stocks of iron were accumulating in every
market of the world, and the majority of American mills had shut
down. In textiles Lancashire had learned to produce low-priced
goods more cheaply than New England mills; between 1846 and
1856 imports of printed dyed cotton leaped from 13 million yards
to 114 million, those of plain calico from 10 million to go million.
In 1857 came a serious financial crash. A tariff passed in that year,
reflecting Southern pressures, gave no relief and actually reduced
duties in these two areas.®* Partly because they followed a period of
prosperity and rapid growth, it seems, these events aroused sullen
indignation in Northern industrial circles.

30 On sentiment about the Union see Nevins, Ordeal, II, 242, and on
contemporary editorial opinion Stampp, Causes of Civil War, 49— 54. The
selection from the Buffalo Courier, April 27, 1861, (pp. 52~ 53) is interesting
for its protofascist language.

31 Nevins, Emergence of Lincoln, I, 225—226. In his final assessment
of the causes ‘of the war, Nevins deprecates the role of the tariff and eco-

nomic factors generally. See Emergence of Lincoln, Il, 465 — 466. More on
this later, but at least on the tariff his argument seems to me contradictory.



The American Civil War: The Last Capitalist Revolution 127

Northern capitalists also needed a reasonably abundant force
of laborers, to work at wages they could afford to pay. Here was a
serious sticking point. Free land to the west tended to draw off
laborers, or at least many people thought so. And a major thrust be-
hind the Jacksonian system had been a working coalition of plant-
ers, “mechanics” or workers, and free farmers on the one hand
against finance and industry in the Northeast. Where then was the
labor to come from? And how was Northern capital to break out of
its economic and political encirclement? Northern political and
economic leaders found a solution that enabled them to detach the
Western farmers from the South and attach them to their own
cause. Significant alterations in the economy and social structure of
the West made these changes possible. It will be necessary to examine
them more closely in a moment. But we may perceive their signifi-
cance at once: by making use of these trends, the Northern capi-
talists freed themselves from any need to rely on Southern “Junkers”
in order to keep labor in its place. Perhaps more than any other fac-
tor, these trends set the stage for armed conflict and aligned the
combatants in such a way as to make possible a partial victory for
human freedom.

Between the end of the Napoleonic Wars and the outbreak of
the Civil War what is now known as the Midwest, but was then
simply the West, grew from the land of pioneers to that of com-
mercial farming. Indeed many of those who lived through the
rugged age of the pioneer seem to have left it rapidly behind for
others to praise. Marketable surpluses of food with which to buy a
few necessities and still fewer amenities appeared quite early. Up
until the 1830s the bulk of this surplus made its way South to feed
the more specialized economy of that area, a trend that was to con-
tinue but lose its significance when the Eastern market became
more important.*? Thrown heavily still on their own resources, the
small independent farmers in the first third of the nineteenth cen-
tury were keen to wrest control over the public lands from politi-
cians in Washington who either speculated in land on a large scale

- or were otherwise indifferent to the claims and needs of the West.

32 North, Economic Growth, 143, 67— 68, 102,



128 SOCIAL ORIGINS OF DICTATORSHIP. AND DEMOCRACY

They sought local autonomy sometimes at the expense of slim ties
that connected them to the Union.®® They were sympathetic to
Andrew Jackson’s attacks on the Eastern citadels of wealth and
formed one wing of the superficially plebeian coalition that then
ruled the country.

The growth of manufacturing in the East and the consequent
rise in an effective demand for Western grain and meat changed
this situation. Waves of expansion into the West in 1816 — 1818,
1832 — 1836, 1846 — 1847, and 18501856 reflect the increasing
profitability of wheat, corn, and their derivatives.** From the 1830s
onward, there was a gradual redirection of Western produce to-
ward the Eastern seaboard. The “transportation revolution,” the
rise of canals and railroads, solved the problem of cross-mountain
haulage, making possible a new outlet for Western farm products.
The West’s trade with the South did not decline absolutely, but
actually increased. It was the proportions that shifted and helped to
draw the West closer to the North.?®

The demand for farm ‘products gradually transformed the so-
cial structure and psychological attitudes of the West in such a way
as to make a new alignment possible. The outlook of the early indi-
vidualist and small-scale capitalist, characteristic of the Northeast,
spread to the dominant. upper stratum of the Western farmers. Un-
der the technological conditions of the day, the family farm was an
efficient social mechanism for the production of wheat, corn, hogs,
and other marketable products.®® “As quick transportation carried
farm produce to eastern markets and brought ready cash in return,”
says Beard in one of the many passages that capture the essence of a
basic social change in a few rolling sentences, “as railways, increas-
ing population, and good roads lifted land values, brick and frame
houses began to supplant log cabins; with deep political significance
did prosperity tend -to stifle the passion for ‘easy money’ and allay
the ancient hatred for banks. At last beyond the mountains the
chants of successful farmers were heard above the laments of poor

33 Beard and Beard, American Civilization, 1, 535 — 536.
84 North, Economic Growth, 136, and chart on 137.

8 North, Economic-Growth, 103, 140 — 141.

88 North, Economic Growth, 154.
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whites. . . .”’3" A further consequence was the spread and deepen-
ing of antislavery sentiment, probably traceable to the rooting of
the family farm as a successful commercial venture in Western
soil.® There are puzzles here, since the family farm run without
slaves was very common in the South as well, though it seems to
have been less of a commercial affair and more of a subsistence un-
dertaking. In any case it is clear that growing up outside the shadow
of the plantation, and depending mainly on family members for la-
bor, the Western system of farming generated considerable fear of
competition from slavery.3®

Before the middle of the nineteenth century, Southern planters
who had once welcomed Western farmers as allies against the
plutocracy of the North came to see the spread of independent
farming as a threat to slavery and their own system. Earlier propo-
sals to divide up Western lands on easy terms for the small farmer
had antagonized Eastern seaboard areas that feared emigration and
loss of labor, including even some in the South, such as North Caro-
lina, Initiatives in support of free land had come from the South-
west. With the establishment of commercial farming in Western
areas, these alignments altered. Many Southerners dug in their heels
against “radical” notions of giving land away to farmers that would
“abolitionize” the area.*” Plantation interests in the Senate killed the
Homestead Bill of 1852. Eight years later President Buchanan ve-
toed a similar measure, to the delight of nearly all Southern con-
gressmen who had been unable to prevent its passage.*!

The response in the North to the changes in Western agrarian
society was more complex. Northern mill owners were not auto-

37 Beard and Beard, American Civilization, 1, 638. Nevins, Ordeal, II,
chaps V, VI, tells essentially the same story.

38 A map of the distribution of Abolition Societies in 1847 (Nevins,
Ordeal, 1, 141) shows them to be nearly as thick in Ohio, Indiana, Illinois
as in Massachusetts.

39 See Nevins, Ordeal, 11, 123. As support for Seward was strong in
rural New York (Nevins, Ordeal, 1, 347), there is reason to suspect that
the same sentiment was strong among Eastern farmers.

40 Zahler, Eastern Workingmen, 178 — 179, 188, esp note 1, p. 179.

41 Beard and Beard, American Civilization, 1, 691 —692; more details
on the attitudes in Congress in Zahler, Eastern Workingmen, chap IX.
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matically ready to give away land to anyone who asked for it, since
doing so might merely diminish the number of willing hands likely
to appear at the factory gates. Southern hostility to the West gave
the North an opportunity. for alliance with the farmer but one that
Northerners were slow to grasp. The coalition did not become a
political force until very late in the day, in the Republican platform
of 1860 that helped to carry Lincoln to the White House, even
though a majority of the country’s voters opposed him. The rap-
proachement appears to have been the work of politicians and jour-
nalists rather than businessmen. The proposal to open up Western
lands for the smaller settlers provided a way that a party attached to
the interests of those with property and education could use to at-
tract a mass following, especially among urban workers.*?

The essence of the bargain was simple and direct: business was
to support the farmers’ demand for land, popular also in industrial
working-class circles, in return for support for a higher tariff.
“Vote yourself a farm — vote yourself a tariff” became Republican
rallying cries in 1860.%2 In this fashion there came to be constituted
a “marriage of iron and rye” — to glance once more at the German
combination of industry and Junkers — but with Western family
farmers, not landed aristocrats, and hence with diametrically oppo-
site political consequences. On into the Civil War itself, there were
objections to the wedding and calls for a divorce. In 1861 C.]J. Val-
landigham, an advocate of the small farmers, could still argue that
“the planting South was the natural ally of the Democracy of the
North and especially of the West,” because the people of the South
were an agricultural people.*4

But these were voices from the past. What made the realign-
ment possible, in addition to the changes in the character of West-
ern ruralsociety, were the specific circumstances of industrial growth
in the Northeast. The existence of free land gave a unique twist to

42 Zahler, Eastern Workingmen, 178.

48 Beard and Beard, American Civilization, 1, 692. For further infor~
mation on the background of this rapprochement, which represented a
significant reversal of earlier notions prevalent in the East, se¢ Zahler,
Eastern Workingmen, 185; Nevins, Emergence of Lincoln, 1, 445.

44 Beard and Beard, American Civilization, 1, 677.
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the relations between capitalists and workmen in the beginning
stages of American capitalism, stages which in Europe were marked
by the growth of violent radical movements, Here energies that in
Europe -would have gone into building trade unions and framing
revolutionary programs went into schemes providing a free farm
for every workman whether he wanted it or not. Such proposals
sounded subversive to some contemporaries.*® The actual effect of
the Westward trek, nevertheless, was to strengthen the forces of
early competitive and individualist capitalism by spreading the in-
terest in property. Beard is too colorful when he speaks of the Re-
publicans’ flinging the national domain to the hungry proletariat “as
a free gift more significant than bread and circuses,” after which
the socialist movement sank into the background.*® There was
hardly time for all that to happen. The Civil War itself, as he re-
marks a few sentences later, cut short the drift to radicalism. And
just how much help Western land may have been to the Eastern
workingman before the Civil War remains a very open question.
Already speculators were getting their hands on big chunks of it.
Nor is it likely that the really poor in Eastern cities could lcave the
mine shaft and the factory bench to bi]y a small farm, equip it even
with simple tools, and run it profitably, even if they benefited from
the prospect that others might be able to do so.

Despite all these qualifications, there is a vital remnant of truth
in the famous Turner thesis about the importance of the frontier
for American democracy. It lies in the realignment of social classes
and geographical sections that the open West produced at least
temporarily. The link between Northern industry and the free
farmers ruled out for the time being the classic reactionary solution
to the problems of growing industrialism. Such an alignment would
have been one of Northern industrialists and Southern planters
against slaves, smaller farmers, and industrial workers. This is no
abstract phantasy. Quite a few forces pushed in this direction be-
fore the. Civil War, and it has been a prominent feature in the
American political landscape ever since the end of Reconstruction.
In the circumstance of midnineteenth-century American society,

46 Beard and Beard, American Civilization, 1, 648 - 649.
49 Beard and Beard, American Civilization, 1, 751.



132 SOCIAL ORIGINS OF DICTATORSHIP AND DEMOCRACY

any peaceful solution, any victory of moderation, good sense, and
democratic process, would have had to be a reactionary solution.*?
It would have had to be at the expense of the Negro, as it was to be
eventually anyway, unless one is ready to take seriously the notion
that more than a hundred years ago both Northerners and South-
erners were ready to abandon slavery and incorporate the Negro
into American society. The link between Northern industry and
Western farmers, long in preparation if sudden in its arrival, for the
time being did much to eliminate the prospect of a straightforward
reactionary solution of the country’s economic and political prob-
lems on behalf of the dominant economic strata. For the very same
reason, it brought the country to the edge of Civil War.

3. Toward an Explanation of the Causes of the War

The alignment of the main social groupings in American so-
ciety in 1860 goes a long way toward explaining the character of
the war, or the issues that could and could not come to the surface
— more bluntly what the war could be about. It tells us what was
likely if there was to be a fight; by itself the alignment does not
account very well for why there actually was a fight. Now that
some of the relevant facts are before us it is possible to discuss with
greater profit the question of whether or not there was an inherent
mortal conflict between North and South.

Let us take up the economic requirements of the two systems
one by one in order of 1) capital requirements, 2) requirements for
labor, and 3) those connected with marketing the final product.

Though the point is open to some dispute, it is possible to de-
tect definite expansionist pressures in the plantation economy. Fresh
virgin lands were necessary for the best profits. Thus there was
some pressure on the side of capital requirements. There are cor-
responding indications that the labor supply was tight. More slaves

47 Drawing on Latin-American experience, Elkins, Slavery, 194~ 197,
presents a “catalogue of preliminaries” that might have helped to eliminate
slavery without bloodshed: to bring the slaves under Christianity, safeguard
the sanctity of the slave family, allow the slave use of free time to accumu-
late his purchase price. These measures still seem to me highly reactionary, a
form of tokenism within the framework of slavery.
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would have been very helpful. Finally, to make the whole system
work, cotton, and to a lesser extent other staples, had to fetch a
good price in the international market.

Northern industry required a certain amount of assistance from
the government in what might be called overhead costs of capital
construction and the creation of a favorable institutional environ-
ment: a transportation system, a tariff, and a sufficiently tight cur-
rency so that debtors and small men generally did not have undue
advantages. (Some inflation, on the other hand, that would keep
prices moving up would probably be rather welcome, then as
now.) On the side of labor, industry needed formally free wage la-
borers, though it is not easy to prove that free labor is necessarily
superior to slavery.in a factory system, except for the fact that

-someone has to have money in order to buy what industry pro-
duces..But perhaps that is a sufficient consideration.” Finally, of
course, growing industry did need an expanding market, provided
still in those days quite largely by the agricultural sector. The West
furnished much of this market and may be regarded as part of the
North for thie sake of this crude model.

It is difficult to perceive any really serious structural or “mor=
tal” conflict in this-analysis of the basic economic requirements,
even though I have deliberately tried to bias the model in that di-
rection. Here it is indispensable to remember, as: revisionist histo-
rians of the Civil War correctly point out, that any large state is full
of conflicts of interest. Tuggmg and hauling and quarreling and
grabbing, along with much i m]ustlce and repression, have been the
ordinary lot of human societies throughout recorded history. To
put a searchlight on these facts just before a violent upheaval like
the Civil War and call them the decisive causes of the war is pat-
ently misleading. To repeat, it would be necessary to show that
compromise was impossible in the nature of the situation. From the
analysis so far this does not seem to be the case. The most one can
say along this line is that an increase in the area of slavery would
have hurt the free farmers of the West badly. Although the areas
where each kind of farming would pay were determined by climate
and geography, no one could be sure where they were without try-
ing. Still this factor alone does not seem sufficient to account for the
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war. Northern industry would have been as happy with a planta-
tion market in the West as with any other, if such considerations
were all that mattered, and the conflict could very likely have been
ironed out. The other points of potential and actual conflict seem
less serious. Northern requirements in the area of capital construc-
tion, the demand for internal improvements, a tariff, etc, cannot
be regarded as threatening a crushing burden for the Southern
economy. To be sure quite a number of marginal planters would
have suffered, a factor of some importance. But if Southern society
was run by the more successful planters, or if this influence was no
more than very important, the-smaller fry could have been sacri-
ficed for the sake of a deal. In the question of slave labor versus free
there was no real economic conflict because the areas were geo-
graphically distinct. Every account that I have come upon indicates
that Northern labor was either lukewarm or hostile to the antislav-
ery issue.

In addition to the conflict between free farmers in the West
and the plantation system, about the strongest case one can make
in strictly economic terms is that for the South secession was not
an altogether unreasonable proposal mainly bécause the South did
not need much that the North really had to offer. In the short run
the North could not buy much more cotton than it did already.
The most that the North could have offered would have been to
reopen the slave trade. There was talk about taking over Cuba for
slavery, and even some desultory action. As quite recent events
have shown, under other circumstances such a move might be an
extremely popular one in all parts of the country. At that time it
seems to have been both impractical and impolitic.

To sum up, the strictly economic issues were very probably
negotiable. Why, then, did the war happen? What was it about?
The apparent inadequacy of a strictly economic explanation —I
shall argue in a moment that the fundamental causes were still eco-
nomic ones — has led historians to search for others: Three main an-
swers are distinguishable in the literature. One is that the Civil War
was fundamentally a moral conflict over slavery. Since large and in-
fluential sections of the public in both the North and the South
refused to take a radical position either for or against slavery, this
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explanation runs into difficulties, in effect the ones that Beard and
others tried to circumvent in their search for economic causes. The
second answer tries to get around both sets of difficulties by
the proposition that all the issues were really negotiable and that the
blunderings of politicians brought on a war that the mass of the
population in the North and in the South did not want. The third
answer amounts to an attempt to push this line of thought some-
what further by analyzing how the political machinery for achiev-
ing consensus in American society broke down and allowed the war
to erupt. In this effort, however, historians tend to be driven back
toward an explanation in terms of moral causes.*

Each of the explanations, including that stressing economic
factors, can marshal a substantial body of facts in its support. Each
has hit at a portion of the truth. To stop at this observation is to be
satisfied with intellectual chaos. The task is to relate these portions
of the truth to each other, to perceive the whole in order to under-
stand the relationship and significance of partial truths. That such a
search is endless, that the discovered relations are themselves only
partial truths, does not mean that the search ought to be abandoned.

To return to the economic factors, it is misleading, if at times
necessary, to take them separately from others with the traditional
labels political, moral, social, etc. Similarly, it is a necessity for the
sake of comprehensible exposition to break the issues down one by
one in some other series — such as slavery as such, slavery in the ter-
ritories, tariff, currency, railroads and other internal improvements,
the alleged Southern tribute to the North. At the same time, the

48 Nevins stresses moral causes at the same time that he reports most
people were unconcerned about them, a paradox that, as far as I can see,
he does not directly confront. See Emergence of Lincoln, 11, 462 — 471, for
his general explanation; on the widespread desire for peace, ibid, 63, 68. But
Nevins does give much factual material helpful in trying to resolve the
paradox. For -a succinct statement of the thresis that the politicians were re-~
sponsible, see the-extract from Randall’s Lincoln the Liberal Statesman, re-
printed in Stampp, Causes of the Civil War, 83 —87. Nichols, Disruption of
American Democracy, and Craven, Growth of Southern Nationalism, pre-
sent versions of the third thesis. No one author, it should be noted, pre-
sents a pure version or a lawyer’s brief for a specific explanation. It is a
matter of emphasis, but.very strong emphasis.
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breakdown into separate categories partially falsifies what it de-
scribes because individual people were living through all these
things at once, and persons who were apathetic about one issue
could become excited about another. As the connection among is-
sues becarne apparent, the concern spread among articulate people.
Even if each individual issue had been negotiable, a debatable point,
collectively and as a unit they were almost impossible to negotiate.
And they were a unit, and so perceived by more than a few con-
temporaries, because they were manifestations of whole societies.

Let us begin the analysis afresh with this viewpoint in mind.
Primarily for economic and geographical reasons, American social
structure developed in different directions during the nineteenth
century. An agrarian society based on plantation slavery grew up
in the South. Industrial capitalism established itself in the Northeast
and formed links with a society based on farming with family labor
in the West. With theWest, the North created a society and cul-
ture whose values increasingly conflicted with those of the South.
The focal point of the difference was slavery. Thus we may agree
with Nevins that moral issues were decisive. But these issues are in-
comprehensible without the economic structures that created and
supported them. Only if abolitionist sentiment had flourished in the
South, would there be grounds for regarding moral sentiments as an
independent factor in'their own right.

The fundamental issue became more and more whether the
machinery of the federal government should be used to support one
society or the other. That was the meaning behind such apparentl
unexciting matters as the tariff and what put passion behind the
Southern claim that it was paying tribute to the North. The ques-
tion of power at the center was also what made the issue of slavery
in the territories a crucial one. Political leaders knew that the admis-
sion of a slave state or a free one would tip the balance one way or
another. The fact that uncertainty was an inherent part of the situa-
tion due to unsettled and partly settled lands to the West greatly
magnified the difficulties of reaching a compromise. It was more
and more necessary for political leaders on both sides to be alert to
any move or measure that might increase the advantages of the
other. In this larger context, the thesis of an attempted Southern
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veto on Northern progress makes good sense as an important cause
of the war,

This perspective also does justice, I hope, to the revisionist
thesis that it was primarily a politician’s war, perhaps even an agita-
tor’s war, if the terms are not taken to be merely abusive epithets.
In a complex society with an advanced division of labor, and espe-
cially in a parliamentary democracy, it is the special and necessary
task of politicians, journalists, and only to a somewhat lesser extent
clergymen to be alive and sensitive to events that influence the dis-
tribution of power in society. They are also the ones who provide
the arguments, good and bad alike, both for changing the structure
of society and for maintaining things as they are. Since it is their
job to be alert to potential changes, while others keep on with the
all-absorbing task of making a living, it is characteristic of a demo-
cratic system that politicians should often be clamorous and inten-
sify division. The modern democratic politician’s role is an especially
paradoxical one, at léast superficially. He does what he does so that
most people do not have to worry about politics. For that same rea-
son he often feels it necessary to arouse public opinion to dangers
real and unreal.

From this standpoint too, the failure of modern opinion to
halt the drift to war becomes comprehensible. Men of substance in
both North and South furnished the core of moderate opinion.
They were the ones who in ordinary times are leaders in their own
community — “opinion makers,” a modern student of public opin-
ion would be likely to call them. As beneficiaries of the prevailing
order, and mainly interested in making money, they wanted to
suppress the issue of slavery rather than seek structural reforms, a
very difficult task in any case. The Clay-Webster Compromise of
1850 was a victory for this group. It provided for stricter laws in
the North about the return of fugitive slaves and for the admission
of several new states to the union: California as a free state, New
Mexico and Utah at some future date with or without slavery as
their constitutions might provide at the time of admission.** Any

49 On social groupings that supported the Compromise in the South,

see Nevins, Ordeal, 1, 315, 357, 366, 375. On 357 he remarks, “the ...
largest element was a body of moderates . . . who believed both in South-
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attempt to drag the slavery issue out into the open and seek a new
solution made large numbers of these groups cease being moderates.
That is what happened when Senator Stephen A. Douglas put an
end to the Compromise of 1850 only four years later by reopening
the question of slavery in the territories. Through proposing in the
Kansas-Nebraska Act that the settlers decide the issue for them-
selves one way or the other, he converted, at least for the time
being, wide sections of Northern opinion from moderation to views
close to abolitionism. In the South, his support was not much more
than lukewarm.®

By and large the moderates had the usual virtues that many
people hold are necessary to make democracy work: willingness to
compromise and see the opponent’s viewpoint, a pragmatic out-
look. They were the opposite of doctrinaires. What all this really
amounted to was a refusal to look facts in the face. Trying mainly

ern Rights and the Union, but hoped they could be reconciled.” In other
words, they wanted to have their cake and eat it too. On general reactions
and those in the North, see Nevins, Ordeal, 1, 346, 293 — 294, 348; more de-
tail on selected Northern business reaction in Foner, Business and Slavery,
chaps 2 —4. Excitement about fugitive slaves in both the North and the
South seems to have been greatest in states where the problem was least
likely to occur. But it was Clay and Webster who provided the evidence
for this thesis. See Nevins, Ordeal, 1, 384.

50 On reactions to Douglas’s proposal in the North and the South see
Nevins, Ordeal, 11, 121, 126 — 127, 133 — 135, 152 — 154, 1$6—157. A sympa-
thetic treatment of Douglas may be found in Craven, Coming of the Civil
War, esp 325-331, 392 —393. On the Kansas-Nebraska affair Craven makes
a plausible case for the thesis that dishonest Northern politicians stirred up
slavery as a false issue. On the Lincoln-Douglas debates he argues that
Lincoln’s own high-sounding moral ambiguities had the effect of making
Douglas appear shoroughly indifferent to moral issues. This treatment is
diametrically opposite to that in Nevins. Commenting on Douglas’s action
in reopening the issue of slavery by the Kansas-Nebraska bill, Nevins re-
marks (Ordeal, 1II, 108), “When indignation welled up like the ocean
lashed by a hurricane, he [Douglas] was amazed. The fact that the irresist-
ible tidal forces in history are moral forces always escapes a man of dim
moral perceptions.” This is commencement oratory, not history. Successful
political leaders have to be morally ambiguous in their efforts to cope with
conflicting moral forces. Subsequent historians make the politicians that
win into moral heroes. Generally Nevins does not succumb to such nonsense.
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to push the slavery issue aside, the moderates were unable to influ-
ence or control the series of events generated by the underlying
situation.* Crises such as the struggles over “bleeding Kansas,” the
financial panic of 1857, John Brown’s melodramatic attempt to put
himself at the head of a slave insurrection,.and many others eroded
the moderate position, leaving its members increasingly disorgan-
ized and confused. The practicality that tries to solve issues by
patiently ignoring them, an attitude often complacently regarded
as the core of Anglo-Saxon moderation, revealed itself as totally
inadequate. An attitude, a frame of mind, without a realistic analy-
sis and program is not enough to make democracy work even if a
majority share this outlook. Consensus by itself means little; it de-
pends what the consensus is about.

Finally, as one tries to perceive American society as a whole

1 During the winter of 1858 - 1859 plans were afoot in the South to
create a new party, characterized by Nevins, Emergence of Lincoln, 11, 59,
as “a conservative, national, Union-exalting party which should thrust
aside the slavery issue, denounce all secessionists, push a broad program of
internal improvements, and on constructive grounds overthrow the Demo-
crats.” It drew on men of substance, political leaders, journalists, tried to
appeal to small farmers versus big slaveholders, but made hardly any dent.
During the last phase, when secessionists were in charge of events, the main
opposition seems to have come from those who had direct trade connec-
tions with the North, ie., merchants and professional men in some South-
ern ports, and the smaller farmers. See Nevins, Emergence of Lincoln,
IL, 322, 323, 324, 326. New York business circles blew hot and cold. After
being vigorous defenders of the Compromise of 1850, they turned nearly
abolitionist over Douglas’s Kansas-Nebraska action, reversing themselves
again shortly afterward. As Foner remarks (Business and Slavery, 138),
“Ever since 1850, the great majority of New York merchants had operated
under the illusion that the sectional struggle would right itself in time if
‘politicians and fanatics’ would only leave the controversial incidents alone.”
This desire to dodge the issues seems to be the one constant theme in their
outlook. Excitement was bad for business. On October 10, 1857, the Herald
predicted (Foner, Business and Slavery, 140- 141): “The nigger question
must give way to the superior issues of a safe currency, sound credits, and
solid and permanent basis of security upon which all the varied commercial
and business interests of the country may repose.” On this platform, at least,
moderates North and South could agree. In time it became the one upon
which the Civil War and itsaftermath were liquidated.
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in order to grdsp the causes and meaning of the war, it is useful to
recall that searching for the sources of dissension necessarily ob-
scures a major part of the problem. In any political unity that exists
for a long time, there must b¢ causes to produce the unity. There
have to be reasons why men seek accommodation for their inevita-
ble differences. It is difficult to find a case in history where two
different regions have developed economic systems based on dia-
metrically opposite principles and yet remained under a central
government that retained real authority in both areas. I cannot
think of any.%? In such a situation there would have to be very
strong cohesive forces to counteract the divisive tendencies. Cohe-
sive forces appear to have been weak in the midnineteenth century
in the United States, though there is always the risk of exaggerating
their weakness because the Civil War did happen.

Trade is an obvious factor that can generate links among vari-
ous sections of a country. The fact that Southern cotton went
mainly to England is almost certainly a very important one. It
meant that the link with the North was so much the weaker. Eng-
lish partiality to the Southern cause during the war itself is well
known. But it will not do to put too much weight on the direction
of trade as an aspect of disunity. As pointed out earlier, Northern
mills were beginning to use more cotton. When the Western mar-
ket fell off sharply after the crash of 1857, New York merchants
relied for a time more heavily on their Southern connections.® In
a word, the situation in trade was changing; had the war been
averted, historians who look first for economic causes would have
had no difficulty in finding an explanation.

Though the fact that cotton still linked the South with Eng-
land more than with the North was significant, two other aspects
of the situation may have been more important. One has already
been mentioned: the absence of any strong radical working-class
threat to industrial capitalist property in the North. Secondly, the
United States had no powerful foreign enemies. In this respect, the

52 The British Commonwealth may be the most obvious candidate. Its
breakup into independent units in the last fifty years supports the above
generalization.

53 Foner, Business and Slavery, 143.
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situation was entirely different from that facing Germany and
_]apan who both experienced their own versions of pohtlcal mod-
ernization crises somewhat later, 1871 in Germany, 1868 in Japan.
For this combination of reasons, there was not much force behind
the characteristic conservative compromise of agrarian and indus-
trial élites. There was little to make the owners of Northern mills
and Southern slaves rally under the banner of the sacredness of
property.

To sum up with desperate brevity, the ultimate causes of the
war are to be found in the growth of different economic systems
leading to different (but still capitalist) civilizations with incom-
patible stands on slavery. The connection between Northern capi-
talism and Western farming helped to make unnecessary for a time
the characteristic reactionary coalition between urban and landed
élites and hence the one compromise that could have avoided the
war. (It was also the compromise that eventually liquidated the
war.) Two further factors made compromise extremely: difficult.
The future of the West appeared uncertain in such a way as to
make the distribution of power at the center uncertain, thus in-
tensifying and magnifying all causes of distrust and contention.
Secondly, as just noted, the main forces of cohesion in American
society, though growing stronger, were still very weak.

4. The Revolutionary Impulse and its Failure

About the Civil War itself, it is unnecessary to say more than
a few words, especially since the most important political event,
the Emancipation Proclamation, has already been mentioned. The
war reflected the fact that the dominant classes in American society
had split cleanly in two, much more cleanly than did the ruling
strata in England at the time of the Puritan Revolution or those in
France at the time of the French Revolution. In those two great
convulsions, divisions within the dominant classes enabled radical
tendencies to boil up from the lower strata, much more so in the
case of the French Revolution than in England. In the American
Civil War there was no really comparable radical upsurge.

At least in major outline the reasons are easy to see: American
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cities were not teeming with depressed artisans and potential sans-
culottes. Even if only indirectly, the existence of Western -lands
reduced the explosive potential. In the second place, the materials
for a peasant conflagration were lacking. Instead of peasants at the
bottom of the heap, the South had mainly black slaves. Either they
could not or they would not revolt. For our purpose it does not
matter which. Though there were sporadic slave outbreaks, they
had no political consequences. No revolutionary impulse came from
that quarter.®*

What there was in the way of a revolutionary impulse, that is,
an attempt to alter by force the established order of society, came
out of Northern capitalism. In the group known as the Radical
Republicans, abolitionist ideals fused with manufacturing interests
to ignite a brief revolutionary flash that sputtered and went out in a
mire of corruption. Though the Radicals were a thorn in Lincoln’s
side during the war, he was able to fight the war to a successful
military conclusion mainly on the basis of preserving the Union,
that is, without any serious offensive against Southern property
rights. For a brief time, about three years after the end of the fight-
ing, 1865 —~ 1868, the Radical Republicans held power in the vic-
torious North and mounted an offensive against the plantation
system and the remnants of slavery.

Leading menibers of this group perceived the war as a revolu-
tionary struggle between a progressive capitalism and a reactionary
agrarian society based on slavery. To the extent that the conflict
between the North and the South really had such a character, a
conflict some of whose most important struggles came after the
actual fighting stopped, this was due to the Radical Republicans.
From the perspective of a hundred years later, they appear as the
last revolutionary flicker that is strictly bourgeois and strictly
capitalist, the last successors to medieval townsmen beginning the
revolt against their feudal overlords. Revolutionary movements
since the Civil War have been either anticapitalist, or fascist and
counterrevolutionary if in support of capitalism.

From abolitionist ideologues and Free Soil radicals, a small

54 The well-known Marxist scholar Aptheker collects these instances in
his American Negro Slave Revolts, chap XV.
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band of Republican politicians took over the conception of slavery
as an anachronistic “remnant of a dying world of ‘baron and serf —
noble and slave.”” The Civil War itself they perceived as an op-
portunity to root out and destroy this oppressive anachronism in
order to rebuild the South in the image of the democratic and
progressive North, based on “free speech, free toil, schoolhouses,
and ballot boxes.” Though his public statements were somewhat
milder, the leader of the Radical Republicans in the House of Rep-
resentatives, Thaddeus Stevens, wrote privately to his law partner
during the year that what the country needed was someone in power
(i.e., mot Lincoln) “with sufficient grasp of mind, and sufficient
moral courage, to treat this as a radical revolution, and remodel our
institutions. . . . It would involve the desolation of the South as
well as emancipation, and a repeopling of half the Continent. . . .”
What put steam behind this movement and lifted it out of the realm
of noisy talk was the fact that it coincided with the interests of
crucial segments of Northern society.” One was the infant iron
and steel industry of Pennsylvania. Another was a set of railroad
interests. Stevens acted as a Congressional go-between for both of
these interests, from each of whom he received cash favors in ac-
cord with prevailing political morals.”® The Radical Republicans
also received substantial support from Northern labor. Even though
Northern workers were very cool to abolitionist propaganda, fear-
ing Negro competition and regarding New England abolitionists
as hypocritical representatives of the mill owners, they were
enthusiastic about Radical conceptions of tariff protection and
going slow on the contraction of inflated Northern currency.®
Financial and commercial interests, on the other hand, were unen-
thusiastic about the Radicals. After the war, principled Radicals
turned against the “plutocracy of the North.”®

Thus the Radical offensive did not represent a united capital-

55 See the excellent study by Shortreed, “The Antislavery Radicals,”
65 — 37, esp 68 — 69, 77, from which the remarks in quotations are taken.

56 Current, Old Thad Stevens, 226 — 227, 312, 315 — 316.

57 See Rayback, “American Workingman and Antislavery Crusade,”
152 —163.

58 Sharkey, Money, Class and Party, 281 - 282, 287 — 289.
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ist offensive on the plantation system. It was a combination of
workers, industrialists, and some railroad interests at the time of its
greatest power. Still it would not be amiss to label it entrepreneurial
and even progressive capitalism; it attracted the main creative (and
philistine) forces that Veblen later liked in American society and
repelled those that he disliked: snobbish financiers who made their
money by selling instead -of doing. In Thaddeus Stevens and his
associates, this combination had skilled political leadership and suffi-
cient minor intellectual talent to provide a general strategy. Radi-
cals had an explanation of where society was heading and how they
could take advantage of this fact. For them the Civil War was at
least potentially a revolution. Military victory and Lincoln’s assas-
sination, which they welcomed with scarcely disguised joy, gave
them a brief opportunity to try to make it a real one,

Thaddeus Stevens again provided the analysis as well as the
day-to-day political leadership. Essentially his strategy amounted to
capturing the machinery of the federal government for the benefit
of the groups for which he was spokesman. To do so it was neces-
sary to change Southern society lest the old type of plantation
leadership return to Congress and frustrate the move. Out of this
necessity came what little revolutionary impulse there was to the
whole struggle. Stevens had enough sociological insight to see what
the problem was and to cast about for a possible remedy, as well
as enough nerve to make a try.

In his speeches of 1865 Stevens presented to the general pub-
lic and to Congress a surprisingly coherent analysis and program of
action. The South had to be treated as a conquered people, not as a
series of states that had somehow left the Union and were now to
be welcomed back. “The foundation of their institutions both po-
litical, municipal, and social #zust be broken up and relaid, or all our
blood and treasure have been spent in vain. This can only be done
by treating and holding them as a conquered people.”® They
should not be.allowed to return, he asserted, “until the Constitu-
tion shall have been so amended as to make it what its framers in-

59 Speech of September 6, 1865, in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, as given in
Current, Old Thad Stevens, 215.
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tended; and so as to secure perpetual ascendency to the party of
the Union,” that is, the Republicans.®

If the Southern states were not “reconstructed” — the reveal-
ing euphemism for revolution from above has passed from con-
temporary usage into all subsequent histories — they might easily
overwhelm the North, Stevens calculated carefully and openly, and
thus enable the South to win the peace after losing the war.®

Out of these considerations, came the program to rebuild
Southern society from top to bottom. Stevens wanted to break the
power of the plantation owners by confiscating estates over two
hundred acres, “even though it drive (the Southern) nobility into
exile.” In this way, he argued, citing statistics, the federal govern-
ment would obtain enough land to give each Negro household some
forty acres.®® “Forty acres and a mule” became in time the catch-
word slogan to discredit the supposedly utopian hopes of the newly
freed Negroes. But the Radical Republicans were no utopians, not
even Stevens. The demand for sweeping land reform reflected real-
istic awareness that nothing else would break the power of the
planters. These had already set about to recover the substance of
their old power by other means, something they were able to do
because the Negroes were economically helpless. All this, at least a
few Radicals saw quite clearly. And there are indications that divid-
ing up the old plantations to give the Negroes small farms was
feasible. In 1864 and 1865, Northern military authorities made two
experiments along these lines in order to take care of the trouble-
some problem of thousands of destitute Negroes. They turned over
confiscated and abandoned lands to more than 40,000 Negroes who
are said to have been successful in working the land as small farmers
until President Johnson returned the estates to their former white
owners.®® Still the experience of slavery was scarcely one to pre-
pare Negroes to manage their own affairs as small rural capitalists.
Stevens was aware of this and felt that the Negroes would need
supervision by his friends in Congress for a long time to come. At

80 Reconstruction, Speech, December 18, 1865, . 5.

81 Reconstruction, Speech, December 18, 1865, p. 5.

62 Speech of September 6, 1865, in Current, Old Thad Stevens, 215.
83 Stampp, Reconstruction, 123, 125~ 126.

S.D.D.-6
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the same time he saw that, without minimal economic security and
minimal political rights, including the right to vote, they could do
little for themselves or for Northern interests.®

In a nutshell, the Radical version of reconstruction came down
to using the North’s military power to destroy the plantation aris-
tocracy and create a facsimile of capitalist democracy by ensuring
property and voting rights for the Negroes. In the light of South-
ern conditions at the time, it was indeed revolutionary. A century
later, the movement for civil rights for the Negroes seeks no more
than this, indeed not quite all that, since the economic emphasis re-
mains muted. If being ahead of the times is revolutionary, Stevens
was that. Even sympathetic Northerners professed shock. Horace
Greeley, editor of the New York Tribune, long sympathetic to the
abolitionist cause, wrote in response to Stevens’s speech of Septem-
ber 6, 1865, “. . . we protest against any warfare on Southern
property . . . because the wealthier class of Southerners, being
more enlightened and humane than the ignorant and vulgar, are less
inimicable to the blacks.”®® Greeley’s misgivings give a hint of what
was to come when men of substance North and South were to bury
their differences and, by another famous compromise, leave the
Negroes to make what they could of their freedom.

It is not surprising therefore that defeat came soon to the Radi-
cals, or more precisely to what was radical in their program, as soon
as it encountered Northern property interests. The Radicals were
unable to force confiscation into the reconstruction acts of 1867
against the wishes of more moderate Republicans. In the House,
Stevens’s “4o0 acres” measure received only 37 votes.®® Influential

64 “Without the right of suffrage in the late slave States, (I do not speak
of the free States,) I believe the slaves had far better been left in bond-
age.” — Reconstruction, Speech, December 8, 1865, pp. 6, 8.

%5 Quoted from the issue of September 12, 1865, by Current, Old Thad
Stevens, 216 - 217. Greeley also criticized Stevens for failing to include a
suffrage plank in this speech, which he did in the later one, mainly it seems
in response to pressure from Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts. I
have not tried to present differences of opinion within Radical ranks, but
have concentrated on Stevens as its most revolutionary figure, as well as its
most influential day-to-day strategist when the movement was at its height.

6 Current, Old T bad Stevens, 233.
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Northern sentiment was in no mood to tolerate an outright attack
on property, not even Rebel property and not even in the name of
capitalist democracy. The Nation warned that “A division of rich
men’s lands amongst the landless . . . would give a shock to our
whole social and political system from which it would hardly re-
cover without the loss of liberty.” The failure of land reform was a
decisive defeat and removed the heart of the Radical program. With-
out land reform the rest of the program could be no more than pal-
liatives or irritants, depending on one’s viewpoint. To say that this
failure cleared the way for the eventual supremacy of Southern
white landholders and other propertied interests may nevertheless
be an exaggeration.”” The Radicals had never even really managed
to bar the way. Their failure at this moment revealed the limits
American society imposed upon the revolutionary impulse.

In the absence of confiscation and redistribution of land, the
plantation system recovered by means of a new system of labor. At
first there were attempts with wage labor. These failed, at least
partly because Negroes were inclined to draw’ their wages in slack
months and abscond when the cotton had to be picked. Hence
there was a widespread turn toward sharecropping which gave the
planters superior control of their labor force. The change was sig-
nificant. As we shall see in due course, sharecropping in many parts
of Asia has constituted one way of extracting a surplus from the
peasant through economic rather than political methods, though
the latter are often necessary to buttress the former. Hence it is in-
structive to see fundamentally similar forms appear in America
without the prior existence of a peasantry.

The country merchant gave a local twist to the American situ-
ation, though similar devices occurred also in China and elsewhere.
The country merchant was often the large planter. By making ad-
vances of groceries to tenant and sharecropper, charging much
higher rates for them than ordinary retail prices, he kept control of
the work force. Tenants and sharecroppers could trade at no other
store, since they had credit at no other and were usually short of

87See the excellent account in Stampp, Reconstruction, 128 - 130; the
quotation from the Nation occurs on 130.
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cash.®® In this fashion economic bonds replaced those of slavery for
many Negroes. How much real improvement, if any, the change
meant is very difficult to say. But it would be a mistake to hold that
plantation owners prospered greatly under the new system. The
main effect appears to have been to make the South even more of a
one-crop economy than before, as banker pressed planter, and
planter pressed cropper to grow crops that could be quickly turned
to cash.%®

Political recovery proceeded along with economic recovery,
reenforcing each other rather than in any simple relationship of
cause and effect. There is no need to recount here the political
twistings and turnings of the successors to the antebellum ruling
groups in the South as they sought for political leverage, though it
is worth noticing that “scalawags” — white collaborationists they
might be called today — included numerous planters, merchants,
and even industrial leaders.™ A good deal of violence, perhaps dep-
recated by the better elements, though skepticism is in order here,
helped to put the Negroes “in their place” and reestablish overall
white supremacy.™ Meanwhile industrialists and railroad men were
becoming increasingly influential in Southern affairs.” In a word,
moderate men of substance were returning to power, authority,
and influence in the South, as they were in the North as well. The
stage was being set for an alliance of these across the former battle
lines. It was consummated formally in 1876 when the disputed
Hayes-Tilden election was settled by allowing the Republican
Hayes to take office in return for removing the remnants of the
Northern occupational regime. Under attack from radical agrarians
in the West and radical labor in the East, the party of wealth, prop-
erty, and privilege in the North was ready to abandon the last pre-
tense of upholding the rights of the propertyless and oppressed

88 See Shannon, American Farmers’ Movements, §3 for a succinct
description.

99 Randall and Donald, Civil War, 549 - 551.

7 Randall and Donald, Civil War, 627 - 629, sketches these maneuvers.

71 Randall and Donald, Civil War, 680 - 68s.

72 Woodward, Reunion and Reaction, 42 —43. Chapter II provides a
first-rate analysis of the whole process of moderate recovery.
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Negro laboring class.”® When Southern “Junkers” were no longer
slaveholders and had acquired a larger tincture of urban business and
when Northern capitalists faced radical rumblings, the classic con-
servative coalition was possible. So came Thermidor to liquidate
the “Second American Revolution.”

5. The Meaning of the War

Was it a revolution? Certainly not in the sense of a popular up-
rising against oppressors. To assess the meaning of the Civil War, to
place it in a history that is still being made, is just as difficult as to
account for its cause and course. One sense of revolution is a vio-
lent destruction of political institutions that permits a society to
take a new course. After the Civil War, industrial capitalism ad-
vanced by leaps and bounds. Clearly that was what Charles Beard
had in mind when he coined the famous phrase, “the Second Amer-
ican Revolution.” But was the burst of industrial capitalist growth
a consequence of the Civil War? And how about the contribution
to human freedom that all but the most conservative associate with
the word revolution? The history of the Fourteenth Amendment,
prohibiting the states from depriving any person of life, liberty, or
property, epitomizes the ambiguity on this score. As every educated
person knows, the Fourteenth Amendment has done precious little
to protect Negroes and a tremendous amount to protect corpora-
tions. Beard’s thesis that such was the original intent of those who
drafted the amendment has been rejected by some.” That in itself
is trivial. About the consequence, there is no doubt. Ultimately the
way one assesses the Civil War depends on the assessment of free-
dom in modern American society and the connection between the
institutions of advanced industrial capitalism and the Civil War.
Another whole book would scarcely serve to argue these issues. I
shall do no more than try to sketch a few of the more important
considerations.

Certain very important political changes did accompany and

78 Woodward, Reunion and Reaction, 36 - 37.
7¢ Randall and Donald, Civil W*ar, §83; see also 783 - 784 for a review
of the literature.



150 SOCIAL ORIGINS OF DICTATORSHIP AND DEMOCRACY

follow the Northern victory. They may be summed up in there-
mark that the federal government became a series of ramparts
around property, mainly big property, and an agency to execute
the biblical pronouncement, “To him that hath shall be given.”
First among the ramparts was the preservation of the Union itself,
which meant, as the West filled up after the war, one of the largest
domestic markets of the world. It was also a market protected
by the highest tariff to date in the nation’s history.™ Property re-
ceived protection from state governments with unsound inclina-
tions through the Fourteenth Amendment. Likewise the currency
was put on a sound footing through the national banking system
and the resumption of specie payments. Whether such measures
hurt the Western farmers as much as was once supposed is dubious;
there are indications that they were doing quite well during the war
and for some time afterward.” At any rate they received some
compensation through the opening of the public domain in the
West (Homestead-Act of 1862), though it is on this score that the
federal government became an agency of the bibilical statement
just quoted. Railroads received huge grants, and disposal of public
domains also formed the basis of great fortunes in timber and min-
ing. Finally, as a compensation to industry that might lose laborers
in this fashion the federal government continued to hold open the
doors to immigration (Immlgratlon Acts of 1864) As Beard puts

t, “All that two generations of Federalists and Whigs had tried to
gct was won within four short years, and more besides.”” “Four
short years” is a rhetorical exaggeration; some of these mieasures

7 The Morrill Tariff of 1861 was the beginning of a sharp upward
climb in tariffs. It raised average tariff rates from 20 percent of value to 47
percent, more than double the rates prevailing in 1860. Designed
at first to raise revenues for the wartime Union treasury, it established pro-
tectionism deeply in American economic policies. The acts of 1883, 1890,
1894, and 1897 granted even more protection. See Davis and others, Ameri-
can Economic History, 322 - 323.

6 Sharkey, Money, Class, and Party, 284 - 285, 303.

77 Beard and Beard, American Civilization, 11, 105; see pages 105~ 11§
for a survey of the measures summarized here; also Hacker, Triumph of
American Capitalism, 385 —397, for a similar and in some ways more concise
analysis.
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were also part of Reconstruction (1865~ 1876), and the resump-
tion of specie payment did not take place until 1879. But that is a
small matter, since Reconstruction was definitely a part of the
whole struggle. If one looks back and compares what happened
with the planter program of 1860: federal enforcement of slavery,
no high protective tariffs, no subsidies nor expensive tax-creating
internal improvements, no national banking and currency system,
the case for a victory of industrial capitalism over the fetters of the
plantation economy, a victory that required blood and iron to occur
at all, becomes very persuasive indeed.

Reflection may make much of this conviction evaporate. It is
worth noticing that Beard’s own position is quite ambiguous. After
recounting the victories of Northern capitalism just summarized
above he remarks, “The main economic results of the Second
American Revolution thus far noted would have been attained had
there been no armed conflict. . . .”™ But Beard’s views are not in
question except insofar as the provocative writings of a first-rate
historian shed light on the issues. Three related arguments may be
brought to bear against the thesis that the Civil War was a revolu-
tionary victory for industrial capitalist democracy and necessary
to this victory. First, one might hold that there is no real connection
between the Civil War and the subsequent victory of industrial
capitalism; to argue in favor of this connection is to fall victim to
the fallacy of post boc, ergo propter boc. Second, one might hold
that these changes were coming about of their own accord through
the ordinary processes of economic growth and needed no Civil
War to bring them about.® Finally, one could argue on the basis
of evidence discussed at some length earlier in this chapter that the
economies of North and South were not really in serious competi-

78 Beard and Beard, American Civilization, 11, 29.

70 Beard and Beard, Amzerican Civilization, 11, 115.

80 Cochran, “Did the Civil War Retard Industrialization?” 148 - 160
seems to me a version of this and the preceding argument. I do not find it
persuasive because it merely shows on the basis of statistics that the Civil
War temporarily interrupted industrial growth. It touches only briefly and
tangentially on the problem of institutional changes, which I hold to be, the
center of the question.
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tion with one another: at best they were complementary; at worst,
they failed to link up with each other due to fortuitous circum-
stances, such as the fact that the South sold much of its cotton to
England.

All such arguments would receive an effective answer only if it
were possible to demonstrate that Southern society, dominated by
the plantation, constituted a formidable obstacle to the establish-
ment of industrial capitalist democracy. The evidence indicates
very clearly that plantation slavery was an obstacle to democracy,
at least any conception of democracy that includes the goals of hu-
man equality, even the limited form of equality of opportunity, and
human freedom. It does not establish’at all clearly that plantation
slavery was an obstacle to industrial capitalism as such. And com-
parative perspective show clearly that industrial capitalism can es-
tablish itself in societies that do not profess these democratic goals
or, to be a little more cautious, where these goals are no more than
a secondary current. Germany and Japan prior to 1945 are the main
illustrations for this thesis.

Once again the inquiry leads back toward political questions
and incompatibilities between two different kinds of civilizations:
in the South and in the North and West. Labor-repressive agricul-
tural systems, and plantation slavery in particular, are political ob-
stacles to a particular kind of capitalism, at a specific historical
stage: competitive democratic capitalism we must call it for lack of
a more precise term. Slavery was a threat and an obstacle to a so-
ciety that was indeed the heir of the Puritan, American, and French
Revolutions. Southern society was based firmly on hereditary status
as the basis of human worth. With the West, the North, though in
the process of change, was still committed to notions of equal op-
portunity. In both, the ideals were reflections of economic arrange-
ments that gave them much of their appeal and force. Within the
same political unit it was, I think, inherently impossible to establish
political and social institutions that would satisfy both. If the geo-
graphical separation had been much greater, if the South had been a
colony for example, the problem would in all probability have been
relatively simple to solve at that time — at the expense of the Negro.

That the Northern victory, even with all its ambiguous conse-
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quences, was a political victory for freedom compared with what a
Southern victory would have been seems obvious enough to require
no extended discussion. One need only consider what would have
happened had the Southern plantation system been able to establish
itself in the West by the middle of the nineteenth century and sur-
rounded the Northeast. Then the United States would have been in
the position of some modernizing countries today, with a latifundia
economy, a dominant antidemocratic aristocracy, and a weak and
dependent commerecial and industrial class, unable and unwilling to
push forward toward political democracy. In rough outline, such
was the Russian situation, though with less of a commercial empha-
sis in its agriculture in the second half of the nineteenth century. A
radical explosion of some kind or a prolonged period of semireac-
tionary dictatorship would have been far more probable than a
firmly rooted political democracy with all its shortcomings and
deficiencies.

Striking down slavery was a decisive step, an act at least as im-
portant as the striking down of absolute monarchy in the English
Civil War and the French Revolution, an essential preliminary for
further advances. Like these violent upheavals, the main achieve-
ments in our Civil War were political in the broad sense of the
term. Later generations in America were to attempt to put eco-
nomic content into the political framework, to raise the level of the
people toward some conception of human dignity by putting in
their hands the material means to determine their own fate. Subse-
quent revolutions in Russia and China have had the same purpose
even if the means have in large measure so far swallowed up and
distorted the ends. It is in this context, I believe, that the American
Civil War has to be placed for its proper assessment.

That the federal government was out of the business of enforc-
ing slavery was no small matter. It is easy to imagine the difficulties
that organized labor would have faced, for example, in its effort to
achieve legal and political acceptance in later years, had not this
barrier been swept away. To the extent that subsequent movements
toward extending the boundaries and meanings of freedom have
faced obstacles since the end of the Civil War, they have done so in
large measure because of the incomplete character of the victory
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won in 1865 and subsequent tendencies toward a conservative coa-
lition between propertied interests in the North and the South. This
incompleteness was built into the structure of industrial capitalism.
Much of the old repression returned to the South in new and more
purely economic guises, while new forms appeared there and in
the rest of the United States as industrial capitalism grew and
spread. If the federal government no longer concerned itself with
enforcing the fugitive slave laws, it either acquiesced or served as an
instrument for new forms of oppression.

As far as the Negro is concerned, only in quite recent times has
the federal goverriment begun to move in the opposite direction. As
these lines are being written, the United States finds itself in the
midst of a bitter struggle over the Negroes’ civil rights, a struggle
likely to ebb and flow for years to come. It involves a great deal
more than the Negroes. Due to the peculiarities of American his-
tory, the central core of America’s lowest class are people with dark
skins. As the one major segment of American society with active
discontents, the Negroes are at present almost the only potential re-
cruiting ground for efforts to change the character of the world’s
most powerful capitalist democracy. Whether this potential will
amount to anything, whether it will splinter and evaporate or coa-
lesce withi other discontents to achieve significant results, is quite
another story.

At bottom, the struggle of the Negroes and their white allies
concerns contemporary capitalist democracy’s capacity to live up
to its noble professions, something no society has ever done. Here
we approach the ultimate ambiguity in the assessment and interpre-
tation of the Civil War. It recurs throughout history. There is more
than coincidence in the fact that two famous political leaders of
free societies chose to express their ideals in speeches for their fallen
dead given more than two thousand years apart. To the critical his-
torian both Pericles and Lincoln become ambiguous figures as he
sets what they did and what happened alongside what they said and
in all likelihood hoped for. The fight for what they expressed is not
over and may not end until mankind ceases to inhabit the earth. As
one peers ever deeper to resolve the ambiguities of history, the
seeker eventually finds them in himself and his fellow men as well as
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in the supposedly dead facts of history. We are inevitably in the
midst of the ebb and flow of these events and play a part, no matter
how small and insignificant as individuals, in what the past will
come to mean for the future.



PART TWO
Three Routes to the
Modern World in Asia



NOTE

Problems in Comparing European
and Asian Political Processes

THERE Was A TIME in the still recent past when many intelligent
thinkers believed there was only one main highway to the world of
modern industrial society, a highway leading to capitalism and po-
litical democracy. The experience of the last fifty years has ex-
ploded this notion, although strong traces of a unilinear conception
remain, not only in Marxist theory, but also in some Western writ-
ings on economic development. Western democracy is only one
outcome, and one that arose out of specific historical circumstances.
The revolutions and civil wars discussed in the three preceding
chapters were an important part of the process leading to liberal de-
mocracy. As we have just seen, there were sharp divergences within
the same general line of development that led to capitalist democracy
in England, France, and the United States. But there are differences
far greater than those which exist within the democratic family.
German history reveals one type of development culminating in
fascism, Russian history a third. The possibility of an eventual con-
vergence among all three forms is not one to be dismissed offhand;
certainly there are some ways in which all industrial societies re-
semble one another and differ from agrarian societies. Nevertheless,
if we take the seventh decade of the twentieth century as our point
of observation, while continuing to realize that like all historical
vantage points it is arbitrarily imposed, the partial truth emerges
that nondemocratic and even antidemocratic modernization works.

For reasons that will become clearer in subsequent chapters,
this claim may be less true of forms of modernization culminating
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in fascism than in communism. That remains to be seen and is not
the issue here. What is beyond all doubt is that by very different
means both Germany and Russia managed to become powerful in-
dustrial states. Under Prussian leadership Germany was able to carry
out in the nineteenth century an industrial revolution from above.
‘What impulse there was toward a bourgeois revolution — and what
was revolutionary was not bourgeois — petered out in 1848. Even
the defeat of 1918 left essential features of the preindustrial social
system intact. The eventual if not inevitable result was fascism. In
Russia the impulse toward modernization prior to 1914 was very
much less effective. There, as every one knows, a revolution whose
main destructive force came from the peasants destroyed the old
ruling classes, still mainly agrarian as late as 1917, to make way for
the communist version of an industrial revolution from above.

All these familiar facts serve to press home the point that such
words as democracy, fascism, and communism (and also dictator-
ship, totalitarianism, feudalism, bureaucracy) arose in the context of
European history. Can they be applied to Asian political institutions
without being wrenched beyond all recognition? At this moment it
is not necessary to take a position on the general question of whether
or not it is possible to transfer historical terms from one context and
country to another beyond remarking that, without some degree of
transferability, historical discussion breaks down into a meaningless
description of unrelated episodes. On a strictly philosophical plane
these questions are sterile and insoluble, leading only to tiresome
word games as a substitute for the effort to see what really hap-
pened. Objective criteria, it seems to me, do exist for distinguishing
between superficial and meaningful historical resemblances, and it
may be helpful to say just a few words about them.

Superficial and accidental resemblances are those unconnected
with other significant facts or that lead to a misapprehension of the
real situation. For example, a writer who stressed similarities in the
political styles of General de Gaulle and Louis XIV —let us say
their punctilious enforcement of the etiquette of deference — would
be setting out misleading trivialities if he were doing this as more
than a joke. The different social bases of their power, the differ-
ences between seventeenth and twentieth-century French society,
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are far more significant than these superficial résemblances.* On the
other hand, if we find that in both Germany and Japan prior to
1945 there was a whole series of causally related institutional prac-
tices whose structure and origins are similar, we are justified in call-
ing this complex unit by the name fascism in both cases. The same
is true of democracy and communism. The nature of the connec-
tions has to be established by empirical investigation. It is quite
likely that in themselves the essential features that go to make up
communism, fascism, or parliamentary democracy will fall short of
providing an adequate explanation of the principal political char-
acteristics of China, Japan, and India. Specific chains of historical
causation that do not fit into any recognizable family of sequences
may have to bear a substantial share of the explanatory burden.
This has been the case in the study of Western societies; there isno
reason to expectitto be otherwise as we turn to Asia.

1If it were possible to demonstrate that the resemblances between
de Gaulle and Louis XIV were indeed symptoms and consequences of a
deeper and more significant connection, they would cease to be superficial.
One cannot in advance rule out the possibility of such discoveries. Slips of
the tongue seemed trivial until Freud uncovered their connection with seri-
ous human concerns. Once again it is necessary to stress that such questions
can be settled only through studying the facts.



CHAPTER FOUR

The Decay of Imperial China
and the Origins of the Communist V ariant

1. The Upper Classes and the Imperial System

A LONG, LONG TIME AGO there was a school of philosophers in China
whose tenets called for a “rectification of names.” They apparently
believed that the beginning of political and social wisdom was to
call things by their right names. Those who study China today are
busy on a similar task; the names that they bandy about are words
such as “gentry,” “feudalism,” and “bureaucracy.” The issue be-
neath this terminological debate is the decisive one with which our
inquiry must begin: how were the upper classes connected with the
land in this society where the overwhelming majority were tillers of
the soil? Did their power and authority rest ultimately on control
of landed property or was it an outcome of their near monopoly of
bureaucratic -posts? If it was a combination of the two, what was
the nature of this combination? Since the debate carries a heavy
freight of contemporary political implications, it will be well to
bring these out into the open first, in the hope of clearing the way
toward an accurate grasp of the way Imperial Chinese society actu-
ally worked.

Some Western scholars stress the bureaucratic character of the
Chinese Empire and de-emphasize the link between the Imperial
service and landed property. Such an interpretation serves the dual
purpose of suggesting grounds for criticizing the Marxist derivation
of political power fro economic power and for criticizing modern
communist states as a throwback to an alleged form of Oriental
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despotism.! Marxists, and especially the Chinese.Communists, on the
other hand, treat the Imperial era and even the Kuomintang period
as a form of feudalism, meaning a society in which most of the land
is owned by landlords whose main income derives from rent.” By
de-emphasizing its bureaucratic character, Marxists conceal uncom-
fortable resemblances to their own practices. Feudalism is, if any-
thing, an even less apt characterization than bureaucracy. There
was no system of vassalage in Imperial China and only very limited
grants of land in return for military services. Nevertheless the
Marxist stress on landlordism is thoroughly justified, as we shall see.
In sum it seems to me that Western scholars are struggling desper-
ately to deny the connection between landholding and political
office, while Marxists try equally desperately to establish such a
connection.

‘What, then was the connection? What were the decisive char-
acteristics of Chinese society during the last great dynasty, the
Manchus (1644 — 1911)? How did these structural features impart
a direction to the subsequent development of China that culminated
in the middle of the twentieth century in the Communist victory?
What characteristics of the Chinese landed upper class help to ac-
count for the absence of any strong push toward parliamentary
democracy as the Imperial system broke down?

A few simple points stand out upon which there is widespread
agreement and that enable us to take preliminary bearings. First of
all, long before our story begins, the Chinese polity had eliminated
the problem of a turbulent aristocracy tied to the land. The stages

1 Wittfogel’s Oriental Despotism is the best known version of this
thesis.

2] have not seen Chinese Communist historical treatments myself. For
a survey see Feuerwerker, “China’s History in Marxian Dress,” 323 - 353.
Russian sources on the problems raised here I have found disappointing.
For the Manchu period a diligent search failed to uncover any work, except
for a few recent articles cited below, that deserved serious consideration;
for the period 1911 - 1949, examined less closely, the Russian studies do not
give any indication of being less cut off from what was taking place in the
countryside (in Chinese Soviet as well as Nationalist territory) than were
Westerners. Nor do their biases seem to have been any less stultifying than
ours.
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by which this enormous transformation took place do not concern
us; except to mention that the famous system of examinations,
which helped the emperor to recruit a bureaucracy with which to
fight the aristocracy, played a part in it. The examination system
was in working order -during the T’ang dynasty which ended in
907 A.D. By the succeeding Sung dynasty, not much was left of the
ancient aristocracy.® Whether this aristocracy was feudal, whether
the earlier stage of Chinese society prior to its first unification un-
der the Ch'’in during the third century B.c. deserves the appellation
feudal, are questions that we may happily leave aside.*

On the other hand, it is necessary to pay close attention to the
problem of whether or not a landed aristocracy continued to exist
under a fagade of administrative centralization during the Manchu
era, or the Ch’ing dynasty, as it is generally known among sinolo-
gists. Every one would agree to the existence of a class of wealthy
landed proprietors, though problems would arise in just where to
draw the line between wealthy and merely well-to-do. There is
similar widespread agreement on the existence of a class of officials
and scholars, and again problems of drawing the line within this
group, though the line between those who did and did not have a
tincture of academic culture was a sharp one. There is also agree-
ment on the point that the two groups overlapped and were not
absolutely identical. There were at least moderately rich landlords
who did not hold any form of academic degree, and there were de-
gree holders who owned no landed property. The exact degree of
overlapis uncertain.’®

To stop short at this agreement, however, is to obscure the
essentials. Even if we had information about the exact proportion
of individuals who belonged to both groups, who were both land-
lords and officials or scholars, we would not know very much. No

3 There is a convenient and concise history of the examination system
in Franke, Reform and Abolition of Examination System. 1 have drawn
these items of information from p. 7.

4For a discussion generally opposed to Wittfogel’s theses, see Eber-
hard, Conquerors and Rulers.

5In addition to the sources mentioned in the next footnote, see Chang,
Income, 1125, 142, 146.
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physiologist would be content with knowing what percentage of
the human body was bone and what percentage was muscle. He
wants to know how bone and muscle work together in the course
of the body’s activities. The same kind of knowledge is necessary
to understand the connection between landed property, degree
holding, and political office in China.

The mechanism that linked all of these was the family, or more
precisely the patrilineal lineage. In the agriculturally more produc-
tive areas, especially the South, the lineage was more extended and
is known as the clan. The family as a social mechanism worked in
the following manner. Fortunes acquired through the Imperial serv-
ice were invested in land, a practice that continued well into mod-
ern times. A man accumulated this property for the sake of the
lineage. In turn any family with aristocratic pretensions had to sub-
stantiate them by having a degree holder or prospective degree
holder whom it supported in the quite justifiable hope that he
would get an official position and use it to advance the family’s ma-
terial fortunes. Through the Imperial post, the scholar recouped or
extended the family fortune and maintained the status of the lineage,
thus closing the circle. The clan worked in the same way, though
as a larger group it included a substantial proportion of straight-
forward peasants. While official rank was in theory open to the
meanest peasant with talent and ambition, the absence of any wide-
spread system of popular education usually required that the stu-
dent have the support of a wealthy family for the long years of
arduous study. Sometimes a wealthy family whose children lacked
academic promise would provide for a bright boy from a poor
background. Hence the link between office and wealth through the
lineage was one of the most important features of Chinese society.
For these reasons it is justifiable to refer to this upper class of
scholar-officials and landlords as the gentry.® There are also other

6 See Baldzs, “Aspects significatifs,” 81, 84 — 85. This analytical essay is in-
dispensable for the problems raised here. Some material on the clan is in
Liu, Clan Rules, 110, 129, 140. See also Chang, Chinese Gentry, 186, and his
Income, 42.

In the West there is considerable discussion of the term “gentry” for the
Chinese upper class. Though those who would reject it because of its West-~
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significant aspects of the connection that will appear if we look
closely at each in turn.

Wi ithout assuming that the landlord’s role was either more or
less important than the official’s, we may begin with him. The first
question that arises is how he managed to get the peasants to work
for him in the absence of feudal compulsions. Though details are
lacking and the subject to date one that scholars have yet to ex-
amine, the general answer is fairly clear: by tenancy arrangements
that do not differ in any essential way from those under modern
capitalism. With some regional variations, the tenancy was in es-
sence a form of sharecropping supplemented by hired labor, at least
by the beginning of the nineteenth century.” The landlord, who

ern and particularly English connotations have some persuasive grounds, it
seems pedantic to boggle at this word after it has passed into widespread
usage to designate the landed upper class in Russia as well as in China. See
Ho, Ladder of Success, 40, for arguments against its use for China.

For a definition of the gentry that seeks to distinguish degree-holding
from lairdownership see Chang, Gentry. Freedman’s review in Pacific Af-
fairs, XXIX, 78 - 8o, points out the difficulties of limiting the definition to
degree holders. Ho, Ladder of Success, 38 ~ 41, differs from Chang on de-
cisive points, such as the social status of those who purchased degrees and
holders of elementary degrees. As he has little information on the economic
status, the book makes very little contribution to problems raised here. His
discussion of wealth as an aspect of social mobility limits itself to the sec-
ondary problem of mercantile wealth, saying almost nothing about landed
wealth.

On this and other questions I am happy to acknowledge a special debt
to Owen Lattimore, who gave me detailed written comments on an earlier
version of this chapter. A few of these that struck me as very penetrating
after I had read several additional sources have been incorporated almost
verbatim in my text. Since the evidence elsewhere seems to me to point in
a different direction, the usual exculpating phrase that he bears no responsi-
bility for views expressed here accurately reflects the real situation.

71 have been unable to uncover any monographic treatment. A brief
historical and geographical treatment may be found in Ho, Population, 217~
226. Note also Chang, Income, 127; Hsiao, Rural China, 384, 385, 389. Hsiao
has combed through an.enormous mass of material, much of it from local
gazetteers, excerpted it, and arranged it in some sort of order with a mini-
mum of comment and a maximum of direct quotation. The effect is roughly
similar to a clipping file from newspapers and travellers’ remarks on the
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‘was undoubtedly a more prominent figure in some areas than in
others, furnished the land, and the peasants furnished the labor. The
crop was divided between the two. Since the landlord hardly pro-
duced land in the same way that a peasant produced labor, we al-
ready have one good clue to the services provided by the Imperial
bureaucracy: it guaranteed his control over the land.® A rich peas-
ant who did not have any pretensions to academic culture himself,
but who might have hopes for his son, would work in the fields like
any other. But the scholar did not work with his hands. Though the
scholar-landlords lived in the countryside, unlike their English and
German counterparts (even some of their Russian and French
ones), they seemed to have played no part whatever in the actual
work of cultivation, not even a supervisory one.? Their social posi-
tion presents the sharpest of all contrasts to the Japanese overlord,
as we shall see in due course. Many of the differences between the
political fates of China and Japan, in modern times as well as earlier,
may be traced to this distinction.

Though there are frequent references to the buying and selling
of rice on a fairly large scale, it is a safe inference that sharecrop-

shady side of American politics. As long as one remembers that such ma-
terials overemphasize the slightly shady aspect of society — fundamental de-
fects seldom find direct mention except in the occasional remarks of an acute
traveller — such a book is extremely useful, more useful than the attempes
to collect dubious statistics that often conceal the actual workings of the
system. Indeed one could make a case that a book like Hsiao’s provides
better material for the sociologist than many a brilliant monograph which
filters the facts through a thesis, no matter how honest and intelligent the
author. Still, it would be dreadful to have to read many like this one.

8 A Soviet scholar, Khokhlov, “Agrarnye otmosheniya,” 110, claims that
about 1812, eighty percent of the cultivated land was taken up by the upper
classes while the peasants held the remaining twenty percent. Though the
figures are dubious, there seems no reason to doubt that the lion’s share was
in the possession of thq former group.

9-Conceivably this impression might rest on the absence of information.
But the' clan genealogy cited by Chang, Income, 127, above takes it for
granted that management is to be avoided. The attitude toward manual
labor renders it highly unlikely that the scholar could ever show a peasant
how to do a piece of work. As indicated below, the “economic” contribu-
tion of the rich landlord was to wangle favors from the government.
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ping constituted the predominant pattern, with the landlord receiv-
ing his share in grain (rice in the South, wheat and other grains in
the North) rather than in money. Even the Emperor was a super-
landlord who collected grain from his subjects.!® If the Imperial
system relied to such a great extent on collections in kind, we may
be sure that it prevailed quite widely elsewhere. Since a wealthy
landlord would not be able to eat all the rice collected in rents, he
might well sell part of the surplus. But this was a secondary affair
and certainly not the way to make a killing.

Under this arrangement the landlords had a definite interest in
what is loosely called overpopulation. An excess of peasants bid up
the rents for the landlord. If one hungry peasant was willing to bid
half the crop in order to have land to cultivate, a still hungrier one
would be willing to bid a trifle more. Such competition, of course,
was not all there was to the relationship. Both custom and the land-
lord’s own interest in the quality of his tenants prevented him from
tightening the screw as far as possible. Still the landlord’s interest in
having numerous peasants as at least potential tenants was a decisive
element in the situation.

Two features deserve special attention. Population pressure
would serve the landlord’s interests only so long as there was a strong
government to keep order, guarantee his property rights, and en-
sure the collection of his rents. This was the task of the Imperial
bureaucracy. Hence the overpopulation was not a simple arithmetic
ratio between land and men, but in China, as in Japan and India, it
had specific economic and political causes. Secondly, the institu-
tional causes long antedate the Western impact. Imperial concern
lest the rising tide of population might break through the dikes

10In the flourishing days of the Manchu dynasty, government junks
brought it through the Grand Canal, an engineering feat comparable to the
pyramids. The Imperial court, a large number of scholar-officials, and some
of the Imperial military forces, depended heavily on the annual voyage of
the junks for their food supply. Hinton, Grain Tribute System, esp 5, 97.
The system presents a revealing contrast with the supply of grain to the
city of Paris under the corresponding phase of royal absolutism. The Pari-
sian system was quite unorganized, outside of the law and effective adminis-
trative control, and depended almost entirely on the stimulus of a money
economy to private avarice.
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thrown up by Chinese society and sweep away the entire system
began to display itself as early as before the end of the second quar-
ter of the eighteenth century.** Thus the pressure of population on
the land is not, as some Marxists have claimed, merely the conse-
quence of the Western impact, or the prevention of industrializa-
tion, the destruction of native handicrafts, and the consequent
“damming up” the people on the land. All these things happened —
and greatly intensified a situation that already existed. Still the para-
sitic landlord, whom we shall encounter in different forms and at
different stages of development in Japan and India, originated in
China, too, prior to the Western impact.

As already indicated, the landlord depended on the Imperial
bureaucracy to guarantee his property rights and to enforce the
collection of rents in kind or in cash.'? The bureaucracy served his
‘purposes in several other important ways. The landlord had a
strong interest in proper irrigation in order to enable his tenants to
grow good crops. Hence local landlord families were constantly
pressuring the government to construct water-control systems,
something they could do cffectively only if some member had an
academic degree and the official contacts that such a degree made
possible.” This type of wire-pulling appcars to be the main eco-
nomic contribution of the landlord, taking the place of direct super-
vision in the course of the agricultural cycle. Larger projects on a
provincial scale were the work of provincial landlord cliques. Im-
perial projects were the work of still more powerful cliques with a
national vision. As Owen Lattimore has remarked, behind each Im-
perial project was a powerful minister, and behind each minister a
powerful body of landlords. These facts, it seems to me, bring the
notions of water control and Oriental bureaucracy into correct per-
spective.' Secondly, the buréaucracy, rather than land itself, offered

11 Ho, Population, 266~ 268; some illuminating texts are translated in
Lee, Economic History, 416, 417, 419, 420.

12 Detailed information in Hsiao, Rural China, 386 — 395.

33 Hsiao, Rural China, 284 — 287, 292. See also Ch'ti, Local Government,
chap X.

14 See Lattimore, “Industrial Impact on China,” 106 - 107. Chang, In-

come, 49, writing from a viewpoint very different from Lattimore’s, also
stresses the local origin of irrigation works.
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the biggest material prizes.’® In the absence of primogeniture, a
wealthy family might find itself reduced to penury in a few genera-
tions through equal division at inheritance. The main way to pre-
vent this misfortune was to send someone with academic aptitudes
into the bureaucracy. Making his fortune in this way, through for-
mally illegal but socially accepted corruption, this member could
add to the family fortunes.. The practice of buying land as an in-
vestment and retiring to it after a career in office was quite com-
mon. Thus the bureaucracy constituted an alternative way of
squeezing an economic surplus out of the peasants and city dwellers
as well, about whom we shall have more to say shortly. By and
large, bureaucracy seems to have been a more powerful and effec-
tive instrument than landholding, though the one could not exist
without the other. Landed wealth came out of the bureaucracy and
depended on the bureaucracy for its existence. On this score, the
critics of a simplified Marxist view have a strong point. Finally, for
the landlord, Confucian doctrines and the system of examinations
gave legitimacy, at least in his own eyes, to his superior social status
and freedom from manual labor as long as some member of the

15 This is the burden of Chang, Income. The fact that the best pickings
were to be had in the bureaucracy does not contradict the view that land-
ownership constituted the main economic basis of the gentry, since these
pickings, as Chang himself shows, went to a small group. Indeed the same
generalization would apply to Tudor and Stuart England. On p. 147 Chang
asserts that only a small portion of the gentry in the nineteenth century re-
ceived their main income from the land. What his data show are that a
small proportion of the income of the gentry as a whole came from landed
rent, ‘quite a different matter. I find no figures indicating how many of the
gentry were not landowners. Probably there were a substantial number
among the bottom rung, the sheng-yian, whom Ho does not consider as
real gentry. Chang concludes that income from rent may have been some-
where between 34 and 29 percent of the total received by the gentry as a
whole (table 41, p. 329), which is still a sizeable chunk. And as Chang is
careful to point out, the statistics are far from trustworthy.

In any case this is a technical and somewhat secondary point. Landed
property certainly needed the bureaucracy to buttress its rights and often
arose out of a career in the bureaucracy. As far as I am aware, there is no
disagreement on this major point,
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family, or an adopted bright youngster, could manage to acquire a
degree.

In addition to the public works, mainly the irrigation projects
already mentioned, the chief task of the Imperial bureaucracy in
actual practice was keeping the peace and collecting taxes that be-
came transmuted into books, painting, pottry, concubines, and simi-
lar paraphernalia that in other civilizations also make life rather
bearable for the upper classes. The problem of keeping the peace
was in China mainly a domestic one before the Western intrusion,
which began in earnest during the middle of the nineteenth century
when internal decay had already made one of its periodic reappear-
ances.’® On the whole, the foreign threat was limited to periodic
conquests by barbarians. When these had conquered enough terri-
tory and established themselves as a new dynasty, they adapted
themselves to the prevailing social pattern. During the Imperial era,
Chinese rulers did not face the problem of continuous military
competition on more or less equal terms with other rulers. Hence
the standing army did not absorb a large proportion of the society’s
resources nor impose a bias on the development of the state as it did
in France and even more in Prussia. Nor was the problem of keep-
ing the peace one of checking powerful barons at home, though
there were some similarities in a time of decay. Rather, it was
one of not squeezing the peasants so hard that they would run off
and become bandits or feed an insurrection led by dissatisfied ele-
ments in the upper class.

The absence of any effective mechanism to prevent such a
squeeze may have been one of the fundamental structural weak-

16 To discuss the dynastic cycle is beyond the writer’s competence.
Modern sinologists are prone to deny that Chinese history has been funda-
mentally unchanged for two thousand years, asserting that this is an illusion
due to our ignorance. Nevertheless to a nonspecialist it seems quite obvious
that, in comparison with Europe, Chinese civilization did remain largely
static. What changes are there in China comparable to the Western sequence
of city state, world empire, feudalism, royal absolutism, and modern indus-
trial society? Take architecture: is there in China any variety over time com-
parable to the Parthenon, the cathedral at Chartres, Versailles, the
skyscraper?
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nesses of the system. It was in the interests of the dynasty to collect
taxes fairly and efficiently. But it had few means to ensure that this
was done, and very limited personnel. On the other hand, the indi-
vidual official had a strong incentive to line his pockets as best he
could, merely refraining from such flagrant corruption and extor-
tion as to cause a scandal and hence damage his career. This point
deserves closer examination.

In any preindustrial society, the attempt to establish a large-
scale bureaucracy soon runs into the difficulty that it is very hard to
extract enough resources from the population to pay salaries and
thereby make officials dependent on their superiors. The way in
which the rulers try to get around this difficulty has a tremendous
impact on the whole social structure. The French solution was the
sale of offices, the Russian one, suitable to Russia’s huge expanse of
territory, was the granting of estates with serfs in return for service
in tsarist officialdom. The Chinese solution was to permit more or
less open corruption. Max Weber cites an estimate that the extra-
legal income of an official amounted to about four times his regular
salary; a modern investigator comes up with the much higher figure
of some sixteen to nineteen times the regular salary.’” The exact
amount will probably remain an historical secret; we may be content
with the assurance that it was large.

Naturally this practice substantially reduced the effectiveness
of control from the center, which varied a great deal at different
historical periods. The officer at the lowest rung in the ladder, ad-
ministering a hsien, ordinarily comprising one walled city and the
surrounding countiyside, was theoretically in charge of at least
20,000 people and often many more.!® As a temporary sojourner in
the area, the usual term being about three years, he could not pos-
sibly get to know local conditions. If anything were to be done, it
would have to be with the consent and support of local notables,
that is, substantial landholding scholars, who were after all “his kind
of people.” Direct contact with the peasants seems to have been al-

17 Weber, “Konfuzianismus und Taoismus,” I, 344; Chang, Income,

30, 42.
18 Ch'ii, Local governmient, 2.
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most nonexistent. Runners from the magistrate’s office (yamen), a
low class of people debarred from taking the examinations and im-
proving their lot, did the legwork of collecting taxes, taking their
share en route.’® It seems fair to say that the system was highly ex-
ploitative in the strictly objective sense of taking more out of the
society in resources than it put back in the form of services ren-
dered. On the other hand, because it had to be exploitative in order
to work at all, it also had to leave the underlying population very
much to its own devices. There was simply no possibility of reor-
dering the daily life of the people in the way modern totalitarian
regimes do, or even as formally democratic ones to a lesser extent do
in the course of prolonged national emergency. There were futile
attempts to control the life of the people, as will be discussed
shortly. But deliberate cruelty on a massive scale, as compared with
neglect and selfishness, was beyond the range of the system.*’
Before discussing more specific problems connected with the
final agony of this system, it will be well to notice one further
structural feature, partly because of its comparative interest in rela-
tion to Japan. The examination system tended to breed an oversup-
ply of prospective bureaucrats, particularly-in its later years* At
the bottom of the official system of ranking was a large number of
degree candidates (sheng-yiian), a transitional group between those
qualified to hold office and the commoners. Whether they should
be counted as regular members of the gentry or not is a matter of
dispute among specialists. Their difficult position at the bottom of
the ladder of privilege recalls that of the lower ranks of the sawurai
in Japan during the nineteenth century. Both contributed nuclei of
opposition to the prevailing system. While in Japan a significant
minority in this group provided much of the impetus toward mod-

19 Ch'ii, Local government, chap IV, and p. 137.

20 The point cannot be pressed too far. When threatened, individually
or collectively, the Chinese were as capable of terror as anyone else. Frying
alive in oil was one of the punishments I have noticed. See also DeGroot,
Sectarianism and Religious Persecutions, an instructive reaction to early
Western idealization of China.

21 Ho, Ladder of Success, 220 —221.
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ernization, in China this energy mainly dissipated itself in fruitless
revolt and insurrection within the prevailing framework.? Doubt-
less the cramping effect of the examination system was partly re-
sponsible for the difference. Still, the reasons run much” deeper.
They have to do with the way in which Chinese society choked off
modernization until it was too late for piecemeal adoption. To some
of the more recent aspects of this huge problem we may now turn.

2. The Gentry and the World of Commerce

Imperial Chinese society never, created an urban trading and
manufacturing class comparable to that which grew out of the later
stages of feudalism in Western Europe, though at times there were
some starts in this direction. Imperial success in uniting the country
may be advanced as one of the more obvious reasons for the differ-
ence. In Europe the conflict betwcen Pope and Emperor, between
kings and nobles, helped the merchants in the cities to break through
the crust of the traditional agrarian society because they consti-
tuted a valauble source of power in this many-sided competition. It
is noteworthy that in Europe the breakthrough occurred first in
Italy where the feudal system was generally weaker.?? The Chinese
examination system also deflected ambitious individuals away from
-commerce. This aspect is noticeable in one of the later abortive
spurts toward commercial e¢xpansion during the fifteen century. A
‘French historian goes so far as to speak of a “grande bourgeoisie
financiére” competing with the gentry for first place at this time,
but adds significantly that this new bourgeoisie directed its children
toward the examinations.** Another historian makes the interesting
suggestion that the diffusion of printing may have increased the
absorptive capacities of the mandarinate. Printing made it possible
for some of the smaller merchants to acquire sufficient literary cul-
ture to obtain an official post. Though the expense of taking the
examinations remained an important barrier, access to official posts

22 Hsiao, Rural China, 448, 450, 473, 479; Ho, Ladder of Success, 35~

23 See Pirenne, Histoire économique, 365 — 372 for a perceptive survey
of the political factors at the end of the thirteenth century.
24 Maspéro and Escarra, Institutions de la Chine, 131.
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became somewhat easier. He presents some striking evidence of the
attractiveness of the Imperial service. A number of these merchants
castrated themselves in order to become eunuchs and enjoy a posi-
tion close to the throne. Those who castrated themselves enjoyed a
special advantage, since they already had the education ordinary
eunuchs (the main competitors of the scholar-officials at court)
were forbidden to seek.?®

Probing a little deeper, one may readily perceive that money-
making activities represented a dangerous threat to the scholar-
officials because it constituted an alternative ladder of prestige and
an alternative ground of legitimacy for high social status. No
amount of Confucian talk and no amount of sumptuary legislation
could be expected to conceal forever the simple fact that someone
who made lots of money could buy the good things of life, includ-
ing even a substantial measure of deference. If the situation were
allowed to get out of hand, all the painfully acquired classical cul-
ture would become- useless and obsolete. Behind this conflict of
cultures and value systems, and at its very root, were powerful mate-
rial interests. Tradition as such was a feeble barrier to commerce;
those who wanted to could find justification for it in the Confucian
classics.?® At any rate the gentry were perspicacious enough, in the
short run, to see to it that the situation did not get out of hand.
They taxed commerce to absorb the profits for themselves. Or they
turned it into a state monopoly and kept the most lucrative
positions for themselves. The salt trade was the most important mo-
nopoly. The attitude of the officials was mainly exploitative. Com-
merce, like the land, was something to be milked for the benefit of
a cultivated upper class. Once again we see that the Imperial bu-
reaucracy served as an instrument for pumping resources out of the
population and into the hands of the rulers, who remained careful
in the meantime to control any developments that might threaten
their privileges.

With the decay of the Imperial apparatus, noticeable before
the end of the eighteenth century, its capacity to absorb and con-
trol commercial elements inevitably declined. Even if the Imperial

25 Eberhard, Chinas Geschichte, 280 — 282.
26 Chang, Income, 154 ~ 155.
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system had been in full vigor, it could scarcely have resisted the
new forces undermining it. For behind these forces came the mili-
tary and diplomatic thrust of the West, blunted only as the greed
of one power checked the cupidity of its rivals. By the second half
of the nineteenth century, the traditional rule of the scholar-official
had disintegrated in the coastal cities. There a new hybrid society
had already emerged in which power and social position no longer
rested securely in the hands of those with a classical education.?
After the conclusion of the Opium War in 1842, the compradores
spread through all the treaty ports of China. These men served in a
variety of capacities as intermediaries between decaying Chinese
officialdom and the foreign merchants. Their position was ambigu-
ous. By shady methods they could accumulate great fortunes to
live a life of cultivated ease. On the other hand, many Chinese
condemned them as servants of the foreign devils who were de-
stroying the foundations of Chinese society.?® From this point on-
ward, much of China’s social and diplomatic history becomes a
record of Chinese attempts to keep this hybrid society in check
and of contrary efforts by stronger powers to use it as an entering
wedge for their commercial and political interests.

When Chinese industry began on its own in a modest way in
the 1860s, it did so under the long shadow of provincial gentry,
who hoped at this time to turn modern technology to their own
separatist purposes. Military problems were in the forefront, and
the early plants were exclusively military affairs, such as arsenals,
navy yards, and the like. Superficially the situation recalls the
mercantilist era in Western social history because of the rulers’ in-
terest in forms of industry that would enhance their power. The
differences are far more important. In Europe the governments
were strong and getting stronger. In China the Manchu dynasty
was weak. A mercantilist policy in the manner of a Colbert was
impossible because the commercial and industrial element was for-
eign and largely outside Imperial control. The main Chinese push

27 On the whole process, sce Lattimore, “Industrial Impact.”
28 \Vright, Last Stand of Chinese Conservatisin, 84, 146—147; Levy,
and Shih, Chinese Busiuess Class, 24.
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toward industrialization came from provincial foci of power, with
very little from the Imperial government.?® Hence it was more of a
disruptive than a unifying factor. Commercial and industrial ele-
ments on the make can be expected to turn for protection to what-
ever political groups have real power. If it is the king, well and
good; his power will wax. If it is a local official, the opposite will
be true. Marxists make too much of the way Western imperialists
stifled industrial development in China. (Nationalists in India also
use this convenient scapegoat.) None of this could have happened
without prior stifling by purely domestic forces.

Not until 1910 did the Chinese business class begin to show
some definite signs of emerging from official influence and domina-
tion.*® A recent study even gives the impression that the Chinese
merchant was well on the way toward emancipation from depend-
ence on the foreigner by the end of the nineteenth century.®* Still,
the decisive areas remained in foreign hands for much longer. The
whole indigenous commercial and industrial impulse remained
.puny. By the end of the Imperial regime, there were said to be some
20,000 “factories” in China. Of these, only 363 employed mechani-
cal power. The rest used only human or animal power.*

Thus China, like Russia, entered the modern era with a nu-
merically small and politically dependent middle class. This stratum
did not develop an independent ideology of its own as it did in
Western Europe. Nevertheless it played an important part in un-
dermining the mandarin state and creating new political groupings
in the attempt to replace it. The growth of this class along the coast
combined with the breakup of the Empire into regional satrapies in
a way that foreshadowed the combination of “bourgeois” and mili-
tarist roles in the hey-day of .the warlords (roughly 1911 to 1927)
and on into the Kuomintang era. An early example (1870 - 1895)
of this general development is Li Hung-chang, who for twenty-

20 Feuerwerker, China’s Early Industrialization, 1, 12—13; Levy and
Shih, Chinese Business Class, 27, 29.
3¢ Levy and Shih, Chinese Business Class, so.
31 Allen and Donnithorne, Western Enterprise, 37, 49.
82 Feuerwerker, China’s Early Industrialization, s.
S.D.D.—7



17 8 SOCIAL ORIGINS OF DICTATORSHIP AND DEMOCRACY

five years “moved toward single-handed control over foreign af-
fairs, domination of the maritime customs revenue, monopoly of
armaments production, and complete control of the military forces
in the northern half of the empire.”®® Furthermore a substantial
amalgamation gradually took place between sections of the gentry
(and later their successors turned landlords pure and simple) and
urban leaders in trade, finance, and industry.** This amalgam pro-
vided the chief social underpinning of the Kuomintang, an attempt
to revive the essence of the Imperial system, that is, political support
of landlordism with a combination of gangsterism indigenous to
China and a veneer of pseudo-Confucianism that displays interest-
ing resemblances to Western fascism, to be discussed in more detail
later. This combination arose in very large measure out of the gen-
try’s failure to make the transition from preindustrial to commer-
cial forms of farming. The reasons for this failure will now occupy
our attention.

3. The Failure to Adopt Commercial Agriculture

A cuitural and psychological explanation, to the effect that the
methodical pursuit of profit even in agriculture was incompatible
with the Confucian jdeal of stylized leisure, rapidly runs into diffi-
culties. Western scholarship, it seems to me, has overemphasized
the significance of the condescending attitude of the Chinese upper
stratum toward the Western barbarians. As mentioned in the pre-
ceding section, where the Chinese gentry had the opportunity to
take up the technical civilization of the West and even some of its
social habits, there were a number who -did not hesitate to do so.
Writing about the early stage of the Western impact, one careful
scholar noticed that “a conspicuous phase of the period before 1894
was the initiation of industrial and mechanical enterprises by prom-
inent members of the official class, that group ordinarily thought of
in the West as composed of arch conservatives.”* A more recent
student has commented that, among serious Chinese thinkers of the
189o0s, the study of Western technology was considered almost a

# Cf Feuerwerker, China’s Early Industrialization, 13.

34 Levy and Shih, Chinese Business Class, s0; Lang, Chinese Family, 97.
#5 Cameron, Reform Movenent, 11.
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panacea for China’s economic backwardness.®® If there was some
cultural barrier to technical improvement, it does not seem that it
could have been an insuperable one. Since the Chinese upper class
did display considerable interest in technology for military and in-
dustrial purposes, one might expect a fortiori that they would dis-
play an even greater interest in regard to agriculture because it was
so central to their whole way of life. (We may be practically cer-
tain that such an explanation would have been presented if tech-
nically advanced commercial agriculture had taken hold.) Instead,
with a few random exceptlons, confined to programmatic state-
ments, they dxsplaycd no such interest.*

A more convincing explanation may be constructed ffom an
examination of the material and political conditions that existed in
China at the time that the modern world made its impact. Although
cities existed in China, there was no rapidly growing urban popula-
tion with at least moderately diffused and increasing prosperity that
could act as-a stimulus to rationalized production for the market.
To judge from the situation at a later date, the proximity of a town
or city mainly served to stimulate peasant truck gardening, the
cultivation of fruit and vegetables that could be taken into the mar-
ket by hand. Imperial policy in the early and vigorous days of the
dynasty may have opposed the formation of large landed estates.
In the second half of the nineteenth century, such big estates did
dominate parts of the Empire.®® Although the point would bear
further investigation, it seems that a big estate was often simply an
agglomeration of small properties, that is, composed of more peas-
ants who therefore gave the proprietor a larger aggregate rent.

Here we approach the nub of the matter. The Chinese land-
lord-tenant relationship was a political device for squeezing an eco-
nomic surplus out of the peasant and turning it into the amenities
of civilization. (What the peasant did and did not get out of the
relationship is an important aspect that we may neglect for the

36 Fenerwerker, China’s Early Industrialization, 37.

37Feuerwerker, China’s Early Industrialization, 34.

88 Jamieson et al, “Tenure of Land in China,” 100, mentions huge hold-
ings in Kiangsu. Khokhlov, “Agrarnye otnosheniya,” 110, asserts that in the
beginning of the nineteenth century they existed nearly everywhere..
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moment.) In the absence of a big urban market, there was little
reason to change it, perhaps even less possibility of doing so. Am-
bitious and energetic individuals under the Empire got themselves
a bureaucratic post in order to add to the family acres.

Chinese agriculture did not, of course, remain entirely static
during the latter part of the nineteenth century and the first dec-
ades of the twentieth. As urban life increased, it had far-reaching
effects on the agrarian sector, some of which have already come
to our attention, while others will do so subsequently. Here we
need to notice only one salient point. Under the conditions of a
simple technology and abundant labor, there was no need for a
Chinese landowner to rationalize production on his farm to produce
for the urban-market. If his farm were in the neighborhood of a
city, it was much simpler and easier for him to sit back and rent his
-land to peasant tenants, letting the competition for land drive up
his income with very little effort on his part. Similarly, the more
prosperous town dwellers could easily find a profitable investment
in land. Economically this process meant the growth of absentee
landlordism near the cities. Sociologically it contributed to the par-
tial fusion -of sections of ‘the former gentry and the wealthier ele-
ments in the cities. But this situation could be stable only as long as
political methods could be found to keep the peasants at work and
collect rents from them. In the not-so-long run, this problem was to
prove insoluble.

Thus it does not appear that any innate lack of adaptability pre-
vented the Chinese gentry from making a successful transition to
the modern world. More important was the lack of incentive and
the presence in this historical situation of other and readier alterna-
tives. For much of the time there was not enough of a market to
make the effort worthwhile. When and where the market did ap-
pear, it turned the gentry into renmtiers with political connections
rather than into agrarian entrepreneurs. Only a minority made this
step. But this minority formed the leading edge of a powerful his-
torical trend. Given the conditions that they faced, it is very diffi-
cult to see what else they could have done. Like the decline of any
ruling class, the fate of the Chinese gentry, far from the most un-.
attractive ruling class in history, has its share of tragedy.



The Decay of Imperial China and the Origins of Commuunism 181

4. Collapse of the Imperial System and the Rise of the Warlords

In all the major countries of Europe the struggle between the
nobility and the crown was for a very long time one of the decisive
elements of politics. Everywhere, even in Russia, one may perceive
at some point the development of estates, what German historians
call Stinde, status groups with a substantial degree of corporate
identity and publicly recognized immunities that they defended
jealously against other groups and especially against the crown.
The onset of modernization affected this struggle in a variety of
ways depending on the time and situation in which it began. In
England it was favorable to the development of parliamentary de-
mocracy; on the continent, it was much less so or even generally
unfavorable, though there was usually at some point an aristocratic
liberal opposition.

During the period under discussion, the Chinese landed upper
classes did not develop any significant principled opposition to the
Imperial system. There were no doubt some who took up'Western
parliamentary notions as an intellectual plaything, but there was no
political movement of opposition with substantial roots in Chinese
conditions, Some circumstances favoring such a development were
present. The Chinese official class — here I speak of degree holders
whether landlords or not — had a strong sense of corporate identity,
as well as privileges and immunities recognized by the Emperor and '
to a considerable extent by wide sections of the public.?® In Europe
under feudalism aristocrats created privileges, immunities, and a
sense of corporate identity, institutions that some historians regard
as a major part of the impulse that culminated in parliamentary
democracy. In China any such impulse faced much greater ob-
stacles. Landed property in Chinese society would not easily serve
as a basis for political power separate. from the political mechanism
that made it pay. The Imperial system was not only a way of mak-
ing property pay, it was a way of getting property too.

39 Good brief summary in Chii, Local Government, 173 -.175. Ho,
Ladder of Success, 99, asserts that members of the same examination class
called one another brothers and that this fictive kinship relationship often
passed on to the next generation.
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The fact that circumstances generally precluded the emer-
gence of a liberal aristocratic opposition decreased the flexibility of
China’s response to a totally novel historical challenge and helps to
explain one new feature that we encounter in the Chinese case, the
nearly complete disintegration of the central government. A re-
gime, many of whose key features had lasted for centuries, simply
fell apart in less than a hundred years under the impact of West-
ern blows,

There was to be sure a brief period in the Russian response to
somewhat similar stresses when the central government in effect
disappeared. But in Russia, from the perspective of fundamental
social trends, this period of collapse was scarcely more than an
episode. In China, on the other hand, the final period of near an-
archy lasted much longer. As a minimum, one might date it from
the proclamation of the Republic in 1911 to the formal victory of
the Kuomintang in 1927. The latter initiated a weak reactionary
phase, to be discussed in more detail below, that also differs from
the Russian experience since it followed rather than antedated the
collapse. In this section I shall try to point out some of the reasons
for. the disintegration and draw attention to the ways in which the
upper strata managed to save themselves as the old building broke
into pieces over their heads.

A serious dilemma faced the Manchu government during the
last half century of its rule. On the one hand, it needed greater
revenue to put down internal rebellion and face foreign enemies.
On the other hand, it could not obtain this revenue without de-
stroying the whole system of gentry privileges. To raise adequate
Tevenue would haye required the encouragement of commerce and
industry. The fact that foreigners managed the customs made such
a policy even more difficult. Raising the government’s revenues
would also have made necessary the introduction of an efficient
system of taxation and putting an end to the officials’ habit of pock-
eting the lion’s share of what the government took from its sub-
jects. Thus the government would have had to eliminate a major
source of the gentry’s income and encourage the growth of a social
class that inevitably would have competed more and more success-
fully with the gentry. As long as the government itself rested on



The Decay of Imperial China and the Origins of Conmmunism 183

the gentry, such a course was most unlikely.** A shrewd and pow-
erful ruler such as Bismarck can afford to alienate substantial seg-
ments of his support in the course of pursuing policies that he hopes
will bring greater benefits and more powerful underpinning for the
regime. To win such a gamble assures the statesman a prominent
place in history textbooks, the “judgment of history” to which all
politicians appeal. No ruler can simply dispense with his main body
of support and ask it to commit political suicide.

Tosay that successful reform in nineteenth-century China was
unlikely under the circumstances does not imply that the govern-
ment failed to make any efforts. Neither the government nor the
gentry let themselves drift down the tide of history. There were
attempts at reform, whose failure serves to bring out the formidable
obstacles the rulers faced.

The most energetic effort, described by Mary C. Wright in an
illuminating monograph, lasted a dozen years from 1862 to 1874
and is known as the T’ung-chih Restoration. The distinguished
officials who led the movement met the problems of internal rebel-
lion and foreign aggression with a resolute backward-looking pol-
icy. One of their main policies consisted in efforts to strengthen the
position of the gentry. They scrupulously respected its legal and
economic privileges, restored the status quo ante in land titles where
revolution had upset them, and used tax relief primarily for the
relief of landlords. Trade and commerce they treated as “parasitic
excrescences” on an ordered agrarian society.** By no means alto-
gether oblivious of the economic and social problems of their so-
ciety, they spoke mainly in ethical terms of finding the “right”
man with the “right” character to do the “right” thing, “right” of
course being defined in Confucian terms. Such an upsurge of tradi-
tional rhetoric often occurs when a ruling class finds itself in a
tight corner. Though the T’ung-chih Restoration succeeded for
the moment, this very success may have hastened the ultimate end
by temporarily strengthening those forces most opposed to a funda-

40See Wright, Last Stand, 184 —190; Cameron, Reform Movement,
163; Morse, Trade and Administration in which chap IV is well worth
reading.

41 Wright, Last Stand, 129, 167.
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mental readjustment of Chinese society. In this way, Restoration
statesmen may have contributed to the violent overthrow of the
class and social institutions they sought to restore.

The flurry of reforms under the Dowager Empress in the
opening years of the twentieth century were of a different charac-
ter and bring out another aspect of the problem. Her attempts to
modernize the educational system and to abolish the examination
system we can only mention. There followed in 1906 the throne’s
Proclamation of adherence to the principle of constitutional gov-
ernment, though the principle was not to be put into effect until the
country was ready. Along with this, she proposed and made some
energetic attempts to carry out a reform of the bureaucracy. When
her plans ran into stubborn opposition, she dismissed four of her
six ministers in the Grand Council, showing she meant business.*?
Though this spurt of reforming energy came to nothing, though it
stands in almost ludicrous contrast with the earlier behavior of this
irascible archreactionary and skilled intriguer, to dismiss it with a
smile as a meaningless gesture would be to misinterpret a revealing
episode. The pattern of her actions strongly suggests that her real
goal was the establishment of a strong centralized bureaucratic
government over which she would be able to exercise direct per-
sonal control, roughly along the lines of a Germany or a Japan,*®

The main point for our purpose is that the social basis for such
a regime was lacking in China — even more lacking than in Russia,
The central feature of such regimes, as shown also by the experi-
ence of Italy and Spain, is a coalition between sections of the old
agrarian ruling classes that have considerable political power and'a
shaky economic position with an emerging commercial and indus-
trial élite with some economic power but political and social dis-
advantages. In China at this time, native urban commercial groups
were not strong enough to provide a useful partner for such an
alliance. A quarter of a century was to elapse before such an at-

42 Cameron, Reform, 103, 105. See also Bland and Backhouse, China,
431 -432.

43 For further evidence on this point, see her decree of January 21,
1901, quoted by Bland and Backhouse, China, 419 — 424, esp 423.
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tempt at reaction could be carried out under new auspices, those of
the Kuomintang, with at least some prospect of success.

The ground had been prepared during the latter third of the
nineteenth century when important changes in the character and
position of the gentry were taking place. The Confucian scholarly
ideal, and with it the traditional system of status in China as a
whole, had been crumbling away as the material basis of the
scholar-official’s role and its significance in Chinese society steadily
diminished. We have already had occasion to notice the govern-
ment’s awkward predicament — caught between the need for addi-
tional revenue and fear of damaging the gentry’s position. The
expedients to which it resorted contributed to the ultimate col-
lapse of the regime.

In its search for revenue, after the Taiping Rebellion (1850 —
1866) had devastated huge areas of China, the government opened
somewhat wider the back door to service in the state, allowing
more persons to purchase rank instead of obtaining it through the
regular route of examinations.** Though new and wealthy recruits
did not swamp the hierarchy, the prestige of the examination was
almost certainly reduced and a major prop of the old regime severely
damaged. The formal abolition of the examination system, after
attempts to modernize it that did no more than antagonize tradi-
tional scholars fearful that their skills were becoming obsolete, took
place by proclamation in 19os. As there was nothing to put in its
place, the system tottered along for a few years under its own
momentum.

As the possibility of exercising the traditional role of the
scholar declined and the power of the central government weak-
ened, the gentry took control of local affairs more and more into
their own hands, foreshadowing the long period of chaos and in-
ternecine warfare that did not really come to an end until the Com-
munist victory in 1949. In many parts of the country, the gentry
simply collected their own taxes and forbade others to pay them to
the central government.> By establishing the famous likin, a tax

44 Chang, Chinese Gentry, 111, 141; for a different assessment of the
character of the “irregulars,” see Ho, Ladder of Success, 38 — 41.
45 Chang, Chinese Gentry, 46, 66, 70.
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collected from shopkeepers and travelling merchants, the Imperial
government intensified disruptive trends. The tax was an emer-
gency measure to raise funds needed as a result of the Taiping Re-
bellion that it could not collect through traditional methods. It is
scarcely surprising that several Restoration leaders favored the likin
in preference to a heavier tax on land.*® Control of the tax fell out
of the hands of the Imperial government, while the tax itself re-
mained to help provide an economic base for new regional authori-
ties, prototypes of the warlord era.*’

The end of the Manchu dynasty in 1911 and the proclamation
of the Republic in 1912 merely gave oblique constitutional recogni-
tion to the fact that real power had passed into the hands of the
local satraps where it would remain for at least another decade and
a half. During this period, important sections of what had been the
gentry clung to power either by turning into warlords or by ally-
ing themselves with individual militarists. The whole social and cul-
tural apparatus that had given them legitimacy was smashed beyond
hope of repair. Their successors were to be landlords pure and
simple, gangsters, or a combination of the two, a tendency that lay
just below the surface in Imperial times.

There was a symbiotic relationship between the landlord and
the warlord gangster. It appears most clearly in the workings of the
system of requisitions, taxes in labor and kind, which continued to
be the chief way to compel the peasantry to support the élites in
the countryside. Merchants too played their part, foreshadowing
the coalition between commercial groups and landlords that under-
lay the Kuomintang.

Theoretically;, military requisitions were based on the land tax.
The system was highly flexible, mainly t6 the disadvantage of the
peasant, who lost much of what protection he once had from Im-
perial officials and the code of limited “legitimate” exploitation, a
deterioration that had already been taking place for some time. An
original assessment of two catties of flour might become two and a
half, three catties of hay might turn into six, four carts into sixteen,
and so on. Grain dealers in collusion with requisition collectors and

48 Wright, Last Stand, 168 — 160.
47 Beal, Origin of Likin, 41 — 44; cf Chang, Chinese Gentry, 69.
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often acting as agents of landlords could make a profit by paying
the sum when due and then raising the prices of grain, sharing the
difference between the fixed and the market price. Sometimes col-
lections would be made continuous even though troops had moved
away. Larger landholders, often militarists themselves, generally
made their tenants pay the requisitions for them.*® Though I sus-
pect that the sources from which this information has been gleaned
may exaggerate peasant distress, there can be no doubt about the
existence of appalling man-made suffering.

Leaving the position of the peasantry aside for discussion at an
appropriate point, we may notice certain more general features of
the warlord era. The system of requisitions represented a continua-
tion of the gentry’s relation to politics under the mandarinate,
whereby political power begat and supported economic power to
generate political power once more. With the disappearance of the
central government, the landed upper class lost one of the main
mechanisms that had helped to keep Chinese society in its ancient
mold, if by no means unmarred by serious cracks and rifts. In ear-
lier ages, according to some authorities, the society had recovered
as the gentry and the peasants worked out a new modus vivendi and
a new and vigorous dynasty came to power. In the twentieth cen-
tury new forces were at work, and the successors to the old ruling
class would turn without success to new allies. That is the tale of
the Kuomintang, to whose fate we may now turn.

s. The Kuomintang Interlude and its Meaning

By the 1920s, commercial and industrial interests had become a
significant factor in Chinese political and social life, though their
continuing dependence upon both the foreigner and their subordi-
nation to agrarian interests forced them to play a very different
role from their Western European counterpart. In- the meantime,’
as will appear in more detail shortly, a numerically small but po-
litically significant sector of the landlords near the port cities had
begun to amalgamate with this class and turn into rentiers. The

48 Agrarian China, 101 - 109. The article from which this is taken ap-

peared in 1931. Despite a primitive Marxist bias in many of these studies this
is a useful source of information on a little-known period.
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urban workers too had made their appearance on the historical
stage in a stormy and violent fashion.

It was in this situation that the Kuomintang became active,
The story of its rise to power has been told too often to bear
detailed repetition here.*® Though still somewhat clouded in con-
troversy, the essential points for our purpose appear to be the fol-
lowing ones.

With important native Communist and Soviet assistance, the
Kuomintang by late 1927 had won control of a substantial part of
China, working out from its base in the south. Up to this moment,
its success had been mainly due to its ability to harness and ride the
tides of discontent among the peasants and the workers. Thus the
Kuomintang’s social program distinguished it from the warlords
and gave it an advantage over them. For a time, hopes ran high that
the Kuomintang’s military force might overcome the warlords and
unify China on the basis of a revolutionary program.

Such was not to be the case, though formal unification did
occur. The Kuomintang’s partial success brought to the surface
Jatent conflicts among the disparate elements that a program of na-
tionalist unification had temporarily brought together. The landed
upper classes; who provided officers for the military force, became
increasingly nervous lest the peasants might get out of hand. Ironi-
cally enough the Chinese Communists, under some prodding from
Moscow, supported the successors to the gentry at this juncture on
the ground that the national revolution took precedence over the
social one.® The role of the urban merchants and financiers is less
clear.™ But they could scarcely have been any happier than the
gentry about the prospect of a Kuomintang victory with a left-
wing program.

49 Holcombe, Chinese Revolution, is a pioneering study. Isaacs,
Tragedy of the Revolution, seems to me the best general account. Schwartz,
Chinese Communism, and Brandt, Stalin’s Failure, throw additional light
on Russian and Chinese Communist actions during this period.

50 Brandt, Stalin’s Failure, 106 - 107, 125.

51 A journalist asserts that Chiang obtained the promise of heavy fi-
nancial support from leading bankers and merchants i Shanghai who
agreed to raise the money on the understanding that the new government
was to be definitely anti-Communist. See Berkov, Strong Man of China, 64.
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In these circumstances, Chiang Kai-shek, who had firm control
over an important section of the military forces, managed to dis-
associate himself from the revolution, amid a welter of intrigue and
by a series of military coups. Toward the end of this disengagement
Chiang turned upon the workers in the classic pattern of the agrar-
ian-bourgeois alliance. On April 12, 1927, his agents, together with
others on the spot, including French, British, and Japanese police
and military. forces, carried out a mass slaughter of workers, intel-
lectuals, and others accused of sympathizing with the Communists.52
Chiang and his military machine were not, however, a mere passive
instrument of this alliance. He also turned on the capitalist elements
themselves, subjecting them to confiscation and compulsory loans,
amid threats of prison and execution.®®

Chiang’s victory inaugurated a new phase in Chinese politics.
Both in word and deed, the Kuomintang gave priority to national
unification as something that had to precede political and agrarian
reform. In reality this meant the search for a solution to the agrar-
ian problem through military force, that is, the suppression of
banditry and communism. It is too much to assert that this prospect
was hopeless from the start. Modernization did take place under
reactionary auspices and with a substantial dose of repression in
Japan as well as in Germany, the latter a country that also faced
the task of national unification. Nevertheless the problems facing
China were vastly more difficult.

To specify the agrarian aspects in any detail soon runs into
gaps in the data, especially the almost complete absence of depend-
able statistics, lacunae far wider in the case of China than the other
countries studied for this book. Nevertheless the main outlines of
the problem are quite clear. The first point that deserves to be made
is a negative one. Except perhaps in some areas, China, after the
First World War, was not a country where a class of aristocratic
owners of huge latifundia exploited a mass of poor peasants and
landless laborers. To emphasize this fact, however, would seriously
distort the image of what was actually taking place. Under the

52 Isaacs, Tragedy of the Revolution, chap 11. The role of foreign
forces is described on p. 180.
53 Isaacs, Tragedy of the Revolution, 181.
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impact of advancing commerce and industry, China was steadily
moving toward a system of absentee ownership with increasing
differences in wealth. This change was most marked in the coastal
areas, especially near large cities. In many parts of the interior, too,
tenancy problems were acute, though there they seem rather the
legacy of former practices than the consequences of new forces.™
That Chinese agriculture involved tremendous amounts of human
labor and very little in the way of expensive implements or live-
stock —a few rich families in the wheat-growing North did have
horses —is a fact so well known as scarcely to bear repeating. As
usual, Tawney puts the point in its political and social context, in
rolling classical prose. The distinctive note of Chinese agriculture,
he observes, was “economy of space, economy of materials, econ-
omy of implements, economy of fodder, economy of fuel, econ-
omy of waste products, economy of everything except of forests,
which have been plundered, with prodigal recklessness, to the ruin
of the soil, and of the labor of human beings, whom social habits
have made abundant and abundance cheap.”%

In the absence of a tradition of privileged feudal estates, the
relationship between landlord and tenant contained strong elements
of a business contract. But it was still a preindustrial business con-
tract heavily flavored by local custom. Thus the statistical category
of tenancy covered a wide variety of situations. Some landlords
who had overburdened themselves with debt in buying land might
be worse off than many tenants. On the other hand, those who
rented land might be either well-to-do persons with spare cash and
implements, or else poor peasants with little or no land, whose least
misfortune might put them under conditions approaching slavery.®
Considerations such as these show the difficulty of connecting the
specific terms landlord and peasant to any general notion of social
classes. Still one must not fall victim to the opposite illusion: that

5¢ Tawney, Land and Labour, is by far the best account. Buck, Land
Utilization, does contain some useful statistical information gathered under
Buck’s direction.

58 Tawney, Land and Labour, 48.

56 Tawney, Land and Labour, 63, 65; China-U.S. Agricultural Mission,
Report, §3; Agrarian China, 9.
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one cannot speak of social classes because the statistical data fail to
bring them out clearly. The extent to which there was an explosive
class struggle in the countryside is a more complicated problem to
which we shall come in due course. g

A few statistical estimates are worth bringing to the reader’s
attention. By the end of the first quarter of the twentieth century,
land in China had become almost entirely private property. The
State held only about seven percent. Almost all of the remaining
ninety-three percent was in the hands of individuals. Of this about
three-quarters was owned by the farmer himself, and about one-
fourth rented.®” At first glance, such figures would seem to indicate
that tenancy was not a serious problem. A breakdown by regions
tells a different story. In the wheat’growing regions of the North,
ownership accounted for about seven-eighths of the land, according
to the most dependable estimate.®® Such tenancy as there was often
took the form of share renting, generally preferred by tenants in
areas where there was great risk from flood or drought.”® In.the
light of subsequent Communist entrenchment in many parts of the
North, I am suspicious of these statistics but unable to do more than
state the existence of the problem. According to one source, land-
lordism was clearly rampant and deep rooted in the social structure
of an area in northeastern China later under Communist control.®
In the South, particularly in the rice-growing areas, the landlord
was a much more important figure. Over several provinces, the area
of rented land came to forty percent and more, though in the rice
region as a whole three-fifths of the land was still owned.** Near

57 Buck, Land Utilization, 9. Compare China-U.S. Agricultural Mission,
Report, 17.

58 Buck, Land Utilization, 194.

50 China-U.S. Agricultural Mission, Report, 55.

80 Crook and Crook, Revolution in a Chinese Village, 3, 12, 13, 27 - 28.
This study, conducted by a Canadian and an Englishman under Communist
auspices in 1948 has the advantage of being less inhibited about the seamy
side of Kuomintang rule. Though the authors maintain standards of scien-
tific objectivity and the book is in no sense a Communist tract, I sense that
they have accepted somewhat uncritically the Communist version of the
recent past in the village.

81 Buck, Land Utilization, 194, map on 195.
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the big cities, occupying ownership was rare inceed. Here the ab-
sentee landlord, collecting rents chiefly in cash, had become the
characteristic figure by the late 1920s if not earlier.®® Thus the map
tells a familiar historical story, that of a society in which commer-
cial influences were eating away at the peasant proprietorship and
concentrating wealth in the hands of a new social formation, a fu-
sion between parts of the old ruling class and new elements rising
in the cities.

As this fusion formed the main social basis of the Kuomintang,
its agrarian policy was one of trying to maintain or restore the
status quo. In addition, the presence of the Communist rival with
de facto independence tended to polarize the situation and make
Kuomintang policy more reactionary and oppressive. An American
scholar sympathetic to the Kuomintang offers this general charac-
terization: “The Communists act as the inheritors to temporarily
fanatical peasant rebellions: the National Government and the
Kuomintang to ascendant mandarinates.”® Certainly not the whole
story, the appraisal is nevertheless an accurate one. Elsewhere the
same scholar writes on the basis of direct observation:

Since [the Kuomintang] . . . does not promote rural class war-
fare, pre-existing class relationships continue. The Party and the
Government have sought, not always efficiently or faithfully to
the #th degree to carry out the programs of land reform. . . . The
Kuomintang has tolerated widespread sharecropping, land destitu-
tion, usury, and rural despotism — because it found these in exist-
ence, and was preoccupied with building a national government,
a modern army, adequate finance, and with eradicating some of the
worst evils, such as opium, bandits, and Communists. . . .84

In this passage the author accepts at face value the Kuomintang
statements about the reasons for their policy. Nevertheless the
passage is important testimony from a witness friendly to the
Kuomintang to the effect that their policy was one of maintaining

82 Tawney, Land and Labour, 37 - 38; China-U.S. Agricultural Mission,
Report, 55.

63 Linebarger, China of Chiang, 233.

64 Linebarger, China of Chiang; 147 — 148.
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the status quo in'the countryside, in itself a form of class warfare.

The Kuomintang’s inability to carry out a serious overhauling
of agrarian relations does not mean that there was no improvement
at all. From time to txme, the Kuommtang issued decrees and pro-
nouncements aimed at improving the condition of the peasantry. es
In some areas, such as Szechuan, there was probably real improve-
ment, as the rule of the Kuomintang replaced the exactions of the
‘warlord.®® In a number of areas, according to an American official
report, landlords received an average of one-third of the gross farm
receipts, or slightly less than the 37.5 percent set at one time as a
ceiling by the Communists and by the Kuomintang in its legisla-
tion.”” Liberal elements were able to promote efforts at gradual
reform, such as the rural reconstruction movement, that were
tolerated as long as they remained “politically ‘innocuous.” The
purpose of the reconstruction movement was “to improve the en-
tire community without revolutionizing its class structure.”®® Simi-
lar was the “living social laboratory” of Ting Hsien, a’ northern
district of 400,000 people where for the first time intellectuals went
deliberately to the people.®®

The point that emerges most clearly from both friendly and
hostile testimony is that the Kuomintang’s reforms were window
dressing inasmuch as they stopped short of altering the élites’ con-
trol of local life. In areas untouched by attempted reform, there
was no question about their retention of power. Even as friendly
a source as Linebarger observes that “Many hsien are under local
machines which permit wealthy conservatives to evade tax pay-
ments, steal government funds, and repress genuine farmer organ-

8 Some of these are summarized in Lamb, Agrarian Movement, 45—
46, 78 - 79.

88 Linebarger, China of Chiang, 2212.

67 China-U.S. Agricultural Mission, Report, 56, The date of the Kuo~
mintang legislation is not given.

68 Linebarger, China of Chiang, 220-221. The characterization is
Linebarger’s.

9 Linebarger, China of Chiang; 218 - 219. See also the report on this
community by Gamble, Ting Hsien. It may be significant that the social
structure of this community is scarcely visible behind the mass of statistical
data in this study.
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ization.”™ Over wide areas of China, the end of the Imperial regime
did not produce fundamental changes in the political and economic
role of the landed upper classes. They continued to behave in the
same fashion in the loosely unified satrapies of the Kuomintang as
they had under the warlords and under the Manchus. Sources criti-
cal of the Kuomintang bring this point out even more clearly. Dis-
cussing a revision of land legislation issued by the Kuomintang in
1937, whose purpose was the encouragement of peasant farms, one
Chinese writer observes that political power in the village remained
in the hands of the former gentry. “It cannot therefore be expected
that these gentlemen will carry out with any degree of faithfulness
the rental policies of a new law which would tend to loosen the
economic strong stranglehold they have on the peasantry.”™ Simi-
larly a study of local government showed that elective procedures
had not been put into effect at the bsien (or county) level in most
provinces, due not only to the continuing turbulence of the times,
but also to sabotage of the procedures by both local and higher offi-
cials of the government.”? Often landlords, according to another
source, threatened to accuse tenants who insisted on rent reduction
of being Communists, for which they could be arrested.”™

The situation, of course, almost certainly was not as bad every-
where as these scattered criticisms might suggest. That they could
be published at all in the early to midthirties is in itself a significant
fact, especially when one recalls Chiang’s bloody repression a few
years before. Anthropological studies of several Chinese communi-
ties during this period indicate that patriarchal attitudes and insti-
tutions continued in many places to hold the grosser forms of
exploitation in ‘check. As part of the same picture, however, they
document the continuity of ex-gentry rule at the local level. Thus
they reenforce the conclusion that the Kuomintang agrarian policy
amounted to an effort to retain the old order.

There were important regional variations in the extent to

7 China of Chiang, 220.

-1 Agrarian China, 155, quoting an article published in 1937.

72See Shen, “Local Government,” 19o-191, 193, for an instructive
episode.

8 Agrarian China, 147. The original article appeared in 1932.
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which older institutions survived into the Kuomintang period. As
already noted, these regional differences reflect successive stages of
historical development. In some remote interior villages, by accept-
ing what would seem to Westerners an abysmally low standard of
living, a few leading families could still take on some of the traits
of a leisure class, such as freedom from physical labor and adher-
ence to a philosophy of contentment, aided in some instances by
opium smoking, though they fell far short of the ideal of the classi-
cally educated gentry.™ At the opposite end of the scale would be
a village near a big city where traces of the former gentry had
practically disappeared but where absentee landlords from the city
had come to own two-thirds of the subsoil, leaving “ownership” of
the surface soil to the cultivator.” In another village, however, not
far from Nanking, studied just prior to the Communist takeover,
the survival of the former ruling class and some of the same meth-
ods of maintaining its position appear much more clearly. There
the status of a “gentleman” was one that only affluent landlords
held. There too, however, the landlords’ power reached only as far
as the local garrison could extend its protection, a significant sign
of the times. Areas on the edge of the county, removed from the
police power of the town “defied the landlords and paid no rent.””®
These facts tell us a great deal about the real relation between mili-
tary force, the bourgeoisie, and the wealthy landlords or neo-gentry
during the latter part of the Kuomintang period.”

Still more evidence on the survival of the former landed upper
classes and their continuing political importance comes from the
strategic policies of the Kuomintang prior to and during the war
with Japan. It is well known that commercial and industrial inter-

74 For an example see Fei and Chang, Earthbound China, 19, 81 -84, 92.

8 See the pioneering study carried out by Fei during the 1930s, Peasant
Life, 9— 10, 185, 191. On the significance of. dual ownership of the soil Fei
agrees with Tawney, Land and Labour, 36 — 38.

70 Fried, Fabric of Chinese Society, 7, 17, 101, 196.

“77 For further information on the survival of the former ruling class in
new circumstances see M. C. Yang, Chinese Village, 1, 183 — 186. In another
village, near Canton, according to C. K. Yang, Village in Transition, 19,
there was one unemployed teacher of traditional learning. Large landlords
lived in the city and took no part in agricultural work.
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ests failed to register significant advances under the Kuomintang.
At first glance, this fact might seem attributable to the Japanese
blockade and occupation. But this can scarcely be the whole story
since the blockade began only in 1937. A significant factor appears
to have been the continuing agrarian opposition to China’s trans-
formation into an industrial power. A military historian without the
remotest Marxist sympathies notes that, before the war began,
China preferred to import whatever equipment seemed indispensa-
ble rather than to build up a native industrial base.”™ Tactics on the
battlefield likewise reflected China’s social structure, though Liu
‘does not draw this fairly obvious conclusion. In the absence of
superior weapons, China simply used masses of peasant manpower,
‘urging her soldiers to be brave in the defense of the country. This
“death-stand” attitude resulted in enormous casualties. The battles
of 1940 alone are said to have cost the Chinese 28 percent of their
forces. The same source estimates that an average of 23 percent of
all the able-bodied men drafted in the 8 years of war were casual-
ties.” One might object that any preindustrial state caught in the
same situation would have suffered approximately the same ex-
perience. This objection, I think, misses the main point: China re-
mained preindustrial largely because the successors to the gentry
retained the substance of political control.

Let us now change our focus and look at the Kuomintang
regime from the standpoint of comparative institutional history. As
we step back from the details (though we would like to have many
more accurate ones than we do), the two decades of Kuomintang
rule take on some of the essential characteristics of the reactionary
phase of the European response to industrialism, including impor-
tant totalitarian features. The main social basis of the Kuomintang,
as we have already seen, was a coalition, or perhaps better, a form
of antagonistic cooperation between the successors to the gentry
and urban commercial, financial, and industrial interests. The
Kuomintang, through its control of the means of violence, served
as the link that held the coalition together. At the same time its
control of violence enabled it to blackmail the urban capitalist

8 Liu, Military History, 155.

® Military History, 145.
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sector and to operate the machinery of government both directly
and indirectly. In both these respects the Kuomintang resembled
Hitler's NSDAP.

There are, however, important differences in both the social
bases and the historical circumstances that distinguish the Kuomin-
tang from its European counterparts. These differences help to ac-
count for the relatively feeble character of the Chinese reactionary
phase. An obvious one is the absence of a strong industrial base in
China. Correspondingly, the capitalist element was very much
weaker. It is a safe guess that the Japanese occupation of the coastal
cities reduced the influence of this group even further. Finally, the
Japanese invasion, though it provided a direct target for nationalist
sentiment, effectively prevented China’s reactionary phase from be-
coming one of foreign expansion, such as took place under German,
Italian, and Japanese fascism. For these reasons, the Chinese reac-
tionary .and protofascist phase resembles that of Franco’s Spain,
where an agrarian’ élite also managed to stay on top. but could not
execute an aggressive foreign policy, more than it does correspond-
ing phases in Germany or Italy.

It is in the area of doctrines, where realistic considerations are
somewhat less pressing, that one may observe the most striking
resemblances between the Chinese reactionary period and its Euro-
pean counterparts. During its revolutionary phase prior to attaining
power, the Kuomintang had identified itself with the Taiping Re~
bellion. After obtaining power and with Chiang Kai-shek’s emer-
gence as the real leader, the Party did 4n about-face, identifying
itself with the Imperial system and its apparent success during the
Restoration of 1862 — 1874,% a switch that recalls the early behav-
ior of Italian fascism. After victory, the doctrine became a curious
amalgam of Confucian elements and scraps taken from Western
liberal thinking. The latter, as is well known, had entered through
the influence of Sun Yat-sen, who remained as the most revered
ancestor of the movement: The analogies to European fascism arise
mainly from the pattern and shadings of emphasis that Chiang Kai-

80 Wright, Last Stand, 300. For a penetrating analysis of the strictly
Chinese aspects of Kuomintang doctrine see 3or-312.
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shek, or those who wrote his doctrinal pronouncements, placed
upon these disparate elements.

The main diagnosis of China’s problems was couched in semi-
Confucian moral and philosophical platitudes to the effect that mat-
ters went wrong after the 1911 revolution because the Chinese
people did not think correctly. Chiang asserted in 1943 that the
Chinese in general had failed to understand the true wisdom of
Sun Yat-sen’s deep philosophical statement that “to understand is
difficult; to act is easy” and still thought that “to understand is
easy; to act is difficult.” The only concrete element in the diag-
nosis is the harm that foreign domination and the unequal treaties
wrought in China, with a few comments on the weakness and cor-
ruption of the Manchu dynasty.8* There is practically no discussion
of the social and economic factors that had brought China to her
current plight. To bring these out in the open in any candid fashion
would have run the serious risk of alienating upper class support.
Thus in its lack of any realistic analysis and in some of the reasons
for this absence, Kuomintang doctrine recalls European fascism.

The same is true of Kuomintang proposals for future action.
There are occasional remarks scattered through Chiang’s semi-
official book about the importance of the People’s Livelihood, a
term that served in part as a euphemism for the agrarian question.
But, as we have already noted, very little was actually done, or
even proposed, in order to solve the question. There was also a
ten-year plan for industrialization, again mainly a matter of put-
ting marks on paper. Instead the stress was on moral and psycho-
logical reform from above, but without social content. Both the
diagnosis and the plan of action are summed up in these sentences
by Chiang Kai-shek:

From what has been said we know that the key to the successof
national reconstruction is to be found in a change of our social life,
and the change of our social life in turn depends upon those who
have vision, will power, moral conviction and a sense of responsi-
bility, and who, through their wisdom and efforts, lead the people
in a town, a district, a province or throughout the country, to.a
new way until they grow accustomed to it unawares. As I have

81 Chiang Kai-shek, China’s Destiny, chaps Iand IL
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also pointed out, national and social reconstruction could be easily
accomplished, provided the youth throughout the nation resolve
to perform what others dare not perform, to endure what others
cannot endure. . . .82

Here the Confucian theory of a benevolent élite has, under the
pressure of circumstances, taken on a martial and “heroic” charac-
ter. The combination is already familiar to the West in fascism.

The resemblance becomes still stronger as we see the organiza-
tional form that this heroic élitism is supposed to take, namely the
Kuomintang itself. There is an important difference nevertheless.
The Kuomintang was closer to the concept of the nation in arms.
Everybody was supposed to be equally excited by the force of its
ideals and the moral example of its leaders. Though the idea of an
all-embracing party went back to Sun Yat-sen, it had a certain
tactical advantage. Chiang was carefully keeping the door open for
the Communists in the hope that they might merge with his or-
ganization.8® Actually of course the Kuomintang, like European
totalitarian parties of both right and left, remained a very small
minority in the population at large.®

The avowed purpose of this moral and psychological reform
and its ostensible organizational embodiment was of course military
power. In turn, military power was to achieve national defense and
national unification. Over and over again, Chiang put military uni-
fication first as the prerequisite for any other reform. Chiang’s main
justification for this point of view has a definite totalitarian ring.
He cites Sun Yat-sen’s judgment that Rousseau and the French
Revolution could not serve. as models for China because the Euro-
peans at that time did not have liberty while the Chinese at present
had too much. The Chinese, according to a favorite metaphor of
both Chiang and Sun, resembled a heap of loose sand, ready victims
of foreign imperialism. “In order to resist foreign oppression,”
Chiang continues in direct quotation from Sun, “we must free our-
selves from the idea of ‘individual liberty’ and unite ourselves into

82 China’s Destiny, 212,

83 China’s Destiny, 212 - 216,219 —1221, 233.

84 Linebarger, China of Chiang, 141 — 142, in the absence of official data
estimates the membership at around two million,
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a strong cohesive body, like a solid mass formed by the mixing of
cement with sand.” Chiang amplifies with the following comment:

In other words, if the Chunghua nation [i.e., China] is to be con-
solidated into a strong unit for national defense, as solid as a rock,
it goes without saying that individuals cannot enjoy excessive
liberty as if they are loose sand. To put it more concretely, we may
say that China must develop herself into strong national defense
unit if she is to win final victory in this war, and in the postwar
period, together with the other independent and free nations of the
world, to safeguard permanent world peace and work for the
liberation of mankind. Hence . . . excessive personal liberty . . .
cannot be allowed to exist either during wartime or in the postwar
period.s®

Three features stand out in this brief review of Kuomintang
doctrine as formulated by Chiang Kai-shek. The first is the almost
complete absence of any social and economic program to cope with
China’s problems, and indeed a very marked ritual avoidance of the
realities of these problems. The talk about “political tutelage” and
preparation for democracy was mainly rhetoric. Actual policy was
to disturb existing social relationships as little as possible. Such a
policy did not exclude blackmail and forced contributions from any
sector of the population that provided a convenient target. Gang-
sters do the same thing in American cities, without any real attempt
to upset the existing social order, upon which they actually depend.
The second feature, one may call the concealment of the lack of
specific political and social objectives through somewhat grotesque
efforts to revive traditional ideals in a situation that had for a long
time increasingly undermined the social basis of these ideals. Since
Professor Mary C. Wright has argued this point cogently and with
abundant concrete evidence in The Last Stand of Chinese Conserv-
atism, we need only remind ourselves here that this distorted pa-
triotic idealization of the past is one of the main stigmata of Western
fascism. The third and last feature is the Kuomintang’s effort to re-
solve its problems through military force, again a major character-
istic of European fascism.

85 China’s Destiny, 208.
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To stress these three traits is not to say that the Kuomintang
‘was identical with European fascism or earlier reactionary move-
ments. Identity never occurs in history and is not the issue here. Our
point is that these similarities constitute a related whole that is sig-
nificant not only for understanding China but for the dynamics of
totalitarian movements in general. In other words, we do not have
here a loose collection of accidental resemblances in which certain
minor Chinese traits happen to recall major European ones. As a
single complex unit, they dominated for a time the political, social,
and intellectual climate of both Europe and China.

The Kuomintang’s effort to push China along the reactionary
road to the modern state did end in complete failure. So had a simi-
lar and more promising attemnpt failed in Russia. In both countries
this failure was the immediate cause and forerunner of Communist
victories. In Russia Communists have succeeded in creating a first-
class industrial power; in China the issue is still somewhat in doubt,
Again in both cases, peasant insurrection and rebellion made a de-
cisive contribution toward pushing these countries toward the com-
munist path of modernization instead of the reactionary or the
democratic variants of capitalism. In China this contribution was
even more important than in Russia. Clearly it is high time to ex-
amine more carefully the peasants’ part in these huge transforma-
tions,

6. Rebellion, Revolution, and the Peasants

The frequency of peasant rebellions in China is well known.
Fitzgerald lists six major ones in China’s long history prior to
1900.%¢ There were many other local and abortive ones. Here I shall
try to indicate some of the main reasons why premodern Chinese
society was prone to peasant rebellions, limiting the discussion
mainly to the latter phase of the Manchu dynasty, though it is prob-
able that scveral of the factors to be discussed operated during ear-
lier dynasties as well, a point that lies outside the scope of this work
and indeed the author’s competence. We may nevertheless take
judicial notice of the fact that these were rebellions, not revolu-

86 Revolution in China, 13.
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tions; that is, they did not alter the basic structure of the society.
Secondly, I shall endeavor to show how this original structural
weakness facilitated a real revolution under the impact of new
strains created by the impact of commerce and industry during the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The whole story constitutes a
most instructive contrast with India where peasant rebellions in the
premodern period were relatively rare and completely ineffective
and where modernization impoverished the peasants at least as much
as in China and over as long a period of time. The contrast with
Japan is also illuminating even if less striking. There the rulers were
able to keep in check impulses toward peasant rebellion generated
in the course of modernization partly because Japanese peasant so-
ciety was organized on principles differing from those in China.
Their success in turn enabled Japan to follow a reactionary pattern
of modernization that, like Germany’s, culminated in fascism.

Before discussing the peasantry in China, it is well to recall that
the political structure of China during the nineteenth century dis-
played certain serious weaknesses that have only a very indirect
connection with the peasantry and may be more properly regarded
as due to the character and organization of the ruling stratum of
landlords and officials. I have already suggested certain reasons why
this segment of Chinese society generally failed to adapt to the
modern world of commerce and industry. There are also reason-
ably clear indications of a defect in the political mechanism of tra-
ditional China. In their local habitat and as landlords, the gentry
needed an Imperial system strong enough to enforce their authority
over the peasants. At the same time, actions that were necessary to
make the Imperial system strong ran counter to the short-run inter-
ests of the local gentry. They were very reluctant to pay their share
of the taxes and generally wanted local affairs run in their own
way.8" About this situation there was not much the district magis-
trate could do. As corruption mounted and’the usefulness of the
central government became less obvious, so did centrifugal pulls
increase, creating a vicious circle.

From the standpoint of our immediate problem, the most im-
portant' structural defects were a series of weaknesses in the links

87 Hsiao, Rural China, 125 - 127.
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binding the peasantry to the upper classes and to the prevailing
regime. As indicated above, members of the gentry do not appear to
have played any role in the agricultural cycle, not even a super-
visory one, that would give them a legitimate status as leaders of the
peasant community. Indeed one of the main distinctions between a
landed gentleman in China and a mere rich landlord seems to have
been that the gentleman avoided any taint of manual labor and de-
voted himself to scholarship and the arts. The gentry did bargain
with the government in order to improve irrigation. Though the
results were certainly visible to the peasants, and we may be sure
that the gentry did their best to impress on the peasants what they
had done forthem, by its very nature this could not be a continuous
or frequently repeated activity. In any one area it is possible to get
only so many irrigation ditches. Furthermore as the resources avail-
able to the central government and even a good many local ones
declined, it became harder to keep old projects in working order
and impossible to get new ones.

The gentry’s well-known control of astronomic lore, neces-
sary for determining the time at which to perform the various tasks
of the agricultural cycle, comes to mind as one casts about for pos-
sible economic contributions that would have legitimated their sta-
tus. Though the point would bear further examination — in general
we need more and firmer information about the relation between
the peasants and the gentry — there are several reasons for doubting
that this monopoly was important at all in the nineteenth century.®
Furthermore, peasants, generally out of their own practical experi-
ence, always develop a rich lore about every aspect of the agricul-
tural cycle: the best time and location for planting each type of
crop, for harvesting it, and so forth. Indeed, this lore is so firmly
imbedded by experience ard the risks of deviation from it are so
great for most peasants, that modern governments have a great deal
of difficulty in persuading peasants to vary their routines. Hence it

8 Or perhaps at any time. See Eberhard, Conquerors and Rulers, 22—
23. Hsiao’s Rural China, tremendously valuable partly because it collects
indiscriminately all kinds of information that might have any bearing at all
on problems of social control in the countryside, does not mention this
feature at all.
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seems_rather likely that the astronomers adapted whatever knowl-
edge they had to what the peasants already did, rather than the
other way around, and that they did not do anything in modern
times that struck the peasant as indispensable.

What then did the government do for the peasant? Modern
Western sociologists are perhaps too prone to dismiss as impossible
the answer that it did practically nothing, which I suspect is the
correct one. They reason that any institution which lasts a long time
cannot be altogether harmful to those who live under it (which
seems to ine to fly in the face of huge masses of both historical and
contemporary experience) and therefore undertake a rather des-
perate search for some “function” that the institution in question
must perform. This is not the place to argue about methods or the
way in which conscious and unconscious assumptions determine the.
questions raised in any scientific inquiry. Nevertheless it seems
‘more realistic to assume that large masses of people, and especially
peasants, simply accept the social system under which they live
without concern about any balance of benefits and pains, certainly
without the least thought of whether a better one might be possible,
unless and until something happens to threaten and destroy their
daily routine. Hence it is quite possible for them to accept a society
of whose working they are no more than victims.

_ One might object that the Imperial bureaucracy, when it was
working well, as it did in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
maintained law and order, enforcing an objective standard of jus-
tice well in advance of that prevailing in most parts of contempo-
rary Europe. That is true enough. But the administration of -justice
and the enforcement of law and order. had very little effect on the
peasants. In theory, to be sure, criminal cases, homicide, robbery,
theft, adultery, and kidnapping could be reported to the district
magistrate at any time. One magistrate went so far as to permit the
people to beat the gong in his yamen as a way of signalling their
request for a hearing. The “busy season for farmers” was set aside
as a time when no civil cases would be heard.*® Such facts do make
it look as though the magistrate played an important role in the life
of the people. Looking further, one quickly sees how unlikely this

8 Ch'ti, Local Government, 118 - 119.
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would be. He was responsible for the administration of justice, even
iw pettier forms, over many thousands of persons. His yamen was
located in the walled town that served as the seat of a district. Nor-
mally he had no direct contact with peasants at all.” What contact
there was took place through the government runners, the dregs of
the population in league with the criminal elements, and was
largely exploitative. It seems likely that from time to time a case of
homicide among the peasantry would come to the magistrate’s at-
tention. Otherwise contact was evidently minimal. The peasants in
the family and the clan had their own arrangements for keeping
order and administering justice according to their own lights. They
had no need for the Imperial apparatus except to keep marauders
and bandits away from their crops. But banditry on a large enough
scale to be a serious menace to the peasants was in itself very largely
the consequence of exploitative officialdom. During the nineteenth
century the Imperial bureaucracy became less and less able to keep
even a minimum of order over wide areas of China as its own poli-
cies helped to generate peasant outbreaks.

To sum up the discussion so far, the evidence points strongly
toward the conclusion that the government and the upper classes
performed no function-that the peasants regarded as essential for
their way of life. Hence the link between rulers and ruled was
weak and largely artificial, liable to snap under any severe strain.

There were three ways in which the Imperial regime tried to
compensate for the artificial character of this link. One was the sys-
tem of granaries, local and Imperial storage depots for grain that
could be distributed to the population in times of shortage. The
rulers recognized very clearly the connection between hunger and
peasant rebellion, though hunger was not the only cause’ of rebel-
lion, as we shall see clearly enough in due course. However, the
system of public granaries broke down and was largely abandoned
in the nineteenth century, when it was most needed. Probably the
main reason was the absence of any short-run profit for the gentry
and prosperous landlords in selling grain to the government or in
turning it over free. Also periods of shortage were times when those

90 Ch'd, Local Government, 116, 151.



206 SOCIAL ORIGINS OF DICTATORSHIP AND DEMOCRACY

who had grain could make a killing.®* A second arrangement was
the famous pao-chia system of mutual surveillance, which resembles
and long anteddtes modern totalitarian procedures. Ten households
were grouped into a pao, with a chief responsible for reporting the
conduct of its members. A number of these paos (the number
varied at different times) were put into a similar group with similar
responsibilities, and so on upward in an ascending hierarchy. It was
an attempt to extend the government’s power of observation and su-
pervision below the district magistrate. Modern students of China
judge the pao system to have been quite ineffective.”? Mutual sur-
veillance became tangled up with the collection of taxes, which
would scarcely endear it to the peasantry. Any such arrangement
depends for its effectiveness on a substantial scattering of ordinary
individuals who have both a sufficient stake in the system to make it
possible to force them to play the unenviable role of talebearers and
enough respect among the population so that they will learn what is
going on. These conditions, one may infer, were not widely met in
Manchu China. The third arrangement also recalls modern totali-
tarian practices, the bsiang-yiieb system of periodically lecturing
the population on Confucian ethics. Apparently the practice began
in the seventeenth century. Several emperors took it quite seriously.
There is abundant evidence that the population did not and even re-
garded the lectures as unctuous nonsense. Though it lasted as late
as 1865, the lecture system degenerated into empty formalism,
taken seriously neither by the officials who had to give them nor by
the people who had to listen to them.®

The whole combination of welfare policies, police surveillance,
and popular indoctrination constitutes a revealing precursor of mod-
ern totalitarian practices. To my mind, they demonstrate conclu-
sively that the key features of the totalitarian complex existed in the
premodern world. But, in agrarian societies before modern tech-
nology made totalitarian instruments vastly more effective and cre-

91 Hsiao, Rural China, chap V, gives details of the operation of the
SyStCm.
92 Ch’ii, Local Government, 151 — 1523 Hsiao, Rural China, 26 - 30, 43—

49, 55-
93 Hsiao, Rural China, chap V1.
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ated new forms of receptiveness to its appeals, the totalitarian
complex was little more than an ineffectual embryo.

A fourth link between the peasants and the upper class was
the clan, which seems to have been rather more effective in tieing
the peasants to the prevailing order. The clan, as the reader may
recall, was a group of people claiming descent from a common an-
cestor. Though clan affairs were run by its gentry members, the
clan included a large number of peasants. It had rules of conduct
that were repeated orally at the colorful ceremonies when all mem-
bers gathered and visibly reasserted their membership in a collective
unit. Through the clan a certain number of Confucian notions, such
as respect for elders and ancestors, filtered down to the peasantry.
At least such notions did as were compatible with the structure of
peasant society. Respect for age was certainly one of these because
of the value of cumulative experience in a world of very slow social
change. Here we may observe one of the stronger forces creating
peasant conservatism. The ritual land, held in collective ownership,
provided the clan with its essential economic base. The land might
be rented out to poorer members at less than the going market
price. In some cases this land provided the means by which apt but
indigent members of the clan could obtain a classical education and
go forth to the world of officialdom, thereby to enrich the collec-
tive resources of the clan. Villages in which the clans were strong,
especially those where the inhabitants constituted a single clan, are
reported to have been much more cohesive and solidary units than
others. Though clans existed in the North they were much stronger
in the agriculturally richer South and were generally a phenomenon
of greater agricultural wealth.®* Thus clans did not exist every-
where. On the other hand, the clan was no more than an enlarged
version of the patrilineal and patrilocal lineage with strong patri-
archal features which was widespread among the upper classes.
Therefore it seems safe to assume that in the other parts of China
where clans were not prominent there were numerous smaller line-
ages that included both gentry and peasant households and that also
served the same purpose: to bind rulers and ruled.

By and large then, the clan and patrilineal lineage emerge as

94 See Hsiao, Rural China, 326 - 329 and Liu, Clan Rules.
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the only important link between the upper and lower strata in Chi-
nese society. As such their importance should not be underesti-
mated, though, as will appear in due course, the clan was double
edged: it could also serve as the key mechanism holding rebellious
groups together. The general weakness of the link between rulers
and ruled, in comparison with other societies, except Russia which
was equally subject to peasant insurrection, seems reasonably well
established at least for the Manchu era and, I would suggest, ac-
counts in considerable measure for the fact that peasant rebellion
was endemic in Chinese society. Were there, however, also struc-
tural aspects of the peasant community as such, that might explain
this noticeable characteristic of Chinese politics?

On this point there is very little direct information concerning
the Manchu period as such. However a number of anthropolo-
gists have made good field studies of modern Chinese villages, in-
cluding studies of some villages in the interior, remote from modern
influences. From these we can draw inferences about the earlier pe-
riod, after omitting any facts that are clearly due to recent in-
fluences.

The Chinese village, the basic cell of rural society in China as
elsewhere, evidently lacked cohesiveness in comparison with those
of India, Japan, and even many parts of Europe. There were far
fewer occasions on which numerous members of the village cooper-
ated in a common task in a way that creates the habits and senti-
ments of solidarity.® It was closer to a residential agglomeration of
numerous peasant households than to a live and functioning com-
munity, though less atomized than, for example, the modern South
Italian village where life seems to have been a pacific struggle of all
against all.*® Still there is more than political rhetoric behind the
frequent statements of Sun Yat-sen and Chiang Kai-shek that Chi-
nese society was like a heap of sand.

In the village the primary unit of economic production (and
consumption as well) was the household, a man with his wife and

96 For a general analysis of this connection see Homans, The Human
Group.
96 See Banfield, Moral Basis of a Backward Society.



The Decay of Imperial China and the Origins of Communism 209

children.’” The distinguished anthropologist Fei has claimed that
using the hoe in cultivating rice fields has made most of the work
very individualistic. “Group work yields no more than the sum
total of individual efforts. It also does not increase efficiency very
much.”®® Though less detailed information is available about the
wheat-growing North, basically the same system of intensive hu-
man labor on a series of small scattered plots and the same type of
village society prevailed there as well.?® Hence it is rather unlikely
that the technology alone accounts for the relatively weak develop-
ment of cooperative practices.

Some cooperation ‘did exist, and the brief comments on it in
the sources suggest an explanation of why there was not more. Rice
culture, to be most efficient, requires large amounts of labor at the
time when the young seedlings are transplanted and again at harvest
time. In due course we shall see the very effective organization that
the Japanese village reached to meet this problem and the very in-
efficient one that prevails still in large parts of India. The Chinese
met this need in several ways. They might exchange labor among
themselves, staggering the dates of planting so that crops would not:
reach the same stage of maturity simultaneously and hence allow
time to help out one’s kin. Exchanges of labor within kinship
groupings were considered most desirable.’® If the kin could not
supply enough labor at crucial points in the agricultural cycle, extra
hands were hired. Surplus labor came from three sources. One was
from local péasants who had too little land to support their fami-
lies.’®* The existence of this group made it possible for those with

97 See Lang, Chinese Family, 17, 155, 138~ 141; for the family in areas
subject to commercial influences see Fei, Peasant Life, chap III and pp.
169 - 171; Yang, Village in Transition, 32, 37, 91 - 92.

98 Fei, Peasant Life, 170, 172, and 162 - 163, for a vivid picture of rice
transplanting, with the rhythmic cooperation of the family as a work group.

9 Gamble, Ting Hsien, is heavily statistical; rather more illuminating
is Crook and Crook, Revolution in a Chinese Village, esp 1~ 5.

100 Fei and Chang, Eartbbound Cbhina, 36, 144, 64~ 65; Yang, Village
in Transition, 265.

101 See Fei and Chang, Earthbound Cbhina, 299, where the authors esti-
mate that the proportion of farmers who could not support their own

S.D.D.—-8
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enough land to compel the others to work for them within the
framework of the prevailing social and political system. A second
source of labor came from those without any land and a third from
men who could not eke out a living from insufficient land in a
poorer, distant area. As late as the mid-1930s, many migrant work-
ers were of different ethnic origin (‘“wandering souls,” “boat peo-
ple”), drifters who would accept very low pay, keeping local wage
rates down. At times a few landless Chinese from another district
might settle in the village but, without clan membership and access
to a plot of land, they lived alone, outside the stream of village
life.102

As long as labor was abundant and surplus because of the situa-
tion just described, it is not surprising that economic cooperation
among any set of individuals in the Chinese village lacked perma-
nence or the institutional basis that still exists in India under the
caste system and in Japan in a different form. In premodern China,
arrangements for the exchange or hiring of extra labor were fluid,
temporary, and unhurried affairs. This was true in the north as well
as in the rice-growing south.'®® Even among close kin, exchanges
of labor were discussed and arranged anew each year, and, at peak
periods of work, landowners could afford to wait until the last mo-
ment to hire extra workers at lowest wages.

The only frequently recurring activity that demanded co-
operation was the management of the water supply. This was more
a question of sharing a scarce resource than of working together
on a common task and often resulted in fights within the village or
among several villages.’® In sharp contrast again with Japan and
also premodern Europe, the main decisions in the agricultural cycle
were made by the individual household. There is no trace of any-

families from the land, in the four villages studied, amounted to around
seventy percent. See also ibid, 60 - 63, for the sources of extra labor in one
backward village.

102 Fei and Chang, Earthbound China, 58— 62; Yang, Village in Transi-
tion, 11, §1 - §2, 101, 149.

103 See Crook and Crook, Revolution in a Chinese Village, 63; Gamble,
Ting Hsien, 221 —222.

104 Hsiao, Ryral China, 419.
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thing remotely resembling Flurzwang: the practice under which the
European village community decided when all its member fields
should become pasture for the winter — common land available to
all —and when the separate strips should return to private respon-
sibility for ploughing and seeding. Chinese property too was held in
strips scattered throughout the territory of the village. But the
rarity of animals and the intense pressure on the land ruled out this
European practice, even in the northern wheat-growing areas.

Since historians of Russia and Japan have stressed the impor-
tance of collective responsibility for taxes in producing the solidary
villages characteristic of these countries, it is worthwhile drawing
attention to the fact that the Imperial system in China also imposed
collective responsibility.**® So far as evidence from a later time indi-
cates, the Chinese system did not produce similar results. Evidently
taxation practices are insufficient by themselves to create cohesive
village communities, though' they are undoubtedly an important
factor. For its own purposes, as we have seen, the Empire tried to
create solidarity through the pao-chia. The generally admitted fail-
ure of the pao-chia in China, and the greater success in Japan of a
similar arrangement based on the Chinese model, considerably
strengthen the thesis that cohesiveness was weak in the traditional
Chinese villages of Imperial times. Quite possibly the impression of
casual individualism and minimal organized cooperation may be
somewhat exaggerated, due to the need to rely on anthropologists’
accounts from fairly recent times. Still it is highly unlikely that the
basic structural patterns of village life were fundamentally different
in Imperial times from those recently observed. The system of share-
cropping and the devotion of the upper class to stylized leisure,
with its need for a labor force that it did not have to supervise di-
rectly, all point toward arrangements roughly similar to those just
sketched here. Thus the political needs of the upper classes com-
bined with agricultural practices to generate a combination of peas-
ant individualism and surplus labor, leading to a relatively atomistic
Ppeasant society.

By these observations I do not mean to imply that the Chinese
village at any time was a miniature war of each against all. There

105 Hsjao, Rural China, 60, 84 — 86, 96, and esp 100.
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was at least a limited sense of community. The village usually had a
temple and numerous festivals in which all bona fide villagers could
participate to some degree. Also in the local oligarchy of notables
the village had a generally effective means of settling disputes
among inhabitants and preventing explosions from the aggressions
that arise in any group of people living in close proximity. One in-
dication of this sense of community is the fact that many villages
rigidly excluded. outsiders from membership. The reason was
simple: there was not enough land to go around.

In this fact we encounter another basic principle of Chinese so-
ciety: the possession of land was absolutely necessary if one were to
be a full-fledged member of the village. We have already noticed
how land provided the basis for the activities of the clan. The same
is true on a smaller scale of the family. Since the family was the
chief unit of economic production, occupation on the soil was
uniquely conducive to strong and stable kinship ties.'°® The whole
Confucian ethic of filial respect was impossible without property
and was very much weaker among the poor peasants. Indeed, family
life itself was often impossible for them. In contrast with the situa-
tion that prevailed for a long time in Western society, the poorer
peasants in China had fewer children and of course fewer of them
survived to maturity.'°” Many could not marry at all. Modern Chi-
nese villages had a number of “bare sticks,” bachelors too poor to
marry. “They were objects of pity and ridicule in the eyes of the
villagers, wliose life centered on the family.”**® And, of course, it
was the poor who sold their children, mainly girls but occasionally
also boys, because it was impossible to bring them up.

In a word, no property: no family, no religion. That is a bit
too extreme. There was a place, if only a small and precarious one,
for the landless agricultural laborer in the Chinese village, though
the situation that prevailed more widely was for land-short peasants
to eke out their resources by working for their wealthier neighbors,

106 Yang, Village in Transition, 8o, gt — 92.

107 Yang, Village in Transition, 17— 19. See also Crook and Crook,
Revolution in a Chinese Village, 7—11, for a generally similar situation in
a North China village,

108 Yang, Village in Transition, 51,
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Nevertheless the older conception among scholars of the patriarchal
ethic uniting Chinese society through millions of peasant families is
largely nonsense. This patriarchal image was an aristocratic costly
ideal beyond the reach of most peasants. To the extent that it ex-
isted among the peasants, it did little more than provide a rationale
for the petty despotism within the. peasant family, made neces-
sary by a brutally cramped existence. The Chinese peasant family
had built into it a highly explosive potential to which the Commu-
nists in due course were to set the spark.'®®

To sum up, the cohesiveness of Chinese peasant society appears
to have been considerably less than that of other peasant societies
and to have depended very heavily on the existence of a sufficiency
of landed property. In India, to anticipate again, the caste system
provided a niche for landless laborers and tied them into the divi-
sion of labor within the village, while its sanctions depended for
their operation less directly on the existence of property. The po-
litical significance of such differences presents puzzling problems of
assessment, especially as one recalls the fact that in Russia peasant
revolts were endemic to tsarist society, although the peasants had
developed strong solidary institutions. Evidently there are forms of
solidarity that promote peasant insurrection and those that oppose
it, a larger question best postponed for later discussion.

In China the structure of peasant society, together with the
weakness of the links that bound the peasantry and the upper
classes, helps to explain why China was especially subject to peasant
insurrection as well as some of the obstacles and limitations to these
insurrections. It indicates the lines of fracture in Chinese society
that would bécome increasingly evident during the nineteenth cen-
tury and on into the twentieth as poverty pressed harder and harder
on many sections of the country. Then the bonds would snap. Peas-
ants would break with their homes, wander off, and become ban-
dits. Later they would become recruits for warlord armies. Chinese
society was such as to make possible the creation of huge masses of
human debris, tinder easily ignited by an insurrectionary spark. On

109 On rather intense dissatisfaction among the young and the women
under the traditional family system, in town and country, see Yang, Chinese
Family, 192 — 193, 201.
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the other hand, rebellion requires more than the destruction of pre-
vailing social bonds; it also requires the forging of new forms of
solidarity and loyalty. This was difficult in China since the peasants
were not used to cooperating with each other beyond the limits of
the family or clan. The task is even more difficult in the case of a
revolutiort that attempts to introduce a new kind of society. Had
not certain fortuitous circumstances intervened, fortuitous in the
sense that they did not derive from anything taking place in China
itself, the Communists might never have solved the problem. An
examination of the concrete forms that violence took, in late Im-
perial times and subsequently, will help to give greater meaning to
these necessarily general observations.

Even in “normal” times the inadequacy of the Imperial system
for maintaining peace and security in the countryside left the in-
habitants easy victims to what for lack of a better word we can
call simply gangsterism, the use of violence to prey on the popula-
tion indiscriminately without the slightest interest in altering the
political system, not even in substituting a new set of rulers for an
old one. It is necessary.to beware of romanticizing the robber as a
friend of the poor, just as much as of accepting the official image.
Characteristically the local inhabitants would bargain with the ban-
dits in order to be left in peace. Quite often local gentry leaders
were on cordial terms with bandits. Professional and hereditary
bandits existed.'*® As such, there is nothing remarkable here. Gang-
sterism is likely to crop up wherever the forces of law and order
are weak. European feudalism was mainly gangsterism that had be-
come society itself and acquired respectability through the notions
of chivalry. As the rise of feudalism out of the decay of the Roman
administrative system shows, this form of self-help which victimizes
others is in principle opposed to the workings of a sound bureau-
cratic system. A bureaucracy to survive must obtain a monopoly on
the making of victims and do it according to a rational principle,
which was supplied in- China by Confucianism. As the Imperial sys-
tem decayed into warlord satrapies, feebly and temporarily united
under the Kuomintang, the entire system took on more and more
gangster attributes and became increasingly unpopular.

110 Hsiao, Rural China, 430, 456, 462, 465.
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~ In Manchu times the line between merely predatory banditry
and organized rebellion was in any event a thin one. Still it is not
enough for a rebellion to be able to draw off a steady stream of in-
dividuals from peasant villages, relatively easy as that was under the
conditions of China’s rural social structure. That might be indis-
pensable as a beginning. By itself it could do no more than supply
a steady recruitment for banditry. If a rebellion is to amount to a
serious threat, it must acquire a territorial base independent of the
government, and the territory must be continually extended. The
acquisition of a territorial base in turn involves getting whole vil-
lages to change their allegiance. In China that meant getting the
local notables, including resident gentry, to cooperate as well as
offering better conditions to the peasants.

Unfortunately there is no good monograph on the great Tai-
pirrg Rebellion of the 1850s written by a scholar sensitive to prob-
lems of social structure. There is, however, an instructive study of
the Nien Rebellion (1853 —1868) which temporarily cooperated
with the Taiping rebels. This account allows us to perceive some of
the causes and limitations of traditional rebellion in the nineteenth
century. A few comments on this case will therefore be useful.

Like other rebellions of the nineteenth century, that of the
Nién was the consequence of Imperial decay and served to intensify
and accelerate the process. Maladministration and hunger, some-
times intensified by great natural disasters in the form of floods that
sent many peasants wandering from their homes, were among the
immediate causes of such outbreaks. To some extent the floods were
not merely natural disasters: they had a political and social origin in
the widespread neglect of dikes and systems of river control***
Since the Imperial government was unable to protect the local com-
munities against marauders, these took local defense into their own
hands, taxed the people, and took over the administration. In the
Nien region, the rebels set up earth walls around the villages. Se-
cret societies played an important part in this connection, using the
pretext of assisting the villagers’ defense when villages quarreled

111 On this point see also Hinton, Grain Tribute, 16~ 23, for the shift
in the course of the Yellow River. _
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among themselves. In the meantime the local gentry gained control
of regional military forces. The central government found it neces-
sary to use one local military force against another that was in open
rebellion, by this compromise eventually weakening its power and
authority still further. These two factors, the secret societies and
the existence of military units under the gentry, took rebellion out
of the category of mere banditry.1**

The Nien extended their base by taking vﬂlages surrounded by
earth walls, that is, already largely detached from the central gov-
emment’s authority. They persuaded local notables to cooperate,
leaving them in power as long as they were willing to do so, which
seems to have been the usual case. If officials who were loyal to the
government remained in an area, they were publicly humiliated.
The clan, it is worth noticing, formed the basis of the rebel organi-
zation. Only wealthy and influential families commanded enough
support and clientele to make their adherence worthwhile. This
was not all, however; clan loyalties formed the basis of passionate
allegiance to their rebel leaders on the part of the peasantry.!!
Though the rebels worked mainly through the prevailing social or-
ganization, they had a rudimentary economic and social program.
Relief of starving people, they recognized, was the key to gaining
their loyalty. They emphasized the production of wheat and barley
in their homeland. Struggles over harvests became an important
item in campaigns along the margins of their territory.1** Possibly
under the influence of the Taipings they put into effect a crude
version of land reform, dividing crops equally and limiting the au-
thority of the larger landowners.*®

Here we encounter some of the limitations of rebellion under
the traditional system, which the Communists were to overcome,
though not without difficulty. Gentry participation and leadership
limited the possibility of any real change. Furthermore, the Nien
system was itself essentially predatory, gaining food supplies by

112 Chiang, Nien Rebellion, v —vii, 17, 32. The introduction by Renville
Lund is particularly useful,

13 Chiang, Nien Rebellion, 38 — 42, 48, 113.

114 Chiang, Nien Rebellion, 41.

115 Chiang, Nien Rebellion, 37.
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raids on other areas, which it therefore antagonized.'*® This was self -
defeating. Hence it is easy to understand why not all local groups
identified themselves with the rebels. Some sought “neutral self-
defense”; others even fought on the Imperial side.*” Somewhat sim-
ilar factors appear to have been at work in the case of the Taiping.
At first the inhabitants in many areas regarded them.as better than
their Imperial rulers. Later, as the rebels proved unable to bring
about real improvement, and perhaps as their exactions became
harsher in the struggle against the government, they lost much
popular support.'8

For a long time the Imperial forces adopted a purely military
policy against the Nien, endeavoring fruitlessly to destroy the earth
walls, Eventually the great Imperial minister, Tseng Kuo-fan, who
seems a Bismarck mangué .in Chinese circumstances, achieved vic-
tory by taking over rebel tactics. He too worked with and through
local leaders and offered concrete benefits to the peasants: support
for cultivation and peace at a time when they had become tired of
turmoil. Toward the end, money and the prospect of food in the
government military forces induced many to surrender."*® The re-
bellion, which had begun in the winter of 1852 - 1853, finally
ended in 1868. One of the more striking features, from the point of
view of our problems, is that both rebels and Imperial authorities
could manipulate the local social structure with about the same de-
gree of ease or difficulty. “Organizational weapons,” it appears,
were not decisive. Much more basic were the grievances of the
peasantry. Shifts in their loyalty, manipulated and accelerated to be
sure by both sides, determined both the outbreak and the-end of the
rebellion.

Thus the framework of traditional Chinese society both en-
couraged rebellion and put severe limitations on what it could ac-
complish. It might overthrow a dynasty, in which case, as a Chinese
‘source remarks, later historians would whitewash the whole affair.!%?

116 Chiang, Nien Rebellion, vii, xii, xiii.

117 Chiang, Nien Rebellion, go.

118 Hsiao, Rural China, 183, 200 — 201, 483 ~ 484.
119 Chiang, Nien Rebellion, 101 - 107, 116 =117,
120 See Hsiao, Rural China, 484.
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Or it might turn into a worse form of oppression and gradually
peter out as the Imperial forces regained a semblance of control.
Only when the impact of the modern world had eaten away the
superstructure in ways indicated earlier, did a real revolutionary
attempt become possible. Let us now try to understand what the
coming of the modern world did to the peasant, the base of this
structure.

During the nineteenth century there appeared scattered but
unmistakable signs of a decline in the peasant’s economic situation:
abandonment of tillage, deterioration of irrigation systems, increas-
ing agricultural unemployment. Though signs of the peasant’s
plight were to be found in practically every part of the empire, per-
haps more in the northern provinces than elsewhere, the regional
diversity of China produces exceptions to any generalization. Some
provinces continued to enmjoy prosperity and abundance, while
others suffered famine and near famine conditions.?! Peasant handi-
crafts, an important supplement to the peasants’ meager resources
and a way of using surplus labor power during the slack times of
the agricultural cycle, suffered severe blows at the hands of cheap
Western textiles. Standard accounts until quite recent times have
emphasized and possibly overemphasized this fact. It is conceivable
that the peasants in time found other employment: anthropological
accounts of modern villages frequently stress the importance of
artisan occupations as a small but vital addition to the subsistence of
the peasants.'?? In any event, the impact was undoubtedly severe
for a time in many areas. The spread of opium, encouraged at first
by the West and at a later date by the Japanese, spread further de-
moralization as well as reluctance to seek improvement.

In the meantime near the coastal cities and along large rivers, the
local village market gave way to the large urban market, while the
effects of a market economy penetrated more and more deeply into
the rural areas. As an institution, the market and a money economy
had long existed in China. These changes did not bring about some-
thing totally new. In the 1930s the lion’s share of the produce still

121 Hsiao, Rural China, 396 - 407, €sp 397.
122 Crook and Crook, Revolution in a Chinese Village, 4; Fei and
Chang, Eartbbound China, 173 - 177.
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went no further than the local market town or at most the district
(bsien) city.*® Still the increasing importance of the market was
sufficient to produce many of the same social and political disloca-
tions that occurred during an earlier phase of European history.
As the market evolved toward a more efficient and centrally organ-
ized institution, the peasant was left behind and his bargaining po-
sition deteriorated. Without reserves and operating close to the
margin of subsistence, the peasant often had to sell immediately
after the harvest when prices were falling. As might be expected in
China, where transportation and storage facilities were poor, sea-
sonal variations in prices were violent. The peasant’s plight favored
the dealer and speculator, generally in league with the landlord.
Dealers had larger reserves, wider sources of information, and bet-
ter opportunities for combination than the peasant. Sometimes thejr
were strongly organized in a guild that fixed prices and forbade
overbidding among its members. In the light of the circumstances,
it is no wonder that the dealer generally got the better of the
Ppeasant.!?*

As the peasants fell into debt, they had to borrow, often at
very high rates. When they could not repay, they had to transfer
title to the land to a landlord, remaining on the soil to work it more
or less indefinitely. All these processes had their heaviest impact in
the coastal provinces. There too sprang up the peasants’ rebellion
of 1927, the greatest since the days of the long-haired Taipings,
according to its historian, Harold Isaacs.'?

In the light of the connection between property and social
cohesion, perhaps the most important aspect of the changes under
discussion was the growth of a mass of marginal peasants at the
bottom of the social hierarchy in the village. Local modern studies
indicate that they amounted to about half or more of the in-
habitants.’** How much of an increase, if any, this may represent

123 Buck, Land Utilization, 349.

124 Tawney, Land and Labour, 56 ~ 57.

125 Tragedy of the Chinese Revolution, 22 1; further data on the con-
nection with social changes in coastal areas in Tawney, Land and Labour,
74; Lang, Chinese Family, 64, 178.

126 See Yang, Village in Transition, 61 - 62, 41, 44— 45; Fei and Chang,
Eartbbound Cbina, 299, 300.
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over the nineteenth century, we have no way of knowing as yet.
That they represented potentially explosive material is, on the other
hand, reasonably clear.*” They were marginal, not only in the
physical sense of living close to the edge of starvation, but also in
the sociological sense that the reduction of property meant that the
ties connecting them to the prevailing order had worn thinner and
thinner. Indeed their connections with the village were probably
less than one might conclude on the basis of anthropological ac-
counts, since these studies had to be carried out in areas where law
and order and stability still prevailed. Wide areas of the country
were in the throes of active revolution or else under bandit control.
Thus the mass basis of the revolution that began in 1927 and culmi-
nated in the Communist victory of 1949 was a land-short peasantry.
Neither in China nor in Russia was there a huge agricultural prole-
tariat working on modern capitalist Jatifundia, the source of much
rural upheaval in Spain, Cuba, and possibly elsewhere. It was dif-
ferent too from the situation in France in 1789, where there were
many landless peasants, but where the revolution in the country-
side came from the upper stratum of the peasantry, who put the
brakes on the revolution when it showed signs of passing beyond
the confirmation of property rights and the elimination of feudal
vestiges.

Massive poverty and exploitation in and by themselves are not
enough to provide a revolutionary situation. There must also be
felt injustice built into the social structure, that is, either new de-
mands on the victims or some reason for the victims to feel that old
demands are no longer justifiable. The decay of the upper classes
in China provided this indispensable ingredient. The gentry had
lost their raison d’étre and turned into landlord-usurers pure and
simple. The end of the examination system spelled the end of their
legitimacy and the Confucian system that had supported it. How
much of this the peasants had ever actually accepted is somewhat
doubtful. As Max Weber has pointed out, the religion of the masses
was mainly a combination of Taoism and magic, more suited to
their own needs. Still some Confucian ideas did permeate through

127 For Imperial fears on this score see Hsiao, Rural China, 395 - 396,
687 ~ 688 (note 84).
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the clan. In any case the self-respect had largely evaporated that
had given the old ruling classes assurance in the presence of the
peasants. All kinds of shady élites, racketeers, gangsters, and the like
arose to fill the vacuum left by the collapse of the former ruling
stratum. In the absence of a strong central power, private violence
became rampant and essential in order for the landlords to continue
their squeeze on the peasantry. Many landlords moved to the city
where they enjoyed greater protection. Those remaining in the
countryside turned their residences into fortresses and collected
their debts and rents at the point of a gun.’*® Naturally not all land-
lords were like this. Quite possibly only a small minority behaved
this way, although to judge from anthropological accounts, those
who did were likely to be the most powerful and influential figures
in the area. Patriarchal relationships continued to exist alongside
naked and brutal exploitation. This was widespread enough to help
turn many parts of China into a potentially explosive situation that
would give the Communists their chance. It is worth noticing that
no comparable deterioration of the upper classes has so far taken
place in India. '

To say that a revolutionary situation existed does not mean
that the conflagration was about to ignite of its own accord. The
conservative half-truth that “outside agitators” make riots and
revolutions — a half-truth that becomes a lie because it ignores the
conditions that make agitators effective — finds strong support from
Chinese data. In numerous accounts of village life, I have come
upon no indication that the peasants were about to organize effec-
tively or do anything about their problems of their own accord.
The notion that peasant villages were in open revolt before the
Communists appeared on the scene does not correspond with a
large body of evidence from anthropological field studies.'?® Those

128 Yang, Village in Transition, chap VII; Crook and Crook, Revolu-
tion in a Chinese Village, chap IL.

128 Conducted under Kuomintang auspices and in peaceful areas, the
studies by anthropologists, except that by the Crooks, contain a built-in
bias, intensified by methodological preconceptions too abstruse to discuss
here. Even if discounted for these reasons, their evidence remains very sig-
nificant and is confirmed by other data such as the failure of the Commu-
nists to gain an extensive foothold prior to the Japanese occupation.
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who found the situation intolerable very likely left their home
villages, in many instances to join bandits, warlord armies, and in
time the constantly swelling Communist forces. Within the old
framework of the village, there was little spontaneous attempt to
do anything. Just as in Manchu times, the peasants needed outside
leadership before they would turn actively against the existing
social structure. As far as the village itself is concerned, the situa-
tion almost certainly could have gone on deteriorating until most
of the inhabitants simply died in the next famine. That is exactly
what happened many times over.

These observations do not in the least imply that the Chinese
peasants were innately stupid or lacked initiative and courage. The
behavior of the revolutionary armies, even after due subtraction
for propaganda and revolutionary heroics, demonstrates quite the
contrary. The meaning is merely that, up to the last moment in
many areas, the tentacles of the old order wrapped themselves
around the individual with sufficient power to prevent him from
acting as an isolated unit or, quite often, even thinking about such
action. The lack of cohesiveness of the Chinese village, discussed
earlier in another connection, may have helped the Communists by
enabling a steady stream of recruits to slip away to Communist
areas. It also probably made their task of breaking down and alter-
ing the old village structure easier. More precise information is
necessary for any firm appraisal. Rickety as it was, the old order
would not disappear through spontaneous action in the village as
such. That, of course, has been the case in all the major modern
revolutions,

Even the entry of the Chinese Communist Party upon this
scene of widespread distress and decay was not sufficient in and by
itself to produce a fundamental change. The Party was founded in
19z1. Thirteen years later, the Communists had to abandon their
main territorial foothold in Kiangsi and embark on the famous
Long March to remote Yenan. Their fortunes, in the judgment of
some historians, were then at their lowest ebb. About all they had
demonstrated was a tough capacity to survive: Chiang’s five major
military offensives between 1930 and 1933 had failed to root them
out. But they had not been able to extend their territorial base or
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to gain significant influence outside of the areas they immediately
controlled.

To some extent the Communists’ failure up to this point is ex-
plicable in terms of their mistaken strategy. Not until 1926 did they
begin to display any serious interest in using the-peasants as the
base for a revolutionary movement.'*® After the break with Chiang
Kai-shek in 1927, the Party still tried to win power through
proletarian risings in the cities with disastrous and bloody conse-
quences. Though the abandonment of this piece of Marxist ortho-
doxy and the adoption of Mao’s strategy of reliance on the peasantry
were indispensable, more was necessary to bring success.’ For one
thing it was necessary to adopt a milder attitude toward the well-
to-do peasants, a policy not adopted until 1942, though there were
adumbrations much earlier.*** Important though all these changes
were, it is unlikely that by themselves they would have enabled the
Chinese Communists to win a revolutionary victory. The decisive
ingredient was the Japanese conquest and the occupation policies
of a foreign conqueror.

In reaction to the Japanese occupation, Kuomintang officials
and landlords moved out of the countryside and into the towns,
leaving the peasants to their own devices. Secondly, the Japanese
army’s intermittent mopping up and extermination campaigns
welded the peasants into a solidary mass. Thus the Japanese per-
formed two essential revolutionary tasks for the Communists, the
elimination of the old élites and the forging of solidarity among the
oppressed.’*® Negative evidence strongly supports this superficially
paradoxical conclusion. Where the Japanese or their puppet regime
gave the peasants some security, guerilla organizations made no
headway. Indeed, the Communists were unable to establish guerilla

13¢ Ch’en, Mao, 107 — 108.

181 Schwartz, Chinese Communism deserves crédit for being the first to
trace out the history of this shift in strategy and for stressing (see p. 190)
the inportance of favorable external circumstances.

132 For some key turning points see Ch’en, Mao, 162; Brandt et al,
Documentary History, 39— 40, 224 —226, 275 - 285. It is well to remember
that, especially in those chaotic times, what was decreed and what was done
on the spot were far from the same.

133 Johnson, Peasant Nationalism, esp 7o, 110, 48 =60, 116 — 117,
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bases in regions that had no direct experience of the Japanese
army,*

Important as the Japanese contribution was, it is necessary to
perceive it in proper perspective. To see in this cooperation be-
tween fighting enemies some sort of devilish conspiracy between
the Japanese and the Communists is of course silly. Circumstances
favored the Communists, who pressed their advantage against both
the Japanese and the Kuomintang, which showed strong collabora-
tionist tendencies and of course had no desire to see the war cul-
minate in a social revolution.’®® The war intensified a revolutionary
situation and brought it to a head. From the standpoint of Chinese
society and politics, the war was an accident. From the standpoint
of the interplay of political and economic forces in the world as a
whole, it was scarcely an accident. Just as in the case of the Bol-
shevik victory in Russia, which some historians see as an accidental
outcome of the First World War, the inevitable analytical neces-
sity of isolating certain manageable areas of history can lead to
partial truths that are misleading and even false unless and until one
subsequently puts them back into their proper context.

We may close with a few comments on the way in which the
Communists used the lines of cleavage in the village in order to
destroy the remnants of the old order. Fortunately we possess two
good studies of different villages in the North and the South dur-
ing the period of the Communist takeover which show successive
stages and problems in this process.

The northern village was in the Shansi-Hopeh-Shantung-
Honan Border Region where the Communists were able to gain a
foothold and combine their social struggle with nationalist resist-
ance to-the Japanese. Since the wealthier elements in the area, in-
cluding remnants of Kuomintang power, identified themselves with
the Japanese in order to preserve their property, the Communists
gained an important advantage in being able to combine their social
program, at that time a very moderate one, with resistance to for-
eign oppression. Bit by bit they were able to set up in the village
their own political organization beneath the existing one. This they

134 Johnson, Peasant Nationalism, 66 — 67, 146.
185 Johnson, Peasant Nationalism, 120.
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combined with a program giving benefits to the numerous poor
peasants and putting the burden on the richer ones. The program
at first eliminated the levies that had formerly lined Kuomintang
pockets and distributed the new burdens of organizing the rear
roughly according to ability to pay. The new slogan was “Those
with wealth contribute wealth; those with labour contribute la-
bour.” A decisive crisis arose at the point when the Japanese
threatened to impose a tax on the village. By raising the question of
whether the tax-should be paid on the Japanese flat rate or on the
Communist system that put the burden on the rich, the Communists
first split the village wide open into rich and poor. Meanwhile the
Communists had been urging peasants to hide their grain in caves
and prepare to evacuate the area. Since the rich had not done this,
they now found themselves exposed to the prospect that the Japa-
nese would come and take all of their grain. Hence they went along
with the Communist proposal. The importance of the episode lies
in showing how the Communists, like earlier revolutionaries, were
able to compel whole villages and areas to go over to their side and
accept their administration as well as how the Japanese helped to
forge a new solidarity for the Communists. But the Communists
went much further. Though they used the old and tainted leader-
ship at times, they created new organizations among the poor peas-
ants and even among the women, the most oppressed group in
Chinese society. Above all, in their program of local economic
self-sufficiency, as shown in the establishment of a cooperative, and
in many other ways, they presented the peasants with concrete alter-
natives to submission and starvation. Land reform on any substan-
tial scale was something that could wait. When it came, it was
combined with vengeance on collaborators and former oppressors.
Reading this account makes it easy to understand the revolutionary
élan behind both resistance to the Japanese and the Communist
sweep to victory over the Kuomintang.!®®

Some years later the Communist revolution came to Nanching,
a little village near Canton, not in the form of aid in resisting the
Japanese, but from above. A shattering blast, set off by retreating

136 Crook and Crook, Revolution in a Chinese Village, chips I -V, esp
31-37.
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Nationalist soldiers blowing up the steel bridge across the Pearl
River, shook the village windows and announced the fall of the old
government. In a few days well-armed detachments of Communist
soldiers appeared who posted notices announcing the annulment of
the previous political rule and commanding former government
personnel to remain in their old posts until their duties and.docu-
ments were transferred to new personnel. After ten months, during
which very little happened, the land-reform cadres appeared, three
men and one woman in their late teens or early twenties, disguising
urban bourgeois backgrounds “under dirty gray uniforms and con-
scious attempts to imitate the peasants’ mode of life.””**”

Once started, the process proceeded rapidly of destroying the
old order and taking preliminary steps toward the creation of a new
one, all by government direction. Essentially it amounted to taking
land away from the wealthy and giving it to the poor. “The gen-
eral strategy was to unite the poor peasants, agricultural laborers,
and middle peasants and to neutralize the stand of the rich peasants
so as to isolate the landlords.”%® The effect was rather different.
Though the Communists used categories that corresponded reason-
ably well with the social realities of the village, the main conse-
quence was general uncertainty, even among the poor peasants,
who were the chief immediate beneficiaries but who seem to have
been as uncertain as the others about how long all this was to last.
Formerly there had been suppressed hatred between the two ex-
tremes: a rich, exploitative, and cruel landlord and his tenants.
Under the new system the entire village was methodically parti-
tioned into compartments, each set against the other.!s

One aspect deserves special mention because of the light it
sheds backward on the workings of the pre-Communist era, as well
as on Communist tactics. Land was redistributed not to the family
as a whole, but to each member on an equal-share basis, regardless
of age and sex. Thus the Communists broke the village apart at its

187 Yang, Village in Transition, 167, 134. This is a richer and fuller
monograph than the Crooks’ study. It is also quite objective and perhaps
the best of the monographs on village life.

188 Yang, Village in Transition, 133.

139 Yang, Village in Transition, 145.
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base, obliterating the connection between landéd property and kin-
ship. By destroying the economic basis for kinship bonds, or at least
greatly weakening them, the Communists released powerful an-
tagonisms across class lines as well as those of age and sex. Not until
they had done this, did the struggle. of peasants against landlords,
tenants against rent collectors, victims against local bullies become
open and bitter. The last to bring charges were the young against
the old. Even here bitterness came to the surface.}*

The Communist regime forged a new link between the village
and the national government. It became evident to every peasant
that his daily life depended on a national political power. Through
this new link the Communists pumped out of the village, C.K.
Yang estimates, even more than the landlord rentier and the Kuo-
mintang had taken before. At the same time the new and larger
burden was much more equally distributed than had previously
been the case.'*! All these changes were temporary and transitional.
To destroy the old order, to forge new links with the government,
to extract more resources from the peasants could only be pre-
liminary to solving the basic problem of increasing economic out-
put all around in a world of competing armed giants. That part of
the story falls outside the scope of this book. In China, even more
than in Russia, the peasants provided the dynamite that finally ex-
ploded the old order. Once again they furnished the main driving
force behind the victory of a party dedicated to achieving through
relentless terror a supposedly inevitable phase of history in which
the peasantry would cease to exist.

140 Yang, Village in Transition, 178 - 179.
141 Village in Transition, 174 - 175, 158 — 150.



CHAPTER FIVE

Asian Fascism: Japan

1. Revolution from Above: The Response of
the Ruling Classes to Old and New Threats

DURING THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY in Japan, China, and Russia,
new governments came to power that in each country put.an end to
a prolonged period of internal disorder and fighting. In Russia and
China the establishment of peace and order was the beginning, to
the extent that we can ever speak of beginnings in history, of a long
process that culminated in peasant revolutions. The agrarian bu-
reaucracies in these two countries inhibited the growth of a class of
independent merchants and manufacturers. Oversimplifying some-
what, we can say that, in the absence of a bourgeois revolution,
there came a peasant revolution that in turn opened the road for
totalitarian modernization. Japanese development, on the other
hand, followed quite a different course, closer to that of Germany.
Though mercantile influences undermined the agrarian order, there
was here too, as in Germany, nothing that deserves the name of a
successful bourgeois revolution. And the Japanese managed to con-
tain and deflect peasant discontents in such a way as to prevent a
Ppeasant revolution. By the end of the third decade in the twentieth
century the outcome showed a very strong resemblance to Euro-
pean fascism.

"What explains the difference between the course of modern-
ization in Japan and that in both Russia and China? At once feu-
dalism leaps to mind as a possible explanation. Feudalism was a
weak memory in both Russia and China if indeed it can be said to
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have existed at all, a matter of dispute among scholars. The Japa-
nese version of feudalism, on the other hand, remained vigorous
well into the nineteenth century. Since Japan is also the only Asi-
atic country that had become a substantial industrial power by the
third decade of the twentieth century, the hypothesis that feu-
dalism provides the key becomes very attractive through the wide
range of history that it would help to render more orderly and
intelligible.? Insofar as feudalism in Japan helped to make it possible
for one section of the old ruling classes to detach itself from the
prevailing order and carry out a revolution from above to make
the social changes necessary for industrial advance, it does consti-
tute an important part of the explanation. Nevertheless it is neces-
sary to see why this was possible and precisely how the whole
process of modernization was related to feudalism as it existed in
Japan.

Both in explaining and assessing this transformation it is essen-
tial to remind ourselves of the limitations of ‘our present historical
perspective. A hundred years from now, or perhaps in much less
time, the partial nature of Japan’s social and industrial revolution,
especially the very limited “revolution” of the Imperial Restoration
in 1868, may seem to be the essence of Japan’s tragedy. It is worth
recalling here that modern historians are far from sanguine about
Bismarck’s success in combining old and new in Germany. On the

1For a recent discussion of the similarities and differences between
European and Japanese feudalism see Hall, “Feudalism in Japan,” 15-51.
The notion that there is a connection between Japanese feudalism and its
subsequent adoption of Western practices is fairly common among Ori-
entalists, though I have not found any detailed examination of the nature
of the connection. At the end of his instructive essay, “Japanese Feudal-
ism,” in Coulburn, ed, Feudalism in History, 46 — 48, Edwin O. Reischauer
lists several characteristics of Japanese feudalism that he suggests may have
eased the Japanese transition to modern social institutions. One of these,
strong national consciousness, seems to me the exact opposite of feudalism.
Another, the independent development of capitalist enterprise within feu-
dalism, also refers to the growth of antifeudal institutions rather than a
legacy of feudalism. But the Japanese case does support the thesis that cap-
italism can establish itself more easily within a feudal system than within an
agrarian bureaucracy. Reischauer’s list summarizes the legacy of Japanese
historical experience as a whole, not that of Japanese feudalism.



230 SOCIAL ORIGINS OF DICTATORSHIP AND DEMOCRACY

other hand, contemporary Chinese society, despite severe difficul-
ties and setbacks, shows signs of moving ahead. By learning from
Soviet mistakes, China could conceivably surpass Russia. Naturally
it is impossible to anticipate future perspectives. But at least we can
avoid the parochialism of taking our own for granted. It is foolish
to treat the Japanese response to the challenge of the modern world
as a success and the Chinese one as a failure.

With these cautions in mind let us try to discover what char-
acteristics in premodern Japanese society played a significant part
in the course of modernization. Both vertical and horizontal fissures
appeared as the old order eroded, and both were perhaps equally
important. Furthermore, there were significant differences between
Western and Japanese feudalism. To say this is to remain dread-
fully abstract; it is necessary to plunge into the actual workings of
the society over a specific period of time in order to see what these
observations actually mean.

Through his victory in the battle of Sekigahara in the year
1600 Tokugawa Ieyasu, one of the most famous rulers in Japanese
history, put an end to the period of warring barons and inaugurated
an era of internal peace. In its formal political aspects this regime,
known to historians as the Tokugawa Shogunate, lasted until the
Restoration of the Emperor in 1868.> The leading political idea of
the Shogunate was a static one, the maintenance of peace and order.
Society was sharply divided into rulers and ruled. The latter were
chiefly peasants, whom the ruling warrior classes regarded mainly
as an instrument to work the land and produce taxes for their
benefit.® In return, when the system was working well, the peasants
received the benefits of at least a modicum of economic security
and political justice. As much as possible, through a variety of de-
vices ranging from severe sumptuary edicts to the sealing-off of
Japan from nearly all contacts with the outside world between 1639
arid the advent of Commodore Perry in 1854, the rulers attempted
to repress any influences that might undermine the prevailing or-

2 Excellent general description in Sansom, Short Cultural History, chap
XXI. See also his Western World and Japan, chap IX. Sources on more
specific points will be given below.

8 Asakawa, “Notes on Village Government, I,” 260, 278.
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der. The merchants in the towns, to whom we shall come in due
course, became in time one of the main sources of disruption and
worry to the rulers.

Within the ruling groups there were important grades and dis-
tinctions. The Emperor was a shadowy and secluded figure, able
only in the end to convert prestige into real power — for others.
The Shogun held the reins of authority in a system that resembled
the absolutism of the Roi Soleil much more than the decentralized
feudal institutions of earlier European history. Together with vari-
ous branches of the Tokugawa family and his immediate vassals,
the Shogun possessed between one-fourth and one-fifth of the agri-
cultural land of the country, deriving the major part of his resources
from this source.* To manage his domain lands, he appointed about
forty intendents with regular salaries.® Thus, as also in Western
Europe at the same time, there was a strong bureaucratic infusion
in Japanese feudalism.

Certain points in the Tokugawa system of authority are worth
noticing. First, it represented an attempt to impose a degree of
central bureaucratic authority on top of a fragmented feudal polity
where it was important to play off the great fiefs against each other.
Secondly, this fragmentation was never wholly overcome. When
the Tokugawa polity ran into increasing difficulty in the middle of
the nineteenth century, some of the most important vertical cleav-
ages were the same as those plastered over by the system estab-
lished in 1600.

Directly beneath the Shogun in rank came the small body of
great lords or daimyo.® There were 194 of them in 1614 and only
266 immediately before the Restoration of 1868. At the latter date
the largest fief was registered as producing 1,022,700 koku of rice.
The average was about 70,000 koku.?

4 Allen, Short Economic H istory, 10.

& Asakawa, “Notes on Village Government, 1,” 261.

8 They were classified into three groups according to their relationship
to the Tokugawa house. See the discussion in Craig, Choshi, 17 ~ 21.

7 Asakawa, “Notes on Village Government, 1I,” 160. One koku equals
slightly less than 5.2 American bushels. The fact that a fief was registered

at 70,000 koku did not mean that its overlord received that much as an
annual income but merely that the land was theoretically capable of pro-
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Beneath the daimy o was the main body of samzurai, or warriors,
among whom there were wide variations in power and wealth.®
Together with their families they are estimated to have numbered
around 2,000,000 persons or about one-sixteenth of the total popu-
lation on the eve of the Restoration.’ Formally, they were military
retainers of the daiznyo and received from them an annual sspend
in rice. The Tokugawa Shogunate, by making them recipients of
stipends, cut them off from independent bases of power in the
countryside and eliminated at one stroke one of the chief sources of
political instability of the preceding era.® At the same time, through
the imposition of peace, the Shogunate deprived the sammrai of any
real function in Japanese society and contributed to the creation of
a group — the impoverished samzurai — that played a key role in its
eventual overthrow.

The days had long since come to an end when the soldier in
time of peace had farmed his own land. As early as 1587 Hideyoshi,
the great general who helped to found the Tokugawa regime, had
proclaimed that all farmers were to hand in their weapons. The
measure was intended not only to eliminate the danger of an armed
peasantry but to emphasize the clarity and stability of class dis-
tinctions.!* Subsequently the right to wear a sword became the
chief distinction between a sazzurai and a wealthy peasant.?

When away from the Shagun’s court the daimyad, or overlord,
lived surrounded by his samsurai, or retainers, in a castle town. Few
peasant villages were more than twenty miles away from such a
town.’® The castle towns were the local centers through which the
warrior class extracted from the peasantry, in the form of taxes, the

ducing that much rice. On this point see Ramming, “Wirsschaftliche Lage
der Samurai,” 4. For further details, particularly on geographical distribu-
tion of high and low tax rates and the political implications thereof, see
Beasley, “Feudal Revenue,” 255 - 271.

8For more details on these divisions, see Ramming, “Wirtschaft-
liche Lage der Samurai,” 4 - 5.

9 Allen, Short Economic History, 11.

10 Smith, Agrarian Origins, 1.

11 Sansom, Short Cultural History, 430.

12 Smith, Agrarian Origins, 179.

18 Smith, Agrarian Origins, 68.
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economic surplus that supported it. Essentially the tax-collecting
administration consisted of two sets of officials: those who manned
the central bureaus in the castle or nearby town and the district
magistrates scattered about the fief itself.** In peaceful times at any
rate the system worked with remarkably little use of force.

Within the fiefs, the great feudatories exercised power accord-
ing to their own lights. However, they could not erect new castles,
coin money, construct warships, or arrange marriages without the
Shogun’s sanction. The continuity of the fiefs as distinct units ap-
pears from the fact that, of the sixteen great Outside Houses that
existed in the year 1664, all of them continued to rule their own
fiefs down to the formal abolition of feudalism in 1871. In the be-
ginning, to be sure, the Shogun intervened quite freely in the local
affairs of the fiefs, confiscating and transferring territories on a
wide scale. After the middle of the seventeenth century, when the
system had shaken down and the Shogun’s position seemed secure,
the policy of succeeding Shogun became more cautious, and inter-
ventions in the internal affairs of a fief much rarer.?® Such, then, in
brief outline, was the regime established by the Tokugawa Sho-
gunate. As we have seen, it was a relatively centralized and tightly
controlled form of feudalism, so much so that one older writer
refers to it as a police state,’® a designation that no doubt seemed
much more appropriate in 1900 than it would after Hitler and
Stalin. Though this designation now seems inappropriate, the Toku-
gawa system was not one out of which was likely to grow the
theory and practice of free society as known in modern Western
civilization. Earlier Japanese feudalism, too, lacked features that in
the West made important contributions to this growth. In the feu-
dal bond uniting lord and vassal, the element of contract was very
weak in Japan; the elements of loyalty and duty to superiors, on
the other hand, received heavy emphasis.’” Western discussions of
the contrast make the Japanese feudal bond seem more primitive,

14 Smith, Agrarian Origins, 202,

15 Murdoch, History of Japan, I, 20~-22.

18 Fukuda, Gesellschaftliche und Wirtschaftliche Entwwkelung, chap
IV.

17 Sansom, History of Japan, 1, 359 — 360, 368.
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less objective and rational than its European counterpart. It rested
more on unwritten custom and ceremonial observance; it had the
character of a fictive kinship relationship, something very widely
used in Japanese society, and relied less than in Europe on written
or oral contract to specify individual duties or privileges.® In-
digenous trends in this direction received further reenforcement
. from the importation of Confucian philosophy which attained al-
most the position of an established religion.

By the time Commodore Perry’s ships appeared in 1854, the
Tokugawa system had suffered substantial decay. The decline of
the old order, together with attempts to preserve the privileges of
the agrarian élite, had already given rise to some of the social forces
that eventually culminated in the regime that dropped its fateful
bombs on Pearl Harbor in 1941.

The factors that produced this decay and rebirth were many
and complicated. Their exact nature and relative importance will
probably long remain a matter of dispute among specialists. Yet for
our purposes it may not be too misleading to suggest that essentially
they dissolve into two: peace and luxury. Peace permitted a com-
mercial way of life to emerge not only in the towns but also in the
countryside. Even though kept under close supervision, commer-
cial influences eroded much of the feudal edifice. Just as the Toku-
gawa system may strike the comparative historian as a species
somewhere between the centralized agrarian bureaucracy of China
and the much looser feudalism of medieval Europe, so does the
capacity of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Japanese society to
contain the divisive and destructive effects of commerce fall some-
where between these two extremes.

To a considerable extent peace and luxury radiated out from
the center of the Tokugawa polity. Just as Louis XIV compelled
his nobles to reside at Versailles, so did the Shdgun require the
daimyo to spend specified periods of time in the capital Edo.® Up
to a point the effects were similar in both cases. By encouraging

18 Hall, “Feudalism in Japan,” 33 - 34.

19 The residence requirement remained in full effect until 186z, when
its abandonment foreshadowed the end of Tokugawa power. See Murdoch,
History of Japan,II1, 723.

K}
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various forms of luxurious display the Shogun weakened the posi-
tion of his nobles and simultaneously gave a fillip to the trading
classes in the towns. The expenses of the daimzyd increased as they
had to maintain a residence both at home and in Edo. For their
establishment-in the capital and the costs of travel for themselves
and a large retinue they had to pay in specie, which they had no
right to coin. These expenses put a heavy demand on the finances
of many fiefs. To pay for them, daimyé generally had to ship their
excess rice and other local products to the market, using the services
of the merchant.®® Often the feudal aristocrat became dependent
on the merchant for credit, while the merchant, on the other hand,
depended on the daimyd for political protection.

The samurai’s economic position, dependent on the daimyd,
apparently deteriorated under the Tokugawa, especially after the
middle of their reign. The evidence, however, is not conclusive.
One of the ways in which the dainzyé endeavored to meet their
own expenses was by cutting the stipends of their samurai?* Cut-
ting the stipend became possible only in Tokugawa times. Secured
by the peace and authority of the Shogun, the daimyd no longer
needed to rely so heavily on their vassals and could afford to im-
pose this sacrifice.

Whatever the ‘actual economic situation of the sammurai, there
can be no doubt that their status in Japanese society was deteriorat-
ing. A good income in rice was for a samurai merely the material
base for the life of a warrior. Under the enforced peace of the
Tokugawa, the warrior had no obviously important social function
to perform. In the meantime, other forms of prestige, based on the
wealth of the merchants, were beginning to compete with the
martial virtues. The old ethic was being undermined, though as yet
no new one had taken its place. Signs of these changes began to
appear as early as the beginning of the eightccnth century.

The loss of their function as warriors, together with the in-
roads of commerce, placed a severe strain on the loyalty of many
samurai, setting them adrift in both a psychological and a literal
sense. While we may treat as literary exaggeration the statement

20 Sheldon, Merchant Class, 18.
21 Some data in Ramming, “Wirschaftliche Lage der Samurai,” 34— 35.
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of an early nineteenth-century writer that “the sammurai hate their
lords as their worst enemies” on account of the practice of cut-
ting stipends, we may be certain that the cuts were widely re-
sented.??> To make matters even more difficult, the warriors were
prohibited from engaging in any form of commerce. Though many
evaded the prohibition in order to make ends meet, whatever wealth
they gained in this way could scarcely have contributed to their
feeling of security as samurai.®®

As a result, many warriors simply cut their ties and became
ronin, wandering masterless men, ofren ready for any violent enter-
prise, a group that contributed to the turbulence of the latter part
of the Tokugawa period. Choshi, the fief that played the key part
in the Imperial Restoration of 1868, was a great refuge for the
ronin?* The notion of getting rid of the “barbarian” Westerners
had a strong appeal for these men. Many opposed the opening of
new ports, because the “expulsion of the barbarians would then be
hopeless. . . . We should have to fold the left lappet over the
right, to take to writing across the page, and to have to use their
stinking calendar.”?® Thus the lower ranks of the sawurai consti-
tuted a free-floating source of violence, a “lumpenaristocracy,”
available for a variety of reactionary purposes but certainly no revo-
lution of the English and French type. In some of the crucial military
struggles surrounding the Imperial Restoration they were ranged
about equally on both sides.?® Without the foreign threat and great
political skill at the top, this potentially explosive force, a result of
the way in which pax Tokugawa had profoundly altered the posi-
tion of the warrior class, might have burst Japanese society at the
seams and brought about a return to feudal anarchy.

The merchants (chénin) were the immediate if not the ulti-
mate source of these corrosive influences on the old order. Their
role in-Japanese society shows many similarities to that of the Jews

22 Ramming, “Wirtschaftliche Lage der Samurai,” 7.

23 See Sheldon, Merchant Class, 32; Ramming, “Wirtschaftliche Lage
der Samurai,” 10.

24 Murdoch, History of Japan, 111, 737.

25 Quoted in Murdoch, History of Japan, III, 720.

20 Craig, “The Restoration Movement,” 187 ~ 197, esp 190 ~ 191,
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inlate medieval Europe, particularly in Spain. In very general terms
we may characterize the relationship between the warrior aristoc-
racy and the merchants as one of symbiotic antagonism. The
daimyé or samurai depended on the merchant to turn rice and other
agricultural products produced by the peasants into cash and to
supply them with many of the essentials and most of the amenities
for their aristocratic style of life. The merchant, on the other hand,
depended on the warrior aristocrat for political tolerance and pro-
tection in order to engage in trade, a degrading and generally
parasitic way of life according to the warrior’s code of ethics.
Without by any means throwing off the feudal restrictions, or even
attempting to do so, the merchants substantially improved their
position in this relationship until by the end of the period they had
become the dominant partner.

One consequence was that the rigid barriers between classes,
upon which the Tokugawa system depended for much of its sta-
bility, showed serious signs of breaking down. Warriors became
merchants and vice versa. Whether or not this trend increased
throughout the period we do-not know, though it would seem
likely, on general grounds, that it did.?” In the early nineteenth
century, out of one group of 250 merchant families, 48, or almost
one in five, had samurai ancestors. Impoverished samurai at times
set aside the eldest son and adopted a rich merchant’s son as heir.
Though the Shogun Yoshimune in the early eighteenth century
forbade the sale of sammurai status, the prohibition soon became a
dead letter.?

Not until after the beginning of the eighteenth century did
the feudal rulers realize that the merchants were in any sense a
threat to their power. By then it was too late, even though the eco-
nomic advance of the merchants had largely spent its force.?® In-
deed, recent writings give the impression that the feudal rulers
might have been able to contain this threat and maintain some form
of equilibrium, even if one rather different from early Tokugawa

27 Sheldon, Merchant Class, 6, mentions that merchants of sameurai
descent were numerous and successful in the first years of the Tokugawa.

28 Honjo, Social and Economic History, 204~ 205.

29 Sheldon, Merchant Class, 165.
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days, for quite some time if Western battleships had not made their
ominous appearance on the Japanese scene.®® At any rate the feudal
aristocracy had a number of weapons they could and did use against
the merchants: outright confiscation, forced loans (that became in-
creasingly frequent toward the end of the Tokugawa regime), and
refusal to pay debts. The effect of these measures, and especially
confiscation, was in the latter part of the era simply to make the
merchants more reluctant to grant loans.®* Since the aristocracy
was heavily though not universally dependent on these loans, it
proved impossible to crush the merchants.

The stranglehold that many merchants obtained from time to
time on sections of the nobility produced understandable resent-
ment among the latter and other articulate segments of Japanese
society. In a way that recalls European physiocratic notions of the
same date and anti-Semitism at a later one, some Japanese thinkers
argued that nobles and peasants were the only useful members of
society. “Merchants, on the other hand, carry on an insignificant
occupation . . . [and] it should be no concern of government if
they ruin themselves.”** As already indicated, the Shogun’s govern-
ment from time to time tried to put these or similar ideas into prac-
tice. In this clash between a decaying military aristocracy and an
emerging commercial interest, we may notice the beginnings of
that anticapitalist outlook which was to be so prominent in the
Japanese variant of fascism.

Though the conflict between the feudal aristocracy and the
merchants constitutes a very significant aspect of the background
to later developments, it would be seriously misleading to stress this
aspect alone. Unlike Western Europe, Japan did not develop self-
governing towns with charters that expressed in concrete terms
their political and legal independence of the surrounding feudal
authority. To be sure, there were some promising starts in this di-
rection in the beginning phases of the Tokugawa regime. But, as
the regime consolidated itself in a form of centralized feudalism, it

30 Suggestive in this connection is the interchange between Dore and
Sheldon in Journal of Asian Studies, XVIII, 507 - 508, and XIX, 238 - 239.

81 Sheldon, Merchant Class, 119, 122 — 123.

82 Quoted by Sheldon, Merchant Class, 105.
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cut short such tendencies. This “refeudalization,” as it is sometimes
called, imposed strict limitations on the merchants, carefully en-
closing them in the feudal order, where, so the rulers hoped, they
could do no harm.®® The closing of the country, through the edicts
of 1633 — 1641, had the effect of limiting the initiative of the mer-
chants, partly through removing the stimulus of foreign contacts
and competition.** As we have already noticed, the main thrust of
mercantile development had spent much of its force by about a
hundred years after imposition of the pax Tokugawa. After that,
there was some tendency to settle down and enjoy the fruits of
enterprise, as well as to cling to tried and proven methods of
business.

For our purpose there is no need to discuss in any further de-
tail the mechanism of political controls over the merchants that the
Tokugawa rulers devised. It is enough to note that they were rather
effective, particularly in the early period, and that, as a result, the
merchants’ rise to economic power was “almost an underground
movement.”s These political controls made the Japanese merchant
a dependent figure in the society, even if there were occasions when
his wrath could make a daimyé tremble.

_There were, of course, significant variations. The merchane
of Osaka were less dependent than those of the capital, Edo.?¢ And,
in the latter part of the period, the provincial merchants showed
themselves less dependent on feudal relationships for their materials
and markets than did the older urban monopolists.®?

It is also true that in some of the arts and in the lighter pleas-
ures of life the merchants developed some distinctive social traits
and tastes that recall the pre-Puritan aspects of mercantile culture
in the West. But this merchant culture, that reached the height of
its flowering by the beginning of the eighteenth century, was no
real threat in itself to the Tokugawa system.®® Essentially this tol-

83 Sheldon, Merchant Class, 8, 25, 37.
84 Sheldon, Merchant Class, 20 — 24.

85 Sheldon, Merchant Class, 32 — 36.

86 Sheldon, Merchant Class, 88, 92, 108,
87 Sheldon, Merchant Class, 163.

88 Sheldon, Merchant Class, 99.
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erated licentiousness, mainly restricted to a particular quarter of the
capital, served as a safety valve. If anything, it helped to preserve
rather than destroy the ancien régime.*®

For all these reasons Japanese merchants of the Tokugawa
period were suffused with the feudal ethic. They completely failed
to develop any intellectual standpoint with which to oppose the
traditional outlook. E. Herbert Norman searched through many
varieties of Japanese writings “to discover whether any writer had
ventured to express a sustained and penetrating criticism of the
most oppressive aspects of Japanese feudalism, its social rigidity, its
intellectual obscurantism, its scholastic sterility, its debasement of
human values, and its parochial outlook on the outside world.”+
Though he was able to find in chronicles and literary writings a
number of scattered expressions of disgust with the cruelties of
feudal oppression, he was unable to find a single influential thinker
who made a frontal attack on the system as a whole.#* The failure
of the Japanese merchant class to develop a critical intellectual
standpoint comparable to that produced in the West cannot, in my
opinion, be explained through psychological factors or some pecu-
liar efficacy of the Japanese value system.** Such explanations are
logically the same as the famous explanation of the effects of opium
as being due to its “dormitive” properties. They beg the funda-
mental question: why did this particular outlook prevail when and
where it did? The answer to this question is historical: the condi-
tions under which the Japanese merchant class grew up from the
seventeenth century onwards. The isolation of the country, the sym-
biotic relationship between the warrior and the merchant, and the
long political dominance of the warrior would seem to constitute

89 Norman, “Ando Shoeki,” 75.

40 “ A ndo6 Shoeki,” 2.

41 Norman finally chose to interpret in considerable detail an early
eighteenth-century physician, Ando Shoeki, admittedly an isolated thinker
without influence in his lifetime or later. Ando Shoeki’s main work was never
published and, though critical of feudalism, gives off an air of utopian
agrarian primitivism rather than of a “bourgeois” critique of contemporary
Japan. See “Ando Shoeki,” chap I and 100 - 110, 224 - 226, 242 - 243.

42For such an interpretation, see Bellah, Tokugawa Religion.
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the essential elements in any explanation of the merchants’ limited
horizon.

A large portion of the wealth that flowed into merchant cof-
fers was originally pumped out of the peasants by the warrior
aristocracy. Subsequently we shall have to discuss in some detail
the factors that prevented the Japanese peasants from becoming
a revolutionary force on the scale of their Russian and Chinese
counterparts. Here the discussion will be confined to the peasant
question as the dominant classes perceived it and as it impinged on
their interests.

With their taxes, then, the peasant. mass supported the rest of
the population, as is largely the case in any agrarian state. Articu-
late circles within the warrior aristocracy seized upon this fact to
claim that the peasant was the foundation of a healthy society —
meaning, of course, by “healthy” one in which the samurai were
dominant. This is the characteristic rhetoric of an agrarian aristoc-
racy threatened by commercial interests. Admiration for the peas-
antry was an oblique criticism of the merchant. The much quoted
cynical rhymed couplet, “Peasants are like sesame seeds; the more
you press, the more comes out,” comes closer to describing the
sarmurai’s real relationship to the peasantry.*® As Sir George Sansom
remarks dryly, the Tokugawa had a high regard for agriculture,
but very little for agriculturists.

In the early 1860s the peasant question became intertwined
with the problem of creating a modern army. The solution to this
question affected not only Japan’s independence-as a sovereign state
but the very character of the society. In essence the government
had to decide whether or not to arm the peasant in order to defend
Japan against the foreign enemy. In 1863 it sounded out its higher
administrative officials about the wisdom of this step. Revealing ex-
cerpts from the replies reflect two main concerns: that the daimyo
in the fiefs might turn this force against the Tokugawa government
and that the peasants themselves might be a source of danger to the
established order.** Both fears turned out to be justified.

43 Ramming, “Wirtschaftliche Lage der Samurai,” 28.
44 Norman, Soldier and Peasant, 73.

S.D.D.-Q
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The hold of. the authorities over the peasants was weaker in
areas directly controlled by the Shogun than in some of the outly-
ing fiefs, especially in Chéshii. The strictly Tokugawa areas in-
cluded the major cities of Edo and Osaka, out of which commercial
influences radiated. The leaders of Chéshi, on the other hand, by
an ingenious system of budgets and taxation, managed to keep their
financial independence and avoid falling into the hands of Osaka
moneylenders and merchants. Partly for this reason, the peasant
base and traditional feudal ties remained relatively strong in Cho-
shii.*® Though there had been moderately severe peasant outbreaks
much earlier in Choshi (in the years 1831 —1836), it was only
when foreign warships shelled Choshii forts in 1864 that important
circles in the fief became convinced of the necessity of reform on
Western lines and argued that even the peasants ought to be armed.
With the formation of these units in Choshii the pro-Emperor
forces gained an important power base.*®

In other parts of Japan, the peasants contributed an antifeudal
and even faintly revolutionary component to the Restoration move-
ment. The later years of the Tokugawa era were characterized by
numerous outbreaks of peasant violence with substantial antifeudal
overtones. Even if they apparently lacked very clear political ob-
jectives, they were a threat to the rulers. A detailed monograph on
these uprisings reports a total of around a thousand such affairs
during the whole of the period, the majority of which displayed a
direct relationship between the peasants and the governing class
that controlled them. A chart of their frequency shows a sharp in-
crease in the later years of the epoch, that is, from 1772 to 1867.47
Imperial armies at times received help from peasant uprisings in the
mlhtary clashes that accompanied the Restoration. In Echigo prov-
ince, for example, 60,000 armed peasants blocked the commander
of the Tokugawa forces in that region. Again, in other areas, the
commanders of the Imperial forces exploited antifeudal sentiments
by methods recalling contemporary political warfare. In one in-
stance, the

48 Craig, Choshii, chap II, 355 - 356.
46 Craig, Chosha, 55 - 58, 135, 201 - 203, 278 - 279.
47 Borton, Peasant Uprisings, 17, 18, 207.
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“Pacifier and Commander-in-Chief of the Tosando” posted pla-
cards in prominent places and distributed manifestoes addressed
to the peasants and traders in these villages, inviting them to ap-
pear before the local headquarters of the Imperial army and bring
charges of tyranny and-cruelty against the former Tokugawa ad-
ministrators. They specifically appealed to the most impoverished,
orphans, widows, and those who had been persecuted by the feudal
authorities. All complaints were promised a careful and sympa-
thetic hearing, and it was further stated that justice would be
meted out to guilty officials.*?

The mildly revolutionary strand was of course not the only
peasant contribution. Peasants fought on both sides of the Restora-
tion struggle for a variety of motives. As we shall see later, there
was also a strong reactionary component, not only among peasants
but among other supporters of the Emperor, harking back to a pure
and mythical feudal past. The intefweaving of these strands is what
gives the Meiji Restoration its protean and, so far as the immediate
everit is concerned, somewhat inconclusive character.

The reader will have certainly recognized by this point that
the Restoration was by no means pure class struggle and certainly
not a bourgeois revolution, as some Japanese writers, though not to
my knowledge any Western ones, have maintained. In some of its
decisive aspects it was an old-fashioned, feudal struggle between the
central authority and the fiefs.** And the fiefs that led the struggle
against the Shogun, not only Ghoshd, but also Satsuma — the “Prus-
sia of Japan” about which we know rather less — were ones where
the traditional agrarian society and feudal loyalties remained rela-
tively much stronger.*

In marked contrast to some of the, larger fiefs, Tokugawa

48 Norman, Soldier and Peasant, 38 — 39.

49 A French scholar, writing on the fiefs during the last phase of the
Tokugawa, claimed that the Shogun’s authority received strict obedience
only near the garrisons; the further one travelled from Edo, the more the
spirit of independence and particularism appeared. See Courant, “Clans
japonais,” 43.

5 On the traditional agrarian system see Norman, Soldier and Peasant,
58 — 65. Satsuma was the land of the goshi, a country squire halfway berween
peasant and samzurai, and a survivor from pre-Tokugawa days.
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finances became increasingly shaky toward the end of the period
and, in the judgment of several historians, contributed to the final
downfall of the Shogunate. But, as is usually the case with an
ancien régime, the financial difficulties were no more than symp-
toms of deeper causes. The foreign danger daily increased the
Shogunate’s need for revenues — and for an army that seemed to be
a threat to the Tokugawa if not to the Chdshi leaders. The mer-
chant could not be pressed too hard without killing the goose. The
only other source was the peasant, who had shown increasing res-
tiveness under existing burdens.

Though these cleavages and issues formed the background to
the Restoration, in the events that led up to it, from about 1860 on-
wards, they remained very much in the background. The ever-
present threat of foreign armed intervention helped to make the
Restoration a symbolic act that many groups could support for a
wide variety of contradictory reasons. In itself the Restoration was
not particularly decisive, and the implications for the future of
Japanese society were not clear for some years. The struggles that
accompanied it had very little of the character of programmatic
conflicts among clearly defined interest groups. For these reasons,
the account of these years seems to a Westerner no more than a
confusing web of intrigues, intricate and purposeless. They appear
this way, I would suggest, precisely because the main actors within
the ruling class were generally agreed on what they wanted: the
ousting of the foreigner and a minimum of disturbance to the status
quo. Down to the very last, according to one standard account,®
the Emperor wanted to act through the Shogunate in opposition.to
“extremist” and “disorderly” elements—in a word, against any-
thing that smacked of revolutionary change.

Therefore the question became in effect: who should bell the
cat? Much of the rivalry centered about who might get the credit
for this daring act — if it could be carried out. In this struggle the
Shogunate had the tremendous disadvantage of political responsi-
bility. Whenever the Shogunate failed to keep a promise that it
could not possibly keep, such as to expel the barbarian by a certain
date, its incapacity was obvious. The Shogun’s opponents, on the

61 See Murdoch, History of Japan, 111, 733.
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other hand, naturally gravitated toward a figure that was “above
politics.” As much as any other factor, the disadvantages of politi-
cal responsibility in an impossible situation contributed to the Sho-
gun’s conclusive defeat.5

At this point it may be helpful to assess in more general terms
the causes of the Restoration. The fundamental one, I believe, was
the partial erosion of the feudal edifice through the rise of com-
merce, which was in turn due to the establishment of peace and
order. Together with the foreign intrusion, this erosion created
problems toward whose solution the Restoration was one important
step. The politically reactionary aspects of the solution are to a
great extent explicable in terms of the groups that the Imperial
movement attracted. One was a section of the nobility at the Im-
perial court. Another. consisted of a few disaffected leaders of fiefs
where feudal institutions appear to have been particularly strong.
Samurai, disaffected from their, particular lord but by no means from
feudal society as such, also made an important contribution. Among
the commercial elements, the conservative old-line merchants were
hostile to the idea of opening the country, as it would increase com-
petition for them. Generally the merchants did not play an active
part in the struggle itself, although Mitsui interests were on both
sides of the fence.”® Only among the peasants, and there far from
universally, can one find signs of opposition to feudal institutions.
In doctrinal terms, the Restoration took place under the banner of
traditional symbolism, mainly Confucian. As we have seen, the old
order faced no direct intellectual challenge, least of all one that
stemmed from commercial interests.

In the light of the groups that supported the Restoration, what
is surprising is not that the new government did so little but that it
did so much. As we shall see shortly, the Meiji government (1868 —
1912) as the new regime is known, took many important steps to-
ward remaking Japan in the image of modern industrial society.
‘What prompted this largely feudal revolution to carry out a pro-
gram with many undoubtedly progressive features? The reasons

52 For an account of the principal events, see Craig, Choshi, chap IX,
and Murdoch, History of Japan, Ill, chaps XVIII - XIX.,
53 Sheldon, Merchant Class, 162, 172.



24.6 SOCIAL ORIGINS OF DICTATORSHIP AND DEMOCRACY

are not hard to find and have been emphasized by many historians
of Japan. There was some shift in the character of the ruling class,
though that is probably a subordinate factor. Since the lines of
cleavage in Japanese society were vertical as well as horizontal,
they enabled a section of the agrarian ruling class to detach itself
from the Tokugawa system and put through a revolution from
above. The foreign threat was decisive in this connection. Under its
unifying force, the new government acted in such a way as to pre-
serve the privileges of a small segment of the élite, open up oppor-
tunities for others, and ensure national survival.

From 1868 onward, the new rulers of Japan, drawn in substan-
tial measure from the pool of sazurai that had been losing out un-
der the old regime, faced two major problems. One was to achieve
a modern centralized state. The other was to create a modern in-
dustrial economy. Both were necessary if Japan was to survive as an
independent state. Together these problems amounted to the dis-
mantling of a feudal society and the erection of a modern one in its
place.

Such at least is the way the problem appears to the social his-
torian with the advantages and disadvantages of hindsight. It is
scarcely the way the problem appeared to contemporaries. Many
had joined the movement to “Restore the Emperor — Expel the
Barbarian” in the hope of creating a new and better version of feu-
dalism. Our formulation is too abstract and too concrete. Too ab-
stract in that, by and large, the people behind the Restoration and
the early years of the Meiji did not wish to see just any kind of
modern state, but one that would preserve as much as possible of
the advantages the ruling class had enjoyed under the ancien ré-
gime, cutting away just enough (which in practice turned out to be
a great deal) to preserve the state, since they would otherwise lose
everything. Too concrete in that it gives the impression of a specific
unified program of modernization. The leaders of early Meiji Japan
were no doctrinaire social theorists, catapulted like the Russian
Marxists into the arena of political responsibility. Nevertheless, if
these qualifications are kept in mind, this notion of the task before
the Meiji leaders will help to sort out important facts of the period,
their consequences, and their relationship to each other.
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A mostimportant first step toward the creation of an effective
central government occurred in March of 1869, when the great
Western fiefs of Choshi, Satsuma, Hizen, and Tosa “voluntarily”
offered their territories to the throne, declaring at the same time,
“There must be one central governing body and one universal au-
thority, which must be preserved intact.” This must have been a
very ticklish moment. Clearly the Restoration might have been no
more than a redistribution of power within the feudal system.

Why then did these leading fiefs take this step? Magnanimity
and farsightedness may have played a part, as some historians claim,
thoughI am very skeptical about their importance. Much more sig-
nificant may have been the fact that the daimyo were allowed to
retain half their revenues after the extensive negotiations that pre-
ceded this step, even though this was not the final solution.’* A still
more important consideration was the fear on the part of these fiefs
that, if they did not take this joint step, some one group of provin-
cial leaders might step into the Tokugawa’s shoes. Satsuma itself at
the time nourished exactly such ambitions.®® Rivalry, in other
words, among the contenders for power strengthened the hand of a
central authority that as yet was quite weak.

For the moment, the government was not prepared to put its
new powers to the test and left the former feudal rulers in charge
as Imperial legates with the title of governor. Only two years later,
however, in August 1871, it took the final step of announcing in a
brief decree that feudal domains were to become units of local ad-
ministration (prefectures) under the central government. Shortly
afterwards, in a move that recalled the methods of the Tokugawa,
it ordered all the former daimnyd to leave their estates and settle
with their families in the capital. Indeed the similarity is more than
fortuitous.®® The Tokugawa in their victory of 1600 had laid the

54 Sansom, Western World and Japan, 323 ~ 324, 327 - 328.

65 Sansom, Western World and Japan, 324, where the author adds an
illuminating general comment to the effect that the famous Charter Oath
of 1868, Japan’s first “constitutional” document providing for assemblies
and open discussions, was “not a concession to rising democratic sentiment
but a safeguard against the ascendancy of a single feudal group.”

56 Sansom, Western World and Japan, 326.
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foundations of a modern centralized state. The Meiji completed the
process. RN o

At the same time that it was establishing itself politically, the
government passed a whole series of measures whose effect would
not become fully visible until later. Their general purport was to
strike off the feudal shackles on the free movement of persons and
goods and thus encourage development along capitalist lines. In
1869 the government declared equality before the law for social
classes, abolished local barriers to trade and communication, per-
mitted freedom of cropping, and allowed individuals to acquire
property rights in land.*” Though land had begun to emerge from
feudal fetters under the Tokugawa, now it could take on the char-
acter of a commedity to be bought and sold like any other, with
important consequences for the rest of society that we shall discuss
in due course.

If these transformations were to be carried out at all peace-
fully, and from above instead of through a popular revolution, it
was necessary to provide substantial compensation at least to key
elements in the old order. In 1869 the government had granted to
the daimyo one-half of their revenues upon the surrender of their
fiefs. Such generosity could not continue. The government’s free-
dom to maneuver was narrow. In 1871 the attempt to revise treaties
in a way that would permit raising additional revenue did not suc-
ceed. In 1876 the government found it necessary to impose a com-
pulsory reduction in the revenues of the daizzy o and the stipends of
the sarmurai. Although all but the least important daimy o received
quite favorable treatment, the smaller feudal chieftains and the ma-
jority of the sammurai suffered a severe cut.®® In effect, then, the new
government rewarded a few of its key supporters handsomely. On
the other hand, the Meiji found it necessary to repudiate the dis-
contented sarurai, an important source of the energy that had
overthrown the old order.

57 Allen, Short Economic History, 27. According to Norman, Japan's
Emergence, 137, the legal ban on the sale of land was not removed until
1872.

58 Sansom, Western World and Japan, 327-328. For more informa-
tion on the economic aspects of the problem, see Allen, Short Economic
History, 34 - 37. The point will be discussed further below.
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The reduction in samuraz stlpends was simply the culmination
of a long trend. Actually the Meiji merely finished off the process
of destroying the sammurai that, as we have seen, was well under way
during the Tokugawa period. Modernization in Japan did not in-
volve the revolutionary liquidation of any section of the ruling
class. Instead, there was a prolonged process of euthanasia lasting
through three centuries. The social status of the sazurai all but van-
ished with the proclamation of equality before the law, though
they were allowed the empty distinction of being known as shizoku,
or former samurai, a designation that carried with it no rights or
exemptions. As warriors, they had already lost most of their func-
tion under the pax Tokugawa. The introduction of conscriptions
in 1873 eliminated practically all of the distinctions that remained
to them on that score. Finally, the opening up of property rights in
land, as Sansom remarks, struck at the heart of feudal pride and
privilege, since feudal society rested on the ‘working of the land by
the peasant and its ownership by the lord.”

All this was scarcely what the sammurai had bargained for in
supporting the Restoration. Very many of those who took part in
the overthrow of the Tokugawa probably did so with the intention
of altering the feudal system in their favor rather than destroying
it.%** Hence it is scarcely surprising that feudal forces revolted and
attacked the new regime after the import of its policies had become
clear. The Satsuma Rebellion of 1877 was the last bloody convul-
sion of the old order. As part of this final spasm, indeed actually as
the direct offspring of expiring feudalism, there appeared Japan’s
first organized “liberal” movement. The auspices could scarcely
have been less auspicious.®

59 Western World and Japan, 330.

60 Scalapino, Democracy, 36.

S1For details on the background of “liberal” origins see lke, Be-
ginnings of Political Democracy, s5- 58 61, 65; Scalapino, Democracy,
44—49, and 57-58 for the related origins of the Jiyato (Liberal Party)
which I shall discuss in the concluding section. Some useful facts too are in
Norman, Japan’s Emergence, 85 — 86, 174 — 175, and Sansom, Western World
and Japan, 333. For many Japanese, Western liberalism was on a par with
Western firearms, part of the Western magic with which Japan too could
hope to become powerful and defeat the barbarians. Democracy was mainly
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After quelling the Satsuma Rebellion, the Meiji government
was firmly in the saddle. In the space of nine years it had managed
to dismantle the feudal apparatus and replace it with much of the
basic framework of modern society. This was indeed a revolution
from above and accomplished with a relatively small amount of vio-
lence in comparison with the leftist revolutions of France in the
eighteenth century or of Russia and China in the twentieth. On any
account, it was a remarkable performance for a government that
had to tread warily among the rivalries of great fiefs, lacking until
after 1873 an army of its own and necessarily, as Sansom comments,
much more anxious to preserve its own life than to examine its po-
litical and social anatomy.

Several factors contributed to Meiji success. The new rulers
had used their opportunities wisely in terms of self-interest. As we
have seen, they made large material concessions to the daimyé and
took the risk of antagonizing the sammurai later. As far as the reduc-
tion of samurai stipends goes, it is difficult to see what else their re-
sources at this point would have allowed them to do. And they
refrained from becoming prematurely involved in a foreign war. At
a deeper level of historical causation, the Tokugawa regime had by
its policies already undermined the dominance of the warrior and
prepared the way for a centralized state without at the same time
generating any overwhelming revolutionary potential. The Meiji
regime was thus a continuation of previous trends and, as the rest
of our account will show, left much of the original structure stand-
ing. Finally, the Imperial institution, as many historians of Japan
have emphasizéd, provided a rallying point for fundamentally con-
servative forces and a framework of legitimate continuity within
which to make a number of necessary adjustments.

Before carrying the analysis further, we may pause to recon-
sider the suggestion with which this chapter opened, to the effect
that feudalism constitutes the key to the differing fates in modern
times of Japan, Russia, and China. By this point it is perhaps appar-
ent that differences in internal social structure constitute only one

a technique with which to achieve what we would now call totalitarian
consensus. There are interesting parallels here to some American notions
about counterinsurgency and communism.
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major variable, albeit an extremely important one. There were also
differences in tlmmg and in the external circumstances under which
premodern institutions broke down and adapted themselves to the
modern era.

For Japan, the advent of the West was a relatively sudden
affair. The superiority of Western arms and technology became
evident to many Japanese leaders very rapidly. The question of
national'survival and the need to take appropriate steps to defend it
pushed their wiy to the forefront with dramatic speed. China, to
which we may limit these preliminary comparative remarks for the
sake of simplicity, seemed superior to the West at first. For a long
time its rulers could treat the representatives of Western civiliza~
tion with polite curiosity and disdain. In the course of time, partly
for this reason, Westerners were able to gain a substantial territorial
foothold in China, Only gradually did the ‘inadequacy of the Im-
perial system become evident. At crucial points the West chose to
support the Manchu dynasty against internal enemies, as in the
Taiping Rebellion, a factor that further slowed any awakening of
the rulers to the dangers that threatened them. When important
circles had become fully alive to the dangers, let us say by the time’
of the Boxer Rebellion, the process of dynastic decay had gone too
far to be arrested.

In order to cope effectively with the foreign and domestic
problems that faced it in the latter part of the nineteenth century,
the Chinese bureaucracy would have had to encourage commerce
and widen the tax base. But such a policy would have undermined
the hegemony of the scholar-official and the whole static agrarian
order on which this hegemony was based. Instead, therefore, offi-
cials and prominent families appropriated local resources as the cen-
tral apparatus broke down. The regional warlords of the early
twentieth century. replaced the Imperial bureaucracy of earlier
times.

It is conceivable that one of these warlords might have sub-
dued the others and reunited China to inaugurate a politically reac-
tionary phase with some degree of industrial modernization. Chiang
Kai-shek once seemed close to succeeding. If that had happened,
historians might now be stressing the similarities between China and
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Japan rather than the differences. There would have been the im-
portant parallel of one segment of the society detaching itself from
the rest to take over the government and to launch a conservative
version of modernization.

But was such a possibility ever really “in the cards,” as a losing
gambler might phrase it? No flat answer is possible. Yet important
factors were against it. In addition to the differences between Chi-
nese bureaucracy and Japanese feudalism, there was, to repeat, the
factor of timing. When Chiang sought to impose unity on China,
he had to face an aggressive expanding Japan. There was also, to

- return to domestic differences, the contrast in character and out-
look between the mandarin and the sammurai, two figures that repre-
sent the precipitate of sharply different historical experiences. The
pacific ideal of the gentleman-scholar-official turned out to be less
and less adequate in the face of the modern world. The fate of the
warrior ideal in Japan was substantially different. The ruling classes
were looking for ways to recoup their fortunes. If they could shed
certain anachronistic notions of feudal honor, they could make
good use of modern technology in warlike ways that were not un-
familiar. As the Satsuma Rebellion shows, it was not easy to shed
feudal romanticism. But it could be done and was done. On the
other hand, what earthly use was modern technology to the classi-
cally trained Chinese scholar-official? It did not teach him how to
deal with people in a way to keep them peaceful. At best it might
provide a source of bribery, which corrupted the system, or serve
as a toy and diversion. From the official’s standpoint it was not par-
ticularly desirable for the peasants, as it might make them lazy and
insubordinate.

Thus the feudal military tradition in Japan provided at first a
congenial basis for a reactionary version of industrialization, though
in the long run it may turn out to have been fatal. In China’s pre-
modern society and culture there was little or no basis out of
which a militarist patriotism of the Japanese type could grow. In
comparison with Japan, the reactionary nationalism of Chiang Kai-
shek seems thin and watery. Only when China began to make over
her own institutions in the communist image did a strong sense of
mission appear.
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Furthermore, despite the centralization of the Tokugawa gov-
ernment, the feudal units in Japan still retained their separate identi-
ties as going concerns. The Japanese fiefs were independent cells
that probably could have survived reasonably well if they had been
separated from the Tokugawa body politic. What their leaders de-
rived from the pax Tokugawa was the peaceful enjoyment of aristo-
cratic privilege. When the system as a whole was suddenly
threatened, it was not too difficult for a few of the feudatories to
detach themselves and execute a coup d’état. Thus the Imperial
Restoration had some of the characteristics of a successful Fronde.
But a better parallel, and one noticed nearly fifty years ago by
Thorstein Veblen in his Imperial Germany and the Industrial Revo-
lution, would be Prussia. Though there are very important differ-
ences to be discussed in due course, the essential similarity rests in
the capacity of a segment of the landed aristocracy to promote
industrialization against the will of its more backward members in
order to catch up with other countries, as well as the disastrous
culmination of the whole policy in the middle of the twentieth
century. The survival of feudal traditions with a strong element of
bureaucratic hierarchy is comman to both Germany and Japan. It
distinguishes them from England, France, and the United States
where feudalism was overcome or absent and where modernization
took place both early and under democratic auspices — funda-
mentally and with all due qualifications those of a bourgeois revo-
lution. In this respect, Germany and Japan differ also from both
Russia and China, which were agrarian bureaucracies rather than
feudal polities.

Hence not feudalism itself, certainly not feudalism as a dis-
embodied general category, holds the key to the way in which
Japanese society entered the modern era. To feudalism one must
add the distinct factor of timing. Secondly, it was Japan’s particular
variety of feudalism with substantial bureaucratic elements that
made possible the leap. The special character of the Japanese feudal
bond, with its much greater emphasis on status and military loyalty
than on a freely chosen contractual relationship, meant that one
source of the impetus behind the Western variety of free institu-
tions was absent. Again, the bureaucratic element in the Japanese
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polity produced its characteristic result of a tame and timid bour-
geoisie unable to challenge the old order. The reasons for the ab-
sence of a serious intellectual challenge. lie deeper in Japanese
history but are part of the same phenomenon. The intellectual and
social challenges that made the Western bourgeois revolutions were
feeble to nonexistent. Finally, and perhaps most important of all,
throughout the transition and on into the era of industrial society,
the dominant classes were able to contain and deflect disruptive
forces arising out of the peasants. Not only was there no bourgeois
revolution, there was also no peasant revolution. To understand
how and why it was possible to tame the peasantry will be our next
task.

2. The Absence of a Peasant Revolution

Three interrelated reasons may account for the absence of a
peasant revolution during the transition from an agrarian to an in-
dustrial society in Japan. In the first place, the Tokugawa system
of taxation appears to have been such as to leave an increasing sur-
plus among those peasants who were energetic enough to add to
their output. In this fashion it helped to stimulate production,
which began to rise in the later Tokugawa era and continued to do
so under the Meiji government. Secondly, in sharp contrast with
China, Japanese rural society was one with a close link between
the peasant community and the feudal overlord, also his historical
successor the landlord. Simultaneously, and again in contrast with
China (though the relevant information for China is sketchy) the
Japanese peasant community provided a strong system of social
control that incorporated those with actual and potential griev-
ances into the status quo. This was the case because of a specific
division of labor, combined with the system of property, land
tenure, and inheritance that prevailed in late Tokugawa times. In
the third place, this set of institutions proved adaptable to commer-
cial agriculture with the help of repressive mechanisms taken over
from the old order together with new ones appropriate to a modern
society. The key element in the transition was the rise of a new
landlord. class, recruited in substantial measure from the peasants,
which used the state and traditional mechanisms of the rural com-
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munity to squeeze rice out of the peasants and sell it in the market.
The shift from older feudal arrangements to tenancy furthermore
had some advantages for the peasants at the bottom of the social
ladder. All in all, it proved possible to take over the old order from
the past and incorporate a peasant economy into an industrial so-
ciety — at the price of fascism.

The transition was not easy. At times it was touch and go
whether the dominant classes would be able to carry it off. Violent
opposition from the peasants there was in good measure. For a
variety of reasons, the present generation of Western historians
tends to minimize the importance of peasant discontent. Therefore
it will be wise to review the evidence before examining social
trends and relationships in the countryside in any detail. Doing so
right away may help to prevent illusions of inevitability. A bour-
geois revolution does seem to me to have been out of the question,
There is much less reason to believe that a peasant one was im-
possible.

The later years of the Tokugawa period were, as we saw,
characterized by numerous outbreaks of peasant violence. Though
it is naturally impossible to determine the objective circumstances
that produced many of the uprisings, far less the motives of the par-
ticipants, there is considerable evidence to show that the inroads of
commercial influences played an important part. Merchants were a
significant target in many instances. For example, in 1783 - 1787,
after a series of crop failures, the peasants in the western provinces
rose against the merchants, who had become landowners by ap-
propriating land in exchange for money and goods borrowed by
the peasants. In part also, the peasants rose against village officials
who, as representatives of the ruling class, collected taxes, spied on
the farmers, and added taxes for their own profit.®? Again, in 1823,
in one of the Tokugawa domains 100,000 farmers revolted be-
cause of the corruption of the local administrative officer who was
allied with the rice merchants. In a similar large upheaval, the im-~
mediate cause of the outbreak appears to have been that local offi-
cials had prayed for a bad harvest .and tried to enrage the dragon

62 Borton, Peasant Uprisings, 18 — 19.
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god, all in order to raise prices.®®. Already by the middle of the
Tokugawa period or mideighteenth century, we begin to hear
about tenancy disputes,** a form of conflict that was to become
much more important after the Restoration.

Outright violence was not the only weapon to which the peas-
ants resorted. Some, like their Russian counterparts, “voted with
their feet” before they ever heard of the ballot, though the op-
portunities to move away were very limited in Japan as compared
with Russia. In some areas the practice developed of one or more
villages’ leaving their habitations ez masse — a significant indication
of the solidarity of the Japanese village. They crossed into the
neighboring "fief or province and petitioned the lord that they
might be allowed to remain in. his domain. According to Borton,
there are records of 106 such desertions, the majority of them in
Shikoku.®s

Borton’s evidence shows quite clearly that the intrusion of
commercial relationships into the feudal organization of the coun-
tryside was creating increasingly severe problems for the ruling
group. There were three main strands to the peasant violence:
opposition to the feudal overlord, to the merchant, and to emerging
landlordism. To the extent that these institutions were becoming
interlocked, the peasant movement was definitely dangerous. One
reason that the Meiji government was able to weather the storm
may have been that this interlocking was relatively quite weak in
the main territorial base of the Imperial movement, the great fief
of Choéshi.

For a time, immediately after the Restoration, the danger con-
tinued to mount. The peasants had been promised that all state land
(except that of the temples) would be divided up for their benefit.
But they soon discovered that the promise was an empty one and
that their tax burden to boot would not be lessened. It seemed
obvious that they had nothing to gain from the new regime. Agrar-
ian revolts reached a crescendo of violence in 1873, the year of the

€3 Borton, Peasant Uprisings, 27 — 28.
4 Borton, Peasant Uprisings, 31, 32.
83 Peasant Uprisings, 31.
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new land tax,% to be discussed further in the context of the land-
lords’ problems. In the first decade of the Meiji government there
were over 200 peasant uprisings, more by far than in any decade
under the Tokugawa. “Never in modern times,” says T.C. Smith,
not one to exaggerate peasant violence, “has Japan been so close
to social revolution.”®

The dominant theme in the peasant movement of these ten
years was “stubborn antagonism to rent, usury, and exorbitant taxa-
tion,” the usual reaction of the peasant to the intrusion of capitalist
relationships in the countryside.®® This reactionary response was
very prominent in Japan. Many samurai were quick to exploit their
knowledge of peasant psychology and even to set themselves at the
head of peasant risings against the government. This was possible
because, as we shall see, the samurai were the main victims of the
Restoration. Where samurai leadership occurred, it helped to pre-
vent the peasant movement from becoming an effective revolution-
ary force.

The tax reduction of 1877 marked the end of the first and
most serious wave of peasant revolt.®® The second outbreak in
1884 — 1885 was a more local affair, confined to mountainous re-
gions north of Tokyo, especially noted for the production of raw
silk and the textile industry. There peasant households, working
under the putting-out system, derived a large part of their income
from these sources. After the dissolution of the Jiysitd, Japan’s
early “liberal” movement, certain radical local afhliates, disap-
pointed by their leaders’ defection and goaded by continuing eco-
nomic difficulties, turned to open revolt™ In one prefecture,
Chichibu, the outbreak was severe enough to resemble a miniature
civil war and required fairly extensive efforts by the army and the
military police to put it down, after it had attracted wide popular

66 Norman, Japan’s Emergence, 71 — 72,
87 Political Change, 3o0.
68 Cf Norman, Japan's Emergence, 75.
69 Norman, Japan’s Emergence, 72, 75.
\ 70 Ike, Beginnings of Political Democracy, 164. See chap XIV for an
account of the outbreak as a whole,
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attention. One of the related and simultaneous outbreaks, of which
there were several, produced straightforward revolutionary slogans
and public statements with concrete objectives, such as tax reduc-
tion and revision of the conscription law. Yet significantly even
this group called itself a patriotic society (Aikoku Seirisha, Patriotic
‘Truth Society). Everywhere, however, the government succeeded
in suppressing the revolts. Their main consequence was to intensify
the split between the more prosperous elements in the countryside,
mainly the new landlords, and the poorer sections of the peasantry.

Shortly afterward, in 1889, the government proclaimed the
new constitution, which kept the right to vote securely in the hands
of men of substance. Out of a population of about 5o millions, only
some 460,000 obtained electoral rights.” Rural radicalism was not
to be a serious problem again until the tenancy disputes following
the First World War.

The peasant revolts described above document the existence of
more than scattered resistance to the transition from the premodern
agrarian system to a new one. They reflect many of the usual diffi-
culties of the changeover to capitalism and commercial farming in
the countryside. Why were they not more serious? For an answer
to that question it is necessary to examine rural society more closely
and the changes it underwent.

As in any agrarian society, the Japanese peasants generated
most of the economic surplus that supported the upper classes,
while the methods of extracting this surplus formed the core of
nearly all political and social problems. Professor Asakawa, a dis-
tinguished historian of the older generation, has observed that the
first problem of village administration under the Tokugawa was
the collection of taxes. “Few provisions of the laws of the village
had no bearing, direct or indirect, upon the subject of taxation;
few phases of the entire structure of the feudal rule and of national
welfare were not deeply influenced by the solution of this funda-
mental problem.””? The feudal system of taxation accounts very
largely for the tightly knit character of thé Japanese village that
has impressed a wide variety of historians and modern observers.

71 1ke, Beginnings of Political Democracy, 188.
72 “Notes on Village Government, I,” 269.
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Simultaneously, Japanese feudal structure tied the peasants closely
to their rulers,

The main tax was the land tax, levied not upon the peasant as
an individual person, but on the officially determined productive
capacity of each holding. From the official standpoint the peasant
was an instrument to make the holding yield what it should.”
Until quite recently, authorities on Japan believed that by and
large the feudal lord of Tokugawa times, pressed for greater ex-
penses in the Shogun’s capital and elsewhere, used the machinery
of village administration to extract a larger and larger surplus out
of the peasantry.™ Detailed investigation of the incidence of taxa-
tion in several widely scattered villages have made this conclusion
a most unlikely one. What appears to have happened is that the
amount taken by the taxation remained static or nearly so, while
the productivity of peasant agriculture markedly increased. The
consequence was to leave a larger amount in the hands of the
peasant.™

The taxation system penalized farmers who failed to improve
the output of their lands and benefited those who increased their
productivity. Though the details of its operation are obscure, it is
easy to see that a taxation system that took a fixed amount of
produce from each farm year after year would have this effect. We
do not know exactly how the Japanese villagers allocated the tax,
levied on the village as a whole in proportion to the lord’s assess-
ment of the yield on individual fields. But there is rather strong evi-
dence that the tax system encouraged improved output.’® There
is, moreover, no indication of periodic redistribution of property
and its burdens, such as we find in the Russian village. Without any
deliberate intent then, it seems that Tokugawa taxation and agrar-
ian policy, as worked out both by the ruling class and the peasants
themselves, was a “wager on the strong.”

Furthermore, the structure of Japanese society was such as to
impose certain barriers to the growth of a revolutionary potential

8 Asakawa, “Notes on Village Government, I,” 277.
7 Cf Norman, Japan's Emergence, 21.

5 Smith, “Land Tax,” 3 - 19, esp § -6, 8, 10.

6 Smith, “Land Tax,” 4, 10-11.
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among the peasants. Some of these, too, may be found in the opera-
tion of the Tokugawa system of tax collection. The separation of
the warrior from the land by the early Tokugawa rulers meant
that the peasant’s financial obligations to the government took on
the appearance of public taxes to the government rather than per-
sonal dues to the lord. There were no banalities, and the earlier per-
sonal corvée was gradually being incorporated into the corvée for
the public.” Very likely this appearance of public obligations
helped to ease the peasant’s transfer of loyalty from the feudal
overlord to the modern state, when the time came to do so in the
Meiji Reform.

Alongside these bureaucratic traits that set it off as an imper-
sonal “government” over and above the peasants, the Tokugawa
government retained even more important feudal and paternalistic
features that enabled the ruling warriors to send down their tenta-
cles into peasant society.

To put teeth into their system of tax collection and paternal-
istic supervision of village life, the Tokugawa rulers revived the
ancient Chinese system of village administration known as the pao.
In China this device of dividing up village households into small
groups who assumed responsibility for the conduct of their mem-
bers seems never to have been very successful. In Japan it had been
known ever since the great seventh-century borrowing from China
but was no more than a lingering survival when the early Toku-
gawa seized it and forced it on the entire rural and urban popula-
tion of their realm. Asakawa asserts that every inhabitant of the
village, no matter what his tenure or status, was ordered to belong
to one of these five-man groups and that this order was well carried
out. Ordinarily the five-man group consisted of five landholding
house fathers living near one another, together with their family
members, dependents, and tenants.” From about the middle of the
seventeenth century, the custom spread of having the five-man
group pledge under oath to fulfill the orders of the lord, repeating
the orders as nearly as was practicable in the form they were given.”

77 Asakawa, “Notes on Village Government, I,” 277.
8 Asakawa, “Notes on Village Government, 1,” 267.
79 Asakawa, “Notes on Village Government, I,” 268.
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The five-man group was supplemented by the device of public
proclamations or the posting of notice boards in the villiges ex-
horting the peasants to good behavior. Occasionally in modern
writings one comes across statements to the effect that the Japanese
peasant was so submissive to authority that these public notices
were almost sufficient by themselves to keep peace and order. As I
am trying to demonstrate, there were other and stronger reasons
for this orderliness, an orderliness that in any case knew periods of
serious turbulence. Nevertheless it is worthwhile to glance at the
text of one of these messages, as it may modify this impression of
“natural” orderliness. Though there is a reference to Buddha in this
one from the middle of the seventeenth century, the tone is quite
Confucian:

Be filial to thy parents. The first principle of filial piety is to keep
thyself healthy. It is especially pleasing to parents if thou refrain
from drinking and quarreling, and love thy younger brother and
obey thy elder brother. If thou hold to the above principle, bless-
ings of goods and Buddha will be upon thee, and thou mayst walk
in the right path and thy land shall bring forth good harvests. On
the other hand, if thou become indulgent and lazy, thou wilt be-
come poor and broken, and finally resort to stealing. Then the law
shall overtake thee and bind thee with rope and put thee in a cage,
and perhaps hang thee. If such a thing happens, how heartbroken
thy parents must be! Moreover, thy wife and children and brothers
must all suffer punishment because of thy crime.

The advice continues with some remarks on the material rewards
for good behavior and draws to a close with this revealing ad-
monition:

Indeed, the farmer has the securest kind of life if only he pays his
tax regularly. Keep, therefore, the above precept always in thy
mind. . . .80

Through the five-man group and other devices, the entire
village was made to take an active interest in the behavior of every
household. Marriage, adoption, succession, and inheritance were
subject to effective control. Peasants were expected to watch over

80 Quoted in Takizawa, Penetration of Money Economy, 118.
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and correct one another’s conduct, settling disputes as far as possi-
ble by mutual conciliation. The peasants were strictly forbidden
to own firearms, carry swords, study the Confucian classics, or
take up novel religious practices.®

Another channel of official control was through the village
headman. In most villages the office of headman descended from
father to son along with the family headship or rotated among the
leading families.? The appointment of the headman by the lord or
his officer was also widespread.®® Only in villages affected by com-
mercial influences, where the traditional structure had begun to
disintegrate, does it appear that the headman was elected.®

The lord did all in his power to exalt and support the dignity
and power of the headman, the chief of the little oligarchy that was
the Japanese village in Tokugawa times. Essentially the headman’s
power rested on a careful manipulation of leading opinion in the
village. Rather than isolate himself from this opinion, in a crisis the
headman sided with the village against the lord even though the
consequence was almost certain death. But such circumstances were
exceptional. Generally the headman was the individual who recon-
ciled the lord’s interests with those of the leading villagers into
some consensus or notion of the common welfare.®

The Japanese village displayed a fierce demand for unanimity
that recalls the Russian sbornost’. Personal affairs were given a pub-
lic character lest they lead to deviant opinion or behavior. Since
anything secret was automatically suspicious, a man with private
business to conduct with someone in another village might be
obliged to conduct it through his headman. Gossip, ostracism, and
more serious sanctions, such as assembling at a man’s gate and beat-
ing pots and pans in unison, or even banishment (which meant
cutting a peasant off from human society so that he must soon
starve or run afoul of the law), all helped to create a conformity
that was probably far more severe than any lamented by modern

81 Asakawa, “Notes on Village Government, I,” 275.
82Smith, Agrarian Origins, 58.

83 Asakawa, “Notes on Village Government, II,” 167.
84 Smith, Agrarian Origins, §8.

85 Smith, Agrarian Origins, 59 ~ 60,
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Western intellectuals. Only after he had learned the sense of the
community by careful consultation with other leading figures, did
the headman express his own opinion on any important issue. Vil-
lagers would go to great lengths to avoid any open conflict of
opinion. Smith mentions one village where, as recently as the period
after World War II, the village assembly met privately on the day
before its public meeting in order that decisions might be unani-
mous. Similarly a headman in Tokugawa times would bring to-
gether the parties to a boundary dispute to reach a compromise.
Only after the compromise had been reached and the matter set-
tled, would he issue an “order.”®

The system of taxation, along with the political and social con-
trols that supported it, was the main external source of solidarity in
the Japanese village. There were equally important internal sources:
primarily the system of economic cooperation and, closely inter-
twined with this, the structure of kinship obligations and inheri-
tance rules.

Though there are no indications of any system of collective
cultivation, the land belonged to the village, which reserved to its
own members the exclusive right of bringing it under the plough.®?
Common lands provided peasant families with fuel, fodder, com~
post, and building materials. Unlike common lands in Europe, they
were not a potential reserve mainly for the poorer peasants but
were subject to the effective control of the wealthier households.®®
Likewise the allocation of water for rice growing was a crucial
matter for the whole village. Important though they were, the
problems of irrigation probably would have been insufficient by
themselves to create the kind of solidarity for which the Japanese
village was noted. We have seen that village irrigation in China
did not create any remarkable solidarity. Even in Tokugawa times,
Japanese rice culture required a large and well-organized labor
force for the spring planting. Rice was not sown directly in the
fields but started from special beds from which the seedlings were
transplanted later. This task had to be carri¢d out within a very

88 Smith, Agrarian Origins, 60 — 64.

87 Smith, Agrarian Origins, 36.

88 Smith, Agrarian Origins, 24, 42, 182 — 183.
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short period of time in order to avoid damaging the seedlings.
Enormous amounts of water were necessary to work the soil to the
consistency of thick paste suitable to receive the seedlings. As few
fields could be given the necessary amount of water simultaneously,
it was necessary to flood and plant fields one after another, reduc-
ing the time available for transplanting in any one field to a few
hours. To accomplish the transplanting in the available time re-
quired a labor force far larger than the individual family could
muster.®

The Japanese peasants met the problem of an adequate labor
force, which was most acute in rice growing but by no means
confined to this crop, through their system of kinship and inheri-
tance, stretching it with semi-kinship or even pseudo-kinship devices
where necessary. In most seventeenth-century villages one or two
or more holdings were very much larger than the rest. Part of the
labor to work these holdings was supplied by expanding the family
beyond the limits usual on small holdings, through keeping in the
family the younger generation after marriage and also through re-
taining members of collateral lines of descent. Where the family
was insufficient, as frequently happened, the possessors of the
larger holding usually resorted to two devices. To some people,
known as zago and by a variety of local names, they gave small
holdings with separate dwellings in return for labor services. The
other device was to use hereditary servants (gemin, also fudai),
persons who together with their children passed down in a family
from generation to generation.®

Both the small holders and the hereditary servants were as-
similated in. large measure to the pattern of the large holding
worked by branches of the original family stem. Their economic
relations were similar in kind, if not in degree. Smith, our main
authority for this information, warns us against regarding the small
holders as a distinct class. They were distinct only in a formal, legal

8 This summary was taken almost verbatim from Smith, Agrarian
Origins, so~51. Many of the purely technical problems remain the same
in present-day Japan. See Beardsley et al, Village Japan, chap 7.

90 Smith, Agrarian Origins,8 - 11.



Asian Fascism: Japan 265

sense. Economically and socially their position was close to that of
branch family members.*

Thus the Japanese village of premodern times was not a cluster
of autonomous farming units. Instead, it was a cluster of mutually
dependent ones, some large, some small. The large holding provided
a pool of capital in the form of tools, animals, seed, fodder, and fer-
tilizer, etc., on which the smaller ones could draw from time to
time. In return the small ones provided labor.®? The separation of
capital from labor as far as ownership was concerned, and their re-
combination in the production process, show some similarities to
the world of capitalist industry. A study of about one hundred
seventeenth-century village registers from all parts of Japan reveals
that in most villages from forty to eighty percent of the holders of
arable land were without homesteads.®* On the other hand, the
paternalistic and quasi-kinship relationships between the possessors
of the large holdings and the suppliers of labor helped to prevent
the emergence of class conflict in the village. It would be difficult
to claim that the possessors of large holdings held anything like a
monopoly of power, though the system doubtless had its exploita-
tive aspects — significantly the small holders usually could not grow
rice on the poor soil allotted to them.®* In hard times the large
owners had to help their less fortunate dependents. Furthermore, the
power to refuse help at the crisis of rice harvesting must have been
an important sanction in the hands of those who provided the labor,
even though such a refusal would have required the strongest justi-
fications to be acceptable to village opinion.®

A few remarks on property and inheritance will help to com-
plete this sketch of the village in premodern times. As we have seen,
the small holders, very many of whom lacked homesteads, farmed
mere slips of land incapable of supporting a family without the ex-
change of labor for other resources.”® Turning to the larger holders,

91'Smith, Agrarian Origins, 46, 49.
92 Smith, Agrarian Origins, so.

93 Smith, Agrarian Origins, 42.

94 Smith, Agrarian Origins, 25 — 26.
95 Smith, Agrarian Origins, s1.

96 Smith, Agrarian Origins, 48.
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we learn that while property could be divided among heirs, the
office of head of the famlly could not. The inheritance system was
unequal, with the sanction of public opinion against undue gener-
osity to the branch families. The rationale of unequal division was
to.relieve the main family of the obligation to support “excess”
members. By keeping most of the land and settling the “excess”
members on small plots, the main family could assure itself a satis-
factorily large holding and an adequate labor supply.®?

The political implications of late Tokugawa peasant society
seem fairly obvious. Clearly one cannot explain the absence of full-
scale peasant revolution in these fairly turbulent times as a conse-
quence of rough equality in holdings. Rather, it was the series of
bonds that connected those without property to those who pos-
sessed it that helped to maintain stability. The premodern Japanese
village community gives every sign of having been a very powerful
mechanism for incorporating and controlling individuals with real
and potential grievances. Furthermore, the formal and informal
channels of control between the overlord and the peasantry seem to
have been quite effective. The lord could make his will known and
the peasantsindicate just how far they were willing to obey through
clearly recognized procedures. One gets the strong impression that
Tokugawa society, when it was working well, consisted of a series
of descending and spreading chains of influential leaders and their
coteries of close followers, linked all the way from the top to the
bottom by patriarchal and personal ties, enabling those in superior
position to know just how far they could push those beneath them.
Perhaps there was something specifically feudal in this arrange-
ment, though it is also characteristic of any stable hierarchy.

The key to the social structure of the premodern Japanese vil-
lage was the exchange of labor for capital and vice versa, without
the impersonal mechanism of the market, and through the more per-
sonal one of kinship. The coming of the market changed these ar-
rangements, though they have left their imprint on later Japanese
peasant society down to the present day. Our next.task therefore is
to trace the effects of the market or, more generally, the rise of
commercial agriculture and especially the political consequences of

97 Smith, Agrarian-Origins, 37 - 40, 42 - 45.
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this transformation, which began to be felt even in Tokugawa times.

The latter half of the Tokugawa period was one of very sub-
stantial improvements in agricultural techniques. After 1700 genu-
inely scientific treatises on agriculture began to appear, a curious
parallel to simultaneous developments in England. After a few rit-
ual bows to the Confucian doctrine of harmony with nature, these
treatises at once settled down to the eminently practical business of
improving on the ways of nature. There is clear evidence that the
knowledge set forth in these treaties filtered down to the peasants.
The main motives to which they appealed were self-interest, but of
the family, not the individual. Nor was there any appeal to notions
of the welfare of society or the state.?

To recount the technical improvements in any detail would
take us too far from our main theme of political change. It is suffi-
cient to mention improvements in irrigation that increased the use
of paddy and added to the rice crop, the use of commercial ferti-
lizers to replace the use of grass taken from the mountainside and
trampled into the fields, and the invention of a new threshing de-
vice, said to thresh rice some ten times faster than th