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capitalist can hire as many workers as he likes at the going wage. And
the wage he pays is reflected in the market price of his product. He

earns the competitive rate of profit, whether the going wage is low or

high. But for the oligopsonistic putter-outers, the fact that higher
wages led workers to choose more leisure was not only perverse, it was
disastrous. In 1769, Arthur Young noted &dquo;the sentiment universal&dquo;

among the cotton manufacturers of Manchester &dquo;that their best friend
is high provisions.&dquo;70

Thus the very success of pre-factory capitalism contained within it
the seeds of its own transformation. As Britain’s internal commerce

and its export trade expanded, wages rose and workers insisted in taking
out a portion of their gains in the form of greater leisure. However

sensible this response may have been from their own point of view, it
was no way for an enterprising capitalist to get ahead. Nor did the
capitalist meekly accept the workings of the invisible hand.

His first recourse was to the law. In the eighteenth century,
Parliament twice enacted laws requiring domestic woolen workers to
complete and return work within specified periods of time. In 1749
the period was fixed at twenty-one days, and in 1777 the period was
reduced to eight days.71 But more direct action proved necessary.
The capitalist’s salvation lay in taking immediate control of the

proportions of work and leisure. Capitalists’ interests required
that the worker’s choice become one of whether or not to work at all--
the only choice he was to have within the factory system.

To a great extent, supervision and discipline meant the same thing
in the factory. Under the watchful eye of the foreman, the worker was
no longer free to pace himself according to his own standards. But

supervision was important for another reason: under the putting-out
system materials inevitably came under the control of the workman

during the process of manufacture. This created a variety of ways for
the workman to augment his earnings; in the woolen trade a worker might
exchange poor wool for good, or conceal imperfections in spinning, or
wet the wool to make it seem heavier.72 Above all, there was the possi-
bility of outright embezzlement. It seems likely that these possibilities

70A. Young, Northern Tour; quoted in Wadsworth and Mann, op. cit.,
p. 389.

71Heaton, op. cit., p. 422. These laws had historic precedents.
Unwin reports a municipal order dating from 1570 in Bury St. Edmunds

requiring spinsters to work up six pounds of wool per week. Employers
were to give notice to the constable in the event any one failed to

obey the order (op. cit., p. 94).

72Heaton, ibid., p. 418.
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multiplied as trade developed and grew, for disposing of illegally-
gotten goods would appear to have been easier as the channels of trade

multiplied and expanded. In any event, capitalists increasingly utilized
the legislative, police, and judicial powers of the state to prevent
workers from eroding their profits during the course of the eighteenth
century.73 Indeed, even the traditional maxim of English justice--that
a man was innocent until proven guilty--counted for little where such a

clear and present danger to profits was concerned. A Parliamentary Act
of 1777 allowed search of a workman’s home on mere suspicion of embez-
zlement. If suspicious goods were found on his premises, it was up to i

the worker to prove his innocence. 04herwise he was assumed to be guilty
--even if no proof were forthcoming. 7

The worker’s ’’dishonesty&dquo;, like his &dquo;laziness,&dquo; could not be cured
by recourse to the law, however diligently Parliament might try to serve
the interests of the capitalist class. The local magistrates might not

be sufficiently in tune with the needs of the master manufacturers,75
particularly one would imagine, if they were members of the landed gentry.
In any event, enforcement of the law must have been cumbersome at best,
especially where manufacturing was dispersed over a relatively wide
geographical area. It is no wonder that, as Landes says, &dquo;the thoughts
of employers turned to workshops where the men would be brought together
to labor under watchful overseers.&dquo; As late as 1824, a correspondent
of the Blackburn Mail specifically urged the factory system as a means

of combatting embezzlement:

It is high time...that we should have a change either to
powerlooms or to (hand) loom shops and factories, when
at least one sixth part of the groduction of cotton goodsis effected by (embezzlement).7

It is important to emphasize that the discipline and supervision
afforded by the factory had nothing to do with efficiency, at least as

this term is used by economists. Disciplining the work force meant a

larger output i n return for a greater input of labor, not more output

73See Heaton, ibid., pp. 418-437 for an account of the woolen

industry, Wadsworth and Mann, op. cit., pp. 395-400 for the cotton

industry.

74Heaton, op. cit., p. 422.

75Heaton, ibid., p. 428.

76Quoted in Bythell, op. cit., p. 72.
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for the same input.77 Supervising--insofar as it meant something dif-
ferent from disciplining--the work force simply reduced the real wage;
an end to embezzlement and like deceits changed the division of the pie
in favor of capitalists. In the competitive model, innovation to improve
the position of one individual or group at the expense of another may
not be feasible. But the history of employer-worker relations under the
putting-out system belies the competitive model. Embezzlement and other
forms of deceit were exercises in &dquo;countervailing power,&dquo; and pitifully
weak ones at that.7 The factory effectively put an end both to &dquo;dis-

honesty and ’laziness.&dquo;

The factory system, then, was not technologically superior to the
putting-out system, at least not until technological change was channeled
exclusively into this mould. But was it in any event efficient? Was it
not better than available alternatives not only for the capitalist, but
for the factory worker as well, however severe the consequences (mere
&dquo;pecuniary diseconomies&dquo; in technical language) for those who persisted
in cottage industry ? After all, nobody was legally compelled to work
in a factory. The worker, no less than the capitalist, &dquo;revealed&dquo; by
the very act of entering the factory a &dquo;preference&dquo; for factory organi-
zation, or at least for the combination of factory organization and
factory pay79--or so neoclassical logic goes.

How applicable is this logic in fact? First of all, it is a

strange logic of choice that places its entire emphasis on the absence
of legal compulsion. Judging from the sources from which factory labor
was originally drawn, the workers had relatively little effective choice.
According to Mantoux

In the early days factory labor consisted of the most ill-
assorted elements: country people driven from their villages

77In technical terms, the shift from workers’ control of goods-
leisure choices to capitalists’ control meant a shift along a given
production function not a shift in the function itself.

78Any comment on the alleged immorality of these defenses is

probably superfluous. This was after all an era in which unions were

illegal "combinations," proscribed under common law of conspiracy (and
later, by statute).

79Factory wages for handloom weaving were higher than wages earned
for the same work performed in the worker’s cottage-presumably the
reward both for longer hours and for submitting to the factory super-
vision and discipline. See Bythell, op. cit., p. 134.
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by the growth of large estates (that is, by the enclosure
movement), disbanded soldiers, paupers, the scum of every
class and of every occupation.80

The question is not so much whether or not factory employment was better
for workers than starving--let us grant that it was--but whether or not
it was better than alternative forces of productive organization that
would have allowed the worker a measure of control of product and pro-
cess, even at the cost of a lower level of output and earnings.81 But
to grow and develop in nineteenth century Britain (or in twentieth

century America) such alternatives would have had to have been profitable
for the organizer of production. Since worker control of product and
process ultimately leaves no place for the capitalist, it is hardly
surprising that the development of capitalism, while extending the sway
of the market in labor as well as goods, and extending the range of
occupations, did not create a long list of employment opportunities in
which workers displaced from the traditional occupations of their parents
could control product and process.

Where alternatives to factory employment were available, there is
evidence that workers flocked to them. Cottage weaving was one of the
few, perhaps the only important, ready alternative to factory work for
those lacking special skills. And despite the abysmally low level to

which wages fell, a force of domestic cotton weavers numbering some
250,000 survived well into the nineteenth century. The maintenance of

80Mantoux, op. cit., p. 375.

81"Better" is used here in a broader sense than it is conventionally
used by economists when comparing different bundles of commodities even
when they bother to count leisure as one of the goods. Integrity--
personal and cultural--can hardly be represented on an indifference
curve. For a discussion of the effects of economic change on cultural
integrity, see Karl Polanyi, "Class Interest and Social Change" origi-
nally published in The Great Transformation, Rinehard, New York, 1944;
reprinted in Primitive, Archaic and Modern Economies, edited by George
Dalton, Doubleday, Garden City, New York, 1968, pp. 38-58.
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the weavers’ numbers is, in the light of attrition caused by death
and emigration, convincing evidence of persistent new entry into the t

field.82 However, the bias of technological change towards improve-
ments consistent with bias organization sooner or later took its Iments consistent with factory organization sooner or later took its {
toll of alternatives, weaving included.83 The putting-out system, with
its pitiful vestiges of worker control, virtually disappeared in Great
Britain by mid-century. And weaving was about the last important hold-
out of cottage industry. Where this alternative was not available, the
worker’s freedom to refuse factory employment was the freedom to starve.

82On the size of the labor force in domestic cotton weaving, see

Landes, op. cit., pp. 86-87; Bythell, op. cit., pp. 54-57. On wages,
see Bythell, ibid., chapter 6 and appendices; Sydney J. Chapman,
Lancashire Cotton Industry, Manchester University Press, Manchester,
England, 1904, pp. 43-44.

83The amazing thing is that the cottage weavers held out as long
as they did, testimony as Landes says, "to the obstinacy and tenacity
of men who were unwilling to trade their independence for the better-
paid discipline of the factory." (Unbound Prometheus, p. 86).

The reluctance of cottage weavers to submit to factory discipline
was widely commented upon by contemporaries. As late as 1836, a noted

critic of the factory, John Fielden, wrote "they will neither go into

(the factories) nor suffer their children to go." (Quoted in Bythell,
op. cit., p. 252). Another critic testified to a Select Committee of
Parliament that a cottage weaver would not seek factory employment
because "he would be subject to a discipline that a handloom weaver
can never submit to." (Select Committee on Handloom Weavers’ Petitions,
1834; quoted in E. P. Thompson, op. cit., p. 307.)

Whether the cottage weavers’ inadaptability to the factory was a

matter of taste or of the lack of psychological attitudes essential to

factory discipline is a question of present as well as historical sig-
nificance. (Ure, for what his opinion is worth, clearly sides with
the view that the cottage weaver could not adapt as opposed to the view
that he would not.) For the argument that the role of schools is pre-
cisely to inculcate attitudes conducive to labor discipline see Herbert
Gintis, "Education, Technology, and the Characteristics, of Worker
Productivity." American Economic Review, May, 1971.
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And even where the adult male had a real choice, so that the logicof &dquo;revealed preference&dquo; is conceivably more than formally applicable, 4
his wife and children had no such prerogatives. Women and children, who
by all accounts constituted the overwhelming majority of factory workers
in the early days,85 were there not because they chose to be but because
their husbands and fathers told them to be. The application of revealed
preference to their presence in the factory requires a rather elastic
view of the concept of individual choice.

In the case of pauper children, no amount of stretching of the
logic of revealed preference will do. Sold by parish authorities as

&dquo;factory apprentices,&dquo; for terms of service up to ten or more years in

order to save the local taxpayer the cost of food, clothing, and shelter,
these poor unfortunates had no,choice whatsoever, legal or otherwise.

Apprenticeship itself was nothing new, nor was the binding over of pauper
children to masters by parish authorities. But by the end of the eigh-
teenth century, the institution of apprenticeship was no longer a means

of limiting entry into the various crafts and trades and of ensuring
the maintenance of quality standards. It had become, in accordance with

84For men, factory employment could be quite attractive. Agglomer-
ation of workers did not by this one fell swoop solve all problems of
discipline. In spinning mills, for example, adult males formed a corps
of non-commissioned officers; women and children were the soldiers of
the line. And factory employment was relatively attractive for these
"labor aristocrats." To quote Ure,

The political economist may naturally ask how...the wages
of the fine spinners can be maintained at their present high
pitch. To this question one of the best informed manufac-
turers made me this reply: "We find a moderate saving in
the wages to be of little consequence in comparison of con-
tentment, and we therefore keep them as high as we can
possibly afford, in order to be entitled to the best quality
of work. A spinner reckons the charge of a pair of mules
in our factory a fortune for life, he will therefore do his
utmost to retain his situation, and to uphold the high charac-
ter of our yarn."

Ure, op. cit., p. 366.

85For example, in the Oldknow spinning mill at Mellor, only ten
percent of the workers were male heads of families, even excluding
child apprentices. G. Unwin and others, Samuel Oldknow and the Ark-

wrights, Manchester University Press, Manchester, England, 1924, p.

167.
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the exigencies of capitalist enterprise, a system of indentured servi-
tude.86 As factories became prominent features of the industrial land-

scape, an enterprising capitalist might seize upon an advertisement like
this one:

To Let, The Labor of 260 Children

With Rooms and Every Convenience for carrying on the Cotton
Business. For part i culars enquire of Mr. Richard Clough,
Common Street, Manchester.$7

Mantoux goes so far as to claim that in the factory’s early days,
no parents would allow their own children inside, so that pauper appren-tices were &dquo;the only children employed in the factories.&dquo;8 But despite
the contemporary evidence Mantoux cites to support his claim, it may be
a bit exaggerated. The Oldknow mill at Mellor appears to have relied

primarily upon family groups (mothers as well 1 as children), and Unwin

suggests that the provision of employment to fathers of these families--
outside the mill in general--was a continuing concern of Samuel Oldknow.
But pauper apprentices were nevertheless a significant part of the work
force at Mellor, reaching a maximum of perhaps twenty-five percent atthe end of the eighteenth century. 9

It is not directly relevant to the purposes of this paper to enter
into a moral discussion of child labor generally or pauper apprentice-
ship in particular.90 Given the factory, child labor was very likely a

necessary evil, at least in the early days. As Ure wrote,

86See Ashton, An Eighteenth Century Industrialist, p. 28 who cites
as his authority 0. J. Dunlop, English Apprenticeship and Child Labor,
p. 196. See also Bythell, op. cit., p. 52; Wadsworth and Mann, op. cit.,
pp. 407-408.

87Wheelers Manchester Chronicle, August 7, 1784. Quoted in Wadsworth
and Mann, op. cit., p. 408. If inclined to business on a more modest

scale, one might be tempted by a package offer of a factory of sixteen
looms and the labor of twelve apprentices. Manchester Mercury, December
1, 1789. Quoted in Bythell, op. cit., p. 52.

88Mantoux, op. cit., p. 411.

89G. Unwin and others, Samuel Oldknow and the Arkwrights, pp. 166-175.

90The evils speak for themselves, and it will suffice perhaps to note
that a man like Unwin reveals more than anything else the poverty of his
own imagination when, in bending over backwards to be fair and objective,
he defends the system (ibid., pp. 170-175) on the grounds that it was

superior to the alternative of the workhouse.
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...it is found nearly impossible to convert persons past I
the age of puberty, whether drawn from rural or from handi-
craft occupations, into useful factory hands. After

struqql ing for a while to conquer their listless or restive
habits, they either renounce the employment spontaneously,
or are dismissed by the overlookers on account of inattention.

This was not,as history has shown, to remain a permanent state of affairs:
the factory did, after all, survive the abolition of child labor. Not

surprisingly, recruiting the first generation of factory workers was the
key problem. For this generation’s progeny the factory was part of the
natural order, perhaps the only natural order. Once grown to maturity,
fortified by the discipline of church and school, the next generation
could be recruited to the factory with probably no greater difficulty
than the sons of colliers are recruited to the mines or the sons of
career soldiers to the army.

The recruitment of the first generation of workers willing and able
to submit to an externally determined discipline has been a continuing
obstacle to the expansion of the factory system. Even mid-twentieth

century America has had to face the problem, and here too the lack of
alternatives has had an important role to play in aiding the market
mechanism. Just after World War II, General Motors introduced machine-

paced discipline to Framingham, Massachusetts, in the form of an auto-mobile assembly plant. Over eighty-five percent of a sample of workers
interviewed by a team of sociologists under the direction of Charles
Walker and Robert Guest had previously worked on jobs, where they them-
selves had determined their own work pace. When interviewed by the
Walker-Guest team in 1949, half the sample cited the lack of alternatives
--termination of previous jobs or lack of steady work--as the reason for
joing GM. And about a quarter said that they would be willing to take
a cut in pay, if they could only find another job.92 Said one:

91The sample was just over one-fifth of all the production workers.

92Charles R. Walker and Robert H. Guest, The Man on the Assembly
Line, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass., 1952, chapter 6. A

follow-up survey of worker attitudes would be fascinating: To what
extent did those who initially resisted and resented the dehumanizing
aspects of assembly-line work come to accept them--in return for rela-

tively high pay and job security? What was the process by which workers’
values and tastes changed in response to their employment at GM? To

what extent did they eventually seek more congenial work?
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l’d take almost any job to get away from there. A body
can’t stand it there. My health counts most. What’s the
use of money if you ruin your health?93

If the problems of discipline and supervision--not the lack of a
suitable technology--were the obstacles to the agglo,neration of workers,
why did the factory syste!n e!nerge only at the end of the eighteenth
century? In fact, the factory system goes back much farther, at least
to Roman times. The factory, according to Tenny Frank, was the dominant
means of organizing the manufacture of at least two commodities, bricks
and red-glazed pottery.94 Interestingly for our purposes, Roman factories

appears to have bee manned almost exclusively by workers who had the same
degree of choice as pauper children in eighteenth century England--that
is to say, by slaves. By contrast, factories were exceptional in manu-
factures dominated by freedmen. Frank lists several--clay-lamps, metal
wares, jewelry, and water pipes--in which slaves were relatively uncommon;
all were organized along small-scale craft lines.95 This dualism is not
so surprising after al 1 . I ndependent draftsmen producing directly for
the market offer no scope for supervision, whereas slave labor is obvi-

ously difficult to mobilize without supervision. The factory offered
the ancient as well gs the modern world an organization conducive tostrict supervision.9~’

93Ibid., p. 88. Sometimes, it would appear, the problem of re-
cruiting a suitable labor force is resolved in ways that inhibit rather
than foster the work attitudes necessary for expansion of industrial
capitalism. The abundance of unemployed and underemployed workers in

India, for example, appears to have permitted foreign and Indian enter-

preneurs to graft an alien factory system into indigenous society without
developing the discipline characteristic of Western factory labor.
Indian workers are much freer than their Western counterparts to come
and go as they please, for a contingent of substitute workers stands
ready to fill in as needed. See A. K. Rice, Productivity and Organi-
zation: The Amhedabad Experiment, Tavistock, London, 1958, pp. 79, 118
for incidental support of this hypothesis.

94Tenney Frank, An Economic History of Rome, Second Revised Edition,
Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore, 1927, chapter 14.

95Ibid., chapter 14.

96Freedmen, it should be noted, did apparently work for wages,
though not in factories. The existence of a proletariat seems beyond
dispute. Ibid., pp. 269-270 and chapter 17.
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The surviving facts may be too scanty to prove anything, but they 
-

strongly suggest that whether work was organized along factory or craft _Ilines was in Ro;nan times determined, not by technological considerations,
but by the relative powder of the two producing classes. Freedmen and
citizens had sufficient power to maintain a guild organization. Slaves
had no power--and ended up in factories.

This reasoning bears on the development of capitalism in modern
times. Guild organization of production and distribution eventually
gave way to the putting-out system for two reasons: it was more profit-
able to the class that was able to interpose itself between the producer
and the market, and, equally important, profits provided the nascent
capitalist class with the political power to break down the institutional

arrangements of guild organization--strict rules of apprenticeship,
strict association of production with marketing, and the like--and re-

place them with institutional arrangements favorable to the putting-out ,

system--the free market in labor as well as commodities, buttressed by
strict rules of industrial discipline, with harsh penalties for embez-
zlement and other infractions. Until the political pOwer of the small
master and journeyman was broken, the putting-out system could not
flourish, for the division of labor that formed the essence of the

putting-cut system denied both the orderly progression of apprentice to
master and the union of producer and merchant in the same person.

At the same time, the putting-out system was necessarily transi-
tional. Once a free market in labor was brought into existence, it was

only a matter of time until the employer took to the factory as a means

of curbing those aspects of freedom that depressed profits. Legal
arrangements carefully set up to buttress the employer against the
worker’s &dquo;laziness&dquo; and ’~dishonesty&dquo; were, as we have seen, never enforce-
able to the capitalist’s satisfactioi.

The factory likely would have made its appearance much sooner than
it in fact did if the smal 1 master and journeyman, fighting the battle
of the guild against capitalism, had not been able for a time to use
for their own ends the strategy of divide and conquer. Taking advantage
of divisions betweer more powerful classes, the small master and journey-
man were able to forge temporary alliances that for a time at least

were successful in stalling the advent of the factory. For example,
the alliance of the small cloth-making master with the large merchant
not engaged in production maintained strict controls on apprenticeship
well into the seventeenth century.97

97Unwin, Industrial Organization in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth
Centuries, p. 199.

 at Harvard Libraries on November 13, 2013rrp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://rrp.sagepub.com/
http://rrp.sagepub.com/


103

A more striking, perhaps the most striking, example of successful
alliance with more powerful 1 interests had as outcome a Parliamentary
prohibit ion against the loom shop. Thus runs the 4Jeavers’ I Act of 1555,
two hundred years before Arkwright:

Forasmuch as the weavers of this realm have, as wel 1 at the

present Parliament as at divers others times, complained
that the rich end wealthy clothiers do in many ways oppress
them, some by setting up and keeping in their houses divers

looms, and keeping and maintaining them by journeymen and
persons unskillful, to the decay of a great number of arti-
ficers who were brought up in the said art of weaving...it t
is therefore, for remedy of the premises and for the averting
of a great number cf inconveniences which may grow if in time
it te not foreseen, ordained and enacted by authority of this
present Parliament, that no person using the mystery of cloth-
making, and dwelling out of a city, borough, market town, or

incorporate town, shall keep, or return, or have in his or
their houses or possession more than one woolen loom at a

time...98

The main purpose of this Act may have been, as Unwin suggests, &dquo;to keep
control of the industry in the hands of the town employers (who were
exempted from its coverage) by checking the growth of a class of country
capitalists.&dquo;99 It was precisely by riding the coattails of more power-
ful interests that the small master and journeyman were able to hold
their own as long as they did.

Indeed, the important thing about the 1555 Act is not the precise
alignment of the forces for and against, but its very existence at such
an early date. Where there was so much smoke there must have been some

fire, and some powerful motivation to the agglomeration of workers--long
before steam or even water power could possibly have been the stimulus.
Witch hunts apart, important legislative bodies are not in the habit of

enacting laws against imaginary evils. To be the occasion of parlia-
mentary repression, the loom shop must have been a real economic threat
to the independent weavers even in the sixteenth century. By the same
token, there must have been a class that stood to profit from the ex-

pansion of factory organization. The difference between the sixteenth
and later centuries was in the relative power of this class and the
classes that opposed the development of capitalist enterprise.

983 & 4 Philip and Mary, c.II. Quoted in Mantoux, op. cit., pp.
34-35.

99Unwin, Industrial Organization in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth

Centuries, p. 93.
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Industrial capitalism did not gain power suddenly; rather it was a

fitful and gradual process, as a history like Unwin’s makes clear.100
But by the end of the eighteenth century the process was pretty well
complete. The outright repeal of statutes limiting apprenticeship or
otherwise regulating capitalists only reflected the new realities. By
this time the process of innovation towards the form of work organization
most congenial to the interests of the capitalist class was in full sway.

lIThe steam mill 1 didn’t give us the capitalist; the capitalist gave us the
jsteam mill.

IV. Variations on a Theme

The resort of economically and politically powerful classes to
innovation in order to change the distribution of income in their favor

(rather than to increase its size) was not unique to the industrial
revolution. Marc Bloch’s &dquo;Advent and Triumph of the Water Mill&dquo; tells
a fascinating story of a similar phenomenon in feudal times.101 The
dominance of water-powered flour mills may reasonably be thought to be
a consequence of their technological superiority over handmills. But
Bloch’s article suggests another explanation: water mills enabled the
feudal lord to extract dues that were unenforceable under a handmilling
technology.

What is the evidence for the assertion that the water mill was

inspired by distributional rather than technological considerations?
First grinding at the lord’s mill was obligatory, and the milling tolls
varied inversely with the status of the owner of the grain. Justice
Fitzherbert’s Boke of Surveying (1538) noted the systematic variations:

There be many divers grants made by the lord: some men to

be ground to the twentieth part (a toll in kind of 1/20 of
the quantity ground) and some to the twenty-fourth part;
tenants-at-will to the sixteenth part; and bondsmen to the
twel fth part.102

In extreme cases, the toll on grain grown on the lord’s manor was as high
as one-third,103 which suggests that the obligation to grind at the lord’s

100Ibid.

101Reprinted in Marc Bloch, Land and Work in Medieval Europe, (trans-
lated by J. E. Anderson), Harper & Row, New York, 1969, pp. 136-168.

102Quoted in Richard Bennett and John Elton, History of Corn Milling,
vol. III, Simpkin, Marshall and Company, London, 1900, p. 155.

103Ibid., pp. 221, 253.
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mill (the milling &dquo;soke&dquo;) was in the extreme merely a device for ensuring
that the peasant not evade what was actually a payment for the use of
the lord’s land, by secretly harvesting and sequestering grain due the
lord. The close relationship in the minds of contemporaries between the

milling soke and land rent is indicated by an extensive controversy over
the application of the milling soke to bought grain.104 Despite the
obvious possibilities for evasion of dues on home-grown grain that an
exemption for purchased grain would have provided, Justice Fitzherbert
came down firmly for limiting the soke:

To the corn mills, to the most part of them, belongeth Socone
(soke)--that is to say, the custom of the tenants is to grind
their corn at the lord’s mill; and that is, me-seemeth, all
such corn as groweth upon the lord’s ground, and that he (the
tenant) spendeth in his house. But if he buy his corn in the
market or other place, he is then at liberty to grind where
he may be best served.105

Whether the obligation to grind grain at the lord’s mill (coupled
with confiscatory tolls) was a more enforceable version of a land rent,
or whether it was an additional device for enriching the landlord at
the expense of the tenant may not be terribly important for present
purposes. Both hypotheses are consistent with the proposition that
distributional rather than technological considerations dominated the
choice of milling technique. In arguing for this proposition Bloch
finds it significant that &dquo;All the (water) mills whose hi tory we can
more or less follow were in fact seignorial 1 in origin.1110

...where--as in Frisia--the community was exceptional in

managing to avoid being stifled by seignorial authority,
the peasants only took advantage of their liberty to re-
main obstinately faithful to their own individual mills.
They were not prepared to come to a friendly agreement
with one another and adapt technical progress to their
own requirements.107

104Ibid., chapter 9.
105Quoted in Bennett and Elton, op. cit., p. 242. By the time of

Henry VIII, feudal institutions had begun to decay and it is hard to
decide between the hypothesis that the learned justice’s remarks reflects
this decay and the hypothesis that the milling soke was bound up with
land rent.

106Bloch, op. cit., p. 151.

107Ibid., p. 151.
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Presumably the lord, as he gained power, would have been content
to allow peasants to continue with their handmills if he could have -

extracted milling dues independently of milling technique. Thus, at -
certain places and times, the lords &dquo;did not so much claim to suppress I

(handmills) as to make the use of them subject to the payment of a
due.&dquo;10 But enforcement must have posed the same problems it later
did for the putting-out master. It must have been extremely difficult
to prevent the peasant from &dquo;embezzling&dquo; the lord’s &dquo;rightful&dquo; portion
of grain if the milling operation took place within the peasant’s own
house. Bloch mentions the &dquo;lawsuits which grimly pursued their endless
and fruitless course, leaving the tenants always the losers&dquo;109--but
at great expense of time, effort, and money to the lord as well. More-

over,

In the countryside, seignorial authority, harassing though
it was, was very poorly served. It was therefore often

incapable of acting with that continuity which alone would Ihave made it possible to reduce the peasants, past masters
in the art of passive resistance, to complete submission.110

Just as later the master manufacturer’s &dquo;thoughts turned to work-

shops where the men could be brought together to labor under the eyes
of watchful overseers,&dquo; so must the feudal lord’s thoughts have turned
to a centralized water mill where grain would be ground under the watch- z
ful eyes of his bailiffs. Essential therefore to the triumph of the
water mill was not only a monopoly of the sources of water power, but
an absolute prohibition against the use of hand mills--the establishment
of the soke. 

&dquo;

A very great piece of luck enables us to see the monks of

Jumierges, in an agreement dated 1207, breaking up any
handmills that might still exist on the lands of Viville.
The reason is no doubt that this little fief, Qarved out
of a monastic estate for the benefit of some high-ranking
sergent of the abbot, had in fact escaped for a long period
the payment of seignorial dues. The scenes that took place
in this corner of the Norman countryside under Philip Augustus
must have had many precedents in the days of the last Caro-

lingians or the first Capetians. But thev escape the meshes
of the historian’s net.lll

108Bloch, op. cit., p. 156.

109Bloch, op. cit., p. 157.

110Ibid., p. 155.

111Ibid., p. 154.
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At about the same time the milling soke was being explicitly incorporated
into English milling rights. &dquo; ’The men shall not be allowed to possess
any handmills’--such was the clause inserted by the canons of Embsay in
Yorkshire between 1120 and 1151, in a charter in which a noble lady made
over to them a certain water mill,&dquo;112

The struggle between the lord and peasant was hardly an equal one,
and the history of grain-milling reflects this asymmetry: the handmill

gradually disappeared from the scene. But when the peasant temporarily
gained the upper hand, one of the first casualties was the lord’s mono-
poly on grain-milling--and maybe the lord and the water mill for good
measure. After recounting a half century of intermittent struggle
between the people of St. Albans and the abbot who was their lord, Bloch
nears the end of what he calls, without exaggeration a &dquo;veritable milling
epic:&dquo;113

...when in 1381 the great insurrection of the common people
broke out in England and Wat Tyler and John Ball emerged as
leaders, the people of St. Albans were infected by the same
feler and attacked the abbey...The deed of liberation which
they extorted from the monks recognized their freedom to
maintain &dquo;hand-mills&dquo; in every home. The insurrection how-
ever proved to be like a blaze of straw that soon burns it-
self out. When it had collapsed all over England, the

charter of St. Albans and all the other extorted privileges
were annulled by royal statute. But was this the end of a

struggle that had lasted over a century? Far from it. The

(monastic) chronicler, as he draws to the close of his story,
has to admit that for malting at any rate the detestable
hand-mills h ve come into action again and have been againfo rb i dden . 1 1 ~
What lessons do we draw from Bloch’s account of the conflict between

alternative milling techniques? Most important, it was not technological
superiority, but the nature of feudal power and the requisites of en- t

forcing that power that determined the replacement of handmills by water
mills. It was not the handmill that gave us feudalism, but the feudal
lord that gave us the water mill.

A model of feudalism that assumes a given distribution of power
between master and man would naturally suggest that milling techniques
should have been chosen on the basis of technological efficiency. But

112Bloch, op. cit., p. 157. Bennett and Elton denote a whole chap-
ter to the institution of soke. Op. cit., chapter 8.

113Bloch, op. cit., p. 157.

114Ibid., p. 158.
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such a model implicitly ignores the dynamic conflict between classes
and the need of the controlling class to choose technologies that facili-
tate the exercise of its power. A static analysis of the choice between
handmill and water mill, or of feudalism generally, is as far off the
mark as an analysis of the choice between domestic and factory production,
or of capitalism generally, based on the neoclassical model of perfect
competition. The key roles played by supervision and discipline--or,
more generally, the exercise of power--in the determination of technology
require models that are grounded in the challenge-response mechanism of
class conflict, models at once dynamic and dialectic.

The collectivization of Soviet agriculture makes clear that effi-
ciency is not necessarily the determinant of technology under socialism
any more than under feudalism or capitalism. Stalin’s arguments, to be

sure, stressed the technological superiority of collective farming:

The way out (of the difficulties of the twenties) is to turn

the small scattered peasant farms into large united farms
based on the common cultivation of the soil, to introduce
collective cultivation of the soil on the basis of new and

higher technique. The way out is to unite the small and
dwarf peasant farms gradually and surely, not by pressure
but by example and persuasion, into large farms based on
common cooperative cultivation of the soil, with the use of
agricultural machines and tractors and scientific methods
of intensive agriculture.115

A different rationale emerges from the account of even the most

sympathetic of outside observers--for example, Maurice Dobb.116 The I
difficulty from which a way out was most urgently needed was not low ’

agricultural output, but the mobilization of enough surplus grain to
permit the Government both to maintain the level of real wage rates in

industry and at the same time to launch an ambitious program of capital
accumulation, which would require both exports to pay for imported
machinery and expansion of employment in capital-goods producing indus-
tries. Under the New Economic Policy of the twenties, the Soviet
Government’s ability to impose on the peasants its own conception of
the size of the agricultural surplus was limited to its control over

the terms on which grain would be exchanged for industrial products.

115Report to the Fifteenth Congress of the Communist Party of the
Soviet Union, December 1927. Quoted in Maurice Dobb, Soviet Economic

Development Since 1917, Fifth Edition, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London,
1960, p. 222.

116Ibid., especially chapter 9.
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Inadvertently, the Revolution had exacerbated the problem of
mobilizing the agricultural surplus. In sharp contrast with the methods
followed in reorganizing large-scale industry, the Revolution broke up

large landholdings and maintained the principle of private property in

agriculture,.117 Until the collectivization drive at the end of the 1920’s,
grain production was overwhelmingly in the hands of kulaks, sredniaks,
and bedniaks--rich, middle, and poor peasants. So when the dislocations
of civil war were surmounted and production restored to pre-war levels,
peasant producers controlled the allocation of grain between on-farm
consumption and market sales. And just as the British workman of the
eighteenth century wanted to take a significant portion of any increase
in real income in the form of leisure, so the Russian peasant of the
twentieth chose to eat better as he became the master of the grain
formerly due the landlord. However desirable this was for the peasant,
the results were disastrous for the rest of the economy. Grain produc-
tion &dquo;was (in 1925-26) nearly nine-tenths of 1913; but the marketed

surplus was less than one-half of the pre-war amount. ’’118

Of course, the Soviet Government could and did levy taxes upon the
peasant, but there remained the age-old problem of enforcement. More-

over the civil war had made the peasant-worker alliance politically
essential, which, as Lenin told the Tenth Party Congress in 1921, posed
certain constraints on agricultural policy:

The interests of these classes do not coincide: the small
farmer does not desire what the worker is striving for.
Nevertheless, only by coming to an agreement with the
peasants can we save the socialist revolution. We must
either satisfy the middle peasant economically and restore
the free market, or else we shall be unable to maintain
the power of the working class.119

As long as the market remained the principal means of mobilizing
an agricultural surplus out of the countryside, the Government could do
little more than manipulate the terms of trade. The debate that ensued

117According to official Soviet figures, less than two percent of
total grain production was accounted for by state and collective farms
in 1926-27, ibid., p. 217.

118Ibid., p. 214.

119Quoted in Dobb, ibid., p. 130.

 at Harvard Libraries on November 13, 2013rrp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://rrp.sagepub.com/
http://rrp.sagepub.com/


110

between the proponents of high prices for agricultural 1 goods (to coax
out the surplus) and those who favored low prices (to minimize the costs
in terms of industrial goods of mobilizing the surplus) was, alas, .

largely beside the point. Against the argument for high prices was ’-
first of all i the possibility that no price policy would have coaxed out
enough grain both to maintain the urban real wage and to launch an
ambitious program of capital accumulation. The supply curve for grain
under small-holder agriculture could, like the supply curve of labor
under the putting-out system, have both forward-sloping and backward-
bending ranges; there may simply have been no terms of trade at which
the peasant would have freely parted with enough grain to allow the
Government both to pay for imports and to feed a work force swelled by
the addition of workers building machines and factories, dams and high-
ways--without sharply reducing the real wages of all workers. But even

if sufficiently high relative prices would have coaxed out adequate
supplies of grain, the cost in terms of industrial consumer goods,
domestic or imported, would probably have made capital accumulation all

but impossible--save by a reduction in the real wage. Low agricultural
prices were no solution, however. For, beyond a certain point at least, ’

lower prices would simply encourage peasants to eat more and sell less.

Faced with this dilemma, the Soviet authorities could have sacri-
ficed either capital accumulation or the real wage. But in the twenties,
at least, the Revolution was not sufficiently secure to permit a con-

scious policy of reducing real wages, whatever the convictions of the
leaders.120 As a result, capital accumulation suffered. Thus it was
that

the apparent gap in urban consumption which (the) shortage
of marketed grain supplies occasioned was met by reducing
the export of grain, which even in the peak year of the
post-war period did not exceed a third of its pre-war quan-
tity.121

And thus it was that &dquo;in the middle and late ’20’s, unemployment
(skilled and unskilled) was large and was tending to increase.&dquo;122

120Abram Bergson quotes a study based on Soviet statistics to the
effect that real wages rose by eleven percent between 1913 and 1928.
The Structure of Soviet Wages, Harvard University Press, Cambridge,
1944, p. 203.

121Dobb, op. cit., p. 214.

122Ibid., p. 189.
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The decision, towards the end of the decade, to double or triple
the rate of capital accumulation over a period of five years--the goal
of the &dquo;minimal&dquo; and &dquo;optimal&dquo; variants of the First Five Year Plan123
--required either a policy aimed at reducing the industrial wage rate
(though not the wage bill) or a policy designed to reduce total con-

sumption in the countryside.l24 To reduce industrial wages would have
undermined the support of the most revolutionary class--the proletariat.
Besides, such a policy would surely have made it more difficult to
recruit new entrants to the industrial labor force once the initial

backlog of unemployment had been overcome.125 This left no choice but
to break the peasants’ I control over the disposition of agricultural
production. It is hard not to agree with Dobb’s conclusion: &dquo;Collective

farming was (an) expedient for solving the difficulty of supplyingaggricultural produce to an expanding (industrial) population.&dquo;1 E’2
With collectivization, the Government at last determined not only the
terms of trade, but the quantities of agricultural and industrial pro-
ducts flowing between the countryside and the city.

The economic problem posed by peasant ownership of land was, in

short,’fiot one of insufficient production, and not necessarily one of
a surplus insufficient for feeding the nonagricultural population. It
was rather that land ownership gave the peasants too strong a voice in

determining the rate of capital accumulation. &dquo;New and higher technique&dquo;
was no more the basis of collective farming than it was, centuries

earlier, of the water mill. Had technological superiority rather than
control of the surplus really been the basis of collectivization, the

123Ibid., p. 236.

124It was not necessary to reduce the average standard of living,
as the Plan’s provision for increased total consumption makes clear.
That part of the labor force that was unemployed or underemployed in
the twenties would receive employment and wages as a result of the ex-

pansion envisioned in the Plan, and the improvement in their standard
of living could more than make up for the deterioration of the standard
of living imposed on everybody else, both in terms of distributive

justice and statistical averages.

125Whatever reductions in real wages accompanied the First Five Year
Plan were probably, as Dobb says, the unforseen result of the resistance
of peasants to collectivization and the consequent reduction in agricul-
tural output. Ibid., p. 237.

126Dobb, op. cit., p. 225.
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Soviet Government would have had no more reason to renege on Stalin’s

promise to rely on &dquo;example and persuasion&dquo; to bring the peasants
aboard’27 than the feudal lord had to outlaw the handmill in order to
ensure the success of the water mill.

A due regard for the role of economic power and the institutional
constraints on the use of power are as important to understanding
socialist economic development as to understanding the development of
earlier economic systems. Under socialism (at least in its Soviet

< strain), no less than under feudalism and capitalism, the primary de-
terminant of basic choices with respect to the organization of production
has not been technology--exogenous and inexorable--but the exercise of

power--endogenous and resistible.

Department of Economics, Harvard University; Cambridge, Massachusetts

127Compare Dobb, ibid., pp. 228-229.
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