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Adam Smith and Korl Horx on the Proletariat's Growth 

How did the European proletariat grow to its present enormous aize? 

Notice what Adom Smith wrote two centuries ago: "The demand for those who 

live by wages naturally increases with the increase of national wealth, and 

cannot possibly increasc without it" (Wealth of Nations. Book I. chnpter 8). 

"Those who llve by wages" is a short definition of the proletoriat. "The 

liberal reward of labor, therefore," asid Smith loter on, "as it is the 

effcct of increasing weolth, ao it is the cause of lncreosing population. 

To complain of It is to lament over the necessary effect and couae of the 

grentest public prosperity." In Adam Smith's snolyais, tlie incrensln~ 

division of lobor resulted from the rational disposition of the foctora 

of production -- land, labor, and capital -- by those who controlled each of 

them. Since the increasing division of labor enhanced productivity, it 

increased the return to all factors of production, including labor. 

Indirectly, the rational disposition of resources led to the growth of 

thot part of the population which lived Prom uoges olone, It led to the 

growth of the proletariat. 

But how did that growth occur? So far aa I know, Adam Smith never 

analyzed the histotical process in detail (see Coats 1967 and Spengler 1970 

for indirect confirmation). Perhops it seemed too obvious: woge-laborers 

multiplied because the demand for their labor increoaed. Paraon Malthus' 

pessimistic gloss on Smith. after all, does little more than eloborate that 
(Spengler 1945). 

basic relotIonship/ Both Adam Smith and Thomas Halthus lived in a world in which 

londleas laborers were already numerous. In that world. it was common bourgeoia 

proctice to wring handa ovcr the decline of independent craftamen and 



yeomen, and to deplore the reckleaa breeding of the poor (for a convenient 

review, eee Jantke 1965). Smith's innovation wae to treat the grwth of 

the proletariat ae an inevitable, perhaps even desirable, consequence of 

increasing wealth. 

Writing a century later, however. Karl b r x  considered the historical 

proceae of proletarianization to be both fundamental and problematic. Chaptera 

25 to 32 of Dan Kapital diacusa at length the formation of the English 

proletariat. b r x  denied emphatically that the amooth operation of demand 

accounted for the proletarianization of the Engliah labor force. "The 

proletariat created by the breaking up of the bands of feudal retainera and 

by the forcible expropriation of the people from the soil." he wrote. 

"this 'free' proletariat could not poeaibly be absorbed by the nascent 

renufacturea as feat aa it waa t h t m  upon the world" (Ca~ital. chapter 28) .  

Thus. according to h r x ,  the industrial reserve army which wee eaaential to 

the operation of capitalist labor marketa began to form. Note that k r x  . 

concentrat~d on rural. and especially agricultural, workere; only eince 

hie time ha8 the term "proletarian" taken on its current connotation of . 

large-ahop manufacturing. 

In general. b r x  portrayed proletarianization an the forcible wresting 

of control over the means of production away from artisans and. especially, from 

peaaanta. "In the..hiatory of primitive accumulation," he declared at the 

end of chapter twenty-six. 

a11 revolutions are epoch-making that act an levere for the capiteliat 

claaa in courae of formation; but, above all, thoae momenta when great 
T.. . 
aaaaes of men are auddenly aod forcibly torn from their meana of 

aubaiatence, and hurled as free nnd "unattached" proletarians on the 

labour-market. The expropriation of the agricultural producer, of 

the peasant. from the aoil, ia the baeia of the whole process. 

I 2 1  

Thus the central fact wan the creation of a rural proletariat, working mainly 

for wages in agriculture. but available at bargain ratea for induetrial ' .. 
production. 

In ao far as he discussed the changing aize of the proletariat at all, 

h r x  described two contradictory proceaaea. He followed the claseical . 
economists. including Adam Smith, in seeing a general aaaociation betwean ' 

capital accumulation and the grwth of the proletariat. Although Harx did 

not specify the population proceaaea involved, a plausible reading of hie + 

text ia that an increase in the total volume of wagea permitted more childran 

of exiating proletarians to aurvive. In that reading, the death rate serve. 

as the gatekeeper not only from, but alao to the proletariat. At one point,. 

hwever. b r x  suggested that the subetitution of child labor for adult labor 

encouraged the poor to marry young and to bear many children; if so, 

changes in the marriage and birth ratea were involved as well. 

Ilarx' main argument, in any case, ran in the other direction. Under 

capitalism, he argued. employera extracted surplus value frcm the labor . 
power they hired. eeecntially by squeezing more value in production from 

workers than itcoat to hire them. Then the capitaliate reinvested their 

eurplue in ~ I I U  w a n e  of production. An a result, the fixed capital 

represented by the meana of production necessarily increased faeter than 

the variable capital directly comnitted to the employment of labor. - 
Economies of ecale alone would have produced thet effect of capital 

accmulation, but both the centrslization of capital in large firma and the 

Imposition of more inteneive labor discipline accelerated it. In coasequence. , 

according to brx, the demand for labor power lncreaeed much more alarly . 



than capitol accumulated. 

As workers becamu increaslngly redundant, tlle famous Industrial Reserve 

Army -- whose existence presumably guaranteed the holding near subsistence of 

the vage for those who worked -- came into being. That was. to Marx' eyes, the 

central demographic process of capitalism. It was, he said, a cruel peculiarity 

of the system: 

The labouring population therefore produces, along with the accumulation 

of capital produced by it, the means by whlch Itself la mode relntively 

superfluous, is turned into a relative surplus-population; and it 

does this to an always increasing extent. This is a law of 

popi~latlon peculiar to the copitallst mode of production; and in fact 

every special historic mode of productiol~ hns its own npecial lows 

of population, hlstorlcolly vnlld within its limits alone 

(Capltnl. chapter 25). 

Later in the same chapter, Harx briefly mentioned the declining rate of 

growth of the whole Englialt populotlon as if it errpportcd his analysis. 

In general, however, klorx serma to have reasoned differently: First, the 

importent increases in the number of proletarians occurred in bursts of 

expropriation such as the enclosr~res. Second, once people were proletariona. 

they more or lesa reproduced themselves: proletarians begot prc 

in roughly conntant numbers. If that is the case, the growth of the proletariat 

directly measures both the progress of exproprintion and the current extent 

of explottation. 

In his notebooks of 1857 and 1858. the famous grundrlsse, Hnrx hod 

heaped scorn upon Ualthua. Mslthus, llerx complaincd. hod confuaad tho 

specific conditions of capitalism with a general law of population growth: 

"It is Halthus who abstracts from these speclfic historic lawa of the 

movement of population, which are indeed the history of the nature of 

humanity, the natural laws, but naturnl lawa of humanity only at a specific 

historic development, 4 t h  a development of the forces of production determined 

by humenity'e own process of history" (Horx 1973: 606). In the dlacuesion of Holthus. 

Harx appeared to accept a hedged veraion of Halthua' thesis: that 

under capitalism population did. indeed, tend to grow faster than the means 

of subsistence, and thus to encounter devastating poaitiv'e checks. If so. 

narx was admitting implicitly that natural increase played a slgnificnnt 

part tn the proletnrint'e growth.' In any case, hls mnln orRument woe thnt 

"overpopulation" was not an objective external condition which somehow weighed 

on the system of production, but a consequence of the social organization 

linking different sorts of people to the existing mcnns of production. "Never 

a relation to a non-existent absolute mass of means of subslstenco." he 

wrote in his notebook, 

but rather relation to the conditions of reproduction, of the production 

of these means, including likewise the conditions of reproduction of 

humon being:, of the total populatlon, or relative surplus population. 

This surplus purely relative: in no vay related to the e o n s  of 

subsistence as such. but rather to the mode of producing them (Hnrx 

1973: 607-608). 

Then he bent the discussion back to an analyaie of tha'tendency of capitalism 



to separate increaeing numbers of workers from the m a n e  of production. 

Thus Uarx was clear enough about the structural conditions favorlng the 

growth of a proletariat, but vague about the demographic proceasea involved. 
I 

Here eociology and history coma together. Ilerx' analyeis, and hie 

apparent indecision about the relevant demographic mechaniama, a 

prim? opportunity for complementary uork by people from the two disciplines. . ( I  

mere is the opportunity-to verify tbe main lines of Ham' analysis -- 
for example, the idea'of spurts of proletarianization ae the coneequence of . . I: 

massive expropriation. There is the opportunity to specify the different 

paths by whicb people moved from~artisanal or peasant production into various 

forma of wage labor. There is the opportunity to assign relative weights to 

those pathe: which onea bore the most traffic? There is the opportunity to 

integrate them into a general account of the flows of people by which the 

largely peasant and artisanal European population of 1500 or 1600 became the 

overwhelmingly proletarian European population of 1900 and later. 

tlov and why did that great shift occur? Why in Europe rather'than , 
elsewhere? In the century since Uarx, one version or another of that 

double question has dominated the agenda of modern European economic and 

social history. Some of the debate has pivoted on the facts: how many 

yeokn,' for example; did enclosures actelly displace? Some of the debate 

he8 concerned, the proper'way to state the puestiona: Veber and Tawaey 

differed over the eppropriate Proble~natelluna as much as over the historical 

facts. And uuch of tha dabate bas dealt with explanations: why did capitaliam 

flourish earlier in Britain than in Prussia? 

Because the questions are vest and compelling, fragment# of the . ,, ., 

debate on proletarianization -- including the debate on the population . 
changua involved -- appear in widely scattered literatures. ?or s,.or~ple, 

historians of industrialization (especially British indusr.riali.stion) . 
have carried on a long diecussion of labor supply in the industrial rewolucion; 

the diecueeion pivota on the demographic origins of the proletariat (0.8. . 
Chambers 1953. Cohen and Weitzman 1975, Coleman 1955-56, Cooper 1967, BriLssoo 

and Rogers 1978. Habakkuk 1971. Hohoret 1977. Jones 1964. Kellenbaao 1975. 

bzonick 1974, Lequin 1977, Martinius 1967, btzeretb 1978, Milward and Soul 

1973, Saville 1969, Schofer 1975. ~ c h g n  1972. L. Tilly 1977, R. and C. tilly 

1971, Wrigley 1961). Demographers vho have looked to the European experience 

for guidance in understanding the transition from high to low fertility and 

mortality throughout the world have repeatedly aeked each other whether ansoive 

proletarianization was a by-product, a cause, or a counter-current of that 

transition in Europe (e.0. Berber end bodela 1978. Gaunt 1977. tlaipes 1979, 

Knodel and van de Walle 1979, Kollmam 1977. Kriedte. Hedick and Schlunbob , 

and regional 
1977. Leet;~eghe 1977. UcKenna 1974). Locallhistoriana have edged into the ' 

demographic problem by discovering, in place after place, eimilar.tranaforrati4na 

of the labor force: the d i s p r ~ p ~ r t i ~ a t e  increase of proletarian occupations ' . 
and industries (e.g. Agren et al. 1973. R~ar-. Johansen and 9,aunt' 1978, .' . 

Bourget 1954. Braun 1960. 1965. Chambers 1957. Corbin 1975, Deprei 1965, : 

Poster 1974, Gschwind 1977, Hasquin 1971, Jasper 1977, Kisch, 1959, 1967, 1968, 

Klima 1974, Levine 1977, Lundqviat 1977, 0hngreu 1974. purr 1965a. 1965b. 

Schneider and Schneider 1976, Scott 1974, Spufford 1976. Viler 1962. de Vriea 

1975, Wrightaon and Levine 1979). Students of poverty and of control over ,the 

poor have necessarily brushed against the problem of proletarianization, but 

have not posed the demographic changes very directly or effectively (e.g. Ab* 

1974, Costa 1976, Davis 1968, Deyon 1967b. Gutton 1974, Hufton 1974, b p l w  1972, 

Lie and Soly 1979, Slack 1974). Analysts who have sought self-consciously to- 



trace the procesa of proletarianlsation have commonly come from the ranks 

not of historians but of economlste and sociologists; they have focused, by 

and lorge, on the expropriatlu~~ and disciplining of wage-workers, rather 

than on the development of waae-labor itself (e.g. Aronowitz 1978, Bendix ' 

1956, Burawy 1979, Collie 1978, Cartman 1978, Cintis 1976, llardach 1969, 

Jantke 1965. Marglin 1974, Hontgomery 1976, Uoore and Feldman 1960, Uuttez 

1966. Pellicani 1973, Perroux 1970. Stone 1974. Thompson 1967. Vester 1970, 

Zwahr 1971). Pinally, the builders and critics of Marxist schemata concerning 

the gonernl development of copltslism have had to commit themselves to one 

view or another of the origins of the proletariat (e.g. Anderson 1974, Braudel 

1967, Brenner 1976, 1977, Chaunu 1970, Cohen 1978, Croot and Parker 1978, 

Dobb 1963, Kellenbenz 1976, Lnndes 1969, Le Roy Ladurie 1974, b o r e  1966, 

Redlich and Freudenberger 1964, Sereni 1948, Tortelln Cosares 1973, de Vrles 

1976. Wallerstein 1974, 1980, Wrigley 1972). These many overlapping enterprises 

offer the student of proletarianization a rich, broad and vigorous literature. 

The literature's richness, breadth and vigor, however, make the task of 

synthesis mind-breaking. 

I do not claim to have surveyed all the relevant sources, much less 

to have synthesized them. In this paper. I aim merely to tidy up a small but 

crucial corner of this vaat area: the demographic corner. The paper discusses 

' 

where population processes fit into general accounts of Europe'. Lanization. 

It apeciflea whlch features of those population processes have to be explainad 

and why they ere problemtic, offers a limited review of existing knowledge 

concernin8 those processes, and proposes some tentative explanations of the 

.particular paths token by Europeon proletarianization. On ita way, the 

paper apends more time on concepts and techniques than any reader will enjoy; 

conceptual and technical questions, it turna out, comprise a significant 

part of the difficulty in understanding how proletarianization occurred. 

Neverthelese. the paper's main point ie to pursue into the demographic 
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. . . . 

sphere two of Horx' central inalghts concerning proletarianlzotlon: that 

the basic population processes respond to the logic of capltallam. 

instead of being somehow exogenous to it; that the atrategiee of capltalista 

themselves detemine the form and pack of proletarianization. 

Components of Growth 
. . 

One dull, routine sociological procedure which promises to help the 

search for the origins of the ~ " r o ~ e e n  proletariat is to break the search 

into three parts. The firat part ie the onalysis of componente of growth. 

The second, the explanation of the individual components and their interactions. 

The third, the integration of those partial explanations into a general 

account of the process. Let me stress at once that these are logical 

subdivisions of the task, not distinct temporal stages. If we don't begin 

with a piece of the third part -- with a tentative account of the entire 
procesa of proletarianization -- we are quite likely to wander through the 
analysis of componenta of grwth. and to stumble through the explanation 

of individual componente and their interactions. The secret is to begln 

with a tentative account which is clearly verifiable, falsifiable and 

correctible. Or, better yet, two or three competing accounts which are 

clearly verifiable, falsifiable, and correctible. Accounts built, let us 

say, on the ergumenta of Adam Smith and Rarl Uarx. 

Components of growth? At its simpleat, the annlyals consists of 

defining precisely the chnnge being a ~ l y z e d ,  preparing a logically 

exhaustive list of the componenta of that change, and estimating the 

contribution of each component to the change as a whole. In the case of 



~ u r o ~ e &  proleta;ianizat'ion, we must begin with working definitions of. . 

"Europe" and "proletarian". That means deciding what to do with Iceland. 8 ,  

Constantinople, tlalta, the Azores. and so on. It also means decidlng 

whether it is possible to be a little bit proletar'ian r- for example, 

whether the independent weaver uho hires himself out for the harvest. 

qualifies as a proletarian. as one quarter of a proletarian, or as no 

proletarian at all. What about his young children? Unintereuting deci- 

sions, these, except that they eignificsntly affect the results of the 

analysis. 

These dull but crucial decisions made. ue can begin to ask how the 

absolute number and the proportion of the European population in the 

Category "proletarinn" changed from, say, 1500 to 1900. We'll come back 

to guesses at the real numbers later. For now. the thing to notice is 

that we can break d w n  those numbers into geographic. temporal and, most 

important, logical components. We may ask the transformation of 

non-proletarian populations into proletarian populations occurred. Did it 

happen mainly in areas of advanced capitalism? We may ask the 

. tranuformarion occurred. Did the procest, accelerate greatly with,Lhe 
. . .. 
. . .  expansion of large-scale manufacturing after 18001 Ye may also ask @ . . 

. . 
it happened. But the how, in this case. concerns the logical components ' ' 

of the change. 

If we turn to standard demographic accounting procedures, we ,find t 4 :  

three logical possibilities. Each is in turn the resultant of tur, poseible 

changes. The three logical poseibilities are social mobility. natural 

increase and net migration. Harx stressed social mobility: tho movement, 

of a particular social unit from one category to another as n consequence of 

4 .  an alteration in its own characteristics or relationships. If individuals , 

are our social units, every person who, in hislher own lifetime, losea, a . 

control over his or her means of production and moves into wage labor. '. ' . 

adds to the toll of proletarisnitstion. Thus all landowning peaeantq 

who lose their land and become agricultural vagerorkere count.. 

However, all wage-workers who set up business for themselves subtract ., 

themselves from the toll of proletarianization.. In fact, the 6- . . 

individual oftala oscillatee betwan the two categories throughout hie ,.. . 
or her lifetime. The net effect of all such moves across the,bou*ry' ' .  
is the component of social mobility. 

Natural increase is the resultant of births and deaths. If 1 . . .. . 

read him aright. Warx' implicit assumption was that natural increase was 

an unimportant component of the grwth of the European proletariat: the 

deaths more or less balanced out the births, while net enlargements of . 

the proletariat depended on new entriee by people who bogsn life bs non- 

proletarians. This is where the components-of-growth analysis gets inter- 

esting. For several alternative possibilitieq exist. Given tl~eir vulnera- 

bility to infectious disease, starvation and war, proletarians s o m e t m a  

undervent a natural decrease: deaths exceeded births. The question,is: 

how of ten and hov much? If natural decrease were the normal situation of 

proletarians, the proletarian population would be in something like the 

situation of most pre-industrial cities: they would have to recruit sub- 

stantial numbers of newcomers merely to maintain their current size. To 

grow, they would have to recruit very large numbers indeed. 
. . 

It is alsd possible that the normal situation of proletarians was 

for their birth rates to run above their death rates. In that case. the. 

proletarian population could grow without any new recruitlnent of non- 

proletarians. If the proletarian rate of natural increase were, htgher than 

Ill1 , 



that of the poPulntion as'a whole, the proletnrian stlare of the total ~iopu- 

lation w u l d  tend to risc, even 111 the absence of lifetime mobility from 

non-proletarian to proletarian. With additional permutations of fertility 

and mortality, atill furttlet attcrnatives are quite possible; for example, 

the proletarian rate of natural increase could have risen over time. 

The third comljonunt -- net migration -- likewibe offers multiple 
possibilities. If we are considerlng the European population as a whole, 

tile migration that matters consists of moves of proletarians into and out 

of the continent. Because that component, too, sums up numerous losSe0 

and gains, its overall cffcct may have been nil, a st~bstantinl addition to 

the proletariat, a substantial subtraction from the proletariat, a change 

over time, or sometbi~~g else. If we start considering migration into and 

6ut of the proletarian populations of different European regions, the 

problem becomes more complex and interesting. 

To recapitulate: as in any populntlon change, ve can break down the 

increase of the European proletarian population from 1500 to 1900 (or for 

any other interval) in terms of a standard accounting equation: 

Pq = P1 + (IC - OC) + (B - D) + (IM - OH) + e 

where P and P are the populations at the two points in time, 1C and OC 1 2 

are the numbera of persons who make lifetime moves into the category and 

out of it. B and D are births and deaths of members of the category. IM and 

' OH are in-migration and out-migration, and e is the measurement error 

summed over all these observations. 

The Importarlce of Growth Components , # '  

Now. vhy ahould anyone care about these hypothetical numbers? For 

more reasone than one. Firat, if we are to attempt any general account 'df 

Europe's proletarianization, we have no choice but to formulate hypotheses 
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about the cu&poner(ts of growth. 'Ihe hypothesea m y  be implicit. and 

they may tie very crude; they may coneist, for example, of assigning an 

indefinitely large positive value to the net effect of lifetime movea 

and zero values to (ill the other components. That is the tone of Harx' 

analysis. Adam Smith, on the other hand. vrote as if natural increase 

were the only component differing significantly from zero. Thus in the 

absence of any exact numbera. the simple knowledge of which componenta 

were positive or negative. large or amall. would give us the means of judging 

whether t4arx' formulation, Smith's formulation. or some modification of 

one or the othor, waa more adequate. 

The choice is not merely hypothetical. Although the problem hae often 

been badly posed, how the proletariat grev figures somehow in every account 

of induatrialization and every history of the working class. Speaking of 

Sweden from 1750 to 1850, Christer Uinberg points out that 

the peaaantry Increased by about 10 percent while the landleae classes of 

the countryside more than quadrupled. "The dominant interpretation of this 

development. " he reports. 

can be summarized as follows: An important part is played by the 

"autonomous death-rate". i.e. a death-rate that remains relatively 

autonomoue in relation to the economic development. Particularly 

from c. 1810 onwarda, the decline of the death-rate was due to a 

aeriea of exogenous factors, ouch as amellpox vaccination. the peace 

period from 1814 onwards and the cultivation of the potato. The 

result was a rapid increase in population that led to a subsequent 

proletarianization. According to certain authors, the population 

increase waa "too rapid" in relation to the clearing of land and thia 

factor ahould consequently have been the cause OF "over-population." 



. . 
According to others, altltough the cleaiing of land might have been as 

rapid as the increase in population, the poaeibilities of eettlng up .ettributeble to the unequal balance betwen these flws. Thus Winberg ends .. 

new farma did not increasa to the same extent, Tho number of farm 
. . 

was restricted by different institutioaal factors -- village etructure. 
up assigning central importance to social wbility. Yet he by no means el- 

inatea natural increase from the picture. Swedish villages. however, are 

the nature of inheritance, restrictive lawlosking, etc. (Winberg , not the vhole of Europe. We must find out hov generally Winberg's model of. 

1975: 331; cf. UtteratrUm 1957: I. 22-68). 

' m i 8  interpretation." ha continues. "is not based on any coherent theory." 

Winberg counters with an argument having five important componentel 

1. On the whole, the landless population of the early eighteenth century 
did not constitute a distinct social class, since it consisted largely 
of widowed old people and other non-producere; the separate claee formed 
mainly after 1750. . . 

2. The peeeant population of the ei~hteenth century generally 
maintained an implicit system of population control in which, for 
example, declines in mortality n o m l l y  produced a visible narrowing 
of opportunities for emploplent, which in turn led young people to 
delay marriage end to have fever children. 

3. After 1750, the widespread reorgaoizetion of rural estates 
by their landlords turned m n y  tenants into landless laborers. 

4. Peasant villages themeelvea became increasingly stratified, with 
many smallholders likewise beeomin8 landless laborera. 

5. In the process, the rural population as a vhole broke out of the 
older, implicit system of population control end moved tward 
strategies of relatively early marriage and high fertility. 

Winberg docu&nts these generalizations by means of a close study of a 

sample of Svediah rural parishes. '1n those parishes. ha finds a general 

tendency'for the landlees to.marry later and have fewer children than 

the full-fledged pesaantry. He also finds a amall movement from landless 

labor into landholding and a very large move in the opposite direction; 

the bulk of the increase in the rural proletariat, in his annlysia, was 

proletarianization applies elsewhere. 

There is a second reason for concern about the components of grwth. .. . . 

The relative weight and direction of the three components make e 

genuine difference to our understanding of the historical experience . . . ,  - 
, of proletarianization. To the extent that lifetima moves into the proletariat 

comprised the dominant process, we night expect a good deal of proletariao 

action to consist of efforts to retain or regain individual control over the 

m a n s  of production. On the other hand, that same extensive recruitment 

through lifetime moves would make it more difficult to account for the . . 

persistence of an autonomoua proletarian culture, enduiing from one.generatioa 

to the next. To the extent that natural increase was the main source of . 

growth in the proletariat, w w u l d  find it easy to understand 

autonomous, persistent proletarian culture, but hard to account : 

for artisanal and peasant themes in that culture. To tha extant that net . , 
migration was the primary aource. we might expect the proletariat to be . - 

the locus not only of alienation but of aliens, and to be eorreepondiogly 

resistant to unification. The contrasting portraits of proletarian experi- 

ence which coma to us from, say. E.P. fhompson and Louie Chevalier may 

I 
result in part from their having studied populations which differed 



~ l g n i ~ c a n t l y  in these regards. or from their having implicitly aasumd 

differing configuratione of social mobility, natural increaae, and net migration. 

Ihird, the composition of each of the three major components mattera as 

well. Zero net migration ovcr a long period may result from no moves in 

either direction, from large but exactly equal flova of definitive in-mlgranta 

and definitive out-migrants, from numaroue circulor migrants who spend aome 

tiom at the deatination and then return to their points of origin, and from 

a number of other equalizing mlgration patterns. These are very different 

social situations. They have very different implication8 for' aocial control, 

proletarian culture, clasa conflict and the recruitment of an industrial 

labor force. 

. . Positive or negative net migration may likewise result from a vide 

variety of migratory patterns, each affecting life at the deatinstion in 

different ways. The same observation holda for the sub-components of 

social mobility: temporary or definitive moves into the proletariat, 

temporary or definitive moves out of the proletariat. Clearly it holda 

for birth8 and deaths as well. Consider the difference between 

a) slight natural increase due to high fertility which is almost 
balanced by high mortality 

and 

b) slight natural increase due to low fertility uhich i ' - '  
with even lover mortality. 

That ia the difference between the death-ridden experience of the sixteenth 

century and tho long life of the twentieth. If we vant to undoratand tho 

quality aP proletarion experience, ve will have to make that distinction 

very clearly. , 

The components of grovth matter. finally. becauae their relotive 

magnitudes bear directly on two cmtiauing debatea in European hiatory. 

The two debates overlap. The first concerns the aouree of labor aupply 

in the industrial revolution, the second the reaaona for Europe's rapid 

population growth in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (for aununnriee 

of the debatea, aee Habakkuk 1971 and &Reown 1976). The debate about 

labor supply echoes. the dlffereneee between Smith and G r x ,  pitting explanetima 

in which. the a ~ ~ r ~ ~ r i a t i o n  of peiaanta and .artiaana ~ig'uree prominently 

against explanationo in uhich population grovth ia a relatively smooth. 
(aee Lazonick 1974). 

autobtic reaponae to nev opportunities for employment1 The debate about 

population growth begins with the fact that, over Europe as a whole. natural 

increase accelerated markedly during the eighteenth century and continued 

rapid into the nineteenth. The debate pivots around the extent to which 

declines in mortality due to life-saving technical improvementa in medicine. 

aanitation. or nutrition (aa opposed to more general improvementa in the standard 

of living. .temporary increase8 in'fertility, or other alternatives) explain the 

acceleration of natural increase. 

In both debatea, the places of mortality changes and fertility changes 

in the grovth of landleaa labor ere questions of central importance., If, 

for example. the grovth of the proletariat was due mainly to decreasing wrtality 

attributable to an improving atandard of living, both the expropriation theory 

of labor supply and the fertility-increase interpretation of population grovth 
I 

become leas credible. To make such distinctions, we do not need the preciee numbers. 

But vs do naed to consider the Pull net of components of growth. I 

It ie a'good thing wa don't need tha precis0 numbers. If m did, t 

the task would be impossible in our lifetima. Although the method6 of 

archeology, paleobotany, and historical demography may one day converge on 

fine estimating procedures for the European population, at preaent we hove . 
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only a crude sense of the grand totals. What ia more, we have no large-scale 

aetirmtee of the proletarian population. We face one of thoae recurrent 

hietoriographical ironies: the idem of "labor force" and "employment" are 

at once essential to the keeping of the sorts of etatistice we need. and 

contingent on the very process va hope to trace: proletarianization. In 

the absence of capitalized firma and atenaive wage-labor, no one bothers 

to do the requisite bookkeeping. Generally speaking. we cannot look to the 

statistical reports of national atates before the full bloom of nineteenth- 

cantury proletarianization. For earlier periods, we m a t  combine analysis 

of trends in small areas wbich historians have studied intensively with 

indirect inferences from evidence concerning other proceaaea which are 

aomehov connected with proletarianization. 

Principles of Proletarianization 

Before examining trends and making inferences, however, we had better 

get soma definitions and principles straight. Definitions, to begin with. 

Uhatever practical separation of proletarians from non-proletarians w 

adopt, we m e t  keep in mind that the process of proletarianization has 

two logically diatinct components: 

a) the separation of workere from control of the means of production: 

expropriation, for short; . . . . . . . . 

b) increesing dependance of workere on the sale of their lebor power: 

vase work for short. 

In Man's analysia. both expropriation and the extenaion of wage work qualify 

an forms of alienation. Together, expropriation and wage work constitute . . + . 
I ' the form of alienation we call proletarianization. , % -. 

Although expropriation and wage w r k  have a etrong historical 

connection - that is, after all, one of thio easay'a p r d e e a  - the 
connection is not a necessary one. Sooetbaa one coraponent changes without 

the other, or even changes in the opposite direction. The enserfment of 

European peasante, for example, certainly reduced their control of the land . 
they tilled. but it did not ordinarily increase their dependence on vagee 

for survival. Instead, landlorde couoonly asaigned houaeholda to eubaietaace 

, plots, and forced each household to deliver eome ccrmbination of monetary 
+ 

dues. agricultural products, and labor services. Expropriation increased, 

but wage work may well have declined. In recent times, mine and factory 

workers who were already fully dependent on wages have often confronted 

boases who were seeking to weaken tha workers' control of the pace or 

, quality of production by subdividing taeka, imposing tim-discipline, or 

applying piece rates (see, e.g. Thompson 1967, Montgomery 1976). In these . 
+ 

cases. expropriation occurred without an incceaee in wage work. The I . 
opposite case is also posaible, although it is surely rarer: in nineteenth- . 

1 

century Europe. for Instance, impoverished farm workers sometimes alternated 

between mowing by the job and w i n g  by the day. W i n g  by the day increases 
I 

wage work without necessarily decreeeing workare' control over the meae of 

production. 

In principle, then, the t w  components of proletarianization -- 
expropriation and wage work -- vary In partial indapendence from each otbr. . . 
Tbe extent and pace of proletarianization are, by definition, reeultants ,, 



of the two. Figuro 1 laya otrt the definition schumnticelly. It alvo 

sketches four rough hypo~l~eaaa concerning tho extent and character of the 

tw components' covsriatlo~ under capitalism: 

a*  1. in general, expruprlation and wage work increase together. 

2. However, considerable expropriation sometimes occurs without 
changes in wage work. 

3. Except at lov,lrvels of proletarianization, wage work rarely 
. increases (or, for that matter, decreases] without corresponding 

changes in expropriation. 
, ,. 

4. At the extreme, nevertheless, it is less likely -- even under 
. capitallam -- that workers will be completely dislodged from control 

over the means of production than that they will become entirely 
dependent on wages. 

tIy reasonir~g is  simple^ employers do not value wage work lor its own sake.. 

' T h e y  impost? vage w r k  as a aaone of eccomplishing expropriation, but not 

vice versa. To the extent that they can take control of labor power without 

paying wages, they do so. h e  major exception to the role comes at low 

levels of proletarianization. where landlords and capitalists sometimes 

prefer the yaymant of .a money wage to the provision of subsistence in kind. 

Tha reasoning continues: employers seek to minimize the price they 

pay for labor power. as the standard brxist analysis says, in order to 
' I  

. . , .  (Cartman 1978, 
maximize, their return from the labor applied to production/~intis 1976). 

But they expropriate ell factors of production. including la in 

, order to control the deployment of those factors in the service of increased 

, .  return. Extensive proletsrianization is therefore likely to occur only 

where the payment of wages is a relatively attractive means of expropriating 

, labor pover -- because the need for labor is highly variable, because .. 

Figure 1. The ~o@ankts of Proletarianization 
and their Likely Coveristion 



neither c&tm nor force vill suffice, or for some other reason. -At the 

eatream. however, the requirements of production themaelves set greater 

limits on expropriation,than they do on wage work: the costs of subdividing 

and degrading complex tasks eventually become prohibitive, and the worker 

whoa? skill and discretion make.8 differonco to the quantity and quality, 

of the product alvaya has some vestige of bargaining pover (see Aronovitz 1978). 
. . 

Qollwing these lends, let,ue define a rough-and-ruady errpruseion for 

the rate of any population's prolet*rianlratiw: 

d expropriation x vage-dependencel 
d t o t a l  population) 

If we think of the' erpreseion8s numerator as representing the rate of change 

in the total labor pover supplied under conditions of expropriation and 

vage dependence. then the expression tells us that vhether proletarianization. 

deproletarianization. or no change is occurring depends on the relationship 

betveen tvo rates: thoae of &propriation/vege-dependence and of total 

populatlon grovth. In a furthor simplification, ve may treat the number of 

positions occupied by vorkere vho have essentially no control over the 

means of production as an approximation of the current state of 

expropriation x vage-dependence; ue may consider the total vorkforce as 

consisting of those poeitiona plus all positions occupied by vorkere vho 

do have. some confrol over the means of, production. :These simplifications - 
granted. an eved rougher and readier expression for the rate of 

proletariaoiration is: 

d increase of ositions controlling means of productionl ' - (d Iincremo of :ota~ population] 1 

According to this statement of the problem, the slover the increase in 

positions occupied by people who.have cope control over their means of .., -. .. , . . 
production, and the faster the increase of the total population, the more rapidly,. 

the population.pro1etarianizes. . . . ,... . . . _. 

Note how this approach vorks. Note especially how it does &wrk. .,. 

It does not square impoveriehmrrnt or hiseration with proloterisairatioa~ . '.%. . 

so far as the definition is concerned. the rise or fall of real incom io 

irrelevant to the extent of proletarianixation. Nor d w s  vealth as such 

figure in the definition of the proletariat; to the extent that $usehold , ... 

wealth consists of non-productive gooda - televiaion sets, autoumbilee, 
and so on -- a household can be vealthy and yet proletarian. Nor do etyle . 
of life, education, skill, or locus of employment, in themeelves, become- 

. . 

criteria of proletarianization. There is no requirement of conscioueneesr . .  . 

in principle, an expropriated vage wrker might well think of herself as 

a full-time member of the bourgeoisie. In this approach, the idea of a . . 
I 

"nev vorking class" consisting of skilled technicians, professionals and 1 

researchers in science-sector industries ia no contradiction in terms. I 
The concept does not require that proletarians be factory workers, or even . I 

1 be producing commodities. Not that income, vealth, life style, education, 

skill, locus of employment. consciousness or productive position are trivial, ' 

matters; far from it. But the concepts adopted here make the relationehipa ' .: . 

of these important aspects of social life to proletarieniration queations of 

fact rather than matters of definition, 

. , I 



Tl~o treatment of prolotarionization as a roeultnnt ot exproprlation 

' 

and'wage w r k  neither assumes that the process continues indefinitely in 
' 

one direction nor ties the proletariat by definition to capltallsm. Bbth 

the continuity of thc trend and the extent of its dependence on capitalism 

become questions for theory and for research. Worker-participation schemes,, 

for exnmple. do aometimea increase worker control of production decisions 

eomevhnt,.and occ(lsiona1ly reduce the dependence of workers on wages (see 

Enpinoaa and Zimbaliat 1978. Korpi 1978. Stephens 1980). To that small 

extent, they move the wrkforce'a everage position toward the lower left-hand 

corner of our diagram; they deproletarianize. One could reasonably argue, 

on the other hand, that aocialiat regimea auch as that of the Soviet Union 

have adopted capitalists' methods with a vengeance, using the full power of 

the state to accelerate expropriation and extend wage work in the name of 

the workera; they have been great proletarianizers. That fact has led many 

obaervere to conclude that proletarianization has no special tie to capitalism. 

but reaulta inevitably from any Form of industrialization. In my view, 

however, , , .  

1. Over the past few centuries, the saaocintion between the 
development of capitaliem and the grwth of proletarinnization 
haa been strong enough to indicate that, in general, one causes 
the other. 

2. The aaaociation between capital concentrntion and PI lzntion 
in agriculture as well as other forms of non-Induatrial pt,, .,n 
rakes dubious the idea that' "industrializat!ion" is proletarianization's 
neceseary condition. 

3. On the whole, capitaliata acquire a greater interest in expropriation 
and wage vork than do other sorts of powerholdera, 

4. Whbn aocialieta pueh proletarianization, they do so in imitation 
of capitalista. 

Fortunntaly for tho pursuit of this poper'a purpoaaa, only the llrat two 

propositions matter greatly to the search for the demographic orlglna of 

the European proletariat. During moat of the European experience since 

1500, capitsliats have stood at the center of the proletarianizing proceaa. 

My approach, to be sure. reata on a guiding hypothesis: that over 

the long run expropriation and wage work were, and are. more Cundamental 

than income. wealth, life style. and so on. Uore fundamental? I mean 

that changea in expropriation and in dependence on wage have wider 

ramificatione in everyday aocial life'than'changes in income. wealth, ~?t 

cetera. I also mean that to an important degree changes in expropriation 

and wage-dependence ceuse changea in income, vealth, life atyle, and so on. 
At this point we move out of the aimple. arbitrary world of concepts. We 

begin working with arguments which are open td empirical challenge, and eb 

theoretical scrutiny a8 well. 

Explaining Proletarianization 

Remember the crude expression for the rate of proletarianization: 

dP 
- ( d [increase of positions controlling means of productionl 

d [increase of total population] 1 

If the rate ia greater than 1, the population is proletarianizing. If it is 

lees than 1, the population is deproletsrinniziag. If it standa at or near 1. 

the population's structure is remaining about the same. My general argument 

is elementary, perhaps obvious. The rate of increase of poeitiona whose 

occupants have some control over the meane of production is: 

1. o direct function of changes in the demand lor gooda and aervicea; 

2. an inverse function of the coat of establishing new unite; 

3. an inveree function of the concentration of capital; 

4. an inverse function of the coercive p w e r  of employere. 



The pchanisms by which these variable8 affect the increase of non-proletarian 

poaiciona are mainly matters of the number, size, and internal organization 

of producing unite: concentration or deconcencration of control over production 

decisions within producing units, growth or decline in the average aire of 

producing unita, elimination or consolidation of producing unica which 

already exiac, limits on the creation of new producing units, increaaea or 

decreaaea in the m u n t  of labor d r a m  from the average worker. 

The w a c  obvious illuatrationa of these mechanisms at work come from 

perioda and place8 in which a small number of producera were expanding their 

ecale of production at the expense of their neighbore. In his old but still 

uaeful analyaia of the growth of a rural proletariat in England, William 

llaabach gave center stage to engrdaaing: the building up of large fa- by 

a feu active landlords. Here is his summary of tpe background condition8 for 

engroaaing: 

They were. firat, the m r e  luxurloua etandard of life adopted by the 

landlord class, and chair consequent need of a larger income; secondly, 

the encloaurea. for the w a r  part reaulta of that need; then the 

increased price of provisions, to which the encloaurea contributed; 

next the ayetem of the large farm. pioneered about this aame period; 

and finally the new method of cultivation, which demanded men of a 

different claaa and larger capital. But beeidea these there were other 

forces at work. There vaa the attraction which the great industry, 

then juat developing. exercised on capacity, enterprise and capital. 

And there were the indirect taxee, impoaed to pay the interest on the 

growing national debt rolled up by trade war8 and colonial ware, vhich 

of courae increased the coat of living (Haabach 1920: 103-106). 

! .  Under these conditions, according to Hasbach, those who had the pover : 

increased their holdings, lnveated and reinvested their capital, 

shifted to labor-efficient farming tachniquea, and aqueezed smallholdera. ...-. . 

' 
tenante and squatters off the land, into agricultural or industrial wage-_ . 

labor. In our terma, engroaaing directly and strongly reduced the number . 
of non-proletarian poaitiona in rural areae: the aire of producing units .. 
increased, their number declined. production deciaiona concentrated, existia . 
units diaappeared. and the poaaibility of creating new unite decreased. . . 

Behind theae changea lay all the general conditioaa for proletarianization . 
ve have already reviewed: a rising demand for goods and services, an incraaslag , 

coat of establishing new unite, a concentration of capital, and a growing 

coercive pover of employera. 

We begin with the moat obvious part: changea in the demand for good8 

and servlcea directly affect the rate at which new producing units come into 

being. They elso directly affect the race at which existing units change 

scale. Since changes in demand likeviae affect the rate of population grwth, 

however. they have no neceeaary effect8 on the rate of proletarianization. 

Although economies of acale may well reeult from expanded demand, those 

economies have no reliable effects on the division of labor between proletarim 

and non-proletarian producers. All other thing8 being equal, the system , 

simply reproduces itself on a larger scale. In modern Europe. for example. 

houaehold production proved itself enormously elaatic in response to the 

demand for textilea, woodworking. metalcrafting and similar goxia. Beyond , 

some point of expansion. on the other hand, the coat of establiahing new units 

often rises, aince eatabliahed producera squeeze the newcomers. the coat8 of 

, . , the requieite materials and equipment riee, andlor the quality of available , 

resources declines. The theorem of diminishing marginal return8 in agriculture. 

i . ;  reata on juec a;ch an observation of the effects of bringing ~argioel land 

into cultivation. 

. , 



Prom the.perspective.tof proletarianization. hovever. the central 

process isathe concentretion of'capital. When small producers become 

cspitaliate.andiwhen petty capitalists become big capitalists, they 

"'increase the share of all means of production they control, and they 

expand~the.amount of labor povrtr.they buy from others. Enclosing landlords, 

manufacturers vho driverartisanal.competitors out of business, local authorities 

who.,restrict,thegnumber of.available farms, peasants who take on additional 

hired.hande. masters who expand the numbers of their Journeymen or apprentices, 

and merchants who build upinetworks of,dependent domeatic producers ore all 

agents offproletarianizetion. 

Broadly speaking. anyone.who has an interest in buying lobor power a180 

hes.an lntereat in proletarianization. The transformation of workers into , 

proletarians serves the employer in several different ways: by expanding the 

employer's power to redirect the factors of production in search of the 
' ' 

mnximum return; by increasing the employer's ability to capture the existing , 

retutns from labor; by externalizing some of the costs of mnintaining the 

workforce. Each of these advantagea to the employer, however, entails ' ,  

dieadvantages for otl~er partles, especially the workers themselves. Workers 

have investments in their skills, and therefore in allocations of production 

vhicli often contradict those which moat favor the employer. I - 3  

authorities often have on interest in maintaining existing uses of land, 

,. labor or commodities in order to assure their revenues from taxation. 

Rsntiera often hove an interest in raliable rents from the very some land 

which capitalisre want to commit to.neu uses. Workers have n direct interest 

in holding on to the returns from their labor. And the externalization of 

maintenance costa -- supplying food, finding revenue in times of unemployment, 
caring for the ill. and so on -- is likely to shift the burden to workers' , 

households as well as to the community ot large. Even if a giant 

neoclassical cost-benefit analysis gives. the net advantage to proletarianization. 

l 28 l  

therefore, the imnediate.interesta of moettof!the partiis.dtrectly~involveJ' 

dictate determined resistance. The employer's interest does not eutomatically 

prevail. 

A@-North and Thomas (vho have, in fact, conducted something like a giant . 

neoclassical cost-benefit nnalyais.of capitalist property~relations) suggest. 

one of the most important conditionsproumting.the growth of wage-labor 1s 

the emergence of a state which supports the consolidation of property into 

disposable bundles, and guarantees the owner a major part of the return from 

that property'a use (Nortl~ and Thomas 1973); 1 am9not so sure ns North and 

Thomas that in the two leading.examples, the Netherlands and England, the 

property-conEirming store developed before capitalist property relations were 

widespread. Indeed. Alan Hacfarlane has recently argued that a version of 

capitalist property was already quite visible in thirteenth-century England 

(Hacfarlane 1978). Yet the Dutch and English states surcly did.tavor the 

consolidation of property into disposable bundles. 

Hore generally, any conditions which augment the coercive power of 

employers favor proletarianization; the coincidence of economic and political 

power in the same capitalist hands, the outlawing of workers' organizations, 

the monopolization of food or land by employers, nnd the presence of surplus 

labor all make it easier to expropriate the workers. But with this last 

item -- the presence of surplus labor -- we pass to the other side of the 
workforce/controlling-positions ratio. We enter an area of intense 

controversy. 

The question in: how and why does the total workforce increase? 



for practical purposes, we may concentrate on why the population as e whole labor supply. Aa Chrieter Winberg points out, a eioilar argument has . . 
incresees. That simplification glides peat several faacinoting questions: dominated historians' thinking about changes in the Swedish labor force. . 

-- how the changing age structure produced by alterations in fertility Over Europe as a whole, lnost historians have been willing to consider 

and mortality affect8 the proportion of the population in the population growth a crucial but exogenoua variable in eunmic change. 

prime working ages; Yet we have ground8 for being skeptical! for doubting that the rate 

-- under what conditions children and old people participate in of-population increase was independent of the pace of proletarianimtion. . : &  . 

productive labor; The m a t  important ground for skepticism ia the association, in region after -. . 
-- what governs the extent uf female labor force participation; , , region of .Europe. of rapid acceleratione in population grwth with visible " ' . r 

-- what part household strategies play in the supply of different increases in landless labor; we will review a number of cases later on. 

sorts of labor; Such an association could. of course, result from the application,.over and 

-- how employers squeeze additional labor out of a given amount of . 

labor power. 

(On these issues, see Durand 1975, Edwards 1978, Harglin 1974, Tilly end 

over again, of the rule that population pressure produces proletarians.. In 

fact, most such regions probably did begin their proletarienization with s 

stock of underemployed, cheap labor5 that made them attractive to entrepreneur.. 

Scott 1978.) However, the largest component by far of increase in the workforce -- But once the process had begun, rates of marriage, childbearing and migration 

and the only one on which we can hope to assemble information for Europe all seem to have responded actively to employment opportunities. By that point, 

as a whole -- is grovth in the base population from which the workforce the grwth of the workforce was st leaat partly dependent on the teapo of 

comes. kt us think about that growth. it8 proletarianization. 

h a y  students of European history heve treated population change as I suggest, then. that four major variables governed the rate of increase 

an essentially autonomous variable, the product of such "accidenta" as in the total population: 

' .  plagues arid crdp failures. ' The rate of pop@ation growth figuree as an 1. changes in the demand for goods and services; - - .. 

ewgenous variable -- a very important one -- in the North-Tl~omas 2. changes in the opportunity cost of childbearing; 

account of European economic history. In his f-ua analysis of labor 3. the previous proletarianization of the populetion, h o s e  effect 
operated with a lag corresponding to the average age at which . . 

supply in the industrial revolution. J.D. Chambers proposed s general children began productive labor; 

distinction between the period of slar growth before the mid-elahteenth 

century, and the great acceleration thereafter. Although Chambers allowed 

4. an exogenoua component combining the effects of "natural" 
fluctuations of fertility and mortality due to alteration8 io 
disease. nutrition, disaster, and other factors external to the system. 

for the possibility that after 1750 irtduetriel employmcnt encouraged earlier I suggest. further. that as proletarianization proceeded, the firet three 

.marriage, which in turn accelerated fertility, on the whole hie analysis variables -- the demand for goods and services. the opportunity.costa of . 

treats the rate of population growth as a powerful external determinant of . childbearing, and previous proletarianizetion -- became increasingly dominant. 



Nature1 fluctuations declined in importance. The portmanteau exogenous 

covonent, to be sure. introduces a touch of magic into the analysis: many 

irregularities will disappear into the portmanteau. 'Cl~e point of this formula- 

tion, however. is not to provide o comprehensive explanation of population 

growth. but merely to indicate that with proletarianization, populotion growth 

responded increasingly to the economic situation of the proletarianized 

population. 

Set down as lists, and marked t'o indic'ate whether the ~cneral relationship 

la euppoeod to be positive (+) or negative (-), the variables I have proposed 

to explain the rate of proletarionlzation look like this: 

determinants of increase in positions determlnants of increase in 
controlling means of productlon the total population 

change in demand for goods and change in demand for goods 
sewtces (+) and services (+) 

coat of establishing new 
producing units (-) 

ConcentratLon of capital (-) 

opportunity cost of childbearing (-) 

previous proletarianization (+) 

coercive power of employers (-) natural fluctuations (5) 

Without further specification of the effect8 of changing demand for goods 

end services. ve have no reason to think that the grovth or decline of 

ileaiand will, in itself, af fect the population's proletarianization: ef fecta 

on the two sides of the basic ratio ere likely to cancel ench ot , 

the lists say that, everything else being equal, the folloving conditiona 

will promote proletarienization: 

1. increases in the coats of establishing new producing units; 

2. coaeentration of capital; * 

3. increases in the coercive power of employers: 

4.  declines in the opportunity costs of childbearing; 

3. previoue proletarianization. 

As a model of the actual process. this is very crude. Aa a guide to 

searching through the historical experience of proletarianizntion, on 

the other hand, it is quite helpful. We look for times and places in vhich 

capitaliste.are consolidetlng their power over production, and in which 

the alternatives open to the local population are diminishing. That is, 

I think, a credible general description of the most cormnon circumstances 

of proletarianizatibn in Europe. 

Uhere and When? 

Concretely, where and when did these general conditions for proletarianization 

converge in modern Europe?   id they, in Pact. reliably produce increases in 

expropriation and wage work? .Despite innumerable fragments of the necessary 

evidence, ve do not knov. As a way of aorting out the evidence. we might try 

distinguishing some very different social settings: 

estate systems (example: East Pruasia). in vhich large landlords produced 

grain for the market by means of eewile labor, whose subsistence 

came mainly from small plota assigned to their households 

large-farm systems (example: southern England), in which large landlords 

or their tenant,< likewise produced grain for the market. but vith wage 

labor. 

specialized farmin& (example: coastal Flanders), in which peasants 

specialized in cash-crop production, and non-producing landlords were 

unimportant. 

peasant farming (eiample: westefn.France), in vhich landlords livid 

Prom rents and peegents lived frofo'verious combinations of owned, rented 

and sharecropped land. 



necessarily proletarianize. Uhich of the first four vere the dominant settinge, 

cotta~e industry (example: Lencaahire), in which potty entrepreneurs for proletarinniration changed over tiw. The tvo agricultural settings w r s  

parceled out industrial production among households which also devoted probably the dominant sites of European proletarianiretion before the eighteenth 

some of their labor to small-scale subsistence farming and/or eeaeonal century, while cottage industry became increasingly importanc.aft_er 1700, and 

wage labor in agriculture. ' large-shop/factory production did not play the major role before the end of t+. ,. 

nineteenth century. . . 
urban.craft production (example: north Italian cities), in vhich . . . 

But proletarianization did occur in all seven settings under some. . . : : .  . . . 
ramstars of small shops controlled the labor of journeymen and apprentices . .. 

conditions. In estate systems the consolidation of landlord control ordinarily 
lodged in the masters' households. 

occurred at the expense of peasants who had been more or less independent 

large-shop and factory production (exawle: the Rhineland after 1850). producere; in those same areas, the nineteenth-century emancipations of aervile 

in vhich capitalists assembled and coordinated the labor of many laborera-produced e t-xnporary movement avay from the proletariat, but t k  

wage workers in the same place. unfavorable conditions for access to the land pushed more and more of the . . 

The categories are neither tight nor exhaustive. On the one hand, the types freedmen into wage labor (Blum 1978). 

overlap. On the other, they leave out such important configurations as the Large-farm syetema grev variously from estate eyeterns, from specialired 

smallholding cash-crop production which commmly appeared in Europe's fanning and from peasant farming. m a y  expanded by adding &e vage laqbrers. 

winegrwing areas. Still, the typology.euggeeta the sort of variation any In most cases. however, small independent producers disappeared as the large 

systematic analysis of proletarianization must'take into eccount, and 

identifies the chief settings in which European proletarianizetion actelly 

did take place. 

. :  
Civen the general conditions for enumerated 

- earlier --.increases in the coet of establiahini new producing unite, 

concentration of capital, increases in the coercive pover of employers, 

declines in the opportunity costs of childbearing. and previous proletarianization -- , ,  

s o w  of these settings stand out as prime candidates. The very creation of 

estate systems. large-farm systems. cottage induscry and large-ehop/Pactory 
8 ,  

production entailed the creation or recruitment of local proletariats. Specialized 
I ' 

farming, peasant f a ~ i n g  and urban craft production, in contrast. did not , 
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farms grev (see. e.g. Habakkuk, 1965). 

Specialized farming did not necessarily promote proletarianizatfo~. - 

In the case of grain production, for instance, independent family unite 

actually took up a larger share of the world market during the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries (Friedmam 1978). Elsewhere, however, some specialists 

componly expanded their holdings, accumulated capital, and hired their own 

vage laborers (e.g. the northern Netherlands: de Vries 1974). In those 

cases, specialization also proletarianized the population. 

Peasant farmina, as such, tended to block proletarianiration as l o w  

as it lasted. But peasant farming sometimes turned into specialired farming, 

as peasants took up more and more cash-crop production, sometimes gave way 

to large-farm or estate agriculture ae landlords seized their advantage. 
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aometimea succumbed to increaatng aubdiviaion of inheritances which eventually 

became too small to support I~ouaeholda, and sometimea -- where the available 
lebor m a  underemployed and marketa for industrial products were more acceaaible 

than m k e t e  for cash crops -- hoated proletarianizing cottage induatry. 
Cottage induatry itaelf'alwaya grew up on an a~ricultural baae. It 

began as a complement to some aort of farming, and na an alternative to leas 

attractive and remunerative torma of labor, such as military and domestic 

service. But when cottage induatry flourished, it tended to squeeze out ' I  

other activities, and to become an aggressive proletarianizer (e.g. Braun 1978). 

Urban craft production. like peasant farming, tended to resist 

proletarianization ao long as it retained it8 pure form. But masters sometimes 

uaedsthe structure of the crafteto expand the numbers of journeymen and. 

.ea~eciblly, apprentices under their control. Where the matera succeeded, 

they were helping to create s proletarian large-shop and factory ayatem 

I ,  I 

(see, e.0, Klech 1968). 

Large ahop and factory production, finally, has the reputation of 

being the great proletarianizer. In our time.,it is no doubt the setting 

in vhich the wrkforce has come cloaeat to being entirely expropriated and 

completely dependent on wagea. Yet several features of large-ahop/factory 

production qualify ita claim to being the primary site of Eu 

proletarianization. First is its tardineaa: prior to the twentieth century. 

workforce came largely from workers who were already involved in household 

or small-shop production within the same industry (see. e.g. Lcquin 1977). 

All three of these featurea mitigate the historical impact of large ahopa 

and factoriee a8 the settings of Europeen proletarianization. Nonetheless, 

when large ahopa and factoriea did grow fast, they had unparalleled power 

to proletarianize. Only mining. (which came to ahare many orgaulzational 

featurea with factory production) rivaled them. 

This aaid, letsue flee from technological determiniam. The seven 

social settings did not differ in importance as precipitators of proletarlaniration 

becauae expropriated wage labor vas technically easential to some of 

themrand technically incompatible with othera. Tho settings differed becauae 

of their varying aaaociation with the proletarianizing condition8 ve 

enumerated earlier: increasing costa of new productive unita, concentration 

of capital, growing employer coercive pwer. declines In the opportunity 

coats of childbearing. and previoua proletarianization. The expansion of 

cottage industry, for erample, favored proletarianlration not becauae of 

any intrinsic affinity between expropriated wage labor and veaving or 

woodworking, but becauae: 

1. the concentration of capital in the handa of entrepreneurs and 

the domination of acceaa to markets by those aame entrepreneurs 

radicolly narroved the wrkera' room for maneuver, and 

lbrge ahbpa and factories were relatively rare; before then, moat industrial 2. the opportunity costa of childbearing sank so . . 
expaneion occurred through the proliferation of amall shops. and even of , dramatically -- ai~rce young,children could nmke aigniflcant 
household production. Second, in skilled trades the earlier grouping of contributions to household income, and older children became leas 

workere in large shopa often involved.little change in the technology of expensive to "place" in.adult poeitione.-- as, to favor the production 

ptoddctibn and:in the relationship of the wrker to the means of production. of more and more neu proleterisna. 

although it did eventually facilitate the owner 'a imposition of timing Ultimately, then, the aearch for general.explanationa of European~proletorianizatiou 

bnd wo'rk-diacip1i:ne. Third, in meny induetries the large-ahop and factory 
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should concentrate less on such matters as the demand for textilee or wheat 

than on the conditions favoring the reorganization of the relations of production. 

Perhaps we can gain iudight into thoae conditions by breaking with the abstract. 

deductive approach to the problem I have followed so far. Let us ask when, where, 

and in what quantities European proletarianization actually occurred. G 

Hov Uany Proletarians? 

Considering how much discuseion has gone into the subject. we have 

amazingly little knowledge of the timing and loci of European proletarianization. 

Por Britain. John Saville has ventured this general sketch: 

(1) the development of corrmercial farmiag during mediaeval times and 

the existence, by the beginning of the sixteenth century. of a class 

of capitalist fareere; 

(2) the s l w  disappearance of the peesantry as a substantial elament 

in rurel society over the thrae centuries from 1500 to 1800. to the 

point where, in bbakkuk's words, as a significant part of she agrarian 

structure "the peasants had disappeared before the intensive phase of 

the enclosure movement of the eighteenth century"; 

(3)  the presence in the countryside, from the sixteenth century onwards, 

and in substantial numbers by the time of Gregory King's estimates, of 

a class of landless labourers; their swelling numbers in the eighteenth 

century, in part the rasult of the further decline of the peasant class, 

in part the product of natural population growth; 

(4) the growth of the large farm -- notably in the eighteenth century -- 
and the increasing proportion of the total area farmed by the large 

capitalist tenant farmers, renting their land from a market-oriantated 

landlord class; 

I 

(5) the groving concentration of land in the ownership of the landlord 

class from the middle of the seventeenth century onwards, a process -h ' 

aided by the ways in which the laws relating to real estate developad. 

Although there are no precise data for the distribution of landholdiogs 

in the eighteenth century, we must assume that by some date (the eve of . 
the Napoleonic Wars? the years following the post-war agricultural 

depression?) the proportion of land owned by the large landlords to 

the total lend aree was roughly that indicated by the so-called Ihv 

Domesday Book of the mid-1870s; 

(6) accompanying the social changes in the agrarian structure went 

the technical transformation of farming methods. The timing of these 

two revolutionary changes do not coincide although it is now accepted 

that the seventeenth century is much more important in respect of 

technical change and improvements in productivity than was fpreerly 

assumed (Saville 1969: 251-252). 

Saville's lucid distillation of a murky litarsture suggests that the timing 

of the major agrarian changes - hence of the growth of an agricultural 
proletariat -- is well known. It is not. mink, for example, about one of 

the easiest numbers to establish: the proportion of landless laborers in 

Britain's agricultural population. Table 1 presents some . 

conraonly-cited sources for estimates of the share of landlesa 

labor in the agricultural population as a whole st various times from 

about 1600 to 1851. A glance at the table identifies two major difficulties: 

first, the numbers oscillate implausibly from one period to the next; second. 

the categories and base population8 fluctuate almost as wildly. A c ~ s r i a o n  

of Gregory Kiug's high figure for 1688 with the Census of 1831 p e d t t e d  

J.H. Clapham to make his famous "demonstration" that the scale of agricultural 

production had only risen modestly over the period of the enclosures, and to 
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Notes f o r  Table 1 

" 'Table 1. dst imates  of the  IBropurtion of t h e  English. English 6 Welsh, B r i t i s h ,  
o r  B r i t i s h  and I r i s h  Agr icu l tu ra l  Population Consis t ing of Laborers 

per- refereoce a g r i -  
d a t a  cent  c u l t u r a l  populfit& -- author  of est lmnte c i t a t i o n  

c .  1600 25-33 e n t i r e  r u r a l  popula- Alan E v e r i t t  E v e r i t t  1967: 398 
t i o n ,  England 6 Wales . 

1688 66 English fami l i es l  Gregory King Uathiae 1957: 45 

1760 59 fami l i es ,  England Joseph Hassie Uathias  1957: 45 
6 Wales2 

1803 62 fami l i es .  England Pa t r i ck  Colquhoun Colquhoun 1806: 23 
. 6  Walea 

3 

1812 49 moles i n  a g r i c u l t u r e .  P a t r i c k  Colquhoun Colquhoun 1815: 
Great B r i t a i n  6 124-125 
Ireland 

1831 76 males 20 and over i n  1831 Census Abstract :  x l i i  
a g r i c u l t u r e ,  Great 
B r i t a i n  

1841 76 a l l  persons c l a s s i f i e d  1841 Census Speckman 1847: 143 

1851 80 a l l  persona ~ l a s s i f l e d ~  1851 Census Census 1851': 148 

1851 79 t o t a l  i n  a g r i c u l t u r e  1851 Census Bellerby 1958: 3 

1911 . 64 t o t a l  i n  a g r i c u l t u r e  
5 

1911 Census .Br '-v 1958: '3  

1931 59 t o t a l  i n  agr icu l tu re5  1931 Census R e l l e t ~ y  1958: 3 

1. Includes n o b i l i t y ,  gentry,  f reeholders .  .farmers, labouring people, outservante.  
c o t t a g e r s  and paupers. I have taken "labouring people, outservante.  c o t t a g e r s  and 
paupers" a s  l abore rs .  From the  t o t a l  f o r  those ca tegor ies  I have sub t rac ted  my 
b e s t  e s t imate  of t h e  proport ion of t h e  t o t a l  populat ion of England and Hales 

' 

i n  p laces  of 20,000 o r  more -- 11.0 percent  i n  1688 -- t o  allow f o r  the  urban 
loca t ion  of t h a t  share  of genera l  l abore rs .  

2. Reference population includes n o b i l i t y .  gentry,  f reeho lders ,  f a r m r e .  
husbandmen and l abore rs .  I n  t h i e  case ,  I have counted al1,"husbandmen and 
labourers"  a s  a g r i c u l t u r a l  l abore rs .  . 

3. Reference population includea n o b i l i t y ,  gentry,  f reeho lders ,  farmers, 
l aboure rs  i n  husbandry, pauper l aboure rs ,  pensioners  who work. Here, 
" labourers  i n  husbandry. pauper labourers .  and pensioners who work" count 
a s  a g r i c u l t u r a l  l abore rs .  I have. however. sub t rac ted  my bes t  e s t imate  of the  
proport ion of the  t o t a l  populat ion of England and Wales i n  p laces  of 20,000 o r  
more -- 17.4 percent i n  1803 -- from the  t o t a l  f o r  pauper l abore rs  and 
pensioners ,  t o  a l l o v  f o r  t h e  urban l o c a t i o n  of t h a t  share  of genera l  l abore rs .  

4. E x c l u d i n ~  persons l i s t e d  a s  wives. c h i l d r e n  and r e l a t i v e s  of farmers 
and g r e z i e r s .  

5. Excluding " r e l a t i v e s  occupied on t h e  farm". 

1951 .  54 t o t a l  i n  agr icu l tu re5  1951 Census Bellerby 1958: 3 



conclude that enclosures could not have played a major part in the creation 

of the agricultural proletariat. One reason why Massie's figures record en 

apparent drop in the proletarian share of the agricultural population between 
. . 

1688 and 1760 in simply that in 1688 King saw no need to distinguish rural 

idustrial wrkers from the re8t of the laborers, while in 1760.Massie enumer- 

ated 100.000 families who were "Manufacturers of Wool. Silk. etc." in the 

country. plus another 100,000 "Manufacturers of Uood. Iron. etc.". likewise in 

the country. Their inclusion in agricultural labor w u l d  bring Maesie's propor- 

tion up to 66 percent: exactly the same as King's. But that correction would 

be risky; after all, the differences between Massie's estimates and King's 

could have registered a genuine increase in rural industry. 

Again. Massie mentions no "vagrants" in 1760; he was estimating the likely 

returns from taxes on chocolate, and vagrants matter little for that purpose. 

Gregory King. on the other hand. lists 30,000 vagrants for 1688, and Patrick 
I ' ,  

Colquhoun counts a full 234.000 of them in 1803. Uany "vagrants" were indubitably 

unemployed egricultural laborers on the road. Should they, too, be included in : 

the agricultural proletariat? Judgmants on such metters depend on knowledge of 

the very trends and processes one might have hoped to derive dron the comparison 

of Evqritt. King, Massie and Colquhoun. 

, Ue can, I fear;drav no amre thai a few tentative, lneager conclusions 

from tbe series: 

1. During most of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries a 
large share -- most likely a majority -- of Britain's agricultural 
labor force consisted of landless laborers. 

2. Since the population of England end Males may well have risen from 
4 to 5 million people during the seventeenth century, and from 5 to 
9 million during the eighteenth, even a relatively constant proportion 

. 
of proletarians implies a substantial increase in their absolute numbers. 

3. During the early nineteenth century, both the absolute number and..: ' 

the proportion of agricultural laborers g r w  considerably. '..'.. . . 

4. After the middle of the nineteenth century, laborers left British 
agriculture so rapidly that the total agricultural labor force contracted. 
and the share of farmers rose significantly. 

As Deane and Cole put this last point: 

Apart from a fall of about 8 112 per cent in the 1870'8, and a : : . 
. . 

rise of about 13 per cent between 1911 and 1921. the number of .: 

British farmers has shown remarkably little tendency to vary. 

Farmers (excluding relatives) thus accounted for about 15 per , . 

cent of the occupied population in agriculture in 1851, about 20 , . 

. . per cent in 1911 and about 27 per cent in 1951 (Deane and Cole . , 

Thus the century after 1851 witnessed a deproletarianization of British .. 
agriculture, at a time when the industrial labor force was proletarianizing , 

rapidly. But when and how the earlier proletarianization of agriculture,. . 
occurred does not leap out at us from the available national figures. 

To locate any figures on proletari~ization at a regional or national 

scale, we must.cross over to the Continent.. In his survey of. changes in 

agrarian claee'structure at a number of locations across the continent, . - .  

Slicher van Bath (1977) offers lmrltiple e-?la! of'diepioportionate grovth 

of smallholders, cottars and laborers. (Slicher himself, I hasten to add. 

interprets the changes as illustrating "the influence that a rise in popul?tioa 

had on the distribution of the various groups in rural society": Slicher'van " 

Bath 1971: 127.) In the Dutch province of Overijssel. he report. a pattern of 

increase among heads of households which rune as follwa: 



category base period annual rate df growth 

total population 1675-1795 0.7 

non-agricultural population 1675-1795 0.9 

. . agricultural population 1602-1795 0.3 

farmera on family-sized farms 1602-1795 

cottars on smallholdlnga 1602-1795 

cottars and day-laborers 1602-1 795 

. (computed f r k  Slicher van Bath 1977: 130) 

1Lo things were happening in Overijaael: First, a great expansion of cottage 

textile production was avelling the number of weavers and spinners in the 

countryside. Second, the agricultural population itself was proletarianizing. 

The net affect of the two was a substantial proletarianization of Ovetijasel'a 

population in the seventeenth and, especially. the eighteenth century. 

Ue have already noticed the changes in Sveden's rural population -- 
a full nine tenths of the total population -- between 1750 and 1850. There. 

the rural proletariat grew more than thirty times as fast as the peasantry. 

(One consequence of that expsnaion was an overall decline in real wages for 

Swediah agricultural workers over the century after 1750: .liirberg 1972n.) 

Prom about 30 percent of the rural population in 1750, the proletariat 

grav to about 60 percent in 1850. If we were to extrapolate t r 

oort of change to the European scale, it vould imply an increase L L - . .  ,oout 

35 million rural proletarians in 1750 to about 90 million in 1850; the 

increase rate for the whole continent would be lower than that for Sweden ' 
because in.Europe as a vhole the rural population only increased by about 

a third, vhile in Sweden it doubled. Still, an increase of 55 million 

rural prolatariana would rapraaant tho groat mojnrlty of tho continont'a 

total population increase (which was on the order of 85 million people) 

Now, Sweden is moat likely an extreme case because of its large rural 

population, its relative lack of rural msnufacturing. and its folrly loto 

induitrialization: However, a similar computation baaed on one of Europe'a 

old ibdustrlal areas; the Kingdom of Saxony, produces an estimate in the aame 

general range: about 51 million of the total 85 million increase in population 

consisting of expansion of the continent's rural proletariat (computed from 

Blaachke 1967: 190-191. Bairoch 1977: 42). 

Let us look more closely .at Saxony, since it is the only large area 

of Europe for which we have reliable estimates of the proletarian population 

running back to the sixteenth century. For the year8 1550. 1750 and 1843. 

Knrlheinz Blaachke provide8 us with counts of the following categories of 

the Saxon population: 

URBAN RURAL 

Biir~er (full citizens) Dauern (peasants) 

Inwohner in ~tgdten (dependent urban Cartner und Hbualer (gardeners, cottars) 
workers) 

. . Inwohner in ddrfern (village labor) 
Ceiatlichkeit (profesaionala, 
intellectuals, etc.) Crundherren (noble landlords) 

The classification into "urban" and "rural" is my own, but aside From the 

rural residence of a few parsons and profeaaionala (Ceiatlichkeit) and the 

urban residence of a far noble landlords (Crundherren) it looks like a 

fairly accurate division. On the urban aide, the Jnwohner, or in-dwellera. 

were essentially proletarianat servants, journeymen. apprentices, and othera. 

On the rural aide. the Cnrtner and Hnualer (gardeners and cottara) join the 

.Inwohner in the proletarian Category. . (~Srtner had their own garden-plots, 

~ l ~ ~ a l o r  nothing but their dwellings. Gertner ia sowtimes tranalated ae 

'"amallholder" -- but in either tranalaoion designate8 a m b r  w b  hnd SO 

eel1 a subatantla1 part of his labor powar to survive.) Tsble 2 gives Blaachkela 

I 4 5 1  

between 1150 and 1850. 



Table 2. Distribution of the Workforce of Saxony in 1550. 1750 and 1843. 
According to Karlheinz Blaechke 

Urban 
7 

full citizene 

dependent workers 

profeesionsle etc. 

total 

number 

Rural 
7 

peaeante 

gardeners, cottars 

village- labor 

noble landlorda . ' 

total 

number 292400 647500 1225000 

Source! Blaschke 1967: 190-191. The 1550 figures omit the region of 
Oberlausirr. 

counts of the numbern of vorkers in each of these categories from 1550 to 1843. 

Blaechke's figures tell an important story. Throuphout the three 

a centuries after 1550. according to this classification. the Saxon countryside 

was more proletarian than the cities4 even in 1550, gardeners. cottars and 

village labor omde up 25.6 percent of the ~ r a l  workforce, while dopendent , ' 

workers comprised 15.5 percent of the urban total. Within both the urban 

and the rural sectora, the proletarian share rose drapurtically. Both from , 

1550 to 1750 and from 1750 to 1843, gardenere and cottars -- the all-purpose . 
wage-vorkera of the countryside - grew fastest. Translated into annuel - - 

rates of increase, the comparison rune like this: 

CATEGORY 1550-1750 1750-1843 

full citizens 0.2 0.4 , .  

dependent urban w r b r a  1.0 0.7 - 
professionals, etc. 0.1 0.0 

peaaants 0.1 0.0 

gardeners. cotters 1.4 1.1 

village labor 0.2 002 

noble landlorde 

total 
. . 

The numbers of professionals and of peasants hardly increased w e r  three 

centuries. a fact which probably reflects the implicit fixing of quotas 

for each of them. Full-fledged burghers, regular village labor and landlords . 

did not increase much faster. The dynamic categories w r e  the proletarian 

ones. In terrae of rates alone, those categories grev faster before.1750 

than after. The fact that they were an increasing share of the total, hovever, 
! 1 

meant that their impact on total growth was larger later; aa a result, the 

overall rate of grwth in the workforce was higher after 1750: 0.6 perceat 



per year from 1730 to 1843, as.opposed to 0.4 percent from 1~550 to 1.750. 

We are not staring at the ripples of a backwater. The Kingdom of 

Samny contained such major industrial centers aa Leipzig and Dresden. With 
1 

46~porcsnt of it8 labor force in manufacturing by 1849. and 53 percent in 

. .  . manufacturing by 1861, the Kingdom of Saxony w v e d  at the leading edge of 

Carpen industriallaation (Gllmann 1974: 88-90). The Kingdom's "potential 

labor force" (the population 15 and over, leas housewives. dependent. daughters, ' 

students, invalids. and certain other categorice) grew by an average of 1.5 
I 

percent per year between 1822 and 1849, by 1.2 percent per year between 1849 

end 1864; thoae rates were higher than elsewhere in Germany (Kiillmann 1974: 

7 The Kingdom was the only major region of Genriany gaining from migration 

more or less continuously from 1817 to 1865 (Kollmann 1974: 70). In fact, 

Wolfgang Gllmann offers the Kingdom of Saxony aa a principal example of 

the overrunning of employment opportunities by populetion growth -- in his 
view, the crucial process which depressed wages in the old crafts, drove 

' vorkars out of those old crafts, and provided e labor force for expanding 

lerge-scale induatry. We do not have to accept Kollmnnn'e whole analysis 

of proletarianization to recognize Saxony ea n good base for the amlyeia 

of European proletarianization as a whole. 

Table 3 shows the results of imagining that the entire Eu- .-an population 

(except for Rueale) behaved like Saxony. The procedure is simpla. .-,- 

. . Paul Bairoch's estimates of rural and urban population, interpolate values 

for 1550, 1750 and 1843, then apply the percentages of proletarians Blaachke 

finda in Saxony's rural and urban sectors to the whole European population. 

While this approach multiplies suppositions by approximtions. it suggests 

orders of magnitude for the growth of the Europeen proleteriat. 

Table 3. Estimates oP' the European Proletarian Population In 1550', 1'150 
and 1843, Based on Blaechke's Figurae for Saxony (in Thouaa~~J~) 

CATEGORY 

1550 - 
Rural 

Urban 

Total 

1.750 - 
Rurel 

Urban 

Total 

1843 - 
Rural 

Urban 

Total 

TOTAL PROLETARIAN NON- PERCENT 
POPULATION POPULATION PROI.ETARlANS PROLETARIAN 

Sources:.Blaachke 1967: 190-191; Bairoch 1977: 42. I have changed Bairoch's 
estimate of total population for 1500 (85 million), which is implausibly 
high, to a more conventional 56 million. The adjustment diminish08 the 
estimate of the proletarian population in 1550 from 24.5 to 24.3 percent. 



If '~u;o~e behaved like Saxony. both.rura1 and urban proletarianization 

were maaeive. Tbe totals show the proletarian population more than octupling 

while the non-proletarian population increased by a mere 13 percent, and while 

the population as a whole roae from 71 million to 210 million people. 'Ibe 

estimated absolute increase in the proletarian population from 1550 to 1843 

was 131 million: nearly equivalent to the total incraaee in Europe's population. 

Of that 131 million increaee, furtherwre, the eatimates s h w  100 million 

aa occurring witbin the rural eector. only 31 million in the cities. That was 

especially true for the period before 1750, uhen only 8 small share of 

Europe's proletarianization could have occurred in the cities. After 1750 

(and, in fact, especially after 1800) the balance shifted toward urban. 

proletarianization. In bhort. a mesive proletarianization of the population. 

occurring firat and foremoat in the countryside. 

. No one region can sum up the experience of the whole continent. Yet. 

in the absence of other seriea as ample in apace and time. we have no reaeon 

to shrug off the experience of the region of Leipzig, Chemnitz and Dreeden 

as an inappropriate model for Europe. The orders of magnitude are likely 

to be correct. If so, we can reaeonably adopt three working hypotheaee: 

1. that the increaae in Europe's proletarian population was on the 
order of its cocel population mcreaee; the non-proletarian population 
hardly increased at all; 

2 .  that ovhr the sixteenth to dd-nineteenth centuries, w e t  of 
Europa'e proletarianization took place in village'and country; 

3. that with the nineteenth century citiee becarme increasingly 
important as the eites of proletarianization. 

Theae hypothesea call for careful verification. 

Given a broad definition of the proletariat, the aecond and third 

hypotheaea become more plausible as we examine the temporal pattern of Europe'a 

urbanization. Figure 2 graphs Paul Bairoch'a recent estimates of changes . 
in the European population by size of place since 1500. It reminds us tbat 

the great majority of the population lived in rural areaa until quite . 
recently. Hore important, it shows that Europe did not urbnniae significantly 

, between 1500 and 1800. Indeed (if you accept my reduction of Europe'e totsl- . 
population in 1500 from 85 million to a more plausible 56 million), the 

. ' estimate8 suggest. that .Europe as a vhole &-urbanized slightly over those : -':. .. . . 

. . .. three centuries. . Here are the percktages: . . 8 ! , .;-. *,-. 
. . . .  - .  . . 

1500' . ' - 16.1 . . 
. . 1700 ., . . 13.0 ; ' 

: .. 

1 

.. .. 1970' .. . 62 .i 
. . , . 

. Only after 1800, according to t h e w  figures, did the frenzied urbanization .. 
" . . .. ._. ' 

, with which we are familiar begin.' . , . . - .  
.. . 

My own compilations of urban populations from a variety of sources - . . 
notably Chandler and Fox's mammoth enusrara'tion' of Europe'e citiee '-- single 

out the seventeenth century as the time when urban growth elowed, and the.. 

, . .  eighteenth century as a period of mild ec~eleration.~ Now, the eurprieing . . . 

seventeenth-century de-urbanization may well fade away in the light of fuller 

evidence. , Nevertheleas, it is not eo implausible on the second look as 'it 

, is on the first. If the figures are correct, hrope de-urbanized becauee 

urban growth alowed while total growth continued, To put it another way.. 

the rural and amall-town population grew faeter than the population in cities. 

1. In a private communication, Paul BBiroch has told me that revised figure., 
compiled after the publication of hie book, do euggeat a oeventeantb-century 
decline in the urban share of the European population'-- especially outaide. 
of England. . 



PY~ure 2. Patrl Rniruch's Estimates of the Eurupcnn Populntion 
by Sire of Plncu. 1500-1970 

Mte: "Europ;c" excluaea Ruanla Bnd Tilrkey . 'Sburcb: Bnlrbch 1977: '42. 

It is that h e  norbrel &ni&l Ileiirgtise gf ;itii?s #f8w 'lar&r as 

sanitatibn, nutrition and health care declined, that the norbal natdral 

increase of rural ateas increased as fertility rose or mortality declined, 

and that the nor(ns1 tural-to-urbiih flow Of migrarlte diminished. All three 

may well have happened. 

These hypothetical changes are thinkable for several reabonb. First. 

Europe's larger cities were unhealthy places, end may well have gotten 

unhealthier as they grew. Second. the food supply of large cities was 

growing increasingly problematic in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 

despite modest increases in agricultural productivity. Urban growth M y  

well have overrun the general capacity of European agriculture to support 

non-producers, surpassed the abilities of merchants and officials to extract 

whatever surplus did exist, strained the limits to shipping of food set by 

reliance on navigable waterways, add exceeded the possibility that pbrticular 

cities and their immediate hinterlands cduld produce enough to auatain their 

own non-agricultural populatiohs. In such circumstances we would expect the 

cost of food to rise prohibitively -- and disproportionately -- in u r b m  areas. 
The rise of the food riot and the elaboration of municipal and national 

controls over food supply suggest a sharpening struggle over the disposition 

of food during the period of apparent deurbanization. Third. ae we shall 

see, there ere reasons fur thinking that haturel increase r o w  in iniportant 
parts of rural and small-town Europe.during the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries. Whether such increases resulted from declining mortality, rising 

fertility, or both, remains debateblb. We shall return to that problem, too. 

The final possible source of de-urbani=atioa connects the dost directly 

with our inquiry into the origina of the prolotariat. W o  kinds of omployment 

were g'hwing rdidly in the Evrope of 1660 to 1800; they were surely groving 

more rapidly in small tovns end rural areaa then in big cities. They were the 
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same forma of employumnt that were'groving in Saxony from 1550 to 1750. One 

was wage-labor in agriculture. The other was cottage industry. The 

expansion of agricultural wage-labor proletarianized, almost by definition; 

it waa the principal case Marx had in god. The growth of cottage industry 

did not necessarily proletarianize; that depended on who held control of the , / b 

means of production. But in fact the mafor European forma of cottage 

induetry created a workforce which depended for survival on the sale of its 

labor pwer. lbus it is plausible (although far from established) that a 

temporary de-urbanization did occur between 1500 and 1800, and that the 

grwth of a rural proletariat contributed significantly to that de-urbanization. ' 

After 1800 Europe felt the quickening urbanization with which we are 

familiar; the population was, by our astimatea. 14.4 percent urban in 1800. 

41.3 percent in 1900. 62.4 percent in 1970. In absolute terms-the rural . 
population never actually declined. But by the middle of thanheteenth . . 

century, with about 150 million people, it had come close to.ita limit. From. 

that point on. almost the whole of European poptilation increase occurred 

in urban areas. 

The aite of proletarianization shifted as the locus of population 

growth changed. Blaschke's figures simply show that shift to have occurr'ed 

a bit earlier in relatively industrial Saxony than in Europe as 

a whole. M y  grafting of Blaachke's figures onto Bairoch's estimates 

of urban and rural population adjusts for the difference in timing. But both 

sete of figures indicate that the nineteenth century swung the active loci 

of European proletarianization toward the citiea. 

If we start our inquiry at 1500, we are dealing with a total of about 

56 million people. If we end it in 1900, we arrive at a total around 285 

centuries. At-the beginning (to extrapolare from the eatimatas we have 

squeezed from the combination of Blaschke with Bairoch), perhaps 17 million - .. 
of the 56 million total were proletarians of one kind or another. By 1900. 

on the order of 200 million out of the 285 million total were prolet~riaao, 

That gives us an increase of around 180 million proletarians to account for. . , 

It also gives us a smaller increase -- perhaps 45 million -- of E-proletatiane. 
to explain. IF those are the number., we must ask when, where, and h w  cha . ' 

increase occurred. . . 
The timing of population growth sets important limits on the 

. . 
possible timetable of proletarianization., Since the population of Europe , . 

. . 
(not including Russia snd"hrkey) rose frqm aboui 150 million to 285 million ' ; .  . . . 

. . . . . " . , 
I . :  _. . . during the nineteeenth century, a large part of the net increase in the . .  . . .  . . .  .. . . 

must also have occurred in the nineteenth century, Nevertheless,, . . . 
. . 

. . .. . 
, .  ... . . 

given the significant eighteenth-century expansion of wage labor in such . .. . ' .. .. . . 
widely scattered areas as England. Poland, and Spain, it is quite possible 

that by 1800 something like 100 million Europeans were already proletarians 

and their households. Notice again the implications of Bniroch'e eatimates 

for 1800: only 20 million Europeans or so then lived in urban areas, At least 

three quarters of the proletariat muat have lived in small towns, villages 

and open countryside. In tracing the proletarianization of Europe before 

1800, we have to give priority to farma and villages. From the Rineteenth 

century onward, cities start occupying our attention. 

Let me sum up these speculations and approximations. We are thinking 

about components of growth within a populgtion which broke down soqthing 

like this: 

million peopl'e. That is an increase of some 230 million people in the four ' , 



(mSllions of persons) 

b . .  . 1500 - 1800 - 1900 - 
. . 

. - total populati~n . .. 56 150 285 

Specialists, on the other hand; explott the market by comentrati~g 

on profitable crops. They apacialize in agriculture1 production. and purchase 
L:'-  . .  .:.. . .. ; * .. :.-*., , 

39 50 85 goods end aervlcea they cannot produce profitably, They accuarlate capital, 
. ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ i \ b i r ~ p t 0 l e t a i i u n ~  , 

. .z .: . ' .. - ,  . 
1 10 75 

and reinvest it In land and equipment. Such childreq as they cannot 
', t. .,:): ~iai@&iii~ iir cities ':. . . . ., .;q .. . . , . .. . . 

' ,' . ->.7 ' 

3 :.pr~&ta~ia~i in ateab; , . :. '  16 90 125 
profitably employ on the land they place in other forms of enterprise. 

* '  ' -,.9Ly- ,.., :* ., ... - 
. .- .. .. ':, . . .. : 

. ., ;$i .; ., . ;. Over the long run, their per capita income tends to rise. The apacieliste 

TO 6*bid-&ty miq~rr8eiatand1ng, let 'Ah repeat r these numbers are no more . A* are capitalists, the peaeanta non-capitnliata. In Pact, the peaaante are . . 
. thnhrtho.&htful g"u~iaes."6rders df kgnitude, hypotheses to verify. Their . ;: --;t",. . . .  .L ; , a .  . . .. 

ievi~loif%i:db ! - 'giih_<" .-. ;he:'aien& :. . .if historical demography. If they hold . . 
.&_,. -. ... - ' - .. . . . 

ub to f"rther~in~&ktiaici&:' tl;e nhbers have important implications. They . -., ..- . - . . 
, ,, - .-:, ,*, :.;b : .' . .-.:. - .:. . . . . .. . 
: bitbeeat a.ee'~~j~-fii~'fold increase in the proletarian population of . , . .?+A ,... ..-: .... .. , , . ?',' . ', . 
,Euiopean"cities from 1500 to-1900, en octupling of the rural proletariat 

i.. , 3 ' 

'.hutin@ th$'';li+'p{iiod, i,.Th& concentrate the great bulk of European . . * , , , C . " ' i "  . 
.L6ioletari~\&,3~ion in .. .. 'rural ,areas before 1800, and in cities after then. With 

. . .. .. hp:; ". '... : - . ,I  . ..., .. ' . . . 
i ~ & &  brbrbi;8 of 'mag?itupo.tn mind, let ua return to the component8 of arowth: 

. . . , : & , . . , . : . . , 
,:, .';,a,ocial. tnobilitp, . 'iati;ral . increase. and net migration. 

. A . . 
9ocinl %btlitl' ' f a . . ,  :.. . : . . 

, . 
. .  - 2 . .  . . .  . > ' 

spenkinp.,;of;te aiKti6nth- 'and seventeenth-century Netherlande. Jon . ,.. .- .. .. , .. . 
de Vriea dlatihguiahea beEween'two mode1a"of rural aocial organization: a 

, * . , . . . 
bekctank k d e l  and -a iri&ciilization mo41, ""~easanta produce er 'n 
.* . I  _ .  

' 1. ' 

survive at a conve.ntionai level of well-being and to meet their b a b ~ c  
.. ,., , '. . . $ . .  

. .. , 
outaide obligations. They work to insulate themselves from the market's 

. .  . 
*olstility vhile avoiding purchases of goods and services as much as possible. 

they aeek. In'general, to maintain all their offspring on the land. With 

ndtural increase, that atrategy produces aubdiviaion of holdings and intensified 

cultivation of the available land. The result is then that per capita income 

aladat never riaea; it remains conatent or deciinea. 

often anti-capitaliata. 

The two modela identify NO quite different exits from the peasantry. 

The peasant path leada eventually to wage-labor in agriculture or in induatry. 

The apecialization path leads to caah-crop farming. The pesaant atrntegy 

proletarianizes, uhile the specialization atrategy -- if successful -- 
capitalizes. The peasant strategy leada to wage labor for two reaaona: 

firat, because Ite internal logic reeulta aooner or later in the overrunning 

of the household's capacity to aupport itself from the land it controls; 

second. beceuae in the meantime capitalists ere expanding thair control 

over the land and over other means of production. English encloauree and 

Polish "refeudalizat ion" are variants of that second pat tern. 

Whether the new proletarians remained in agricultural wage labor. 

moved into manufacturing, or took up some combination of the two varied 

significantly as a function of the local labor requirements of agriculture 

and the market for local manufacturea. In the Swiss mountain areas atudied 

by Rudolf Braun, cottage textile manufacturing oriented toward Zurich 

dieplaced the subsistence agriculture of the uplands. In the Leicestershire 

agricultural villages studied by David Levine, cottage industry provided the , 

context for proletarianization rhere the landlord tolerated it, but dairy 

farming produced a ?ater, slover, and w r e  aubtle form of proletarienitetion 



where the landlord would not tolerate manufacturing. In the Flanders 

studied by Franklin Mendels, the proletarianizing popular ions of the coast . . 

w v e d  into agricultural wage a b o r ,  whSle those of the interior moved into 

a mixture of agriculture and textile industry, and shifted their weight from 

one to the other as a function of the available wage. 

This last example serves as a reminder that the specialists' strategy 

also fostered a certain amount of proletarianization. Although those who 

succeeded in specializing became petty capitalists, those who failed w v e d  into 

the proletariat. breover, the more successful cash-crop fsrmere became 

employers of wage laborers from among their skidding neighbors and from 

nearby regions of mixed agriculture and industry. Franklin Mendel8 has pointed 

out, in fact, that small-scale industrial production tended to expand . 
especially in regions having nearby sources of part-time and seasonal 

agricultural employment, which reduced the industrial employer's minimum 

maintenance costa for labor. The interdependence of Flanders' coastal 

cash-crop areaa and internal cottage-industry areas illustrates the point 

very well (Mendel8 1918). 

Parallel paths to those of peasants and specialists led away from the 

world of artisans. Artisans slipped into the proletariat as cheaper produciion 

processes reduced the demand for their wares, and as entrepreneurs assumed 

control over the means of production.' But a few artisans climbed into the 
. . 

bourgeoisie by becoming au~ceseful entrepreneurs. Herbert Kisch gives Us the 

contrast between Silesia and the Rhineland (Kisch 1959, 1965, 1968). In 

both places the growth of rural textile production undercut the urban craft 

guilds. But in Silesia the process was one of almost pure proletarianization, 

as a small number of chartered merchants worked with large landlords who were 

happy to have weaver-serfs contributing to the incomes of their estetes. 

In the Rhineland proletarianization uaa likewise the main trend, but a few 

master craftsmen in Cologne. Barmen, Aachen and elsewhere accumulated capital. , - 
and made themselves pivotal fitures in textile production. Although Kiach 

does not give' us the details of labor force recruitment, lifetime movemnt " . 
from artisan to proletarian must have been a cormon experience in both regione. - .. 
In neither case, however, is it likely that'social mobility was the main . . 
component of the proletariat fa gr&#th. Watural increase and migration -t. . .. . . . 

have been important in both ~ileaia and tbe Bhineland. . . .  

Natural Increase 
. . 

Natural increase or decrease is the net effect of births and deaths, . . ' 

The proletariat grows through natural increase when, in any given period, . , 
more proJetarisns are born than die. Perhaps we should distinguish betueen 

. . . . 
. the p;oletarian childreti of no;-proletarian parents and the proletarian 

! ' ,  . .  . . .. . . . ' "L. '. .. , 

- . children of proletaria&; '-1n the firit case we stand midway between . . 
.',' social mobility .and natural..increase: if at a given succession 8 peasant 

. . .. . . - ,  
, .  . .  . . . . - . .-- 

holding fra&ents into pieces too, small. to support the heirs, we may debate . .  
. . . - 

how much of that family's move is due to natural increase. The same is true - ' 
of the "extra1'-child of a peasant family who spends life as a servant or 

day-laborer. Yet at least some of 'the resulting expansion of the proletariat 
8 - 

is attributable to natural increase. . 

The least ambiguous, and most important, case .is somehow the moat 

" ignored. It is the natural increase of full-fledged proletarism. If, on. 

the average, the natural increase of wage laborers were greater than that of 

peasants and artisans, that fact alone would be sufficient to produce a . 
.. . 

relative grovth of the prdletariat without any skidding of peasants or artisans . - .  . 
and without any in-migration of proleterians. I suspect that differential . . 

' natural increase was the principalcomponent in the relative grouth of tl;e . . . 

European proletariat from 1500 to 1900. Wore precisely. I suspect tbat the 

principal component was natural increase resulting from the difference betueen 



Polrly high rnortalitg and very high fertility. 

To be even more exact (and at the risk of being ponderous), 1 propose the 

tollowing hypothesis: on tllc ;tverage, proletariaas responded to economic cxpsn- 
.. , 

. - 
sion with greater diclines in mortaiity aad greater increases in fertility &an 

the non-proletarian poqu~tion, and responded to economic contraction with 

greeter increases in mortality but no greater declines in fertility than the 

.non-proletarian; the consequence was a diapr~~ortionate natural increase of 

,proletariens in good times wl~lch was not completely compensated by the. 

natural decresee of bed'timue. Since the period we are consldorlng was on 

the whole an'era of economic expansion. euch a systam'would'have produced . . . . . 
. a significant tddency for the proletariat to increaae more rapidly.. than the .-, . '  

. . . . . . . .. . . . . 

. . rest of the population. Hy hypothesie is that it .did. 

In its main lines, the hypothesis generalizes to the entire proletarian 

population the model of demographic change which Franklin Hendels developed 

to deal with the "protoindustrialization" of Flanders and elsewhere (for 

an extensive review of the evidence on protoindustrial demography, see 

Kriedte, Hedick and Schlumbohm 1977, especially pp. 155-193; for an empirical 

challenge, see Hohorst 1977, especielly pp. 208-2271. The hypothesis does not 

mean that proletarians always had higher fertility than non-proletarians. 

Me have already eeen that the opposite was true among the Swedish villagers 

atudied by Christer Winberg, and can find similar evidence elsc he 

hypothesis does mean that the demographic responses of proletarians and 

non-proletarians to economic expansion and contraction differed aignlficantly. 

To put it scl~o~tically, non-proletarians responded to changing opportunities 

for the plecewnt of their household capital, while proletarians responded to 

changing opportunities for wage labor. 

In one muted form or another, the hypothesla la quit,e pld. In his 

.pioneering study of the Vale of Trent, J.D. Chambers noted the higher 

natural incre,aa.e of par?ahea with r.yra) @uptry during the y,earg from 

1670 to 1800. Although they lack cruclAl ovideace concerning the comyotrente 

of growth. Blaschke's analysis of S y y !  ~jfma'? dlecu?aipn of Bohemia 
. . 

and Braun's portrayal of the Zuri* Upl~nds all bring out s similar contrast . 

between slow-growing regions of peasant agriculture and fast-groying regions 

of rural industry. In his fairly direct gttack on the problem. David Levine 

identifies a relationeh~p between rising natural increase pad rural industriel 

growtl~ in eighteenthycentury Shepahad, between rising na,turql increase and 

agricultural proletarianiqatiqp ,$n nineteentll-century Bottceford. Levine 

also provides a plausible inte~pretation of thedewgraphic ups gnd dorm 

of the famous villarge of.Colytq,, ,Dev~~as,a,conaequence of the ,rise and 

fall of ,rural indugtry .(%ripe 19778 103-115). Following .the sene line of 

inquiry.,prightaon and Levine .trace the population growth 0.f Teriing. Eaaex, 

to the proletarianizfng .effects ,of ,a large-farm system (Wri,ghtson and 

Levine 1979,.esp. pp. 43-72). Elsewhere, and with very fine evidence, David 

Gaunt has ar~ued for a similar tuning of,natural increase to opportunity 

among Swedish rural proletarians (Gaunt 1977). 

If euch a relationship holds, it reverses some of our conventional 

wisdom. We c o m p l y  thipk of rural proletarianization aa a consequence of 

rapid population grovth -- too many people for the available land. But the 

possibility we see here is that prpletarianization may 1ndr)ce rapid population 

growth. Of course, both may be trye. 5 ~ n  a process of proletarianization 

initiated by some such action as enclosure wlll tend to perpetuate itself up 

-- or, rather, down -- the the limit set by starvation. At the limit and in 

this special case, Halthusian models begin to work fairly well. 

How and why would the natural increase of proletarians tend to exceed 

that of non-proletarians7 The critical.relationships link fertility, wrriage, 



and the availability of employment. In a world.in which aotit I~outieholds control 

their own means of productlon, the chief opportunities for young adults are 

to inherit position8 witl~lu their own households, or to enter other households. 

In the world of European artianns and pensanta, the capital of n I~ounehold 

set stringent limits on the number of persons it could sustain; household 

capital thereby limited the number of children who could remain born into 

adulthood, and especially into marriage and parenthood. The only way to 

enter another household an a full-fledged adult wan to marry in. Peraona who 

entered aa servants, apprenticea. day-laborers and the like ordinarily acquired 

no control over the housel~old means of production, and no right to marry or 

to procreate. Opportunities to merry. to have chlldrea, end to place one's 

children in full-fledged adult positions thus depended on the rate at which 

senior positions in households were opening up. Mortality WAS the chief 

.determinant of that rate. But somatimes out-migration or the putting of new 

land into cultlvntion also provided new adult opportunities. To an important 

degree. the system was self-regulating: nuptiality and fertility adapted to 

changing opportunity, and the total population remained fairly constant over 

the medium run (see Lee 1978, Smith 1977, Vrigley 1978). 

Under these circumstances, couples adjusted both their marriages and 

their childbearing to the probable availability of adult positions and to 

the probability that their newborn children would survive to adultliood. 

As a result, marriage and fertility surged after famine or pestilence wiped 

out many adults, and slowed when mortality declined. O r  so it seem. In 

the present atate of our knowledge, any hypothesis which implies widespread, 

deliberate fertility control beforc Lhe nineteenth century and outside of 

westernized ir~duetrial count ties la coc~troverslnl (aee,'Caldwell 1976. Knodel 

1978. b d e l  and van de Walle 1979). 

Ille idea of deliberate fertility control of any great extent before. - ' 

the nineteenth century counters a set of idene which demogrnphera cherish: 

* that in general human populations have lived under a regime of "natural" ... 

fertility, without imposing deliberate, aelf7ponacioua controla , .  , '  ' 

8 .  

' over conception; . , .  

, . 
,. , that'variacions in the fertility of populations outside the wealthy .a -. ' . 
' . '  

. .. 
* . nations of our ovn era have resulted from differences over which 

. . 
peopledid not exert deliberate control, at least not for the ; :'. 

purpose of controlling conception: morriage customs, sexual tabooe, 

breast-feeding practices, nutrition, illness, and so on: I .  

* that once the members of a population do begin to control births. . 

they keep at it, with the consequence that a fertility decline 

begulr in earnest leads unerringly to atoble l w  fertility; 

* that such a decline requires a fundamental shift in attitudes 
away Prom ignorance. paeaivity and ahort-run grotificetion. 

' Students of European population changes who subscribe to these views point 

to several different sorts of evidence. Firat. following l ~ u i s  ~enry, they 

commonly insist that deliberate fertility control will show up in the 

record an dlfferontinl age-specific fertility: at a given age, w o w n  who have 

been married longer and/or who have had more children will bear children at a 

' lover rate thnn other women in the same population;,solid evidence of those 

age-specific differentials is, in fact, quite rare for periods before the 

nineteenth century. Second, they draw attention to the fact that whore attong 

: evidence 'of deliberate fertility control does appear. it trllds to increase,' 

irreversibly with time. Third, the broad similarity in the timing of the' 

' fertility decline in different parts of Europe, despite drastic dlffercncaa 

in levels of income, urbanization and industriblization couples with an 
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apparelit  tendency of c u l t ~ ~ r o l l y  honm)r.eneous r r ~ l o n s  t u  behave e s   nits v l t l i l n . '  age .  The c l ~ a r a c t c r i u t i c  o rg i in i r a t ion  of work a n d t l ~ e  

t h e . P e r t i J 1 t y  d e c l i n e ;  sonlr! s o r t  of d i f f u s l o ~ ~  .~nd  c u l t u r ; ~ l  c l ~ a ~ i g e  augp,rs ts  cu rve  of c t i rn lngr  -- r i s l n g  r a p l d l y  wi th  ado le scence ,  
- .  - .  . 

F .  .:., i t s e l f .  . .  young adultllood -- provided f u r t h e r  encouragements t o  mar r i age  and f e r t i l i t y .  ...... . . 'r .., . _: . . . .  $. 3,- . 
" t  k<' i;:.. . . . . . . .  “ .  .... ., . ~ e t ' t h & i e  1s e v i d e ~ ~ c i  on t h e  o t h e r  s l d e .  , - ~ i i s t ,  t h e r e  well-documented Espec ia l ly  i n  t h e  many v a r i a n t s , , o f  docpest ic , indust ry , ,  t h e  s t a n d a r d ,  l a b o r  u n i t  :*%,$ .I.* *,=,L .T . , ._. 1 ,  . . .  r .-. ... . . "::? >.*,.: 

I . ?  . .. ' . . . . :  . . , '.b'.'preindust r i a l "  c a s e s  whicll m e t  t h e  s t r i n g e n t  t e s t s '  of par1 ty-dependence .. ' was no t  a s i n g l e  I n d i v i d u a l  b u t  a household: f o r  example, a weaver p l u t  '2 2 . 6.+ . . 4  

,. L..,* . . '  %:?:: 
d.. .., .... . > 7 ,  : 7 . '  ;. . .... ;v ... ..:, .... ..... ( k g .  Andorka 1979, ~ a u n - i  1977; Lcvlne 1977. Ur ig l ey  1966). Sec~nhr ,  t h e r e  a r e  :.. . j r.. '.: ':sevbral s p i n n e r s  and t e n d e r s  ( s ee  T i l l y  and S c o t t  1978, . c h a p t e r  2 ) .  To work, :. . -- - .r 

. . . . .  . .'< ' . . . . . . . . .  
- .. 

. . . . .... . . .  *,+. I .., . - , ,-I: . " 
. :"- . . '  ' " ... - .  .. , . . . . .  .. . . .  : ; many more ceeea i n  wl11ch t h e  ev l t l t :~~c r  ' is l e s d ' . d i r r c t  a ~ i d f c u r i i f i g l l l ~ ;  b;r i n  ': ::..>. . I n  i i iesr  dcca~~igimenta ,  i t  was a lmost  e s s e n t i e l  t o  €'dm a l iuusei~old .  . . . .  .-..,. . ... :,.. ,.*: 4 

. - . . . . . .  . . : . . . . . . . . . "  : j::* >> : - > .  
.+. ;: 

. . . . . .  ,: . - .  . . . . . . . .  
: . 'which d i f f e r e n t i a l s  In n " p t ~ a l i t y  a11d f e r t l l  i t y  'b)..ildau i i ; l~ . . t ime per ik?p , . ::' : 

. . .  .... 
cor reap i~ l i l  c l o s e l y  t o  var la t l ; ,nu 111 economic I n t e r e s t  (a& '!'illy 19780 'lo? a". . . .  . . ....,.-. . , . '. . ' . . . ' . . , - , . .  . . .  .< . . . . .  
review o f  m9ny such c a s e e ) .  171ir4, Ronald Lee 's  e x a c t i n g  t i k - s e r i e s  niialys&s , " 'hk., i n  the6e vo rk ipg -c l a se  s e t t i n g s ,  . .  . . . . .  . . . . .  . . .  . . 

-; .............. '- . . . . .  . ,  .- A -'. .: ., 
. . . .  . . 

-.,- d, 
worked; s i n c e  2 1 , v p k e a  were welcome. The womeli and g l r l s  made ..,,. 

' of  t h e  b e s t  n a t i o n 9  d a t a  av i t i l ab l e  f o r  t h e  long  run of ~ ~ ~ i l a i . h i & t & j ; .  
4 .  , .  ' - . . . .  

. .>..- , 
. - . -. . . .  5 :  . - . . .  ... . .  > ,  
.... 'i '. -_ . . 

. ... d i s p l a y  a e i g n l f l c a n t  tendency f o r  n u p t i a l l e y  and E e r t l l i t y  t o  r i s e  and ,'.:. 
. . . . . . .  

f a l l  a s  e func t iun  U P  r e a l  wages (l,ee 1976, 1978). . z .; 
.. ' -7 ,.; .'- - .  

, ..?, ' .  ' .  . -.; .a. _ .  
The main r e l a t i o n a h l p s  a r e .  hard  ' t u , d i s e n t a n g l e  empirically ,from7th'e . :+ . ' . 

. . . .  : . . . . ., 8 

, c o n t r a r y  e f l c c t s . ,  I t  is  l i k e l y ,  € o r  example, t h a t  improvements In n u t r i t i o n  

buoeted f e r t  l l l t y  and depreaaed m n r t a l i t y  sL~nul tnneously  (EfcKeowr! 1976. Lee' ;, . . . - . ,. . . . . . .  
1978). I t  La q u i t e  p o s s i b l e ,  a s  William Langer has  suggested." t l la t  t h e  ' .  ' ' 

expanding c u l t l v o t i o n  of Amerlciln p l a n t s  such a s  t h e  p o t a t o  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  

improved l i f e  expectancy,  and t l ~ u s  c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  n a t u r a l  i n c r e a s e  wi thou t  

any neces sa ry  r i s e  i n  f e r t i l l t y .  Yet t h e  gene ra1 ,hypo thes i a  t l  .nle 

adJuated a n r r i a g e  and f e r t i l i t y  t o  t h e  a v a i l n b i l l t y  of a d u l t  p l a c e s  An c r a f t s ,  

and on t h e  land is no t  absu rd .  In one form o r  ano the r ,  I t  has  been around 

s i n c e  H a l t l ~ u s .  And i t  is compat ible  w i th  many forms of f e r t i l i t y  c o n t r o l  s h o r t  

. - of t h e  se l f - consc ious  e f f i c a c y  of twent ie th-century c o n t r a c e p t i o n .  

P r o l e t a r i a n s  faced a d i f f e r e n t  s e t  of c i rcumstances  from peasan t8  and ' ' 

a r t i s e n s .  To t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  t h e  world around them was p r o l e t a r l n n ,  they 

had both  t h e  i n c e n t i v e  and t h e  oppor tun i ty  t o  marry and form t h e i r  own households  

. -, ,,. spun 'goods ; . . a t  a very.young age ,  t h e  boys were pushed ha rd ;  they 
. . . . . .  :: . . . . '. 

wefe_ndt  trpared t h e  k e t  demanding Gork (Haspuln 1971: 292-293). - .  ' . . . . . .  . -  , . .  a . '  
. ..- .. .! . . ' ,  -. - -. . ' .  

. +: 
+:. . . .- . . 

Hasquin shows t h a t  b i r t h  r a t e s  t o +  , i n  ';he' t o m s  i n  which i n d u s t r y  was . . -  
. . 

expanding -- by no;. a c l a s s i c  f i n d i n g .  H e  conc ludes  t h a t  "having c h i l d r e n  

r e s " l t e d  i n c r e n s l n g l y  from d e l i b e r a t e  i n t e n t i o n "  (I{asquin 1971: 292).. 

I n  h i s  more gene ra l  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  Belgian P e r t i l l t y  d e c l i n e .  Ron 

~ e s t a e ~ e  adopte  a s i m i l a r  argument: 

a .  ..,.* . wi th  t h e  a c c e l e r a t e d  growth of employment o u t s i d e  t h e  fnmi ly - r e l a t ed  ,-. . -. 
a r t i s a n a l  vorkshopa o r  a g r i c u l t u r a l  enterprises dur ing  t h e  I n d u e t r i a l .  - . . 

Revolut ion,  an even l a r g e r  s e c t i o n  of t h e  popu la t ion  became both. . . .  :. . .  - .  '* . . . . . . . .  . . .  
economical ly  independent  and capab le  of e s t a b l i s h i n g  a hu~lsehoid , ;  . . . 

. . . . . .  
a t  an  e a r l i e r  age.  The p r e c a r i o u s n e s s  of t h e  wage-earners '  . - 

. . . . . .  sus t enance  ceased t o  be r e l a t e d  t o  t h e i r  age ,  and they  had no more " $... 

grounds f o r  postponing t h e i r  mar r i ages  (Lestaeghe 1977: 69 ,  c i t i n g  
._ . . 

l l o f s t ee  a s  t h e  sou rce  of t h e  argumerit). 

e a r l y .  They could  a c q u i r e  t h e  means o f  s u r v i v a l  a s  a d u l t s  a t  q u i t e  a young 
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So long  a s  employment o p p o r t u n i t i e s ,  however marg ina l ,  were e x p a n d i ~ ~ g ,  a 

pro let aria^^ s t r a t e & y  of e u r l y  marr iage and h igh  f e r t i l i t y  made sense .  At 

l e a s t  i t  nude sense  i n  t h e  s l t o r t  run.  

Net Migrat ion 

t l i g r a t i o n  f i g u r e d  i n  t h e  fo rma t ion  o f  t h e  European p r o l e t a r i a t  i n  two 

r a t h e r  d i f f e r e n t  uays .  From t h e  p e r s p e c t i v e  of Europe a s  a whole from 

1500 t o  1900, t h e  c h i e f  c o n t r i b u t i o n  o f  rn ig ro t io~ t  was nega t ive :  the, c o n t i n e n t  

sh ipped  o u t  malay more mig ran t s  t han  i t  took i n ,  and t h e  bu lk  o f  t h e  out-  

mig ran t s  were p r o l e t a r i a n  ( f o r  a g e n e r a l  review, s e e  T i l l y  1978b). Before 

1750 t h e  n e t  ou t f lows  were sma l l :  c o l o n i s t s  t o  tl te Americas, S l a v s  i n t o  

European reckoniag,  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  they were s imply a l o s s  o f  a f4w hundred 

p r o l e t a r i a n s .  

Or taku ultc of 111,. Iieul-Jucuu~utitud f l u u a  o f l u r  1W0: f r u a  Ou~tmurlr 

I t o  America (Ilvldt 1975). U~nrnark 's  n ine t eea r l t - cec~ tu ry  p o p u l a t i o ~ l  r an  ;. 

I n  tl ie v i c i r ~ l t y  of two s i l l i o n  puople. That  s lnal l  country  s e n t  a lmost  
I 

300 t l ~ o u s a ~ i d  mig ran t s  t o  Hortlt Amcrica between 1840 and 1914. T'lie bulk  . . . 
. . .  , . 

of t h e  mig ran t s  were s e r v a n t s ,  wage-laborer6 and o t h e  p ru lu t a r i an r ; .  The 

i d e a l  cand ida t eb  f o r  emig ra t ion  seem t o  have been young people  wl~o Lad 

I 

a l r e a d y  made t h e  move from f a r n ~ s  and v i l l a g e s  t o  a nearby, slow-moviug 

r e g i o n a l  c e o t e r .  Elany -- probdbly thp g r e a t  m a j o r i t y  -- m~ived witl1111 

c o n t i n e n t a l  Asia ,  t r i c k l e s  of s e t t l e r s  i n t o  o t h e r  p u r t s  of t h e  world .  With c b a i ~ ~ t i  of f r l r n d s ,  ne iy l~borb  a t ~ d  kinsmen uho kupt  infurmarion about  . 

t h e  a c c e l e r a t i n g  popu la t ion  g rowt t~  o f  t h e  l a t e r  e i g h t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  out-migrat ion 
American o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f lowing buck t o  Denmark, and who lrelped t h e  mig ran t s  

apeeded up a s  w e l l .  A p l a u s i b l e  e s t i m a t e  f o r  t h e  p e r i o d  from 1800 t o  World f i n d  t h e  paasage money, j obs  and housing. The chd ins  a l b o  made i L  e a s i e r  . 

War I i s  a n e t  l o s s  of 50 m i l l i o n  Europeans t o  e x t r a c o n c i n e n t a l  mig ra t ion .  
f o r  tlrose who d l b l l h e d  h l ~ t c r l c ~  t o  r e t u r n  I~unu. bu t  r l lu l r  w i n  e f f e c t  

be fo re  1900, chose o u t - m i g r n ~ ~ t e  came d i e p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y  from t h e  Bri t i s lh  was t o  f a c i l i t a t e  t h e  f low of emig ran t s  from Detmark. The i r  demogrupt~ic 

I s l e s .  From 1846 t o  1890, f u r  example. a n  e s t ima ted  48 pe rcen t  o f  a l l  

European OM-migrants came from England. Sco t l and ,  Wales o r  I r e l a n d  ( ~ o a f n s k i  

1970: 57).  The l o s s  of mig ran t s  was e q u i v a l e n t  t o  a f i f t h  o r  a s i x t h  of t h e  

continent's e n t i r e  n ina t een th -cen tu ry  popu la t ion  growth. 

Host pf t hose  m l i l i o n s  were p r o l e t a r i a n s .  A p ro to type  of t h e  t rnna-  
, . , , 

a c l u n t i c  mig ra t ion  was t h e  o u t f  lo?  from seven teen th -cen tu ry  Tourouvre-au- 

Perche (Chnrbonneau 1974). The roughly 300 ln ig ran t s  from Tourouvre and 

v i c i n i t y  and t h e i r  numerous descendants played a major e a r t  i n  t h e  s c t t l e -  

ment of Qucbec. Labor r e c r u i t e r s  i n t e rvened  i n t o  a l o c a l  b u t  very  a c t i v e  

system of mil;r:rlio~i, i n  wl~iclt  wage- laborars  a l r e a d y  predominated. The I ' I  

r e c r u i t e r s  d r ~ w  J 11lyl1 p r o p o r t i o n  o f  younC mm i n  t h e i r  Lwunclrs, most 

of them a p p a r e ~ ~ t l y  s e r v a n t s  and day - l abore r s .  I n  Callado, t o  be  su re .  , I  

t h e i r  g r a n t s  01' 1.1t1d ~ r i l n 6 i ~ ~ ~ t . d  them ou t  of t l te p r o I ~ t 1 1 ~ 1 a t .  I n  t he  

e f f e c t  was n n e t  l o s s  of some 200 t i~ousand  UanA3l1 p r o l c t a t i a n s .  

NiyraLiort a l s o  i n i l u c n ~ c d  Ll~e growth of tlto p r o l e l a r l o t  i ~ ~ r l l r e ~ t I y  

through i ts e f f e c t  on s o c i a l  mob i l i t y  and n a t u r a l  i n c r e a s e .  One of t h e  

moet va luab le  by-products  of r ecen t  European l t i s t o r i c a l  d e w f ~ r a p h y  bas  - # 

been t h e  accurnulatlng ev idence  of  h igh mob i l i t y  l e v e l s  b s f o r o  tlte pe r iod  of 

l a r g e - s c a l e  i n d u s t r i n l i z a t l o n .  Contrary  t o  t h e  i d e a  of an immobile 

p r e i n d u s t r i a l  world ,  h i s t o r i a n s  o f  many d i f f e r e n t  p a r t s  of Europe t u r n  up '  , 

v i l l a g e  a f t e r  v i l l a g e  u i t h  annua l  mig ra t ion  r a t e s  o f  10 pe rcen t  o r  -re 

(e.g. Bukarzsch 1951, Cornwall 1967. Er iksson and Rogers 1978, llana~er 1976. 

Hol l ingsworth  1971, Mart i n i u s  1967, P a t t e n  1973. Pousaou 1974, Sabean 1971). ' 

Americans of t h e  l a s t  cen tu ry  have considered themaelves exceptionally mobile 

because i n  t h e  ave rage  yea r  about  20 pe rcen t  of t h e  population.chunged 
. . 

r e s idence  -- and a g r e a t  mrtny of them have moved w i t h i n  tl te samu community. 



Copparable l e v e l s  of r m ~ b l l i t y  a r e  ehowing up i a  many p a r t s  of Europe b e f o r e  

' m o s a i v o i ~ ~ d u s t r l a l l z e t i o ~ i .  

That hiall  preindustrial mob l l i t y .  I~owever ,  r e q u l r e s  s e v e r a l  q u a l i f i c n t l o ~ l s .  

" F i r s t ,  t h a t  e a r l i e r  Europe was no t  p r e - i n d u s t r i a l  l o  a  s t r i c t  s ense  of t h e  ' 

term. Dinpcrsed, sma l l - sca l e  mnnufactur ing played UII l m l ~ o r t ; ~ ~ ~ t  p a r t  i n  r u r a l  

and smnll-town l i f e ,  occupylng a  s i g n i f i c a n t  L ~ ~ I I I ~ C  01 t h e  popu13~.L011 n t  l e a s t  

pa r t - t i n= .  . People worklng 1n'smal.i-scale indust ry '  were a  r e l s t i v e l y  mobile. '  

segment o f  t h c  p o p u i a t i o ~ ~ .  They a l s o  comprised can importnnL f r a c t i o n  of t h e  

European p r o l e t a r i a t .  Second, most of t h e  moves were q u i t e  l o c a l .  They ' 

c o n s i s t e d  l a r g e l y  of exchanges o f  l abo r  among nearby v i l l a g e s ,  and of of a  

sma l l  c i t y ' s  r ec ru i tmen t  o f  youngsters  from i t s  immediate h i n t e r l a n d .  T I ~ l r d ,  

t he  most a c t i v e  mig ran t s  were p r o l e t a r i a n s .  Y r o l e t a r l u n i z a t i o n  i t s e l f  produced 

mig ra t ion ,  a s  when a  household d i s p l a c e d  by enc losu res  l e f t  t h e  land o r  when 

an  e x t r a  c h i l d  of a  peasan t  family  t rudged o f f  t o  work a s  a  mercenary s o l d i e r  

o r  domest ic  s e r v a n t .  In  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  p r o l e t a r i n n  

worker had t h e  l e a s t  t o  t i e  him t o  any p a r t i c u l a r  l o c a l i t y ,  and t h e  g r e a t e s t  
*, 

i n c e n t i v e  t o  f o l l o v  t h e  t r a i l . o f  b e t t e r  wages ' i n to  a  new l a b o r  market.  The ' '  

' l oca l  s u t h o r i t i e s  of seventeenth-century England considered t h e  eve r -p re sen t  

wanderers  a s  p o t e n t i a l  workers  i n  good t imes ,  bu t  a s  "vagrants"  i n  bad 

timea (Slack 1974) .  In  good timea o r  bad, they were qu in t ease  . I  ? e t a c l a n s .  

Long-dlstnnce mig ra t ion  probably  became un i n c r e a s i n g l y  common c o n t e x t  

o f  p r o l e t a r i a n i z a t i o n  du r ing  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  cen tu ry .  The averaue d t s t a n c e s  

, moved inc reueed ,  t l ~ e ' d e t i i t i t i v e n e s e  of d e p a r t u r e  from home probably inc reased  

a s  we l l .  and t h e  growth i n  t h e  s c a l e  of p roduc t ion  dtminished t h e  likelihood 

t h a t  an  expanding f i r m  could  draw its new workers  from i ts r e g i o n ' s  e x i s t i n g  

p r o l e t e r i a n s .  Furthermore; a s  Abel ~ h f i t e l a i n  has  po in t ed  o u t ,  t h e  inn*-rable ' 

c i r c u i t s  d f  s e a s o n a l  mig ra t ion  wh ic l~  pe rmi t t ed  people  t o  l e a d  a  non-p ro le t a r i an  

e x i a t u n c e  a t  l eod t  p e r t  of t h e  yea r  f i n a l l y  b c ~ a ~ ~  t o  d l e i n t v g r : ~ t e  d u r l n ~  t h e  

n i n e t e e n t h  cen tu ry .  Two o p p o s i t e  movements -- s l ~ o r t - d i u t u n c e  commuting and 

d e f i n i t i v e  long-dis tance mig ra t ion  -- began r e p l a c i n 8  t l~ rm.  Ncve r the l e s s ,  even 

d u r i n g  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  cen tu ry  t h e  new i n d u s t r i a l  l a b o r  f o r c e  cane l a r g e l y  from 

sma l l  tovns  and r u r a l  a r e n a  i n  which sma l l - sca l e  l n d u s t r i n l  p roduc t ion  won 

d e c l i n i n g  ( s e e ,  e . g . ,  Braun 1965, Kel lenbent  1975. Lequin 1977. 1.. T i l l y  1973) .  

I f  'so, sma l l  towls  and , r u r a l  a r e a s  con t inued  t o  s e r v e  a s  lolportunt w a y - s t a t i o n s ,  

on t h e  road t o  t h e  p r o l e t a r i a t .  . . . .  , 

The p a t t e r n  of p r o l e t a r i a n  geographic  m o b i l i t y  a f f e c t e d  t h e  way s o c i a l  

mob i l i t y  and n a t u r a l  i n c r e a s e  performed a s  components o f  t h e  p r o l e t a r i a t ' s  

growth. The e x i s t e n c e  o f  we l l - e s t ab l i shed  f lows  of mig ran t s  probably  

f a c i l i t a t e d  t h e  p r o 1 e t a r i a n i e a t i o n . o f  t h e  popu la t ion  i n  two weyd. F i r a t .  

i t  helped produce a  whole s e r i e s  o f  i n t e r m e d i a t e  p o s i t i o n s  between t h e  f u l l  

a r t i s a n  o r  peasan t  and t h e  f u l l  p r o l e t a r i a n  -- t h e  Alpine  peasan t  who walked 

o f f  t o  be a  pedd le r  i n  t h e  w i n t e r ,  t h e  weaver vl:o followed t h e  ha rves t  In 

t h e  f a l l .  and s o  on ( s e e  chGte l a in  1976 f o r  m u l t i p l e  examples) .  What appeared 

t o  be  temporary exped ien ta  impercep t ib ly  became a  p r o l e t a r i a n  l i f e .  Second. 

t h e  e x i s t e n c e  of we l l - e s t ab l i shed  mig ra to ry  fl.ows withdrew t h e  p r o l e t a r i a n i z i n g  

popu la t ions  from t h e  communities i n  which they had r i g h t s  and s o l i d a r i t y .  and 

placed them i n  communities i n  which they  hod n e i t h e r .  

I f  t h e  cho ice  had been s h a r p e r  end more d r a m t i c  i n  e i t h e r  r ega rd ,  one 

might suppose t h a t  t h e  p r o l e t a r i a n s  would have r e s i s t e d  t h e i r  f a t e  w i th  g r e a t e r  

de t e rmina t ion  and e f f e c t i v e n c e e .  When t h e  cho ice  u s e  s l ~ n r p  and t h e  p r o l e t n r i a n t z ~ n 8  

popu la t ions  were s t i l l  embedded i n  t h e i r  communities,  t hey  d i d  o f t e n  f i g h t  

back a g a i n s t  e x p r o p r i a t i o n .  They fought  by a t t a c k i n g  o t h e r s  who were e e i z i n g  

c o n t r o l  of t h e  means o f  product ion.  They a l s o  fought  by adop t ing  family  

s t r a t e g i e s  which l i m i t e d  t h e  s t r a i n  on household r e s o u r c e s :  s t r a t e g i e s  of 

l a t e  marr iage,  low f e r t i l i t y ,  regrouped i n h e r i t a n c e .  and s o  on.  That  f i g h t  .. 
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against proletarianization pervades eighteenth-century peasant struggles 

ageinat enclosures end alienation of common rights. nineteenth-century 

ertiaanel struggles against work-discipline, twentieth-century winegrowers' 

struggles against.big producers. . .  It was a losing battle, but passionately 
. . . . 

fought. 

Weighing the Components . " 

Anyone who has watched how the evidence ha8 leaked into and out of . 

this discussion will realize that I am in no position to build estimates 

of the components of proletarianization that will hold water. .For the 

sake of refocusing the inquiry, howver, ve may as well speculate about 

the relative weights of social mobility, natural increase, and net migration. 

Remember firat our approximations of the size of the European proletariat. 

In millions, the numbers run: . . 

1800 - 1500 - - 1900 

total population 56 150 285 

non-proletarian population 39 50 85 . 
proletarian population 17 100 200 

Remember also that the likely effect of net migration on the.proletarian 

populntio~~ of the continunt was a e m 1 1  loes before 1800, and a large loss -- 
' on the order of 50 million -- during the nineteenth century. If we set the 

, . . . . . 

l&s' from 1500 to 1800 at a modest 10 million' (a mere .33 th6usand per year)' : 
and retain the estimate of 50 million for 1800-1900, we arrive at guesses 

of the arnlunts of change attributable to the sum of social mobility and 

natural increaae: 

1500-1800 1800-1900 

total population +I04 (0.3) +I85 (0.8) 

non-proletarian population +11 (0.1) +35 (0.5) 

proletarian population +93 (0.6) +I50 (0.9) " 

(The figures in parentheses represent the implied annual rates of growth.) 

For the three centuries from 1500 to 1800, the figures indicate s mild 

increeae for the non-proletarian population, a significant increaae for 

the proletarlane. For the nineteernh century, they indicate aubstantiel .: , 

, .  . 
increases in both categories, with the proletariat growing much faster than 

. . 
. . 

the cent of the population. 

Imagine a non-proletarian population with zero natural increaae: a 

population which eimply reproduced itself over the four centuries 'under ' '  . . 

examination. That would be consistent vith the models of peasant and 

artisanal dewgraphic behavior reviewed earlier. With zero natural iacreaee 

in the non-proletarian population, the figures would imply a) that the net. 

, increase of 11 million non-proletarians between 1500 and 1800 was entirely 

due to social mobility out of the proletariat; b) that the European proletariat 

added 104 million vie natural increase, and lost 11 million of them to 

social mobility. Those implications are, to say the least. unconventional. 

For the nineteenth century. the same assumption of zero natural increaae 

, among non-proletarians would suggest an even more surprising pair of conclusions: 

C) that from 1800 to 1900 the net effect of social mobility was not to create 

' 
moeeive numbers of-new proletarians. but to move 35 million people out of 

the proletariat into'non-proletarian positions; d) that'the natural increase of , 

the'proletarian population was on the otder of.185 Jllion. people: about . .." 

.. 1.1 percent per year over the century aa a vhole. 

Note that we are imagining net effects; for example. a net gain of 

11 million non-proletarians vie social nobility could easily mean that 25 

million proletarians moved into non-proletarian positions while 14 aillion 

" non-proletarians moved into the proletariat. Likewise. the nineteenth- . . 
century transfer from proletariat to non-proletariat could result from. say. 

60 million moves out of the proletariat balanced by 25 million moves into 
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the proletariat. Prom a technical point of view, there is nothing implausible 

about the levels of natural increase the figures suggest: for example, an 

average crude birth rate of 35 coupled to an overage crude death rate of 24 

would produce the sort of natural increose indicated for proletarians in 

the nlneteenth century. 

For the sake of a contrasting argument, let us imagine equal ratea of 

natural increase among pruletarians and non-proletariane. If we stick with 

our earlibr estimates of'net migration (a loss of '10 million from 1500 to 1800, 
. . 

a lose of 50 million from 1800 to 19001, the rates of natural increase are equal 

@'t to the annual ratea of growth of the total European population: percent 

. per year Prom 1500 to 1800, 0.8 percent per year from 1800 to 1900. Again, ! 

these figures are perfectly acceptable from a strictly technical point of 

viw: Under the assumption of equal natural increase, our general flgurea 

imply an accounting of the following order: a) that between 1500 and 1800 

.no"-proletorinns had a natural increase of A t i l l i o n  people, counterbalanceh 

u 
by social mobility into the proletariat of 46 million; b) that in the same 

32 
period proletarians experienced a natural increase of W million people, and 

It 
received46 million newcomcre via social mobility; c) t11at.during the nineteenth 

b 2  
century the non-proletarian population added LQ million people through 

%? 
n a h r a l  increase, and lost a6 million to social mobility; d) t' '.*rine, the 

same century the proletariat augmented its 2&llion-peraon gain i . u r  social 

123 
mobility with a natural increase of 1SCmillion people 

We have, then, two extreme models: one with zero natural increase for 

non-proletarians, the other with non-proletarians experiencing the same 

natural increase as proletarians. The Zero Increase model augsesta aome 

departure of proletarians from the proletariat before 1800, a massive movement 

out of the proletariat duritig the nineteenth century. The Same Increase 

model suggests a huge transfer of non-prolethrians into tho proletariat 

.before 1800, and a more modest tranefer in the same direction from 1800 to 
' 

1900. 

The reality and all useful models of it lie between'the two extremes. 

We could. for example, reasonably argue that natural increoee declined earlior 

among non-proletarians than among proletarians, and that we shbuld tl~erefore 

shift from the Same Increase model ,toward the Zero Increaao model 

as time m v e a  on; thatsupgesta,hwever. a zigzag: huge moves into 

the proletariat before 1800, large moves out of the proletariat between 

1800 and 1900. Unconventional? Yes. Absurd? Perhaps. Yet that very 

, ' absurdity has its value. For it clears the way to the real challenge: to 

'fashion these crude estimates and fragile models into genuine portrayals 

of the proletariat's growth. The speculative reasoning we have just gone 

' through actually imposes serious constraints on those portrayals. For 

instance: 

1. By any reasonable argument, natural increase must have played 

the major role in the growth of the European proletariat since 

1500. and especially since 1800. 

2 .  Well-grounded estimatea of fertility, mortality and their trends 

among specific European populations will set serious limits on the 

part that social mobility could have played in the proletarionization , 

df those populations; to the extent thnt the patterns and trends are 

similar from one population to another. they will set limits on the 

possible role of social mobility in the growth of the whole European 

proletariat. ' 



3. Earlier. I sketched the argument that non-proletarians tend to 

adjust their fertility to the availability of land and capital, while 

proletarians adjust their fertility to the availability of wages. That 

argument can be verified, modified, and refined through the examination 

of local populations. To the axtent that it applies in a similar fashion 

throughout Europe. it limits the assumptions we can plausibly make 

concerning the trends in natural increase among proletarian and non- 

proletarian populations from 1500 to 1900. 

'hue reasoning about the broad trends for Europe as a whole clarifies what 

sorts of conclusions we need to draw from the'local studies of demographic 

professes which are now proliferating. 

Let me stress that outcome. The numbers with which we have been working 

are temporary constructions, useful mainly as shelter while we catch our 

bearings. In the long run, they will not withstand the historical wind. 

ILo sorts of nau building are essential. First, the broad estimates must 

be verified, revised. end refined. Even if the numbers I have proposed were 

precise and reliable, they would leave us far from the historical reality 

we are trying to understand. Host pressing is the need to specify the actual 

f l w e  into and out of the proletariat which leave the net effects we have 

been diacuasing.' How.Lny people, for example. spent their lives ,straddling 

.. . , . the link between peoletar ian and non-proletarian exie tence by, alternating 
between wage labor and independent production? llov many proletarian eoigrants 

actually realized the recurrent migrant dream: to accumulate capital at their . 
destinations. then return home as peasants, artisans. rentiers, or capitalists? 

Second, the sharp distinctions among migration, natural increase and 

social mobility will eventually have to give way. Ue must examine their 

combinations and interactions. How often were the people who made the lifetime 

move from non-proletarian to proletarian households "extra" children of 

peasants and artisans. and thus in some sense creatures of natural increase¶ 

How frequently did social mobility occur aa a correlate or consequence of long- 

distance migration? Uos exclusion of squatter8 and tenants from connmn righte, 

and thus from the village, the potent proletarisnizer it seems to have been¶ 

For such quastioss, more reliable estimates of the components. ot growth' at' a 

contineotsl scsla will be of little help. Ue need precise, textured local . 
. . 

snalysea. 

Conclusions 
9 .  

In hacking out the contoure of this mseeive problem. then. I have 

neglected all the graceful refinements which make the problem intereatlng. . 
For example, the detailed timetable of proletarianization matters a good 

deal. Cottage industry and agricultural wage-labor seem to have expanded . 

much more rapidly in the seventeenth and, especially, the eighteenth century 

than before. Yet there was a good deal of population increase in Europe 

during the sixteenth century. Is it possible that during the sixteenth 

century peasants, artisaos, and other non-proletarians increased more 

rapidly than the general population, and that it was therefore a century of-. 

~roletarianization? The geography of proletarianization likewise cries . 
out for attention. At a minimum we need conatrests among the legal enserfment 

of essentially landless laborers on the large estates of eastern Europe, the 

creation of a legally free proletarian labor force in Fbgland. a d  the 

emergence of landowning peasants and cash-crop farmers in important parte of 

* t 
western Europe. Finally, a historically useful portrayal cannot stop with 

the tabulation of social mobility, natural increase and net migration as 

separate components. It must specify their interpley. All this requiyes a 

more refined analysis than I have provided here. 

Qualifications, hesitations and apologies duly registered, what proviaional 

conclusions m y  we draw? Where did the European proletariat c o w  from? One . 



anaver recurs through the arguments and evidence of this paper: cherchez le 

copitaliate. The activity of capitaliats, not the abstract mechanics of 

population grovth, lay behind all the components of the proletarint's growth. 

On the elde,of social mobility. we have encountered the old processes of 

capltaliet expropriation, although less frequently than the simplest Pbrxiat 

accounta lead us to expect. More often, the piece-by-piece consolidation 

of land and capital by amall producers gradually but inexorably edged their 

neighbore into the proletariat. In migration, the capitalist's hand is 

gloved; ,but no lea; powerful: to the extent thet capitalists accomplished 

expropriation and the imposition of labor by transferring capital from one 

vorkaite to another, and thus attracted proletarianizing flows of migrants, 

rthey did the work more subtly and effectively. The most surprising implication 

of thia poper's analyeis, however, is the importance of capitalists in 
, , 

natural increase. Perhaps there was some "exogenous" decline in mortality 

due to climatic ahifta. cxtiuction of the animal cerrlers oE the plague, and . 
ao on. But the alterations in nutrition which are the strongest candidates 

for explanations of involuntary long-term changes in fertility and mortality 

before the nineteenth century surely depended to an important degree on the 

activities of lnarchants and agricultural capitalists. And -- moat important -- 
the pattern of proletarian natural increase in response to the r 'lability 

of wage labor we have encountered depended entirely on the cnpit&.-. 

provision 'of employment. The specialiat farmera who of~ered work to day- 

laborera and the petty entrepreneurs who built cottage industry thereby 

incited the dieproportionate natural increase of the proletariat. Not 

Back ot the start of this long dtecuasion I said there were three 

steps to the appropriate sociological procedure: the delineation of the 

components of growth, the separate explanation of each of the components. 

and the integration of those,explanations into a comprehensive account of 

the whole process. We have not, by any meana. completed that entire program. 

Yet the fragmentary observations we have mnde point to the utility o f  a 

modified Flarxiet account of European proletarianization. The n!ost important 

modification consists of the large significance atttributed to natural 

increase witliin the existing proletariat. Herx implicitly mnde lifetime 

entries of non-proletarians -- that is, aocial mobility -- the m j o r  component 
of the proletariat's increase. The modification fits nicely with that 

brand of Harxiat analysis, typified by B.P. Thompson,.vhich emphasizes the 

continuity of working-class culture from one generation to the next. 

Now, thet is a gratifying concluaion Eor a reason we have not discussed 

at all. It tells us we need not mnke some drastic choice between 

"quantitative" and "qualitative" analyses, between numbera and people. 

between demographic characteristics and cultural charncteristica, between 

sociology and history. In the particular context we have been exploring. . 
the available sociology has tbe.advantnge of helping apecify what is to be 

explained, and of helping sort out the available explnnntions. But it leads 

right back to honest history, history rooted in re01 times and places. 

that.they plotted to do so, or ceased to condemn the heedlesa breeding 

of their wrkera. The pover of a syetem like capitalism is that it doea 

not.require malevolent, or even self-conscious, agents to do its work. 
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