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GENERAL EDITORS’ PREFACE

Issues around work and the workplace seem to be having a renaissance and are no longer embedded solely in the discourses around Marxism and labor movements. Similarly, new and fresh research has been taking place around guilds, skill, control, and gender issues. A Cultural History of Work takes an approach that focuses on culture in order to explore the subtleties of the character and dynamics of work and the people and relationships involved in working and the workplace in a theoretically holistic way to bring together disparate historical traditions and historiographical approaches. The aim and scope of A Cultural History of Work is to offer a comprehensive survey of the social and cultural construction of work across six historical periods. This approach that focuses on the cultural history of work provides an opportunity to explore the dynamics of work and the people and relationships involved in working and the workplace, helping to rethink boundaries and the issues of work. This is not an “economic” history of work, but a cultural one. Of course, we talk about economics, but the fundamental concept is to explain the ways in which work was situated in and influenced cultural dynamics of the western world. It is a key contribution to the process of rethinking boundaries and issues of work.

A Cultural History of Work draws on “the western world.” Contributors approached their chapters with a great deal of freedom, drawing on their specific expertise in national and regional histories, but throughout the thirty-six chapters that make up the series, they have tried to embrace the “West.” The series does not intend to “cover” all of western culture, or even all of Europe and North America. Authors instead have aimed at representing the broad trends and nuances of the culture of work from antiquity to the present. Thus A Cultural History of Work concentrates on the central themes in western work, with some sensitivity to areas we know less about.

This is a work of scholarly reference designed to provide scholars and students with a detailed, nuanced overview. Each contribution has been written as an original chapter presenting an overview of a theme in a period, but each also includes a wide range of case material and has a particular thrust or point of view (or points of view) informing the organization of the piece. The series is structured into six time periods—though historians will always quibble about what these periods mean and will blur the edges. That is part of the process of understanding the past. And time does not have the same meaning across regions, much less countries or continents. Each volume covers a long period of time and a broad geography that can and will introduce a range of variables. Each volume uses the same chapter titles so that readers can read on a theme across volumes, or read through a period exploring the range of themes and nuances that each volume presents. There are also overlaps within volumes and across them that enrich the discussion.

The editorial decision to study work rather than labor is suggestive of a broader, more encompassing field of study that lends itself more readily to different periods. For example, in particular it is more appropriate to use labor for periods such as antiquity and the Middle Ages because labor looks in one sense as an eighteenth- or nineteenth-century concept. English is rather unusual in having two words whose meanings overlap considerably, but are not identical. For example, there is only one word in French, travail, like Arbeit in German, arbejde in Danish/Swedish/Norwegian, lavoro in Italian. Some other languages tend to have one primary word also, for example, trabajo in Spanish, though there are other usable words. From a definitional point of view we can argue that labor means the use of mental or physical capacities/faculties, so it implies suffering and difficulty, whereas work has to do with the simple act or fact of doing something/the activity/the action in progress. From the point of view of the political economy, labor seems to refer to the Marxist discourse; work is more pragmatic and less laden with cultural overtones. So, work describes the parameters of this project while labor is one aspect of it, which is more important in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and to a lesser extent in the eighteenth. Thus we argue work seems more neutral and general and therefore more applicable across six centuries.

Moving from the world of antiquity and into the twenty-first century, the culture of work has shifted considerably as technologies, organization, and locations have changed. Workplace relations have also undergone transformations from small-scale and familial settings to large-scale and potentially less personal environments. And yet, the world of work remains complex with great variations between national cultures, political and economic approaches to managing the fields of work, and especially in the ways that people have negotiated their own spaces and places within them. Work retains many meanings from the simple need to survive to senses of deep satisfaction for the character of the job and the creativity one can achieve. It may be valued for the income or wealth it can generate; conversely, some choose to work less and on their own terms. Part-time, job-sharing, self-employment, and the IT revolution have offered different routes for some people. Workers can, however, remain tied to an employer and though nominally slavery does not exist in the West, there are those, such as sweated immigrant workshops, and live-in domestic workers, who may feel that little has changed. The Cultural History of Work traces and explores many of these routes and their implications for people and their cultural experience of work.


Introduction

VICTORIA E. THOMPSON

This volume covers the cultural history of work during the “Age of Empire,” defined as the period between 1800 and 1920. Like most periodization schemes, the start and end dates are imperfect. The major forces that shaped work and the lives of workers during this period—including industrialization, urbanization, and imperial expansion—were underway in some countries before 1800 and continued after 1920. This long nineteenth century is typically considered a period of transformation, and some workers, such as those who moved from farm to factory or who emigrated overseas in search of work, experienced a dramatic, and often traumatic, transformation of their working lives. For others, change was gradual, making adaptation possible. And for many, such as the peasants who worked the land of eastern and southern Europe, work largely remained an unchanging routine, similar to that of their parents and grandparents.

During the age of empire, change was uneven, coming in fits and starts according to different timetables in different parts of the western world, and existing side by side with significant continuities. The tensions produced by the encounters between continuity and change shaped the lives of workers in myriad ways, as the chapters in this volume demonstrate. Even in sectors of the economy that experienced more continuity than change, workers’ lives were affected by the overall perception that new methods of production were transforming western society. Cultural attitudes concerning work and cultural practices related to work were challenged, reconceptualized, and reinvented in the period 1800–1920.

During the nineteenth century, and continuing through the First World War, the working experience of many Europeans was dramatically transformed due to a process broadly known as industrialization. Industrialization is, in the most general sense, a transition from a primarily agricultural economy to an economy organized primarily around manufacturing. The process of industrialization in the West had its roots in the eighteenth-century consumer economy, and continued well into the twentieth century. Industrialization was a long-term, structural shift in the economies of Europe and North America (and indeed, in economies throughout the world) that occurred over an extended period. Such long-term processes are not typically seen as dramatic transformations, because by definition a long-term process occurs gradually over time. However, industrialization was perceived differently. Even though the overall process of shifting from an economy based on agriculture to one based on manufacturing occurred over several generations, key aspects of that transformation occurred rapidly and with significant impact on the lives of workers. Industrialization was therefore experienced as a sudden and wide-reaching transformation of western society, and it is for this reason that the term “Industrial Revolution” came to describe this change in western economic life.

Industrialization was also a complex process that depended upon and brought about changes not only in manufacturing, but also in transportation, banking, retail, and agriculture. The cause-and-effect relationships among various sectors of economic life were complicated and not often easily identifiable. Historians still argue about the relative importance of various causes of industrialization. For contemporaries, the task of deciphering the relationships among various types of transformations that they were living through was extremely difficult, if not impossible. Instead, industrialization was perceived as centered in very specific and easily identifiable objects and locations. Foremost among these were the machine and the factory. The machine was considered a source of greater efficiency, greater profits, and potentially endless abundance. It also raised the peril of unemployment, deskilling, alienation, and bodily harm. The factory was similarly alternately celebrated and demonized. It was considered to be a site where industrial workers contributed to the modern economy and a source of profound demoralization. As Europeans and Americans attempted to make sense of the impact of industrialization, their focus on the machine and the factory encouraged a redefinition of the nature and value of work that led to larger social, political, and economic shifts that affected even those who worked in traditional sectors of the economy.

The extent and significance of economic transformation in the period 1800–1920 means that a complete overview of work in the western world is impossible to depict in a volume such as this. As a result, the chapters that follow are limited in two significant ways: they focus primarily on the European case and they deal primarily with the experience of those who worked in manufacturing. Other parts of the world and other types of employment are discussed, but they are not the main focus. This is in part a practical means of limiting the scope of each chapter but also reflects the tremendous importance of the transformation of manufacturing during this period, a process that was first evident in Great Britain and then western Europe before expanding to other parts of the world. Nonetheless, it is important to keep in mind that industrialization was a process that had an impact on the entire globe. As Ludovic Frobert and François Jarrige remind us in this volume, “British industrialization and the rise of factory work was only possible because elites controlled significant peasant populations in Scotland, Ireland, India, and Africa that could furnish the factories with the raw materials they needed.” While Europeans (and others) long viewed industrialization as a process by which British and European technology was spread to other parts of the world, scholars now prefer to emphasize the “protean and polycentric” nature of industrialization.

The process of industrialization facilitated European control of overseas territories. Colonial conquest and imperial expansion would not have been possible on the same scale without the steamship, the telegraph, and the machine gun. As Europeans and North Americans gained control over increasingly large parts of the globe, the economic balance of power shifted dramatically. On the eve of the First World War, “western Europe and the United States were responsible for 82 percent of the world’s industrial production.”1 As Europeans came to dominate economies in other parts of the world, these economies were geared towards producing raw materials for European markets, leading to the decline of manufacturing elsewhere. An example is Indian textiles, which dominated
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