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Editors’ Introduction

Economic History ‘As If People Mattered’

PAOLO DI MARTINO, PETER SCOTT AND ANDREW POPP

This book seeks to celebrate and to continue the career, work and legacy of Francesca Carnevali (1964–2013) by presenting new perspectives on debates in economic, social and business history and, indeed, history more generally. Driven by curiosity and a refusal to settle for easy answers, Francesca produced work that was multifarious in its themes, methods and styles; but all of it was underpinned by a desire to reveal the complex historical interactions between economy and society, always placing people at the centre of that nexus. Whether individually or collectively, we cannot hope to emulate Francesca’s unique elan but we do hope that we can pick up and carry forward what mattered most to her in her work as an historian. That hope is what has motivated this project. Thus we have identified the debates and questions with which Francesca was most preoccupied, as well as the various methodological avenues she used to explore them, and have asked a distinguished groups of scholars to consider where they might be taken next. This is very apt as Francesca was most prescient – or agenda setting – in her work: this introduction outlines that agenda and the various chapters through which we attempt to extend it.

In the early 1990s, when Francesca and several of the contributors to this volume were working on their doctoral theses, economic history was undergoing a period of contraction as an academic discipline, both in the UK and internationally. Simultaneously, it was experiencing a narrowing focus towards the ‘new economic history’, an approach that reduced complex historical phenomena to ones explicable by simple neoclassical economic models and studied via quantitative, cliometric methods. Francesca’s legacy has been to help recast economic history as a discipline where people matter – that is: they make a difference. If everything – economy, society – is connected then it was people who built those connections and rendered complex the historical interactions between economy and society. This role for people as agents who really matter was revealed in Francesca’s work in many different ways: thus, she consistently showed people as being at the heart of the processes shaping political economies, institutions and the creation and meaning of ‘value’. This theme – that people are at the very centre of the dense web of interconnections between economy, society and culture – represents the fil rouge of this book, around which our various authors develop their own argument, each starting from Francesca’s own contribution either to a specific topic or from particular methodologies and perspectives. In the remainder of this introduction we will set out the structure of the book and outline the contributions made by each chapter.

Structure and contributions

This volume is composed of four elements. The first, introductory, section comprises both this editors’ introduction and a more in-depth and personal review of Francesca’s life and academic legacy, written by Paolo Di Martino. Inspired by Francesca’s work, he revisits a number of key debates in British and American economic and business history. These debates include: Britain’s alleged relative economic decline since the late nineteenth century; the importance of national systems of political economy in modifying the predictions of market-based models of bank–industry relations; industrial districts and their systems for co-ordinating business activity and tempering opportunism; the development of a mass ‘luxury’ market in jewellery and the segmentation strategies used to simultaneously demarcate and underpin the mass and elite sections of the trade; the importance of sociological factors in both the functionality and promotion of industrial districts; and the central roles of segmentation, branding, marketing and distribution strategies for household goods’ manufacturers and retailers. As we can readily see, Francesca’s work was very far-reaching in its interests.

This chapter further explores Francesca’s contributions to each of these debates, focusing on her rejection of simplistic neoclassical economic arguments in favour of richer approaches that also incorporate political economy; interest groups and lobbying; opportunism; socialisation; and the ways in which marketing can create that particularly intangible and subjective quality – ‘value’ – in the eyes of the consumer. These all emerge as important correctives to what had become, in the eyes of many of its younger practitioners, a rather sterile dominant paradigm in economic history, one that too often reduced the world to narrowly defined economic motivations, which were tested using only statistical data (sometimes employing models that would validate the author’s hypothesis given any plausible data). In many ways, and as already suggested, reactions to that once dominant paradigm permeate this whole project.

In the second section, five chapters provide up-to-date analysis of thematic areas of economic and business history to which Francesca directly contributed: industrial districts and networks as forms of organisation of production; the political economy of finance; Britain’s post-1870s ‘decline’; marketing and consumption in interwar Britain; and the production, distribution and consumption of household goods in Victorian and Edwardian Britain.

The section opens with Andrew Popp’s chapter on ‘Custom and Spectacle: The Public Staging of Business Life’. Focused on the mercantile industrial district of Liverpool, this chapter takes its inspiration from Francesca Carnevali’s pioneering study of social action in the Providence jewellery district, particularly the way her study is framed by an introduction that dwells on the spectacle of a parade staged by the New England Manufacturing Jewelers and Silversmiths Association.1 Empirically, the chapter starts from an anomaly: why did Liverpool’s cotton brokers continue to insist on public, open-air trading for many years after they had access to a purpose-built cotton trading room? This idiosyncratic behaviour is hard to rationalise.

Popp’s chapter draws on several strands of literature – new and old – to explore how business historians can fruitfully consider what could be called the public staging of business life; a rich array of events and occasions that might stretch from the annual Lord Mayor’s procession in the City of London to City workers crowding into pubs at the end of the day. In particular, it examines the persistence of such performances and their relationships to the spaces in which they take place and the communities that perform them. This requires a shift from viewing these occasions and behaviours as merely expressive, to considering them as forms of ‘symbolic action’ with constitutive power. In so doing, Popp, drawing on older traditions in social history, asserts that we should see the way Liverpool’s cotton brokers persisted with open-air trading as a ‘custom in common’. Enactment of customs was part of the process through which the brokers claimed rights and legitimacy and made themselves as good market subjects.

The next chapter, ‘The Political Economy of Financing Italian Small Businesses, 1950–1990s’ by Alberto Rinaldi and Anna Spadavecchia, looks at small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and industrial districts (IDs) in Italy, where they are widely regarded as the backbone of the regional economy. Received wisdom claims that SMEs within IDs finance themselves by reinvesting their profits. Rinaldi and Spadavecchia argue that in fact a complex financial structure was created in Italy to finance SMEs. The 1936 Banking Law empowered the Bank of Italy (BoI) to shape the banking sector in terms of market specialisation (i.e. medium- versus short-term credit) and territorial competence. After 1945 the BoI favoured the opening of new branches by regional banks, as these would provide finance to SMEs. Moreover, from the early 1950s regional institutions specialising in the provision of medium-term credit to SMEs were established: the Mediocrediti Regionali – together with their refinancing institution, the Mediocredito Centrale.

Yet another institution, the Artigiancassa (Artisan Bank) was established in 1947 to provide loans to artisan firms. In the first five years of activity the Artigiancassa funded only 1% of Italian artisan concerns, prompting a 1952 reform that abandoned the idea of a specialised national institution for such lending. The Artigiancassa was transformed into a rediscount institute for the banks, which were henceforth authorised to grant medium-term loans to artisan firms – the banking network, as a system of ordering, was in flux. Drawing on work highlighting the Italian state’s political and economic interest in SMEs and how this contributed to a banking structure tuned towards the SMEs’ financial requirements (a major theme in Francesca’s work on Italian banking), their chapter further develops these approaches, providing a comprehensive analysis of the Italian financial system for SMEs.

Leslie Hannah’s chapter, ‘Banks and Business Finance in Britain Before 1914: A Comparative Evaluation’, starts with a discussion of the pivotal role of the City pre-1914 in the international financial system. London had both the largest stock exchange in the world and the largest number of overseas bank head offices and branches, as well as a substantial and (still) competitive domestic commercial and investment banking industry. The impact on the UK’s structure of both large and small companies, and on multinationals and firms with a domestic focus, was palpable. As Francesca’s own work on European banking demonstrated, these kinds of effects can often best be appreciated in comparative context and the contrasting cases of France, Germany and the USA are examined. The UK had a stock of giant firms fully comparable with those of the USA, despite the latter already being an economy with twice the UK’s real GDP, largely because of the more global reach of UK manufacturing and service firms, and the (politically determined) unusually small-scale and inward focus of American banking.

If there was a mild UK ‘climacteric’ before 1914 it was primarily the result of factors which would later equally afflict European followers, such as an unusually rapidly ageing population (in the UK, the combined early result of precocious birth control and high propensity of its young men to emigrate) and catch-up growth by followers, as much as from inherent weaknesses in its competitive domestic economy with its strong financial, commercial and new technology sectors, but some emerging weaknesses in human capital formation. The structure of the UK’s economy was, however, much less appropriate for meeting the problems of de-globalisation, financial crowding out by government securities and crony capitalist banks, and structural adjustments that were to afflict the world from 1914 onwards. The political response – providing a system of ordering and legitimation – reinforced elements of sclerosis. While the growth of limited liability enterprises continued to outstrip such firms in France and Germany, the economy had lost much of the flexibility which characterised it before 1914 and which increasingly drove American growth.

Next, Peter Scott and James Walker examine ‘Large-Scale Retailing, Mass-Market Strategies and the Blurring of Class Demarcations in Interwar Britain’. As Paul Johnson has noted, before 1914 working-class people were commonly regarded as a class apart, separated from the rest of society not only by their income, but their entire way of life. Social segregation was strongly evident in access to shops, with working-class, lower-middle-class and higher-income groups patronising different retailers. Moreover the ‘independent’ retailers who mainly served the working-class market had an often problematic relationship with their customer base – tying their patronage via credit provision, treating their own staff in ways that shocked even contemporaries, using their collective political power to lobby for the restriction of competition from other retail formats and advocating ‘economy’ in government – seeking to block or limit measures to improve conditions for the working classes, such as state education, council housing, or social welfare provision.

Conversely, while some retail class segmentation remained in 1939, there had been a real transformation, with the development of ‘popular’ retailers accessible to (and, in some cases, patronised by) all classes. Variety store chains – Woolworths, Marks & Spencer and British Home Stores – represented the fullest development of this trend, though it was evident among a much broader range of retailers, from ‘popular’ department stores, to multi-product and line-specialised multiples such as Boots, Montague Burton and Drage’s.

Lower-income families benefited substantially from a number of interrelated innovations by the new popular retailers. Clearly marked prices increased the confidence with which consumers could make purchases, without fear of finding that the price was more than they could afford. Moves to semi-self-service retailing methods reinforced this trend, by removing the sales assistant as the arbiter of what goods were offered following a customer’s request. Moreover, by cutting out the wholesaler and pressing manufacturers to introduce greater standardisation and mass production techniques, stores such as Woolworths and Marks & Spencer succeeded in achieving substantial price reductions over a wide range of goods. Their stores also served as ‘social centres’ where people of all classes could meet and browse at their leisure, without pressure to purchase. Finally, as key pioneers of ‘industrial welfare’ they instituted new employment practices that not only improved the work conditions of their own employees but had a powerful demonstration effect on other sectors. Together these innovations reordered the UK retailing system and helped to legitimate working-class consumption.

Finally, Lucy Newton’s chapter on ‘“Made in England”: Making and Selling the Piano, 1851–1914’, assesses the range of household goods made in England before the First World War. This chapter emerges directly from a project that was very close to Francesca’s heart and one on which she and Lucy had embarked but were unable to complete. While the literature on the development of the staple goods industries (e.g. tobacco, clothing) and of capital goods (e.g. iron and steel, coal, shipbuilding) is extensive, we know less about the manufacturing of the goods with which the Victorians and Edwardians filled their homes, such as furniture, carpets, glass, pottery, cutlery, papier mâché goods and so much more. Although studies on some individual industries exist, there is no overview of the role played by consumer goods ‘Made in England’ in the Second Industrial Revolution. One of the reasons for this gap in the literature is that no data exists at a macro level to isolate the impact of these industries, as output, employment and export data are available only in aggregate form (e.g. glass with bricks; furniture together with timber).

Newton’s chapter approaches the issue via a case study of the piano industry and from a microhistorical perspective: by assessing first the location of these industries (expanding Alfred Marshall’s list of industrial districts), then whether they were represented by trade associations and described in trade journals and ‘lifestyle’ magazines, such as Hearth and Home and The Furnisher and Decorator. More qualitative information on the marketing on these goods is obtained from exhibition catalogues and the archives of department stores.

The third section comprises four chapters discussing methodological issues and the interaction between different branches of history, including: emerging trends in modern British economic, cultural and social history; trust and social capital in historical perspective; the methodologies of microhistory and, finally, comparative history. Matthew Hilton’s ‘Twentieth-Century British History: Perspectives, Trajectories and Some Thoughts on a Revised Textbook’ surveys the field and points to new directions and narratives that might guide future research, taking as its starting point the last edition of 20th Century Britain: Economic, Cultural and Social Change, edited by Francesca Carnevali and Julie-Marie Strange, and published in 2007. It asks what a revised edition might look like today. What are the most important topics and themes that ought to be included? What have been the latest innovations in research? And what new lines of historical exploration have begun to emerge which might warrant separate treatment?

Hilton pays particular attention to the narrative framing devices we might use to provide an intellectual coherence to any such volume and, drawing upon the recent intervention by the Centre for Modern British Studies at the University of Birmingham, considers the extent to which an emphasis on ‘cultures of democracy’ might be used to make sense of twentieth-century Britain, again urging us to think about processes of ordering and legitimation. It argues that the transition to mass affluence and mass democracy ought to be regarded as a phenomenon which can only be understood with reference to the economic, the social, the cultural and the political. In this way, it seeks to reintegrate economic and cultural history in a manner towards which Francesca Carnevali’s final research and publications were striving.

Kenneth Lipartito’s chapter, ‘From Social Capital to Social Assemblage’, takes a critical look at how economists and historians have applied concepts such as trust, social capital and embeddedness to understand how economic actors sometimes operate in co-operative or non-self-interested ways. Their reliance on such concepts speaks to their recognition that models built purely on reductive, rational self-interest cannot explain how firms, networks, or other collective forms of enterprise operate in the real world. They thereby attempt to bring the social and the cultural back in to economic theory and history.

Utilising the concept of ‘assemblages’, Lipartito argues that the landscape of social capital must map a genuinely separate realm of human interaction, with its own rules and meaning. If it is reduced to a market or economic interaction by another name, then it loses this characteristic. At the same time, it must be treated as a form of capital, and thus connected in a fundamental way to the economy. To put it succinctly, the economic is inherently social, and vice versa. Following Francesca’s breakthrough study of the Providence and Birmingham jewellery industries, his chapter makes the case for thinking of social capital not as an overarching structure, but a process – a contentious process that can be changed and inflected by human agency; one with winners and losers.

Likewise, trust should be seen not in utopian terms – as a way to happily unite people – but as a precarious relationship that puts actors at risk when they interact, with trust a potential tool of guile and deception. By emphasising process, time, risk and the full range of human emotions, we shift the story from the ways economic action relies on or is embedded in prior existing social institutions (trust, social capital) to the way that the economic and social are mutually constituted, and inevitably contested. In his conclusion Lipartito observes that we ‘began with trust and we end with the conclusion that trust does not offer much help in understanding how agents undertake collective economic action’. Reflecting on Francesca’s recognition of the importance of time and process – that time is the lever that moves all things – Lipartito argues against reductive, teleological and determinist models of the social, the economic and the relationship between them. Relationships are never organic or fundamental, nor are they stable and enduring. The notion of assemblages forces us to confront the constant work of time and process.

At the very outset of his chapter on ‘Economic History and Microhistory’, Chris Wickham notes that microhistory was ‘perhaps the most significant original contribution by Italian historians to historiography since the Second World War’.2 It was a methodology in which Francesca became increasingly interested and she remains one of the pioneering scholars to have applied it to modern economic history. It is an approach to historical scholarship that could hardly be more different from the ‘new economic history’. In fact, Wickham’s analysis focuses specifically on the potential for a stronger relationship between microhistory and economic history – indeed he notes that, while microhistory’s glamour is now somewhat faded, the one area in which it retains the potential to play a ‘subversive role’ is precisely economic history, not least because of that subdiscipline’s predilection for grand overarching theories. For Wickham, Francesca’s work on the jewellers of Providence exemplifies what an economic microhistory might look like. Looking to the future, microhistory is positioned as a way of questioning the indivisibility of all economic systems, one of the central assumptions of economic history.

The point of departure for Andrea Colli’s chapter on ‘Europe’s Difference and Comparative History: Searching for European Capitalism’ is the recent renewal of interest in the study of the ‘European Corporation’, both by scholars and practitioners. Part of this interest derives from the perpetually vibrant debate on the ‘varieties of capitalism’, which vigorously stresses the presence of different ‘regional’ models of capitalism and capitalist enterprise. The differences in organisational, financial and ownership structures between (very broadly speaking) North American, Continental European and Asian corporations are analysed and investigated in several research domains: as for instance in strategy and management, organisation studies, finance and corporate governance, but also economic sociology and, of course, business and economic history. Colli explores not only the differences and similarities among capitalist archetypes, but – more importantly – the impact that each model of capitalism has on the ‘performance’ of the corporate sector and, in consequence, the ‘wealth of the nation’.

Colli’s chapter also explores whether we can really talk about a ‘European Corporation’ model, or do we have to admit that regional variations prevail over homogeneities? Is it possible to identify similarities which, taken together, allow us to identify a sort of genetic code shared by European enterprises? Moreover, which kind of ‘European Corporation’ are we talking about, given that each country has a ‘corporate demography’, with different mixes of large, medium, small and microenterprises, while it is unclear to what extent the ‘European Corporation’ model covers all these variants? To answer these questions, Colli takes a comparative, longitudinal approach – an approach adopted by Francesca in her own study of European banking – reflecting the fact that the roots of present similarities across Europe date back to the origins of industrialisation and its progressive diffusion over the Continent. The chapter thus focuses on a number of elements common to the European corporations in the long run, while also recognising exogenous influences, common to all European countries.

The fourth and final section of the book will offer conclusions and includes both a general editors’ conclusion and a bibliography of Francesca’s published work.

Conclusion

By building on the work of Francesca Carnevali as an exemplar of a critical and multidisciplinary approach to historical research, we have sought, collectively, to re-establish the need for deeper and wider dialogue between different types of historical approaches (economic, social, cultural) and between history and other social sciences (economics, sociology, politics, marketing and management) in the search for innovative and original views on the worlds of production, distribution and consumption, and in the analysis of economic performance, economic change and social life. This research agenda is not only conceptually richer than that adopted in most studies with a narrow disciplinary focus, but reflects the approach of such classic thinkers as Adam Smith, Alfred Marshall, Thorstein Veblen, Joseph Schumpeter and Pierre Bourdieu, who made their great leaps in understanding precisely by being prepared to challenge existing paradigms and boundaries. If this volume can encourage new scholars to cast their theoretical and methodological nets more widely, it will indeed have succeeded in its aim of honouring Francesca’s work and legacy.

In light of this, we should aim at extracting specific concepts and themes that permeate all, or most, of the chapters of the book, explicitly or implicitly. As Hilton notes in his chapter, even a relatively cohesive field such as British modern history is characterised by what ‘an optimist might describe as pluralism and a pessimist as fragmentation’.3 Such fragmentation exponentially increases as soon as fields start to be divided and then subdivided between economic, business, social, political history and so on. By identifying some concepts that (maybe unconsciously) cross chapters and themes, the hope is that their exploration might become a thematic challenge that would unify rather than divide.

The first of these concepts or themes is that of the market – or to be more precise it is an acknowledgement that we need to complicate and problematise the notion of ‘the market’. In the light of the chapters presented in this volume, it is evident that behind what is often seen as a mechanical structure accommodating – more or less efficiently – demand and supply, there lies a number of dimensions and perspectives. First, as Scott and Walker and then Newton show, demand and supply are, at the very least, both managed and shaped (if not created), challenging the idea of automatism, and the ‘market’ as the physical, physiological and cultural space in which this happens. The very existence of such space, however, is in itself a creation; as Popp and Lipartito show, cultural elements are not just (or only) able to interfere in the relation between individuals and markets but, to a large extent, they themselves make the market. A market is as much its rituals and customs as it is the commodities traded, the money exchanged, or the services provided. If this is true, then a further question naturally emerges: who sets the rituals, the norms, the rules? From the analysis of Rinaldi and Spadavecchia, Hannah and Colli, a continuous conflict seems to emerge in a struggle for power between different components and actors in markets, and what surprises the reader is the kaleidoscopic and diverse nature of the players across time and space: small versus big, finance versus production, firms versus political forces, and technocrats versus democratic powers.

The complex and diverse natures of the market and of market exchange over time and space call for an attempt at providing an explanation of the meta rules of behaviour that allowed such complexity to survive. This leads to a second theme of the book, that of trust, which can be analysed in terms of that which drives economic agents to operate together. In a way, the forces that shape trust can be seen as a mirror image of those that make the market: trust creation through socialisation (Lipartito), via rituals and customs (Popp), through effective formal rules (Hannah), repeated transactions (Newton), or a mix of social norms and rules (Rinaldi and Spadavecchia). Thus, just as we complicate the market we also seek to complicate trust as something richer – and stranger – than mere bargaining between actors. The concept of trust, however, can be seen as an epiphenomenon of a deeper issue running through the functioning of economies and society – that of legitimacy. How are the boundaries of legitimacy drawn? Who are the key ‘gatekeepers’? What are the critical traditions, precedents and values that are drawn on? These issues emerge repeatedly in the chapters that follow. These struggles for legitimacy reflect the fact that the economy is as much a system of ordering – of order creation – as it is one of production, exchange or consumption. But it is also vital, we believe, to stress that these systems are cultures as much as they are structures. This is perhaps especially true of markets in fact. And so, finally, if markets are cultures then people are not simply actors; they are, first and foremost, humans. That is the overriding message of both this introduction and of the volume as a whole.


1   Francesca Carnevali, ‘Social Capital and Trade Associations in America, c.1860–1914: A Microhistory Approach’, Economic History Review 64 (2011), 905–28.



2   Chris Wickham, ‘Economic History and Microhistory’, this volume, p. 193.



3   Matthew Hilton, ‘Twentieth-Century British History: Perspectives, Trajectories and Some Thoughts on a Revised Textbook’, this volume, p. 157.







Politics, Society and Culture in the World of Production: Some Reflections on Francesca Carnevali’s Legacy

PAOLO DI MARTINO

Introduction

There are historians who spend their entire academic careers inquiring into all possible details, perspectives and angles of pretty much the same topic. Some leave the scholarly community a complete reassessment of a key aspect of history, others seem to repeatedly publish the same article. Either way, summarising the intellectual achievements of their careers is relatively straightforward, although not necessarily easy.

There are some historians, on the other hand, who seem to get intellectual satisfaction only by moving from topic to topic, by radically changing perspective and methodology, by mixing quantitative with qualitative analysis, the national with the international dimension, the domestic with the comparative view. Francesca Carnevali (1964–2013) certainly belonged to this latter category. She was primarily interested in the economy and the business environment – ‘how things are made’, she would say – but this naturally led her to engage with the impact that society, culture, politics and gender had on the world of production she wanted to understand and study. This sensitivity towards the bigger picture made her an all-round historian, whose contribution is so fascinating to read and so hard to reduce to a few consistent lines of enquiry. Nonetheless this is a challenge which is worthwhile to take on, with the hope that in this exercise in rationalisation we do justice to Francesca’s creativity and originality.

This chapter is a reflection on Francesca Carnevali’s academic legacy, aimed at analysing – via perspectives from her work – some key debates in economic and business history, as well as some possible further lines of inquiry. It is based on published work, reviews of her books, presentations to conferences, grant applications, and notes for future research projects, as well as some personal memories. It takes a chronological approach, starting from the beginning of Francesca’s career in the UK in the mid-1990s, to her last completed paper, published in 2013.1

The chapter is organised as follows. In the first section the background to Francesca’s research is set out. The following two sections analyse her contribution during the early years of her career, notably the study of comparative banking and financial history, and how industrial districts function. The next three sections focus on the period that followed Francesca’s rethinking of the nature and scope of economic history which took place around the mid-2000s: these analyse Francesca’s interest in the idea of luxury, the renewed attention for social and cultural elements in explaining economic agents’ behaviour, and her late project on ‘small things’. Finally, some concluding remarks on Francesca’s legacy follow.
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