
Introduction

ENGLAND AND THE 
PROCESS OF COMMERCIALIZATION

?

As the core country of the British Isles, England is regarded as a pioneer of mod-
ern industrial capitalism and as a model of an open society with a viable public 
sphere. Th erefore, an examination of English history can be expected to yield 
fundamental insights into the preconditions for Western ways of living and doing 
business. It furthermore seems legitimate to reformulate a central question of 
historical social science, originally posed by Max Weber: ‘to what combination of 
circumstances should the fact be attributed that precisely on English soil cultural 
phenomena appeared which (as we like to think) lie in a line of development hav-
ing universal signifi cance and value?’1

With reference to this question, English – and more broadly British – history 
has already been the subject of numerous comprehensive research initiatives. In 
the 1960s and 1970s, for example, it served U.S.-based modernization theorists 
as a preferred model and benchmark of Western development and inspired a 
large number of empirically rich comparative studies that juxtaposed it with 
the history of other European countries, the United States and Latin America.2 
Th e current debate about the ‘Great Divergence’ between Europe and Asia has 
rekindled this discussion. To determine when and for what reasons Asia diverged 
from the path of Western development, the protagonists viewed England and 
subregions of China as proxies for Europe and Asia, respectively. In this discus-
sion, the stagnation of the Qing dynasty with its highly developed commercial 
economy is explained in terms of the absence of the structural preconditions that 
are presumed to have been present and eff ectively utilized in medieval and Early 
Modern England.3

Notes from this chapter begin on page 15.
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However, a century after Max Weber, historical social science is faced with the 
challenge of having to reorient its research agenda; for the state of our knowledge 
has changed, and the pressing problems of today, which give rise to the central 
questions, are not the same as in 1900. Most notably, the underlying research 
paradigm of industrial capitalism, which attempts to explain the dynamic of 
modern societies in terms of the Industrial Revolution, is in crisis, with far-
reaching consequences for the view of England in historical social science.

Already in the late 1970s, British economic and social history began to move 
away from this paradigm. For one thing, the signifi cance of steam engines and 
centralized production for economic growth was called into question, particularly 
for the period between 1760 and 1830, which had traditionally been regarded as 
the core phase of the Industrial Revolution in England. Increasing numbers of 
studies had found that the bulk of the mass production of manufactured goods 
taking place at this time was still being carried out in the traditional manner, i.e., 
by hand and in decentralized workshops. In 1850, factory workers still made 
up only 5 per cent of the adult male workforce, and, according to estimates, the 
machines utilized in factories represented less than 5 per cent of their capital 
stock.4 For another, the rates of growth of the English economy between 1760 
and 1830 were recalculated and revised downward, so that doubts arose as to 
the revolutionary character of the development. According to this view, what 
was specifi c about England as an industrial pioneer was paradoxically its extra-
ordinarily slow pace of development. Today, most economic historians regard the 
industrialization of England more as the provisional climax of a process of com-
mercialization and market rationalization that had begun centuries earlier than 
as the prelude to a fundamentally new phenomenon.5

Although the social sciences, with their contemporary focus, have not yet fully 
taken these reinterpretations of history into account,6 they also reveal a paradig-
matic shift in that they avoid referring to the concept of an industrial society. 
Th is research tendency, which emerged in the fi nal two decades of the twentieth 
century and has since become generalized, can be explained in terms of the fact 
that precisely in advanced societies in the Western mould – beginning with the 
English region of Great Britain – a deindustrialization and shifting of economic 
activity from industrial production to services of all kinds can be observed. Alter-
native labels abound, with the concepts of ‘postindustrial society’, ‘post-Fordism’ 
and the ‘information’, ‘knowledge’, ‘experience-driven’ and ‘risk society’ all com-
peting for attention within a social scientifi c discourse that has grown increas-
ingly opaque. Where consensus does exist, however, is in the belief that, however 
it is described, modern and/or postmodern society is organized around the mar-
ket economy, and that herein lies the key to understanding it.7

If one regards the above-outlined development of the historical and con-
temporary social sciences in context, one will relativize the weight of industrial 



Introduction   |   3

society as the leading factor shaping conditions of life in the nineteenth and the 
greater part of the twentieth century. Precisely in England, the industrial pioneer, 
and later in Great Britain as a whole, industrial society appears – at the risk of 
overstating the case – as an interlude within a longer period of increasingly more 
effi  cient economic management, the locus of which lay outside of centralized 
production in factories. At the same time, it emerges that the specifi c charac-
teristics of modernizing societies of the preindustrial type are to be understood 
against the background of the same process of commercialization that is also 
accelerating transformations in the present. Th e question therefore arises as to its 
structural preconditions, features and developmental dynamics.

Th e renewed interest in commercialization directs the attention of researchers 
to the category of the market, as well as to the economic and social eff ects of con-
sociation (Vergesellschaftung) and societal integration. It thereby simultaneously 
marks the point at which historical social science must put aside the classical 
social science theorists, as they have virtually nothing more to contribute to the 
discussion. Th e best example is the above-quoted Max Weber, whose volumi-
nous work Economy and Society contains but a single chapter – only three and 
a half pages in length and of little real substance – on the topic of consociation 
through market exchange (Marktvergesellschaftung). In this chapter, Weber eluci-
dates several historical examples of social action in markets and mentions the use 
of money as ‘the exact counterpart to any consociation through rationally agreed 
or imposed norms’.8 How this mode of consociation arose and under what con-
crete underlying conditions it continued to function on a sustained basis remains 
unclear, however – a defi cit that subsequent generations of social scientists have 
failed to overcome. Th eir general lack of interest in the topic is indicated not least 
by the fact that as late as 1968, the International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences 
contained no entry for the word ‘market’ in its index.9

Th e present study will contribute to fi lling this gap in the research by investi-
gating the formation of modern market society in England. Th is will be achieved 
by marrying a structural analysis with a process one. On the one hand, the spe-
cifi c social, economic and legal structures of the late Middle Ages and the Early 
Modern period that made it possible for market society to develop will be identi-
fi ed, and the concomitant changes to the living environment will be described. 
As such, this study is a contribution to English economic, social and cultural 
history. On the other hand, it attempts to reconstruct the commercialization of 
England as a process that unfolded over centuries. Th e driving forces underlying 
the universalization and consolidation of market relations shall be identifi ed, and 
the developmental pattern and potential of this process shall be analysed.

Th is study focuses largely on the development of the domestic market in Eng-
land. It shows how it came to be that in the late Middle Ages, certain types of 
markets – those for land, work and capital, but also for commodities such as use 
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rights – developed and how the social relationships eff ected through the market 
were shaped over the course of the Early Modern period. In addition, attention 
will be paid to the creation of institutions and modes of communication, as 
well as to the ways in which contemporaries dealt with uncertainty and the risks 
involved in market activity. Foreign trade must also be considered, as precisely for 
England – the core country of the British Isles and of the coalescing empire – any 
distinction between the domestic and export markets would be artifi cial. How-
ever, foreign trade is not the primary focus of this study, as it was predicated upon 
and utilized the institutions and conventions of the English domestic market, 
without which foundation even the inner-British trade with Scotland would have 
been inconceivable.10 In any event, it was only in the course of the seventeenth 
century – that is, deep into the time frame of this study – that the sails were 
trimmed for the transatlantic trade, when a large number of foreign merchants 
began to settle in London, establishing it as the hub of an English and/or British-
based European trading network. Until that time, England’s foreign trade activi-
ties had been focussed on Russia and nearby Europe.11 Even towards the end of 
the eighteenth century, when trade with North America was in full swing and 
was bolstering the burgeoning process of industrialization, the bulk of the trading 
activity still clearly took place within the domestic market, which at this point in 
time accounted for 85 to 95 per cent of the value of all goods traded.12 Th e words 
that Daniel Defoe had penned decades earlier in his advice volume Th e Complete 
English Tradesman still rang true: ‘Th e Inland trade of England is … the support 
of all our foreign trade, and of our manufacturing, and … of the tradesmen who 
carry it on.’ Defoe saw ‘the foundation of all our wealth and greatness’ as lying 
right here, in England itself.13

It goes without saying that the fi ndings of a case study such as this one, which 
focuses on the English domestic market, presumably cannot universally be applied 
to other countries, nor was this my intention. Th e purpose was rather to recon-
struct in an ideal-typical manner the rise, structural features and developmental 
dynamic of an early developing market society, which can serve future studies 
– be they historical or contemporary in orientation – as a basis for comparison.

In neo-classical economics, markets are regarded as places where fully 
informed economic subjects behave rationally and where the price mechanism 
keeps supply and demand in balance. Th is defi nition is of little use to social 
scientists and social historians, as it obscures the concrete cultural, political and 
other circumstances of social behaviour on various markets (those for goods, 
services, labour and other commodities). In this study, markets are therefore 
regarded as arenas in which scarce resources, goods and services are allocated 
by having buyers and sellers enter into a relationship of competition with one 
another. Th is defi nition focuses on the function of markets in brokering interac-
tions between individuals and social groups but refrains from leaping to conclu-
sions as to the eff ects of these interactions. However, it does implicitly assume 
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that with the formation of a market society, these interactions necessarily solidify 
and thereby undergo a shift in meaning. Th is defi nition calls our attention to the 
fact that markets are not merely structures but also form ‘ligatures’ in societies 
(Ralf Dahrendorf ), so that one can say that they coordinate and institutionalize 
mechanisms of consociation and societal integration.14 Th is can be regarded as 
an eff ect of the power of the ‘invisible hand’, which, according to Adam Smith, 
leads each and every market participant ‘to promote an end which was no part 
of his intention’.15

Th e reciprocal relations of exchange on markets are mediated through money. 
Th is second criterion for a defi nition of the market is indispensable for a study of 
this particular historical process, as only money made it possible for continuous 
exchange to take place. Under any alternative means of transferring ownership, 
e.g., gift-giving or robbery, it would sooner or later have stalled.16 Monetary rela-
tionships can exist regardless of whether suffi  cient reserves of coins or bank notes 
are available as a means of payment, or just a monetary off setting takes place. 
During the period examined in this study – the Middle Ages and Early Modern 
era – when coins were in notoriously short supply, the former set of circum-
stances generally did not apply, while the latter appertains to most transactions 
on world markets today. An important indicator of the continued development 
of a market society is therefore the determination of the value of the goods and 
services purchased in money or equivalent payment instruments (e.g., promissory 
notes).

Such monetarily mediated social relationships have existed throughout human 
history, and in England they long predated the Roman invasion.17 Due to the 
quality of sources, qualitatively advancing phases of commercialization, which 
lend themselves to an empirically based process study, can be identifi ed for the 
High Middle Ages at the earliest.18 Th e present study investigates the time period 
between 1066, the year of the Norman Invasion, and the turn of the nineteenth 
century. As the Norman Invasion precipitated a radical upheaval of the politi-
cal system and concomitantly also of the basic conditions of economic activity, 
it would seem inexpedient to set the beginning of the study any earlier. Th e 
decision to end the investigation around 1800 – or, more precisely, with the 
decades between 1780 and 1820 – is an equally pragmatic one. It is based on 
the consideration that the increasing weight of industrialization tends to make it 
more diffi  cult for historians to isolate the specifi c eff ects of consociation through 
market exchange, so that distortions of the interpretation cannot be ruled out. 
Frequently, it is no easier to determine precisely what phenomena may be attrib-
uted to the process of commercialization and what to technical, organizational 
and other factors for the mid-to-late nineteenth century. What must be avoided 
above all are teleological explanations. Th e widespread notion that the process 
of commercialization gave rise to modern industrial society does seem plausible; 
in view of the crisis of this paradigm, however, it is necessary to subject it to 
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empirical examination.19 Th is consideration also speaks in favour of concluding 
the study with a snapshot of English market society at a point in time before the 
breakthrough of new production methods, i.e., before 1830–1850.

Th us conceived, the study covers a time span of 750 years. Th e example of 
England provides historians with virtually laboratory-level conditions for an 
analysis of ‘pure commercialization’. With the exception of the Netherlands, 
whose development stagnated and in certain areas even regressed after the close of 
the seventeenth century, such a long and at the same time continually developing 
commercial prelude to industrialization can be seen nowhere else in European 
economic history, at least on the basis of our current state of knowledge. Th e case 
study of England therefore off ers a singular opportunity to reconstruct a centu-
ries-long historical process, the progress, pace and developmental dynamic of 
which have thus far not been the subject of an empirical analysis.20 Th e primary 
objective of this undertaking is to identify the actors who drove the process along 
and to show how events and structures intersected. A further aim is to investigate 
the concrete contexts in which and social mechanisms whereby continuity was 
conveyed and path dependence arose.

Th e abovementioned discussion on the ‘Great Divergence’ between Europe 
and Asia also underscores the need for such a study. Researchers agree that markets 
and market relations in both of the representative areas investigated – England 
and the Yangtze River Delta region in China – were already highly developed in 
the Middle Ages and the Early Modern period; indeed, the observed common-
alities between these two regions, which would begin to industrialize about 150 
years apart, were not the least of the factors that spurred interest in an interconti-
nental comparison. However, there is still too little information – not only for the 
Chinese case but also for England – on how these market relationships changed 
over time and how they interacted with other aspects of societal development, 
such as population growth, the underlying conditions of communication or 
industrial production. In this respect, the intercontinental comparison operates 
with two unknowns, which makes it more diffi  cult to formulate precise state-
ments. Th e present study understands itself as a contribution to this discussion, 
although, in the interest of not overburdening the presentation, it abstains from 
making concrete comparisons to China.21

Similar diffi  culties in determining the historical signifi cance of the market 
emerge with regard to some other subaspects of the research into the ‘great ques-
tion’ of historical social science sketched out in the introduction. Here, as well, 
great gaps exist in our knowledge of the formation of the market economy and 
market society in England, the pioneer of modernization. In order to bundle 
these subaspects, this study examines the following two questions from the clas-
sical social science discourse in greater detail:
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1. To what extent can the process of commercialization of the economy, society 
and culture in England be understood as a ‘self-governing modernization’ (Shmuel 
N. Eisenstadt),22 which drew its strength from within? To what extent did external 
impulses from foreign countries play a role?
2. What form did the relationship between tradition and modernity take in the course 
of this process of commercialization? What concrete signifi cance did the oft-cited 
extra-economic foundations of commercial activity – namely, the traditional legal, 
social and household structures as well as cultural infl uences – have? Could the English 
market society build on these foundations, or was it necessary to do away with them 
and create new ones?

Th e fi rst question as to the external impulses inspired the recent discussion about 
transnational relations and ‘entangled history’, which lately has been expanded 
to include the preindustrial era.23 Corresponding statements have been made in 
the debate, carried on since the 1970s, over England’s special path to modernity, 
which has revolved around a broad contextualization and explanation of ‘English 
peculiarities’ (e.g., the early development of a constitutional monarchy) as well as 
the infl uence of such structural particularities in the long term. In this connec-
tion, Hans-Christoph Schröder, in a groundbreaking essay on ‘Modern English 
History in the Light of Several Modernization Th eorems’ (1977), used the per-
ception of an economically advanced Netherlands as an occasion to cast doubt 
on the autochthonous character of the commercialization process in England.24 
Th is study will have to judge such impulses emanating from outside whilst taking 
into account the chronology; for only with an understanding of the succession of 
events and developments is it possible to give proper weight to endogenous and 
exogenous factors.

Th e second question of the extra-economic foundations of market exchange 
initially revolves around the political and legal structures that stimulated and/or 
accompanied the process of commercialization. Th at this study begins in the 
High Middle Ages means that the specifi c quality of English feudalism needs to 
be taken into account in the interpretation.

Furthermore, the phrase ‘extra-economic foundations of market exchange’ 
refers to a series of further, so-called premodern traditions of a legal, social and 
cultural nature. Suggestions for their identifi cation can be found in the general 
discourse on the relationship between tradition and modernity in the capitalist 
market economy, which has been carried on since the nineteenth century and has 
developed into a permanent topic of debate in the social sciences. ‘From Status 
to Contract’ (Sir Henry Maine), ‘from Community to Society’ (Ferdinand Tön-
nies) and ‘from Mechanical to Organic Solidarity’ (Emile Durkheim) are a few 
of the catchphrases. Th is discourse therefore appears to be an appropriate point 
of departure for the present study, not least since in the country under investiga-
tion, England (and/or Great Britain), it has thus far been carried out in a manner 
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that is calmer or at least less excited than has been the case in other Western and 
Central European countries, such as Germany.

Th e German contributors to the discourse tend to emphasize the profound 
experiences of loss that go hand in hand with the process of commercializa-
tion and predict a longer-term development in the direction of a crisis, since 
in its triumphant procession, modernity has developed a tendency to destroy 
its own traditional foundations. Th is argument was formulated especially pith-
ily in the Communist Manifesto (1848), in which Marx and Engels wrote that 
in bourgeois society – and by this they meant capitalist market society – ‘[a]ll 
fi xed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices 
and opinions, are swept away’ and ‘[a]ll that is solid melts into air’.25 Today the 
foremost representative of this direction of thought is Jürgen Habermas, whose 
dictum about the ‘colonization of the lifeworld’ is supported by the diagnosis of 
an exhaustion of the premodern foundations of the modern era, accelerated by 
market processes.26

British scholars have set diff erent points of emphasis. In their writings, the 
formula ‘invention of traditions’ – a term coined by the social historians Eric 
Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger more than a quarter of a century ago, and which 
was illustrated with examples from the commercial mass culture of the late nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries – stands as the argumentative equivalent of the 
‘exhaustion of traditions’. Th e diff erence to the German view of things is not a 
fundamental one, as in general the establishment of new traditions goes hand 
in hand with the obliteration of the old ones. And yet British scholars express a 
pronounced basic trust in the community-building abilities of the market. With 
regard to the process of commercialization, they are less interested in the losses 
that may result than in its innovative power and creative potential.27

Th is positive viewpoint is – and already was in the late seventeenth and eight-
eenth centuries – presented especially emphatically for the preindustrial develop-
ment phase of market society. Trade, acquisition and commerce had led not to a 
corruption of morals but rather to their refi nement and tempering – as one can 
read in the writings of Montesquieu and other minds of the Enlightenment.28 
Since the economist Albert O. Hirschman resurrected the phrase ‘doux com-
merce’ (Montesquieu) some thirty years ago to recall this positive perception of 
‘capitalism before its triumph’, it has been taken up by historians – especially 
those in the fi elds of intellectual history, the history of ideas and the cultural 
history of consumption – who have further elucidated it.29 Th us far, no examina-
tion has been undertaken of whether and if so, in what manner ‘doux commerce’ 
helped shape the rise and development of the process of commercialization.

In view of the controversial treatment of the topic of commercialization, 
it might be surprising that it has until now been neglected in historical social 
research. Max Weber, whose scant interest in the market has already been referred 
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to, was in this respect thoroughly representative of the classical sociologists. Not 
even Werner Sombart’s article ‘Th e Commercialization of Economic Life’, which 
appeared in the Archiv für Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik in 1910, dealt 
with the market and market society. Rather, Sombart attempted to determine 
the function of the instruments and institutions of fi nance (bills of exchange, 
shares, banknotes, banks, the stock exchange) and sketched out the context in 
which each one arose. In addition, he led the reader on a wild ramble through the 
economic history of Europe, from Renaissance Italy to the seventeenth-century 
Netherlands, and from the English East India Company to Germany in the age 
of ‘high capitalism’. With this essay, Sombart wanted to provide proof that ‘[i]n 
all the stages, the Jew was ever present with his creative genius’.30

Only since the late 1980s, after the conclusive failure of ‘real socialism’, have 
the social sciences discovered the category of the market for themselves. Th e 
acceleration of economic globalization in the 1990s fuelled this interest. With 
the ‘New Economic Sociology’, a special subdiscipline has since taken root in 
American business schools that is dedicated to the study of the ‘culture of the 
market’. Building on an approach of the Hungarian economist Karl Polanyi 
(1886–1964), its adherents investigate the embeddedness of the market mecha-
nism in concrete cultural and social, and hence also historical, contexts.31 Th us, 
the legal and political conditions framing business activity, transaction costs, the 
symbolism of exchanging gifts, trust and emotions, conventions and rules, tax 
and feedback mechanisms in networks and other context variables are now part 
of the market discourse in the historical social sciences. But as this development is 
only recent, it is necessary for us to re-examine the basic presuppositions underly-
ing the discourse.

Within the fi eld of history, the topic of commercialization has likewise been 
largely neglected, although individual social historians have periodically devoted 
attention to specifi c aspects of the growth of markets in local, regional or branch-
specifi c case studies.32 Th e reason behind the reticence of the historical profession 
to undertake a comprehensive historicization lies in a methodological defi cit: no 
guidelines for conducting a genetic, i.e., nonteleological, reconstruction of his-
torical processes are available.33 Th e recent interest in the phenomenon of path 
dependence, i.e., the infl uence of initial conditions in shaping the long-term 
development of a process, does not contradict this statement, as a discussion of 
the problem of path dependence – as well as of the developmental dynamic, inef-
fi ciency and dysfunctionality that might accompany it – only makes sense when 
we know how the process unfolded. As such, this approach, which has its roots 
in economic scholarship, off ers historians a mere classifi cation system rather than 
a general model.34

Th is limitation equally applies to the more specifi c process models and theo-
ries tailor-made for the social sciences – for example, those relating to democ-
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ratization, nation building or modernization in general, with which historians 
have been operating since the 1960s and 1970s. As helpful as these might be 
in individual cases, such as in comparative studies with brief time frames, they 
ultimately allow only for a classifi cation, or a specifi cation, but not for the genetic 
reconstruction of a process or of the mechanisms that contribute to ensuring its 
perpetuation.35 Especially with regard to the analysis of the invariably accompa-
nying contingencies, ambivalences and unintended consequences of these proc-
esses, historians who utilize these tools therefore fi nd themselves obliged to resort 
to supplementary, ‘free-hand’ interpretations and to their own intuition.

At any rate, no fully elaborated model of commercialization yet exists in the 
toolbox of modernization theories. Instead, the terminology used in the relevant 
studies derives – sometimes directly, sometimes indirectly via the works of their 
disciples – from the research on capitalism of the classical sociologists Karl Marx, 
Max Weber and Werner Sombart. However, for a number of reasons, this research 
tradition cannot serve as a basis for an empirical study of the commercialization 
of late medieval and Early Modern England.

Firstly, in recent research, the term ‘capitalism’ is typically used in a structural 
rather than a process context. Th is convention can be explained not least in terms 
of the desire for a typology of the national and regional ‘varieties of capitalism’ 
that evolved over the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Unfor-
tunately, in many cases the historical depth of the classical analyses has been 
sacrifi ced to this – in and of itself welcome – research trend, since the analysis of 
the various types of capitalism is only insuffi  ciently linked to the study of its his-
torical development.36 Rather, the protagonists make do with general statements 
on the genesis of the respective form or even risk drawing bold conclusions as to 
the manner in which a structure arose on the basis of its features. Evidence of this 
dubious method can also be found in the recent general discussion on capitalism, 
within which the English example continues to play a central role.37

A second reason for the decision not to work with the term capitalism in this 
study has to do with the complexity resulting from the fact that the classical social 
scientists had already conceived of it in relation to industrial production. Accord-
ing to them, its defi ning criteria included the presence of private companies and 
of ‘free’, i.e., contractually regulated, wage labour, as well as assumptions as to the 
purpose and method of doing business (profi t, calculability). In addition, they 
took the resulting impositions on the workers (power relations and conditions 
of exploitation) into consideration, as these were major factors determining the 
distribution of income and way of life in industrial capitalism. Some theoreti-
cians made additional assumptions as to capitalism’s antecedent societal form, 
feudalism and – as with Marx – presumed a confl ictual developmental dynamic. 
No deep previous knowledge of English society in the late Middle Ages or Early 
Modern period is required to see that for the investigation undertaken here, so 
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comprehensive a term is, on the one hand, too loaded, and on the other, cannot 
adequately grasp economic activities such as trade and fi nance. It is true that 
the classical sociologists also classify markets among the invariants of capitalism. 
However, even if – by leaving out state capitalist arrangements – one is willing 
to concede that every capitalist society is integrated through commercial, i.e., 
market-mediated, relations, it would be rash to make the reverse conclusion: that 
relationships are always shaped by the capitalist profi t motive. If, when and to 
what extent a market society can be described as capitalist is, rather, an empiri-
cal question. If this historical study did not consciously leave it open, this would 
distort the view of precapitalist particularities and the momentum of the com-
mercialization process.

Th irdly and fi nally, the analyses of capitalism by Marx, Weber and Sombart 
demonstrate a specifi c weakness: Th ey all have an England problem. Werner Som-
bart cultivated his pronounced resentment against ‘perfi dious Albion’ – which, he 
alleged, was capable of producing only ‘merchants’ (Händler) rather than ‘heroes’ 
(Helden) – not only in his famous First World War-era diatribe of that name, 
but also in his scholarly work.38 Karl Marx proved incapable of shedding certain 
inherited German patterns of perception and impartially analysing the manifest 
empirical reality of his country of exile. Central elements of his concept of capi-
talism – such as the ‘the sale of labour-power’ as a commodity, or ‘class’ – there-
fore fail to fully grasp the way in which English market society functioned.39 
For his part, in the framework of his investigations on the ‘rationalization of all 
spheres of life’, Max Weber showed himself to be thoroughly perplexed by certain 
English particularities, especially the legal system, which was based not on sys-
tematic Roman law but on case-based Common Law. And yet he never grappled 
with the obvious question of why precisely the country that was regarded as the 
most highly advanced in the area of rational – and therefore modern – capitalism 
retained such ‘anachronisms’ on a long-term basis.40

Against this scientifi c-historical background, it is not surprising that the term 
‘commercialization’ is also used both colloquially and inconsistently, even in con-
tributions that are expressly devoted to the topic. In the above-mentioned essay, 
Werner Sombart uses this term to characterize ‘the dissolution of all economic 
procedures in commerce’ and the ‘stock-marketization of the economy’.41 More 
recent historical contributions refer to the ‘breakthrough of consumer society’ 
or use the term synonymously with ‘commodifi cation’, i.e., the transfer of goods 
and services in the form of commodities in the Marxist sense.42 Still others ori-
ent themselves towards Georg Simmel’s major work, Th e Philosophy of Money 
(1900) – a multifaceted collection of examples of commercialization phenomena 
of all kinds – and employ a terminology that is open to change, for example the 
expansion and consolidation of social relations based on monetary exchange, also 
outside of the economy proper. Th is is also the working defi nition that underlies 
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this study, which – like Simmel himself – abstains from making statements on 
the mechanism or direction of development.43 Nor does it conjecture about the 
multifarious interconnections between the various phenomena of commerciali-
zation, or their coalescence into a potential driver for societal development. Th e 
previously mentioned fi eld of ‘New Economic Sociology’ has also contributed 
little in this regard, particularly as its upturn has had the paradoxical eff ect of 
causing the market to sink under the weight of its various ‘embeddings’ and 
threaten to disappear from view.44

Upon closer inspection, however, the dismal state of historical research on 
commercialization cannot be surprising, as it is highly dependent on the specifi c 
approach taken by the respective scholar; that is, on a subjective factor: how he/
she relates and temporally correlates the various embeddings of the market to one 
another in such a way that they are recognizable as stages in an historical proc-
ess. For the act of exchanging equivalents on the market through the medium of 
money is, as such, an ephemeral interaction in whatever cultural context it takes 
place and does not lay out any developmental direction. Researchers on commer-
cialization therefore can and must recall the words of Friedrich Nietzsche, who 
cautioned that ‘all concepts in which an entire process is semiotically concen-
trated defy defi nition; only something which has no history can be defi ned’.45

* * * * *

To grasp the historicity and process character of the commercialization of Eng-
land between 1066 and the turn of the nineteenth century, this study attempts 
to concretely describe the economic and extra-economic motives of the ‘opening’ 
and institutionalization of specifi c markets, but also of their in selective cases 
clearly observable ‘closure’.46 In addition, it shall analyse the circumstances under 
which this social action came to be enshrined in rules and conventions and the 
mechanisms by means of which interrelations, couplings and synergies were cre-
ated between the market-organized economy and other areas of society: the state 
and the military, law and politics, and the fi nancial and the tax systems, as well as 
the social structure, mentalities and culture. In contrast, the further question – of 
interest to economists and economic historians – of whether and to what extent 
‘perfect competition’ reigned in this market society and of whether laissez faire as 
an ideology gained the upper hand will not be explored in detail. Such questions 
would necessitate a close contextualization, which would be diffi  cult to reconcile 
with the long-term perspective aspired to here.

Th e empirical basis of this study consists of studies in the fi elds of economic, 
social and cultural history produced by British and other historians since the 
Second World War, especially since the 1960s and 1970s. Originally conceived 
of as part of an eff ort to explain the Industrial Revolution, they are here reevalu-
ated with reference to the set of problems around commercialization. Th ese 
studies include investigations of the role of the state in Early Modern England, 
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which, despite a widespread assumption to the contrary, played an active role in 
the institutionalization of modern market society.47 In contrast, little if any use 
will be made of the general overviews by the ‘big-name’ scholars in the fi eld, e.g., 
Marx, Weber, Sombart, Wallerstein, Polanyi and Braudel, as the ideas they con-
tain about the English economy and social history are hopelessly out of date.48 
Because today’s social scientists continue to draw their historical knowledge 
chiefl y from such works – and indeed, in view of the opacity of the more recent 
empirical research, are obliged to do so – this book aspires to provide an updated 
basis for a revival of the now slumbering but once (i.e., in the 1960s and 1970s) 
lively intellectual exchange between history and the social sciences.49

Th e presentation is structured chronologically, i.e., it begins with the medieval 
foundations of the English market society, progresses through the phase of its 
Early Modern unfolding – when the market began to create reciprocal relations 
between persons and institutions and to generate synergies – and concludes with 
the turn of the nineteenth century, by which time commercial ways of thinking 
and behaving had clearly come to dominate the mentality of contemporaries. In 
depicting the consolidation of market relations over the centuries, the presenta-
tion itself becomes denser. Th is is only in part a refl ection of the increasing dif-
ferentiation of the source material over time. More to the point, the progressively 
more concrete manner of presentation mirrors the actual development of English 
market society; indeed, already by the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
it had developed extraordinarily subtle techniques of self-perpetuation, which in 
turn call for a more diff erentiated discussion. For the general architecture of the 
study, the systematic fi nal chapter – which returns to the questions developed 
above as to the relationship between endogenous and exogenous developmental 
factors, as well as of tradition and modernity in the market society – thus serves 
to retrace the fundamental lines of development and to answer in a synoptic 
manner the questions posed at the outset as to the drivers, direction of develop-
ment and dynamics inherent in the process.

Th e extended time frame of the study includes the years 1536, when Wales 
was formally united with England, and 1707, when the union of England with 
Scotland came into force and Great Britain arose; the union with Ireland followed 
in 1801. Th e political expansion of the territory under investigation leads in the 
later chapters to linguistic adaptations. Instead of England, reference is made to 
Great Britain, and the adjective ‘English’ is supplanted by ‘British’. However, this 
does not belie the fact that the actual subject of this long-term study is England 
and not Great Britain; for, as shall be shown, the medieval foundations of market 
society, which in the beginning are analysed only for England, developed lasting 
formative powers and favoured a path-dependent development (fi gure 0.1). Th e 
question of if and to what extent the specifi c English context of development also 
continued to be felt in Wales, Scotland and Ireland remains to be investigated in 
future studies.50



Figure 0.1. Map of England, circa 1250. Th e map, which served as an itinerary from 
Dover to Newcastle, still lacked geographic precision in the modern sense. Scotland is 
conceived of as an island, connected to England via a bridge at Stirling.
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