Jerry A. Jacobs

9. The English Landed Aristocracy and the
Ruse of Capitalism: Status Maximization
and Economic Change

Explanations of social change cxamine the relationship between devel-
apments in the économy and social structure and transtormations of val-
ucs, idcas, and idcologics. Both Marxian and Parsonsian perspectives posit
the cxistence of a basic congruence berween value structures and social
structures, and hold that valuc systems change in step with changes in the
social system. However, an historical examination of normative systems re-
veals a more complex picture. Some belicts evolve in form and content as
the social situation changes, while others prove remarkably intractable in
the face of scemingly incompatible circumstances. This paper is intended
to contribute to the development of a framework to describe changes in
the valuc structurc of the European aristocracics which may be extended w
other status groups. The development of this framework should be usctul
not only to students of ideas, bur also to students of the social and cco-
nomic history of the industrial revolution. 1 draw on a range of historical
sources and offer a reinterpretation of this matenal from a sociological
vantage point.

The English landed aristocracy played a vastly difterent role in the emer-
gence of a market economy than did its French counterpart. However,
I believe that these two aristocracies responded in fundamentally sinular
ways to the emergence of a market cconomy despite the marked differ-
ences in their eventual fates. In cach case, the landed aristocracy made von-
cessions to economic reality in sceking o preserve and enhance its social
status. My concern is to elucidate in a systematic manner the interplay of
social status and its cconomic underpinning.

Max Weber distinguished class, status, and party as three separate but
related aspoects of inequality (Gerth and Mills, 1946). While these distine-
tions arc familiar to students of sociology, they are rarcly employed in ac-
tual sociological rescarch. In this essay 1 show that the continuity of one of
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these dimensions, status, is crucial wo understanding the motivation of the
English aristocracy during the transition to the modern cconomic cra. The
English aristocracy, T argue, unwittingly aided in the fundamental altera-
tion of class relations in its cfforts to preserve its social starus.

[ propose a modcl of starus maximization that distinguishes the obliga-
tions of conspicuous consumption from prohibitions on inappropriate ac-
quisitive behavior, One aspect of this value structure can take on 2 modern
form while the other remains locked in a more traditional orientation. In
England, the aristocracy rationalized its acquisitive practices in order to
underwrite traditional consumption patterns. The English aristocracy was
willing to rclax its disdain for derailed artention to estate administration.
Thus, it played a crucial role n the emergence of agrarian capitalism, not
as a capitulation to bourgeois values but as a means of maintaining its tra-
ditional conception of social status.

The Landed Aristocracy and the Rise of Capstalism

The focus on status maximization stems from my dissatistaction with the
two prevailing approaches to uaderstanding the historical role of the En-
glish anistocracy. The Marxian view sces the English aristocracy as a capital-
ist agricultural class that ruled on behalt of capitalist interests. The “open
chee™ view maintains that the disunctive feature of the English aristocracy
was its willingness to accept the successful merchants into its ranks.

The Marxian approach to the emergence of capitalism holds that during
decisive moments of conflict the bourgeoisic scized the political reigns of
socicty, and transformed the world in its own image. The English Civil
War and the French Revolution are two crucial instances for the applica-
tion of this thesis, especially the tormer, since England was the site of the
emergence of the modern capitalist order (Moore, 1966).

There are many dithceulrics with this view. The historiography ot the
English Cyvil War remains contested: many historians, for example, dis-
pute the social composition of various factions in the conflice (Hexzer,
1961; Stone, 1985; Goldstone, 1986). The bourgeoisie itself, however, ap-
pears to have played a relatively minor role in this episode. Equally prob-
lematic is the fact that political power in England remained in the hands of
the landed aristocracy from the late seventeenth through the cighreenth
and cven into the nincteenth century (Cannon, 1984).

It the English Civil War is 1o be called a bourgeois revolution, it must
be because the conflice set the stage tor the ecconomic emergence of the

LEADERSHIe |

U.oF PENN, PRESS.



182 Jeery AL Jacobs

bourgeoisic. Both political power and social preeminence remained i the
hands of the landed aristocracy. While the Manast approach s of un-
doubted valuce in focusing attention on the discontinuitics of change, espe-
cially on the decisive transformaticn of class relations, claboration of the
role of particular institutions and valucs incvitably draws on Webcrian
concepts.

The “open clite” view has a long history and a coteric of noted propo-
nents, including Tocquevilke (1955). This view assumcs that the presumed
acceptability of business for the English aristocracy resulted from the en-
trance of sons of commerce info its ranks. Yet there are even more serious
dificuitics with this view than with the Marxian. Stone and Stonc (1984}
have presented impressive empirical evidence indicating that this chirc was
not nearly so open as has been assumed. Further, the English aristocracy
remained quite ambivalent about industrialization wll into the mincteenth
century (Mingay, 1976).

Did the English landed aristocracy aid in the emergence of industrial
capitalism? Did the great English landiords acquicsce in this change, or did
the wheels of history tumn despite their cforts o hold them back? How
can we understand the value structure of the English aristocracy that held
merchants and industrialists in disdain while it advanced policies that pro-
moted business and commerce? 1 will cxamine the value strucrure of the
English landcd aristocracy in order to understand its cconomic amd social
contributions to the transtormation of the English feudal order to capi-
talism. The contrast with the French nobility will put the case of England
in comparative perspective.

Status Ethics Require Consumption and Restrict Acquisition

The term “status cthic” refers to various nomms governing the conduct of a
status group. I am particularly concerned with norms of consumption and
norms of acquisition. Certain cxpenditures are expected of members of 4
status group, but there is only a hmited range of acquisitive practices that
is acceptable to them. Aristocrats must live lavishly, but must not concern
themselves with acquiring “filthy” lucre. As Weber defines a status group:

In contrast 10 classcs, status groups are normally communities, They are,
hawever, often of an amorphous kind. In contrast to the purcly ceonkmically
determined *class situation” we wish to designate as “status situation” cvery
typical component of the life fate of men that is determined by a specific,
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pusitive or negative, social estination of honor. . . . In content, status honor
i normally expressed by the tact thar above all else a specitic style of tite can
be expected from those who wish to belong to the arce. (Weber, in Gerth
and Mitls, 1946 B6 - 87)

A status cthic, then, includes a set of prcscriptinns and proscriptions
relating to carrying out the style of life of the status group. For present
PUTPOSCS, ACQUISIKION CACOMIPASSCS all action that increases or is intended
to increase the income or wealth of an individual or his or her family. Con-
sumption encompasses all cxpenditures except those intended to increase
income or wealth,

The distinction between acquisition and consumption s aceded to
avoid contusion about the nature and extent of the transformation of the
values of the English landlords. It is clear that their attirudes concerming
consumption remained Armly aristocratic: oricnted to the conspicuous
demonstration of starus. The transformation of their values involved the
limited acceprance of new approaches to acquiring moncy, and this changc
occurred precisely to provide the cconomic basis for their conspicucus
consumption.

The aristocratic emphasis on display scts the group apart by indicating
its power and social preeminence (Ehas, 1983). The restrictions on ac-
quisitive behavior, however, may be more difhicult to understand. Why
should a dominant group restrict itselt from potential sources of incomc
such as industry and trade? This question takes on particular interest in
historical hindsight, for the acquisitive practices scomed by the aristocra-
cies of Europe became the basis for riches beyond thar imagmation,

There is a religious clement i the ambivalence toward moncy makers,
as the Catholic Church has hstorically looked with distavor on materi-
alism (Webcr, 1958, Nelson, 1969). Howcever, the incompatibility of aris-,
tocracy and “mean” occupations dates back to ancient Greeee, and thus i
not simply an artitact of Christian theology (Finley, 1973; Weber, 1976)
The aristocratic disdain for commerce and industry gocs beyond a reli
gious rejection of worldly affairs: itis a central aspect of its claim to purity
and high status.

The systematic pursuit of money interferes with the leisurcly pursuit:
that distinguish the truly established from the mercly wealthy. Being rich
is the source of admiration, but acguining great wealth makes onc suspec
because it is incompatible with a life devoted to refinement. Further, the
aristocratic rejection of commerce originated at a time when the profitabii
ity of such endeavors was far smatler than that of a great estate.



B4 Jerry AL Jacobs

There 1s a fair degree of autonomy between acquisition and consump-
tion. For example, a group may display a systemane, caleulating, and inno-
vating attitude toward acquisition while mantaiming a traditional pattern
of consumpuon. Sull, the notion of autonomy cannot be taken too far,
Total expenditures cannot stray far beyond the limits of rotal income tor
very long, only as long as credit holds out. Thus, while attitudes concern-
ing acquisition and consumption are somewhat independent, they also act
as constraints on onc another. Conspicuous consumption will quickly foil
the most systematic and persistent attempts to accumulare wealth, as an
empty purse will sooner or later frustrate the extravagant spender. How-
cver, the balance of income and expenditure that is of primary interest here
is the balance for the status group as a whole. Individuals or familics may

fall out of the group without significantly lowering the expected Jevels of

consumption for the remaining members. Only when the sources of in-
come of the group as a whole fall, or the levels of consumption rise, are the
vahwes of the group modificd.

If consumprion and acquisition come to be imbalanced, how will the

conflict be resolved? Will consumption fall into line with a lower level of

acquisition, or will income, through unflagging cfforts, be brought up to
the level of expected expenditure? Is there autonomous movement of con-
sumption that acquisition must follow? Or docs consumption faithfully
follow income, increasing as income increases but never acung as an inde-
pendent agent?

This paper offers a framework for analyzing the choiues status groups
make in response to these dilernmas. T will argue that consumprion may
have an independent effect on acquisitive behavior. The demands of con-
spicuous consumption may help to create a more systematic, cakeulating,
concern for ways to increase income, as was evident in the English casc.
The group temporarily sacrifices one component of its starus system in
order to preserve the larger whole.

1¢ is ironi that the demands of Tavish aristocratic lifestyles - - virtually the
polar opposite of the Protestant work cthic that Weber deseribed —madce a
historically important contribution to the emergence of the modern eco-
nomic order. However, changes in aceepted practices ot acquisition, histori-
cally important or not, need not change the nature of a status group if these
changes arc designed o maintain other clements of the status cthic.

In the framework 1 am proposing, Weber’s third clement, political
powcr, plays a role in helping 1o set the context for both status and cco-

nomics. The conflict between nobility and monarchy is a central feature of
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European politics, from the rise of the absolutist state through the First
World War (Andcrson, 1974, Mayer, 1981). The crown can be of decisive
importance in the status maximization equation. By requirmg artendance
at court, for example, the king can preclude serious attention to details of
estate adnuniseration while requiring major outlays for conspicuous dis-
play, as was the case in France under Louis XIV (Elias, 1983). Granting of
tithes was a constant source of concern to the European aristocracics, for it
threatened the stabihty of the status hicrarchy (Goodwin, 1967, Spring,
1977). Finally, the legal basis of noble status, including the extent of tax
cxemption, terms of inheritance, and enforcement of these regulations,
were vital to the social standing of the landed nobility and central in their
calculations of status. A more complete model of status groups would have
to pay greater attention (o the political role of the nobility that can be
done here.

The Transformation of the English Landed Aristocracy

1 will outhne the principal clements of the status cthic of the English ans-
tocracy as these existed i the sixteenth century. Subscquently, the effect of
changing cconomic conditions on acquisition and consumption will be
sketched. Finally, | will compare these developments with those of the
French aristocracy.

The Pecrage in England was a much smaller group than the titled French
nobility. Morcover, membersiup in the Peerage dhd not carry the privilege
of tax cxemprion as i maost other European countrics. Thus, it 15 appro-
priate to include the wealthiest gentry along with the Peerage in the En-
glish aristocracy. Many historians have made such a grouping on the basis
of important similarsues inthe social situation of the gentry and the Pecrage -
{Bush, 1984, Stonc and Stone, 1984).

By the sixecenth century, the English aristocracy had long since tost its
military role, and had become transformed into a landed nobility control-
fing local politics and infuencing national atfairs. Remmnants of an ideology
of chivalry remain to this day as part of the value orientation of English
clites, but thas is not of concern to this study.

It is not difficult to demonstrate that the great English landlords consti-
tuted a refarively unified status group. Sevenal types of conspicuous con-
sumption characterized this group. First, the great landlord was expected
to own and maintain a great house.
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The other, unacknowledged, reason for extravagant building was in order 1o
satisty a lust for power, a thirst for adnaration, an ambition to outstrip all
rivals, and 2 wish o create a home swinable for che residence of a noble-
man—a particularly wrgent incennive to one whose patent was still fresh
trom the ming. (Stone, 196s: 551 -152)

A stay in London during “the scason™ was a sccond type of cxpected

consumption. The annual stay in London, together with the ownership of

2 great house, has been deseribed as the essential status symbaol of this
group. The practice developed in the late sixteenth century as London
grew in cconomic and political importance, and was well established by
the beginning of the seventeenth century (Fisher, 1948).

A third important aspeat of the expected consumption of the great
landlords was the educanion of its youth (Stone, 1977). Education is n-
cluded as consumption because it constituted a considerable expenditure
that helped to separare members of the group from outsiders. The English
clite’s commtment to cducation also distinguished i from many of the
continental nobilitics, many of whom remained poorly cducated theough

the cighteenth century (Goodwin, 1967). Even betore 1600, the practice of

cducaring the sons, and sometimes even the daughiers, of the aristocracy
was prevalent. Whether educated by private tutors or at a univeesity, tol-
lowed by a stay at onc of the lans of Court or a tour of Europe, the anistoc
racy reinforced its distinctive social position by conferring the refinen nts
of cducation on its youth.

The English aristocracy was also characterized by certain expected
mecthods of acquisition. The predominant source of mcome was the re-
tiance on rent from landholdings. The English landlord was cxpected to be
paternalistic toward his peasants, coming to their assistance in ditheule
times. The land provided great sceuriry, bur typically only relatively mod-
est rates of rerurn on investment,

A sccond characteristically noble method of acquisition was the court-
ing of royal favor. Most of the truly large fanded fortuncs were acquired, at
least in part, in this fashion. Such a tactic, however, required a heavy out-
lay that was difficult to himit once begun. Frequently, the would-be favor-
ite Jeft the court far worse off than when he arnived (Habakkuk, o7
Stonc, 1965 445).

A third aspect of aristocratic attitudes concerning, acquisition s related
to marnage. Endogamy is often scen as the defining, characteristic of a
status group. Yet the emphasis on a proper marriage had pronounced cco-
nomic implications. The landed aristocracy preferred to marry its children
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to other members of the squircarchy, while a marniage to a merchant fam-
iy might bring with it a sizeable tortune. The practice of marrying for
money was always present, bur was vicwed with varying degrees of dis-
tavor. This disfavor was relaxed during periods of cconomic stress, as were
other components of the aequisinon cehic. Marriage also involves a spe-
citic type of expected consumption. Expenses for jointures and dowrics
were ameong, the most dithcult burdens tor the aristocracy to bear (Mingay,

1976, Stong, 1977).

Industrial activitics, including coal mining and iron smelring, were con-
sidered an acceprable pace of the exploitation of onc’s cstate. The great
tandlords imvested in canals and other commercial ventures, as 1s often
noted. Yet the income tram such sources rarely amounted to more than a
modest percent of an anstowrat’s income. Investment in cerrain business
ventures was more compatible with clite status than was active manage-
ment of a business enterprise. Although there may nor have been a clear
prohibition of industrial and commercial activity, these sources of income
could hardly compete tor prestige with the rolling acres of an cstate (Min-
gay, 1976; Stone, 1965335 —8s; Habakkuk, 1967:6).

In the sixteenth century there began a peniod of sustained inflation.
Prives rose 400 pereent berweent oo and 1650 (Goldstone, 1984). This in-
flation scems to have been caused partly by the infux of precious metals
from America and partly by a swelhing populanion_ although Galdstone em-
phasizes the sncrcased oty ol money produced by prowing commerce.

What was the eflect of thes infation on the grear landlords? The aristoc-
racy by and large recaved irs mcome trom rents set at customary levels. In
a period of inHation, rehance on relaonvely fixed serrces of imcome creates a
dechine in real income. Grven this situanion, cither tradimonal consumption
patterns must be sacrificed or a new method of acquisition tound.

Income from royal favor remamed inadequate to fill the gap unul after
1602, and cven then farge sums and privileges were conterred on just a few
families. Marriage ok on an mwreasingly cconomic character. The aris-
tocracy began to invest inindustry and commeree in a limited way. Most
significantly, the fanded aristocracy began to rationalize cstate manage-
ment. The paternahstic character of landlord-tenant rclations gave way to
more carcfud caleutation of profir and loss, to increasing, rents, entry fincs,
and enclosures (Stone, 1965 107, 175 —B1, $04).

The growth of markets created financial ditheultics for the aristocracy
but also offered them a solution. The decline in noble incomes coincided
with new opportunitics for growth. However, to take advantage of these
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opportunitics, the proscription of certain types of acquisiion had 1o be
overcome. Paternalism toward tenants, preterence tor status over wealth in
marriage, reluctance to participate in commerce and indusery — all these
components of the noble code of honor gave some ground during tis
period.

Standards of consumption were preserved at the expense of certan
rules of acquisition. In fact, there is some evidence to suggest that the fevel
of extravagance increased during this period. The cpidemic of house build-
ing, an increase in the size of dowrics, and the growth of importance of the
London “scason” appeared at the same time that the traditional sources of
income were being undermined (Stone, 19652550, Fisher, 1948; Mingay,
1963 :59—76).

There is a debate among historians of the Enghish Civit War as to whether
or not noble incomes actually declined (Stone, 1973). The present argu-
ment assumes a marked decline, bur does not depend on a “crisis™ 10 in-
comes or a subscquent crisis in power and influcnce of this group. There
were some fandlords who were more responsive than others to the new
market situation. The general fevel of income of this group would not sut-
for as dramatic a dedine as would those individuals who lagged behind.

Onc statistic, however, does merit particular attention. The greatest
landlords, those with the largest holdings and the most waalth, did not
continue to cephasize acquisitions after they had sccured a level of income
sufficient 1o sustain their social position. Stone reports:

There was little sign of active accumulation of more landed capital by she
greater familics, a policy which was well within thewrr micans. There was a
financial plateau berween 6,000 and 10,000 pounds a year which was ample
" for all reasonabic nceds and at which most great famibies were content o
rest. Once arrived at this level by diligent explomation of what they pos-
sessed, they used their income 1o mamtaim status rather than o save and re-
invest 50 as o hoist themselves to new heighrs of atHucne. (19652 162)

Acquisitiveness in this group was instrumental tor the realizations of status
goals, but did not constitute the primary driving force tor change. 1t a
fandlord would cease 1o pursuce 3 pertectly aceepted mode of acquisition
when his status was insured, it is not ditlicult to believe that nobles would
pursuc less tavored activitics only for as Jong as they nceded the added -
come to preserve their postiion.

In Weber's terms, the landed clite, while creating agrarian capitabism,
did not develop the “spirit of capitalism™ that Puritanism bequeathed to
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the middle classes. The relentless, systematic pursuit of cconomic gain re-
mained foreign to the orientanon of English landed society, even as late as
the mincteenth century. Rationalized estate management, so closcly related
to the tostering, of agrarian capitalism, was adopted as part of an cffort to
preserve an aristocratic cthic. This group remained pre-capatalist in s
vatue oricntation, cven while it instituted capitalist cconomic relations and
provided a crucial stimulus to the emergence of a capitalist socicty.

The sitnation stabilized somewhat after the Restoration. The modified
consumption and acquisition patterns of the carly seventeenth century be-
came entrenched. The nobility was able to moderate the level of ¢xtrava-
gance somewhat with the development of the strict scttlement. Prices
began to risc again after 1750, with a steady increase in the population
pushing up food costs, The Enghsh aristocracy was now in a position to
take advantage of price increases by adjusting rents upward and enclosing
more land. Enclosure increased the value of fand two- to threefold by
allowing, the tenant to use more productive techniques. Enclosure, was,
indeed, an expected response from landlords who had become accustomed
to calculating in terms of market prices.

The substantial profit now obtained from agriculture was not rein-
vested in a4 probt-maximizing . manner. Instead, profits were spent 1o
increase consumprion. The evidence suggests a sharp increasc in conspicu-
ous consumption atter 1780 (1 {abakkuk. 1967:10; Habakkuk, 1979-81;
Mingay, 1963: 48). Thus, acquisitive behavior tor this group can only be
understood in light of the consumpnion patterns expected of . Consamp-
tion and acquison constrain one another: both must be considered if the
ceonomic behavior of the aristocracy (or any group) s to be understood.

The lifestyle of the ninctcenth-century English fanded chite is turther
evidence for the uscfulness of this framework. Far trom adopring bour-
RLOIS manners, nincreenth-century English fandlords maintainced and clab- -
orated a country lifestyle far removed from muddle class valuces, They were
not averse t profiting, from the burgeoning industrial economy, as their
investmients s ratlroads and other comumercial ventures attests. However,
they were unhkely o pursue venture capitalism very far, and failed w0
dominate industrics such as coal mining in which they had been carly par-
ticipants. The profitability of English agriculture provided a suthicient
ceonomic base tor leisure pursaies until the 1870s when a prolonged depres-
sion quickly followed by political reform changed the terms of English ag-
riculture forever (Thompson, 1963; Mingay, 1976; Stonc and Stonc, 1984).

A long lincage is a starus resource cmployed by aristocratic groups, cven



190 Jerry A, Jacobs

when the lincage in question may be quite recent. I his study of the En-
glish Pecrage, Cannon found thar relatively few familics maintained a rep-
resentation in the Pecrage for as many as four generations (Cannon, 1984 :
224). The grear prestige of tradition was a status resource that all landed
chite could draw on, even if a particular family’s prominence was of recent
vintage.

Yer the circulation of dlites should not be understood to imply che
unique openness of the English landed classes. Cannon notes that most
catrants weee scions of well established families, not founders of commer-
aal fortuncs. Stone and Stone have emphasized the Timited mobility of
tounders of commcrvial fortunces into the higher reaches of Enghsh landed
saciety. Recent historical accounts have emphasized the sinilarity in the
ratc of social mobility tor English and continental landed clites (Cannon,
198¢; Bush, 1984).

The English landed clites played a decisive role in the emergence of
capitalism in transforming the countryside from a feudal to a capitalist sys-
tem. Whercas feudalism rested on a set of mutual rights and obligations
between lord and sert, capitalist agriculture paired independent owners
and workers with no mutual obligations other than contractual ones. The
decisive change was not cash versus in-kind payments, but the freedom of
landholders to maximize their rerums from the land, and the freedom of
the agricultural workers to take whatever position paid the most. The
transformation of agriculture was the precondition for the development
of the industrial proletariat. As rationalized agricultural production pro-
duced a surplus of agricultural goods o feed the cities, so it produced a
surplus of laborers to run the bactories. The enclosure of commen fands
was part of a general movement to change peasants into agricoitural wage
laborers, a first step on the road to the industrial factory.

Why did Enghsh magnates rationalize their estare management and en-
gage in enclosing the cormmons lands on such an extensive scale? English
clites were able to enclose the commons partly because they were the local
magistrates; as such they were in a position 1o advance the interests of the
landed anstocracy. The weakness of the crown in protecting the peasantry
-was no doubt a crucial condition which facilitated this eranstfer. Of sceond-
ary importance was the absence of legal boundarics between the English
landed clite and other social strata. Since there were no special tax exemp-
nions hinked to a dtular nobaliy, as in most continental nobilities, the ratio-
nalization of estates was not encumbered by complicarion of Tand changing
juridical status as it changed hands.
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Thus the English landed classes primarily played a role in the transfor-
mation of the countryside. However, the English aristocracy acted more
because there were structural opportunitics for change than from a distinc-
five value orientanon. As we will see in the comparison with the French
pattern, there 1s a sinilarity in motives if not outcomes.

The response of the Enghish clite to the crisis of dedining incomes in
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was unique 1n its consequences,
but rhe tramework developed here will apply to other European nobilitics
as well. Lot us turn o the Freach case for comparison.

The French Nobility

The French nobility was a large group with a complex system of social
ranking. There were three major legal divisions: the noblesse @épée, the
memibers the military caste turned into a landed aristocracy; the noblesse de
robe, the officers of the sovercign courts; and the noblesse de doche, the mu-
mcipal officials. The three groups shared the common privilege of exemp-
tions from taxes (the radle). The nobles increasingly monopotized the
higher positions in the army and the church. There was no English group
quite comparable 1o the noblesse de robe, and an analysis of the unique cco-
nomic and political situation of this group would divert the course of our
preseritation (Ford, 1965, Chaussinand-Nogaret, 198s; Elias, 1983).

Within the French nobility there oxsted widely disparate levels of in-
come. As the split berween court and country was much grearer in France
than in England, it nught be appropriate 1o consider the gilded nobility
and the provincial nobility as two scparate but related groups.

The level of extravagance of the provincial nobility in France could not
comparc with that in England or Versailles. Thas fact, however, does not
mean thar the provinca nobility did not constitute a starus group. In the
context of the provinees their styie of fite was extravagant. More impor-
tant, the cxpenditure of this group was intended for display, and as such
can reasonably be termed conspieious consumption.

The information on the provinaal noble is rather sketchy. One study of
the ciry of Toulouse has helped o Al this gap (Forster, 1960). The nobles
n Toulouse enjoyed unchallenged social preeminence during the seven.
teenth century. They typically owned a summer and a winter home, had
tour to six servanes, a pantey and an extensive wardrobe, and could atford
an occasional trip o the seashore. The average noble in Toulouse had his
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‘own library, which suggests a fair degree of cducation. This portrair un-
doubtedly varied from region to region in France.

The provincial nobie obtained the bulk of his mcome from the land.
Sharccropping arrangenints prevailed over most of France, although re-
gional variations in practice abounded. Tt is dithiculr to discern any specihic
practices which were frowned upon in the administration of estates. The
paternalism of England was much less evident. There seemed 1o be no -
hibition concerning, sclling the produce of the land on the marker.

Provincial nobles who had fallen into destitution sought assistance
from the crown, perhaps to place a son in the army or the church, or o
grant some dircet aid. The crown was seen as “recessary, because without
it poverty was usually incscapable”™ (Behrens, 1967:58). Resorting 1o mar-
riage of a non-noblc tor financial gain was considered somewhat of a fast
resort to serious difficulty (Barber, 1955:99--106): this practice was viewed
as 2 way for “old stock to ‘manurc its lands’™ {Chaussinand-Nogaret,
1985 :123).

The aspect of the anistocratic acquisition cthic that most signihcantty
restricred their income was in the arca of industry and commerce. De-
rogcance, the formal loss of title, was the possible consequence of engag-
ing in occupations thought unfitting for a noble, The institution could not
cxist in England in a formal sense because there was no juridical status 1o
losc, but was common in other European monarchics (Goodwin, 1967).

How did this system originate? in 1561 and 1583 the French monarchs
issucd proclamations prohibiting nobles from cngaging in retar trade or
manual labor, on pain of losing noblc status. One explanation for these
rules was that the crown wanted to protect merchants from the ditficult
task of competing against noble busincssmen who would be tax cxempt.
The crown thus prescrved CoOMMECe as a source of income. Another view
is that the enactment of formal rules in this cra was a product of renewed
interest in Roman faw, which had similar provisions. A third view is that
derogeance was a creation of the nobility itsell for the purposes of justity-

ing its tax cxempt status and for defending, its honor against the clams ot

the nouveaux riches (Forster, 1960, Grasshy, 1960} It chis last view 15 cor-
rect, it would suggest that the nobility did not foresce the extent to which
commercial fortunes would rise nor did they sce that they would require
more flexibility than this restriction wonhd allow.

Whatever the historical roots of derogeance, it 1s cicar that the support
of the nobility was instrumental i its continued cftecr. The poverty-
stricken rural nobles resisted the opportunitics available i commerce and
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industry to preserve their status. Mining, again constdered a legitimate
part of cstate exploitation, was cxempt from derogation and was carried
out mainly under royal monopotics. Glassmaking was also cxempt, proba-
bly duc to the interest of the crown in promaoting artistic products (Mc-
Manners, 1967; Nef, 1940; Foster, 1950; Moore, 1965).

The nobility of Paris and Versailles were more unificd by the expected
manner of consumption than by the expected manner of acquisition, the
reverse of the provineial situation. Louis XIV undercut the political posi-
tion of the nobiliry, and brought many of the wealthicst and most power-
ful to Versailles to compete for social position and royal favor. Yet it was
not solcly the court that was responsible for cxtravagance. Presentation at
Versailles required proof of fincage daring before 1400. This requirement
exchuded many who had more recently atrained high social position. Thesc
great nobles gathered in Paris. The ostentatious lifestyle of the Parisian
salons may have been comparable to that of Versailles. Education was in-
creasingly important in the ife of the gilded nobility since wit held pri-
ority in the salons.

A high level of income was required to preserve such levels of consump-
tion. The gilded nobility was thus greatly concerned with making moncy,
but not with its sordid details. The bulk of income came from a variery of
feudal dues collected trom the peasants who worked the fand by agents.

The prc]mhu: JEAINST EEYINE [0 make money out of tarmmg was pmhably
very infuential among the highest nobihiry and thuse subject even less di-
rectly 1o the morees ob court It A lite of strenuous mdolenee and tnigue at
Versailles woald certamdy be vastly nxore oxaning than s.upcnmcndmg COwWS
and peasants, and would soon reach 3 man to be cmbarrassed a1 the smcil of
manure on his boots, (Moorc, vos 44! ‘

The incthciency n agriculnlra! adninistration was thus less a case of pater-
aalism than of disdain dirccted to showing active attention to moncymak.
myg. Land was inherited through a system of entailments similar o thar it
England, although somewhat less rigsd, and with a less pmnounccd cm
plr.lsis on primngcnimrc.

A second source of income was the crown itself. The enforced conspicu
ous consumption of the court impoverished many of the great nobles. The
crown thus increased ity power over the nobility, conferring favors an:
grantsy on whom it pleased. Marrtage with rich merchant heiresses wa
viewed with the same ambivalenee tor this group as for their countr
COUNECEparts.
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Increases in prices in the sixteenth and seventeenth centurics oceurred
throughout Europe and atfected France as well. The position of the French
nobility was alrcady weakened by the deaths and expense of the Thirty
Years War. Reliance on the inclastic base of feudal dues during this infla-
tionary period undeemined the solvency of the French nobles. The crown
courts did not allow charges and fines 1o be changed into Hexible rents.
The French aristocracy responded by increasing the intensity with which
the dues were collected. Precedents were discovered on which to base ad-
ditional charges (Bloch, 1970).

The ditferences in outcomes between English and French agriculture
are thus best understood with reference to the structural positions of these
two groups. The same pressurces that led to agrarian capitalism in England
produced an intensification of feudalism in France. This explanation is
consistent with the provocative and influential analysis of Brenner (1976
1982). Yet cconomic change is not an automatic response to circumstance.
The model proposcd here provides a context in which to understand the
motives of the groups involved.

The prohibition on commerce and industry were modified as the ccon-
omy developed. The gilded nobility was more active in these arcas. The
typical case, however, involved investment, not management, and cven the
investments were often conccaled. The policy of the crown on derogeance
was ambivalent. It wanted a prosperous nobility, but not one with an cco-
nomic basc independent of the crown. Through a scrics of haluing steps,
the crown decided in favor of increasing national wealth. In 17oe, restric-
tioas on trade, on fand as well as sca, were lifted. Yet, the nobles did not
respond well to these new opportunitics. The beliet thae cestain practices
arc inherently degrading is not casily dispelled. “Fitty ycars atter Colbert
the only possibility was for a merchant to become a noble, not the reverse™
(Barber, 1955:52). The crown initially reinforced the bias against com-
merce, but the perpetuation of the value was reinforeed by the nobility
isclf.

In the eighteenth century the French nobiliey inercasimgly accepted
marriages with wealthy commoners. However, this pareern of intermar-
riage tncrcased despite the persistence of status differences, not because

these differences had disappeared.

The tendency towands noble endogamy was ofset by the need o rebuild
a»mpﬂuuiscd forruncs, by the narrow range of chowe, and by the social im-
portance of a muddle-class chte who lorded it in the towns. Marriage be-
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tween nobies, however, remamed the norm which was not flouted exeept
withy extreme care. (Chaussinand-Nogarct, 1986127}

I have characterized the nobility as status maximizers, not profit maxi-
mizers. They were willing 1o forego certain base acquisitive activities if the
proceeds were insufficient to purchase more status than was lost through
participation in such activitics. They would venture into unacceprable
ficlds if thosc venrures held the promise of revitalizing their ability to spend
lavishly. The provincial nobles .-wod to gain less income and lose more
status by thar participation i petty retmhng and small-scale manufacture
than the gilded nobles by thar underwriting overscas trading, ventures,
Thus, the more Iiberal atticude of the gilded nobles toward commeree and
indusery becomes comprehensible.

Throughout rthe eighteenth century the income of both groups prob-
ably rose moderately, due primarily to squeczing increasing amounts of
profit out of agriculture {McManners, 1967, Forster, 1960). The French ar-
istocracy ranvigorated feudalism even as ies English counterpart helped o
sct the stage for the industnal revolution. A desire to solve the same di-
femma--maintaining the aristocratic starus structure—Iled the English to
become capitalist farmers, while the French intensified the feudal systemin
the wamng years of the ancien régime.

Discussion

The division of values mto a consumpnion cthic and an acquisition cthic is
a uschul way to analyze the evolution of ccononuc attitudes of these aris-
tocracics. Regulations on acquisition were somewhar flexible, more in ag-
niculture than in commeree and industry. Evidence of this flexibility docs
not demonstrate that the professed standards were a sham, nor does it
show that the view of the aristocracy on cconomic issues in general had
changed. Consumption and acquisition constrain one another: cach pro-
vides the contexe in which the other operates. Status-based consumprion
patteens can toster changes in acquasitive behavior,

This formulation resolves a number of untortunate complications in the
normal discussion of the emergence of the modern cconomic order, It
shows that the rransiormanion of anstocratic values is not necessary for the
aristocracy to contribute to cconomic change: itis precisely the attempt to
preserve s status cthic that prompted the aristocracy to transtorm the
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countryside. The structural position of the English landed aristocracy, its
ability to transform the nature of social relations in agriculeure, enabled it
to play a progressive historical role.

Mowore considered the English Civil War a bourgeois revolution by en-
phasizing the transtormation of the English landed clites into a capitatise
chite. Bat he then restored the schism berween landed and commercial in-
terests i order o account for the nature of cighteenth- and nincteenth-
century English politics. The problem is solved by noting that this status
group changed its cconomic base without changing its status-group char-
acter. This framework helps o clarify the relationship between landed and
industrial interests: there was a congruence of class position between in-
dustrialists and agriculturalists, cven as a huge social chasm between them
remained.

Webcer observed that the spirit of capitalism may be threatened by its
own success (Weber, 1948). The relendess pursiit of profi 1s a peculiarly
ascetic approach to acquisition. [tis a pursuit which, it truly single-minded,
resists the temptation to enjoy the fruits of one’s acquisitions. Weber noted
that such asceticism may not withstand the unpanalicled prosperity thar
modern industrial socicty produces, and thar over tme capitalism may give
way to hedonism. Bell (1978) worrics that the incompatibility of the hedo-
nistic onentation of leisure pursuits and the serice cconomic caleulus ol the
productive sphere has created a fundamental tension i modern capitahist
socicty.

[ am suggestng something slightly different. The continuity of aristo-

cratic valucs results not in hedonism but 1n a desire to distance onescell

from acquisitiveness. By all accounts, after 1880 English businessmen suc-
ceeded in eotering the landed gentey and buying up counrry houscs, if not
mamntaining the massive estates which were rapidly becoming an cconomic
burden (Stone and Stone, 1984; F. M. L. Thompson, 1963). It has been
suggested thae this pattern of mobility rended ro lirmit cconomic growth in
England, as the energics of the business chte were directed 1o acquiring
social prestige rather than expanding “their holdings (Wiener, 1g81). The
dunability of the English landed aristocracy through the nineteenth cen-
tury may have contribured to the industrial dechine of England in the
ewcencicth. The ingening prestige of aristocratic living may have dampened
the motivation for cconomic enterprise. A similar ambivalence toward ac-

quisitive behavior may have contributed to the relanive stow growth of

France in the mincteenth century,
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Paradoxically, it was the very gull between anistocratic values and the
emergence of the Protestant work ethic among the English middle class
that constituted a powertul impetus to capitalist development. Rather than
encouraging cconomiuc growth, a relatively open landed nobility would
tend ro draw money and encrgy out of enterprise and into their own
rentier class. ‘Fhe contrast with the cighteenth and carly nincteenth century
s striking: not only did relanvely few English businessmen enter the
higher echelons of the English gentey but those that did often sojourned
only bricly with the country aristocrats (Stone and Stone, 1984). The
business chice were not thoroughly imbued with aristocratic values.

The contrast beoween tradinion and modermity is thus overdrawn. Tradi-
tional clites were capabic of transtorming their acquisitive orientations,
but scemed less able to transtorm their desire for social preeminence. The
latter changed its torm, from chivalrous knight to country lord and cven-
tually to London gentleman. The emergence of a spirit of systematic ac-
quisitiveness was not a permanent feature of modernity, as this can be
transformed into hedonism or aristocratic clitism with equal facility.

I am optimustic about the applicability of this framework to other aris-
rocratic groups. Each would requare a detalled analysis because the cco-
nomic and polirical position of cach dittered. Yet there are similasitics in
the dilemmas taced by Belgian (Clark, 1985) and other European aristocra-
cies (Spring, 1976). My cmphasis on the continuity in the value oricntation
of the aristocracy is broadly consistene with Mayer’s emphasis on the con-
tinued pohitical influcnce of the European aristocracies through the First
World War (1981). Azarya’s fascinating account of the Fulbe aristocracy in
west Africa also strikes a responsive chord (1978). In all of these cases the
conomuity of anstocratic status and ddestyles s primary; these groups
scarch for an cconomic base compatible with this goal. A thorough com-
paratave analysis of aristocratic groups must be tett for further studies.
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