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EARLY MODERN CAPITALISM AS “A CONSUMER SOCIETY™

<€ Summary >
Junichi Umezn

Economic historians in Japan have explained the rise of modern
capitalism as the resulting from the appearances of “the small manufac-
turers”, rather than the permeation of international trade. Although the
activities of merchants in urban areas were supported by privileges and
monopolies, farmers and craftsmen were able to form a free market
economy in local areas. The economy in early modern England was
characterized by rural industry, and supports this theme.

In the recent book by Professor Joan Thirsk, Economic Policy and
Projects (1978), the transformation of the early modern England econ-
omy is interpreted as “the development of a Consumer Society”. Pro-
fessor Thirsk identifies a deliberate government policy to foster the new
industries, and analyzes its impact on the local economy. Many men and
women from the middle and lower classes come to be employed in new
occupations, which supplied them with a variety of new consumer
goods. The birth of a consumer society can be equated with the appear-
ances of “small manufacturers”.

Research by Japanese scholars on early modern English rural industry,
has stressed the productive powers of the manufacture-system, labour
ethos and division of labour, Professor Thirsk, however, emphasizes the
advantages of involvement in a “dual econoemy” of agriculture and
industry, as it gave the small manufacturers freedom and independence
well before the Industrial Revolution.



