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For my childven and grandchildven,
with love.



. .. the causes of the wealth and poverty of nations—the grand object
of all enquiries in Political Economy.

—Malthus to Ricardo, letter of 26 January 1817*

* J. M. Keynes, Collected Works, X, 97-98, quoted in Skidelsky, Jobn Maynard Keynes:
The Econowmist as Saviour 1920-1937, p. 419. My thanks for this quotation to Morton
Keller.
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My aim in writing this book is to do world history. Not, however, in
the multicultural, anthropological sense of intrinsic parity: all peoples
are equal and the historian tries to attend to them all. Rather, I thought
to trace and understand the main stream of economic advance and
modernization: how have we come to where and what we are, in the
sense of making, getting, and spending. That goal allows for more
focus and less coverage. Even so, this is a very big task, long in the
preparing, and at best represents a first approximation. Such a task
would be impossible without the input and advice of others—col-
leagues, friends, students, journalists, witnesses to history, dead and
alive.

My first debt is to students and colleagues in courses at Columbia
University, the University of California at Berkeley, Harvard University,
and other places of shorter stays. In particular, I have learned from
working and teaching in Harvard’s undergraduate programs in Social
Studies and the Core Curriculum. In both of these, teachers come
into contact with students and assistants from the full range of con-
centrations and other faculties and have to field challenges from bright,
contentious, independent people, unintimidated by differences in age,
rank, and experience.
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beautiful Villa Serbelloni in Bellagio, Italy—there where the younger
Pliny once reconciled beauty, work, and leisure on the shores of Lake
Como. Easy to succumb. The meeting led to publication of Favorites
of Fortune (eds. Patrice Higonnet, Henry Rosovsky, and myself) and
gave me the opportunity to write a first essay on the recent econo-
metric historiography of European growth. Among the people who
helped me then and on other occasions, my two co-editors, Higonnet
and Roskovsky; also Robert Fogel, Paul David, Rudolf Braun, Wolfram
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William Lazonick, Jonathan Hughes, Franc¢ois Jequier, Peter Temin,
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ences—one on Latin America in 1988 and another on the role of gen-
der in economic activity and development the following year. Among
those who contributed to these stimulating dialogues, exercises in
rapid-fire instruction, I want to cite David Rock, Jack Womack, John
Coatsworth, David Felix, Steve Haber, Wilson Suzigan, Juan
Dominguez, Werner Baer, Claudia Goldin, Alberta Arthurs, and Judith
Vichniac.

I also owe a debt of gratitude to Armand Clesse and the Luxem-
bourg Institute for European and International Studies. Mr. Clesse
has become one of the key figures in the mobilization of scholars and
intellectuals for the discussion and analysis of contemporary political,
social, and economic problems. His main theme is the “vitality of na-
tions,” which has been interpreted broadly to mean just about anything
relevant to national performance. The product has been a series of
conferences, which have not only yielded associated volumes but pro-
moted a growing and invaluable network of personal contacts among
scholars and specialists. A Clesse conference is a wonderful mixture of
debate and sociability—a usually friendly exercise in agreement and
disagreement. In 1996, Mr. Clesse organized just such a meeting to
deal with the unfinished manuscript of this book. Among those pre-
sent: William McNeill, global historian and successor in omniscience to
that earlier historian of Greece, Arnold Toynbee; Stanley Engerman,
America’s economic history reader and critic extraordinary; Walt Ros-
tow, perhaps the only scholar to return to original scholarship after
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No new light has been thrown on the reason why poor countries
are poor and rich countries are rich.
—PAUL SAMUELSON, in 1976!

In June of 1836, Nathan Rothschild left London for Frankfurt to at-
tend the wedding of his son Lionel to his niece (Lionel’s cousin Char-
lotte), and to discuss with his brothers the entry of Nathan’s children
into the family business. Nathan was probably the richest man in the
world, at least in liquid assets. He could, needless to say, afford what-
ever he pleased.

Then fifty-nine years old, Nathan was in good health if somewhat
portly, a bundle of energy, untiring in his devotion to work and in-
domitable of temperament. When he left London, however, he was suf-
fering from an inflammation on his lower back, toward the base of his
spine. (A German physician diagnosed it as a boil, but it may have
been an abscess. )? In spite of medical treatment, this festered and grew
painful. No matter: Nathan got up from his sickbed and attended the
wedding. Had he been bedridden, the wedding would have been cel-
ebrated in the hotel. For all his suffering, Nathan continued to deal
with business matters, with his wife taking dictation. Meanwhile the
great Dr. Travers was summoned from London, and when he could
not cure the problem, a leading German surgeon was called in, pre-
sumably to open and clean the wound. Nothing availed; the poison
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spread; and on 28 July 1836, Nathan died. We are told that the Roth-
schild pigeon post took the message back to London: I/ est mort.

Nathan Rothschild died probably of staphylococcus or streptococ-
cus septicemia—what used to be called blood poisoning. In the ab-
sence of more detailed information, it is hard to say whether the boil
(abscess) killed him or secondary contamination from the surgeons’
knives. This was before the germ theory existed, hence before any no-
tion of the importance of cleanliness. No bactericides then, much less
antibiotics. And so the man who could buy anything died, of a routine
infection easily cured today for anyone who could find his way to a doc-
tor or a hospital, even a pharmacy.

Medicine has made enormous strides since Nathan Rothschild’s
time. But better, more efficacious medicine—the treatment of illness
and repair of injury—is only part of the story. Much of the increased
life expectancy of these years has come from gains in prevention,
cleaner living rather than better medicine. Clean water and expedi-
tious waste removal, plus improvements in personal cleanliness, have
made all the difference. For a long time the great killer was gastroin-
testinal infection, transmitted from waste to hands to food to digestive
tract; and this unseen but deadly enemy, ever present, was reinforced
from time to time by epidemic microbes such as the vibrio of cholera.
The best avenue of transmission was the common privy, where contact
with wastes was fostered by want of paper for cleaning and lack of
washable underclothing. Who lives in unwashed woolens—and
woolens do not wash well—will itch and scratch. So hands were dirty,
and the great mistake was failure to wash before eating. This was why
those religious groups that prescribed washing—the Jews, the Mus-
lims—had lower disease and death rates; which did not always count to
their advantage. People were easily persuaded that if fewer Jews died,
it was because they had poisoned Christian wells.

The answer was found, not in changed religious belief or doctrine,
but in industrial innovation. The principal product of the new tech-
nology that we know as the Industrial Revolution was cheap, washable
cotton; and along with it mass-produced soap made of vegetable oils.
For the first time, the common man could afford underwear, once
known as body linen because that was the washable fabric that the
well-to-do wore next to their skin. He (or she) could wash with soap
and even bathe, although too much bathing was seen as a sign of dirt-
iness. Why would clean people have to wash so often? No matter. Per-
sonal hygiene changed drastically, so that commoners of the late
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nineteenth and early twentieth century often lived cleaner than the
kings and queens of a century earlier.

The third element in the decline of disease and death was better nu-
trition. This owed much to increases in food supply, even more to bet-
ter, faster transport. Famines, often the product of local shortages,
became rarer; diet grew more varied and richer in animal protein.
These changes translated among other things into taller, stronger
physiques. This was a much slower process than those medical and hy-
gienic gains that could be instituted from above, in large part because
it depended on habit and taste as well as income. As late as World War
I, the Turks who fought the British expeditionary force at Gallipoli
were struck by the difference in height between the steak- and mutton-
fed troops from Australia and New Zealand and the stunted youth of
British mill towns. And anyone who follows immigrant populations
from poor countries into rich will note that the children are taller and
better knit than their parents.

From these improvements, life expectancy has shot up, while the dif-
ferences between rich and poor have narrowed. The major causes of
adult death are no longer infection, especially gastrointestinal infection,
but rather the wasting ailments of old age. These gains have been
greatest in rich industrial nations with medical care for all, but even
some poorer countries have achieved impressive results.

Advances in medicine and hygiene exemplify a much larger phe-
nomenon: the gains from the application of knowledge and science to
technology. These give us reason to be hopeful about the problems
that cloud present and future. They even encourage us toward fantasies
of eternal life or, better yet, eternal youth.

Yet these fantasies, when science-based, that is, based on reality, are
the dreams of the rich and fortunate. Gains to knowledge have not
been evenly distributed, even within rich nations. We live in a world of
inequality and diversity. This world is divided roughly into three kinds
of nations: those that spend lots of money to keep their weight down;
those whose people eat to live; and those whose people don’t know
where the next meal is coming from. Along with these differences go
sharp contrasts in disease rates and life expectancy. The people of the
rich nations worry about their old age, which gets ever longer. They ex-
ercise to stay fit, measure and fight cholesterol, while away the time
with television, telephone, and games, console themselves with such
euphemisms as “the golden years” and the troisieme dge. “Young” is
good; “old,” disparaging and problematic. Meanwhile the people of



xXXx INTRODUCTION

poor countries try to stay alive. They do not have to worry about cho-
lesterol and fatty arteries, partly because of lean diet, partly because
they die early. They try to ensure a secure old age, if old age there be,
by having lots of children who will grow up with a proper sense of fil-
ial obligation.

The old division of the world into two power blocs, East and West,
has subsided. Now the big challenge and threat is the gap in wealth and
health that separates rich and poor. These are often styled North and
South, because the division is geographic; but a more accurate signi-
tier would be the West and the Rest, because the division is also his-
toric. Here is the greatest single problem and danger facing the world
of the Third Millennium. The only other worry that comes close is
environmental deterioration, and the two are intimately connected,
indeed are one. They are one because wealth entails not only con-
sumption but also waste, not only production but also destruction. It
is this waste and destruction, which has increased enormously with
output and income, that threatens the space we live and move in.

How big is the gap between rich and poor and what is happening to
it> Very roughly and briefly: the difference in income per head be-
tween the richest industrial nation, say Switzerland, and the poorest
nonindustrial country, Mozambique, is about 400 to 1. Two hundred
and fifty years ago, this gap between richest and poorest was perhaps
5 to 1, and the difference between Europe and, say, East or South Asia
(China or India) was around 1.5 or 2 to 1.3

Is the gap still growing today? At the extremes, clearly yes. Some
countries are not only zot gaining; they are growing poorer, relatively
and sometimes absolutely. Others are barely holding their own. Oth-
ers are catching up. Our task (the rich countries), in our own interest
as well as theirs, is to help the poor become healthier and wealthier. If
we do not, they will seek to take what they cannot make; and if they
cannot earn by exporting commodities, they will export people. In
short, wealth is an irresistible magnet; and poverty is a potentially rag-
ing contaminant: it cannot be segregated, and our peace and prosper-
ity depend in the long run on the well-being of others.

How shall the others do this? How do we help? This book will try
to contribute to an answer. I emphasize the word “contribute.” No
one has a simple answer, and all proposals of panaceas are in a class with
millenarian dreams.

I propose to approach these problems historically. I do so because I
am a historian by training and temperament, and in difficult matters of
this kind, it is best to do what one knows and does best. But I do so
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also because the best way to understand a problem is to ask: How and
why did we get where we are? How did the rich countries get so rich?
Why are the poor countries so poor? Why did Europe (“the West”)
take the lead in changing the world?

A historical approach does not ensure an answer. Others have
thought about these matters and come up with diverse explanations.
Most of these fall into one of two schools. Some see Western wealth
and dominion as the triumph of good over bad. The Europeans, they
say, were smarter, better organized, harder working; the others were ig-
norant, arrogant, lazy, backward, superstitious. Others invert the cat-
egories: The Europeans, they say, were aggressive, ruthless, greedy,
unscrupulous, hypocritical; their victims were happy, innocent, weak—
waiting victims and hence thoroughly victimized. We shall see that
both of these manichean visions have elements of truth, as well as of
ideological fantasy. Things are always more complicated than we would
have them.

A third school would argue that the West-Rest dichotomy is simply
false. In the large stream of world history, Europe is a latecomer and
free rider on the earlier achievements of others. That is patently incor-
rect. As the historical record shows, for the last thousand years, Europe
(the West) has been the prime mover of development and modernity.

That still leaves the moral issue. Some would say that Eurocentrism
is bad for us, indeed bad for the world, hence to be avoided. Those
people should avoid it. As for me, I prefer truth to goodthink. I feel
surer of my ground.
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