During the previous lessons, we spoke about the Industrial Revolution and capitalism.

At first, they seemed to me really different topics: the Industrial Revolution is a process that started in the late 18th century, while capitalism reminded me of  current affairs. To tell the truth, I discovered that they are tightly linked and I could find that out thanks to textual analysis.

We read the novel “Why Be Happy When You Could Be Normal?” by Jeanette Winterson, an extract from Arnold Toynbee’s essay about the Industrial Revolution, an extract from Schumpeter’s blog, full with quotations about capitalism and the article “A crisis of Capitalism” by R. Bellofiore, in The Guardian and I found out plenty of analogies between the texts, even if they belong to different literary genres.

First of all, I understood that if the Industrial Revolution had not occurred, the system of capitalism wouldn’t have developed and they are both complex, multiple-faced phenomena. 

What equates most of Toynbee’s essay and Bellofiore’s article is the process used to analyze the topic: the Industrial Revolution on one side and the Italian crisis on the other side. Both writers start explaining the topic and its importance (the I.R. affected Great Britain and the whole Europe, giving also birth to Economic Science and socialism; the Italian crisis is much more than a joke put on by its prime minister) then depict in depth its main causes (agrarian revolution, birth of factory-system of production, transport revolution on one side, stagnation, deficits, lack of internationalism on the other) and consequences (improvement of the system of production, social revolution, fluctuation on one side, decrease in productivity and growth-rate, increase of public debt, un-employment on the other side). After the reading of the texts, the reader has got a clear global idea about the phenomena and their multiple aspects in his mind. 

Maybe, complexity (to understand the true nature of the Italian crisis we need to look at it in a wider European context) and multi-faced nature (the effects of the I.R. prove that free competition may produce wealth without producing well being) are the most relevant features shared by the Industrial Revolution and capitalism. They are a sort of key-words that the reader can gather reading the other texts too.

The extract from Schumpeter’s blog, for example, underlines the multi-faceted nature of capitalism, collecting quotations by different people, taking different stands about it (Marx says capitalism is a force able to add value to itself, Al Capone says it only regards the ruling class, Xiaoping says it brings richness, Hoffer thinks it brings corruption…). 

Jeanette Winterson’s novel explains both the complexity of the Industrial Revolution and the multi-faceted nature of capitalism, describing the first industrialized city, Manchester, and its contradictions. 

In the second chapter of the novel, the reader can recognize several aspects about the I.R. analyzed in Toynbee’s essay: the building of railways and canals; the bad conditions of workers in factories; the development of Manchester, which expanded and devoured the surrounding villages; the famous revolts and conferences that took place in the city. 

Moreover, Manchester’s contradictions - it is in the south of the north of England; the best of times and the worst of times were here; everyone who visited Manchester both admired it and felt appalled - remind the reader of the complex face of capitalism.

Summing up, I discovered that the Industrial Revolution and capitalism regard not only the past but they are fundamental aspects of today’s Western crisis if you want to understand the contemporary world. Moreover, catching the different shades of such phenomena, helps you understand and cope with the multiplicity of reality. 

