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of  a town as a commercial centre is not solely dependent on the 
number of  its inhabitants but also on the number of  people who visit 
to buy and sell things in the market.

In the thirteenth century about 1,400 new markets were founded 
in England, in addition to the 300 that already existed. Not all of  these 
new foundations took root; in fact, the majority failed. But 345 of  
them were still going strong in 1600, when they accounted for over 
half  of  the 675 markets then in existence.3 The thirteenth century was 
thus the time when England shifted permanently to becoming a 
market-based economy. Similar processes of  urbanisation were under 
way all across Europe. In Westphalia, for instance, where only six 
towns existed before 1180, the number had grown to 138 by 1300.4 
Overall, the number of  towns in Europe increased from about 100 in 
the tenth century (half  of  which were in Italy) to about 5,000 by 1300.5 
Whereas European lords had founded monasteries in the twelfth 
century for the benefit of  their souls, in the thirteenth century they 
established markets for the benefit of  their purses.

These new markets did not just further enrich the wealthy lords, 
they also had a wider social benefit. By the end of  the thirteenth 
century almost everywhere in England was within seven miles of  a 
market town; the only exceptions were sparsely populated areas. The 

Foundation of  new towns in Central Europe and grants of  new 
markets in England, 20-year periods, 1200–15006
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40–45 victims per 100,000 people but at times it could be much higher. 
In the university town of  Oxford in the 1340s, it reached 110 per 100,000 
inhabitants, which was not so very far from the rate of  Dodge City, 
one of  the most dangerous towns in the American Wild West, at its 
gun-slinging height.13 Often the violence was completely unpremedi-
tated. Fights over women and arguments in taverns were common. 
The historian Manuel Eisner, who has made a special study of  this 
subject, notes that two of  the 145 homicides tried in London in 1278 
were murders that took place following games of  chess.14 But in the 
fifteenth century, the number of  killings started to fall, and in the 
sixteenth it suddenly dropped by half. As the graph below shows, there 
was a remarkably consistent decline in the average homicide rate – by 
about 50 per cent every hundred years – from 1500 until 1900. 

This decline begs the question: why? What caused people across 
Europe to stop killing each other? There are two traditional explana-
tions. The first is based on the work of  the German social historian 
Norbert Elias, who postulated in his book The Civilising Process (1939) 

Homicide rates (per 100,000 people)15
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medical expertise when they were approaching death. But by 1700, 
about half  did so.

The chart above is based on the region for which by far the best 
evidence survives, but other series of  accounts for Berkshire and West 
Sussex show that similar shifts from nursing to professional medicine 
took place in other parts of  southern England. Another study has 
shown that men of  property from all over the country started to pay 
for medicine much more regularly at about this time.9 Even in remote 
Moretonhampstead, which was still inaccessible to wheeled transport 
in the seventeenth century, a medical man set up his practice: Joshua 
Smith became the town’s first qualified physician when he obtained 
his licence in 1662.10 Interestingly, while the quality of  medical assis-
tance available was obviously related to wealth, the regularity of  
medical consultation by the prosperous – those with movable goods 
worth more than £200 – was only a little in excess of  the figures 
displayed in the chart above. At the other end of  the spectrum, some 
of  the poor who could not afford to pay for medical help were attended 
by a physician employed by their parish. It is fair to say that, one way 
or another, the majority of  those who wanted professional medical 
help could obtain it by 1700.

Underpinning this change in the reliance on medical help was a 

Medical and nursing help purchased by men dying in East Kent 
with movable goods worth £100–£2008
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those earth-shattering changes of  the sixteenth century were dealt 
with by less than 6 per cent. This is not to say that we should have 
treated those centuries with greater brevity – they saw profound 
changes that underpin everything that came later – but it does mean 
that if  we are going to focus on the changes that affected the greatest 
number of  people, then our judgement is going to be heavily skewed 
towards the last two centuries. In fact, the above chart is a significant 
underestimate of  the modern bias in the West, for it does not include 
the populations of  the USA, Australia, Canada, South Africa or New 
Zealand. Nor does it take account of  the Westernised people in Latin 
American, India and the Far East. Worldwide, only about a third of  
history dates to the first eight centuries of  the millennium. If  the 
significance of  any given change is weighted according to the number 
of  people who experienced it, then we are now into the heavy 
division. 

Not every country saw population change at the same rate in the 
nineteenth century. In France, the population increased from 28.7 
million to 40.7 million (42 per cent), making this only its fourth 
largest century of  growth since 1001. The rise in Italy was far more 

Proportions of  European millennial population (person-days) per 
century
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the past, many of  them would have been employed on the land, 
maintaining the agricultural output on which their lives depended. 
But the rapid changes in agriculture meant that fewer and fewer people 
were required for farming. With better rotation systems, better ploughs 
and steam-powered machinery, farmers who were once barely able to 
produce enough food for their own household now could produce 
enough for many. In 1700 roughly 70 per cent of  the population worked 
on the land throughout Europe. In 1801, according to the census of  
England and Wales, only 18 per cent were employed in agriculture; 
by 1901 that number had dropped to 3.65 per cent. People could no 
longer make a living in the countryside. All across Europe they left 
their villages and their rural roots and made their way towards the 
cities and towns where factories offered work. The same happened in 
America and Canada. Immigrants in the second half  of  the nineteenth 
century found most of  the land already claimed. They too had to 
settle in towns.

The growing populations on both sides of  the Atlantic needed to 
be housed. Long lines of  urban terraces sprang up, especially in the 
cities of  the highly industrialised and rapidly urbanising United 
Kingdom. Only the Netherlands had previously seen such a high 
proportion of  town-dwelling, towards the end of  its golden age, in 

Percentage of  population living in towns of  more than 5,000  
inhabitants in UK, Europe and other developed nations (America, 

Canada and Australia)2
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1840 1860 1880 1900

France 496 9,167 23,089 38,109

Germany 469 11,089 33,838 51,678

Belgium 334 1,730 4,112 4,591

Austria-Hungary 144 4,543 18,507 36,330

Russia 27 1,626 22,865 53,234

Italy 20 2,404 9,290 16,429

Netherlands 17 335 1,846 2,776

Spain 0 1,917 7,490 13,214

Sweden 0 527 5,876 11,303

Miles of  European railway track in use 1840–1900 4

The consequences of  this massive expansion went way beyond 
mere convenience. The railways brought a degree of  homogeneity to 
society. Previously there had been no reason for all the clocks in a 
country to be set to the same time; it did not matter that 5 p.m. in 
Liverpool was not exactly the same as 5 p.m. in Manchester. But once 
trains connected the two towns and ran to a single timetable, the 
nation’s clocks had to agree. Similarly, before the railways there had 
been no standardised way of  spelling many place names: train stations’ 
signs now established a de facto official spelling. Homogeneity 
extended to building too. Before the advent of  railways, houses had 
been constructed with local materials. In Moreton and the Dartmoor 
area that was granite, in the Cotswolds limestone, in Sussex flint, and 
in Kent timber. The railways made it possible to transport cheap, 
durable brick to every town in the country, and the traditional building 
materials were increasingly set aside. So too were the local styles of  
building as standard ‘modern’ designs began to be employed. The 
railways destroyed localism in other ways too. Once upon a time the 
roads to a town were filled on market day with farmers driving their 
cattle and sheep on the hoof, ready to be sold to local slaughtermen. 
After the railway had reached Moretonhampstead in 1866 farmers sent 
their animals to a new livestock market, close to the station, for sale 
to middlemen who transported them by rail to the much larger town 
of  Newton Abbot. Eventually the farmers cut out the middlemen and 
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Having said this, feeding a European population of  729 million in 
the year 2000 was very different from feeding 422 million in 1900. 
Being separated from your family on the other side of  the Atlantic 
was much more of  a concern in 1900 than it was in 2000, when 
planes could cover the distance in a few hours. Racial discrimination 
in Britain was a less significant political issue in 1900 than it was in 
2000 because there were very few people who directly suffered from 
it and even fewer who spoke out against it. Even more obviously, 
not having had an atomic bomb dropped on your country by 1940 
(when such things didn’t exist) was significantly different from not 
having experienced a nuclear conflict by the end of  the Cuban Missile 
Crisis of  October 1962, when it was a terrifyingly likely possibility. 
Context is everything when it comes to considering the twentieth 
century. It was not so much our lives that changed as the world in 
which we lived.

Transport

This book is concerned with ‘the West’ – and in the twentieth century, 
‘the West’ spread like spilt ink across the world. Most countries came 
to embrace aspects of  Western culture through huge advances in the 

Miles of  railway track in operation in UK and Ireland 1825–19402
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by flows of  Western capital and forced to readjust. Countries that 
previously had not realised they had resources of  enormous value – 
for example, oil and uranium – were able to export them. Nations 
that dominated strategically significant transport routes were able to 
exploit their positions. The wealthy sectors of  resource-laden and 
geographically well-positioned nations became rich on an international 
scale. The poorer sectors often grew more affluent too, as their social 
superiors spent their surpluses at home as well as abroad. Most coun-
tries grew more prosperous as trade unlocked the resources of  the 
world. 

All these transport links enabled machinery to be exported quickly 
and efficiently. They facilitated the distribution of  artificial fertilisers 
and pesticides. They allowed agricultural surpluses to be shipped to 
markets in bulk. Any country that could afford to import produce was 
no longer vulnerable to harvest failure. The effect on the world’s 
population was staggering. In the previous century it had grown by 
about 679 million – but 45 per cent of  that growth had occurred in 
the developed world.7 The population of  the non-European world, 
which had remained between 307 and 356 million from 1200 to 1500 
and then only grown at rates of  31 per cent in the sixteenth century, 
18 per cent in the seventeenth, 37 per cent in the eighteenth and 60 
per cent in the nineteenth, suddenly saw a 342 per cent increase in 

Number of  passengers travelling through UK airports 1975–2000 
(millions)6
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the needy far above their equivalents in the nineteenth century. 
Nursing, midwifery and obstetric surgery improved universally, 
resulting in a dramatic drop in infant mortality. In Britain, this 
amounted to a decline in stillbirths from 14 per cent of  all confine-
ments in 1900 to 6.3 per cent by 1930; and to 0.58 per cent in 1997. 
Neonatal mortality dropped from 3.2 per cent in 1931 to 0.39 per cent 
in 2000.10 At the same time, maternal mortality plummeted. In 1900 
about 42 mothers died per 10,000 confinements in Britain and about 
80 per 10,000 died in the United States. By 2000 across the developed 
world the mother died in just two confinements per 10,000. 

The above graph could be replicated for almost any country in 
the developed world. In 2000 male life expectancy at birth was 75 or 
more in Australia, Canada, France, Greece, Iceland, Italy, Japan, New 
Zealand, Norway, Singapore, Spain, Sweden and Switzerland. In the 
UK it was 74.8 and in the USA 73.9. Female life expectancy at birth 
was 80 or more in all the above countries as well as Austria, Belgium, 
Finland and Germany. In the UK it was 79.9 and in the USA 79.5.11 
Babies throughout the developed world could expect to live almost 
twice as long in 2000 as they had done in 1900. Of  course, the lives 
cut short in infancy in the early part of  the century are a distorting 
factor in gauging how much longer an adult might live, but even 
so, active life increased significantly. In 1900 the average American 
20-year-old could expect to live another 42.8 years; in 2000 he or she 
could look forward to another 57.8 years. That meant 15 years more 

Life expectancy at birth in England, France, Italy and Spain
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faster than ever before. The BBC, the world’s oldest national broad-
casting organisation, was founded in 1922. In 1934 it added regular 
television broadcasts to its radio output – although television was 
suspended during the war (as it was in France and Russia). In 1946 
there were more than 10 million households in the UK with a radio 
licence. In 2000 23.3 million households were licensed to receive TV 
and radio programmes.

By 1960 every country in western Europe had regular television 
broadcasts and many Latin American and eastern European countries 
were starting their own services. Although the delivery of  news was 
not in real time or continuous, the ability to interrupt programmes 
with news flashes meant that important information could be broadcast 
to the nation almost on the spur of  the moment. National events were 
sometimes broadcast on several channels at once. Millions watched 
the same soap operas and discussed the moral dilemmas arising from 
the storylines. TV programmes raised issues that the entire viewing 
public felt obliged to consider. Strikes, marches and social protests came 
to national attention through regular bulletins. Ethical matters such as 
bullying in schools, homophobia and the inequality of  pay between 
the sexes became matters of  national debate through drama as well 
as reporting. Even if  you happened to grow up in a remote, all-white 
community, the message was forcefully circulated that racism was 
deeply damaging, divisive and morally wrong. Trends set in the capital 

UK radio and television licences purchased annually (thousands)15
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accurate picture for the earlier centuries, when war consisted of  a 
series of  short, bloody campaigns and a wary peace thereafter. In 1001, 
fighting was endemic in many regions. Later on, long wars such as 
the Hundred Years War and the Eighty Years War were more clearly 
defined, in that declarations of  war remained in place for decades, 
but these conflicts only saw intermittent fighting. The length of  these 
wars reflects the lack of  a permanent peace, not the lack of  a ceasefire. 
Alternatively, we could limit our test to those wars fought on home 
soil but that would rule out both world wars as far as the British were 
concerned – apart from southern England being the target of  bombing 
raids – which would result in an even more unrealistic view of  the 
impact of  war. 

What we really want to measure is the change in the sense of  
security – the vulnerability to military force as well as the length of  
a war. To this end it is instructive to draw on the work of  the sociolo-
gist Pitirim Sorokin.4 In 1943 he tried to measure the relative impact 
of  war in several ways. In one exercise he calculated the number of  
casualties in all the wars he could identify in a sample of  four countries 
and related them to the total population for those countries, arriving 
at the following comparison: 

Century Population 
(millions)

Military 
casualties 

Military casualties 
relative to millions 

of population

Percentage 
change

12th 13 29,940 2,303 –

13th 18 68,440 3,802 65%

14th 25 166,729 6,669 75%

15th 35 285,000 8,143 22%

16th 45 573,020 12,734 56%

17th 55 2,497,170 45,403 257%

18th 90 3,622,140 40,246 -11%

19th 171 2,912,771 17,034 -58%

1901–25 305 16,147,500 52,943 211%

Pitirim Sorokin’s estimate of  military casualties for England, France, 
Russia and Austria-Hungary
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Country 1750 1800 1850 1900 1950 2000

Sweden 37.3 36.5 43.3 54.0 70.3 79.75

Italy 32 30 32 42.8 66.0 79.2

France 27.9 33.9 39.8 47.4 66.5 79.15

England 36.9 37.3 40.0 48.2 69.2 77.35

Spain (28) 28 29.8 34.8 63.9 78.85

Average 
(unweighted 
mean) 32.42 33.14 36.98 45.44 67.18 78.86

Changes in 
the mean

–
0 years

9 months
3 years 

10 months
8 years 

6 months
21 years

9 months
11 years 

8 months

Life expectancy at birth in five European countries9

and after the Black Death was not so very different. Despite the plague 
recurring every eight or so years, and wiping out 10–20 per cent of  a 
town or city each time, the higher standard of  living and better nutri-
tion enjoyed by the survivors compensated in part for this. As a 
consequence, health as measured by life expectancy at birth saw most 
change in the modern period.

Clearly, the increase in life expectancy of  33 years over the course 
of  the twentieth century was far in excess of  anything that had been 
seen before. The nineteenth century is in second place on quantitative 
grounds. Changes in life expectancy were relatively small before 1800; 
thus the plague-ridden fourteenth century seems to merit third place 
in the centuries that saw changes in health. On qualitative grounds, 
fourth and fifth places should go to the seventeenth century, which 
saw the near-universal adoption of  medical strategies and the end of  
Galenic medicine, and the sixteenth, which experienced the rediscovery 
of  anatomy, the introduction of  chemical remedies, and considerable 
advances in professional medical knowledge.10 

freeom from ieoo gica  prejuice

The four preceding needs, all of  which are matters of  life and death, 
can in some way or other be quantified. With the remainder, little or 
no quantification is possible. Ideological prejudices are especially hard 
to rate, even qualitatively, due to their number and variety. We have 
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Country 1500 1600 1700 1820 1913 1998

UK 714 974 1,250 1,707 4,921 18,714

France 727 841 986 1,230 3,485 19,558

Italy 1,100 1,100 1,100 1,117 2,564 17,759

Germany 676 777 894 1,058 3,648 17,799

All western Europe 774 894 1,024 1,232 3,473 17,921

GDP per capita (1990 international dollars)12

As the table shows, people’s purchasing power in the twentieth 
century increased by more than 400 per cent. The second largest 
increase in general wealth occurred in the nineteenth century. For the 
centuries before 1800 it is less easy to discern, as Maddison simply 
assumed standard levels of  increase (15 per cent per century in many 
cases). However, more recent studies by economic historians give an 
indication of  the changes in the period 1300–1800, as shown below. 
The fact that the increase in per capita GDP in the first half  of  the 
nineteenth century exceeded any previous century’s growth confirms 
that it should take second place. Third on this scale would be the 
eighteenth or the fourteenth century. However, in the sixteenth 
century, the average per capita GDP across three of  the six countries 

Country 1300 1400 1500 1600 1700 1800 1850

England (GB after 
1700)

727 1,096 1,153 1,077 1,509 2,125 2,718

Holland 
(Netherlands 1850)

1,195 1,454 2,662 2,105 2,408 2,371

Belgium 929 1,073 1,264 1,497 1,841

Italy 1,644 1,726 1,644 1,302 1,398 1,333 1,350

Spain 1,295 1,382 1,230 1,205 1,487

Germany 1,332 894 1,068 1,140 1,428

Average (mean) 1,186 1,339 1,301 1,398 1,429 1,618 1,866

Change 13% -3% 7% 2% 13% 15%

GDP per capita (1990 international dollars)13
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hospitals who looked after the poor. Likewise, they alone had the 
wealth and land to build bridges or to grant their tenants the right to 
gather firewood freely from their woodlands. By the thirteenth century 
merchants were also among the benefactors of  society; by the sixteenth 
it was predominantly the taxpayer who supported both the community 
and the nation state. And so it has been ever since. In the modern 
period a massive amount of  money was given to the community 
through income tax, indirect taxes such as value added tax and capital 
gains tax, inheritance tax, and local taxes. There can be no doubt that 
the twentieth and nineteenth centuries saw the greatest changes in 
the ability to enrich the community as benefits were given to the 
needy that had hardly existed previously, such as unemployment 
benefit, old-age pensions and disability support. The levels of  tax paid 
today dwarf  those demanded in the Middle Ages and early-modern 
period. Thus the ability to enrich the community is largely dependent 
on the growth in GDP, and the changes to be noted in this section 
are more or less the same as those we encountered in the context of  
personal enrichment. It seems unnecessary to discuss them again here. 

summing up

As far as society’s most essential needs go, and using the closest quan-
titative assessment available, the results are undoubtedly in favour of  
the modern world. 

Need Measurement 1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th

Physiological 
needs 

Population growth 19th 20th 18th 12th 13th 

War A measure of  casualties 
relative to population, 
supplemented with  
qualitative assessment

20th 17th 11th 16th 14th 

Law and 
order

Homicide rate,  
supplemented with  
qualitative assessment

16th 17th 15th 18th 12th 

Health Life expectancy at 
birth, supplemented 
with qualitative  
assessment

20th 19th 14th 17th 16th 
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Need Measurement 1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th

Ideology Qualitative 16th 19th 18th 20th 17th

Community 
support

Qualitative 20th 19th 16th 14th 12th 

Personal 
enrichment

Partly qualitative  
assessment,  
supplemented with per 
capita GDP & number 
of  markets founded

20th 19th 13th 16th 14th 

Community 
enrichment

As above 20th 19th 13th 16th 14th 

Aspects of  change described in this book related to the scale of  needs

By all the needs that I have defined as important, the twentieth century 
emerges first in five out of  the eight categories. In fact, if  you chart 
these changes with a points system – five points for a prime position, 
four for a second, three for a third – there is an unmistakable pattern. 
According to our scale of  needs, the twentieth century saw the most 
change. Although I have no doubt that the Black Death was by far 
the most traumatic single event that humanity has ever experienced, 
our adaptability meant that we managed to restore most practical 
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Total energy consumption in relation to total consumption of  
energy from renewable sources, 1965–2013 (millions of  tonnes of   

oil equivalent)18

their ideas of  what constitutes a ‘normal’ way of  life. They will 
continue to demand all the privileges of  late-twentieth-century society 
– until it is too late.  

The complacency is clearly illustrated by these four graphs. None 
of  these countries is on course to meet even half  its current total 
energy needs through renewable sources by 2050. Only one, Germany, 
currently finds more than 10 per cent of  its energy requirements from 
renewable sources. While today’s papers and magazines often tell us 
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