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As a result of the worldwide financial crisis and its enduring socio-
economic repercussions, the topic of debt has once again become the
focus of public attention. In their book This Time is Different, to take
just one example from the vast number of analyses of the recent
financial meltdown of large banks and whole economies, economists
carmen reinhart and kenneth rogoff show the role played by
indebtedness, especially state indebtedness, in the emergence of
financial crises.1 then again, according to the social and financial
anthropologist david Gräber the entire history of humanity can be
perceived as a history of debt.2 debt is, in fact, ubiquitous in human
societies. Questions of debt and indebtedness affect not only states
and financial institutions, but also individuals, regardless of their
social status. thus, just as public debt has become a major area of eco-
nomic research, private debt and the economic and social ‘mecha-
nisms’ and consequences of private borrowing and lending should
constitute an important field of analysis in social history.

this is, in fact, increasingly the case, and much of this new
research has also proved to be methodologically and theoretically
innovative. the practices of borrowing and lending are as much con-
nected to the quality of social ties, to kinship, gender, and especially
trust as the result of the availability of capital. the topic of debt there-
fore frequently takes historians into areas which constitute emerging
fields of interdisciplinary inquiry, such as the history of emotions
and historical anthropology.3 debt is also closely linked to the histo-
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1 carmen M. reinhart and kenneth rogoff, This Time is Different: Eight Cen -
turies of Financial Folly (Princeton, 2009).
2 david r. Graeber, Debt: The First 5000 Years (Brooklyn, nY, 2011).
3 William chester Jordan, Women and Credit in Preindustrial and Developing
Societies (Philadelphia, 1993); Marie eileen Francois, A Culture of Everyday
Credit: Housekeeping, Pawnbroking, and Governance in Mexico City, 1750–1920
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ry of consumption and the rising field of material history and the his-
tory of objects,4 and it forms an important part of the renewed inter-
est in the history of poverty and the economies of makeshift of the
poor.5 the historical analysis of social networks as a basis of borrow-
ing and lending is a relevant aspect in almost all of these approach-
es. In western european countries such as Britain,6 France,7 and
switzerland,8 in particular, historical research picked up the topic of
non-institutionalized forms of lending and indebtedness amongst
private individuals well before the crisis of 2008, and inquired into
these social and anthropological dimensions of borrowing and lend-
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(Lincoln, nebr., 2006); Gabriela signori (ed.), Prekäre Ökonomien: Schulden in
Spätmittelalter und Früher Neuzeit (constance, 2014); Gabriele Jancke and
daniel schläppi (eds.), Die Ökonomie sozialer Beziehungen: Ressourcen bewirt -
schaftung als Geben, Nehmen, Investieren, Verschwenden, Haushalten, Horten,
Vererben, Schulden (stuttgart, 2015).
4 clare haru crowston, Credit, Fashion, Sex: Economies of Regard in Old Regime
France (durham, nc, 2013); Andreas hirseland, Schulden in der Konsum ge sell -
schaft: Eine soziologische Analyse (Amsterdam 1999).
5 kenneth hudson, Pawnbroking: An aspect of British Social History (London,
1982); Melanie tebbutt, Making Ends Meet: Pawnbroking and Working-Class
Credit (London, 1984); cheryl L. danieri, Credit Where Credit is Due: The Mont-
de-Piété of Paris, 1777–1851 (new York, 1991); Alannah tomkins, The Experi -
ence of Urban Poverty, 1723–82: Parish, Charity and Credit (Manchester, 2006);
sean O’connell, Credit and Community: Working-Class Debt in the UK since
1880 (new York, 2009); sylvestre clap and delphine Brihat, Du Mont-de-Piété
au Crédit Municipal Avignon 1610–2010: Quatre Cents Ans d’une Histoire
Exceptionnelle (Avignon, 2010).
6 craig Muldrew, The Economy of Obligation: The Culture of Credit and Social
Relations in Early Modern England (houndmills, 1998); Margot c. Finn, The
Character of Credit: Personal Debt in English Culture, 1740–1914 (cambridge,
2003).
7 Philip t. hoffman, Gilles Postel-Vinay, and Jean-Laurent rosenthal, Price -
less Markets: The Political Economy of Credit in Paris, 1660–1870 (chicago, 2000);
Laurence Fontaine, ‘Antonio and shylock: credit and trust in France,
c.1680–c.1780’, Economic History Review, 54 (2001), 39–57.
8 Ulrich Pfister, ‘Le petit crédit rural en suisse aux XVIe au XVIIIe siècle’,
Annales (1994), 1339–57; hans-Jörg Gilomen, ‘L’endettement paysan et la
question du crédit dans les pays d’empireau moyen âge’, Endettement Paysan
et Crédit Rural dans l’Europe médiévale et moderne, Toulouse 1998(Actes des
XVIIes Journées Internationales d’Histoire de l’Abbaye de Flaran, Septembre 1995),
99–137.



ing. In the German-language area the focus longer remained on the
traditional intermediary lending institutions such as banks, building
societies, and the co-operative system as agencies of social reform or
self-help.9

this restricted approach sometimes resulted in a distorted view of
early modern and nineteenth-century money markets, and the prac-
tices of lending and borrowing money in Germany. thus, for
instance, in the kingdom of Württemberg in south-west Germany
there was not a general lack of capital, as some researchers main-
tained. It was simply that until well into the second half of the nine-
teenth century the banking system was underdeveloped.10 the pri-
vate market for borrowing for private investment and short-term
consumption needs at times of crisis, however, hardly came into the
focus of historical research. especially in rural areas, anyone wanting
to borrow money had to resort to private loans, the limited funds of
local religious and secular foundations, or private connections with
lenders in nearby towns. In contrast to the anonymous capital mar-
kets, these loans were based on personal acquaintance between
lenders and borrowers, with greater opportunities for acquiring in -
formation and control on both sides. Lending money, therefore, was
not a purely economic transaction between lender and borrower. It
also created a social relationship between the persons involved.

credit networks formed in this way were based on communica-
tion networks which they simultaneously structured. Along with the
transfer of resources, these networks also facilitated the exchange of
information. Loans were granted on the basis not only of means, in
this case, the ability of the potential borrower to provide property as
collateral, but also of the borrower’s reputation.11 expanding on this,
Margot c. Finn’s research, for example, looks at the major signifi-
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9 Gabriele B. clemens, ‘einleitung: die Omnipräsenz von westeuropäischen
kreditbeziehungen in Mittelalter und neuzeit’, in ead. (ed.), Schuldenlast und
Schuldenwert: Kreditnetzwerke in der europäischen Geschichte 1300–1800 (trier,
2008), 10–11. For this research tradition see also Frauke schlütz, Ländlicher
Kredit: Kreditgenossenschaften in der Rheinprovinz (1889–1914) (stuttgart, 2015).
10 knut Borchardt, ‘Zur Frage des kapitalmangels in der ersten hälfte des 19.
Jahrhunderts in deutschland’, Jahrbücher für Nationalökonomie und Statistik,
173 (1961), 402–21.
11 Anke sczesny, Zwischen Kontinuität und Wandel: Ländliches Gewerbe und
ländliche Gesellschaft im Ostschwaben des 17. und 18. Jahrhunderts (tübingen,



cance mechanisms such as trust and reputation still had even in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.12 Far-reaching social
aspects determined the processes of granting and obtaining credit.
‘Good’ borrowers, that is, those known to be reliable in paying
money back, and citizens with a good reputation as frugal house-
holders, were more likely to be granted loans. In rural face-to-face
societies this was common knowledge; long-distance traders fre-
quently used local agents and informants to gather information on
their business partners. In this way lenders gave themselves addi-
tional security. this was expensive, however, and economically
viable only if larger sums were being invested. For this very reason
pre-industrial credit markets were often restricted to specific regions,
which made the mutual exchange of information easier.13

In recent years, increased interest in the various forms of private
credit and general issues of indebtedness have coincided with greater
sensitivity towards the network-type organization of debt relation-
ships.14 social networks facilitated access to credit and also played an
important part in overcoming material dependence resulting from
(over-)indebtedness.15 Access to credit, the availability of material
and social support, even access to communal and state support are
embedded in social relations that can be described as social net-
works. As a first approach to the topic, a social network can be
described, drawing on James clyde Mitchell’s influential definition,
in the broadest sense as a ‘specific set of linkages among a defined set
of persons, with the additional property that the characteristics of
these linkages as a whole may be used to interpret the social behav-
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2002), 326–7; craig Muldrew, ‘Zur Anthropologie des kapitalismus: kredit,
Vertrauen, tausch und die Geschichte des Marktes in england 1500–1750’,
Historische Anthropologie, 6 (1998), 167–99.
12 Finn, The Character of Credit. 
13 sczesny, Zwischen Kontinuität und Wandel, 326–7; Muldrew ‘Anthropologie
des kapitalismus’, 194.
14 klaus-Joachim Lorenzen-schmidt (ed.), Geld und Kredit in der Geschichte
Norddeutschlands (neumünster, 2006); Jürgen schlumbohm (ed.), Soziale
Praxis des Kredites: 16.–20. Jahrhundert (hanover, 2007); Gabriele B. clemens
(ed.), Schuldenlast und Schuldenwert: Kreditnetzwerke in der europäischen
Geschichte 1300–1800 (trier, 2008). 
15 curt Wolf gang her gen rö der (ed.), Gläu bi ger, Schuld ner, Arme: Netz wer ke
und die Rolle des Ver trau ens (Wies ba den, 2010).



ior of the persons involved’.16 On the one hand, credit itself can con-
stitute such linkages and form the basis of social networks. On the
other, different types of social networks, such as those constituted by
kinship, neighbourhood relations, or other types of regular social
interaction, can be analysed and used as a tool for understanding
who is likely to be asked for credit, and who is prepared to grant it.
It is the aim of this volume to explore the complexity of such social
networks, how they support credit relations and are simultaneously
shaped by this financial link.

About this Volume

this volume is based on contributions to a workshop,17 whose aim
was to examine, theoretically and empirically, the concept of network
formation as a strategy for overcoming situations of economic or
social difficulty which resulted in financial credit being sought and
granted. the scholarly analysis of such complex situations and strate-
gies mostly requires a multi-method approach, which would ideally
combine quantitative and qualitative aspects. the inconsistency and
heterogeneity of available sources (personal statements, letters, legal
sources, inventories, mortgage documents), however, means that
such a combination is mostly impossible to achieve with the neces-
sary consistency in historical projects. this also becomes clear in this
volume, which represents a variety of approaches and attempts to
cope with such problems posed by the sources. It discusses method-
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16 James clyde Mitchell, Social Networks in Urban Situations: Analysis of Per -
sonal Relationships in Central African Towns (Manchester, 1969).
17 the workshop ‘networks of Paupers and debtors: Qantitative and
Qualitative Approaches to Forms of Monetary dependency in the Modern
Period’ was convened by the German historical Institute London and the
now discontinued research cluster at the universities of trier and Mainz on
‘social dependencies and social networks’. the conference papers have
been supplemented by a few selected essays by additional authors. For the
conference programme see <http://www.ghil.ac.uk/events_and_confer-
ences/conferences_and_workshops/2011/networks_of_paupers.html>,
accessed 25 June 2015. For more information on the trier and Mainz research
cluster see <http://www.netzwerk-exzellenz.uni-trier.de/>, accessed 25
June 2015. 



ological difficulties and possible inroads into the analysis of network-
building in the context of poverty, indebtedness, and credit in
europe from the early modern period to the twentieth century.

the volume is structured as follows: the first two essays reflect on
the state of network research in terms of methodology and theory. In
an introductory essay Markus Gamper (cologne) presents a broad
historical overview of how the interdisciplinary field of relational sci-
ences and social network analysis has developed up to the present.
Matthias Bixler (Bremen) then presents the most recent develop-
ments in the sphere of historical research towards historical
network Analysis or, indeed, historical network research (hnr),
and asks whether a common basis is already emerging for this net-
work-oriented historical research. 

In the second section three essays focus on the influence of social
networks on mortgage lending in the nineteenth century. First Anna-
carolina Vogel (Göttingen) looks from a cultural anthropology per-
spective at the connection between lending, social practices, trust,
and social networks in the Württemberg town of esslingen in the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century. expanding on this, Martin stark
(hamburg) uses the example of the Württemberg village of Ohmen -
hausen, near reutlingen, to examine from the perspective of eco-
nomic history the interplay between changes in rural lending institu-
tions and the change in credit networks. daniel reupke’s (saar -
brücken) essay widens this question geographically by presenting
the results of his study on rural credit markets and lending practices
in the border region between Germany, Luxembourg, and France in
the nineteenth century. 

In the third section various social and monetary support net-
works, the role of agents and brokers within these networks, and the
importance of knowledge and trust are presented along with differ-
ent methodological quantitative and qualitative approaches to these
phenomena. First steffen Leins (tübingen) analyses the attempt by
the German emperor Ferdinand II, who was heavily in debt, to
acquire the funds needed to finance the war through the Prague coin
consortium of 1622–3. he reveals the not inconsiderable socio-eco-
nomic repercussions of this enterprise, which ultimately failed. Anja
Wilhelmi (hamburg) then demonstrates the importance of women’s
networks, in particular, those of single women, for strategies of social
support within the family. she draws on the example of German fam-
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ilies in the Baltic area in the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies. these networks transcended purely monetary considerations
and expectations and thus opened up an additional perspective on
social networks. ernst Langthaler (Vienna) then shows how ideas
and methods relating to network analysis can be innovative and
fruit ful for complex analyses of twentieth-century socio-political
measures by examining the influence of social networks on the deci-
sion-making processes of over-indebted farmers in German-annexed
Austria during the second World War. Finally, the complex of topics
on over-indebtedness and the resultant dangers for the economic and
social status of the debtor is examined by Mischa suter (Basel) look-
ing at knowledge production in insolvency procedures. Using swit -
zer land as an example, suter analyses how judgements were en -
forced in nineteenth-century liberal capitalism. 

All in all, this volume offers a broad spectrum of recent and inno-
vative research exploring the potential of the concept of social net-
works and the methodology of quantitative and qualitative network
analysis in historical research. the wide field of credit relations pro-
vides an interesting field for such an inquiry, revealing the complex-
ity and ambivalence of social networks as forms of social integration
and support as well as social control.
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