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I. Credit as Social Practice

Credit is not just an economic instrument but also a very complex
social phenomenon.1 This finding owes a great deal to the intensified
dialogue between cultural history, economic history, New Insti tu -
tional Economics, and New Economic Sociology.2 While the history
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1 See e.g. Carola Lipp, ‘Aspekte der mikrohistorischen und kulturanthropol-
ogischen Kreditforschung’, in Jürgen Schlumbohm (ed.), Soziale Praxis des
Kredits: 16.–20. Jahrhundert (Hanover, 2007), 15–36; Mark Häberlein, ‘Kredit -
beziehungen und Kapitalmärkte vom 16. bis zum 19. Jahrhundert’, ibid. 37–
52; Herman van der Wee, ‘Forschungen zur Geschichte des privaten Kredits:
Ein methodologischer Überblick’, in Michael North (ed.), Kredit im spätmitte-
lalterlichen und frühneuzeitlichen Europa (Cologne, 1991), 215–19; Beverly
Lemire, ‘Introduction: Women, Credit and the Creation of Opportunity: A
Historical Overview’, in ead., Ruth Parsons, and Gail Campbell (eds.),
Women and Credit: Researching the Past, Refiguring the Future (Oxford, 2002);
Gabriele Clemens, ‘Einleitung: Die Omnipräsenz von westeuropäischen
Kreditbeziehungen in Mittelalter und Neuzeit’, in ead. (ed.), Schuldenlast und
Schuldenwert: Kreditnetzwerke in der europäischen Geschichte 1300–1900 (Trier,
2008).
2 See Hartmut Berghoff and Jakob Vogel, ‘Wirtschaftsgeschichte als Kultur -
geschichte: Ansätze zur Bergung transdisziplinärer Synergiepotentiale’, in
eid. (eds.), Wirtschaftsgeschichte als Kulturgeschichte: Dimensionen eines Per spek -
tivenwechsels (Frankfurt am Main, 2004), 9–42; Susanne Hilger and Achim
Landwehr, ‘Zur Einführung: Wirtschaft—Kultur—Geschichte. Stationen
einer Annäherung’, in eid. (eds.), Wirtschaft—Kultur—Geschichte: Positionen
und Perspektiven (Stuttgart, 2011), 7–26; Mark Granovetter, ‘A Theoretical
Agenda for Economic Sociology’, in Mauro F. Guillen et al. (eds.), The New
Economic Sociology: Developments in an Emerging Field (New York, 2001), 35–60;
Jakob Tanner, ‘ “Kultur” in den Wirtschaftswissenschaften und kulturwissen -
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of credit previously tended to mean bank history, and concentrated
on explaining economic growth, nowadays it operates with a plurali-
ty of credit sources and is understood as part of a larger ‘history of
economic behaviour’.3 Formalistic or neo-classical approaches that
argue within the frame of an under-socialized homo oeconomicus are
largely being revised. Financial behaviour does not take place in the
‘vacuums’ of universally valid economic theories, but in the context of
discourses, institutions, and social practices which have to be regard-
ed as dynamic and in relation to one another. Above all here the fact
that economic action is socially embedded4 has come to the attention
of credit research. Questions are asked about the influences of social
relationships on granting credit, about credit itself as a social relation,
and indeed about the cultural codes that are negotiated in these inter-
actions. Consequently the functions and significance of market rela-
tions cannot be reduced to the logic of financially efficient behaviour
but have to be seen in their social and cultural multiplicity. 
For my dissertation, on which this essay is based, I am examining

the construction of a private credit market in transition to the so-
called ‘modern age’.5 This study is part of a project, funded by the
DFG,6 that is concerned with the social and political implications of
credit relations.7 The main subject is the granting of mortgage credits
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schaftliche Interpretationen ökonomischen Handelns’, in Friedrich Jaeger and
Jörn Rüsen (eds.), Handbuch der Kulturwissenschaften: Themen und Tendenzen, 3
vols. (Stuttgart, 2004), iii. 195–224; Clemens Wischermann, ‘Von der “Natur”
zur “Kultur”: Die Neue Institutionen Ökonomik in der geschichts- und kul-
turwissenschaftlichen Erweiterung’, in Karl-Peter Ellerbrock and Clemens
Wischermann (eds.), Die Wirtschaftsgeschichte vor der Herausforderung durch die
New Institutional Economics (Dortmund, 2004), 17–30.
3 Häberlein, ‘Kreditbeziehungen’, 48.
4 Mark Granovetter, ‘Economic Action and Social Structure: The Problem of
Embeddedness’, American Journal of Sociology, 91 (1985), 481–510. See also id.,
‘The Nature of Economic Relationships’, in Richard Swedberg (ed.), Ex -
plorations in Economic Sociology (New York, 1993), 3–42. 
5 This is my on-going dissertation project, ‘Kredit als soziale Praxis’ (Credit
as Social Practice). 
6 Research funding by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG) is grate-
fully acknowledged.
7 The research project ‘Civil Society zwischen Patronage, primordialer (fam -
iliärer) Verpflichtung und ökonomischer Rationalität’ is based at the Uni -
versity of Göttingen and led by Prof. Dr. Carola Lipp.



in the Württemberg town of Esslingen at the time of industrializa-
tion. During the nineteenth century Esslingen underwent a phase of
rapid change, involving the formation of capitalist production
modes, the transformation of social structures, and the emergence of
civil society associations. Developments in product and factor mar-
kets brought about reforms and innovations (for example, financial
institutions) that were designed to make credit available and secure.
In historiography these processes are linked to key caesuras and it is
against this background that I want to examine the embeddedness of
transactions down to the micro-level of social configurations. 
It seems to be essential here that the focus is not restricted to the

credit relations themselves but also includes the conditions of credit
and how credit was used. To analyse these interdependent factors an
approach was chosen that draws upon theories of networks,8 and
practice.9 These emphasize a dialectic between structure and human
agency by concentrating on the structured as well as structuring prac-
tices and interactions of the actors. According to this, condition is
everything that shapes structured behavioural options,10 but which
only gains meaning and generates effects through the actors, through
being appropriated by them. Such a concept also takes into account
the entanglement of relational networks and objective relations (for
example, social inequality). So in this essay I am assuming that the
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8 Seen from the perspective of a social network the actors’ scope for action is
crucially influenced by their level of social involvement and their roles in
social networks. Relations here have equal potential either to restrict or facil-
itate. Cf. Mustafa Emirbayer and Jeff Goodwin, ‘Network Analysis, Culture,
and the Problem of Agency’, American Journal of Sociology, 99/6 (1994), 1411–
54; Carola Lipp, ‘Struktur, Interaktion, räumliche Muster: Netzwerk analyse
als analytische Methode und Darstellungsmittel sozialer Komplexi tät’, in
Silke Göttsch and Christel Köhle-Hezinger (eds.), Komplexe Welt: Kul turelle
Ordnungssysteme als Orientierung (Münster, 2003), 49–63.
9 See e.g. Andreas Reckwitz, ‘Toward a Theory of Social Practices: A Devel -
opment in Culturalist Theorizing’, European Journal of Social Theory, 5/2
(2002), 243–63; Sven Reichardt, ‘Praxeologische Geschichtswissenschaft: Eine
Diskussionsanregung’, Sozial.Geschichte, 22/3 (2007), 43–65; Bettina Fley,
‘Wirtschaft und wirtschaftliches Handeln als Ökonomie der Praxis’, in An -
drea Maurer (ed.), Handbuch Wirtschaftssoziologie (Wiesbaden, 2008), 161–84.
10 Cf. also Gadi Algazi, ‘Kulturkult und die Rekonstruktion von Han dlungs -
repertoires’, L’Homme: Zeitschrift für feministische Geschichtswissen schaft, 11/1
(2000), 105–19, at 114. 



credit relations I can observe in my sources reflect patterns of knowl-
edge and behaviour that are specific to certain groups and are based
on shared dispositions and a field-specific practical logic.11

II. Conditions of Credit and Social Embeddedness

If conditions shape areas of possibility related to practice, then as
regards credit they contain three levels, all of which overlap with one
another.

(a) The availability of suitable credit instruments and the
degree to which they are institutionally anchored. 
(b) The motivations for taking or granting credit, including
alternative courses of action. Why credit transactions arise is
determined by structural constraints as well as individual or
collective interests. How they are attained is also influenced by
the experience and practical know-how of the actors. 
(c) The pool of suitable credit partners. This is defined by the
quantity and quality of social relations that are both already
available and are still aspired to. Here the behavioural expec-
tations of the actors become relevant. 

In particular the third level illustrates how complex the signifi-
cance of personal networks is for credit: they are, indeed, both the
context for action and themselves the result of it. So the granting of
credit can build upon relations that already exist, but can also, for its
part, generate relations. As a result many of the credit relations are
multiplex, in other words, for the actors they have several functions
and meanings. Moreover, what they achieve is bound to subjective
ascriptions or institutional guarantees,12 and they can develop their
own unpredictable dynamics either through external influences or of
themselves. This characteristic of contingency makes credit relations
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11 With reference to Pierre Bourdieu, Sozialer Sinn: Kritik der theoretischen
Vernunft (Frankfurt am Main, 1993), esp. 97–121. 
12 Cf. Pierre Bourdieu, ‘Ökonomisches Kapital, kulturelles Kapital, soziales
Kapital’, in Reinhard Kreckel (ed.), Soziale Ungleichheiten (Göttingen, 1983),
183–98, at 192.



potentially liable to conflict and thus risky in a dual sense,13 for the
time that stretches between delivery (of money, goods, work, and so
on) and repayment represents not only a social risk but also a finan-
cial one. It therefore seems obvious that the existence of trust should
be regarded as an essential precondition for credit.
Its key importance is also demonstrated by the way in which the

word credit is used in discourse and its origin. Credit derives from the
Latin verb credere, which can be translated as to trust in or to believe.
This meaning has largely been retained in the English-speaking
world. In German-speaking areas the synonymous use of credit and
trust is generally only present in historical sources. Thus, for exam-
ple, economic literature of the nineteenth century describes credit not
primarily as a technique, but as a quality. As such it expresses ‘the
trust or belief that permeates a person as soon as he gives someone
else goods or money without immediate or cash payment’.14 So while
one person gave credit and was trustful, the other person had it. This
relationship was, however, based on reciprocity since the credit-giver
was also expected to behave in a certain way, according to which he
should stick to agreements and not behave inconsiderately, greedily,
let alone dishonestly.15 Trust was placed not only in the other per-
son’s ability to deliver, but also in his good will or moral character,16
while willingness to trust could be considerably increased by ‘good
laws’ and a stable currency.17 If one or other of the parties did
nonetheless not live up to expectations the relationship was threat-
ened. In the worst case legal proceedings were possible and (no less
significant) loss of public credit in the form of public opinion.18
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13 In detail also Carola Lipp, ‘Aspekte’, 17–24.
14 J. R. MacCulloch, Handbuch für Kaufleute oder Übersicht der wichtigsten
Gegenstände des Handels- und Manufakturwesens, der Schifffahrt und der Bank ge -
schäfte, mit steter Beziehung auf Nationalökonomie und Finanzen, 2 vols. (Stutt -
gart, 1834), i. 429. 
15 Cf. Beate Sturm, ‘Wat ich schuldich war’: Privatkredit im Frühneuzeitlichen
Hannover (1550–1759), 218–49; Jonathan Sperber, Property and Civil Society in
South-Western Germany, 1820–1914 (Oxford, 2005), 107–17.
16 Samuel Oppenheimer, Die Natur des Capitals und des Credits, 2 vols. (Mainz,
1868), i. 66.
17 Ibid. 66.
18 See ibid. 65, where a metaphor by James Steuart is cited in this context:
‘The cause of Confidence has had nothing in it but opinion, and when this is



Hence, there was a subtle interplay between economic and moral
credit, which needed to be carefully protected as honour, or good
reputation.

III. A Theoretical Perspective on Trust

The (historical) semantics of credit already illustrate quite clearly
how trust, relations, and credit are connected to one another. So cred-
it is always linked to trust, and trust relates to meeting reciprocal
expectations. Trust here fulfils quite specific functions by generating
relations, bridging risks, and opening up opportunities. Thus it is not
surprising that following New Institutional Economics and New
Economic Sociology, economic history has recently (re)discovered
trust as a key influence on economic behaviour too.19 It is regarded as
a culturally formed medium of economic exchange processes that
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the case, credit is nothing but a shadow which may be dissipated by the
smallest breath of wind.’ Cf. Sir James Steuart, An Inquiry into the Principles of
Political Economy: Being an Essay on the Science of Domestic Policy in Free
Nations, 2 vols. (Dublin, 1770), ii. 312. Loss of creditworthiness could seri-
ously restrict the individual’s scope for action. In the case of over-indebted-
ness where the individual was to blame, Württemberg legislation even fore-
saw withdrawal of marriage and suffrage rights.
19 Richard Tilly, ‘Introduction’, Jahrbuch für Wirtschaftsgeschichte/Economic
History Yearbook (2005/1), 9–14. See also, however, Clemens Wischermann,
‘Vom Gedächtnis und den Institutionen: Ein Plädoyer für die Einheit von
Kultur und Wirtschaft’, in Eckart Schremmer (ed.), Wirtschafts- und Sozial -
geschichte: Gegenstand und Methode (Stuttgart, 1998), 21–33, at 29; Sheilagh
Ogilvie, ‘The Use and Abuse of Trust: Social Capital and its Deploy ment by
Early Modern Guilds’, Jahrbuch für Wirtschafts geschichte/Economic History
Yearbook (2005/1), 15–52; Hartmut Berghoff, ‘Vertrauen als ökonomische
Schlüsselvariable: Zur Theorie des Vertrauens und der Geschichte seiner pri-
vatwirtschaftlichen Produktion’, in Karl-Peter Ellerbrock and Clemens
Wischermann (eds.), Die Wirtschaftsgeschichte vor der Herausforderung durch die
New Institutional Economics (Dortmund, 2004), 58–74. Nevertheless, its popu-
larity in economic and social theory, the explanatory power of trust regard-
ing economic behaviour, has not been undisputed, see e.g. Timothy W.
Guinnane, ‘Trust: A Concept Too Many’, Jahrbuch für Wirtschaftsgeschichte
(2005/1), 77–92; Oliver E. Williamson, ‘Calculativeness, Trust, and Economic
Organization’, Journal of Law and Economics, 36/1 (1993), 453–86.



fosters cooperation by reducing complexity and minimizing transac-
tion costs.20 Yet, whom one is prepared to trust, and what the basis of
mutual trust is, can vary widely.21

a) In the case of cooperation between parties unknown to one
another a generalized trust is important that is not based on
people but on institutions such as impartial norms, mecha-
nisms, and instruments, often legitimized by a legal system.22
b) If the transaction partners know one another, even indirect-
ly, then their social and symbolic capital comes into play.23
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20 New Institutional Economics understands transaction costs as the effort
that has to be made in a transaction ex ante (information, bargaining, and
decision costs) but also ex post (policing and enforcement costs) to minimize
the risk of opportunist behaviour. For a good introduction see Eirik G.
Furubotn and Rudolf Richter, Institutions and Economic Theory: The Contri bu -
tion of The New Institutional Economics (Ann Arbor, 2000).
21 Cf. also Bruce G. Carruthers, ‘Trust and Credit’, in Karen S. Cook, Margaret
Levi, and Russel Hardin (eds.), Whom Can We Trust? How Groups, Networks
and Institutions Make Trust Possible (New York, 2009), 219–48; Stefan Gorißen,
‘Der Preis des Vertrauens: Unsicherheit, Institutionen und Rationalität im
vorindustriellen Fernhandel’, in Ute Frevert (ed.), Vertrauen: Historische
Annäherungen (Göttingen, 2003), 90–118.
22 Niklas Luhmann defines this type of trust as ‘trust in systems’. Cf. Niklas
Luhmann, Vertrauen: Ein Mechanismus der Reduktion sozialer Komplexität
(Stuttgart, 2000), 92. Anthony Giddens also distinguishes between ‘trust in
systems’ as ‘a form of faceless commitment’ and ‘trust in persons’ that
involves ‘facework commitments, in which indicators of the integrity of oth-
ers (within given arenas of action) are sought’. See Anthony Giddens, The
Consequences of Modernity (Stanford, Calif., 1990), 88.
23 Use of the terms ‘social’ and ‘symbolic’ capital is based on theoretical out-
lines by Bourdieu. He stresses the (individual) symbolic and material profits
that derive from belonging to a group, or from mutual recognition and dere-
cognition. See Bourdieu, ‘Ökonomisches Kapital’, 192. On the other hand,
James Coleman’s related concept of social capital largely leaves out attribu-
tions arising from the representation of a group. In this case social capital is
based on exchange processes within the group (for instance, network rela-
tions that lead to the acquisition of information). Cf. James Coleman, ‘Social
Capital in the Creation of Human Capital’, American Journal of Sociology, 94
(1988), 95–121. For an overview of the concepts along with their spheres of
application and further development see Alejandro Portes, Economic Socio -



c) In the case of close relationships (like family members, love,
friendship) the trust is more likely to be based on personal
commitment (e.g. in the sense of familiarity or being familiar
with).24

The difference between these types of trust lies in the assumptions
made about the behavioural orientations of the actors involved. From
the perspective of practice theory they can be read as different, social-
ly conventionalized complexes of motives and emotions that follow
a practical logic of knowing how.25 Consequently, their behaviour is
above all orientated towards what the actors, based on their knowl-
edge and habitual dispositions, conceive to be appropriate or justifi-
able in the context.

IV. Credit, Trust and Social Networks: A Story of ‘Modernization’

Many of the classical modernization theories posit a dichotomy
between a ‘pre-industrial’ or ‘pre-capitalist’ mode of economic
behaviour based on communal needs and values, and a ‘modern’
profit-orientated and self-interested mode of market behaviour.26 For
the time of the so-called industrial revolution they state the emer-
gence of a free market for money, land, and work that no longer fol-
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logy: A Systematic Inquiry (Princeton, 2010), 27–47; Nan Lin, ‘Building a Net -
work Theory of Social Capital’, Connections, 22/1 (1999), 28–51.
24 Cf. Ute Frevert, ‘Vertrauen: Eine historische Spurensuche’, in ead. (ed.),
Vertrauen: Historische Annäherungen (Göttingen, 2003), 7–66, at 48 ff.;
ead.,’Vertrauen: Historische Annäherung an eine Gefühlshaltung’, in Claudia
Benthien, Anne Fleig, and Ingrid Kasten (eds.), Emotionalität: Zur Geschichte
der Gefühle (Cologne, 2000), 178–97.
25 With reference to Andreas Reckwitz, ‘Grundelemente einer Theorie sozi -
aler Praktiken: Eine sozialtheoretische Perspektive’, Zeitschrift für Soziologie,
32/4 (2003), 282–301 at 293.
26 Among them (though with very different implications) Emile Durkheim,
De la division de travail social (Paris, 1893); Max Weber, Die Protestantische Ethik
und der Geist des Kapitalismus (Tübingen, 1904); Georg Simmel, Über soziale
Differenzierung: Soziologische und psychologische Untersuchungen (Leipzig,
1890); Georg Simmel, Philosophie des Geldes (Berlin, 1900), 297–386; Karl
Polanyi, The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of Our
Time (Boston, 1944).



lowed obligations arising from social relations but regulated itself via
market mechanisms. Even though the radicality of such shifts has
meanwhile been seriously challenged, more recent versions of social
theory still associate the transition to a capitalist market economy
with a decline in the forces of social cohesion. Personal trust is con-
sidered to have been largely replaced by institutional trust,27 while
the importance of primordial ties for forms of social organization,28
and economic transactions,29 diminished. Similarly, credit historians
also see the expansion of the cash nexus as correlating with growing
impersonality between credit partners.30 As they have shown, prac-
tices of borrowing and lending were already widespread in pre-
industrial Europe, but credit remained tied to intensive social rela-
tions or was brokered by (semi-)professionals.31 In eighteenth-cen -
tury Paris, for instance, notaries, due to their profession, could
acquire an expert knowledge that allowed them to operate very effi-
ciently as brokers.32 From a new institutionalist point of view, these
personalization strategies prove that the deficient administrative,
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27 Cf. Luhmann, Vertrauen, 85–92; Giddens, Consequences, 79–150.
28 E.g. James S. Coleman, ‘The Rational Reconstruction of Society: 1992
Presidential Address’, American Sociological Review, 58/1 (1993), 1–15.
29 Martin Fiedler, ‘Vertrauen ist gut Kontrolle ist teuer: Vertrauen als Schlüs -
sel kategorie wirtschaftlichen Handelns’, Geschichte und Gesellschaft, 27 (2001),
576–92; Geoffrey Ingham, ‘Money is a Social Relation’, Review of Social
Economy, 54/4 (1996), 507–29; Sven Reichardt, ‘Soziales Kapital im “Zeitalter
materieller Interessen”: Konzeptionelle Überlegungen zum Vertrauen in der
Zivil- und Marktgesellschaft des langen 19. Jahrhunderts (1780–1914), WZB
Discussion Paper no. SP IV 03–503, pp. 1–20.
30 Craig Muldrew, ‘ “Hard Food for Midas”: Cash and its Social Value in
Early Modern England’, Past and Present, 170 (2001), 78–120.
31 Cf. id., ‘Interpreting the Market: The Ethics of Credit and Community
Relations in Early Modern England’, Social History, 18 (1993), 163–83;
Gorißen, ‘Der Preis des Vertrauens’.
32 Cf. Philip T. Hoffman, Gilles Postel-Vinay, and Jean Laurent-Rosenthal,
Priceless Markets: The Political Economy of Credit in Paris, 1660–1870 (Chicago,
2000). For the importance of notaries as lenders and brokers in the Saar
region in the nineteenth century see Gabriele B. Clemens and Daniel Reupke,
‘Der Notar als Broker: Das Management des privaten Kreditmarkts’, Zeit -
schrift für Verbraucher- und Privatinsolvenzrecht, 8 (2009), 16–22. Apart from
notaries, however, writers, lawyers, and bankers were also active as brokers.
Cf. Larry Neal, ‘The Finance of Business during the Industrial Revolution’, in



legal, and financial system of the ancien régime was not yet capable of
giving the credit market adequate support and that it was only in the
context of industrialization that this changed. The key driver is seen
as the formation of liberal ‘institutional arrangements’, under which
property rights were redefined and contract enforcement facilitat-
ed.33 Along with this went the emergence of new financial instru-
ments and institutions. Both developments created financial incen-
tives and at the same time reduced problems of trust, which is why
they are deemed to have played a crucial part in consolidating the
competitive capitalist economy. Subsequently, transactions are sup-
posed to have been mediated through legal and market frameworks,
commercial guardians of trust (for example, banks, rating agencies)
and credit unions,34 whereby the dense mesh of economic and social
relations that had a firm place in the pre-industrial ‘economy of obli-
gation’,35 disappeared in favour of new individualistic strategies.
As regards the claim to general relevance of such narratives of

transition written from the macro-perspective, one key task of micro-
studies may be seen as checking them against rich empirical evidence
and expanding them by adding local perspectives of inequalities or
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Roderick Floud and Deirdre McCloskey, The Economic History of Britain since
1700, 2 vols. (Cambridge, 1994), i. 151–81.
33 Clemens Wischermann and Anne Nieberding, Die institutionelle Revolution:
Eine Einführung in die deutsche Wirtschaftsgeschichte des 19. und 20. Jahrhunderts
(Stuttgart, 2004), 283. See also, however, Douglass C. North, Institutions,
Institutional Change and Economic Performance (Cambridge, 1990). 
34 Reichardt, ‘Soziales Kapital’; Hartmut Berghoff, ‘Die Zähmung des entfes-
selten Prometheus? Die Generierung von Vertrauenskapital und die
Konstruktion des Marktes im Industrialisierungs- und Globalisierungs -
prozess des 19. Jahrhunderts’, in id. and Jakob Vogel, Wirtschaftsgeschichte als
Kulturgeschichte: Dimensionen eines Perspektivenwechsels (Frankfurt am Main,
2004), 143–68; Hartmut Berghoff, ‘Markterschließung und Risikoman agment:
Die Rolle der Kreditauskunfteien und Rating-Agenturen im Industriali -
sierungs- und Globalisierungsprozess des 19. Jahrhunderts’, Vierteljahres -
schrift für Sozial- und Wirtschaftsgeschichte, 92 (2005), 141–62; id., ‘Vertrauen als
ökonomische Schlüsselvariable: Zur Theorie des Vertrauens und der Ge -
schichte seiner privatwirtschaftlichen Produktion’, in Karl-Peter Ellerbrock
and Clemens Wischermann (eds.), Die Wirtschaftsgeschichte vor der Heraus -
forderung durch die New Institutional Economics (Dortmund, 2004), 58–74.
35 Craig Muldrew, The Economy of Obligation: The Culture of Credit and Social
Relations in Early Modern England (New York, 1998).



inherent dynamism. Accordingly various studies have already evi-
denced an ongoing inter-relation of private networks and market
institutions for the nineteenth century.36 For the German area, how-
ever, most of them are restricted to agrarian societies,37 or to particu-
lar trading firms and family enterprises.38 For this reason my disser-
tation addresses a current research gap. The question is what effects
the economic, institutional, and socio-cultural structures of an indus-
trializing town had on the credit market and how they contributed to
a diversification of interests and options for various actors. Using
Unterpfandsbücher (mortgage registers) which cover hypothecations
for a large part of the nineteenth century (1828–90), the credit behav-
iour of the Esslingen population is to be systematically reconstructed.
So far twenty-eight volumes of mortgage registers from Esslingen
town itself (without outlying villages) have been fed into a source-
orientated database. Furthermore, additional data is available from
earlier projects,39 which provides a wide contextualization of credit
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36 E.g. Pat Hudson, ‘Capital and Credit in the West Riding Wool Textile
Industry c. 1750–1850’, in ead. (ed.), Regions and Industries: A Perspective on the
Industrial Revolution in Britain (Cambridge, 1989), 69–99; Margot C. Finn, The
Character of Credit: Personal Debt in English Culture, 1740–1914 (Cambridge,
2003).
37 E.g. Christine Fertig, ‘Kreditmärkte und Kreditbeziehungen im ländlichen
Westfalen (19. Jh): Soziale Netzwerke und städtisches Kapital’, in Gabriele B.
Clemens (ed.), Schuldenlast und Schuldenwert: Kreditnetzwerke in der europäis-
chen Geschichte (Trier, 2008), 161–76; Gabriele B. Clemens and Daniel Reupke,
‘Kreditvergabe im 19. Jahrhundert zwischen privaten Netzwerken und insti-
tutioneller Geldleihe’, in eid. (ed.), Schuldenlast und Schuldenwert: Kreditnetz -
werke in der europäischen Geschichte (Trier, 2008), 211–38; Werner K. Blessing,
‘Ökonom und Geld: Zum bäuerlichen Kredit im Bayern des 19. Jahrhun derts’,
Zeitschrift für Bayerische Landesgeschichte, 60 (1997), 861–88; Reinhard Johler,
‘Bäuerliches Kreditwesen im Alpenraum: Vorbemerkungen zu einer “eco-
nomic anthropology”’, Historische Anthropologie, 7 (1999), 146–53. Specifically
on Württemberg: David Sabean, Property, Production, and Family in Neckar -
hausen, 1700–1870 (Cambridge, 1990); Andreas Gestrich and Martin Stark,
‘Überschuldung im ländlichen Kreditwesen im 18. und 19. Jahrhun dert’, Zeit -
schrift für Verbraucher- und Privatinsolvenzrecht, 8 (2009), 23–6; Sperber,
Property.
38 E.g. Adelheid von Saldern, Netzwerkökonomie im frühen 19. Jahrhundert: Das
Beispiel der Schoeller-Häuser (Stuttgart, 2009). 
39 The database complex used integrates more than 300 databases from var-
ious historical sources on the town of Esslingen via actor-centred Nominal



activity. By linking up personal data we so far have retrievable infor-
mation for two-thirds of the credit actors, on their kinship ties, their
occupations and social status, their places of residence (including
their actual address), their activities in clubs, their engagement in
communal boards, and much more. 

V. Private Credit in the Town of Esslingen

In this section an attempt will be made to turn the ideas already pre-
sented into empirically useful evidence for the credit study of
Esslingen.40 The main focus is on working out typical behavioural
patterns and the significance here of social relations and the actors’
trust. The role of administrative and legal means will be examined, of
personal reputation, but also that of social networks such as civic
associations or family. By describing how the market was construct-
ed I should first like to explain its setting and institutional organiza-
tion before returning, finally, to the motives and relations of the
actors. 
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Record Linkage, also including a complete family reconstruction. For infor-
mation on data linkage and sources see e.g. Carola Lipp, ‘Symbolic Di men -
sions of Serial Sources: Hermeneutical Problems of Reconstructing Political
Biographies Based on Computerized Record Linkage’, Historical Social
Research, 15 (1990), 30–40; Jürgen Nemitz, ‘Datenvernetzung in einem his-
torischen Forschungsprojekt’, in EDV-Tage Theuern: Tagungsband (Küm mers -
brück, 2001), 38–47. For details of where this database complex has been
applied see also the numerous publications arising from previously complet-
ed research projects, including (in English) Carola Lipp and Lothar Krempel,
‘Petitions and the Social Context of Politi cal Mobilization in the Revolution of
1848/49: A Microhistorical Actor Centered Network Analysis’, International
Review of Social History, 46 (2001), 151–69; Carola Lipp, ‘Kinship Networks,
Local Gov ernment, and Elections in a Town in Southwest Germany, 1800–
1850’, Journal of Family History, 30/4 (2005), 347–65; eid., ‘Corporate
Birthmarks of Civil Society: Kinship and Kinship Net works in Voluntary
Associations, 1800–1848’, in Jürgen Nautz, Paul Ginsborg, and Ton Nijhuis
(eds.), The Golden Chain: Family, Civil Society and the State (New York, 2013).
40 My grateful thanks to the enthusiastic and competent project team who
took crucial steps with me in raising and processing the data. 



The Market and its Local Context
In 1802 the former imperial city of Esslingen was annexed by
Württemberg and became the seat of an Oberamt (district) as well as
the Kreisgericht (regional court). Up until the middle of the century
Esslingen developed into one of the most progressive industrial and
trading centres in the kingdom.41 Industrialization brought with it an
enormous growth in population, which took the number of inhabi-
tants from 7,000 around the turn of the century to almost 13,000 in
1849. The state of Württemberg, a constitutional monarchy, pursued
an intensive policy of promoting business. By 1828 compulsory mem-
bership of guilds had been relaxed (yet not suspended) so that the
only remaining restriction on local competition was the Bürger- und
Niederlassungsrecht (Citizenship and Settlement Law).42 In the same
year Württemberg joined the South German Customs Union, which
in 1834 became the German Customs Union. Initially the textile
industry expanded in Esslingen, and once it was linked to the Stutt -
gart–Ulm railway line in 1845 the machine industry also became
established. The Maschinenfabrik Esslingen (Esslingen machine fac-
tory), founded in 1846, a technically very modern outfit that pro-
duced locomotives and railway wagons, prepared the way for the
town to become highly industrialized. By 1850, 21 per cent of house-
holds already lived from industry, 40 per cent from crafts and almost
5 per cent from trade. A further 12 per cent of household heads were
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41 The economic and social history of Esslingen is well researched. From the
wealth of publications a few selected monographs: Sylvia Schraut, Sozialer
Wandel im Industrialisierungsprozeß: Esslingen 1800–1870 (Esslingen, 1989);
Wolf gang Kaschuba and Carola Lipp, 1848—Provinz und Revolution: Kultu -
reller Wandel und soziale Bewegung im Königreich Württemberg (Tübingen, 1979);
Otto Borst, Geschichte der Stadt Esslingen am Neckar (Esslingen, 1977); Peter
Borscheid, Textilarbeiterschaft in der Industrialisierung: soziale Lage und Mobilität
in Württemberg, 19. Jahrhundert (Stuttgart, 1978); Heilwig Schomerus, die
Arbeiter der Maschinenfabrik Esslingen: Forschungen zur Lage der Arbeiterschaft im
19. Jahrhundert (Stuttgart, 1977).
42 The Gewerbeordnung (trade regulations) of 1828 sought to mediate between
industrial production and the guilds’ constitution. Thirteen guilds were com-
pletely abolished, but on the other hand forty-four were retained with more
relaxed admittance requirements. Henceforth the founding of wholesale and
industrial companies was only dependent on state concession. Cf. Manfred
Hettling, Reform ohne Revolution: Bürgertum, Bürokratie und kommunale Selbst -
verwaltung in Württemberg von 1800–1850 (Göttingen, 1990), 88–9. 



municipal employees or worked for the courts situated in the town
and nearly 9 per cent were vintagers and small landholders.43 Along
with the growing number of Esslingen industrial workers there was
a broad urban middle class consisting of craftsmen, vintagers, and
tradesmen. The city’s bourgeois elite drew more and more from
wealthy entrepreneurs and artisans instead of the old academically
and legally trained patrician families. Like the growing number of
immigrant Württembergian academics, these upper-class groups had
substantial funds at their disposal. At the same time the local popu-
lation was also characterized by people of mixed occupation who
lived on or around subsistence level.
As a former imperial city, in the nineteenth century Esslingen had

a long tradition of communal legal and financial administration, even
though the state of the official book-keeping was found to be chaotic
when Württemberg took over, and gave rise to a forced clean-up
imposed by the state. Mortgage registers were already included in
imperial directives. However, along with the rights of lien entered
there, these directives also foresaw so-called ‘silent’ rights of credi-
tors preferred by law, which were considered as valid without being
entered. To start with, little changed under Württemberg rule. It was
only from the 1810s onwards, when many debtors declared them-
selves bankrupt and caused the private creditors and communes
enormous losses, that legislation on securities became the focus of
political debate.44 During the years that followed wide-ranging revi-
sions of the law of pledging, mortgage, and bankruptcy took place. In
1825,45 debt documentation was heavily regulated and formalized;
every transaction was monitored by the Unterpfandsbehörde (securi-
ties authority), a sub-division of the city council. For the first time
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43 Calculated from data in the Esslingen residents’ register and expanded
from other sources. Cf. also Carola Lipp, ‘Zum Zusammenhang von lokaler
Politik, Vereinswesen und Petitionsbewegung in der Revolution 1848/49:
Eine Mikrostudie zu politischen Netzwerken und Formen der Massenmobi -
lisierung in der politischen Kultur der Revolutionsjahre’, Esslinger Studien, 36
(1997), 211–69, at 249.
44 For legal history cf. Arndt Kiehnle, Der Erwerb kraft öffentlichen Glaubens in
der württembergischen Pfandgesetzgebung 1825/1828 und im Bürgerlichen
Gesetzbuch (Berlin, 2004), 26–67.
45 The relevant laws are of 15 Apr. 1825 and are printed in Regierungs-Blatt
für das Königreich Württemberg, 17 (1825), 193–364.



legislation offered comprehensive protection for creditors. It did
away with the co-existence of rights of lien that were both recorded
and not recorded in the books—a practice so impenetrable it had
encouraged private over-indebtedness. Now that an entry in public
registers was obligatory, the real security value of a property was
clearly visible and taking out a mortgage before the official public
clerk relatively uncomplicated. The new arrangements were, howev-
er, very costly for the communities and were therefore not readily
implemented in Esslingen until the end of 1827.46 The fact that hence-
forth a mortgage could only be taken out if entered in the book, and
also that from 1828 wives’ property was potentially liable as well,47
considerably increased the population’s willingness to grant credit. 
Apart from mortgages, there were, of course, other instruments of

credit that were made very good use of in Esslingen.48 For instance, a
loan could be taken out using movables as security, or personal cred-
it could be attained by making a certified obligation or guarantee. In
the case of consumer or business credits, permitted within a fixed cir-
cle of clients, even purely verbal agreements were common, which
allowed for deferment of payment or mutual payment in kind.49
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46 Hauptstaatsarchiv Stuttgart (HStAS), E 305/2 Nr. 10. 
47 ‘Gesetz, die vollständige Entwicklung des neuen Pfand-Systems betref-
fend’, Regierungs-Blatt für das Königreich Württemberg, 34 (1828), 361–92. This
law included the abolition of the gender tutela and was strategically aimed
at mobilizing female property and assets for the growing credit markets. See
Sabean, Property, 208–22; id., ‘Allianzen und Listen: Die Geschlechtsvor -
mund schaft im 18. und 19. Jahrhundert’, in Ute Gerhard (ed.), Frauen in der
Geschichte des Rechts: Von der Frühen Neuzeit bis zur Gegenwart (Munich, 1997),
460–79.
48 The relative importance of these types of credit is evidenced by a sample
of inventaries left by Esslingen town councillors that was assessed for this
purpose. 
49 For the practice of informal small loans see Lipp, ‘Aspekte’; Maria
Manuela Rocha, ‘Credit Networks in an Urban Context: Lisbon 1775–1830’,
in Laurence Fontaine et al. (eds.), Des personnes aux institutions: Reseaux et cul-
ture du crédit du XVIe au XXe siécle en Europe (Louvain-la-Neuve, 1997), 227–
44; Ira Spieker, Ein Dorf und sein Laden: Warenangebot, Konsumgewohnheiten
und soziale Beziehungen um die Jahrhundertwende (Münster, 2000); Daniel
Vickers, ‘Errors Expected: The Culture of Credit in Rural New England,
1750–1800’, Economic History Review, 63/4 (2010), 1032–57. That a clear dis-
tinction was made between strangers and people known personally is



Even so, because mortgage creditors had priority under bank-
ruptcy and inheritance laws, for longer-term credits and for larger
sums mortgages were preferred. Such agreements, apart from con-
tractual enforceability, also had the advantage of not having to rely
solely on the debtor’s credit; above all repayment was assured in
material form, namely the real estate offered as collateral that had
been officially valued by the authorities.50 Accordingly, the contem-
porary Finanzreferendär (financial clerk) E. Ch. Dinkel, in his treatise
‘on the credit situation of peasants in Württemberg’, no longer defin -
ed the creditworthiness of the rural population by their ‘moral char-
acter’, but by their ownership of land that could be used as security.51
Since Württembergian credit law prohibited interest rates over 5 per
cent, collateral was even more important.52 Due to this ceiling, inter-
est rates could not be adjusted to risks of lending and risky borrow-
ers tended to be barred or forced to seek loans on the black market.53
Given these preconditions, credit should in theory largely be

granted regardless of the differential immaterial resources or person-
alities of the credit partners. In today’s financial system banks are
supposed to create similar conditions. Until the second half of the
nineteenth century, however, the banking sector in Württemberg
developed very slowly.54 Although there was already an announce-
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demonstrated by Michaela Fenske, Marktkultur in der Frühen Neuzeit:
Wirtschaft, Macht und Unterhaltung auf einem städtischen Jahr- und Viehmarkt
(Cologne, 2006), 184–243.
50 So here it was not so much knowledge about the borrower that was of key
importance, but rather the collateral object as knowledge object. Cf. also
Mischa Suter, ‘Jenseits des “cash nexus”: Sozialgeschichte des Kredits zwis-
chen kulturanthropologischen und informationsökonomischen Zugängen’,
Werkstatt Geschichte, 53 (2009), 89–99, at 97–8.
51 E. Ch. Dinkel, ‘Über die bäuerlichen Credit-Verhältnisse in Württemberg’,
Zeitschrift für die gesamte Staatswissenschaft, 12 (1856), 536–636, at 589. 
52 After 1836 it was only permitted by law to take 6 per cent in individual
cases of merchant credit. On legislation see August Ludwig Reyscher, Das
gesammte württembergische Privatrecht (Tübingen, 1843), ii. 225–9.
53 Cf. Sheilagh Ogilvie, Markus Küpker, and Janine Maegraith, ‘Household
Debt in Early Modern Germany: Evidence from Personal Inventories’,
Journal of Economic History, 72/1 (2012), 134–67, at 138; Lipp, ‘Aspekte’, 32.
54 For the history of the Württemberg banking sector see Matthias Bergner,
Das württembergische Bankenwesen: Entstehung, Ausbau und struktureller Wandel
des regionalen Bankenwesens bis 1923 (St Katharinen, 1993).



ment in 1824 requiring the Oberämter (districts) and communities to
establish loan funds,55 this had little effect.56 If the Esslingen residents
did turn to establishments for credit, then it was generally to the
Stuttgart loan institutions (for example, the Württembergischer Kredit -
verein already founded in 1826) or to traditional community lenders
such as the Esslinger Stadt- und Stiftungspflege, which felt obliged to
offer loans not only for financial reasons but also as a means of pro-
viding economic relief. It was not until the 1840s that two industrial
and private lending banks were founded in the town itself, which,
supported partly by capital from the municipal funds, gave bridging
loans to less well-off craftspeople.57 Finally, in 1849, the Esslinger Ober -
amtssparkasse (Esslingen Savings Bank) started business and granted,
along with smaller loans, larger mortgage credits. Yet even in the last
third of the nineteenth century, when commercial lending institutions
and credit cooperatives were already relatively well established, the
practice of inter-personal lending declined only slowly (see Figure 1).
As opposed to banks private sources of credit had the crucial

advantage that they offered far more room for negotiation as regards
repayment terms, security value, and interest arrangements.58 For
loans only a mutual cancellation period was stipulated. Yet, the
debtor rarely had to fear that the money would be called in unsea-
sonably because, if necessary, the creditor could as well sell his prom-
issory note instead of possibly causing conflict. At the same time the
secondary market offered the opportunity of deliberately buying into
contracts with profitable conditions or with selected debtors. Besides
being tradable the rights under a mortgage could also devolve due to
death, bankruptcy, or the disposition of property. Accordingly, 30
per cent of all transferable claims59 were passed on at least once and
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55 Cf. Rudolf Kaulla, Die Organisation des Bankwesens im Königreich Württem -
berg in ihrer geschichtlichen Entwicklung (Stuttgart 1908), 7–8.
56 In the 1820s and 1830s public lending and savings banks emerged in only
six Württemberg towns and Esslingen was not one of them. 
57 Stadtarchiv Esslingen (StAE), Bestand Stadtschultheissenamt X 3 Bü 3 and
VIII 3 Bü 3.
58 Banks and credit institutions generally required fixed replayment plans,
usually in the form of annual annuities. They also required higher levels of
security.
59 Not every secured claim was transferable. Some exceptions, for instance,
were prior claims within the family to inheritance or property.



usually to several new creditors (see Table 1).60 Flexibility in terms of
transfers, thus, made each credit relationship in itself less fragile and
the credit partners more independent of one another.

Circumstances of Credit
Credit was connected with financial decision-making processes that
are difficult to reconstruct from the sources. Only the type of usage
gives a clue as to the motivation or need that gave rise to a credit rela-
tionship. As listed in the sources, hypothecation was required for
quite different reasons (see Figure 2). Almost half of all hypotheca-
tions did, in fact, involve cash lending while a further 39 per cent
resulted from buying land, buildings, or housings on credit (Kauf -
schillinge).61 The small proportion left consisted of inheritance-related
claims between family members, accounts payable or debts incurred
by others, and security deposits for holding a public office or having
communal property on lease. But in the following I will only address
the two predominant types of credit activity, namely, cash loans and
credit purchases of real estate.
The amount owed was usually between 300 and 2000 Gulden and

was paid back at standard rates of interest from 4 to 5 per cent. While
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60 Thus almost 40 per cent of creditors cited in the mortgage registers were
third party creditors.
61 See Hauptstaatsarchiv Stuttgart (HStAS), E150 Bü 1722.

Figure 1: Proportion of Institutions in Property-Based Loans (in %).

Source: Stadtarchiv Esslingen (StAE), Unterpfandsbücher.



the acquisition of property was in itself a powerful motor of indebt-
edness, borrowing happened most often to refinance other debts. Of
all the cash loans where the purpose is stated more than two-thirds
cite the payment of existing liabilities as the motive. The remaining
loans were obtained to invest again in real estate, in building works,
or the business.
From the lender’s point of view the interest profit was crucial.

Certainly a personal loan on Esslingen’s informal credit market could
attract two or three times more interest than the legally approved
maximum of 5 per cent,62 but the risks involved were far greater.
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62 Carola Lipp, ‘Dunkle Andeutungen, anonyme Anschuldigungen, persön-
liche Beleidigungen: Die Erzeugung von Alterität in einem publizistischen

All Transferable
Claims

Number of Transfers

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

N 7835 6873 4750 1571 340 142 45 14 6 2 2 0 1

% 100.0 69.1 22.9 4.9 2.1 0.7 0.2 0.1 <0.1 <0.1 0 <0.1

Table 1: Transfers of Claims per Mortgage Recorded.

Source: Stadtarchiv Esslingen (StAE), Unterpfandsbücher.

Figure 2: Reasons for Requiring Collateral.

Source: Stadtarchiv Esslingen (StAE), Unterpfandsbücher.



Other access to financial decision-making factors is offered by
analyses of life and family cycles.63 Thus, for instance, the debt career
of the Esslingers often began shortly after their first marriage.
Because the partible inheritance system led to the fragmentation of
holdings and because intergenerational transmission took place in
stages, a great deal of money had to be invested in additional pur-
chases.64 This wealth-creating strategy was particularly vital for the
families of vintagers and artisans, since in their case buildings and
arable lands played a decisive part for economic subsistence.65 With
very little start-up capital, taking on debts and buying property could
be unavoidable. In any case investing in real estate was a good option
because ultimately owning it gave option to being granted further
credit. Thus people did not stop buying and borrowing until quite
late in life. As they eventually grew older more and more people
changed from being a debtor to being a creditor. Depending on their
social position, lending money, selling property, or transmitting
assets became their main activities.
So via credit property, money and debts flowed relatively sys-

tematically from old to young because the life and family cycles
brought forth typical constellations that made credit seem necessary
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Konflikt über Wucherzinsen’, in Brigitta Schmidt-Lauber and Gudrun
Schwibbe (eds.), Alterität: Erzählen vom Anderssein (Göttingen, 2010), 63–84, at
69.
63 See also Johannes Bracht and Georg Fertig, ‘Wann sich verschulden, wann
sparen? Vermögensstrategien und Lebenslauf im ländlichen Westfalen des
19. Jahrhunderts’, in Gabriele B. Clemens (ed.), Schuldenlast und Schuldenwert:
Kreditnetzwerke in der europäischen Geschichte (Trier, 2008), 177–91; Johannes
Bracht and Georg Fertig, ‘Lebenszyklus, Alterssparen und Familie in der lib-
eralen Marktgesellschaft des 19. Jahrhunderts: Ein ländliches Beispiel’, in
Thomas Sokoll (ed.), Soziale Sicherungssysteme und demographische Wechsel -
lagen: Historisch-vergleichende Perspektiven, 1500–2000 (Berlin, 2011), 198–220;
Philip T. Hoffman, Gilles Postel-Vinay, and Jean Laurent Rosenthal, ‘Private
Credit Markets (1690–1840)’, Journal of Economic History, 52 (1992), 293–306,
at 300 ff.
64 David Sabean, ‘Devolution of Property in Southwest Germany around
1800’, in Hannes Grandits and Patrick Heady (eds.), Distinct Inheritances:
Property Family and Community in a Changing Europe (Münster, 2003), 115–24.
65 Dennis A. Frey, Jr., ‘Industrious Households: Survival Strategies of Arti -
sans in a Southwest German Town during the Eighteenth and Early Nine -
teenth Centuries’, International Review of Social History, 45 (2000), 115–35.



or profitable. Thus, seen from this perspective a person’s own finan-
cial interests were almost always expressions of family interests as
well.66

The Creation of Credit Relations
But how did borrower and lender interrelate? And who was it, in
fact, who engaged in mortgage credit? Given the lack of institutional
intermediaries, the credit market needed the Esslingers themselves to
coordinate supply and demand. For one thing the newspapers regu-
larly advertised credit facilities. In the Esslinger Wochenblatt or the
Esslinger Schnellpost loans were offered publicly by means of which
foundations, guardianships, or private persons could invest their
money to gain interest. Apart from that, those seeking credit could
obtain a certificate from the securities authority which confirmed the
availability of property for use as collateral, and thus creditworthi-
ness, in black and white. Despite these measures that promoted contact
and trust, personal acquaintance continued to play a significant role.
This is confirmed by the remarkable number of credit relations that
were repeated, around 14 per cent. Compared to the Paris credit mar-
ket where virtually no credit relations are repeated, this is quite a sig-
nificant percentage.67 Further indicators emerge from the fact that the
credit partners lived in spatial proximity. Not only did 90 per cent of
creditors come from the town itself, going by the Esslingen address
books for 1848 and 1850 at least 12 per cent actually lived in the same
street as their debtors.
Besides spatial proximity, however, activities in associations also

favoured the granting of credit. This was particularly true of large
associations such as the Esslingen Bürgergesellschaft and the choral
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66 A seminal piece on that topic is Peter Laslett, ‘Familiale Unabhängigkeit im
Spannungs feld zwischen Familien- und Einzelinteressen’, in Peter Borscheid
(ed.), Liebe, Ehe, Tod: Zum Wandel der Familie, der Geschlechts- und Generati -
onenbeziehungen in der Neuzeit (Münster, 1983), 151–69.
67 In Paris, on the other hand, certain notaries were preferred as intermedi-
aries. There trust was not so much focused on the person of the borrower or
on legal means, but on the person of the notary. Cf. Philip T. Hoffman, Gilles
Postel-Vinay, and Jean Laurent Rosenthal, ‘Information and Economic His -
tory: How the Credit Market in Old Regime Paris Forces us to Rethink the
Transition to Capitalism’, American Historical Review, 104/1 (1999), 69–94, at
84.



association Liederkranz. After petit-bourgeois members had broken
away the Liederkranz became a much-frequented contact zone for the
liberal economic and educated bourgeoisie. Here many of the richest
and most well-connected inhabitants of the town entertained them-
selves by singing,68 a quarter of whom were linked by credit. Another
of the larger associations was the liberal Bürgergesellschaft (civic soci-
ety), in which as many as almost half the members had some sort of
credit relationship. Apart from being a gathering-place for socializ-
ing the Esslingen Bürgergesellschaft was also a framework for politics.
In this semi-official setting questions about general local welfare
were raised and the clients represented, especially as regards the
interests of the middle and upper class business people.69 Associ -
ations such as the Bürgergesellschaft and the Liederkranz could mobi-
lize credit in two ways simultaneously. For one thing they generated
a new horizontal trust between citizens, bringing together people
from different social milieux in a self-organized way.70 For some of
the members they were actually the main institutions of their socia-
bility, for instance, for the self-employed and jurists, who were only
in the town temporarily and consequently had few kin there.71 So
associations meant first and foremost social capital which could
make it easier to initiate credit relations. For another thing, they were
also the bourgeois society’s central arenas for getting oneself known.
Proving oneself here, by showing common spirit, establishing con-
tacts, and making a good name, were all extremely important for get-
ting on in life.72
But who, in general, engaged as debtors and who as creditors? In

Esslingen the overwhelming majority of debtors were either artisans
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68 Carola Lipp, ‘Eine Mikroanalyse sozialpolitischer Differenzierungen und
verwandtschaftlicher Substrukturen in württembergischen Gesangsvereinen
des Vormärz und der Revolution 1848/49’, in Hans Erich Bödeker and
Patrice Veit (eds.), Les sociétés de musique en Europe 1700–1920: Structures, pra-
tiques musicales, sociabilités (Berlin, 2007), 431–54.
69 Cf. Lipp, ‘Zum Zusammenhang’; ead., ‘Kinship Networks’. 
70 Frevert (ed.), Vertrauen: Historische Annäherungen.
71 Carola Lipp, ‘Verwandtschaft: Ein negiertes Element in der politischen
Kultur des 19. Jahrhunderts’, Historische Zeitschrift, 283 (2006), 31–77, at 71.
72 Cf. ead., ‘Zur sozialen Reproduktion des Honoratiorensystems in den offe-
nen Wahlen des Vormärz: Warum Jakob Levi seine Stimme Gotthilf
Schumann gab’, Österreichische Zeitschrift für Geschichte, 9/4 (1998), 496–524.



(61.5 per cent) or vintagers (21.5 per cent). This is not particularly sur-
prising since these were central economic groups in the town, who at
the same time had a comparatively great need for credit. Yet, with
respect to the configuration of debtors and their creditors an aston-
ishing structural pattern emerges: the interlocked markets for cash
lending and real estate implied separate allocation practices.
Property sales were more and most frequently made to people of

the same social status. This symmetry can largely be explained by the
fact that in terms of suitability the object of the sale had to fulfil cer-
tain preconditions (for example, concerning facilities, location, or
owner’s rights). Thus, artisans preferred buying from colleagues
working in the same branch, and vintagers, for instance, who lived
on the edge of the town, were generally not interested in the same
sort of properties as the Esslingen industrialists or merchants.
With respect to cash loans, however, different criteria mattered.

They were usually granted according to the extent of the need and
the availability of material securities. So in these relations the social
composition of debtors and creditors was basically more heteroge-
neous. An extreme example of this is the credit behaviour of the
Esslingen vintagers. While they largely arranged purchases and sales
between themselves, they took on loans exclusively outside their
social group. The workers in town, on the other hand, despite their
growing number and economic hardships, were clearly underrepre-
sented (7.4 per cent), because only a few of them could put up the
necessary security. If they did, nonetheless, take on loans they over
proportionally did so amongst themselves, which also highlights the
hindering fact that as a social group they were not well integrated
into the urban society.73
The main lenders in Esslingen were artisans, restaurant owners

and merchants, many of them part of the urban upper class. It was
precisely the top third of tax-payers and thus the most well-to-do
people in the town who acted as multiple lenders and generated high
volumes of credit. However, it is not enough to explain the disposi-
tion to lend money simply by the availability of surplus capital.
Economic potency was certainly important. But what was likewise
crucial was having a certain presence or having a high social profile.
This combination of attributes applied particularly to people promi-
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73 See Schraut, Sozialer Wandel, 305–35; Lipp, ‘Provinzgesellschaft’, 101–17.



nent in the city’s public life as their status was based on being omni -
present in social networks such as associations, city boards, commit-
tees, or citizens’ initiatives.74 Consequently Esslingen notables, who
occupied offices of trust in the community, were active as creditors
more than most other people. Among these were town councillors or
Oberamtsgeschworene (district jurors) who had been elected by the cit-
izens to represent them in political and legal matters.
Another criterion was how well the lender was informed about

the borrowers’ credit behaviour and about the availability and effect
of legal means. This sort of expert knowledge was held, for instance,
by administrative and legal officers who were extensively involved
in the credit business. Just like the town councillors, who as members
of the securities authority were directly involved in supervising
mortgages, they were well able to assess who needed a loan and who
was likely to be able to pay it back.
Between these circles of creditors many of them belonged to more

than one, which meant that competences and opportunities were
augmented. The people most likely to lend money were those who
embodied representative function, wealth, and knowledge all at
once. So the logic behind making loans largely followed specific
opportunities to convert social, economic, and cultural capitals.75 In
their recognized form as symbolic capital they created a reputation
for competence and respectability, and were therefore highly effec-
tive in the fields of economy and politics.76
This also had useful side-effects for borrowers. Taking credit form -

ed links with local elites who were regarded as trustworthy and were
not interested in endangering their reputation by opportunism. In
this way advantageous relations were created on both sides, which at
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74 Carola Lipp, ‘Die Erzeugung männlicher Bedeutsamkeit als interaktiver
und strukturbildender Prozeß: Einige ethnomethodologische Beobachtungen
und historische Beispiele’, in Christel Köhle-Hezinger, Martin Scharfe, and
Rolf Wilhelm Brednich (eds.), Männlich-Weiblich: Zur Bedeutung der Kategorie
Geschlecht in der Kultur (Münster, 1999), 147–59, at 158.
75 Bourdieu, ‘Ökonomisches Kapital’.
76 Just how closely these two levels had become intertwined is illustrated by
the voting behaviour of the vintagers. In elections to the town council they
did not nominate from within their own group but rather those from whom
they also took loans. Cf. Lipp, ‘Zur sozialen Reproduktion’, 512.



the same time also underpinned power positions and (re)produced
social order.
It is important not to forget here, however, that many loans were

not made along the lines of the social hierarchy, but in a socially
homologous way. In this regard the importance of family networks,
cited in research as the paragon of support relationships based on
moral obligation, is particularly interesting.77 In early theories of mo -
dern society these are generally systematically faded out. The bour-
geois thinkers of the nineteenth century already regarded the inter-
twining of kinship and economic organization as a regrettable relic of
pre-modern times. Such primordial attachments were seen as incom-
patible with capitalist principles and those of the civil society which
focused on a sphere between (bourgeois) family and state.78 In the
liberal discourse they were stylized into cliques (Seilschaften) who
represented the negative of progressive, that is, more voluntary and
egalitarian forms of cooperation. Nonetheless, and microstudies have
proved this convincingly, family connections certainly did retain a
powerful effect on financial behaviour. They catalysed material inter-
ests and channelled property and wealth by adapting flexibly to in -
stitutional changes.79 Fur ther more, family and kin provided a certain
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77 Cf. e.g. Laurence Fontaine, ‘Die Bauern und die Mechanismen der Kredit -
vergabe’, in Gabriele B. Clemens (ed.), Schuldenlast und Schuldenwert:
Kreditnetzwerke in der europäischen Geschichte 1300–1900 (Trier, 2008), 109–30,
at 112.
78 Carola Lipp, ‘Verwandtschaft: Ein negiertes Element in der politischen Kul -
tur des 19. Jahrhunderts’, Historische Zeitschrift, 283 (2006), 31–77; Sven
Reichardt, ‘Civil Society: A Concept for Comparative Historical Research’, in
Anette Zimmer and Eckhard Priller (eds.), Future of Civil Society: Making Cen -
tral European Nonprofit-Organizations Work (Wiesbaden, 2004), 36–55, at 37 ff.
79 E.g. David Sabean, Property and Kinship in Neckarhausen, 1700–1870 (Cam -
bridge, 1998); Giovanni Levi, Das immaterielle Erbe: Eine bäuerliche Welt an der
Schwelle zur Moderne (Berlin, 1985); Hans Medick and Jürgen Schlum bohm
(eds.), Emotionen und materielle Interessen: Sozialanthropologische und hi storische
Beiträge zur Familienforschung (Göttingen, 1984). For an initial over view: Heidi
Rosenbaum, ‘Verwandtschaft in historischer Perspektive’, in Michael Wagner
and Yvonne Schütze (eds.), Verwandtschaft: Sozialwissen schaftliche Bei träge zu
einem vernachlässigten Thema (Stuttgart, 1998), 17–33; David Sabean and Simon
Teuscher, ‘Kinship in Europe: A New Approach to Long Term Development’,
in eid. and Jon Mathieu (eds.), Kinship in Europe: A New Approach to Long Term
Development, 1300–1900 (New York, 2007), 1–32.



‘reputation’, which could either help or hinder financial opportuni-
ties.80
Notwithstanding the above, only few investigations on credit

markets involve systematic kinship analysis so far. Studies on rural
Westphalia, for instance, show that kinship networks were used com-
plementary to relations based on impersonal markets.81 On the other
hand Hoffman, Postel, and Vinay found hardly any credit transac-
tions between family members or relatives in early modern and nine-
teenth-century Paris (3.1 per cent).82 It is also possible, however, that
as regards inner-familial credit there is a bias in the sources since
agreements were possibly less often formalized or because debts
were taken into account retroactively as part of sales contracts or the
distribution of inheritance.83
As far as we can tell so far, in Esslingen only about 5 per cent of

loans were made amongst relatives. Of these the majority went to
close blood relatives, but some were also related by marriage or by
more distant kinship. Moreover, these contracts did not involve
lower interest rates or even none at all, as has been shown for the
North German Krempermarsch or the villages of the French Dau -
phiné.84 If we consider that on average Esslingen vintagers had forty-
seven relatives in the town, and artisans at least nineteen, then the
number of loans between relatives actually seems quite small.85
Although what we have here is only a mere genealogical category the
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80 See e.g. Saldern, ‘Netzwerkökonomie’, 209–44.
81 Georg Fertig, ‘Zwischen Xenophobie und Freundschaftspreis: Landmarkt
und familiäre Beziehungen in Westfalen, 1830–1866’, Jahrbuch für Wirt schafts -
geschichte (2005/1), 53–76; id., Äcker, Wirte, Gaben: Ländlicher Boden markt und
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56; Fertig, ‘Kreditmärkte’, 172–3.
82 Hoffman, Postel-Vinay, and Rosenthal, ‘Private Credit Markets’, 300. 
83 Levi, ‘Das immaterielle Erbe’, 100–1; Margareth Lanzinger, Das gesicherte
Erbe: Heirat in lokalen und familialen Kontexten (Vienna, 2003), 295 ff.; Sabean,
Property, 285–7; Fontaine, ‘Die Bauern’, 112–13. 
84 Klaus-Joachim Lorenzen-Schmidt, ‘Bäuerliches Kreditverhalten in der
Krempermarsch im 19. Jahrhundert’, in id. (ed.), Geld und Kredit in der Ge -
schichte Norddeutschlands (Neumünster, 2006), 261–76; Laurence Fontaine,
‘Antonio and Shylock: Credit and Trust in France, c.1680–c.1780’, Economic
History Review, 54/1 (2001), 39–57.
85 Calculated on the basis of the family reconstitution for Esslingen. 



impression emerges that for and via credit relations Esslingers delib-
erately sought other partners. One major advantage of behaving in
this way would be to obviate prominent fields of conflict since the
commitment sustained by strong ties is also directly proportional to
the consequences of possible disappointment.
While as regards giving loans, relatives hardly played any role,

they certainly did for the purchase transactions. However, it was not
so much norms of reciprocity that came into play here, but forms of
inner-familial (re)allocation and redistribution. So first and foremost
dozens of contracts exist in which wives and children buy back land
from the estate of their bankrupt or deceased relatives. 

Conclusion
Esslingen, in the mid nineteenth century already a thriving industri-
al town, had a credit market that was in lively use, strictly adminis-
tered, and formalized; it linked an ensemble of actors who in social
terms were comparatively heterogeneous.86 Here they moved
around in numerous social conventions that integrated family inter-
ests, and behavioural orientations governed by status and financial
needs. As regards credit relations personal acquaintance was un -
doubtedly essential though it did not entail any real personal com-
mitment or moral obligation. For the creditors’ part, it was trust in
the effectiveness of legal means and in the validity of information
entered into the public registers that mattered most. In the case of the
borrowers, trust was placed above all in the financial and political
reputation of the lender, which promised the advantage of a stable
and mutually beneficial relationship. For loans were not just a medi-
um for financial exchange (sought to yield liquidity or profit) but also
for social contact, and the opportunity of contact was, in turn, crucial
for granting loans. Here the proliferation of public life within the
town facilitated a new form of social capital that went beyond groups
and status and was used as a supplement to traditional network
resources such as guilds, neighbours, family, and kin.
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86 Thus e.g. on the Paris credit market well-situated elites were mainly linked
together. Cf. Hoffman, Postel-Vinay, and Rosenthal, ‘Private Credit Mar -
kets’, 298.


