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The European trade market 
is entering a new era. Or 
is it? Stephan Epstein is
researching the integration 
of European markets between
the 13th and 18th centuries
and finding some fascinating
parallels with current trade 
and political issues in the EU.

Historymatters:

European integration and globalisation are some
of the most controversial and hotly debated 
topics within political and economic circles and
among the public at large. 

Four questions loom large. Are they a new phe-
nomenon, and if so, how different are they from
earlier periods of market integration? Do they
benefit everyone equally, and how are any poten-
tial losers to be compensated? Do differences in
political and constitutional structure matter for a
country’s economic performance, and are some
kinds of state more ‘efficient’ than others? Or
does globalisation undermine political and legal
institutions and spell the end of the modern state?

A study of market and political integration in
pre-industrial Europe highlights many similarities
and some important differences between past
experience and the present. The main parallels
between historical and current processes of 
market integration are as follows.

The origins of European market integration can
be traced back to the 13th century. Until the
19th century, the driving force of integration was
the rise of centralised, sovereign states which
enforced the rules of co-operation that under-
pinned trade and markets. The main factor 
holding back integration was the huge variety 
of legal and fiscal jurisdictions that made market
co-ordination and co-operation very costly.

Although the political and economic land-
scapes are very different, the purpose of
much EU legislation on the internal market
remains to overcome political and legal 
constraints on mobility and trade between
national members. Although current views of
globalisation emphasise the impact of tech-
nological change and the ‘electronic revolu-
tion’, political issues still seem to loom larger.

lessons from the marketplace

and had been known to refuse adverts simply
because they were not stylish enough! While
untrue, this myth had a powerful impact on 
the development of more chic and eroticised 
representations of men by advertisers keen to
reach the affluent male readership of The Face.

What, then, are the characteristics of this 
representational practice? Rather than a diversity
of different representations of the male body, most
belong to a specific generic type. In Men in the
Mirror, Tim Edwards argues that the models 
are generally white, young, muscular and slim,
usually clean-shaven (with perhaps the exception
of a little designer stubble), and they have particu-
lar facial features which connote a combination of
softness and strength – strong jaw, large lips and
eyes, and soft looking, clear skin. This combina-
tion of muscularity/hardness, and softness in 
the particular look of the models allows the repre-
sentations to manage our contemporary contra-
dictory expectations of men and masculinity as
strong and powerful but also gentle and tender –
they embody, in a sense, a cultural contradiction.

There are strong and persistent patterns of
racialisation to be found in the corpus of eroticised
images of the male body in popular culture. 
White bodies are over-represented, but they are
frequently not Anglo American or northern
European bodies, but bodies that are coded as
‘Latin’, with dark hair and olive skin, referencing
long histories of sexual ‘othering’ and exoticism.
Black, African-American or Afro-Caribbean bodies
are also regularly represented in the highly eroti-
cised manner, but these bodies are usually
reserved for products associated with sport,
drawing on and reproducing cultural myths about
black male sexuality and physical prowess. In
contrast, the bodies of South Asian men are rarely
represented in this way, in turn reinforcing
racialised myths about their supposed asexuality.

This transformation of visual culture has pro-
duced a growing number of anxieties about men.
There are specific concerns about the impact of
these kinds of idealised representations on men’s
self-esteem and body image, with questions 
being raised about potential increases in eating
disorders, steroid use or body dysmorphia among
men. Some commentators, however, cast the net
more widely to speculate about whether, in an era
when boys are doing less well in school, when 
the notion of the career is in decline, and when
families and intimate relationships are in crisis, the
body has become the sole source of stable 
identity for increasing numbers of young men. Has
working on the body and styling the body 
become one of the ‘projects of the self’ in late or
post-modernity? If so, what does this mean?

These are questions about which journalistic
speculation is rife and empirical evidence is hard
to come by, so it was against this backdrop that a
recent social psychological research project
based at LSE set out to investigate young men’s
embodied identities. The study, conducted by
Karen Henwood (now at the University of East
Anglia), Carl McLean and myself drew on 

‘One myth 
the research
shattered is
the idea that
men find it
hard to talk
about intimate
matters’

interviews with 140 young men. We talked to rock
climbers in North Wales, gay men from
Manchester’s gay village, heterosexual ‘lads’ out
clubbing in Newcastle’s Bigg Market, guys 
pumping iron in London’s gyms, a small group of
self-identified travelling gypsies, and, of course,
that staple of academic research, students. We
wanted our sample to be as diverse as possible in
terms of race, ethnicity, class background and
sexuality and we also wanted it to include men
with a range of different kinds of body awareness
– though unfortunately the sample did not include
anyone with a serious disability.

One myth the research shattered is the idea
that men find it hard to talk about intimate 
matters. Before conducting the research we were
told repeatedly by well-meaning friends and 
colleagues that we could expect our interviews to
be very short: men were not going to talk about
their bodies. In fact they did – at length and in 
fluent and articulate ways. Using as prompts
images of the male body taken from current
men’s magazines, we asked for reflections on the
rise of body culture and their sense of their own
embodied identity against that backdrop.

The dominant media story that men feel
besieged and pressurised – as captured in 
the expression that ‘men are the new women’ –
found some support, but men also talked about
their anger, desire or indifference to these images.
In fact, eight different responses or subject posi-
tions were identified, many of them inhabited simul-
taneously or in quick succession by young men.
There were occasions on which some men talked
about commonalities between their own embodied
experiences and those that have previously been
culturally associated only with women; where they
described themselves as inoculated against the
pressures of these representations by secure inti-
mate relationships; where they personally rejected
emotional reactions and experiences while project-
ing them on to other men. Perhaps not surprising-
ly, gay men and straight men had different relation-
ships to the new representations of men’s bodies,
but another key axis of difference relating to a rural
versus a metropolitan identity was less predictable.

Overall the research showed that the relation-
ship between the transformation in visual culture
discussed here and contemporary men’s subjec-
tivities is complicated and fluid – not reducible to
any one singular experience of pressure or any-
thing else. The cultural, political and psychological
implications of the shift are ongoing and incom-
pletely known; this research has begun the task of
exploring them. ■

Dr Rosalind Gill
is a lecturer in gender theory and convenor of the MSc
programme in gender and media at LSE. Read more
about this research project at www.fathom.com
© Rosalind Gill, 2002

Men and their bodies

▼
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majority) and losers (a vocal and often powerful
minority). Although the winners and losers in 
the political stakes have never fully overlapped
with the winners and losers in the economic
stakes, those resisting integration have often
deliberately confused the two issues.

A similar confusion between the economic
and political consequences of integration
appears in current anti-integrationist move-
ments in Europe, which include political con-
servatives and libertarians, unskilled work-
ers and small businesses, and ecological
fundamentalists and radical free traders.

If losers are not compensated, the conflict 
of interest will delay integration. Since political
losses from integration are harder to meas-
ure than economic losses, it is harder to devise
compensation. In the past, conflicting political
rights and poor systems of compensation could
delay integration for centuries, and cause major
economic damage.

Delegates to the Convention on the Future of
Europe face similar problems in compromis-
ing between a great variety of long-estab-
lished political traditions and institutions.
However, modern individual rights and state
claims are more clearly defined than in pre-
modern Europe, making it easier to achieve
compromise and compensation.

So what can we conclude about the future of
globalisation?

Global market integration has few of the 
historical supports on which modern European
integration is built. It faces two major stumbling
blocks that the EU is meant to overcome: individ-
ual nations must give up some sovereignty by
submitting to rules and penalties which they 
do not fully control, and they must be willing to
compensate those who stand to lose from inte-
gration. Although the World Trade Organisation
(WTO) currently supplies the rules, there are no
formal arrangements to compensate those who
stand to lose from them. This gives rise to protec-
tionism in the more powerful countries, and
resentment among the poorer. Globalisation will
remain vulnerable to major setbacks as long as
the more powerful nations are unwilling to 
bear the costs, as well as the benefits, of interna-
tional integration. ■

Stephan R Epstein
is Professor of Economic History at LSE. His book
Freedom and Growth: the rise of states and markets 
in Europe 1300-1750 was awarded the Gyorgi Rank
Biennial Prize by the American Economic History
Association for the Outstanding Book on the 
Economic History of Europe published in 1999–2000.
© Stephan R Epstein, 2002

Pre-modern European market integration was
not linear. Strong gains in the 13th, 16th and
19th centuries were followed by sharp although
never complete reversals. Market disintegration
was always brought about by war, which caused
economic and political co-operation to collapse.

From the very beginning, the architects of
European integration were aware of the link
between war and economic disintegration,
and saw it as a major objective to end war on
European soil for ever. The same goal inspires
the current drive to integrate the East.

Poorly organised markets held back investment
and innovation in pre-modern agriculture, which
therefore rarely operated at its full potential.
Low agricultural productivity was not caused by
inadequate technology, but by a lack of market
incentives to use the best available techniques.

In the same way, the EU’s stated aim to
become the world’s most competitive 
economy by 2010 is based mainly on using
existing skills and resources more effective-
ly, rather than acquiring new ones.

What can historical analysis tell us about current
political issues raised by integration in the EU 
and elsewhere?

Those who stand to lose most from institutional
change will put up strong opposition. In 
pre-modern Europe the speed of social and eco-
nomic change depended on the balance of power
between potential losers and the state; weaker
states had to spend more effort and resources in
gaining the losers’ support. So differences in
political structure mattered for a country’s eco-
nomic performance, because they determined the
costs of integration. For example, the leaders of
Italian city-states opposed integration into larger
states, because they stood to lose lucrative tax
rights and monopolies in the countryside; and
because of the piecemeal way they came into
being, early modern ‘absolutist’ states like France
and Spain found it very costly to overcome resis-
tance to centralisation, so integration was slow.
Indeed, in Continental Europe, full jurisdictional
integration was only achieved after the French
Revolution. By contrast, England, which had 
a highly centralised state since the Middle 
Ages, achieved full integration earlier and at far
less cost.

The EU is currently rather like a pre-modern
European state, an unwieldy hotch-potch of
competing political structures, claims and
objectives built up over time. In the past,
important political reform has always come
about after war or revolution; now, the
Convention on the Future of Europe presided
over by Valéry Giscard d’Estaing aims to
forge a new political consensus from the
crucible of peace.

Economic
History 
With a history of illustrious academics
including Lillian Knowles, Eileen 
Power and RH Tawney, the School’s
Economic History Department
continues to flourish. Some highlights
of recent activity include:

■ Professor Paul Johnson’s work on 
the history of the East End of London,
available as an online seminar on 
the Fathom knowledge website at
www.fathom.com. As featured in The
Guardian this year, the seminar builds 
up a rich picture of the East End using
video, recordings of oral history, maps 
and pictures as well as original
documents that people are encouraged
to analyse for themselves – including
police reports on the Jack the Ripper
case. The seminar costs £31 for six
hours’ worth of material, which people
can work through at their own speed.

■ The publication in 
April of British Rail 
1974-1997: from
integration to
privatisation (OUP, 
2002), a new book 
by Dr Terry Gourvish,
director of the Business

History Unit, a self-financing research
programme within the Department. 

www.lse.ac.uk/Depts/economic-history
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Far from undermining the state, processes of 
economic and technological integration in the
past were always based on strong state action.
Economic growth created pressures for more 
efficient market organisation, which required
both a stronger centre to simplify and co-ordi-
nate existing market institutions, and new
peripheral authorities to enforce the new ‘rules
of the game’.

History tells us that integration does not
spell the end of the state, but its transforma-
tion. Current debates in the EU over the 
correct balance between centralisation and
subsidiarity, and the widespread perception
that centralisation to Brussels has devolved
power away from national governments to
the regions, reflect such ongoing shifts in
political organisation.

European integration has always combined
political and economic change. Every step on
the path of integration has had its winners (the 

tomorrow’s
students

History matters: lessons from the marketplace

Widening participation in higher education –
encouraging people to go to university from
a wider range of social backgrounds – is one
of the UK government’s major educational
policies. The plan is that by 2010 50 per cent
of young people should have the opportunity
to experience university education – a goal
that can only be achieved with the combined
contributions of universities, private funders,
local education authorities, parents,
teachers, and the national government.

At LSE widening participation has always
involved many activities and many partners.

Currently we are working particularly with
inner city London teenagers without a family
tradition of university, to encourage them 
to study for a degree, at LSE or elsewhere.
Much of this is achieved through Saturday,
Summer and Winter Schools – programmes
developed by us after consultation with local
education authorities and teachers but only
made possible through private funding
partnerships. Last year’s Saturday School
students are now attending 38 different
universities including LSE, Oxford, Imperial,
UCL, Kings, Durham and Manchester.

But what do these young people think 
about the value of a university education?
Many are willing to go into debt, believing
the financial costs of going to university 
will be repaid. But they know the cost of
three years’ full-time study in London will 
be high. And did they find LSE’s widening
participation activities helpful in reaching
their goals? 

We asked two current Saturday School
students, one of whom has also attended
Summer and Winter Schools, and four
Saturday School ‘graduates’ for their views. ▼
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