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Overview of the course by

l. The Global Transport Revolution

a.

Transport improvements led to some of the most significant changes in human
history. Greater ability to trade and travel over vast distances has been
fundamental.

Transport improvements have been occurring since the beginning of human
history, however, a key shift occurred around 1500 with improvements in ocean
navigation. This led to the birth of a global economy, increasing the extensive
margin of trade.

From the 1500s onward, transport began to improve at a faster rate, especially
following the introduction of steam power in the early nineteenth century.
Transport has continued to improve through the twentieth century, for example
with internal combustion engines and container ships, and up to the present with
electric vehicles. The future of transport is likely to be equally revolutionary.



This course is going to study the Global Transport Revolution from the Age of Sail
through the Age of Steam, roughly from 1500 to 1913.

It will focus on multiple transport modes (e.g., ships, inland barges, wagons,
coaches, railways) as their effects were different.

It will take a global perspective, as all parts of the world were affected by major
transport innovations, although not to the same degree.

Key themes

a.

Shipping has been improving for centuries, well before the arrival of steam-
power.

The locus of shipping innovation has typically been concentrated in a few highly
developed economies. Innovators came from the public and private sectors. Yet,
the gains from shipping innovations were broadly distributed. The fixed costs of
introducing shipping innovations into an economy were low in the Age of Sail and
competition was more the norm than the exception.

Internal transport was traditionally based on navigable rivers and estuaries.
Internal improvements largely started with canals, where innovation accelerated
in the 1700s. A few developed economies led in canal innovations and most
canals were mainly built in those economies.

The gains from canals were more narrowly distributed from a global perspective.
The high fixed costs of building canals and the political support which they
required were not generally present. Canals made networks a relevant feature of
transport improvements.

Railways exemplify how the steam-power innovations of the industrial revolution
changed internal transport. They represented a dramatic improvement in speed
and cost, especially where inland waterways were absent.

Railways were built throughout the world by the early twentieth century. Yet,
the size of networks varied dramatically with the most advanced economies of
the early nineteenth century having the largest. Like canals, railways required
high fixed costs and political support was needed. While all economies benefitted
from railways, they contributed to the divergence in incomes across the world
after 1870. Railways also led to the spatial reorganization of economies,
especially greater urbanization.

Steamships were similar to railways in bringing the revolutionary impact of
steam-power. Steamships greatest advantage was in speed, giving rise to a new
form of international passenger travel and migration. Steam’s displacement of
sail took decades but was nearly complete by World War .

Steamships were built in a few economies where innovation was occurring, and
their ownership was also relatively concentrated, although in a broader set of
economies. Yet steamships impacted all economies as it was relatively low cost
for steamships to be introduced and competition was moderate to vigorous. The



gains from steamships were broad as it was possible to scale steamship use
according to the size of the economy.

M. Remarks on scope, methodology and related literature

a. Most of the literature on transport focuses on a single mode (often railways or
steamships) and generally on a single economy (often the US or Britain). There are many
great works along these lines, and we will learn about some here (its truly a vast
literature).

b. There are relatively few works in the literature, which take an inter-modal perspective
(e.g., studying canals and railways) or a long-run perspective (e.g., shipping over
centuries).

c. We will compare different modes and study long-term change from the Age of Sail
through the Age of Steam, roughly 1500 to 1913. It covers a period of momentous
change. Of course, it leaves out the 20™" century, nevertheless we can deduce general
features, which might help in preparing for future transport change.

d. There are few works which take a truly global perspective on transport. Why do so? The
global story helps us understand how the same transport technology can have different
effects across economies, with the level of pre-innovation development being key. |
believe a global perspective on the past can help us understand the distributional shifts
that will come in the future.
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Carlo Ciccarelli — “Infrastructure and growth”, with a special focus on Italy, Dec. 23

Transport and development in Italy, 1839-1913

- Railways and the demand for industrial products
- The steam locomotive industry

- Railways and regional industrialization

- Railways and the unification of the market

- The return on investment
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