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Industrialization Waves and Geopolitical Positioning: Continental European Followers

The continental European followers industrialized in the wake of first-mover Britain, across the century from roughly 1815 through the outbreak of the First World War in 1914. Belgium, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Switzerland, Austria-Hungary, Italy, and the Scandinavian states each closed on the British industrial lead through mechanisms that differed by country but shared common structural features. This article treats the continental follower wave as the paradigmatic case of Gerschenkron-style late industrialization, where institutional substitutions replace the private-entrepreneurship-and-gradualist-finance model of the first mover and produce catch-up rates that exceed the leader’s growth rate for as long as the substitutions can be sustained.

The Iberian peninsula and much of the European periphery did not industrialize successfully during this wave. The failure cases are as instructive as the success cases and are treated in a separate section. Contemporary European positioning is legible in large part as the residue of who caught up and who did not, which mechanism was used, and how the twentieth-century wars and reconstruction sequence redistributed the industrial base within the continental system.


What the Second Wave Faced

The follower’s problem is not the leader’s problem. The leader assembled the institutional, financial, and technological complex through decentralized private initiative acting on preexisting endowments over a period of decades. The follower confronts a world in which the leader has already assembled the complex, captured the initial markets, established the trading rules, and demonstrated the technologies at a mature state. The follower can therefore skip the intermediate technological generations and adopt the mature version directly, but the follower must also mobilize capital, labor, and organization on a scale that private markets in a preindustrial or early-industrial economy cannot support.

Alexander Gerschenkron’s Economic Backwardness in Historical Perspective establishes the general pattern. The greater the gap between the leader and the follower at the moment industrialization begins in the follower, the greater the institutional substitution required. The country that industrializes shortly after the leader can rely on private commercial banks to mobilize capital. The country that industrializes a generation later must rely on universal banks that integrate industrial finance and industrial ownership. The country that industrializes two generations later must rely on state investment directly, because neither private banks nor universal banks can mobilize capital on the scale the industrialization requires within the compressed timeframe the follower has available. The general principle applies at continental European scale in the second half of the nineteenth century. The comprehensive survey by Milward and Saul of continental European economic development from 1850 to 1914 provides the standard book-length treatment of the second wave and is a canonical reference for the country-specific mechanisms this article treats in summary form.

The follower also inherits a global system already shaped by the leader. British free-trade doctrine, which the fourth section of the second article treated as first-mover national interest presented as universal principle, was in the follower’s period the dominant framework of world commerce. The O’Rourke and Williamson reconstruction of nineteenth-century Atlantic globalization documents the trade-integration environment within which the continental follower catch-up took place and establishes that transatlantic factor-price convergence during the second half of the nineteenth century was substantial and driven by falling transportation costs at least as much as by tariff-policy shifts. A follower attempting to industrialize in the shadow of a mature British industrial system had to decide whether to compete under free trade, which favored the productive superiority of the incumbent, or to erect protective tariffs, which favored infant-industry substitution at the cost of consumer welfare and diplomatic friction with the leader. The continental followers made divergent choices on this question, and the choices shape their trajectories through the century.



The Gerschenkron Framework Applied

The catch-up equation of the series opener formalized the follower’s arithmetic. If the follower economy grows at per-capita rate gfg_f while the leader grows at rate glg_l with gf>glg_f > g_l, the time to close a per-capita productivity gap of ratio RR satisfies

tcatch=lnRgf−gl
t_{\text{catch}} = \frac{\ln R}{g_f - g_l}


For continental European followers around 1850, with RR typically in the range of two to four against Britain and growth-rate premia of one to two percentage points achievable through institutional-substitution mechanisms, the arithmetic produces catch-up times on the order of thirty to a hundred years. The empirical record confirms the arithmetic. Belgium closed on Britain by roughly 1900. Germany closed by 1913 and surpassed Britain in specific sectors well before that. France remained behind but converged substantially through the second half of the nineteenth century. The Netherlands and Switzerland followed distinct paths that combined late industrialization proper with specialized service and finance sectors.

The same arithmetic rearranged gives the required growth-rate premium as a function of the gap and the target closure period. If a follower aims to close a per-capita productivity gap of ratio RR over a target period TT, the required per-capita growth-rate premium over the leader is

Δg=gf−gl=lnRT
\Delta g = g_f - g_l = \frac{\ln R}{T}


which for the German case of R≈2R \approx 2 to 33 against Britain in 1850 and T≈40T \approx 40 years to substantial parity by the 1890s implies a required Δg\Delta g of roughly two percentage points. The historical record confirms that Germany achieved approximately this growth-rate premium during the second half of the nineteenth century through the specific institutional-substitution mechanisms treated later in this article. Followers unable to sustain the required premium either close more slowly, remain permanently behind, or converge to intermediate positions from which further catch-up requires renewed institutional adjustment.

The Baumol convergence hypothesis formalizes the observation empirically. If Yi(t)Y_i(t) denotes per-capita output of country ii at time tt and gleaderg_{\text{leader}} the leader’s growth rate, follower per-capita growth exhibits

gi(t)=gleader+β⋅Yleader(t)−Yi(t)Yi(t)
g_i(t) = g_{\text{leader}} + \beta \cdot \frac{Y_{\text{leader}}(t) - Y_i(t)}{Y_i(t)}


with β>0\beta > 0 measuring the convergence rate. The empirical work of Baumol on productivity convergence across industrial economies establishes that β\beta is positive and substantial for the industrial-country group across most of the twentieth century, and that the convergence property applies specifically to countries that have already achieved the institutional preconditions for industrialization. Countries that have not achieved those preconditions do not converge and remain persistently behind. The Pritchett analysis of long-run divergence in world income documents that per-capita output gaps between the leading industrial economies and the lagging non-industrial economies grew substantially across the twentieth century rather than closing, and establishes that the convergence property Baumol identified for the industrial-country group does not extend to countries outside that group. The bifurcation between the convergence club and the divergence club is one of the central empirical findings of long-run growth economics and is directly relevant to why some continental followers succeeded and others did not.

The specific β\beta implies a convergence half-life. If the leader-follower productivity gap decays exponentially at rate β\beta, half the gap closes over

t1/2=ln2β
t_{1/2} = \frac{\ln 2}{\beta}


years. Empirical estimates of β\beta across the industrial-country group during the twentieth century cluster around two to three percent per year, producing half-lives on the order of twenty-five to forty years. The estimate is consistent with the historical record of continental follower catch-up on Britain, which took roughly one to two generations to substantially close the mid-nineteenth-century gap for the successful followers.



Belgium, The First Continental Follower

Belgium industrialized first on the continent for reasons that parallel the British case at compressed scale. The southern regions of the former Austrian Netherlands, which became independent Belgium in 1830, possessed accessible coal deposits in the Sambre-Meuse basin, a dense network of navigable waterways, proximity to British technological diffusion channels, and a preexisting textile and metallurgical craft base in Liège, Ghent, and the surrounding towns.

The mechanization of Belgian cotton spinning in the 1810s and 1820s drew on British technologies imported through skilled emigrant workers and reverse-engineered machinery. The 1815 to 1830 union with the Netherlands provided access to Dutch commercial finance during the critical takeoff decades. After Belgian independence in 1830 the new state pursued an activist industrial policy including the world’s first state-financed railway network, the 1835 Brussels-Mechelen line and the subsequent radial system that connected all major Belgian industrial districts by the 1840s.

The Société Générale de Belgique, founded 1822 as a mixed-purpose commercial and investment institution, became the paradigmatic continental universal bank a generation before the German banks would achieve the same role at larger scale. The Société Générale combined deposit-taking, long-term industrial lending, direct equity participation in industrial ventures, and coordination of industrial cartels. By the middle of the nineteenth century it held equity positions in the dominant Belgian firms across coal mining, steel, glass, and later electricity generation. The universal-banking model that Gerschenkron would later identify as the paradigmatic institutional substitution for continental followers had its first substantial expression in Belgium.

Belgian per-capita industrial output caught British per-capita industrial output by roughly 1900 in coal, steel, and heavy engineering, though the aggregate economy remained behind because British services and colonial-derived invisibles produced income Belgium could not match. The Belgian colonial venture in the Congo, initiated as King Leopold II’s personal project in 1885 and transferred to the Belgian state in 1908, produced substantial extractive revenue at the well-documented human cost of the Congo Free State period and the subsequent Belgian Congo administration.



France, State-Directed and Gradual

French industrialization proceeded more gradually than the German or Belgian cases and drew on a distinctive tradition of state involvement that traced through the Colbertist mercantilism of the seventeenth century and the Saint-Simonian technocratic vision of the early nineteenth. France entered the industrial period with the largest population and largest economy in continental Europe. France did not exit the period with continental dominance because its industrial catch-up was slower than Germany’s and its per-capita growth was moderated by demographic stagnation, agricultural traditionalism in the west and south, and repeated wartime disruptions.

The French railway network was built to a state-designed radial plan centered on Paris, following the 1842 Legrand Star framework legislation, with the state acquiring and preparing the roadbed and private concessionaires operating the trains. The result was a rational national network built roughly on schedule but with peripheral regions less well served than a market-driven layout would have produced. The Crédit Mobilier, founded 1852 by the Pereire brothers, applied a Saint-Simonian universal-banking model to French industrial finance and was the direct inspiration for many later continental universal banks including some of the German joint-stock banks. The Cameron primary reconstruction of the Crédit Mobilier and its economic development role in Europe traces the institution’s activities across several continental economies and establishes that the Pereire model was the intellectual and organizational template from which subsequent continental universal banking descended. The Crédit Mobilier collapsed in 1867 after overextension, but the model it demonstrated persisted through successor institutions.

French protective tariffs under the Méline Tariff of 1892 formalized a systematic protection of French agriculture and industry that persisted until 1959. The Nye reconstruction of nineteenth-century French tariff policy documents that French tariff levels were actually lower than British tariff levels across substantial portions of the nineteenth century, and that the standard characterization of Britain as the free-trade exemplar and France as the protectionist counterpoint is empirically inverted for the mid-century decades before the Méline turn. The pre-Méline period from the Cobden-Chevalier Treaty of 1860 to 1892 had been the most open period of French commercial history and had produced substantial industrial gains but also substantial agricultural pain. The Méline turn reflected the political weight of the agricultural interest and initiated the pattern of French protectionist industrial policy that would carry through both World Wars and the postwar period until European integration overrode the national tariff structure.

French per-capita output remained below British and German per-capita output through the entire pre-1914 period, but the gap narrowed. The Kindleberger comparative treatment of French and British economic growth from 1851 to 1950 documents the specific trajectories of the two economies through the century and establishes that the French pattern of financial sophistication combined with more moderate manufacturing growth was a stable equilibrium that persisted across the entire century rather than a transient catch-up phase. The companion Cameron treatment in France and the Economic Development of Europe extends the analysis to French industrial finance across the wider continental system and traces the diffusion of French financial models into other continental economies during the second half of the nineteenth century. French industrial and financial sophistication was substantial and the country was a major creditor to the Russian Empire, various Latin American states, and the Balkans on the eve of the First World War. The specifically French pattern of state involvement in industrial finance and industrial planning would carry through the interwar and postwar periods and remains a distinctive feature of French economic organization into the contemporary period.



Germany, The Paradigmatic Case

Germany is Gerschenkron’s paradigmatic case and remains the canonical example of successful late-industrialization catch-up. The German states before 1871 unification had industrialized unevenly, with Prussian Rhineland and Silesia industrializing rapidly through the second quarter of the nineteenth century, southern German states more slowly, and the aggregate German economy running behind Britain and France on all major industrial measures through the 1860s. Unification under Prussian leadership in 1871, following the successful wars against Denmark in 1864, Austria in 1866, and France in 1870, produced a single German customs area, a common currency, and a coordinated industrial-policy framework that rapidly closed the gap on Britain and eventually surpassed Britain in the second-industrial-revolution sectors.

The universal banking model. The German Grossbanken, or great banks, emerged in the 1850s and 1860s as joint-stock institutions combining deposit-taking, long-term industrial lending, direct equity participation in industrial firms, industrial-cartel coordination, and eventually foreign expansion. The Darmstädter Bank was chartered 1853, the Berliner Handelsgesellschaft 1856, the Deutsche Bank 1870, the Commerzbank 1870, the Dresdner Bank 1872. The Guinnane analysis of the German banking system from 1800 to 1914 establishes that the universal banks solved a specific coordination problem in continental follower industrialization. Follower industrialization required capital mobilization at a scale that market-based finance could not provide within the compressed timeframe available, and the universal banks concentrated the required capital by combining commercial banking, investment banking, and industrial ownership under integrated management. The model was consciously imitated by later industrializers including Italy, Japan, and eventually South Korea, and the Gerschenkron framework treats it as the paradigmatic institutional substitution for continental follower conditions.

Technical education and industrial research. The German Technische Hochschulen, or technical universities, emerged from earlier engineering schools during the second half of the nineteenth century and produced a systematically trained industrial workforce at a scale no other industrializing country matched. The chemical industry in particular depended on university-trained industrial chemists whose recruitment from German technical universities gave firms such as BASF, Bayer, and Hoechst a productivity advantage that persisted for decades. The comparative work of Broadberry in The Productivity Race on British manufacturing in international perspective documents that German productivity advantages in the newer science-based industries were substantially attributable to the technical-education infrastructure that Britain never developed at comparable scale. The Squicciarini and Voigtländer analysis of human capital and industrialization across Enlightenment-era Europe establishes the general mechanism at broader scope, finding that regions with denser scientific and technical human capital circa 1750 industrialized substantially faster over the subsequent century than regions with equivalent physical endowments but thinner human capital, and that the human-capital advantage compounded across generations.

Protective tariffs and cartelization. The 1879 German turn to protective tariffs under Bismarck ended the free-trade era on the continent and initiated a pattern of coordinated industrial protection that persisted through both World Wars. The tariffs sheltered German industry from British competition during the critical scale-up decade of the 1880s and provided the fiscal base for the eventual Bismarckian welfare-state innovations of the same decade. Cartel formation in coal, steel, chemicals, and electrical machinery was permitted and encouraged by German commercial law, and the cartels coordinated production, prices, and investment in ways that would have violated British and American antitrust doctrines. The Peters primary analysis of German coal cartel management from 1893 to 1913 documents the internal governance mechanisms of the Rhenish-Westphalian Coal Syndicate in detail and establishes that the syndicate substantially achieved the coordination its members intended across the twenty years leading to the First World War. The German cartel structure produced faster capacity buildup and more coordinated investment than the more atomistic British and American industries could achieve, at the cost of consumer welfare and eventually of the diplomatic-industrial rivalries that contributed to the pre-1914 great-power competition.

Railways as leading sector. The Fremdling analysis of German railroads as a leading sector documents that German railway construction between the 1840s and 1870s served as the principal channel through which capital, technical skills, and organizational competence were mobilized for the broader industrialization. Railway demand for iron and steel drove the buildup of the Ruhr industrial district. Railway demand for locomotives and rolling stock drove the mechanical-engineering sector. Railway demand for coal drove the mining sector. The pattern parallels the British case in shape but compresses the timescale substantially, because Germany could adopt mature British railway technology directly rather than developing it from scratch.

Second industrial revolution. Germany surpassed Britain in the newer science-based industries by 1900 and led in chemical, electrical, and precision-machinery output through the pre-1914 period. German steel production exceeded British steel production in 1893. German electrical output exceeded British output by 1900. German chemical exports dominated the world dye industry by 1913 with a market share above eighty percent. The pattern is consistent with the Gerschenkron proposition that late industrializers who successfully catch up do so in the newer sectors of the leading technology frontier rather than the mature sectors where the incumbent’s advantage is greatest.

Germany at 1913 was the world’s second-largest industrial economy after the United States, ahead of Britain in most measures of industrial output and roughly equal in aggregate gross domestic product. The catch-up on Britain that Gerschenkron would later describe as the paradigmatic institutional-substitution case was substantially complete by the outbreak of the First World War, one long generation after German unification. The next thirty-five years would rearrange the German position through two lost world wars, partition into two states, and eventual reconstruction under American security guarantee. The specific mechanisms of the wartime disruption and reconstruction belong to the seventh article of the series, which treats postwar Japan and West Germany jointly.



The Netherlands, Switzerland, and Small States

The Netherlands and Switzerland followed distinct paths that combined delayed heavy-industry industrialization with early development of specialized service, finance, and precision-manufacturing sectors. The Netherlands had been the world’s dominant commercial and financial power in the seventeenth century and retained a substantial commercial and colonial capital base through the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Dutch industrialization proper began late in the nineteenth century, focused on food processing, shipbuilding, and colonial trade, and accelerated in the twentieth century with the Royal Dutch Shell company, the Philips electronics firm, and the Unilever consumer-goods conglomerate. Dutch per-capita output remained among the highest in continental Europe through the industrial period despite the delayed heavy industrialization, because the mercantile and colonial base provided substantial per-capita income independent of the industrial base.

Switzerland industrialized during the second half of the nineteenth century with a specifically Swiss combination of textile industry, watchmaking, precision machinery, chemical industry, and hydroelectric power. The Swiss chemical firms Ciba, Geigy, Sandoz, and Roche developed the world’s most sophisticated pharmaceutical and dye industries at the same period Germany was developing its industrial chemistry. Swiss banking, which had roots in the eighteenth century, expanded substantially in the second half of the nineteenth century and served as an intermediary for international capital flows in a country whose political neutrality preserved bank confidentiality across the wars that disrupted the rest of the continent. The Swiss per-capita position by 1914 was among the highest in Europe.

Denmark, Sweden, and Norway each industrialized during the second half of the nineteenth century with distinctive small-state models. Danish agriculture reorganized around cooperative dairy and meat processing between the 1870s and 1900, producing an export-oriented food-processing sector that dominated domestic economic activity and provided a substantial fraction of the export earnings the small Danish state required. Swedish industrialization drew on iron ore, timber, and hydroelectric power to develop a heavy-industry base concentrated in Bergslagen and the Gulf of Bothnia. Norwegian industrialization drew on hydroelectric power and shipping and developed a distinctive small-state economic structure that persisted into the postwar period. The Scandinavian small-state model would prove one of the more successful late-industrialization templates, and the twentieth-century Nordic welfare-state elaboration built on the industrial base assembled during the nineteenth-century catch-up.



Austria-Hungary and Italy

The Habsburg empire industrialized unevenly across its constituent regions. Austrian proper, Bohemia, and Moravia industrialized on approximately German lines during the second half of the nineteenth century with universal banks, technical education, and mixed protective-and-free-trade policies. Hungarian industrialization was slower and remained substantially agricultural through 1914. The imperial-scale industrial base was substantial in aggregate but underperformed the German case in per-capita terms and in the newer science-based sectors. The dissolution of the empire in 1918 into eight successor states produced an industrial fragmentation that permanently reduced the aggregate output of the region.

Italian industrialization exhibited a strong north-south gradient that persists into the contemporary period. Northern Italy, particularly the Milan-Turin-Genoa industrial triangle, industrialized rapidly during the second half of the nineteenth century under a combination of state investment, universal banking imitating the German model, and eventually protective tariffs. Southern Italy remained substantially agricultural and underindustrialized through the entire period. The Italian aggregate industrial position by 1914 was substantially behind the German, French, and Belgian cases but well ahead of the Iberian and Balkan cases. The specifically Italian pattern of northern industrial success and southern industrial failure would become a central feature of Italian political economy in the twentieth century and remains a defining tension of the contemporary Italian state.



Iberia as the Weak Industrializer Case

The Iberian peninsula did not industrialize substantially before the First World War despite possessing coal reserves, iron ore, and coastal shipping infrastructure. Spanish industrialization was concentrated in Catalonia around textile production and in the Basque country around steel, with substantial peripheral variation. The aggregate Spanish position remained substantially agricultural through 1936. Portuguese industrialization was even more limited. The reasons for the Iberian failure are contested in the historical literature and involve a combination of political instability, weak fiscal-state capacity, agrarian institutional persistence, colonial-empire distraction, and geographic distance from the north European industrial core. The Prados de la Escosura and Rosés reconstruction of human capital and economic growth in Spain from 1850 to 2000 establishes that the specifically Spanish weak-industrializer trajectory correlates strongly with a persistent human-capital deficit relative to Northwestern European comparators, and that the Spanish catch-up during the postwar decades corresponded to the closure of that deficit.

The Iberian case is instructive because it establishes that follower catch-up is not automatic. The Gerschenkron mechanism operates when a country assembles the institutional preconditions for late industrialization. Countries that do not assemble those preconditions do not catch up. Spain and Portugal would industrialize substantially only in the postwar period, and the specifically Iberian industrialization mechanisms are treated in later articles under the twentieth-century convergence sections.



Wartime Disruption and Reconstruction

The two World Wars redistributed the continental European industrial position substantially. The First World War stressed the German, French, and Belgian industrial bases and shifted global creditor status from Europe to the United States. The interwar period saw the German industrial base survive under Weimar and Nazi political regimes, the French industrial base recover slowly from wartime destruction, and the smaller continental industrial economies operate in the shadow of great-power reorganization. The Second World War destroyed substantial portions of the German, French, Belgian, and Dutch industrial bases through bombing and ground combat, and the postwar reconstruction sequence rebuilt the industrial base under American security guarantee and initially with substantial American financial support through the Marshall Plan. The Findlay and O’Rourke reconstruction of trade, war, and the world economy across the second millennium treats the two-world-war redistribution as one instance of a general pattern in which great-power military conflict repeatedly reorganized the international economic system, and places the twentieth-century continental European experience within the broader millennial arc.

The postwar reconstruction converted the continental European industrial economies into components of an integrated Western economic and security system anchored by American power. The 1951 European Coal and Steel Community, the 1957 Treaty of Rome establishing the European Economic Community, and the successive treaty enlargements produced by 1993 the European Union that integrated the continental industrial base into a single market and by 2002 the eurozone that partly unified the monetary base. The details of the postwar Japanese and West German reconstruction under American security guarantee belong to the seventh article of the series and are treated there in unified form.



Contemporary Positioning

The contemporary positioning of the continental European followers, as of 2026, is legible as the residue of the nineteenth-century catch-up wave, the two World Wars, the postwar reconstruction, and the European integration project.

Germany. The largest continental European economy and the fourth-largest economy in the world. Manufacturing accounts for approximately eighteen to twenty percent of German gross domestic product, an unusually high share for a mature industrial economy and a direct legacy of the nineteenth-century industrial concentration and the postwar reconstruction. German industrial exports dominate European manufacturing and rival Chinese exports in specific machinery and premium-automotive categories. German alignment is firmly within the North Atlantic Treaty Organization and the European Union, with the Franco-German axis serving as the core political-economic engine of European integration.

France. The seventh-largest economy in the world and the second-largest in the European Union. French industrial base is more diversified than the German case and includes substantial aerospace, defense, luxury goods, agriculture, and services. French positioning combines European Union leadership with an independent nuclear deterrent, a permanent United Nations Security Council seat, an active former-colonial francophone network, and a distinctive tradition of state involvement in industrial policy through mechanisms such as the state stake in defense and energy champions.

Netherlands and Belgium. Both operate as small open economies embedded in the European Union with distinctive specializations. Dutch positioning combines the Port of Rotterdam as continental Europe’s largest port, the ASML monopoly in advanced semiconductor lithography, and a substantial financial-services and logistics sector. Belgian positioning combines the Brussels institutional base as the effective capital of the European Union, a substantial chemical and pharmaceutical sector, and residual manufacturing across the historic industrial districts.

Switzerland. Outside the European Union and outside the eurozone but deeply integrated into European commercial and financial networks through bilateral agreements. Swiss positioning combines the largest per-capita gross domestic product among the major European economies, a dominant position in pharmaceuticals through Roche and Novartis, a substantial precision-machinery sector, and a global banking and asset-management concentration that persists despite the twenty-first-century reforms of Swiss banking secrecy.

Scandinavia. Denmark, Sweden, Norway, and Finland each occupy small-state positions with distinctive specializations. Sweden and Denmark are in the European Union with Sweden retaining the krone and Denmark the pegged krone. Norway is outside the European Union but inside the European Economic Area. Finland is in the eurozone. The four states share a Nordic welfare-state model with high tax rates, comprehensive social programs, high labor-force participation, and high per-capita output. Nordic industrial specializations include Swedish heavy engineering and telecommunications through Ericsson, Danish shipping through Maersk and pharmaceuticals through Novo Nordisk, Norwegian oil and gas through Equinor, and Finnish forestry, telecommunications, and specialty industrial machinery.

Austria, Italy, and the smaller states. Austria and Italy occupy middle-tier European Union positions with substantial industrial bases and distinct regional patterns. Austrian industrial concentration in the Alpine industrial corridor persists and Austrian firms operate substantially into central and southeast European markets. Italian northern industrial concentration in Lombardy, Piedmont, and Veneto persists alongside the southern industrial underdevelopment that has defined Italian political economy for a century and a half.

Spain and Portugal. Substantial postwar industrialization under Franco and Salazar respectively, followed by more rapid catch-up after their transitions to democracy in the 1970s and their European Community accession in 1986. Spanish and Portuguese per-capita output converged substantially on the Northwestern European average during the 1986 to 2008 period. The 2008 global financial crisis and the subsequent eurozone sovereign-debt crisis exposed structural weaknesses in both economies. Spanish and Portuguese contemporary positioning is that of southern European member states within the European Union framework, with substantial residual per-capita gaps against the northern European core.

The aggregate continental European position occupies approximately fifteen to eighteen percent of world gross domestic product depending on measurement conventions, down from the roughly twenty-five percent share the continent controlled at the 1913 industrial peak. The relative decline reflects the rise of the United States, Japan, and China rather than continental European absolute decline. The continent remains one of the three or four largest economic blocs in the world, retains substantial industrial and financial capacity, and occupies a distinctive position in the contemporary global order that is directly attributable to the nineteenth-century catch-up wave.



The Framework Applied

The six axes of the series opener map to the continental follower wave as follows.

Wave. Second. The continental followers industrialized in the wake of Britain across roughly seventy years between 1830 and 1900. Each country entered the wave at a different point and completed the catch-up at a different rate depending on its endowments, institutional response, and initial gap.

Endowments. Substantial variation across the wave. Belgium and Germany benefited from Ruhr, Silesian, and Sambre-Meuse coal deposits. France had smaller coal endowments and larger agricultural land. Switzerland had negligible coal and substantial hydroelectric potential. Sweden and Norway similarly. The Netherlands had negligible coal, substantial commercial and colonial capital, and later access to North Sea gas. Endowment variation shaped the specific industrial specializations each country developed but did not determine whether catch-up succeeded.

Institutional response. The paradigmatic Gerschenkron case. Universal banking in Germany, Belgium, Switzerland, and Italy substituted concentrated industrial finance for the market-based finance the British case had used. Technical education systems in Germany, Switzerland, and France produced systematically trained industrial workforces. Protective tariffs after 1879 sheltered follower industries from British competition during the critical scale-up decades. Coordinated cartelization in Germany and elsewhere concentrated investment and production decisions in a manner the British atomistic industry could not achieve. Each of these mechanisms is a specific institutional substitution for the private-entrepreneurship-and-gradualist-finance model of the first mover.

Wartime disruption. Substantial and repeated. The two World Wars destroyed substantial fractions of the continental industrial base through combat and bombing, redistributed the continental industrial position across national boundaries several times, and shifted global financial and industrial leadership from Europe to the United States. The postwar reconstruction rebuilt the industrial base within an American-anchored Western security system and initiated the European integration project that persists into the contemporary period.

Catch-up mechanism. Universal banking, technical education, protective tariffs, cartelization, state-directed investment, and eventually postwar European integration. Different countries emphasized different components. Belgium and Germany relied most heavily on universal banking. France relied more on state-directed investment and Colbertist-Saint-Simonian tradition. Switzerland relied on private-sector specialization and banking. The Scandinavian small states developed distinctive small-state models that combined selected industrial specializations with export-oriented commercial strategy.

Contemporary positioning. European Union membership for most cases, Swiss and Norwegian bilateral integration for the two holdouts, Franco-German axis at the political-economic core, transatlantic alliance through the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, substantial industrial and financial capacity within the aggregate continental system. The positioning is directly attributable to the nineteenth-century catch-up wave and the twentieth-century wartime and reconstruction transitions.



Conclusion

The continental European followers industrialized in the wake of Britain through mechanisms that Gerschenkron correctly identified as institutional substitutions for the private-entrepreneurship model of the first mover. Belgium industrialized first on the continent, drawing on adjacent coal, universal banking, and state railway policy. Germany became the paradigmatic case, using the Grossbanken, technical universities, protective tariffs, and cartelization to close the British lead by 1900 and surpass Britain in the newer science-based industries before 1914. France industrialized more gradually through a distinctive state-directed tradition. The Netherlands and Switzerland combined delayed heavy industrialization with early service and finance specialization. Scandinavia developed distinctive small-state industrial models. Austria-Hungary and Italy exhibited strong regional variation. The Iberian peninsula did not industrialize substantially in the pre-1914 wave and would catch up only in the postwar period.

The contemporary continental European positioning reflects the specific mechanisms of the nineteenth-century catch-up, the two World Wars, and the postwar reconstruction and integration sequence. The Franco-German axis, the European Union framework, and the transatlantic alliance together define the contemporary structural position that traces back to who industrialized first in the second wave and by what mechanism. The fourth article of the series treats the American ascent, which paralleled the continental catch-up on Britain but ran on a continental-scale internal market and produced by the mid-twentieth century the global-hegemonic position that continues to shape the contemporary Western system.
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