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Introduction

In 1914, the French poet Charles Péguy wrote that the world
had changed more since he started going to school in the 1880s
than during the two previous millennia. If he had not died
shortly afterwards but had lived out his full biblical allocation
of three score years and ten until 1943, he would have experi-
enced even more dramatic changes. It has been this conviction
that the ground is moving beneath their feet which has charac-
terized modern Europeans. Among other things, it has given
them a strong dynamism: the world is changing, it can be
changed, and so it should be changed. On the eve of the French
Revolution, the German playwright Gotthold Ephraim Lessing
identified the essence of modern man as follows: ‘he often
achieves very accurate insights into the future, but he cannot
wait for the future to come. He wants to see the future acceler-
ated, and also wants to do the accelerating himself. For what is
there in it for him, if what he sees to be desirable is not brought
about in his lifetime?’

It is with no sense of triumph, rather the reverse, that one
records that modern Europeans have transformed not only their
own continent but also the world. What they could not conquer
directly, they ensnared in economic, social, and cultural bonds.
What is sometimes described as the ‘Americanization’ of the
world has been conducted by the descendants of Europeans
who conquered North America and eliminated most of its
aboriginal population. The European origin of the culture
which was then re-exported with such dazzling success in the
twentieth century is revealed not least by the name of its most
ubiquitous symbol—the hamburger.

Many explanations for Europe’s hegemony have been offered.
Was it Europe’s special geography, with its deeply indented
coastline, profusion of rivers, absence of flood-plains, and its
relatively simple flora and fauna deriving from its peculiar
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mountain pattern? Was it the bracing competition engendered
by the plurality of states and churches, saving Europe from
stable but stagnant uniformity? Was it Europe’s early embrace of
secularization and with it ‘the disenchantment of the world’,
means—ends rationality, and the scientific revolution? Was it
Europe’s adoption of the division of labour, leading to commer-
cialization, urbanization, and industrialization? Was it the devel-
opment of new social forms, in which the organic community
based on kinship, neighbourhood, or religious belief
(Gemeinschaft) made way for a society of atomized individuals
driven by self-interest and the cash nexus (Gesellschaft)? Was it
Europe’s discovery of the power of the nation-state, combining
a sense of national identity with bureaucratic administration
and democratic institutions? As we shall discover from this
volume, all of these hypotheses—and the many others which
have been offered—are more or less persuasive, but none of
them is sufficient.

Something which changes is naturally more interesting than
something which stays the same. That this banal observation is
a truism should not blind us to its importance. A history which
presents only changes is a history which tells only half the story:
for every value or institution which is modified or disappears
altogether, there is another which remains the same. Moreover,
not all changes prove to be irreversible. Only predictions as
general as ‘Europe will never return to a mainly agrarian econ-
omy’ can be made with any confidence. Such is the ‘cunning of
history’ (Hegel) that the neater the scheme for understanding the
past, explaining the present, and predicting the future, the
quicker it is undone. ‘How many divisions has he got?’ sneered
Joseph Stalin, when dismissing an initiative by Pius XII.
Although he lived not a minute too long, it is sad that Stalin did
not survive to witness papal authority in eastern Europe eclips-
ing that of the general secretary of the communist party of the
USSR (dec.).

For that reason, this history of modern Europe presents both
change and continuity, revolutions and stability. No attempt has
been made to work out a definition of ‘modern Europe’, for that
in itself would consume a good-sized volume without yielding
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an answer likely to command general approval. Indeed, the
theory which sees monotheism as the key to modernity would
have us begin with the Book of Genesis. The decision was taken
to begin this volume at the end of the eighteenth century, for it
was then that revolution broke out in France, that the process of
industrialization in Britain became visible to the naked eye, that
the wars of the French Revolution and Napoleon brought
change to every corner of the continent, that the formation of a
society of classes rather than orders entered a new and decisive
phase, and —last but not least—the great romantic revolution in
European culture began.

None of these phenomena began or ended at the same time, it
need hardly be said. A date such as 14 July 1789 has little or no
meaning for the economic development of Europe. For the polit-
ical historian, however, it does mark the beginning of a new
epoch. As John Roberts shows, in his account of European polit-
ics from the French Revolution to the First World War, what
happened in 1789 determined much of Europe’s history for the
next century. By showing that an old regime could be destroyed
and a new order created by its own people, the French supplied
both the model and the inspiration for generations of revolu-
tionaries to come. They also introduced powerful new sources of
political legitimation, obliging their enemies to articulate
alternative ideologies. It was during these years that much of the
vocabulary of modern politics—‘conservative’, ‘liberal’, ‘demo-
crat’, ‘left’, and ‘right’ —was established.

Roberts also shows that once the revolutionary genie was out
of the bottle, all the best efforts of the established order could
not cram it back in again. Even the period of apparent conserva-
tive success after 1815 was punctuated by violent outbreaks of
unrest, culminating in the wave of revolutions which spread
across the continent in 1848. Their advertisement of the appeal
of nationalism led to a renewal of international adventurism,
first by Napoleon III and then by Bismarck. When the dust
settled, Italy and Germany had been unified and France had
finally lost her hegemony on the continent. Another period of
calm followed, but nationalism proved to be ‘the revolutionary
serpent which had still not been scotched in the egg’, especially
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in the Balkans. Between 1871 and 1914, five new nations
achieved independence, all of them former provinces of the
Turkish empire. So the First World War, or the Great War, could
also be called either the War of the Ottoman Succession or the
Third German War, for—like its predecessors of 1866 and
1870—it was also about Germany’s position in Europe. It was
to be the most terrible war Europe had ever seen. It unleashed
the Russian revolution, destroyed the Austro-Hungarian and
German empires, began the decline and fall of the British
empire, and ended Europe’s ascendancy in the world. But it did
not solve the German question, indeed it only made it worse. So,
Roberts concludes, 1789 marked the beginning of an era—but
1918 did not mark its end.

The economic changes of the nineteenth century were not
punctuated by precise dates such as 1789, 1815, 1848, 1870, or
1914, but they were at least as profound. In his chapter, Clive
Trebilcock identifies three waves of industrialization: from the
1780s to the 1820s, from the 1840s to the 1870s, and during the
last two decades before the First World War. In 1780 there was
little to choose between the two great powers of western Europe,
but the manifold disruption caused by the French Revolution
and its wars allowed the British to establish a decisive lead. The
continental ‘follower economies’ had to wait for the second
phase to follow suit. It was the railways which proved the key,
indeed Britain was the only country to industrialize without
them. After this boom had hit the buffers with the recession
beginning in the mid-1870s, and known rather grandly as the
‘Great Depression’, there was another period of rapid expan-
sion, with high-technology electrical, chemical, optical, and
automotive sectors coming to the fore. These three phases of
industrialization demanded adaptability from governments and
entrepreneurs alike. Handicapped by the overconfidence bred by
being first in the field, the British began to fall behind. It was the
Germans who exploited most successfully the institutional
equivalent of steam power—the investment bank. It was also
they who proved most adept at generating the science—industry
connections which gave them supremacy in high-technology
industries.
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As Trebilcock shows, although one cannot help but discuss the
progress of the European economy in terms of national units,
the real context of industrialization is both more international
and regional than national. Within any state, there were highly
industrialized islands such as northern Britain, the Ruhr, and
north-eastern France, but they were floating in agricultural
oceans. By 1914 only in Britain did the scale of industrialization
make agriculture’s contribution to national output seem modest.
Everywhere, the social and political power of landed interests
was still immense. For most people in most parts of Europe,
daily life in the countryside proceeded according to a pace and
rhythm that was entirely traditional.

As these first two chapters demonstrate, politics and econom-
ics constantly interact. And of the various binding agents, the
most direct is war. For example, it was the Revolutionary and
Napoleonic wars which put the French economy in lead boots
for generations; it was failure in the Crimean war which
prompted the Russians to try to modernize their economy; and
it was the Franco-Prussian war of 1870~1 which tore from the
French economy the two provinces richest in raw materials. In
turn, warfare itself was also deeply influenced by industrializa-
tion. In his examination of military modernization, Hew
Strachan argues that the battlefield of 1918, with its tanks,
heavy artillery, machine-guns, flame-throwers, poison gas,
ground-attack aircraft, and long-range bombers, was much
closer to present-day experience than to the battlefield of
Waterloo. The enormous technological advances in weaponry,
combined with the speed of mobilization made possible by the
railways, had revolutionized warfare. The result was the most
intensive blood-letting in the history of mankind—to that point.

Yet it was not the ineluctable forces of economics which
determined the course of military history. As Strachan convinc-
ingly argues, it was changing ideas that mattered most. That is
why he devotes a section to the importance of military theory,
exemplified by its two greatest nineteenth-century practitioners,
Clausewitz and Jomini. The importance of human agency is also
revealed in two contrasting ways by the astonishing military
success achieved by the Prussians between 1864 and 1871. On the
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positive side, it was their use of the general staff which gave them
a decisive edge over their opponents. On the other hand, their
complacent belief in the absolute superiority of their professional
army paved the way for eventual disaster in 1918. This is not the
only constant feature of European warfare revealed by Strachan’s
analysis. He also demonstrates, for example, the continuing
importance of fortifications and siege warfare. It was the construc-
tion programme launched by the French after 1871 which both
created the need for the Schlieffen plan and frustrated its execu-
tion.

Human material also provides the subject-matter for Pamela
Pilbeam’s examination of European society in the nineteenth
century. There was a rapidly growing amount of it, the popula-
tion of Europe more than doubling from—in round figures—
193 million to 423 million, despite the emigration of 45 million
(of whom some 1o million eventually returned). This kind of
demographic revolution was bound to put traditional institu-
tions under severe strain. Especially during recessions such as
the ‘hungry forties’, there was an acute awareness of what
contemporaries called ‘the social question’, and a corresponding
clamour for state intervention to answer it. Although the masses
toiling in the dark satanic mills may have found it difficult to
believe, conditions were in fact improving, however erratically
and unequally. With more children surviving infancy and the
incidence of pandemics declining, average life expectancy was
increasing, as was literacy, per capita income, the ability of
working people to represent their interests, and, consequently,
state provision for social insurance. As a result the class war
predicted so confidently by Karl Marx did not materialize.

Of the traditional élites, it was the first estate—the clergy —
who suffered most, both relatively and absolutely. Their secular
counterparts among the aristocracy proved much better able to
adapt to changing conditions. Not only did they retain their grip
on the commanding heights of government and society, many of
them exploited the opportunities proffered by the industrial era
to become rich beyond the dreams of their most avaricious
ancestors. As Pilbeam remarks, the aristocratic élite did not
perish, it diversified. But the great victors were of course the
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middle classes, not so much the entrepreneurs among them
(despite some spectacular individual success stories) as the
landowners, professional men, and state employees. It was they
who combined quantity with quality to put their cultural stamp
on the period. If most people got richer during the course of the
century, the gap between rich and poor widened.

In my own chapter, on the culture of Europe in the nineteenth
century, I also examine the impact of modernity on the trad-
itional world. Already under way by the late eighteenth century,
the transformation of the representational culture of the old
regime was accelerated by the contemporary political, economic,
and social changes discussed in previous chapters. In particular,
the growth of a literate public eager and able to consume
cultural artefacts liberated the artist from dependence on a
patron. The simultaneous development of a new expressive
aesthetic, which placed the artist at the centre of the creative
process, greatly enhanced his self-esteem and—eventually —his
status. It also opened the way for him to become the high priest
of the sacralized culture which increasingly became a supple-
ment to, or even substitute for, organized religion, as the
construction of museums, theatres, opera-houses, and concert-
halls in the style of classical temples demonstrated. In the space
of less than a century, the artist went from liveried servant to
commander of sovereigns: in 1781 Mozart had been brutally
ejected from the service of the Archbishop of Salzburg with a
kick to his backside; in 1876 the German emperor travelled to
Bayreuth to pay homage to Richard Wagner by attending the
first performance of The Ring of the Nibelung.

But liberation from the patrons of the old regime could also
mean enslavement to the new commercial world of the public.
All too often it turned out that what the latter wanted to buy
was not what the former wished to create and that populariza-
tion meant vulgarization. For every Dickens, Delacroix, or
Verdi who could satisfy market demand without compromising
his—or her—integrity, there were many more who retreated to
bohemian garrets, cursing the ‘Philistinism’ of bourgeois materi-
alism. This sense of alienation from contemporary society could
find expression in introspective isolation, but it could equally
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well erupt in angry exposés of the corruption and oppression of
the modern world, as it did, for example, in the realist move-
ment of the middle decades of the century. This abrasive rela-
tionship between art and society was the grit in the oyster
which produced the pearl. Vincent Van Gogh sold only one
painting during a career which was a constant struggle with
poverty, lack of recognition, alcoholism, and insanity, ending in
suicide; his almost exact contemporary, the immeasurably less
talented Frederic Leighton, not only made a fortune from his
paintings, many of which became best sellers in the form of
photogravure reproductions, but was loaded with honours,
including a peerage.

The subjectivism of the romantic revolution enjoyed a revival
at the end of the century, as part of a more general breakdown
of the confident certainties of liberal Europe. With the advan-
tage of hindsight, it is tempting to see this fin de siecle decadence
as a sultry Indian summer preparing the thunderclap of 1914. In
his examination of European politics between 1914 and 1945,
however, Paul Preston identifies a wholly material and quite
precise cause of the breakdown: the search by German élites to
export the problems caused by rapid industrialization, urban-
ization, and the emergence of the largest and best-organized
socialist movement in Europe. It was a “flight to the front” which
ended in disaster, although it might conceivably have succeeded
if the Germans had not brought the United States of America
into the war. Taking the baton from John Roberts, Preston
shows how the conflict begun in 1914 was not to be resolved
until 1945, when the great European civil war at long last ended.

The Versailles settlement of 1919 was the peace which made
matters worse, leaving Germany not only fiercely revisionist
but still strong enough to try another bid for European
supremacy once she had recovered. Indeed the creation of a
network of feeble states on her eastern frontier made such an
attempt almost inevitable. Right across Europe, the political
centre fell apart in the 1920s, as the polarizing effects of the
war worked themselves out. Mussolini’s seizure of power in
1922 was an early example of the corrosive force of disap-
pointed nationalism. Particularly damaging, Preston argues,
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was the fatal division of the left. Far from seeking an alliance
with social democrats against the right, the Soviet-dominated
Comintern chose to see them as the main obstacle to revolution,
attacking them as ‘social fascists’. It was only when Hitler’s
seizure of power in 1933 showed what fascism was really cap-
able of that the divided left began to form alliances known as
‘Popular Fronts’. They were too little too late, failing heroically
in Spain and cravenly in France. They had their parallel in inter-
national politics, where for too long the western democracies
saw the fascist regimes not as a threat to themselves but as a
weapon to be deployed against Soviet communism.

The unhappy political history of inter-war Europe was
married to her equally turbulent economic fortunes. The
dynamo of the world economy before the First World War,
Europe tottered away from the debris impoverished, depopu-
lated, deeply in debt to her American saviour, and facing sharp
new competition from her former dependencies. As Harold
James shows in his examination of the European economy in the
twentieth century, the attempt to get back to normal proved to
be a recipe for disaster. Deflation and unemployment in the west,
hyper-inflation and unemployment in the east fuelled the politi-
cal polarization analysed by Preston. After a brief period of
stability during the mid-1920s, the depression which began in
1929 became ‘the most traumatic economic event of this
century’. Indeed, James argues that the story of the subsequent
fifty years can be told as a series of attempts to prevent its recur-
rence. Not all countries, alas, were prepared to try Keynes’s
benign prescription of demand management. Both the rearma-
ment favoured by Hitler and the forced industrialization chosen
by Stalin had consequences so terrible that even the suffering
inflicted by the First World War pales by comparison.

The Second World War shifted the world economic balance
even more decisively than the First, leaving Europe more
impoverished, more depopulated, and more in debt to her
American saviour. Fortunately, the Americans had learned from
past mistakes and used their power to impose a liberal
economic order. The creation of the International Monetary
Fund and the World Bank in 1945, the introduction of the
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Marshall Plan in 1947, and the prevention of a punitive policy
towards (West) Germany set Europe on a surprisingly rapid
road to recovery. Co-operation not autarky was also on the
Europeans’ own agenda, as was shown by the formation of the
six-member European Coal and Steel Community in 1952 and
the creation of the European Economic Community by the
Treaty of Rome in 1957. The result was what James terms an
‘economic miracle’ in the 1950s, with the beginning of democ-
ratized mass consumption on the American pattern. Clouded
over towards the end of the 1960s by widespread labour unrest
and growing inflation, these happy days were brought to a
definitive end by the oil crisis of 1973. Subsequent moves
towards further European integration, liberalization of world
trade, and the promotion of high technology may have amelio-
rated but have not prevented the continuing structural crisis of
European industry and high unemployment. The collapse of the
Soviet empire opens up new opportunities, but James ends with
the bleak observation that Keynesian remedies can no longer
work.

It was not only the economic decisions taken in 1918 which
proved to be misguided. In his chapter on European warfare in
the twentieth century, Richard Overy shows how what
Woodrow Wilson hoped would be ‘the final war for human
liberty’ only paved the way for another and even more terrible
conflict. Neither the League of Nations nor the various inter-
national peace initiatives of the 1920s and 1930s could persuade
the powers not to pursue what they perceived as their legitimate
interests. On the contrary, post-war military thinking was trans-
formed by the concept of total war, that blurring of distinction
between civilian and combatant which had been signalled
during the First World War by German unrestricted submarine
warfare, the Allied blockade of German ports, and long-range
bombing of German cities. So far as the battlefield of the future
was concerned, however, conservatives retained the upper hand,
their vested interest in the traditional army and navy blinding
them to the potential of air power and massed armour. It was
only the Germans and, to a lesser extent, the Russians who
correctly learned some of the military lessons from the stalemate
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of 1914-18. So when war resumed in 1939, the western allies
were caught flat-footed, intending to fight a war of attrition
from behind the Maginot line. And when the Germans had
conquered most of Europe, the British found themselves obliged
to continue an indirect strategy, trying to contain their enemies
in the Mediterranean while sapping their strength with a combin-
ation of blockade and bombing. Meanwhile, in the east, both
the Germans and the Soviets fought a mobile war of combat. It
was only in 1943 that the British and Americans concluded that
they would have to wage war directly on the continent.

Unlike the First, the Second World War did mark a watershed
in the history of warfare. So total had war become that it was
now doubtful whether it was safer to be a civilian or a soldier.
The combination of technological efficiency with ideological
absolutism produced in the holocaust what was arguably the
greatest horror in human history. The discovery that there
existed a weapon with the potential to eliminate life on the
planet completed the sobering lesson. So when Europe froze into
the rival blocs of the Cold War, both NATO and the Warsaw
Pact relied on a strategy of deterrence. By the 1960s both sides
had accumulated arsenals of such destructive capability that
‘Mutual Assured Destruction” was in prospect. This stalemate
prompted a return to the strategy of ‘flexible response’ with
greater emphasis on conventional weapons. So far, so good, but
Overy ends with the chilling conclusion: ‘The Second World
War, not the First, was the war to end all wars, for the moment.’

In 1914, as Richard Bessel writes in his chapter on European
society in the twentieth century, Europe provided the model for
world societies seeking to modernize, so that Rio de Janeiro, for
example, could look to Paris for the best way to organize a city.
That status was soon lost, as the European economy was pushed
from the centre by the war and its aftermath, as European civil-
ization was tarnished by waves of fratricidal conflict, and as the
emigration of Europeans slowed and then stopped. After 1945,
indeed, the relationship was reversed, as the post-war labour
shortage sucked in migrants from Africa, Asia, and the
Caribbean. So the former colonizers are now the colonized and
a new English town such as Milton Keynes tries to look not like
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Paris but Brasilia. As the rest of the world has caught up,
European society as a separate identity has disappeared.

It is impossible to judge which of the rich variety of social
changes charted and analysed by Bessel has been the most radi-
cal. Has it been the separation of sex from reproduction and the
plummeting size of families; or the ever-increasing proportion of
retired people; or the final emergence of the self-contained
‘nuclear family’; or the equally final victory of urbanization; or
the disappearance of domestic service and the rise of service
industries; or the change in the role of women; or the levelling
of income differentials and the rise in the standard of living; or
mass ownership of the motor car; or the phenomenal growth of
international tourism; or mass literacy and the media revolution;
or the increased dependence on the state for social security,
housing, and education; or the demystification of the world? As
this list suggests, not everything in the twentieth century has
been for the worst in the worst of all possible worlds.

Always in a state of flux in the modern period, European soci-
ety in the twentieth century, Bessel concludes, has become more
fragmented and diverse than ever before. That is doubly true of its
high culture. In Chapter 1o, Martin Jay presents it first in the
form of an imaginary mid-century account of the triumphant
progress of modernism. First employed in the 1890s, the term was
adopted by artists seeking to follow Verlaine’s advice to ‘twist the
neck’ of the tired rhetoric of the nineteenth century. Never a
coherent movement but an umbrella covering a dozen and more
different -isms, from cubism to surrealism, modernism came into
its own after the collapse of the old cultural certainties in the First
World War. The war may not have made the world safe for
democracy, but it certainly made it safe for the avant-garde. By
1939 the modernists had survived assaults from left and right to
achieve a supremacy demonstrated most convincingly by the old-
master prices paid for their works. On the one hand modernists
disdained any causal relationship with the material world, stress-
ing instead their ‘absolute self-referentiality and utter disinterest-
edness’. On the other hand, they liked to see themselves as
sacralizing agents, filling the gap left by the demystification of the
world in the cause of liberty and internationalism.
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This was the kind of triumphalist account which might have
been written in the aftermath of the Second World War. But, as
Jay explains, during the past thirty years or so a new—post-
modernist—critique has challenged this heroic narrative.
Modernism has come to seem commercially self-serving, politi-
cally suspect, and theoretically flawed. A distinction has been
drawn between the modernists who withdrew into the alleged
autonomy of art and the true avant-garde who tried to break
down barriers between art and life. So once isolated figures such
as Marcel Duchamp and Man Ray are celebrated as the true
pioneers. In the place of the modernist austere emphasis on
form, there has come a return to content, to natural and histor-
ical themes, even to architectural ornament. However, post-
modernists have not revived the earlier avant-garde’s belief that
life could and should be aestheticized. On the contrary, they
have rejected the missionary impulse of the ‘universal intellec-
tual’, preferring to operate with the modest local limits of ‘weak
thought’. Much criticized for its apparent cynicism, rejection of
rationalism, deliberate conflation of art and commodity, and
willingness to ‘learn from Las Vegas’, it is too early to say where
post-modernism will end. However, that it has disrupted the
confident script of the modernists, Jay concludes, is certain.

David Reynolds begins the final chapter, on European politics
since 1945, with a timely reminder that historians are poor
prophets, quoting the late E. P. Thompson’s prediction of 1987
that Europe would be divided into two hostile blocs ‘for ever-
more’. Two years later, the iron curtain was rung down, as the
Soviet empire collapsed. Reynolds shows how the Cold War was
born out of a new struggle for mastery in Germany. While the
Americans believed that German recovery was a precondition
for the resurrection of Europe, the Soviets saw it only as a
threat. So they countered its promotion by the Marshall Plan of
1947 with a declaration of ideological war, the Berlin blockade,
and the formation of a separate state, the grotesquely misnamed
‘German Democratic Republic’. Concern to find an answer to
the German question was also acute in the West, playing an
important role in the formation of NATO (designed ‘to keep the
Russians out, the Americans in and the Germans down’) and the
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EEC. The division of Europe was then completed in 1955 with
West German rearmament and admission to NATO. The inten-
sity of the Cold War could only diminish when Europe recov-
ered and the two superpowers experienced problems of their
own. So the Vietnamese war and the short-lived Czech rising of
1968 led to détente.

Yet the thaw of the 1970s did not melt the frontiers. On the
contrary, mutual recognition only made them more rigid. It was
the ending of détente in the wake of the Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan in 1979 and the Polish crisis of 1980o~1 that precipi-
tated the final crisis of what the new American president,
Ronald Reagan, dubbed ‘the evil empire’. With their satraps
now denied the western loans which had kept their archaic
‘heavy metal’ economies afloat, the Soviets had to pay the bill
themselves. Struggling to keep up with American military tech-
nology and demoralized by their failure in Afghanistan, they
tried a new way in 1985, with the appointment of a reformer as
general secretary of the communist party, Mikhail Gorbachev.
As soon as he signalled that he could not and would not supply
the force which had supported the Soviet empire since the
1940s, it crumbled so quickly that within a couple of years not
even the USSR remained.

This great revolution, no less momentous for being mainly
peaceful, began in 1989, exactly two hundred years after our
starting-point. As Reynolds observes: ‘Like the would-be
reformers of the ancien régime, Gorbachev had sown the wind
and reaped the whirlwind.” Alas, the euphoria of the liberated
peoples of eastern Europe was no longer lived than that of their
ancestors of 1789. Few areas have escaped impoverishment,
social collapse, and civil war. Predicting whether these are the
birth-pangs of a new, peaceful, and integrated Europe, or
whether they herald a return visit from the four horsemen of the
Apocalypse is happily not the brief of the editor or indeed of any
of his contributors. Whatever may happen in the future,
however, we hope and believe that whoever reads this volume
will be in a better position to place events in their historical
context and thus achieve a better understanding of their singu-
larity and significance.



I

Revolution from Above
and Below

European Politics from the French
Revolution to the First World War

JOHN ROBERTS

The hundred and thirty years between 1789 and 1918 have trad-
itionally been, and can still be, sensibly divided into phases with
clear chronological markers. They begin with a quarter-century of
great upheavals and wars; then, in 1815, there opened a period of
peace—at least between the great powers—lasting until 1854,
fraying though its fabric begins to look towards the end. There
followed two decades of upheaval, war, and state-making, before
a second great peace from 1871 to 1914, during which only
disputes over the fate of the Ottoman empire seemed likely to
bring about war between the European powers (though in 1904
a Russo-Japanese war announced that a new political world was
already being born). After that came the descent to 1914, and the
beginning of the greatest European war ever. It turned into the
First World War and ended (though not quite completely) in
1918. By then European history was no longer a self-contained
entity and already could be understood only in a world-wide
context. Though 1789 had opened an era, 1918 did not close one.

The Myth of Revolution
What Frenchmen did in 1789, intentionally or willy-nilly, still
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makes that year memorable. It made later men—and some of
their contemporaries—see them as makers of a new age. From
that flowed huge consequences, new ways of thinking of what
revolution might mean, for good and ill, and a new sense of
public possibilities—hopeful or fearful. Whether the French
‘Revolution’, whose roots lay in a fairly typical eighteenth-
century response by privileged élites to an innovating govern-
ment, was, in essence, simply the logical consequence of a
breakdown in the working of an ancien régime, or the
overflowing of tendencies inherent in French culture and society,
or a series of episodes managed or engineered, or an eruption of
irrepressible forces, has been long debated and is almost
infinitely discussible. What is clear is that, besides furnishing
grounds for ever-renewed debate, what happened in 1789 deter-
mined much of Europe’s history for the next century. It came to
be seen as the beginning of an age of revolution par excellence.
The next few years supplied most of the psychic energy driving
European politics for the whole nineteenth century.

That century was haunted by the idea of revolution.
Ambiguity explains much of its power over men’s minds.
Objectively, there were many political events between 1789 and
1918 to which the name ‘revolution’ could be, and has been,
given. Many of them were acknowledged to be changes not only
big in consequences, but dramatic enough to appear to be—and
sometimes actually to be—true ruptures with the past, even
sometimes engineered, rather than organic growths emerging
from it. Some of those revolutions could be measured very
precisely by, for example, changes in political language and insti-
tutions. Democracy, a term of opprobrium in 1789, was by
1918 a shibboleth of the victors in the greatest war in history.
Absolute tended to give way to constitutional rule; monarchies
turned into republics. Major steps could be calibrated in some
countries by the extension of the franchise. Such changes were
not always violent; they could be peaceful or at least bloodless,
even when coercive. But their scope was always striking.

One conspicuous revolutionary change always tending to
violence, none the less, was the emergence of national states. In
1789 Portugal had been the only country in Europe where
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government and language were more or less coterminous; only
two or three monarchies (those of England, Spain, and France)
could then plausibly be called national institutions. A hundred
and thirty years later, there was not a state in Europe which did
not invoke the principle of nationality in its support (while
often at the same time vigorously resisting the claims of other
nationalities conscious of oppression). Such changes had of
course been shaped by others external to politics—in demog-
raphy, economic development, technology, communications—
which were equally revolutionary to those who lived through
them. For many little German towns and localities, some of
them statelets in 1789, true revolution began not with any of
the great dates of German nation-building, but with the arrival
of the first railway or the opening of the first steam-powered
(or even water-driven) factory. In Russia the final abolition of
bonded labour in Europe by the emancipation decree of 1861
at last ended the Middle Ages as a going concern—a revolu-
tion, indeed, even if not one in political forms. A general,
century-long acceleration of change was continuous and very
often upsetting to men and women who found the world of
their old age—or even middle life—strangely unlike that into
which they had been born.

The sway over the minds of men exercised by the idea of
revolution in the nineteenth century is none the less as much a
matter of subjective, symbolic, and mythological as of positive
facts. In the great French Revolution itself the word ‘revolu-
tion’ first began to be used in new senses. Its connotations were
later extended still further and it became one of the great
metaphors of the last, mature era of a self-contained European
culture. It was a telling symptom that the word soon began to
be capitalized in print and used without local qualification. It
was hypostasized, and became an abstraction, though its
origins lay in very concrete, actual, specific situations. This was
easy while there were men about who had lived through the
1790s. Half a century after 1789, Carlyle noted that the French
Revolution was still not complete; just over ten years later,
Tocqueville thought that the same, continuing revolution was
unrolling, still going on, unfinished, though men’s fortunes and
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passions ebbed and flowed. Thiers, the leader of the French
opposition at the beginning of the revolutionary year 1848,
assured his countrymen that even if it were to pass out of the
hands of the moderate revolutionaries, he would never abandon
the cause of the revolution. Even much later in the century, John
Morley, a politician too moderate to be called a radical
anywhere except in England, still felt that ‘everywhere we
discern the hand and hearken to the tread of the Revolution’.

The myth of revolution probably inspired as many as it
frightened. The young authors of The Communist Manifesto
gloated in 1848 over the spectre of communism haunting
Europe; their ideals were rooted in aspirations many felt had
been thwarted between 1789 and 1815, and which many
believed were still to have their day. The myth was also an intel-
lectual convenience. Whether it was believed that irresistible
forces were working to assure that revolution was inevitable, or
that propaganda and organization could bring it about—and
whether people viewed the outcome as desirable or horrific—
the idea that the central issue of politics was to be for or against
the revolution was a great simplifier; it provided a way of
seeing, understanding, explaining things otherwise difficult or
unintelligible. It accommodated other appealing notions too,
justifying and provoking the invention of histories, belief in
conspiracies, and secret associations. The nineteenth century
was the heyday of hidden explanations and plot theories, for
there were overt grounds for alarm aplenty. The conscious
imitation, invocation, even re-enactment of the events of the
1790s provided the stock-in-trade of French politicians of the
left throughout the century. In the greatest urban rising of the
age, the Paris Commune of 1871, memory fatally dogged the
language and imagination of revolutionaries and conservatives
alike. Revolutionary —or self-proclaimed revolutionary —organ-
izations proliferated, from the Carbonari to the First
International, from the semi-criminal bandits of the Ottoman
Balkans to the Serbian Black Hand. The nineteenth century
created the international terrorist, though not the ideology of
cosmopolitan radicalism which justified him; that, like so much
else that was new, had taken shape in the 1790s.
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The First Act, 1789-1815

France had been the great power of western Europe, and often
the greatest, since the days of Louis XIV. What happened there
in 1789 and thereafter was bound to be important elsewhere. A
big population gave her great military potential. Whatever
changed inside the country, therefore, the outcome was likely to
matter in the international struggle for power. In addition,
France was a great cultural force. People looked to her to find
out what Europe should be thinking about. The eighteenth
century was even at the time called the siécle francaise, and more
than merely the self-approbation of what Frenchmen came to
call ‘the great nation’ justifies the phrase; French language,
manners, style, even fashion, enjoyed an ascendancy never again
to be so widespread or so penetrating.

Yet the events of 1789 began in a deceivingly domestic way,
and not with innovation but with a deliberate recourse to the
past. The spectre that haunted Frenchmen that year was not one
of revolution but of national bankruptcy. The monarchy was
financially in sad straits. After a long series of failures to deal
with a huge deficit, the royal ministers had turned to historical
revivalism. The last of several historical revenants to be hope-
fully disinterred for a rerun was the Estates-General. This
ancient body had not met since 1614 and was summoned in its
historic form, with ‘deputies’ from the three Estates of the realm,
the three great embodiments of the corporate idea of society,
clergy, nobles, and commons. They were helped by an unpre-
cedentedly wide consultation of Frenchmen (and a few
Frenchwomen) whose views on France’s problems had been
sought through a system of written commentaries (the cabiers).
The choice of deputies, though indirect, involved ultimately
something like universal male suffrage. A galvanic impulse was
thus given to political awareness of an unprecedented kind.

The overwhelming tendency of the cahiers and the elections
shows that most Frenchmen did not anticipate, far less want,
what eventually came about. They believed that the traditional
framework could provide what they wanted—though many of
their hopes and ambitions were contradictory and incompatible



20 Revolution from Above and Below

with one another. But when the Estates-General met in May
1789 amid popular excitement heightened by hard times, some
quickly saw that in itself it embodied too much history which
blocked the way to doing what had been hoped of it. Some of
the most vociferous noble deputies saw the Estates-General as
one more chance to thwart reforming government. The roturier
Third-Estate deputies soon discovered that the historic constitu-
tion of France might not, after all, allow them to be part of the
élite which was to decide the future of France, as they had
supposed their wealth, standing, and lumieres would do. The
conflict with the legally privileged which ensued led to the emer-
gence of a political idea new to France and a crucial revolution-
ary engine, the doctrine of the sovereignty of the nation.

So began for Europe a new political age and a new legitimation
for authority. Instead of quasi-judicial debate about vested inter-
ests, law, conventions, and chartered rights, political life was to be
about will: what did the nation want? The bishop who preached
at the mass which formally opened the sessions of the Estates-
General had himself said ‘France, ta volonté suffit’. The separate
Estates turned themselves into a National Assembly to write a new
constitution, an incarnation of national sovereignty. Inevitably, a
host of questions was for the moment ignored or postponed. Who
were the true representatives and interpreters of the national will?
Wias there really nothing that lay outside the scope of that will? For
what were the claims of the individual to count? Were they to be
those of possessors of historic rights (soon stigmatized as ‘privi-
lege’) or those of morally autonomous beings? What of the claims
of God—or at least of his Church, whose ‘eldest daughter’ was
France? These questions (and others) were to provide the stuff of
political struggle for the rest of the Revolution. They would ensure
a decade of upheaval in France and abroad, dominate the rhetoric
of French politics until well into the twentieth century, and set new
terms for Europe’s political thinking. In 1789 few could have
guessed that. Once the conservatives (a word not yet invented) and
the Crown had caved in, surely it would be simple to agree on
what that will was? Plausibly, barely a month after the Estates-
General first met, an English observer commented that ‘the whole
business now seems over, and the revolution complete’.
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New Landmarks, New Rules

Almost every revolutionary change in French institutions which
was to endure came about by the end of 1791. The constitution
approved in that year, though not long to survive, set several
markers for the future. It embodied a special declaration of the
rights of individuals, and abolished many old institutions (sover-
eign courts, ancient provincial divisions, privileged corpora-
tions) which had stood in the way of truly national government.
Entrenched privileges of birth and status disappeared along with
the old legal immunities and judicial protections. For the first
time France became a unified state, explicitly based on the
people (the new title of the monarch was not ‘king of France’,
but ‘king of the French’). One of the deepest changes it wrought
was the incorporation in the constitutional community of all
Frenchmen as citizens. It implied the politicization of groups not
hitherto involved in public life.

The outstanding example of political struggles driving
Frenchmen far beyond anything they had asked for in the
cabiers arose over religion. National community conflicted with
old confessional ties. A question of allegiance was soon posed
for Catholics; were they to look to Rome or the National
Assembly (in which sat Protestants and Jews) for final authority
in the government of the Church? For the clergy the issue of
Church and State was crystallized by the imposition of oaths of
civic loyalty. Almost incidentally, there followed toleration for
all religions and, even, for disbelief. The magnitude of this step
emerged almost unnoticed from a guarantee to individuals of
freedom in the expression of their opinions—‘méme réligieuses’.
Anticlericalism and anti-papalism thus re-entered the political
agenda, but now in a new way, allied to a new phenomenon,
political liberalism. Church and State would be a European issue
throughout the next century—in Germany, Belgium, Spain, and
Italy, as well as in France.

Ideological strife sometimes reflected ideas and ambitions
born of the advanced thought of the Enlightenment. So did the
ending of what was referred to comprehensively and confusingly
as ‘feudalism’ (féodalité) in August 1789 when suddenly and in
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a few days the National Assembly transformed the land law of
France and the working arrangements of thousands of commu-
nities. The huge complex of privileges, tenures, customs, and
practice which regulated rural France was swept away (at least
in theory). Status gave way to contract. Effectively, land became
only another commodity, and French agriculture and rural soci-
ety were to be left to the market and the law of freehold. This
happened principally because of the fears aroused in the summer
of 1789 by rural disorder. Its widespread nature and frightening
violence made it one of those external motors which were to
radicalize the Revolution, driving it forward, jerkily and erratic-
ally, but always faster than many of those we may now call
‘politicians’ wished. The main radicalizing centre of the
Revolution, though, was Paris, whose crowds were easier to
manipulate or manage than the peasants. Its excited population
intimidated first the monarchy (after the king was moved there
in October 1789) and then successive National Assemblies. But
neither peasants nor Parisians did so much to drive France
towards extremism and division as did war.

For all the optimism of 1789, France experienced something
like a suspension of national government that year and it lasted
well into 1790. Among other things, the fiscal system virtually
broke down. One consequence was that a way out of national
bankruptcy was sought by seizing the lands of the Church. This
further defined views of the Revolution. It gave a stake in its
success to those investing in the ecclesiastical property sold off
to back the government’s credit. But land sales and a paper
currency based on the credit they provided offered only a tempor-
ary respite. They could not suffice when France went to war
with Austria and Prussia in 1792.

The origins of the war were complex and reflected new ideo-
logical forces in international affairs. To many Frenchmen the
issue was one of preserving the Revolution—not only from
foreigners but from a king and court increasingly distrusted as
covert enemies of what had been done. To a few, it was also an
issue of spreading the universal Rights of Man. The great nation
should assert them for the good of mankind, they thought. More
immediately, war suddenly and hugely enhanced the pressures
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on self-appointed trustees of the nation’s will. The politicians
had to meet their countrymen’s demands for bread, for lower
prices in a period of rocketing inflation and currency depreciation,
for the hot pursuit of enemies at home, where profiteers and
hoarders as well as political dissidents were stigmatized as trai-
tors, for victory in the field, or, at the very least, for defence
against the return of those who would destroy what the
Revolution had achieved. In responding to such pressures, the
politicians fought one another for survival, and slid or were
forced into the extra-legal and extraordinary measures summed
up as Terror or ‘revolutionary government’. Attempts more radi-
cal than any of the ancien régime were made to control the econ-
omy. A universal conscription hitherto unthinkable became
possible. What was done helped France to survive a great crisis,
created counter-revolution, and in the end wore out the Parisian
revolutionaries, driving them under, in 1795, for over thirty years.

The king became a scapegoat for disaster in the first months
of the war. The monarchy was overthrown in August 1792 and
he was tried and executed the following year. One set of politi-
cians was swept aside and a ‘Convention’ was elected to draw
up a constitution for a republic. Another important change was
that France again began to act as a great power. Revolution
mobilized the nation’s strength as never before. The demonstra-
tion of what state power might become was noted by rulers else-
where. From a crisis of self-preservation France emerged to drive
Prussia and Austria to terms in 1795 and 1796. At one moment
she may have had armies of 800,000 men in the field; numbers
such as these were to be the foundation of the regime of an
adventurer, Napoleon Bonaparte, a general who seized power in
a coup d’état in 1799. The restoration of France’s international
standing can be added to the legislation and ideological achieve-
ments of 1789—91 as one of the major results of the Revolution
in France.

On the other hand, the extreme aspirations of the revolution-
aries in the end went unfulfilled. A new Calendar replaced the
Christian one (1792 becoming Year One) but even in the offices
of the bureaucracy it lasted only a few years. A ‘de-
Christianization’ programme, the first to be mounted in a great
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state since the days of Julian the Apostate, was only briefly
vigorous, though it added new venom to France’s internal quar-
rels and stimulated the resurgence of Catholicism. Meanwhile,
the great institutional changes of 1789-91 were further
entrenched and developed by Napoleon. He formally endorsed
the sovereignty of the people by using plebiscites to legitimize
major constitutional change (such as the inauguration in 1804
of a short-lived French empire) but also pushed centralization
further. Though 1815 brought his final defeat and the restora-
tion of a Bourbon king to France, much that was revolutionary
survived. Louis XVIIP’s was a parliamentary monarchy, run by
bureaucrats, freed from the restraints the ancien régime had
placed on their predecessors, and working through a machinery
of departments and prefects still in place today.

Europe after the First Revolutionary Age

The Revolution had also rolled outwards under Napoleon. The
map of 1815 showed a Europe politically recast. Restoration of
the frontiers of 1789 was not a realistic goal. The changes regis-
tered and made at Vienna in 1814-15 confirmed radical breaks
already made, and added to them. This was clearest on France’s
borders. The search for effective barriers against any renewal of
French imperialism led to the establishment of a Prussian glacis
for Germany on the lower Rhine, the addition of new territories
to the kingdom of Sardinia, and the creation of a new kingdom
of the Netherlands embracing both Belgium and the Dutch
provinces. Elsewhere, the quest for security brought new roles
for the major continental monarchies. Austria became the
policeman of Italy, her own territories enlarged by those of the
former Venetian republic, with garrisons in the Duchies and
Papal States. A new Germany of thirty-nine states was loosely
tied together in a new form (and, soon, in a customs union)
which left Austria and Prussia dominating it. The simplification
was dramatic; most of the three hundred or so old small sover-
eign entities did not re-emerge. Further east, the status quo ante
was restored with slight modifications. After three Partitions
(between Prussia, Russia, and Austria) Poland had disappeared
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in 1797. This had been another indirect consequence of events
in France which had allowed her three powerful neighbours to
get on with their crimes undisturbed. Napoleonic hints of a
recovered independence for the country were forgotten in 1815,
which left Russia controlling most of a nominal ‘kingdom of
Poland’, and Cracow with the status of a ‘Free City’ and a fig
leaf of independence.

Prussia, Austria, and Russia all ruled many subjects who owed
nothing historically to the Hohenzollern, Habsburg, and
Romanov dynasties. The struggle of dynasticism and nationality
was to be for the last two a crippling and major theme of their
history for over a century. But, in 1815, dynasticism seemed
firmly in the saddle, its strength newly recruited by the impetus
given to a consolidation over a quarter of a century of state
power such as eighteenth-century ‘enlightened despots’ could
only have dreamed of. The state was stronger because of techni-
cal changes (which would continue to evolve, and would make
it stronger still) and because of irreversible changes in ideas and
institutions. The example of France, sometimes in terrorem, had
shown what could be done by state power untrammelled by the
privileges or ‘intermediate bodies’ of old-fashioned corporate
society. Sometimes there was inspiration in defeat, such as in
Prussia after Jena, the crushing blow of 1806. Modernization in
such circumstances was undertaken with one eye on the need to
mobilize the strength needed to offset Napoleonic superiority,
and this did not mean only administrative and military reform,
but the abolition of hereditary serfdom and the removal of
medieval restrictions on industry and trade. In some places (the
Rhineland and Italy, for example) the actual arrival of French
occupation forces, followed or not, as the case might be, by
French law and bureaucracy, had swept away many obstacles to
a new level of intensity in government. Intelligent conservatives
could see after 1815 that they had a new armoury of resources
to employ in defence of conservative interests—and widespread
fear of revolution did much to make even extreme conservatism
tolerable to frightened peoples.

There were few countries, too, which did not in some
measure show that, at the most fundamental level, the
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Revolution had invented (or released) and generalized a new
political life. The central idea of modern politics—that legiti-
macy for government is to be sought in some kind of debate and
competition for the support of a public, however narrowly
defined —struck at the root of the traditional order everywhere.
It was impossible to resist a new drift in public affairs once the
Revolution had coloured the issues of power with the key oppo-
sitions of old versus new, tradition versus will and reason, and
history versus the future. All of these were implicit in the power
exercised everywhere over the political imagination by the
Revolution itself and the assumption (held by opponents and
supporters alike) that he who was not for it must be against it.

On this new politicization was built a new world of ideas and
institutions, expressed in a new public language. ‘Conservatism’
and ‘conservative’ were new words from France. ‘Liberal’, from
Spain, acquired a new currency as a noun, and, in English at
least, a new application as an adjective. ‘Democrat’ and ‘democ-
racy’ began for the first time to be used by at least some in a
favourable way. Above all, the great contrast of ‘left’ and ‘right’,
originating in the distribution of seats in the first French
National Assembly, began to mask division, consolidate political
groupings, and simplify (sometimes misleadingly) political
discussion in a manner which persists even today. On such
abstractions, politicians built new institutions. ‘Party’ was one,
though it was an idea hated by the great Jacobin leaders of
France, who could not reconcile the integrity of national will
and adherence to it with the practice of opposition. Even in
1830 it could only be clearly distinguished from ‘faction’ in the
United Kingdom, where the idea of constitutional opposition
was by then established. ‘Patriotism’ was another old idea
reshaped; it became a revolutionary creed in the multinational
empires. Patriotism and nationalism were to be inseparably
attached to revolution in Italy, Germany, and Ottoman Europe,
as, by 1815, they already were in Poland and Ireland.

The Conservative Success, 1815-1848

The inheritance of the Revolution took time to mature and



Revolution from Above and Below 27

reveal its full strength. From 1815 to 1848, in spite of alarms
and excursions, Europe enjoyed her longest period of peace
between major powers for centuries. At first, this owed much to
the management, by diplomacy, of the machine of security set up
by the victorious powers, a concert whose operation was saved
from diversion into excesses of frightened conservatism (such as
a ‘Holy Alliance’ of Russia, Austria, and Prussia seemed for a
time to threaten) by the rapid incorporation into its working of
a restored, constitutional France and the existence of a British
sea power unchallengeable by any continental state.

Notwithstanding the successful maintenance of peace between
the great powers, the years down to 1848 were years of height-
ening revolutionary aspiration. A wave of incidents in Germany,
Italy, Spain, and Russia—and even the language of some English
radicals—showed until the early 1820s that flames kindled in
the revolutionary and Napoleonic years were still alive in the
Europe of Stendhal’s young Julien Sorel. But there were distinc-
tions to be made. Some of the disturbances of these years were
strongly marked by the participation of soldiers and ex-soldiers
frustrated by the onset of peace; essentially these upheavals were
not so very different from what much of South America and
Africa were to undergo in the next two centuries, and perhaps
signified little except that there were men about whose experi-
ence and abilities gave them special opportunities to act de-
cisively whatever their ideological orientation. Others made
more deliberately political efforts to exploit both the economic
hard times of the early 1820s and exasperation with what one
Italian historian has called ‘the mingled atmosphere of police
station and sacristy’. Michelangelo Buonarroti, who has some
claim to be recognized as the first career revolutionary, wished
to keep alive the most socially radical traditions of the 1790s
and turned to international secret societies to do so; he failed
utterly for they proved at best evanescent, and usually of little
substance. Yet their supposed ramifications caused much alarm.
A more ambitious conspirator still, the Genoan Giuseppe
Mazzini, looked more specifically to youth, not a bad bet in an
age of rapid population growth. “Young Italy’ and ‘Young
Europe’ were both launched by him in the 1830s.
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Real revolutionary turmoil arose from sources other than
conspiracy. Chronologically speaking, the first fuse to be lit led
to the ethnic powder barrels of Ottoman Europe. A revolt
against local misrule in Serbia in 1804 demonstrated that, to
the pressure of great powers which had long threatened the
Ottoman empire, was now to be added that of insurrection.
Both came together in the Greek revolt of 1821 which opened
a decade of bloodshed and international crisis. Further to
inflame an issue born of the opposition of disloyal pashas and
the aspirations of levantine merchants there now were added
new ideas of nationality and political liberalism, the propa-
ganda appeal of religious fervour, and the threat of great
power interest. Much was archaic—some Greeks consciously
invoked memories of the Byzantine empire—while the final
emergence of a formally constitutional and national Greek
monarchy under a king chosen by outsiders was a portent. It
looked forward not only to the collapse of the Ottoman empire
itself in the next century, but to the spreading into some of the
most barbarous and backward parts of geographical Europe of
western politics and institutions, with all their disruptive
potential. It also left a Turco-Greek quarrel behind, which was
still to trouble Europe in our own day.

Poland was another enduring source of disturbance. Polish
revolution in 1830 found the dynastic powers united; force
could contain the Poles so long as Russia, Prussia, and Austria
made common cause. They managed to do so over Poland until
1914, even if Austria wobbled a little when another unsuccess-
ful Polish revolution broke out in 1863. But wobbles were
inevitable. Russia’s role in Greece, after all, had not been unam-
biguously conservative, and the most consistent support for the
crumbling Ottoman empire came from Britain, a ‘liberal’, even
‘revolutionary’, influence in South America and the Iberian
peninsula.

By the end of 1830, however, a crude and oversimple ideo-
logical categorization could be made between constitutional
states, ‘liberal’ in their external sympathies and policies, and the
despotisms of eastern Europe, the would-be policemen of inter-
national order. That year gave such a characterization more
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substance. A successful revolution took place in France (though
some of its supporters almost at once denied that any such
event had occurred) and another began in Belgium.
Unsurprisingly, every government in Europe, including the
British, was terrified by the prospect that revolution in France
might lead to new great wars (the Tsar helped to provoke Polish
revolution by proposing to use the Polish army against the revo-
lutionaries in Paris and Brussels). It looked as if revolution might
again roll outwards from a country which it had taken the
united efforts of all Europe to subdue. But in the end it turned
out that in France little had changed except the dynasty
(Belgium, by contrast, became an independent nation—a radical
change). Though some important constitutional innovations
were to follow, the enlarged French electorate of the July
Monarchy was still smaller than the unenlarged British elect-
orate before the Great Reform Bill of 18352 changed the nature
of the constitution there—and France had twice the population
of Britain. France continued to be a great power, but a peaceable
one. Her dominant social interests remained the same and her
slow economic development towards a more industrial order
went on as before. The idea that France was likely to stand
beside Britain on the liberal side of the division from the eastern
empires was, none the less, confirmed and made a little more
plausible.

1848

Nearly two decades later, in 1848, France sneezed again, and
most of continental Europe caught cold. There followed a
complex, continent-wide crisis. All that is easily discerned is the
strength of the hopes and fears aroused by one revolution after
another. It is much harder to decide where to begin even a
description, let alone analysis. Hard times had stimulated
jacqueries and risings in the 1840s. As early as 1846 the Galician
peasants had set to work with a will butchering their Polish
landlords, believing, it seems, that their Austrian emperor
wanted them to do so. The connection with a simultaneous
rising in Cracow is obscure but these events may have had the
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paradoxical effect of ensuring that Poland, one of the most
turbulent countries in Europe, kept relatively quiet in 1848. Well
before that, Germany was smouldering in an anticipatory glow
of revolution: ‘we lived’, wrote one German, ‘like people who
feel under their feet the pressures of an earthquake’.

The year began with a revolt in Palermo in January, a protest
against what was seen as misgovernment by the mainland
Neapolitan Bourbon monarchy of the Two Sicilies. But this was
little more than a formal precedence. The first real alarm came
on 24 February; an almost bloodless overthrow of the July
Monarchy set up in 1830 and the proclamation of a republic in
Paris then startled liberals and conservatives alike. It was a
signal to Europe. True, the new regime did little that could be
called revolutionary beyond recognizing a ‘right to work’—
which had a socialist sound to it—unless the abolition of the
death penalty or a proclamation of sympathy for the Poles is to
be considered such. But there were soon signs that government
in Paris was slipping towards a powerlessness like that which
had released the violence and radicalism of 1793 and the
Revolutionary wars. Meanwhile, a system of doles to the unem-
ployed of Paris accumulated an army of discontent in the cap-
ital.

Memory (there were men alive in 1848 who had seen
Robespierre in the flesh) was the source of inspiration as well as
of fear. Besides haunting the thinking and shaping the style of
the Paris politicians, it speeded revolution elsewhere. The wave
swept through scores of German cities. All could unite against
the powers that were. Constitutions were suddenly conceded
and the paralysis and sometimes the overthrow of the existing
order throughout Germany was soon complete; by the end of
March, the Vienna government, too, was helpless. Within the
Habsburg dominions revolution spread to Milan, Prague, and
Budapest; there were risings in Dalmatia and Transylvania.
Habsburg control of Italy crumbled as Venice followed Milan
into rebellion. As much in fear as in favour of revolution, the
Sardinian monarchy sent its army into Austrian Lombardy on
the side of what some Italians saw as a patriotic and national,
and some as a constitutional and liberal, cause —some saw it as
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both. When a hitherto idolized Pope remembered his position as
Supreme Pontiff of the universal Catholic Church and said his
forces could not fight Catholic Austria, it caused consternation.

Though two of the three members of the old Holy Alliance
had their backs to the wall for most of 1848, everything in the
end went wrong for the revolutionaries. They were everywhere
divided: liberals and radicals moved apart, to left and to right;
both came to fear the peasants whose destabilizing of the
German and central European countryside had done so much to
paralyse the old order’s power of resistance. The French liberals
and their peasant countrymen came together in alarm at the rise
of what they saw as socialism. The republic was only saved by
an appalling week of street-fighting in Paris, the ‘June Days’
which Tocqueville called the ‘greatest slave-war in history’ and
cost 20,000 dead. After that, order reigned in Paris as it had
done in Warsaw since the 1830s. Meanwhile, the third reac-
tionary power, Russia, like Britain almost untroubled in 1848,
re-emerged as the policeman of eastern and central Europe. As
the Vienna radicals contemplated with dismay events in Prague
and Budapest—it had not occurred to them that the paralysis of
the government might mean that Germans would no longer run
the empire—the Habsburgs’ Croat soldiers and, in 1849, the
Tsar’s army gradually cut the ground from under them.

Bohemia and Lombardy were again under control by the end
of 1848, and the following year opened with the Habsburg
forces’ reoccupation of Budapest. In the summer, the last
Hungarian revolutionaries were overwhelmed; they were by
then facing Serb revolutionaries and risings by Romanians in
Transylvania, as well as the Austro-Russian armies. The inter-
play and conflict of nationality was even more marked in
Germany. There, liberals who sought German national unity
found indispensable the protection of a Prussian monarchy
which was the epitome of conservatism. When, in 1849, the
Prussian king contemptuously refused an imperial crown offered
by the German constitutional assembly, it was clear that the
German revolution was over.

The legacy of the upheaval was immense. It deprived
Germany, through emigration, of much of her radical political
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leadership and it took the country a further stage towards a
Prussian hegemony. Elsewhere, the shock of 1848 left the
French middle class distrusting Paris, republican forms, and
even the ‘career open to talent’. Italy was more securely than
ever under the heel of Austria; hopes that the Papacy might lead
her to national unity and political reform had been exposed as
daydreams. But 1848 had also shown that enthusiasm could be
aroused for the cause of nationality which might be used by
conservatives to promote their ends as well as by the liberals
who had so long been seen as its foremost standard-bearers.
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, revolution had extended
to much of central and eastern Europe changes that had been
brought to other countries by French occupation and example
before 1815. Notably, peasants had been liberated from serf-
dom, bond-labour services, and much else summed up as
‘feudalism’. This was true, above all, in the Habsburg empire,
where the peasant deputies in revolutionary Vienna had turned
into staunch supporters of the dynasty once their demands for
land and freedom from bond-labour had been met.

The Great Age of Revolutionary Wars

The 1850s and 1860s were dominated and transformed by a
renewal of warfare between the great powers. This owed much
to the establishment of a new regime in France. The democratic
election of a president for the Second Republic, in December
1848, was followed by a coup d’état and his assumption of unre-
stricted power in 1851. This was endorsed by plebiscites which
turned the president into an emperor a year later. So came into
being the French Second Empire under Louis Napoleon
Bonaparte. There was much about this which was alarming, not
least his name. He was the first democratic dictator, endorsed by
popular vote. Liberals despaired. More important, if Napoleon
I (as he called himself) had a consistent policy stance, or at
least an outlook to which he tended to return, it was directed
towards overturning the 1815 settlement and promoting the
cause of nationality. Mazzini thought him a sham both as a
democrat and as a nationalist. But his hold on power remained
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firm while many of his countrymen could see him as the
guardian of social order and others could believe he had
progressive ideas about the working class.

Paradoxically, he first took France to war in a seemingly
conservative cause. Great Britain and France fought Russia in
1854 to protect the Ottoman empire. Russian armies had
invaded the Danubian provinces of Moldavia and Wallachia.
This had opened a new phase of the Eastern Question—what
was to be the fate of the Ottoman empire in Europe? —which
released further revolutionary wars after the Crimean war, and
shaped the history of Europe not only until 1918 but well
beyond. Any decision about what should be done with the terri-
tories of the Ottoman empire when it fell apart, and about what
should be done to speed or delay that falling apart, was bound
to affect the balance of power set up in 1815. In 1854 that
balance was upset and the Holy Alliance powers divided.
Dynasticism and partnership in the Polish crime were huge
conservative forces, but Austria could not ignore Russian
encroachment in the Danube valley; though she did not go to
war with Russia, she mobilized her own armies and sent them
into the Danubian principalities.

The main conservative goal of the war, the safeguarding of the
Ottoman empire, was achieved, but at the Congress of Paris,
which met to settle the war in 1856, there were representatives
of the smallest of the victorious allies, Sardinia. Her prime
minister, Cavour, used the Congress to bring forward an Italian
question—was Italy to remain disunited and under Austrian
domination? —though he got nothing immediately for his pains.
A more obviously revolutionary result of 1856 was the eventual
emergence of an independent Romania (finally acknowledged in
1881). Finally, it became clear, the war brought revolution to
Russia, but it did so from above. Russia had always escaped it
from below, and contained it successfully in her Polish provinces
even if her countryside was often turbulent. But defeat in the
Crimea showed that Russia could not regain her standing as a
great power without modernization. That meant at least one
major change. So, in 1863, the Tsar decreed the emancipation of
the Russian serfs, the largest single piece of social engineering to
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be attempted by any European state down to that time. Bond-
labour, an institution which lay at the root of all European
history hitherto, was now abolished—and, it may be noted,
before it was abolished in the United States.

Russia’s eclipse as a European policeman was also assured for
some years. This opened the way to revolution further west, but
in ways importantly different from those envisaged in the first
half of the century. Assured of Napoleon III’s benevolence
towards changes in the map at the expense of the Habsburgs,
two able conservative statesmen managed a series of rearrange-
ments which rebuilt international order in the interests both of
the vested interests they wished to uphold and, paradoxically, of
the cause of nationalism. Each sought to assure the survival and,
if possible, preponderance of the states they represented
(Sardinia and Prussia) within larger national units (Italy and
Germany). One was Cavour, the Sardinian who built on an
alliance with France a policy of provocation towards Austria
which enabled him to retain the support of Italian liberals disap-
pointed in 1849. Ten years later, France went to war with
Austria in support of Sardinia. Napoleon did not exact from a
defeated Austria all that Cavour wanted, but the peace gave his
king Lombardy, and opened the way to the unification of the
rest of the peninsula. That unification was part political manip-
ulation, part revolution, part conquest: Sardinian forces invaded
the kingdom of Naples, ostensibly in support of a filibustering
campaign by the radical Garibaldi, whose revolutionary
language alarmed conservatives everywhere, but in reality as a
way of containing what Cavour feared might be a democratic
revolution threatening the Papacy and provoking a new war—
this time, with France. When he died in 1861 a united Italy was
in existence, formerly sanctioned by plebiscites—as was the
transfer to France of Nice and Savoy, the douceur exacted by
Napoleon III—under the former king of Sardinia. Garibaldi and
Mazzini lived on, unhappy and disillusioned by the outcome;
Rome and Venetia remained ‘unredeemed’ outside the new
nation-state.

Bismarck, Prussia’s conservative revolutionary, began, like
Cavour, with the acquiescence of France but ended fighting
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her. His was a much more important impact on Europe than
Cavour’s, because the demographic and economic might of a
united Germany was much greater than that of a united Italy
could ever be. Yet his starting-point and fundamental ambi-
tion were limited: the preservation of Prussia and the interest
of its ruling class, the Jumker nobility and squirearchy to
which he belonged. This meant Prussian predominance in
Germany, which was achieved in three wars—one with
Denmark in 1864, one with Austria in 1866, and the last with
France in 1870. The first began the successful evolution of
Bismarck’s policy towards a bid for the leadership of German
nationalist opinion; the second excluded Austria from any share
in the internal affairs of Germany; the third announced that
France was at last displaced from her long ascendancy as west-
ern Europe’s great power. Bismarck coupled the peace he
imposed in 1871 with the creation of a new German empire, a
second Reich which appealed to national sentiment, seduced
German liberals, and had a formally federal structure which
saved the faces—and the palaces—of the German princes. But
the king of Prussia was the emperor.

Defeat in 1866 had other consequences for Austria than exclu-
sion from German affairs. She surrendered Venetia to Prussia’s
ally, Ttaly—her only cession of territory—but this was less
important than an internal change, the remodelling of the
Habsburg empire into a Dual Monarchy. This, too, had its roots
in the decline of Ottoman power. The Ottoman retreat and the
consequent extension of Habsburg territory would mean new
subjects, sometimes of national groups not hitherto represented
in the empire, sometimes of groups which were and whose rela-
tions with it might therefore change. Yet, as 1848 showed, the
most troublesome of the ‘subject peoples’ were the Magyars, the
dominant people of the old kingdom of Hungary. Like the
Germans of Bohemia and Austria, they were increasingly self-
conscious as a people anxious to protect both a much-touted
historical culture and their real advantages over other peoples—
mainly Slav—of the historic Hungarian lands. They had long
resisted a centralizing monarchy. Austria’s weakness in
Germany was the Magyars’ opportunity. After defeat by the
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Prussians, the Habsburgs had to concede to them the historic
‘Compromise’ (Ausgleich) of 1867 which set up a Dual
Monarchy, Austria-Hungary. The emperor Francis Joseph was
emperor in Vienna and king in Budapest. Though negotiated,
this was a revolutionary change. It produced a Hungary —terri-
torially including Croatia, Transylvania, and much else—inde-
pendent in virtually all internal matters but, because of the
Magyars’ own need to ensure that the Monarchy retained its
international weight, locked into an often uncomfortable
common management of foreign affairs. The Magyar response
to necessity was to try to ensure that the making of foreign
policy was dominated by Magyar interests. Unfortunately for
Europe, they were sometimes successful in doing so.

The Great Peace, 1871-1914

In 1871 the French provisional government suppressed a move-
ment in Paris led by a radical Commune or city council, and did
so with great severity. The bloodshed was unprecedented. The
damage done to Europe’s city of pleasure by street-fighting and
incendiarism was striking. For a moment it seemed to some that
social revolution had come again. It had not, however, nor in
spite of many fears did it come in other developed nations in the
decades that followed. True, there were dangerous moments in
some places. Defeat in war forced concessions to revolution out
of the Tsarist autocracy in 1905. In Spain, traditionally a land of
revolt and rebellion, the government for a time lost control of
the great city of Barcelona in the “Tragic Week’ of 1909. Italy
seemed for a moment at the edge of breakdown in 1913. Yet
what the Paris Commune had demonstrated was that there was
little chance of popular insurrection overthrowing society when
a government had control of its armed forces and the will to use
them. Nevertheless, the fear of revolution did not diminish after
1871. It was even enhanced by new bogies. Socialism and
communism—words vaguely and widely used about ideologies
and aspirations implying a more equal distribution of material
benefits and social power—appeared as open, organized threats.
Trade unions were their most obvious manifestation. Two
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socialist ‘Internationals’ of working-class organizations
appeared to have international substance. Yet the second, and
much more important, though embodying an unprecedented
degree of international organization for the working classes, had
become by 1914 a far from revolutionary body, as its acts in that
year showed.

The virtual disappearance of violent revolution from
European history is a complex story. One element in it may be
the long-term—though uneven—rise in material wealth in the
half-century that followed 1860. Another was the increasing—if
by 1914 still far from complete—integration of mass societies,
and the more effective government they enjoyed: popular educa-
tion and rising literacy; at least formal participation in represen-
tative systems by larger numbers; the conscious extension of
what would now be called ‘welfare’ legislation; better commu-
nications; the use of conscription to create national armies—
these were some of the many changes silently transforming the
relations of government and governed. This transformation was
neither even nor uniform in its advance. Germany, with a wider
franchise, had a government more firmly under the thumb of
traditional privilege than England in 1914. By then Englishmen
were entitled to old age pensions, such as Frenchmen were not
to receive until after the First World War—and Russians not
until after the Second—and, again unlike the French, were used
to paying income tax. But the tendency is notable, and is prob-
ably one reason why the threat of violent revolution receded.
Not all liberals, as the twentieth century began, remained opti-
mistic about the spread of constitutionalism, far less democ-
racy—but by 1914 there was not a major European
state—except, of course, the United Kingdom—without a writ-
ten constitution; most gave some formal protection to the citizen
against arbitrary interference, whatever the practical realities of
the way it worked. Conscious political reform—sometimes
conceded only reluctantly, and occasionally only cosmetic—had
led everywhere to a prevailing set of ideas and institutions
unthinkable a hundred years earlier.

The revolutionary serpent which had still not been scotched
in the egg was nationalism. Social revolution was still a real
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threat where it coincided with nationalist resentment. Irish
national leaders looked with admiration to Magyars who, they
believed, had fought the good fight against national oppression
from the Hofburg while they were fighting against the same
threat from Dublin Castle. But to the Romanian peasant of
Transylvania, to the Croat or the Slovene, Magyars looked—and
often were—both rapacious landlords and alien tyrants; they
hoped independent nationhood would give them what Magyars
had got in 1867. Elsewhere, there were still Italians in ‘unre-
deemed’ Habsburg territory, the British had a national problem
in Ireland, and Norway and Sweden parted company (peace-
ably) in 1905. But it was in the great eastern empires that the
real revolutionary potential lay. Poland could be managed, but
Russia faced greater difficulty; her Poles and Jews were only two
of the scores of non-Russian peoples she ruled. Above all,
tension was greatest in Austria-Hungary and Ottoman Europe.

Revolution and the Approach to Disaster

By the end of the century, as neighbours of the decaying Ottoman
empire, Austria and Russia were openly concerned about what
was to take its place. France and Britain, too, were always acutely
sensitive to any prospect of changes anywhere in the empire and,
indeed, over its capacity to survive at all. Broadly speaking, the
eighteenth-century solution had been the direct extension of
Habsburg and Romanov power into former Ottoman lands. In the
nineteenth century, that became more difficult to accept, and other
solutions were sought. One sometimes welcomed was the emer-
gence of new national states in south-eastern Europe. Thus
emerged Serbia during the Napoleonic wars and a Greek national
state in 1830; so crystallized Romania after the Crimean war.

In any particular instance the powers were tugged in different
directions by different impulses and interests. Russia always
found it somewhat tempting to stand up for Christian popula-
tions alleged to be oppressed by Turkish misrule—of which
much more was heard as the nineteenth century went on. Her
rulers also grew increasingly susceptible after 1870 to the bland-
ishments of a supranational ‘Slavophilism’, popular among
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many Russians, which linked the protection of the Orthodox
Christian Churches to that of the Slav peoples (although one of
those peoples, the Polish, was embarrassingly Roman Catholic).
This encouraged Russian diplomacy to cultivate potential satel-
lites as new states appeared in the Balkans. In its turn, this was
likely to favour other elements in Russian policy: ambitions to
dominate the lower Danubian lands and to control the Straits
of Constantinople—an artery which grew in importance with
the sea-borne export trade in grain from Odessa.

The Austrian position was normally more conservative and
reactive. No such domestic influences as in Russia urged the
Roman Catholic Habsburgs towards interference to protect the
Balkan Christian peoples. Vienna was more concerned over its
own interests in the Danube valley, the Monarchy’s major outlet
for water-borne commerce other than Trieste, and for the main-
tenance of stability in the Ottoman territories so that other
powers would have no excuse to interfere in the region. As the
nineteenth century progressed, another concern loomed larger in
Austrian calculations. Whether or not Russian power was ex-
tended overtly and formally in the Danube valley and the
Balkans, would not the Monarchy’s strength be weakened by the
appearance there of new Slav nations? They might seek not only
to exploit their shared Slavdom so as to reduce the Monarchy’s
influence beyond its borders, but perhaps also to attempt to turn
its own Slav subjects against it. This prospect increasingly
troubled Magyar politicians, aware as they were of the huge Slav
population of their half of the Monarchy. And, if the ‘South’
Slavs, as those peoples increasingly came to be called, won
concessions, what would then happen with others: the
Romanians of Transylvania, the Ruthenes of the Polish Ukraine,
the Poles themselves?

Between 1871 and 1914 five new nations emerged into full
independence and sovereign status in south-eastern Europe. All
were in formerly Ottoman lands, all were poor and largely
barbarous, but they were also Christian, talked the language of
nationalism, and were governed by what purported to be consti-
tutional regimes. Serbia, Montenegro, and Bulgaria were Slav;
Romania and Albania were not. They were the final monuments
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of over a century of effective diplomacy which, except in 1854,
avoided direct conflict between the great European powers in
south-east Europe by building up such states at the expense of
the subsiding Ottoman empire (of which by 1914 there was very
little left north of the Bosphorus). In 1913 some of these states,
along with Greece, showed that this solution to the Eastern
Question had bought success at the cost of creating new prob-
lems: in the second of two Balkan wars—the first, a year earlier,
had been with the Turks—they fought one another over the divi-
sion of the Ottoman spoil.

A Revolutionary War

The exhaustion of diplomatic solutions in the Balkans, the
persistence there of problems, such as Macedonia, which could
not be solved at the expense of the Ottoman empire, and the
bungling of Austro-Russian relations all contributed to the
descent into the abyss in 1914. To that extent, it would be fair
to call the struggle which began then the Third Balkan War, or
another of the Wars of the Ottoman Succession. But with no
less appropriateness it could be called the Third German War,
for it was fought, as those of 1866 and 1870 had been fought—
and as a fourth, still greater, was to be fought in the future—to
settle questions about Germany’s weight in Europe. Some,
Germans among them, would even have said it was about
Germany’s place in the world, but historians have tended to
agree that extra-European, and specifically colonial, issues did
not play a major part in the outbreak of war. The long resent-
ment of Frenchmen over the loss in 1871 of Alsace and
Lorraine, their government’s alliance with Russia and under-
standings with Britain, and the provision of the British govern-
ment with a cast-iron legal excuse for entry to war when
Germany invaded Belgium were all much more important.
Some of Germany’s rulers were haunted by the fear that their
moment of effective supremacy might pass if they did not fight
then. Germany was a huge mass of demographic, economic,
and therefore military power. They felt that, while there was
still time, they should demonstrate and exploit that fact, before
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a modernizing, stronger Russia could throw her full weight into
the scale.

The narrative of the war which began in 1914, though fascin-
ating for its own sake and important for the explanation of its
nature, cannot be set out here. In that story, in any case, it is easy
to lose sight of the revolution—or revolutions—which made the
war unique in more than its huge scale and extent. Nothing like
it had happened since the struggles of 1792—-1815, which were
also, like those of 1914-18, referred to long after they were over
simply as ‘the Great War’. Much of this revolutionary effect was
a matter of the intensification of processes already long under
way. The war demonstrated the immense strength of the
national state which had become the dominant political institu-
tion in Europe since 1789. Military police were not needed to
force conscripts aboard the troop trains which took them in
millions to the fronts in 1914. Until 1916, the huge British army
in France could still rely on volunteers to fill its ranks. Perhaps
even more impressive evidence of the power the state could now
mobilize was wartime management of economic life. It was
carried further than ever before, and though Russia’s starving
cities in 1917, and those of Austria and Germany in the follow-
ing year, presaged the closeness of breakdown and surrender, for
years bureaucrats succeeded in warding off famine by the exer-
cise of administrative controls and the exploitation of technical
resources on an unprecedented scale. Paradoxically the war
made the central direction of the economy advocated by social-
ists a reality over much of Europe.

War aims developed as the struggle continued and combined
with deep-rooted facts and long-evolving trends to make it a
revolutionary war. Poland’s hour came at last, as the combat-
ants began to look round for new allies. Their concessions to
her were implicitly revolutionary —the Germans had helped to
set up an ‘independent’ Polish state as early as 1916 —but revo-
lution had already been unleashed by the British outside Europe
in their support for Arab revolt in the Ottoman empire.
Promises with revolutionary implications were also made;
Italy’s entry to the war in 1915 could be read as the opening of
the last war of the Risorgimento because the Allies offered her
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the ‘unredeemed’ lands in Dalmatia and the Trentino. Most
extraordinary of all, France and Britain had secretly conceded
the great aim of Tsarist foreign policy for a century and perhaps
more—the promise of acquiescence in the Russian occupation of
Constantinople after victory.

These were perhaps only indicators of revolution. Two great
events in 1917 changed world history. The major precipitating
agency in each was the same small group of men. They were not,
as revolutionaries had long hoped and conservatives long feared,
the self-designated successors of Robespierre, Mazzini, Nechaev,
and so many other devoted disturbers of the status quo. The
revolutionizing of world affairs in 1917 was the work of the
German general staff. By the beginning of that year its soldiers
had at last worn out even Russia’s huge strength. Though her
armies were then still in the field and still capable of great feats
of arms, Russia’s cities were starving, her transport system was
wrecked, and her government had lost its moral authority. The
regime was mortally wounded. A revolution in February (March
in the older calendar) brought it down and installed a repub-
lican provisional government. It recognized Poland’s independ-
ence and gave autonomy within a Russian state to Finland and
Estonia. Unhappily, it did not give Russians what they longed
for above all: peace. War-weariness and the tireless exploitation
of its political weakness by the Marxist socialists called
Bolsheviks, whose leader had been sent back to Russia by the
Germans, in the hope that some advantage might come of it,
enabled them to thrust aside the provisional government in a
coup d’état in October. Soon, Russia was out of the war and a
new state had appeared, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics
(USSR).

These events took time to demonstrate their full revolution-
ary consequences. But some were very quickly apparent. The
Bolshevik regime inaugurated a new foreign policy by a
dramatic (and ineffective) appeal over the heads of governments
to the peoples whom they were supposed to oppress. This
symbolized the new regime’s rejection of traditional assump-
tions of international life and diplomacy. It was a signal sent by
a government which wished to show that it was essentially
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subversive of any other which did not share its ideological posi-
tion. Soon, gestures of support—acts were later to follow—
towards revolutionary movements in other countries confirmed
that. A new instability was thus injected into international life.

The other great revolutionary event of 1917 had been the
entry to the war of the United States. This too was the work of
Germany’s military leaders. The proximate cause was their deci-
sion to launch unrestricted submarine warfare against the Allies,
which meant trying to sink all ships, whether under combatant
or neutral flags, approaching Allied ports. The ships were often
American, so this assured America’s entry into the war on the
Allied side. Soon it was clear that, since Germany was not
winning the maritime battle, the Allies were therefore bound to
win the land struggle, even after they had lost their Russian ally,
since American numbers and industrial strength more than
made up the loss. Win they did, and Germany sued for peace in
October 1918.

By then, the American entry to the war had transformed the
struggle and had implicitly settled much of the character of the
peace which was to follow. Other events helped. In the spring of
1918, the full military weight of the United States had still to be
deployed in Europe. The French and British faced the last great
German onslaught without much support in the field from their
new associate. In the crisis, they looked around for new
resources. Among them were some which might be brought to
bear through revolutionary and subversive means, both by
propaganda and diplomacy. The Allies began to recognize and
encourage those who spoke for the ‘subject peoples’ of the
Austro-Hungarian empire. This fitted, more or less, the rhetoric-
al diplomacy of the American president, whose commitment to
a break with the self-interested war aims of the Allies—
significantly, the United States government did not accept that it
was their ‘ally’, but described itself as an ‘associated power’—
was made evident in assertions that the coming peace was to be
based on the principle of self-determining nationality; six of the
‘Fourteen Points’ the President announced as the basis for a
peace settlement expressed this.

America’s entry to the war initiated the final evolution of
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the wars which had sprung from 1914. They had turned into the
greatest revolutionary war in history. The old Europe was gone.
On the eve of the armistice which ended fighting in the west, a
German republic replaced Bismarck’s Reich. The Polish republic
emerged again as an independent state. Long before the peace
conference began, two great dynastic empires crumbled away,
both in revolution. The Dual Monarchy dissolved into Austria,
Hungary, and Czechoslovakia, while others of its former lands
were now part of a new ‘Yugoslavia’ which also swallowed
Serbia and Montenegro. Soon, the new Russian state was
desperately fighting a civil war to hold itself together. The peace
treaties when they came endorsed and furthered the triumphs of
nationalism and the collapse of dynasticism and briefly brought
about an unprecedented extension of formal democracy. They
also registered the other and still vaster revolutionary change
denoted by the American army’s presence in France. The New
World had been called in to settle the problems Europe could
not herself solve—and, it was to appear in due course, failed in
turn to solve them. Symbolically, the majority of the countries
whose representatives signed the Treaty of Versailles lay outside
Europe. The age of European ascendancy was over.

The Treaty of Versailles was not signed until 1919 and was only
one of several which settled the terms of the new order. Some were
not signed for years, and 1918 is not, therefore, a good date to
break Europe’s political story. Her German problem had not been
solved and 1918 was to that extent only a pause in a new Thirty
Years’ War. Even as hostilities ended, there were either established,
or fighting strongly for existence, nine independent sovereign
states which had not been there in 1914 —Finland, Estonia, Latvia,
Lithuania, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Austria, Hungary, Yugoslavia
(a name not officially adopted until 1929; in the Treaty of
Versailles it was referred to as ‘The Serb-Croat-Slovene State’).
Like the new Germany, all of them were constitutional in form.
Seven of them were republics. Above all they witnessed the
triumph of the principle of national sovereignty announced in the
French Revolution. It was still double-edged, implying at once a
new way of authenticating authority and a huge revolutionary
potential, as minorities in the new Europe quickly grasped.
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Other facts also registered sweeping change. At Vienna in
1815 the Papacy had been officially represented; there was to be
no nuncio signing the Treaty of Versailles, for since 1870, when
the Italians occupied Rome, the Papacy had ceased to enjoy its
temporal power. Rome had retreated on other fronts too. For all
the Papacy’s claims, even states with large Roman Catholic
populations had already made concessions to a creeping secu-
larism. European political life since 1789 was influenced by
innovation in science, philosophical ideas, social assumptions,
and much else which redefined the role of religion. Elites which
had once rested on unquestioned foundations dissolved, or
abandoned themselves to the opportunities of industrial and
commercial society. There were doubts, even about ideas which
seemed to triumph; not all nineteenth-century liberals viewed
the onset of democratic society with complacency. In 1918 new,
illiberal principles were already abroad, and were being solidly
entrenched in Russia, a country which was bound one day to be
a great state again. Such reflections lead back to the conclusion
that the Europe of 1918 had not reached a new resting-place.
She was only a little way into the phase of world revolution in
which we still live, and which Europe’s global supremacy had
launched. The cannonade at the Bastille was in the end to be
heard round the world, however astonishing the transforma-
tions, compromises, and distortions away from their ideal
origins the principles and ideas of Europe were to undergo.
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The Industrialization of
Modern Europe 1750-1914

CLIVE TREBILCOCK

The Three Waves of Industrialization

Between 1750 and 1914, Europe experienced three major
waves of industrialization. One peaked in the period between
the 1780s and the 1820s; a second crest appeared in the decades
between 1840 and 1870; and a third rolled through in the last
two decades before the First World War. Each was associated
with a particular region and with a particular type of techno-
logy.

The process began in Britain, the world’s first industrial econ-
omy, accelerated during the second half of the eighteenth
century, and was centred upon relatively simple and cheap innov-
ations in two leading sectors, cotton textiles and ironmaking.

This pioneer industrial revolution defined the requirements for
its successors: that new sources of power should be applied to
production; that manufacturing should increasingly be organ-
ized in large-scale units or factories; that there should be struc-
tural change within the economy as the share of national wealth
contributed by agriculture dropped back and that derived from
industry and trade moved into the lead. Clearly, there are other
identifying features—such as innovations in process technology
and new levels, and types, of investment; but these three require-
ments are central.

Parts of continental Europe began to emulate the British
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example quite early. France, though beset by an antiquated and
fiscally inept state administration, possessed economic capabil-
ities in the private sector which, even around 1780, were not so
far behind the British. Her output of coal, ships, and cottons was
less than Britain’s, but she turned out more woollens, silks,
linens, and even iron. French total industrial output was ahead
of the British, but French industrial output per head well behind.
This promising attempt at early parity was frustrated by the
political upheavals of the French Revolution and the subsequent
Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars. These non-economic inter-
ruptions cost France some thirty years of industrial growth,
decimated French overseas trade, and left the economy stranded
in a European market dominated, throughout the 1810s and
1820s, by British manufactured exports. But skills and struc-
tures remained, and, even during the war period, there was
notable regional development in the French north and east.

Similarly, some areas of the German states—Silesia, Saxony,
Rhineland-Westphalia—were able to exploit the opportunities
opened up by the first generation of factory technology between
1780 and 1820. In the first case, the Prussian appetite for
weaponry promoted an interest in the new metal processes; in
the others, market shifts created by Bonaparte’s expansionism,
and especially by his attempt to exclude British goods from
Europe by the Continental System of 1806, allowed the growth
of regional specialisms in textile production. But these areas too
suffered from British industrial supremacy after the French
defeat at Waterloo. The only other economy, apart from Britain,
to achieve a sufficient combination of new technology, large-
scale production, and structural transformation in this first wave
of industrialization, was, logically enough, a small one: Belgium
in the 1810s and 1820s. Here the centres were Ghent for cotton,
Verviers for wool, Liege and Charleroi for metals.

But follower economies of any scale had to await the second
wave, which may be located roughly in the period 1840—70.
This period saw the industrial take-off of France, the German
states, not unified into the German empire until 1871, and,
across the Atlantic, the United States. By this time, the detailed
qualifications for full industrial status had advanced: technology
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becomes more sophisticated and expensive with time and new
entrants need new tools and products to break into markets
already occupied by their predecessors. The three central
requirements regarding power, scale, and structure will stand,
but the means of achieving them will alter. Britain had begun
with canals, cotton spinneries, and the iron puddling process. By
the 1840s and 1850s, new entrants needed railways, engineering
works, and steel mills.

Above all, they needed railways. Britain was the only major
economy to industrialize without them. For every successor
economy, they were basic equipment. They were the central
innovation of the second industrial wave and their influence was
huge. They could integrate disparate economic regions, which is
what most nations or pre-nations consisted of at this time, into
reasonably articulated markets. They could link production sites
with distant raw materials. States were interested in them for
their capacity to move troops rapidly, and, in some places,
promoted them for this reason. They required unprecedented
amounts of investment to concentrate in a single venture, and,
in a whole range of countries, from France to Austria, from Italy
to Russia, they forced a wholly new type of investment bank
into being in order to provide this capital. Their construction
required support from key technologies such as engineering,
iron and steel, and coal, the classic heavy industries, and they
could become dominant customers—in the German states, for
instance, the rail sector accounted for nearly 25 per cent of
domestic pig-iron consumption over the years 1850—4—for
these industries.

Of course, it is not satisfactory to pin the development of
many economic sectors on a single transport industry; for it says
nothing about first causes. While the rail sector provided
services and markets for manufacturers, it required on its own
account inputs of capital, labour, and enterprise from other
quarters. Nevertheless, it is striking that, in economies such as
France and the German states in the mid-nineteenth century, the
curve of railway construction also traces the curve of industrial
take-off.

Just as the first and second industrial waves were separated by
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a quarter-century of continental recession after 1815, so a
further hiatus occurred after the railway-based upswing of
1840-70. This was the world-wide Great Depression of
1873—96. Ironically, this phenomenon was itself a result of
improving levels of economic integration in the world, and
indeed directly of the transport revolution in both railways and
steel ships which affected so many countries, both in Europe and
outside it, after 1850. For that revolution allowed the increas-
ingly developed areas of Europe to connect up with those areas
of the globe which produced foodstuffs and raw materials at the
lowest cost. Wheat could be had from the Dakotas, from
Canada, from Russia, from Hungary, or from Latin America; by
the 1890s it was cheaper in Liverpool than at any time since the
reign of Charles II. This was good for the consumer, and, on the
face of it, cheap raw materials of all kinds were good for the
industrialist. But, of course, western Europe itself contained
producers of foodstuffs and raw materials. Cheap grain from the
New World was not good for the large farmers of France or the
new German empire; cheap tin from Malaya was not good for
the miners of Cornwall.

Moreover, the downward pressure on prices, which was
sufficient to trigger a general deflation, exerted a squeeze on
profits in these countries which were not able to adjust all costs
downwards. Older industrial producers, such as Britain, proved
to be less flexible in this respect than newer ones such as
Germany. Britain’s performance throughout the period
1870-1914 was lacklustre; Germany experienced tribulations
during the 1870s but recovered rapidly.

Improved transportation also raised competition levels
between industrial producers. By the 1870s and 1880s, some of
the second-wave industrial producers, such as Germany and the
United States, were more than competent industrial exporters in
their own right. Older industrial producers, such as Britain,
again had trouble in responding flexibly to this competitive chal-
lenge.

Even before the 1890s, the stronger industrial economies, such
as imperial Germany and the United States, were casting off the
restrictions of the Great Depression. What disposed of it in a
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more general way, and brought about a recovery in world price
levels, was an upsurge in economic activity from a third wave of
new industrial economies during the two decades preceding
1914. This group included Italy, Japan, Sweden, the Austrian
section of the Habsburg empire, and Russia. A less extensive
form of economic modernization could be argued for Spain and
Hungary. Among the larger subset, there must be doubts as to
whether Austria had achieved sufficient structural transforma-
tion for industrial take-off by 1914, and, despite the fact that it
was the fifth largest industrial producer in the world by that
date, there is a special difficulty about Russia.

The technologies with which this surge of world industrial-
ization is associated are those of chemicals, electrical engineer-
ing, bicycles, and automobiles. These were scarcely suitable to
form the central foundations for newly industrializing
economies largely because of the demanding scientific content
of many of them. They were more conspicuous in promoting
further structural change among the second-wave follower
economies: France, the United States, and, above all, Germany
became the leading exponents of these high-technology manu-
factures, while Britain once again was slow to promote the
‘new industries’ of the years before 1914. By the early 1900s,
Germany produced 8o per cent of the world’s output of
artificial dyestuffs, was by 1907 the world’s largest producer of
chemicals, and by 1913 controlled over half the world’s trade
in electrical products.

It is definitely significant, however, that these new technology
sectors were rarely entirely unrepresented even within the third-
wave industrializers of the pre-1914 world. By the 1900s Italy
numbered among her industrial products automobiles, type-
writers, and chemical fertilizers; Japan was involved in joint
ventures with western firms in explosives and electrical engi-
neering; Hungary was producing switchgear for the London
Underground system. These third-wave industrial economies
needed railway systems, shipyards, and steel mills for their basic
manufacturing equipment, but the full range of their technolo-
gies was wider and richer than that displayed by the classic
follower economies of the 1840s and 1850s.
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Industrialization as Evolution

By 1914, therefore, industrialization was an established presence
in many of the nations of Europe. It is particularly difficult to
convey the realities of this in illustrated form. A picture of a
seven-storey textile factory in Lancashire in the 1800s does not
look so very different from a picture of, say, the blast furnaces
at Konigshiitte, Silesia, in the 1830s, and a picture of a steel mill
in the Ruhr in 1890 would not look much different from one in
the Donbas in 1910. All will be huge, grimy, and emitting large
quantities of smoke. The illustrations give no clues to the rela-
tive measures or spread of industrialization in the various loca-
tions at the time. They cannot tell the observer how
representative these formidable institutions were of the national
economy. And they give no indication of what is not in the
picture: how much of the country in question does not look like
this. Perhaps they do indicate that industrialization is a very
capital-intensive process: the monsters of Le Creusot or
Konigshutte clearly consumed a great deal of investment. And
they do flag the fact that some parts of Silesia or of southern
Russia, amongst many other places, contained some plant that
looks quite advanced for the dates which the pictures bear.

This, in turn, connects to the vital point that industrialization
is a long drawn out process; it is not achieved in a rush.
Professor Rostow, in a famous work, The Stages of Economic
Growth, once argued that the achievement of industrial take-off
required the doubling of the percentage of national income
devoted to investment within thirty years. But this was not
believed for long: in most countries, the doubling process
appears to take closer to between five and eight decades than to
three, and, in the British case, nearer to ten, from the 1750s to
the railway boom of the 1840s. If individual factories were cap-
ital intensive, and the process of industrialization expensive in
the aggregate, it was still not necessary to shift large slices of
national wealth across the economy in a hurry: it was indeed
better if the transfer was conducted in an accumulative,
sequenced manner.

Industrialization is thus not a revolution in the sense of a
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violent, sudden upheaval compressed into a short period of time.
One of the silliest things ever written about it was Charles
Beard’s melodramatic remark that it fell upon the agricultural
economy ‘like a thunderbolt from a clear blue sky’. Instead, in
one measure or another, it is a process of evolution, covering
many decades. Modern research now insists that Britain’s pace
of advance before 1830 was distinctly relaxed, at less than 2 per
cent per annum in GNP growth, scarcely better than the pace
associated in later times with periods of Britain’s decline.
Britain’s industrial growth, it appears, has always been slow. So,
the structural transformation which had occurred in Britain by
the 18 50s—when agriculture supplied only 21 per cent of total
national product, against 35 per cent for industry and 19 per
cent for transport and commerce—had been achieved by an
extended period of adjustment. Similarly, the most persuasive
description of French industrial development in the period
1815-1914 combines slow growth throughout the century with
occasional spurts of accelerated development in the 1850s and
1860s and again after 1905. Even in the case of Germany, the
continent’s strongest economy by the 1900s, the notable growth
of 1850—70 and 1885-1914 Was constructed upon foundations
first laid well back in the eighteenth century. The nineteenth-
century growth in net national product—from o.5 per cent per
annum in 1830-50, to 2.4 per cent in 1850-70, and 3.1 per cent
in 1870-1900—displays a fairly orderly progression. Indeed, F.
B. Tipton has found, from yearly estimates, a ‘nearly constant
long-term growth rate’ on both sides of 1870.

Industrialization as Great Spurt

There is, however, an expectation that very late developers will
develop at a significantly more rapid rate. This is the ‘great
spurt’ out of backwardness, proposed by Alexander
Gerschenkron. The hypothesis here is that development else-
where places the backward economy in a critical situation:
economic inferiority imposes political and military perils, yet the
industrial might of the advanced powers defines a method of
escaping the dangers of underdevelopment. A tension between
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actuality and potential encourages the state authorities in the
backward country to gather scarce resources for a concerted
drive for development. Advanced technology will be available
because the powerful economies already have it. Growth cannot
be gradual because the backward state cannot afford the time,
and, anyway, its starting level for industrial growth is so low
that the application of new technology will automatically
produce high percentage growth rates.

If this model is to resemble reality, it should apply best to the
third-wave economies which industrialized after 1890. Some of
these, notably Russia and Sweden, did achieve very high rates of
industrial growth. Under the prompting of Count Witte’s
Ministry of Finance, Russian industrial output achieved an
annual growth rate close to 8 per cent during the 1890s, one of
the highest experienced anywhere in the pre-1914 world, and
possibly exceeded only by Sweden with about 12 per cent for the
period 1888—96. The Tsarist empire, Europe’s largest economy,
had by 1900 ousted France from fourth place in world iron
production and had taken fifth place in steel output. Its railway
system, a vital component of modernization in such a vast land
mass, increased in mileage by 87 per cent between 1892 and
1903, while oil extraction more than tripled between 1887 and
1898. Indeed, around 1900, Russia became, briefly, the biggest
producer of oil in the world.

There are two major reservations to be made about this inter-
pretation. First, even the Russian surge of the 1890s had a
prehistory. Between 1861 and 1885, industrial output growth
had managed a very respectable average annual advance of
about 6 per cent and the ‘railway ukaz’ of the Tsar Liberator,
Alexander II—which had recognized that ‘our fatherland,
equipped by nature with abundant gifts, but divided by huge
spaces, especially needs suitable communications’—had been
passed in 1857. Even before the serf emancipation of 1861,
which is conventionally taken as the benchmark for Tsarist
modernization, an ‘autonomous stream’ of Russian enterprise
was discernible in such industries as cotton textiles, sugar-
refining, and distilling. Not even Witte’s drive for growth in the
heavy industries lacked a pedigree. Secondly, the other member



54  Industrialization of Modern Europe

of the third-wave economies for which Gerschenkron tried to
find a ‘great spurt’—Italy —resolutely refuses to supply one. This
latecomer contained very significant areas of underdevelopment,
particularly in the south, and meets most of the criteria for back-
wardness. Yet its industrial take-off, which Gerschenkron
locates in the years 1896-1914, proceeded, on his own measure-
ment, at average rates of manufacturing output growth no
higher than 5.4 per cent per annum. This is actually somewhat
slower than the much more mature German economy was
managing during its high-technology expansion of the 189o0s. It
is difficult to escape the conclusion that the Gerschenkron
perspective on the rapid escape from backwardness is overly
dependent on the experience of the single Russian case.

The Strength of the Old Economic Order

If in most cases industrialization was a gradual and accumulative
process, it was in no case before 1914 a complete process. When
we talk of an industrial economy, it is easy to forget that the
economy is not entirely occupied by industry, let alone by factory
industry. Traditional sectors composed of agriculture and non-
factory craft manufactures survived in all European economies
down to 1914; and in some they retained considerable social and
political power. Even in Britain the factory did not become the
dominant form of industrial organization until beyond 1830;
before that, workshop production was the most common type of
industrial organization. France remained a country of market-
town economies and widespread rural industry until late in the
century; a genuinely national and urban market probably did not
come into existence before the 1890s. Even in Germany, where
the rise of cartels in the 1870s and 1880s helped to carry large-
scale industrial organization further than anywhere else on the
continent, traditional methods of production were by no means
extinguished: as late as 1882 one-third of all German textile
workers were still employed within the domestic system of manu-
facturing. In Italy, the early application of electric power gave an
extended lease of life to small-scale workshop methods of
production. And, in Russia, the physical separation between
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modern factories and village markets allowed peasant craft
manufacturing to survive en masse to the end of the Tsarist
period and beyond: in 1914 some 30 per cent of all manufactur-
ing output derived from these kustar industries in the country-
side. So, although a transition towards large-scale forms of
organization is an essential feature of modern economic growth,
it is not a sweeping transition. Traditional technologies and
modes of work proved durable well into this century and most
industrial economies were characterized around 1914, to one de-
gree or another, by technological dualism, by the coexistence of
modern processes and corporations alongside much older meth-
ods and types of venture.

Rarely, however, did small-scale industry or craft production do
much to impede the progress of the modern sector. It either coex-
isted or it was crushed. But in agricultural production proper,
matters could be quite otherwise. This was because interests
existed in this sphere which were both large-scale and tradition-
alist. Often the aristocratic or gentry exponents of cultivation on
large estates, they possessed good access to political power. In-
deed, it is an irony of nineteenth-century economic history that,
in many states undergoing industrial modernization, the polit-
ical or administrative leadership lay in the hands of an agrarian
ascendancy, or its relatives. Sometimes, usually in the early
stages of the growth process, this ascendancy would perceive a
utility —normally a military one—in industrial activity and
would not seek to constrain it. But other aspects of industrial
growth—loss of labour from the countryside, encroaching
urbanization, a leaning towards free trade—could easily cut
across the interests of this group. When this happened, its
members possessed the means to extract a particular price for
the inconvenience of living in an industrial society.

Table I gives a measure of the amount of economic muscle
remaining in agriculture around 1910; and this in turn, of
course, provides a very rough measure of its political muscle.
Only in Britain had the process of industrial change reduced the
agricultural share in national output to truly modest dimen-
sions. And Britain, of course, maintained agricultural (and all
other forms of) free trade between 1846 and 1914. Another
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Table 1. Shares of National Output by Sector around 1850 and 1910

1850 1910
Agriculture Industry Transport/ Agriculture Industry Transport/
Commerce Commerce

Britain 21 35 19 6 34 29
France 45 29 7 35 36 7
Germany 47 21 8 25 43 15
Russia 75 10 12 60 29 12
Ttaly 57 19 17 42 22 23

notable measure of modernity in the British case is the size of the
services sector. All mature economies undergo a shift in this
direction, but only one case displays it convincingly in this
sample from the pre-1914 world. At the other end of the scale,
it is striking that in three countries which had clearly achieved
industrial take-off by r9ro—France, Germany, and Italy—the
traditional sector still accounted for at least 25 per cent of
national output. In Russia, agriculture was still massively
predominant, which highlights the central conundrum of the
late Tsarist economy: despite its high growth rates and its world-
ranking industrial sector, how can it be said to have achieved
modern economic growth if the traditional sector still covered
60 per cent of the economy?

The event of the pre-1914 decades which most irritated the
large agricultural interests who lived in these large agricultural
sectors, particularly those of France, Germany, and Russia, was
the pressure on grain prices which built up after 1870. Their
response was to demand tariff protection in order to defend
their domestic prices from the inroads of extra-European
cargoes infiltrated into the home market by newfangled loco-
motives and cargo ships. Some industrialists, worried by rising
competition levels, also perceived virtue in tariffs at this point.
This convergence of interests permitted alliances like that in
Germany in the late 1870s, the famous ‘compact between iron
and rye’, aimed at securing tariff aid for the great producers of
both. But the convergence did not last long. The industrial
depression, especially in Germany, was not as extended as the
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agricultural price crisis. As markets recovered, industrialists
wanted to get back into the export business and realized that
freer, not more restricted, trade was the correct recipe for this.
Even worse, tariffs on food crops meant higher living costs and
thus upward pressure on the wages industrialists had to pay.

Nevertheless, the grain lobbies of France, Germany, and Russia
fought for their tariffs and got them, whatever the true develop-
mental interest of the economy concerned. Probably, this interest
was most heavily compromised in Germany. The east Elbean
plains of Prussia contained some of the most unblushing and
unbridled agrarian conservatives to be found anywhere in Europe.
These Junkers did not like democracy, industry, cities, foreigners,
and many other things besides; yet their families provided much
of the civil service, officer corps, and court of the new Reich. They
had a tune to call; and they roared it out. In the tariff revisions of
1879-87, the industrialists sang along, although the Junkers got
by far the larger share of the takings. When German Chancellors
of the 189os—most notably Caprivi—tried to relax the tariff
system and trim it more in favour of the modern sector, the
Junkers erupted. These pillars of conservatism threatened to with-
hold taxes from the treasury, block recruits for the army, or
obstruct the much-prized naval programmes of the fledgling
empire. They forced Chancellors into resignation or ransom. In
1902, Prince Biilow chose the latter, and, in order to get the latest
naval scheme through, consented to another enormous round of
protection for the grain estates. This was clearly contrary to the
interests of the modern sector and converted German arable farm-
ing into the biggest agricultural hothouse maintained by any of
the advanced economies. That the most powerful industrial
system in Europe could be so constrained is powerful testimony
to the enduring strength of pre-industrial forces. It is important to
recall that economic modernization did not proceed to unanimous
applause.

Industrialization as a Regional Experience

It follows from this distribution of industrialization within, rather
than throughout, economies that it was both an international and
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a regional experience. It was international because it travelled in
an important sense: later developing countries could copy tech-
nologies and methods or borrow capital from earlier ones, while
early developers could act as customers for the raw materials and
foodstuffs produced by later ones. It was regional because the
modern industrial sectors took shape as particular area concen-
trations within individual economies, which were more like simi-
lar concentrations, lying across the waters or the frontiers, than
they were like their own rural and craft-based hinterlands. The
main industrial pockets by 1914 were situated in northern
Britain, northern and eastern France, the Rhine-Ruhr triangle of
Germany, northern Italy around Milan, southern Russia and the
Baltic strip, the region around Vienna, and the Basque coast of
Spain. Certainly, Tyneside at this time would have had more in
common with Rhine-Ruhr than the former would have had with
Cornwall or the latter with East Prussia. This type of observation
is the basis of Professor Pollard’s insight that industrialization
was less a national circumstance than a regional event.

Still more to the point, these regions interacted with one
another. Thus, in the early nineteenth century, cotton yarn spun
in Lancashire could be purchased as an input by the cotton
weavers of the Rhineland. Later, Krupp of Essen would secure
iron ore from wholly owned mines in Spain and Thyssen would
cultivate parallel connections in Normandy and French
Lorraine. By 1914, about one-half of all German iron-ore
supplies came from industrial regions outside Germany, mainly
Sweden and French Lorraine. Similarly, the Bilbao—Cardiff axis
formed a famous mutual trade in iron ore and coal between the
industrialists of the Basque and South Welsh economic regions.
This axis had even replaced the earlier Bilbao—Gijon connection
through which the Basque metal-makers had tapped the coal of
the neighbouring Spanish mines of Asturias. In eastern France,
the notoriously disputed frontier of Alsace-Lorraine ran through
what was in reality a single integrated complex of mining and
manufacturing, bisecting trading partners, and even individual
firms, with sporadically disastrous political consequences.

After victory in the Franco-Prussian war in 1871, in which
Germany’s rapidly advancing capacity in high-quality steel
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manufacture and gun-making was a not insignificant variable,
the Germans drew the new frontier in Alsace to what appeared
the maximum economic advantage of the moment. But the iron-
ore field of Longwy-Briey, the richest in Europe, was not dis-
covered until the 1880s and it lay on the French side of the
border. It became a German war aim in the disturbed years lead-
ing up to the next confrontation between these two, and many
other, powers in 1914.

But this last case should be a warning against an overenthusi-
astic commitment to international regionalism in our perspective
of the pre-1914 era of industrialization. Frontiers were clearly
more than merely lines on a map, across which economic
impulses cheerfully and freely flowed. Rather, as Professor
Supple has correctly observed, ‘they frequently defined quite
distinctive systems of thought and action’. Frontiers allowed
individual governments to move the economic goalposts by tax,
tariff, or territorial acquisition, and such tactics certainly altered
the prospects for industrialists of one country vis-a-vis those of
another. Even the cotton-spinner in laissez-faire Lancashire lived
under a markedly different fiscal and administrative regime from
his weaving colleague in the early nineteenth-century Rhineland.
So, if regions matter, so do regimes.

The Institutions of Development from Backwardness

In one powerful view of industrialization during this period,
what lies inside the political frontier—the economic power,
intent, and will of a particular state—matters a very great deal.
It is clear that the various waves of industrialization were asso-
ciated not only with different places and technology but with
notably different institutional patterns. By institutions we mean
private firms, educational systems, financial agencies, and
government ministries. Alexander Gerschenkron, though he
talked least of the pioneering British model and too much
perhaps of the late developing Russian one, produced the most
orderly arrangement of thoughts on this subject.

In the British experience—which was spontaneous, individu-
alistic, open-market, and gradual—institutions above the level
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of the private firm played little part. The private firm was itself
characteristically small—the largest class of cotton mill in late
eighteenth-century Britain boasted a fixed capital of no more than
£10,000—and its finances were provided by the informal sources
of family, congregational, local, or partnership funds. The long-
running alienation between finance capital and industrial capital
in Britain derives from this formative growth stage: since banks
were asked to provide little in the way of (fixed) capital for plant
or buildings, they readily accepted the lower-risk, and arms-
length, strategy of providing (working) capital for the purchase of
materials or payment of wages. These short-run transactions,
quickly repaid, allowed the bankers to maintain a distance from
industrial risks. Similarly, since technology levels at this point in
world industrialization, like capital levels, were relatively modest,
and there were no external competitors to push them upwards,
the early British industrialists were under little pressure to employ
scientific discovery or theoretical breakthrough to achieve inno-
vation. Rather, this tended to be supplied by the craftsman’s
observation or adjustment at the bench, the famous ‘practical
tinkering’ of the first industrial revolution. Unlike those that
followed, this pioneer movement owed little to the scientists.

Consequently, little connection was perceived between educa-
tional effort and industrial outcome: technology appeared to be
self-generated. Of course, this would hold true only of a limited
stretch of world industrialization. But because this approach
created the world’s first and richest industrial state, it seemed in
Britain to be truer than that. Indeed this misperception, as it
turned out to be, exercised a recognizable influence upon British
educational practice until 1914 and beyond.

Modest requirements in capital and technology in early indus-
trial Britain permitted many small ventures to enter the market.
These were often family firms and they created a tradition of atom-
istic competition and a suspicion of modern large-scale corporate
enterprise that was long lasting. Between 1750 and 1870, British
governments had little incentive to do much about this; and after
1870 old habits died hard and old principles succumbed only
slowly to new realities. This is scarcely surprising. Open markets,
self-directed capitalists, and gentle government had combined to



Industrialization of Modern Europe 61

produce huge industrial and imperial pre-eminence. Before 1870
no convincing competitors emerged to provoke official anxiety.
And when they did emerge, they were met only with official
complacency; they were seen for too long as industrial also-rans
who required newfangled devices and dubious policies merely to
approach the starting-line in the industrial race. British methods
were tried and trusted. And set, it seemed, in gold; only later did
this substance turn out to be stone; and porous.

Early institutional ‘imprinting’ of this kind has featured in
some powerful recent explanations of Britain’s inability to adjust
to the competitive markets and new technological prospects of
the late nineteenth century. However, Gerschenkron had more to
say about the follower economies, whose situation around 1850
or 1860 was not the soon-to-be-threatened industrial prosperity
of Britain, but the relative deprivation of economic backward-
ness. How were they to escape from it? Particularly now that the
threshold for entry to industrial status was steeper: the railways,
engineering shops, and steel mills of this technology band would
not yield to the institutional equipment of small firms, aloof
banks, non-technical education, and lordly restraint by govern-
ments. If the follower economies were to react positively to the
dangers and examples proffered by the industrial leaders some-
thing more in the way of affirmative action was needed.

Gerschenkron’s achievement was to propose that a certain kind
of institutional action was associated with particular levels of
backwardness. Chronic backwardness required a full programme
of development spearheaded by an interventionist state. Medium
backwardness was best managed, and growth extracted from it,
by the use of specialized investment banks. Suppressed back-
wardness, or, put another way, economic maturity, could be left
in the capable hands of the modern large-scale corporation. Any
given country could pass through all these institutional stages as
backwardness was confronted and beaten back.

The logic is quite simple. The developed status of other
powers poses a threat to the chronically backward society. By
definition, that society lacks sufficient capitalists, markets, or
investment for modern economic growth. The economy contains
so many gaps that the state is the only agency with sufficient
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power, reach, and resources to fill them. It can use its own
officials as substitute capitalists or as mentors to what capitalists
there are. It can use its own custom—often for weapons or rail-
ways—to create markets for manufactured goods. It can use its
own exchequer—for the state is always potentially rich,
however poor the country—to finance the necessary capital
formation. Military inferiority will often be a sufficient motive
for even very conservative states to undertake these tasks.

In the context of medium backwardness, some gaps have been
filled. The easiest are filled first, and thus some markets and
some capitalists will exist. The major residual bottleneck will be
in capital supply. Breaking it will require the institutional innov-
ation of the investment bank. British-style, short-term credit
provision will be no use amidst the problems of medium back-
wardness. Here capital is not plentiful but scarce, technology
thresholds are not low but high. Some method has to be found
of concentrating scarce capital within large-scale financial insti-
tutions which will then confront the dangerous task of lending
it on a long-term basis to railways and factories. This was the
method discovered in the mid-nineteenth century in the shape of
the investment bank. Outside Britain, it was used throughout
Europe; but most intensively in Berlin and Cologne. The invest-
ment bank was to institutional innovation what the steam
engine was to technological innovation—and it was just as
important to industrialization in the last century. Many steam
engines would never have run without it; the investment bank
was the financial engine of nineteenth-century development. Its
wide spread also indicates how many economies experienced
medium backwardness in the period preceding 1914.

If the investment bank was the premier institution of medium
backwardness, it was not the only one. It revolutionized the flow
of industrial capital in the high-cost development process of the
mid-century. But this process contained high thresholds in areas
other than finance; one also certainly existed in skills. The
supply of human capital, as well as the supply of finance capital,
had to be improved. And for this polytechnics, technical high
schools, and scientific universities were needed. These too were
institutions of the mediumly backward economy.
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In the context of suppressed backwardness, or economic
maturity, the problems of development are past. The issue is
now how most equitably to distribute the fruits of develop-
ment—a new welfare role for the state at the other end of the
growth process—and how to maintain momentum amidst matur-
ity. In this connection, the job of the large-scale corporation is to
maximize throughput, organize markets, and, through research,
to sustain technological fertility. Institutions able to do this,
some of them multinational corporations, certainly existed in
the United States and Germany, and even in Britain, before
1914; but their heyday was to be somewhat later.

Classic European cases of growth out of medium backward-
ness are those of France and Germany in the period 1840-70;
with traces of similar patterns occurring in Italy from the 1890s
and in Austria and even Russia from the 1900s. Classic cases of
growth out of chronic backwardness are those of Prussia,
1780-1820, and Russia in the 1890s; with some echoes occur-
ring in Hungary around the turn of the century.

The Investment Bank and Medium Backwardness

Until the 1850s, France lacked the markets and the governments
suitable for industrial acceleration. Her markets had been
compromised by the destruction of French overseas trade in the
wartime years before 1815 and by the British export domination
of Europe in the peacetime years after Waterloo. French govern-
ments between 1815 and 1848 consisted of restored monarchies
afraid of every socio-economic shadow. These regimes saw in
the preceding Revolutionary and Bonapartist phases sufficient
social change to last many lifetimes and they were deeply averse
to any more. This encouraged them to regard any attempt at
financial innovation as an unprovoked assault on the Bastille of
the Bank of France and any railway project of economical scale
as the spawning ground of monster capitalism. At mid-century,
the main constraints on revived industrial activity in France
were capital shortage and the lack of a sensible transport policy.

The Second Empire of Napoleon III (1850—71), authoritarian
in its domestic policy and vainglorious in its foreign policy, was
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not the most obvious source of economic reform. But whatever
his shortcomings in diplomatic vision and political substance, this
Bonaparte had a clear view of what France needed for greater
industrial prowess. A firm push from imperial government was
required to achieve it: Napoleon III’s autocratic regime did more
to promote economic advance in nineteenth-century France than
the weak monarchies that preceded it or the weak republic that
succeeded it. However, this was achieved less by the active gap-
filling policies which are associated with state campaigns against
chronic backwardness than by the removal of the bureaucratic
obstacles to economic capabilities that already existed.

Rationalization of the railway policy owed much to imperial
initiative. Rejecting the cautious concessions and nit-picking
administrative controls of the previous two decades, the new
government advocated operation by network or by region and
threw itself ‘full-steam into long concessions’. Plenty of capital-
ist interests were ready to respond. Trunk-line construction in
the three decades after 1855-64 exceeded the building of the
previous three decades by 700 per cent and of the succeeding
three by over 20 per cent. The decade after 1855 saw the peak
of French rail construction in the nineteenth century, at 7.2 per
cent of gross industrial product. This boom saw the construction
of many important lines, from Paris to Marseilles and to the
German, Spanish, and Italian frontiers, from Bordeaux on the
Atlantic to Séte on the Mediterranean.

However, willing as the private sector was to respond to these
new transport opportunities, it needed capital to do so. Railway
ventures of the scale of the Chemin de Fer du Nord had taxed
the limited French market before 1848, and the vast require-
ments of the Midi line outran the resources of the merchant
bankers and even of the Rothschilds. Yet France had been
allowed to develop few financial institutions which could do the
job. Once more, the key innovation which made good this
deficiency, the Crédit Mobilier of 1852, was launched under the
personal imprimatur of Louis Napoleon. Designed as a counter-
balance to the Bank of France, and the next largest financial
institution in the country, the Crédit provided a real alternative
to the restrictive investment policies of the preceding three
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decades. It became a European exemplar for the growth-
conscious bank, stocking its coffers with scarce investment
resources and opening them to adventurous capitalists, although
pre-eminently to railway capitalists. By the mid-1860s, mobilier-
type institutions had been established in French provincial
centres such as Lille, Lyons, and Marseilles and large-scale
metropolitan banks like the Crédit Industriel et Commercial
(1859), the Crédit Lyonnais (1863), and the Société Générale
(1864) had followed the lead set by the innovating Crédit
Mobilier. Although it was eventually driven under by an unfor-
giving Bank of France in the financial crisis of 1867, it had—
with a little help from the emperor—achieved the necessary
liberation of French finance.

The effect upon heavy industry of these major adjustments in
transport and banking was profound. The three decades from
1840 saw the replacement in France of the textile industries by
a new leading sector of capital-intensive industries such as iron
and steel manufacture, metal fabrication, and coalmining. Steel
was a rare metal in 1850 but an industrial staple by 1870, and
French advances here were nicely timed for the development of
the Bessemer process. This, the first method for mass-producing
steel, was invented in 1856 by Henry Bessemer, resident in
Britain but the son of a French engineer, and became available
just as the French metal industries entered their phase of modern
growth.

The France of the Second Empire did thus exploit the oppor-
tunities and institutions of medium backwardness, but not to the
same extent as the German states. The French borrowed, or
borrowed back, the Bessemer process from the industrial leader,
Britain. The Germans initiated little but they devised highly orig-
inal ways of borrowing from all other initiators, including the
French. The French used investment banks well in the 18 50s and
1860s, but, noticeably, they did not utilize them far beyond the
railway tracks. No major financial institution specializing in
credit for manufacturing was created until the foundation of the
Banque de Paris et de Pays Bas in 1872 and the establishment of
the Banque de I'Union Parisienne even later in 1904. The big
bank flotations of the 1860s, especially the Crédit Lyonnais and
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the Société Générale, summed up French financial inclinations
during the last third of the century by drifting away from domes-
tic lending altogether into huge foreign investment operations.
By contrast, the German states from 1850, and the Kaiserreich
from 1871, became the classic exponents of bank-led industrial
growth, and the masters of good practice for those who wished
to imitate them.

After its mid-century growth surge, the French economy of
1871-1905 was both prone to accident and wasteful of oppor-
tunity. Defeat by the Prussians in 1871 cost France the province
of Alsace-Lorraine. This was more than a matter of pride and
territory. The region contained France’s most important textile
centres, most of her machine-building industry, and 8o per cent
of the country’s known iron-ore reserves, with their attendant
blast furnaces and steelworks. While war savaged French indus-
try, disease blighted French agriculture. From the late 1860s to
the 1890s, the most unsporting of all pests, the corpulent aphid,
phylloxera vastatrix, munched its way through the vines of
France. Government was scarecely more helpful. Within the
unstable democracy of the Third Republic, law-making
proceeded by faction fight and lacked the economic resolve of the
Second Empire. The bankers preferred to cast their nets overseas.
And the industrial bureaucracy of the Corps des Mines made
worse what was already bad: the ironmasters trying to exploit
the Briey basin were subjected to an unremitting stream of
discouraging advice. Some of this was pure bad luck. Some of the
rest makes the point that institutional devices, just like any items
of technology, are only as good as the people who direct them.

Those who directed the German investment banks were more
determined. As in France, the capital requirement for railway
construction in Saxony, Silesia, and, above all, the Rhineland,
drove the bankers of Leipzig, Breslau, and pre-eminently
Cologne, into new forms of lending from the 1830s and 1840s
onwards. The first German investment bank, the
Schaaffhausen’scher Bankverein, was founded in Cologne in
1848, and, between that year and 1856, a tight cohort of insti-
tutions, which were to become known as the German great
banks, were launched into the rail