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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



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 10 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

Introduction 7



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 siècle 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

Introduction 11



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 10, 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 1980–1 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.
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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



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 siècle française, 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 cahiers).
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
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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 lumières 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?
Was 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
cahiers 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—‘même 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 XVIII’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
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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 1832 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
III (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 Junker 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, Italy—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

40 Revolution from Above and Below



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. Élites 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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2
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



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, Liège 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 80 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 Königshütte, 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
Königshütte 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 1850s—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 0.5 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
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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 1890s. 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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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 1910—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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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
Italy 57 19 17 42 22 23



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 1890s—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 Bülow 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-à-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
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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 Sète 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 1850s 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 l’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 80 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 railway and industrial markets.
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Differences with French experience were twofold. From the
beginning, these German banks not only floated share issues for
their railway clients; they also bought packets of these shares for
themselves; built up an equity interest; and placed their officials
as directors on the boards of railway companies. When railway
demand for capital waned from the late 1860s, the German
bankers did not go in search of foreign pastures; they went in
search of German industrial flotations. They purchased slices of
these for themselves; they pursued the industrial equity interest;
and they infiltrated their directors on to the boards of industrial
companies.

In one sense this was simple prudence. The bankers were being
asked, or were choosing, to extend long-term credit to risky
ventures; one way of controlling the risk was an ownership
interest and a voice in the management. In another sense, it gave
the bankers a remarkable perspective across, and influence over,
the industrial sector. By 1914, a mere sixteen of Germany’s top
bankers controlled between them 437 industrial directorships.
Between 1885 and 1900 the leading banks, and mainly the Big
Six, placed some £1,200 million worth of industrial securities in
the market.

These bank–industry connections could be used for a variety
of purposes. Bankers could push industrial clients towards best-
practice technologies, thus influencing the demand as well as the
supply for capital. Industrial debtors, afraid for their overdrafts,
could be bullied by bank managers into joining cartel associa-
tions—where prices were fixed, profits more secure, and the debt
safer. Or, as in the great mining–industrial region of Rhine–Ruhr
in the 1890s, industrialists in one industry, such as coal, could
find themselves led by a financial hand into marriage with indus-
trialists in related fields, such as iron or steel. The very high
levels of such vertical integration in German industry by 1914
derived in many cases from pressure applied by the bankers.
From the bank manager’s viewpoint, a coalmine with a guaran-
teed outlet for its coal, or a steel mill with an assured supply of
cheap fuel, was a safer coalmine or a safer steel mill.

It is clear then that the German banks, unlike their British, or
even French, counterparts, were a central design influence upon
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the German industrial economy. They financed its new technol-
ogy; by promoting cartellization, they helped select its market
context; by fostering vertical integration, they influenced its
patterns of ownership and control. It was only with a small
measure of exaggeration that W. F. Bruck concluded that ‘These
banks created the German industrial state’. Fittingly, the term
used to describe this kind of financial entrepreneurship is
German: Bankinitiative.

If high-pressure capital formation, pumped into heavy indus-
try, was one dominant characteristic of German industrializa-
tion, it was not the only one. Perhaps the next most striking
feature, especially after 1885, was the organized incorporation
of scientific knowledge into industrial practice. This was not
only a matter of technical education, although that process was
conspicuously well handled in Germany. Some German states,
notably Saxony, had possessed advanced educational systems
from the eighteenth century, but the second third of the nine-
teenth century saw widespread adjustments across many states.
By 1905, the Kaiserreich could offer a system of education
which matched a technical-school capability to virtually every
rung of the conventional educational ladder. Between 1872 and
1914 educational expenditure added as much to the national
budget as the imperial army and navy.

This commitment produced a useful array of carefully
designed human capital but it did not ensure that the relevant
science got into industry. Of course, few other countries ensured
this. The British lacked both the human capital and the science-
industry connections. The French made successful initiatives in
theoretical science but could not master the business of applica-
tion. Their industrialists were the first to introduce trained
chemists into factories but they could not persuade managers to
take any notice of them. The French defined many of the ground
rules for chemical manufacturing, yet made the poorest explo-
sives in Europe.

Nevertheless, French science and engineering won some
notable rosettes. Precocious discoveries in dyestuffs, particularly
artificial fuschine, came from French laboratories; the first
recognizably modern ‘inside drive’ automobile was the 1899
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Renault; and electrical engineering and specialist metal indus-
tries were prominent in the French industrial revival after 1900.
Indeed, in the key sector of motor cars, the French dominated
the European trade of the pre-1914 years. Car factories, which
were huge by average French industrial standards, generated
continental exports which outstripped American exports to
Europe in 1911 and 1912, and produced a total output more
than twice that of the British car industry.

Yet it remained a hit-and-miss matter whether a French tech-
nological breakthrough ever penetrated as far as the production
line, and, if it did, in which country the production line might
be. By contrast, in Germany very little from anywhere went to
waste. Many of the country’s industrial achievements followed
less from initial discovery than from the rapid application of
methods pioneered elsewhere. Processes central to Germany’s
late nineteenth-century successes—aniline dye manufacture, the
generation and conveyance of electrical power, the
Gilchrist–Thomas process in steel production—were French and
British, not German, discoveries. The essential link in Germany
between discovery, wherever it took place, and application was
an institution: the research team. Whereas French industry was
the first to receive trained chemists, German industry was the
first to incorporate entire laboratories.

Aniline dyes came from Britain, fuschine from France, but it
was the industrial laboratories of Frankfurt and Mannheim
which perfected them for mass manufacture and converted
them into world-leading exports. By 1900, German chemical
firms were deploying research teams of up to fifty to seventy
scientists, allowing them to follow their noses, and expecting to
discard 90 per cent of the results. But the outcome could be, as
it was at BASF’s Ludwigshafen factory after seventeen years of
research, the priceless reward of artificial indigo. In industries
like metals and engineering, the pattern was the same. The
Westphalian steelmasters made none of the new process discov-
eries but were quicker than any foreign rivals in applying them.
Again, the research laboratory stole the march. At Essen,
behind Krupp’s excellence in armament manufacture, there lay,
in the words of a British competitor, ‘an immense physical and
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chemical laboratory . . . such as is possessed by no university in
the world’.

Germany’s onslaught on the automobile industry, which was a
pioneering initiative, began in the same way. The Swabian
gunsmith Gottlieb Daimler set up a research laboratory with
Wilhelm Maybach in 1883, before developing his lightweight
petrol engine the following year. Daimler first used his engine in
a car in 1886, while his rival, Karl Benz, produced the world’s
first standard production model in 1894. By 1896 Daimler was
promoting the Daimler Wagonette in the British market and in
1901 offered the first technically advanced Mercedes to an
appreciative world. By 1914, the Mercedes Grand Prix racer had
shaken off the dust of its pottering antecedents of the 1880s and
1890s: it could reach 112 m.p.h.

The German approach to science-in-industry did not spread
especially widely outside Germany before 1914. But the German
Bankinitiative was copied by others in the last decades of peace.
In the 1890s, the Italian economy turned away from French-style
mobilier banking and deliberately adopted German-style invest-
ment banks, as well as attracting German overseas investment
and German bank officials to help run them. Similarly, when the
Russian economy emerged from the state-dominated growth
phase of the 1890s, and sought relevant institutions for the next
era of growth, it found that the traditional English-style banks of
Moscow were not adequate for the purpose. Instead, in the
1900s, St Petersburg was developed as an investment banking
centre modelled closely on German prototypes. In these coun-
tries, and in its homeland, the investment bank proved itself one
of the most powerful development aids of the pre-1914 world.

The State and Severe Backwardness

European experience offers perhaps two outstanding examples
of economies which drew significant measures of industrializa-
tion out of severe backwardness by means of concerted state
action. These are Prussia in the late eighteenth century and
Russia in the late nineteenth century. In each, as in many
instances where old-regime states bring themselves to contem-
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plate the ambiguous delights of modernization, the motive was
military advantage.

The importance of Silesia to its Prussian rulers was its location,
jutting out like a battering-ram towards the rival empires of
Russia and Austria. It was precisely the place to contrive and
foster the first major heavy industries on German soil. The first
blast furnace anywhere in Germany was installed at Silesia’s
Malapane Hütte during the reign of Frederick the Great in 1753.
But it was in the period 1780–1820 that the state did most to
raise the industrial capacity of this sparsely cultivated and thinly
populated province. In the 1780s and 1790s, a formidable indus-
trial bureaucracy led by von Heinitz, head of the Prussian indus-
trial and mining agency, and von Reden, the industrial
commissar for Silesia, scoured Europe for techniques and tech-
nologists. The result was that by 1802 the government foundries
at Königshütte and Gleiwitz boasted furnaces of best-practice
quality, that the first British steam engine in Germany was
erected at the great Silesian lead works of Friedrichsgrübe, and
that the iron-puddling process was commissioned in Silesia only
shortly after Britain had developed it. The British ironmaster,
William Wilkinson, was brought over to manage the Malapane
Hütte and the Scot, John Baildon, to look after the blast furnaces.

Around 1800 Silesia possessed some of the most active mining
concerns and efficient ironworks to be found in Europe. By 1842
one observer could claim that Silesia was ‘the equal of England
and the foremost on the Continent’. This, of course, was an
exaggeration. One Silesia did not make a German industrial
revolution. The province lacked any genuine market outside the
state. Its economic rationale lay in its proximity not to
consumers but to battlefields. Nevertheless, if the first industrial
nation had, by the 1840s, encountered a proficient Germanic
imitator, this was almost wholly a function of induced growth—
of state interest in the task of development.

In Russia, the commencement of economic modernization
conventionally dates from the emancipation of the serfs in 1861.
This is a misattribution. Alexander II, the Tsar Liberator,
although himself humanitarian and liberal in outlook, did not
free ‘the baptized chattels’ of Russian feudalism because he
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thought that reform would do anything for the economy. He did
so because serfdom was already collapsing under its own
weight, because the countryside consequently was in ferment,
and because he feared the onset of reform from below if the
regime did not rapidly pre-empt it with reform from above.

Instead, emancipation became a covert exercise in social
control. The peasants who had the liberating decrees read to
them in the 1860s merely exchanged one kind of overlordship for
another. They were removed from the domination of the gentry
and aristocracy who had previously owned them and set, in the
majority of cases, under the control of the village commune. The
regime used the commune to keep the vast horde of the Russian
peasantry where social control dictated: in the countryside, in
poverty, and under taxation. The commune controlled all land
supplies and distributed them to households according to family
size. Most got less than they had farmed under feudalism.
Taxation was collectively assessed. So if an individual left the
village or the household, the burden fell more heavily on those
who remained. An internal passport system reinforced these
constraints on mobility. Any improvement in cultivation required
a two-thirds majority vote in the village assembly. So there were
few changes in cultivation. For the privilege of living inside this
system of ‘liberation’, the peasant household paid through the
nose, in forty-nine annual instalments of ‘redemption’. Freedom
within this structure was merely a matter of legal definition.
Reality, for those bequeathed it, was oppression by another
name. The peasantry had too little land, too much taxation,
almost no cultivatory technique, and very little prospect of
getting out of the countryside. Genuine emancipation came not
in 1861 but in the Stolypin reforms after 1905.

The true stimulus for economic modernization was not the
emancipation of the serfs but defeat in the Crimean war of
1854–6. Backward Russia was trounced by the two most
advanced industrial powers in the world at that time, Britain
and France. This made a point of devastating force. If conserva-
tive, old-regime Russia wished to remain a great power, she
needed to attain a measure of advanced, new-regime industry.
Tsardom was committed to an active international role; if it did
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not pursue the industrial means to sustain this, it would fail in
its own terms. It was this which made the Romanov dynasty the
least likely, and least comfortable, contender for industrial status
in late nineteenth-century Europe.

But Tsardom was also committed to the maintenance of auto-
cratic power at home. It saw industrialism as a threat to that
power. Where Tsardom required social control, industrialism
brought social mobility, urban expansion, disaffected workers,
and upheaval. So if industry was to be pursued in Tsarist Russia,
it would have to be within a particularly rigid, two-sector strat-
egy of development. In one sector, the state would build up the
core of heavy industry needed for strategic viability. In the other,
the village commune would keep the mass of the population
isolated from the contagion of factory and town. The circle
would be squared: both internal security and external security
would be attained. Industrial capitalism would be safely
confined within a technological gulag.

Between 1856 and 1900, the Russian ministers of finance, the
state officials responsible for pursuing the minimum of industri-
alization which the regime deemed acceptable, worked within
the terms of this equation. Growth based on railway construc-
tion, selective importation of western technology, and the
recruitment of European industrialists proceeded at a
respectable rate until 1890. But before the advent of Count
Witte to the ministry, it also proceeded on the assumption that
Russia was primarily an agricultural society. Witte changed the
emphasis: although he had no choice but to accept the regime’s
particularly limited concept of capitalistic development, espe-
cially in regard to the veto on agricultural reform, he was the
first finance minister to make a full programme of industrializa-
tion his first priority.

Some have read too much into this and have mistaken a
programme for a ‘system’ or a ‘plan’. Von Laue, famously and
risibly, saw Witte as ‘a forerunner of Stalin rather than a contem-
porary of Nicholas II’ and attributed the record growth rates of
the 1890s to the economic hero at the finance ministry. In fact, of
course, Witte was no time traveller and could not invent the
economics of planning thirty years before the theoreticians at
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Gosplan had worked them out. His achievements, though
considerable, were simpler than this. He saw railway construc-
tion as a priority, nearly doubling transport capacity, but also
providing a major market for the steel, engineering, and coal
industries. These heavy manufactures were those most needed for
the purposes of both defence and rapid industrial growth. They
were also expensive in capital and demanding in technology.

Witte confronted these difficulties not with an anachronistic
plan but with the pragmatism of the broker. He did everything
possible to make Russia attractive to the foreign investor, bring-
ing in huge amounts of French, German, and British capital in
the late 1890s. And if financial capital could be imported, so
could knowledge capital. All manner of inducements were
provided to lure western industrialists to set up shop within, and
set examples to, the late Tsarist economy. All this lay within the
range of financial diplomacy around the turn of the century; it
did not require Witte to anticipate Stalin. And, significantly, the
growth surge of the 1890s came to an end when bad harvests
interrupted the fiscal tribute from the countryside and interna-
tional financial crises cut Witte’s credit line to the European
exchanges.

It was significant too that the subsequent economic recession
of 1900–5 did not bring a halt to the Tsarist industrial experi-
ment. Foundations by now were firmly established. Industrial
output growth resumed healthily after 1907, even though the
finance ministry now pursued a more orthodox, and lower-
profile, style of policy. Indeed, the supervision of industry in the
final pre-war decade lay with investment banks and large indus-
trial trusts rather than with government agencies. Where Witte
had concentrated on heavy industries, growth was more evenly
spread across the sectors. This was due not least to the Stolypin
reforms which, at long last, brought a measure of genuine
reform to the Russian countryside. Stolypin ended the redemp-
tion system and allowed the individual peasant household to
withdraw from the commune into independent cultivation.

Cultivation levels, harvests, and prosperity in the Russian
countryside improved between 1905 and 1914. Kustar, or
village craft industry, tapped this market and extended the
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consumer side of Russian manufacturing. Poor peasants, at last
able to escape the commune, provided labour for these crafts, or
ranged further afield, seeking jobs in factories and towns. With
its large-scale industrial concerns, its investment banks, and its
freer agricultural regime, the Russia of late Tsardom displayed
signs of economic westernization, indications that it was becom-
ing more like the industrial systems on the other side of the
continent.

It is salutary, however, to end with a different perspective on
Russian growth before 1914. For the Russian case defines what
economic modernization could not do. Even the Stolypin
reforms touched only a minority of the villages: two-thirds of
households remained in the worst-practice sector and used the
most primitive agricultural methods. Even after the industrial
growth of the 1890s and 1900s, over 85 per cent of the popula-
tion remained in the countryside. And those who moved from
country to town were the most rootless and hopeless, the dispos-
sessed who would help form the revolutionary proletariat that
the regime had so long feared. But the enduring feature was
village life. In the world’s fifth biggest industrial economy, the
vast majority of Russians would never have seen a factory. The
figures who peer into the camera from the village street of the
1900s look, and lived, like their forebears of the 1800s. Had the
camera been available then, the image would have been the
same.
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3
Military Modernization

1789–1918

HEW STRACHAN

Industrialization and War

The landscape of the western front in 1918 would have looked
familiar to soldiers of the late twentieth century. Scarred and
fissured by war, its features, or rather the lack of them, bore
testimony to the destructiveness of modern military technology.
Tanks, heavy artillery, machine-guns, flame-throwers, gas,
ground-attack aircraft, long-range bombers—all had reached a
level of high performance and remarkably robust reliability
within a few years. Their effect was to clear the surface of the
battlefield, at least by day: men dug deep or flew overhead, but
only pressing necessity caused them to stride over that pock-
marked ground.

The same comparison could not be made between the soldiers
of 1918 and those of the battle of Valmy in 1792, or even of
Waterloo in 1815. The weaponry with which the latter fought,
and its effects, would have seemed extraordinarily primitive to
their successors. Indeed the smooth-bore flintlock musket, the
grapeshot, and canister of the artillery had evolved little during
the twenty years of the Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars;
they had not even changed much since the wars of Louis XIV.
For all their destructive impact, their limited accuracy, short
range, and slow rate of fire did not compel dispersion for the
sake of survival. The battlefield was not empty but congested;
men and horses were tightly packed and clearly visible to their



foes. Nothing symbolized more succinctly the contrast between
the warfare of the French Revolution and that of the First World
War than the change in dress. The scarlet- or blue-coated
infantrymen of Napoleon’s age, advancing into action with
colours streaming and bands playing, were popinjays, at least in
outward form; the combatants of 1918, clad in khaki or field
grey, their faces obscured by steel helmets and gas masks, had
lost their humanity and their individualities to the self-protective
necessities of industrialized warfare.

The dramatic and rapid nature of the change in the contours
and characteristics of warfare in Europe can clearly be linked, in
the first place, to national economic development, and in the
second to its concomitant, technological innovation. Between
1815 and 1914, to take the most dramatic example, Germany’s
production of coal increased two hundred fold and of pig-iron
eighteen times. From these raw materials were fashioned the
steel and then the guns and rifles whose quantity and quality
effected a revolution in fire-power. The broad equation between
Europe’s industrialization and its military modernization seems
to provide a simple explanation for change, a linking of cause
and result which is hard to resist. But such determinism must be
rejected. The story is more complicated. In particular, it must
make greater allowance for the role of ideas.

Economics and War

A history of Europe’s military modernization which is shaped by
technological and economic development leaves far too much
out of account. Comparative advantage in the process of indus-
trialization did not necessarily transfer into comparative advan-
tage on the battlefield. During the Napoleonic wars the
trend-setter in military affairs on the continent was France. And
yet Britain, not France, led the way in the process of economic
growth.

A similar point could be made of the next major European
conflict, the First World War. The machinery of war stood at an
apex of technological development; it required the mobilization
of all a nation’s resources. At the war’s hub stood Britain’s
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successor as Europe’s industrial leader, Germany. But the cap-
acity to sustain continued fighting in 1914–18 was not confined
to the economic giants of Europe. Russia, the most backward of
the great powers in 1914, maintained the war on one of its
major land fronts for three years. Furthermore she did so single-
handedly, and without ever fully mobilizing the manpower she
had available. Bulgaria did not enter the war until September
1915, but, like Russia, also fought on for three years. And, most
remarkable of all, the Ottoman empire, whose demise as a
European power in the two Balkan wars of 1912 and 1913 had
been a precipitant of the First World War, maintained activity on
three and sometimes four fronts between 1914 and 1918. Thus,
just as economic forwardness had not been translated into
conventional military superiority in the case of Britain a
hundred years earlier, so in the Great War backwardness did not
necessarily correlate with military ineffectiveness.

States still had choices to make in terms of military priorities.
In the eighteenth century, Frederick the Great’s Prussia had
‘punched above its weight’ by giving priority to the army and its
organization. By the twentieth century, economic development
made it harder for the backward nation to counter the more
advanced. But it was not impossible. Resource allocations were
the products of political decisions. In 1914 Russia and Italy were
appropriating, respectively, 35 per cent and 30 per cent of total
government expenditure for military needs: despite smaller gross
national products and smaller taxable bases, they opted to spend
proportionately more on defence than more advanced nations.
In gross terms Britain, although now ranking third in the world
behind the United States and Germany as an industrial power,
still disbursed more on her armed services than either of them.
Between 1900 and 1913 average defence spending in Britain was
£2.04 per head per year, as opposed to £0.77 in Germany and
£0.85 in France. But her outlay did not translate into military
hegemony on the continent. The strategic priorities which
confronted Britain were those of maritime power and of imper-
ial defence: by European standards her army remained diminu-
tive.

So topsy-turvy was the logic imposed by the cost of war and
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of preparing for it that many observers before 1914 concluded
that economic sophistication—rather than advancing military
effectiveness—was contributing to the inutility of war as an
instrument of policy. I. S. Bloch, a Polish banker, whose six-
volume study of future war, published in 1898, rested on a care-
ful examination of its technology as well as its financing,
contended that war might become impossible. Production
depended on an urban workforce and international credit; the
onset of war in Europe would therefore halt industry by draw-
ing off its manpower and by disrupting normal financial rela-
tions. On this basis the more advanced the economy became, the
more difficult was the waging of war. The corollary of such
arguments was that economic backwardness could be an advan-
tage. In 1914, some Russians reckoned that their agrarian econ-
omy and its relative lack of dependence on trade would make
them more resilient in protracted warfare. For all the impres-
siveness of new technology, the prime resource required by
armies in the First World War remained, as in the Napoleonic
wars, manpower. The Balkan states were able to fight so continu-
ously, and so ferociously, between 1912 and 1918, partly
because they had men in abundance, not yet absorbed by the
demands of industry.

So the significance of national economic development for the
making of war was confused. The picture is little clearer with
regard to technological innovation.

Technology and the Arms Race

Neither of the industrial leaders cited above, Britain nor
Germany, enjoyed any decisive technical superiority in
weaponry as a consequence of its forwardness. In the main,
armies in Europe, regardless of the economic development of
their parent nations, were comparably equipped. Backward
states put a premium on competing with the standards set by
those with more sophisticated technologies. The magazine-fed,
breech-loading rifle, firing smokeless powder, was adopted by
Germany in 1884, France in 1886, Austria-Hungary and Britain
in 1889, and Russia in 1891. Thus lags in the procurement of
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new weaponry tended to be short lived. Even if this was not the
case, an inadequacy in one weapons system might well be
compensated for by a superiority in another.

Therefore, surprisingly few explanations for ultimate victory
rest, in the years between 1789 and 1918, on a marginal tech-
nological advantage. Prussia’s defeat of Austria at Königgrätz in
1866 was popularly attributed to the Dreyse needle-gun, the first
breech-loading rifle in regular military use. But the Dreyse,
although pioneering in its day, was hardly a revolutionary
weapon by 1866; it was adopted in 1840, and issued on a regu-
lar basis in 1851; its principles had been examined and rejected
(principally because of the delicacy of the needle-fire mechanism
and the escape of gas at the breech) by a number of European
armies; and the Austrians enjoyed a superiority in artillery
sufficient it seemed to compensate for any inferiority in small
arms. Four years later at Sedan, the Prussians’ victory over the
French was ascribed to the steel breech-loading guns which they
had adopted in the intervening period. But in 1870, as in 1866,
the sources of triumph could be more satisfactorily sought in
explanations that were operational and organizational than
tactical or technological. Inferior tactics based on the poor
application of new technology did not prevent their practition-
ers from achieving victory—as the Prussians found at
Gravelotte-St Privat in 1870 and as the French showed when
themselves defeating the Austrians at Solferino in 1859.

In two major areas only did European practice in war in the
nineteenth century not display this ambiguity concerning the
relationship between technological innovation and battlefield
success. But both concerned war on the periphery of Europe,
and not at its core.

First, Europe’s domination of the world through the growth of
empire reflected the ability of sophisticated technology and
advanced techniques to overcome the inherent advantages of
native populations. The latter were inured to the climate and its
diseases, knew the terrain, and were masters of the local logistic-
al infrastructure. But the gap between local technologies and
those of Europe widened in the second half of the nineteenth
century. The machine-gun was only the most concrete military
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expression of the tactical superiority enjoyed by European
armies in Africa or Asia. As important were improvements in
cartography and in medicine. But, since the latter were not mili-
tary in any narrow definition of the term, they helped confuse
the significance for war in Europe of war in the colonies. Britain
was only the most obvious of the European powers in the
frequency of her wars beyond the continent: France and Russia,
and latterly Germany, Belgium, Italy, and Portugal, also gained
more regular—if less intense —direct experience of war overseas
than they did closer to their own European frontiers. But the
very technological inferiority of the enemy made it hard to see
what was relevant in a European context and what was not.
Even Britain, the power best poised to cull tactical benefits from
hard-won conquests in India or South Africa, remained in the
thrall of France or Germany, and looked to the continental
precepts of those nations’ armies rather than to her own first-
hand knowledge.

The second arena in which technological advantage proved
less ambiguous was also one in which Britain played a major
part. War at sea required a navy to master not only the technol-
ogy that would enable its ships to survive in a hostile environ-
ment. The move from sail and wooden ships to steam and iron
integrated for the sailor both the complexities of navigation and
the necessities of combat. One interacted with the other. But
naval battle was rare. The world’s pre-eminent navy, Britain’s,
did not fight a fleet action against a comparable opponent
between 1805, the battle of Trafalgar, and 1916, the battle of
Jutland. Ironically, the former was the more decisive, although
only in the latter was significant new technology employed.
Jutland was as sure an illustration as were the land battles on the
western front that comparable levels of enhanced technological
sophistication cancelled each other out. But, in the years before
Jutland, Europe’s navies had had a forceful and recent prod to
innovation. At Tsushima in 1905 a marginal technological
advantage had enabled the Japanese navy to send the bulk of the
Russian Baltic fleet to the bottom. Arms races, particularly those
between Britain and France in the middle years of the nineteenth
century, and between Britain and Germany in the decade before
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the First World War, were contested with far more urgency at sea
than on land.

The response to Tsushima reflected its scarcity value. The
last major fleet action between European navies, Austria’s
defeat of the Italian navy at Lissa, had been fought in 1866. In
the Crimean war the Russian navy had deemed discretion the
better part of valour and had not come out to face the British
and French fleets. Thus the period of most sustained industrial
and technological advance, and the period in which those
developments were applied to warfare—the forty years
between the end of the Franco-Prussian war and the outbreak
of the First World War—remained remarkably devoid of
battles. Without combat, fleets were deprived of the best labora-
tory for assessing the tactical impact of the devices with which
they were equipped. The point was just as true for land forces
as for navies. With colonial wars at a discount, and with conti-
nental wars confined to the Balkans, armies could not readily
take on board the full implications of industrialization for the
business of fighting.

The Military Theorists

The contrast with the preceding two hundred years is striking.
Since the Thirty Years’ War, European armies had fought each
other with a regularity bordering on obsessiveness. But at least
until 1850 the changes in weaponry were small, gradual, and
incremental. It was during those two centuries, however, that
standing armies were shaped; it was during the course of them
that officers acquired professional self-regard, and it was as a
consequence of these institutional developments that military
academies were established. The groundwork of military
doctrine was therefore done during the course of the eighteenth
century, not during that of the nineteenth: it was the fruit of
the age of the Enlightenment, not of that of industrialization.
Military theorists, like Turpin de Crissé or the comte de
Guibert, responded to the influences of the philosophes: they
believed that in war, as in other human activities, durable prin-
ciples of universal application could be formulated.
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Technology did not for them represent a variable which would
challenge military thought with constantly shifting founda-
tions.

For the military theorists of the eighteenth century Frederick
the Great represented the embodiment of the art of war. Indeed
Frederick, like other eighteenth-century despots, himself made
significant contributions to theory through his own writings. For
the writers of the nineteenth century, however, Frederick’s
throne was usurped by Napoleon. Unlike Frederick, Napoleon
did not expatiate on his own experiences; his achievements as a
practitioner of war were never balanced by his own contribu-
tions to its understanding. What he had wrought was therefore
left to the interpretations of others. Napoleonic warfare became
the repository of the universal principles of war, but what consti-
tuted Napoleonic warfare was itself never capable of succinct
definition. Both the principal interpreters of modern war,
Antoine Henri Jomini and Carl von Clausewitz, based their
analyses on their experiences in Napoleonic warfare. From them
flowed most of the leading ideas associated with the conduct of
war; for neither was economic development nor technological
innovation an important consideration.

The differences of opinion over the nature of war between
Jomini and Clausewitz (prompted by the acerbic and in many
respects unwarranted attacks of the latter in On War (1832) )
reflected in part the fact that warfare did not remain constant
and unchanged between 1792 and 1815. Napoleon himself, for
all his obscuring of his intellectual origins, had almost certainly
drunk at the well of three far-sighted, eighteenth-century French
writers—not only Guibert, the prophet of the citizen army, but
also Pierre de Bourcet, who described how to manœuvre a large
force in separate components, and J. P. du Teil, who advocated
the mobility and concentration of artillery. Napoleon’s early
campaigns, in Italy in 1796 and 1797, were compatible with
much that was Frederickian. His armies were small, never more
than 30,000: this was traditional. His ability to dispense with
supply arrangements—which seemed more novel—was fortuit-
ous, depending in part on the fertility and wealth of Lombardy.
The interaction of these phenomena created the opportunity to
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manœuvre with speed. When Jomini began writing his Traité des
grandes opérations militaires (the first volume was published in
1804), it was Napoleon’s ability to fuse mobility with battle—so
clearly expressed not only in his first Italian campaign but also
at Marengo in 1800—which preoccupied him. Jomini had been
deeply impressed by Frederick’s defeat of the Austrians at the
battle of Leuthen in 1757. In the course of that action Frederick,
who was outnumbered almost two to one by the Austrians, had
managed, through marching in echelon against the Austrian
flank, to bring his main concentration against the decisive point.
Jomini’s study of Napoleon elevated the direction of masses on
the decisive point to a universal principle in operations: his claim
to have subsumed Frederick and Napoleon within one tradition
was not totally at variance with the truth.

For Clausewitz, the dominant experiences of Napoleonic war
were very different, principally because they were later. He was
a member of the Prussian army smashed on the same day in
1806 at Jena and Auerstadt. The trauma of that event confirmed
the irrelevance to the Prussian army of its past. He fought with
the Russian army in the 1812 campaign, and was restored to the
Prussian army for Waterloo. The forces engaged in these later
Napoleonic battles were massive: at Leipzig in 1813, Napoleon
deployed 195,000 men, but he was none the less outnumbered
by the three allies opposing him (Russia, Austria, and Prussia)
who fielded 365,000. Battles could still be decisive, but the inter-
action of manœuvre with combat was less evident. Indeed
Napoleon’s operational superiority in the campaigns of both
1814 and 1815 did not lead to victory. What struck Clausewitz
more forcefully than Jomini was the nature of fighting—continu-
ous, bloody, confused, and fearful.

Clausewitz is best remembered today for his formulation that
war is an instrument of politics. In attacking Jomini for endeav-
ouring to establish the principles of war, Clausewitz was there-
fore being less than fair. The German was not opposing all
principles: he wished in fact to elevate one principle above all
others, because he belatedly recognized that only thus could he
give his writings on war a universal validity that extended
beyond the ambit of his own experiences of Napoleonic
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warfare. The fact that his central idea is only fully incorporated
in two out of the eight books of On War, means that the domin-
ant considerations of the text as a whole remain the late
Napoleonic battle and its nature. For many of his nineteenth-
century readers what he had to say about war and politics was
either a statement of the obvious or out of date. At many points
in his writings Clausewitz is a romantic, a child of the era of
revolution and nationalism. But in his formulation of the rela-
tionship between war and politics he is a rationalist, a disciple
of the Enlightenment. Napoleon had united supreme political
and military control but so too had many eighteenth-century
monarchs. During the nineteenth century their separation and
even antagonism became more obvious than their co-
ordination. Even in Prussia and then (after 1871) in Germany,
where the king remained the nominal supreme commander,
political and military direction divided. In 1870–1 Bismarck, as
Minister President of Prussia, had to struggle to subordinate
Helmuth von Moltke, the chief of the general staff, to his polit-
ical objectives; in 1916–17 his successor as Chancellor of
Germany, Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg, lost the fight to
Hindenburg and Ludendorff. The First World War seemed only
fitfully to be fulfilling the needs of policy. Clausewitz’s univer-
sal principle was an ideal: it was what should happen, not a
description of what always happened. War frequently followed
its own grammar, not its own logic. Clausewitz’s analyses of
Napoleonic battles were more recognizable to nineteenth-
century generals than his account of the relationship between
war and politics.

For principles of operational utility they turned to Jomini.
Jomini was not as prescriptive as his detractors, or as his
diagrams in Précis de l’art de la guerre (1838) suggested. Like
Clausewitz, Jomini recognized that the conduct of war should
be subordinate to the objective to be achieved through war;
unlike Clausewitz, Jomini did not elevate this to the status of a
pervasive theme. Operations were therefore treated separately,
and this gave his account a thrust more akin to the actual ex-
perience of most commanders. Again like Clausewitz, Jomini
appreciated that war was ‘a terrible and impassioned drama’,
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which was ‘dependent upon a number of moral and physical
complications’. Clausewitz elevated these themes to the level of
abstraction, describing the inbuilt tendency of war to drive
towards extremes, to ‘absolute war’—a drift moderated in prac-
tice only by the inherent difficulties of conducting war, what he
called ‘friction’. By contrast, Jomini emphasized—in accordance
with his own experience as a staff officer—the ability of the
commander to master and direct war for the achievement of
clear operational ends. Jomini’s immediate influence cannot be
exaggerated; Clausewitz’s can. Jomini gave his contemporaries
the intellectual tools with which to understand what they took
to be Napoleon’s art of war—the importance of the line of
communications, the need to protect one’s own, the aim of
mastering the enemy’s, and so forcing him to battle. When
Jomini’s own texts were not read, they were assimilated in the
plagiarisms, adaptations, reinterpretations, and popularizations
of others, through men such as W. von Willisen in Germany and
E. B. Hamley in Britain.

Jomini’s focus was on operations or ‘grand tactics’. He said little
about what we would now call grand strategy, the level at which
the relationship between war and politics assumed greatest rele-
vance; he also wrote only briefly on tactics, on the business of
fighting at lower unit levels. In this he faithfully reflected
Napoleon’s own strengths and innovations. The emperor’s forte
was the ability to see a theatre of operations as a whole, and to
combine the conduct of marches within that theatre in order to
achieve decisive success on the battlefield. This—an idealized
concept of Napoleonic warfare—became itself the ideal form of
war.

The Impact of the Railway

Attention to the operational level of war, embodied in
Napoleon, interpreted by Jomini, and perpetuated by general
staffs until 1914, put the weight of military theory firmly on the
influence of ideas, not of technology. Tactics were shaped and
challenged far more profoundly by technology than were opera-
tions. But if the focus of operations lay in communications, in
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the organization of marches, and in the concentration of masses
on the decisive point, they could not fail to be influenced by one
major innovation, the railway. Under the guidance of Alfred von
Schlieffen, the chief of the general staff from 1891 to 1905, rail-
way planning became the prime motor of Germany’s military
preparations for war. Its chosen theatre of operations, north-
west Europe, possessed the greatest concentration of track in the
world. The task of the German military travel plan in 1914 was
to move over 3 million men and 600,000 horses in 11,000 trains
during a period of 312 hours.

During the period 1914–18 the railway contributed to the
indecisiveness of war. It enabled large armies to be moved
rapidly across great distances. But beyond the railhead, the
supply of such large armies slowed to the pace of the slowest
horse and of the marching man. Ease of communication to the
rear made for abundance, and therefore for congestion at the
front. Operationally, the railway probably conveyed greater
advantages to the defence than to the attack. Rapid rein-
forcement of potential weakness prevented the exploitation of
offensive opportunities.

But this was not the view prevalent before 1914. In two
European wars in the nineteenth century, the railway played a
dominant operational role. In 1866, Prussia defeated Austria by
using five available railway lines, so concentrating its armies
from convergent directions on the battlefield itself. In 1870,
speed of mobilization and superior exploitation of the available
track again paid dividends in Prussia’s defeat of France. The
popular conclusion, therefore, was that the railway had made
the Napoleonic ideal more achievable, not less. The prime archi-
tect of the Prussian victories, Helmuth von Moltke, was not so
carried away by his own success. He appreciated that strategy
must be flexible and adaptable; in his old age he anticipated that
the next European war would last seven or even thirty years. But
his successors in office pushed aside such forebodings.
Professional pride and political necessity meant that the ideal
remained the short campaign crowned with total victory on the
battlefield; for this, manœuvre, an operational concept, was the
key, fighting the mere instrument.
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The Rise of the General Staff

The combination of Jominian principles and railway planning
produced systematization. Foreign observers in the wars of
German unification were impressed by the role of the Prussian
general staff. All armies had staff officers serving with troops in
the field, but in 1866 Prussia was the only major power in
Europe to possess a central general staff, entrusted with the
development of war plans in time of peace. It also had responsi-
bility for doctrine, whose implementation relied on the staff
officers serving with troops in the field, and with corps and div-
isional commanders. After the Prussian victories, these two
aspects of command and staff work were emulated elsewhere.
Austria-Hungary reformed its staff organization in 1871 and
1881; France opened its staff corps to rotation with line officers
in 1883 and appointed its first chief of the general staff in 1890;
Britain created a general staff in 1906. Without these bodies, the
armies of the First World War could never have been deployed
or controlled. But they created a sense that war was a matter of
management. Attention to the railway as the linchpin of opera-
tions put the weight on timetabling and routine. A perceptive
and important British observer, Frederick Maurice, writing in
1891, reckoned that the great change in modern war was the
perfection of army organization. British soldiers tended to
attribute the misfortunes of the Crimean war to administrative
incompetence; the Prussian victories were thus the reverse of the
same coin.

Nor did the First World War demolish the ideal as conclusively
as the clichés of attrition and stalemate might suggest. The open-
ing campaign in the west embodied all the hallmarks of
Napoleonic operations. Conceived on a grand scale, embracing
an entire theatre of operations, its sweeping movements gave it
a unity and comprehensibility absent from subsequent battles in
France and Flanders. Moreover, its denouement was a decisive
battle, albeit not in the sense envisaged by the German general
staff. The French and British victory on the Marne in September
1914 destroyed Germany’s hopes of rapid victory. The expecta-
tion that such manœuvres could be repeated, if not on the west-
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ern front itself, then at least elsewhere, thus found some rein-
forcement from the campaign of the Marne. It could find even
more in East Prussia, where operational manœuvre produced a
great German victory over the Russians at Tannenberg by the
end of August 1914. The authors of that triumph—or at least its
putative authors, as claims to its paternity continue to multi-
ply—were Hindenburg and Ludendorff. For the next two years
on the eastern front, they would conduct campaigns character-
ized by manœuvre and mobility—even if the expectations gener-
ated in their planning exceeded their execution. Under other
commanders, the German army in 1915 and 1916 overran
Poland, Serbia, and Romania: the Napoleonic concept of rapid
wars culminating in decisive victories continued to find
confirmation within the First World War itself.

But planning and system had put a blight on imagination.
Significantly, Tannenberg was a victory that was improvised out
of desperation, not one that was programmed. The perpetuation
of the Napoleonic ideal through Moltke’s victories (if not teach-
ing) and through Schlieffen’s teaching (if not victories) had shut
out the consideration of wars which did not fit the accepted
model. Soldiers throughout Europe in 1914 aimed to fight a
broadly similar sort of war; different general staffs did not
formulate radically different conclusions; they were imitative;
and the war could become protracted and indecisive partly
because the ideas that governed its operational conduct were not
sufficiently distinct to prevent congruence.

Siege Warfare

When observing the failure to anticipate the true nature of the
First World War, critics comment on the reluctance to derive
lessons from the American Civil War. This was a long war,
which drew on the total resources of both belligerents, and
deployed at least some advanced technology. But the neglect of
the American Civil War seems comprehensible when it is recog-
nized that the contending armies were characterized by a lack of
professionalism and a tendency themselves to want to emulate
European practice. Furthermore, the dazzling German victories
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came after the end of the American Civil War, and naturally,
therefore, seemed more relevant to the immediate issues of the
conduct of war in Europe. More surprising than the neglect of a
war outside Europe was the selective appreciation and analysis
of wars within Europe.

Napoleon’s campaigns had been rapid partly because he had
eschewed the business of sieges. His eighteenth-century prede-
cessors, tied by the exigencies of supply to set lines of commu-
nication, were deemed to have become fixated on fortifications.
The fashion after 1815 was to condemn the technicalities of
Vauban and his successors as self-important and deliberate
mystifications. Military engineers continued to develop systems
of attack and defence, conditioned in part by the progress and
development of artillery. Here was an area of war clearly deter-
mined by technological progress, as masonry gave way to rein-
forced concrete, and as longer-range heavy artillery forced the
defence to create detached forts at some distance outside the
perimeter to be held. But siege warfare became detached from
the mainstream of operational thought. The great commander
concerned himself with manœuvre and battle, not with the
sedentary and slow processes of sapping and mining.

The result was an extraordinary blindness to a potentially
dominant form of war. In 1849 Colonel T. P. Thompson told
the British House of Commons ‘of the superannuated notions
of the effect of fortifications, which the experience of modern
wars had entirely exploded’. But the first major conflict to
erupt in north-west Europe after 1815, the Belgian war of inde-
pendence of 1830–2, pivoted around the bombardment and
siege of Antwerp. Five years after Thompson gave vent to his
feelings, the British army, in conjunction with the French, laid
siege to Sebastopol, the site of the Russian naval installations
in the Black Sea. Posterity has chosen to remember the battles
of the Alma, Balaclava, and Inkerman, the charge of the Light
Brigade, and the thin red line; it has neglected the conditioning
characteristic of the Crimean war as a whole. The siege of
Sebastopol lasted eleven months, and drained the Russian
army of its strength. But for many observers the siege was
evidence of the war’s irrelevance to the theory of war, of the
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failure of its participating armies to reform, not of its modern-
ity.

Two factors made the science of fortification and of its
suppression by heavy artillery increasingly important. The first,
evident at Sebastopol, and also at Plevna in the Russian invasion
of Ottoman Bulgaria in 1877, was tactical. To dig trenches and
to erect field defences was a logical response to the growth in
fire-power in the second half of the nineteenth century. An
attacking army insufficiently endowed with artillery and failing
to anticipate protracted operations would find itself consider-
ably embarrassed. The Russians were held at Plevna for five
months.

The second was strategic. Napoleonic warfare still assumed,
as eighteenth-century commanders had been able to assume,
that the principal focus of a nation’s wealth and identity was its
army: if the army was defeated in the field, then political conse-
quences followed. But the growth of the nation-state, the inte-
gration of a nation’s resources with its military effort, meant
that the defeat of the national army in the field might not in itself
prove decisive. The capture of the capital was required in order
to master the nation’s administrative and industrial life, the
fountain-head of its army.

This was not the lesson which was drawn from the wars of
German unification, but it might have been. In 1866, the
Austrian army was defeated at Königgrätz, but not routed. The
fact that the Prussian army did not then advance and lay siege to
Vienna was a product not of the military circumstances but of
political intervention—of Bismarck’s anxiety to conciliate rather
than to humiliate the Habsburg monarchy. In 1870 Bismarck’s
attitude to the French was more bellicose, and the French
response proved equally disobliging. The defeat of the French
army in the field, at Sedan on 1 September, was far more
comprehensive than that inflicted on the Austrians. But a popu-
lar uprising in Paris, a city ringed with fortifications, compelled
the Germans to lay siege to the French capital until January
1871. A six weeks’ war lasted six months.

The immediate response of the Third Republic to its experi-
ence of the Franco-Prussian war was to create a new system of

Military Modernization 91



fortifications for the defence of its frontiers. Between 1874 and
1884 Séré de Rivières masterminded the construction of 166
forts, 43 secondary works, and 250 batteries at a cost of 660
million francs. Typically the forts were six kilometres apart,
designed to give each other supporting fire and to catch an
enemy attack in enfilade; the French were ready to check the
next German attack with defence in depth and with indirect
artillery fire. So robust did this defence look, Schlieffen
eschewed all thought of confronting it, and instead planned to
direct Germany’s armies through the Low Countries, thereby
outflanking it in its entirety. Thus he embraced operational
manœuvre, on Napoleonic lines, rather than the tactical conun-
drums of modern war. Indeed, to justify his plan for envelop-
ment he cited historical examples that were tactical rather than
operational in design, and whose outcomes had depended on
weaponry totally different from that in use by 1900. The import-
ance for Schlieffen’s thought of Leuthen and of Hannibal’s
victory over the Romans at Cannae in 216 bc shows how much
more significant in shaping military attitudes were continuously
operating concepts than ever-shifting technology.

But what was even more surprising than Schlieffen’s dodging
of the issue of fortification was France’s effective abandonment
of its own strengths. The development of a delayed action fuse
in 1885–6 meant that artillery shells penetrated masonry before
exploding. Thus, almost as soon as they had been completed,
Séré de Rivières’s forts had to be remodelled. They were brought
closer to the ground, and the concrete was reinforced with steel.
But the expense was dispiriting and the overall conception was
lost. France increasingly put its weight into men, not material. It
abandoned the idea of a defensive strategy, followed by a
counter-attack, in favour of an initial offensive designed to
deprive Germany of the initiative. Although forts and field
fortifications played a not inconsiderable role in slowing the
German advance in 1914, their importance was still not recog-
nized. The German army on the Marne was weakened by its
need to detach two corps to cover Antwerp and one for
Maubeuge. The drama of the battle itself pivoted around Paris;
but these manœuvres were themselves contingent on the French
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armies holding steady along a fortified line from Verdun to
Belfort, through Toul, Nancy, and Epinal. Thus both Séré de
Rivières’s conception and his achievements played a vital role in
saving France. But the orthodoxy that downgraded fortification
persisted. In 1915 the French army concluded that it would not
hold Verdun, a network of twenty major forts, in the event of its
being attacked; by October forty-three heavy batteries and
eleven field batteries had been moved out of that sector of the
front. But when the Germans did attack in February 1916, it
was the forts which provided the spine as well as the soul of the
French defence.

The Professionalization of Warfare

Equally important in the German intellectual suppression of the
second phase of the Franco-Prussian war was its denial of the
levée en masse and of the nation in arms. After the fall of the
Second Empire in 1870, Léon Gambetta masterminded a
campaign of national resistance of which the defence of Paris
was but a part. The operations of francs tireurs on the Germans’
rear and communications confronted Moltke’s armies with guer-
rilla warfare—a style of fighting for which operational manœu-
vres and decisive battles were inappropriate concepts. The
Germans’ reply was terror. Confronted with the unfamiliar, they
responded with the unreasonable. Determination to avoid a
repeat of this experience was evident in 1914, when the German
army displayed a harshness towards the civilian populations of
Belgium and north-east France that was far more brutal than
anything meted out to the soldiers of the opposing armies: inter-
national law was used as an edifice to demarcate and render as
self-contained the conventional operations of professional
armies.

The Germans’ reaction, at least at an intellectual level, was not
atypical. Guerrilla warfare was seen as the resort of the weak,
not an alternative strategy possessed of its own strength and
validity. The word ‘guerrilla’ itself derived from the Spanish
response to Napoleon’s invasion of the peninsula in 1807. But
the clothing of popular passions and, at worst, of brigandage in
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the vocabulary of national resistance was not something that
came naturally to the Spanish government or to its British allies.
Spain only embraced guerrilla war in the face of its army’s
continuing incompetence in conventional operations. The
French, dispersed in order to feed, became vulnerable to attack
by the guerrillas; thus the ability of their army to concentrate
became weakened by the need to protect their lines of commu-
nications. In battle, the British met portions of the French army
rather than its entirety. But neither Wellington nor William
Napier, the first and most important (for British military
thought) historian of the Peninsular war, acknowledged the
importance of the guerrillas. Their neglect was not simply a
national prejudice, a way of elevating Britain’s own achieve-
ments; it was also the standard response of the professional
soldier. Jomini too expressed in graphic phrases his own distaste
for what had happened.

In the aftermath of Waterloo it was the small professional
army, its soldiers committed to relatively long periods of service,
which prevailed as the norm. The notion of a people in arms
carried a double indemnity: first, it smacked of democracy or
even of revolution, and secondly it betokened a form of war that
in its frenzy would become unlimited both in its methods and in
its length. By belittling the efforts of Gambetta and the francs
tireurs, Moltke ensured that the conventional pattern of military
organization remained unchallenged. In 1870 Prussia
conscripted men for a shorter period, and rotated them into a
more effective reserve, but the dominant ethos was royal, regi-
mental, and professional.

So powerful was this idea that not even the necessities gener-
ated by successive manpower crises in 1917– 18 could shift the
attitudes of the German high command. Before the outbreak of
the First World War, Germany called up 57 per cent of its avail-
able adult males; it could therefore spurn urban and industrial
workers, possibly tainted with socialism, in favour of its
preferred recruits, those from agricultural and rural back-
grounds. By January 1918, however, known socialists and rad-
ical trade unionists were being drafted; the army as a whole was
described by its commanders as little better than a ‘militia’. But
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their solution was to continue to inculcate the old values, not
reshape the army in the light of its changed composition. Amidst
the preparations for the March 1918 offensives, the Germans
still found time to consider giving instruction in the goose step.

The crowning evidence of this continuing commitment to the
prevailing patterns of organization and consequently also of
fighting came in October 1918. The allied counter-offensives,
begun in mid-July 1918, were running out of steam; their
communications were lengthening; the roads were turning to
mud as winter approached. Walther Rathenau, a German busi-
nessman on the fringes of government, proposed the initiation of
a levée en masse. Citing the example of Gambetta, he wanted a
defence minister with far-reaching powers. A number of soldiers
were supportive: with good defensive positions, Germany could
hold out some months longer, and so force the entente to accept
a negotiated settlement. But Ludendorff’s opposition was cat-
egorical. He preferred to precipitate Germany headlong into an
armistice that amounted to total defeat, rather than preside over
a revolution in the character and ethos of the army.

The ideas which were most powerful were those hallowed by
success: weaker powers tried to catch up with stronger powers
by competing in the same terms rather than by exploiting new
methods. Thus the Germans’ victories in 1866 and 1870 reaped
dividends long after their immediate objectives had been
achieved. For by handing them the palm of military superiority,
other nations condemned themselves to continuing inferiority,
preferring to dog the Germans’ footsteps rather than branch out
on their own. In 1918 this success rebounded, for by then the
Germans were inferior, but they also were too wedded to their
own conventions to be able to change.

The British pulled off a comparable trick at sea. In this they
relied not only on the precepts of their own history, but also on
the writings of Alfred Thayer Mahan, and especially his book,
The Influence of Sea Power on History (1890).

Mahan’s writings constituted a case for the possession of a
fleet of battleships. Maritime power might be exercised through
trade and commerce, and through the control of the ‘narrow’
seas. But ultimately suzerainty would be achieved through the
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clash of navies in fleet actions. As on land, the evidence for these
propositions was historical—and reliant on the wars of the eight-
eenth century and of the French Revolution. In the years
between 1871 and 1918 both Britain’s major challengers at sea,
Wrst France and then Germany, preferred in the last resort to
follow the British (and Mahanian) example rather than try a
different solution.

The Challenge to the Battleship

France came closest to the adoption of a radical alternative. In
1878–9 the naval commission of the chamber of deputies cast
doubts on the wisdom of pursuing the expensive solution of
battleship construction, when battleships might prove vulner-
able to torpedoes. By the early 1880s the so-called jeune école
had rejected a balance between torpedo boats for coastal
defence and battleships for offensive action in favour of some-
thing more extreme. It advocated a guerre de course, which
Mahan was to condemn as the weaker form of naval war. A war
fought without restrictions against merchant vessels, and
eschewing fleet action, was the maritime equivalent of a guerrilla
campaign or a levée en masse. But in this case the concept rested
on more than an idea; it depended also on new technology—on
the torpedo, and in due course on the submarine.

After 1905 and Tsushima, the ideas of the jeune école fell into
decline. Moreover, the ship of the line restated its ability to
counter the torpedo boat or destroyer. The big guns of the
Dreadnought, ranging 20,000 yards, and her speed of 24 knots,
enabled her to stay beyond torpedo range, and to outmanœuvre
her smaller opponents. The French 1912 naval law set a target
of constructing 2.5 capital ships each year until 1920.

The elevation of the attack on merchant shipping to the prime
role for navies was shelved amidst cold war notions of conven-
tional naval equivalence. Such policies played into British hands.
Provided the Royal Navy maintained its own technical lead and
its rate of building, British maritime hegemony was assured.
Britain’s vulnerability at sea lay along her trade routes and in her
possession of the world’s largest single merchant marine. If her
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opponents built only battle fleets, they disqualified themselves
from exploiting their one possible advantage in a war at sea.

The Germans before 1914 never even seriously entertained
alternatives to the battleship. The Kaiser briefly argued the case
for a fleet of ocean-going cruisers, but Tirpitz, the secretary of
state for the naval armaments office, concentrated on matching
British warship construction with capital ships designed
specifically for battle in the North Sea. On the outbreak of war,
Germany had too few submarines for their effects to be of any
consequence. Moreover, like the British, the Germans considered
the submarine in the context of fleet action and not in that of
economic warfare. In reality, after some early and well-publi-
cized successes against British warships which were being negli-
gent in adopting precautionary routines, the U-boats posed only
minor threats to warships. However, when they adopted the
philosophy of the jeune école—when, in other words, they were
directed against weaker targets and specifically against merchant
vessels—they achieved dramatic successes. It was ironic indeed
that in February 1917, Germany, the major land power of the
continent, embraced a maritime method of achieving all-out
victory—unrestricted U-boat warfare. She did so belatedly—and
not just because of diplomatic fears of repercussions in the
United States. Naval attitudes had produced an over-investment
in the wrong types of vessels. As a result, Germany did not have
sufficient submarines for a major U-boat campaign until 1917.
Moreover, handing responsibility down the chain of command
to junior submarine captains carried profound implications for
a conventional naval hierarchy based on a large surface fleet.
Thus, to enable the exploitation of new technology, changed
concepts were required. Similar points could be made about the
Allied response. In this struggle, the Dreadnoughts of the British
Grand Fleet proved redundant. The ultimate response to the
U-boat rested not on any technical innovation but on organiza-
tional change—the adoption of the convoy.

The Origins of Change

Therefore, even in the First World War itself, what mattered as
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much as new technology were new ideas to enable the effective
exploitation of the technology already available. Of course
new weapons systems were evolved between 1914 and 1918,
especially in land warfare. The tank was developed ab initio
under the pressure of the trenches; the fixed-wing aircraft,
although its military applications had been glimpsed before
1914, moved from infancy to maturity within the war itself.
But the dominant arm of the war was artillery, and the next
most important the machine-gun. Neither was novel in 1914.
What changed was their application, and above all the
methods by which they achieved effective co-ordination with
the infantry. Demand-led technical improvements played their
part in the evolution of this relationship: sound-ranging, flash-
spotting, and aerial reconnaissance all enabled guns to fire
from the map with greater accuracy and without preliminary
registration. But even here the idea—the notion of what was
militarily desirable in order to improve battlefield perfor-
mance—proved a more fertile agent of change than undirected
scientific progress.

The great tactical conundrum of the First World War was the
reintegration of fire and movement. The tendency to rain down
a preliminary bombardment, for the artillery then to stop, and
for the infantry to advance across no man’s land, split fire and
movement into two successive phases. In March 1918 the
Germans showed that it was possible to reintegrate the two, to
use fire to enable movement, and to move the better to deliver
fire. To achieve this they kept the artillery bombardment short,
they had the infantry moving close to its protective curtain,
and they gave the infantry its own fire-power in the shape of
mortars, light machine-guns, and flame-throwers. But,
although the Germans seemed to have solved the tactical
difficulties of trench war, the advance had no strategic
outcome. In order to enable the momentum of the attack to be
sustained, command was delegated forward—direction came
from the front. But the effect was to carry the attack where the
tactical opportunities arose rather than where the strategic
advantage lay.
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The Rise of the Mass Army

What the ultimate failure of the 1918 offensives demonstrated
was that the cause of the stalemate on the western front was not
primarily the consequence of technological dominance, of a fire-
swept no man’s land. Again and again, the battles of the First
World War showed that fire-power could be as powerful an aid
to the offensive as to the defensive. The problem was one of
command, and of the difficulty of effective leadership in a mass
army.

The determining characteristic of land warfare in the period
from 1789 to 1918 was the growth in the size of armies without
a comparable increment in the means of directing those armies.
When Revolutionary France set about the re-creation of the
French army in 1790 and 1791 her instincts were not particu-
larly radical; her tendency was to call for volunteers. However,
the failure of sufficient men to come forward and the transform-
ation in the power of the state through the Revolution made
conscription both a practical necessity and a legitimate tool. In
the 1790s the French revolutionary armies were not individually
particularly big, but they could fight more battles successively
than their opponents. By the closing stages of the Napoleonic
war, France fielded individually big armies. In 1812 Napoleon
led 614,000 men into Russia. The problem of gigantism was co-
ordination. How could one man deploy and direct armies whose
component corps were a day’s march or more from each other?

The development of doctrine and of general staffs was a partial
solution to this problem. But they created the means to manage
the mass army, not the methods by which to lead it. Both
Wellington and Napoleon, despite the growth in the size of
armies, were visible on the battlefield itself. For supreme
command in the First World War forward presence was incom-
patible with rational direction. But the heroic expectations of the
leader persisted. They were met by junior officers. So manage-
ment and command became divorced, without anybody fully
appreciating what was happening. Tactics in the First World War
were developed at lower unit levels, and became separated from
the operational thinking of general headquarters. The two could
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only be harmonized when operational direction shaped itself
according to tactical practicalities. But to do this was to risk
abdicating operational direction itself.

The problem became one of ideas and attitudes. Senior
commanders needed to recognize that practical leadership had
to be exercised at lower levels, that aspects of the battle were
now beyond their control. But the fact that tactics did assume
their own momentum was at least in part the consequence of
technological change. And thus the domination of ideas in
effecting military change was being undermined. Moreover, the
solution to the problem of operational command and the reinte-
gration of the vertical lines of communication through the
command hierarchy were both dependent on technological in-
novation. With the advent of the man-portable radio on the
battlefield the divide between tactics and operations would be
bridged, and the harmonization of ideas and technology
rendered more realizable.
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4
From Orders to Classes

European Society in the Nineteenth Century

PAMELA PILBEAM

While there is thus a progressive diminution in the number
of capitalist magnates . . . there occurs a corresponding in-
crease in the mass of poverty, oppression, enslavement, de-
generation and exploitation; but at the same time there is a
steady intensification of the wrath of the working class—a
class which grows ever more numerous, and is disciplined,
unified, and organized by the very mechanism of the cap-
italist method of production.

Marx writing thus in Das Kapital echoed the view of many of
his contemporaries, of all political persuasions, that industrial-
ization brought social conflict. Unlike most, he welcomed it as a
necessary prerequisite for a future socialist revolution. The
demise of Soviet communism in the later twentieth century, and
the current emphasis on gender, colour, and nationality as deter-
minants of social relationships, make Marx’s prediction of class
war seem simplistic to us.

What was important to his contemporaries? Working people
worried about the influx of foreigners or the departure of their
loved ones overseas to find work. They were terrified of the
prospects of sickness, old age, or the possibility that technical
innovations or short-term crises would put them on the scrap
heap. The better off deplored expanding and unhealthy cities,
baby abandonment, prostitution, the erosion of family values—
all rolled up as the ‘social question’ for journalists, novelists, and



politicians. They tended to write in the language of class, or even
in an older vocabulary of orders. These terms were used quite
loosely, but their lack of specificity does not mean that we can
dismiss them.

The Numbers Game

Before the first censuses in 1801, population statistics were
guesswork. The estimate for pre-census France has recently
jumped from 26 to 28 million. There was a totally unpreced-
ented population explosion in nineteenth-century Europe from
around 193 million to about 423 million, but with considerable
variations between countries and regions. Another 45 million
left for overseas, of whom perhaps 10 million returned. In 1800
the French population was the biggest in Europe after Russia. It
was still the largest at mid-century with around 36 million, but
in the 1850s it levelled out at around 39 million and hovered
there until the 1930s. The British population was the first to rise
quickly, standing at 16 million in 1800, 31 million in 1870, and
then slowing down to reach 44 million in 1900. In 1800 the
total population of the German states was 24 million, reaching
40 million at unification in 1871 and soaring to be the largest in
Europe, after Russia, with 60 million by 1900. The growth in
the Russian population was the most dramatic, though the least
well documented. Apparently around 70 million in the 1870s it
had leapt to 170 million in 1914, of whom all but 30 million
lived in European Russia.

The Europe-wide increase in numbers appears to have been
closely related to a falling death rate (precise figures are scanty
for the years before 1850), and in Britain to a reduction in the
age of marriage from around 30 to about 22, which would have
led to a telescoping of generations, and possibly healthier stock.
Apparently couples continued to produce at least nine children
at roughly twenty-month intervals throughout most of their
reproductive life. What made the difference was that from the
1730s more infants survived birth, the vulnerable first year, and
the years between 1 and 5. We do not know the full story of why
the infant death rate fell. The most significant factor seems to
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have been a reduction in the pandemics which had eliminated
whole communities in past centuries. Can this be attributable to
a greater awareness of hygiene and health care? More soap was
used and cotton clothing worn, but by whom? More hospitals
offered free care to the poor. But until the introduction of anaes-
thesia in the 1840s and antiseptics in the 1860s, mortality rates
after surgery remained high. Hospitals were rightly thought of
as merely places of death for the poor. Public health actually
deteriorated badly with the increasing size and insanitary condi-
tions of industrial towns and the municipal clean-up operation
did not begin until around 1880.

Smallpox vaccination reached nearly 80 per cent of children
in France by the mid-nineteenth century and was made compul-
sory in England in 1852. By then smallpox mortality rates in
England had tumbled from 16.5 per cent of all deaths to 1–2
per cent. Vaccination against diphtheria, introduced in France
in 1894, was another instant, and to the uneducated, magical
cure. These successes were exceptional, but they had a huge
psychological impact, giving bourgeois medicine a new status in
comparison with the much cheaper treatment available from
popular healers, who only charged if the patient recovered.
Although the cause of infections was not properly understood
until towards the end of the century, the growing practice of
isolation, and the accompanying increased attention to cleanli-
ness, had a marked, though unquantified, effect on death rates
from TB and other ailments. Unfortunately for our investiga-
tions, such improvements came after the period of most rapid
population increase.

There were epidemics at intervals during the nineteenth
century, spectacularly cholera, which arrived in Europe for the
first time in 1816–17, reached France and Britain in the early
1830s, and did not begin to diminish until after the Hamburg
epidemic of 1892. Contemporaries were inclined to ascribe
cholera to the moral as well as the sanitary evils of the new
industrial society. The disease was terrifying. Its cause and treat-
ment were unfathomed; death was rapid and indiscriminate, in
contrast to earlier killer diseases. Healthy prosperous adults
were as likely to be affected as the obviously vulnerable young
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and elderly. However, cholera did not reduce numbers on the
scale of earlier plagues.

How far were improved chances of survival related to better
nourishment? We know that food production rose during the
eighteenth century, but harvest failures and ineffective transport
systems led to serious shortages until the 1860s. Food adulter-
ation continued throughout the nineteenth century and until
pasteurization was developed an increased availability of cows’
milk would not have contributed to the decline in infant mortal-
ity. However, it would seem perverse to see no connection
between more food and more babies surviving. Recent research
on the birth weight of children born in a number of hospitals
(therefore to poor mothers) in different European countries
shows a modest increase in birth weight, although there was a
downturn in the later years of the nineteenth century.

The increase in live births and surviving babies must, in part,
be due to social factors, especially parental care. The way in
which children were represented in paintings might be said to
indicate that childhood and individual children were more
valued. Enlightened theoreticians like Rousseau in Emile urged
mothers to breast-feed their own children. Wet-nursing was well
established among all social classes in some countries, especially
France. Church-run hospitals and parish priests often acted as
wet-nursing agencies and provided moral sanction for a practice
which was little more than infanticide. Even in 1869 only 59 per
cent of babies were nursed by their own mothers and concern
that this was in part responsible for an excess of deaths over
births led to legislation which put wet-nurses under the supervi-
sion of the local doctor, an arrangement which neither enjoyed.
However, wet-nursing had a limited geographical appeal. Most
English mothers, particularly the less well off, apparently had
always fed their own children.

Since the early eighteenth century French noble families had
practised birth control. The fuss made by the Church of England
in the eighteenth century and the Catholic Church in the nine-
teenth century in condemning coitus interruptus indicates that
such primitive methods of contraception quickly reached poorer
families. Popular medicine put faith in a variety of herbs and
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primitive douches. Barrier and interventionist methods of birth
control were little developed until the 1880s and remained the
playthings of the better off until 1914.

Contemporaries tended to assume that population growth
was a consequence of industrialization. However, numbers grew
fastest in poorer rural areas such as southern Italy, southern
Germany, and Russia. Some, like Malthus, predicted uncon-
trolled growth and starvation. Did war decimate European
populations less than at other times? The Revolutionary and
Napoleonic wars (1792–1815) killed 1.5 million Frenchmen, the
same number as in the First World War. Some French observers,
including Zola in his hair-raising tale of family murder, Earth,
were inclined to believe that the Napoleonic Civil Code was a
potent contraception, because it replaced primogeniture with
equal subdivision among heirs. But equal subdivision was the
norm in southern Germany.

The Lure of New Worlds

Young adults migrated to towns in search of jobs. Novels such
as Mrs Gaskell’s Mary Barton deplored the living conditions
they endured in Lancashire cotton towns. In 1842 Edwin
Chadwick, in a seminal report, revealed that in Manchester the
average age at death of mechanics was 17 compared with 38 in
rural Rutland. Urbanization was relatively slow. Although by
1850 more than half the population of Britain lived in towns, it
was not until the mid-1930s that the same was true in France.
Migration was not new. Traditionally, men from poor areas such
as the Limousin worked part of the year in Lyons or Paris in the
building trades and returned to their families during the cold
months when there was no work. Whole districts in London and
Paris still bear the imprint in café, shop, and street names of
such movements. What made the nineteenth century different
was that migration grew in scale and became permanent. By
1907 50 per cent of Germans lived a substantial distance from
their birthplace. Middle-class observers were alarmed at the
rootlessness, alienation, and godlessness of migrant towns. Their
answer was to build cavernous churches.
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Many left their own country, some for Europe, especially for
France, but more frequently for North, later for South, America
and Australasia. In the 1850s over 1 million Germans left for the
Prairies, a quarter of a million in one year alone. A nucleus,
‘pushed’ by economic and/or political desperation, tended to
encourage neighbours and family to join them later. Overseas
migration was probably the biggest single factor controlling
European population growth. France, in contrast, kept her
numbers steady with over 3 million resident foreigners by 1914.
Belgians worked in mines and mills in the north-east, Italians,
Spaniards, and Portuguese worked on southern farms, deserted
by the younger generations.

Social Effects of Industrial Growth

There was a decline in the proportion of the population engaged
in agriculture over the century in almost all European countries,
but the actual numbers involved and the activities themselves
generally continued to increase until around 1914. In England in
the 1850s agriculture was the largest single employer (1.8
million), followed by domestic service (1 million). During the
first half of the century, the most significant change in industry
everywhere was the expansion of the rural sector. Cotton-weav-
ing was put-out from the new spinning factories until large-scale
weaving machines were developed. In England at mid-century
the cotton industry employed 800,000, but one-third were still
working in small workshops or in their own home.

Merchants encouraged the growth of rural production in
traditionally organized craft industries such as silk to undercut
urban prices and controls, until technical innovations like the
Jacquard loom allowed merchants to control the urban crafts-
man more directly by loaning him the cost of his equipment. A
Jacquard loom cost 1,000 francs, a very considerable outlay for 
a master weaver whose daily earnings might be less than 3
francs, from which he had to pay assistants. At the beginning of
the century, agrarian and industrial activities were often interde-
pendent. Iron foundries were set up within the extensive forests
of large landowners because charcoal was used for smelting. An
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increasing proportion of country dwellers sustained life by a
mixture of craft industry and agriculture. For many rural
communities the century was one of diversified growth and
opportunity, followed by shrinkage, migration, and depopula-
tion.

The Myth of Orders—and Classes

Did nineteenth-century industrial change transform independent
craftsmen into dependent proletarians? Socialists were
convinced it did; conservatives were scared that it had or would,
while liberals hoped that the social corrosion of poverty would
eventually disappear. In other words, the language of class
helped to define political polemic.

Eighteenth-century Europeans imagined themselves part of a
society of orders or estates. For practical purposes the concept
was anachronistic, intersected with more dominant ideas of
class, and was soon to be romanticized by novelists such as Sir
Walter Scott. Whereas class distinctions were and still are, at
least in part, based on the type and scale of economic activity,
the concept of orders rested initially on social duty. Class divides
society into mutually dependent, but competing, elements. The
notion of orders rested on a belief in a static society. The first
order was the clergy because they kept the devil at bay. The
second order, the nobility, were responsible for organizing the
defence of the community from more visible enemies. The third
order, which included everyone else, provided for the bodily
needs of society. During the medieval and early modern periods
the wealthier members within each order acquired privileges, the
most desirable of which were fiscal. By the eighteenth century
the tail wagged the dog. Privilege, limited to a small, wealthy
subsection of each order, came to be a definition of the order
itself, while their original duties were performed by the poorer
elements of each group. Financial standing and perceived status,
the basis of a modern notion of class, emerged within the verti-
cal subsections of the society of orders.

By the second half of the eighteenth century, writers, most
memorably British economists such as Adam Smith, used class
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terms as subdivisions of orders. Some wrote with fear and
nostalgia, some with hope, not just of a Europe in which monet-
ary values had replaced a sense of duty and of a society polar-
ized between rich and poor, familiar themes at all times, but of
a change in the nature of wealth and of a new emerging entre-
preneurial element.

The events of the French Revolution contributed to the hard-
ening and politicization of the notion of class. In his influential
pamphlet ‘What is the Third Estate?’, published on the eve of the
calling of the Estates-General in France in 1789, the abbé Sieyès
appeared to speak on behalf of the Third Estate, which he
defined in the traditional way as the vast majority and described
as the true nation. But for the practical purpose of the election
to the assembly, he addressed the wealthy bourgeois educated
élite only; in other words, he was speaking a language of class
with an old-fashioned accent.

Key episodes contributing to concepts of class were the
cascading abolition of all privileged institutions on the night of
4 August 1789 and the Declaration of the Rights of Man and
Citizen later that month. The remnants of the spectre of privil-
eged orders were legislated away in France with the abolition of
feudal rights, clerical privilege, particularly the right to collect
the tithe, and the elimination of all privileged corporations of all
kinds within the state, from the parlements, or courts of appeal,
to the guilds.

Resistance to the dismantling of privilege helped to fuel a
counter-revolution and, with it, not only class definition, but
also class conflict. The noisy and belligerent emigration of oppon-
ents of the Revolution quickly transformed liberal definitions of
citizenship into intolerant exclusions based on rough-and-ready
class-type distinctions. The Revolution became anti-‘aristo’,
even, for a time, anti-bourgeois. Ultimately, however, it was the
traditional professional, official, and landowning bourgeoisie
who gained most.

The Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars, 1792–1814/15,
ensured that the social conflicts experienced in France reverber-
ated in conquered territories. As in France, the purchase of land
and office by members of the old Third Estate, as well as gradual
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economic change, contributed to social stratification. In much of
western Europe, professional, official, and landowning and
entrepreneurial bourgeois groups advanced their claims during
the Revolutionary years, aided by French territorial ambitions.
Ironically, in the Russian empire the Romanovs were struggling
to strengthen an aristocratic warrior element, midway between
an order and a class, to reinforce their own power over an enor-
mous and growing state.

What did it mean to be part of a society of classes? In France
the Church was dismantled as the first order by the sale of its
land. For a time in the 1790s it was denied the right to celebrate
ceremonies to register births, marriages, and deaths. Its role in
administering hospitals and schools was halted, although in the
latter area only temporarily. In Spain, Portugal, and Italy (until
the 1860s) the Catholic Church remained a major landowner as
well as a powerful political, social, and spiritual force, although
leading noble families were decreasingly interested in bishoprics
for younger sons. In Protestant and Orthodox countries the
Church owned no land, but senior clergy were drawn from lead-
ing families and exercised a strong moral influence. In Britain
the bishops of the Established Church of England were auto-
matically members of the House of Lords.

The second order, the nobility or aristocracy, was regarded as
the leading element in the upper class. It included very rich aris-
tocrats, who had a powerful national voice, and less wealthy
gentry, whose influence was more local. The base of their power
and influence was land, but they habitually had many other
varied financial and economic interests, especially the top fam-
ilies. They formed a tight network, intermarrying carefully to
preserve their economic position.

Next in the hierarchy of classes was the top slice of the old
Third Estate, the bourgeoisie or middle classes. The term meant
little, beyond the assumption of a certain prosperity, freedom
from manual labour, and the possibility that, while the husband
enjoyed good health, the wife and daughters would not have to
work outside the home. Observers often added upper, middle or
middling, and lower to their definitions in a search for precision.
The middle classes included members of the professions, state

From Orders to Classes 109



servants, and men with financial, commercial, or industrial
interests. Many were landowners and the richer elements inter-
married with complaisant, usually impecunious, noble families.
The most wealthy would certainly have included themselves
within the upper class, but acceptance was limited. While the
number of noble families remained fairly stable in the nineteenth
century, apart from a sprinkling of invented titles, there was an
astronomic growth in the numbers of those who called them-
selves middle class. Contemporary observers were most aware
of the expansion of the entrepreneurial element, but there was a
dramatic growth in the professions and especially in state
service.

Finally, the largest element in any society remained those with
the least economic security, who survived by the labour of their
hands. Middle-class contemporary observers, at their most
complimentary, would have referred to the ‘lower orders’, using
old terms sloppily, or a ‘lower’ class or classes. Such terms
defined little more than the ignorance and sense of superiority of
the observer. Definition necessitates further subdivisions, some-
times based on levels of taxation, sometimes on lifestyle, often 
on geography. The rural community included everyone from
small farmers, who might own or rent land, to landless labour-
ers. They ranged from the formally free in Britain and France,
where feudal institutions, run merely as commercial operations,
were abolished in the 1790s, to Russia, where a form 
of serfdom survived until the 1860s. Outside Britain the term
peasant is often used for this, the numerically most substantial
element in most European societies, but the word does 
not tell us much. Contemporaries would always subdivide the
rural population according to the amount of land they farmed,
frequently judged by land tax payments, since one family would
habitually own or rent several scattered parcels of land. France
had the highest proportion of country people owning some land,
about 6 million; Russia, until the 1860s, the least. It must also
be remembered that many country dwellers combined rural and
artisan activities.

The largest group of urban workers, particularly among the
30 per cent females in the labour force, were often those in
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‘service’, usually living in; their numbers did not begin to decline
until about 1900. Urban industrial workers might be artisans
who owned and ran their own workshops, ran a workshop
wholly or partly financed by a merchant, or one which was part
of a putting-out operation. They could be journeymen or
apprentices within any of these. They might be highly skilled
factory workers, the ‘labour aristocracy’ as they have been
called by historians of Britain, less skilled and lower-paid factory
workers, or unskilled labourers. In town and country this
worker element lost some economic independence during the
century, although there was a distinct tendency to exaggerate
lost freedom. The industrial sector became both larger and more
urban, particularly towards the end of the century, but tidy,
continent-wide statistics should be regarded with scepticism. An
1848 report on Parisian industry, intent on proving that un-
employment had fallen, tried the ageless but unconvincing trick
of calling unemployed journeymen self-employed or small employ-
ers. People grasped what work they could, where they could. What
is absolutely certain is that working people did not think of them-
selves as a single united class in the sense used by Marx.

The Consequences of Class: A Stalled Society?

Marx assumed that the proletariat would only become class
conscious when the entrepreneurial sections of the bourgeoisie
had taken over economic, social, and political power. The high
profile of cotton and railways kings encouraged the view that
this was happening. Publicists like Samuel Smiles eagerly created
the idea that entrepreneurial growth liberated society from old
bonds, offering new opportunities for the self-made man. In the
mid-eighteenth century the brewer, Whitbread, bought big
estates and a seat in Parliament. In 1830–1 successively, two
bankers, Laffitte and Périer, were chief ministers in France.
Marx assumed that their elevation showed that the 1830 revo-
lution had replaced the nobility with a financial aristocracy.

Social change was far less rapid. The revolutionaries in France
in the 1790s may have raged about ‘aristos’, and heads of fam-
ilies, many of them noble, who emigrated during the Revolution
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lost some land, but the proportion of noble-owned land fell by
only 5 per cent to 20 per cent. Recent research has shown that
the nobility were still the richest group in France during the first
half of the nineteenth century. The revolutionaries abolished
nobility as an order, but Napoleon created new titles, and in
1814 an hereditary Chamber of Peers shared legislative power
with an elected Chamber. From 1831 no new hereditary titles
were created, but families continued to luxuriate in the social
snobbery of the plethora which survived, and to invent new
ones. Both before and after 1789 French nobles shared political
and economic power with the wealthier elements in the bour-
geoisie. In Prussia nobles retained control of the top jobs in the
state and army throughout the century, alongside some newer
bourgeois families whose fortunes had been made in industry.

In Britain the power and wealth of the aristocracy increased.
Between the Glorious Revolution of 1688 and the 1780s the
number of such families had stayed constant at about 200, but
their wealth had grown immeasurably. Some, like the Bedfords
and Devonshires, were richer than some German princes. Land
was the basis of their wealth; there were the considerable
rewards of patronage and government office; the richest owned
very prosperous mines. All built, or ‘improved’ large houses on
country estates. Investment in trade and in innovative transport
developments completed a portfolio more varied than that of
most other European aristocrats. The emergence of a money
market at the end of the seventeenth century offered the large
landowner alternative investments in property development and
as directors of joint-stock companies. Britain was supremely an
aristocratic entrepreneurial society.

The Russian Tsars tried to strengthen their noble élite, but the
apparent static nature of Russian society concealed more rapid
social change than elsewhere. The extravagant lifestyle of the
nobility and their decreasing willingness to engage in trade and
industry led to the rapid decline of some families. Some serfs,
who made their fortunes in cotton, bought their freedom and a
few were later ennobled. While never regarded as equal, they
directed the civic life of Moscow.

What of the middle classes? The entrepreneurial element were
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rarely self-made Cinderellas; most business and industrial enter-
prises were created by established families. Nor were entrepre-
neurs as numerous or as dominant in political life as the
short-lived elevation of Laffitte and Périer might indicate (Périer
died in the 1832 cholera epidemic). It was the landed and profes-
sional middle classes, already established in state service, whose
numbers and influence increased rapidly during the century.

Lawyers and doctors profited from the increased role of the
state and were often in the lead in criticizing established rulers.
Before 1789 the French appeal courts, the parlements,
constantly blocked monarchist reform projects and led demands
for the calling of an Estates-General. Lawyers from a less exalted
social milieu were leading figures in the revolutionary politics of
the 1790s. Such individuals represented the corporate interests
both of professional and traditional craft organizations. In the
later years of the eighteenth century they condemned what they
defined as the advance of absolutism and tried to defend their
own corporate interests in the name of popular sovereignty
under attack by rapacious rulers. In France in 1789 they were
granted compensation when their venal privileges were abol-
ished. Although reform went far beyond the self-absorbed
demands of the members of the old parlements, lawyers success-
fully defended their own professional corporate identity in the
name of national sovereignty and the separation of powers
within the state.

Notions of self-selection, self-administration, and restricted
entry were turned from detestable monopolistic privilege into
the triumph of the freedom of the individual. Educational
prerequisites, professional qualifications, and the role of the
professions came increasingly under the scrutiny of the state. In
Prussia degree courses were officially validated and no one could
practise as a lawyer without a state appointment. In the early
nineteenth century changes in the Prussian legal system made it
the norm that after ten to twelve years of expensive legal train-
ing, a man had to spend nearly as long again working unpaid
within the courts before he could hope to secure an official post,
and even then his prospects for promotion were less than a
generation earlier. In France, although lawyers could practise
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without an official post, they complained that the rationaliza-
tion, standardization, and centralization involved in creating a
single legal system for France in the 1790s reduced the auton-
omy of their profession. However, a glance at personnel dossiers
reveals that many senior court officials in the nineteenth century
would put high on their CV the fact that members of their
family had occupied similar posts since the fifteenth century.

The professions responded to increased centralization and
state initiative by trying to establish more specific educational
prerequisites for acolytes and to standardize training under their
corporate control, which they hoped would develop a new sense
of professional identity. The huge expansion of education during
the century was the product of middle-class initiative. Secondary
and tertiary education was strictly confined to the élite by cost
and content. Primary schooling was developed to define and
discipline the less well off. Secondary school-leaving certificates,
rarely completed by pupils from poorer families, became pre-
requisites for professional training. Professional associations
were formed to replace old corporate interest. The professions
reinforced their social élitism, but ironically they continued to be
drawn into an expanding state bureaucracy—doctors vaccinat-
ing children against smallpox, taking part in state health insur-
ance schemes, and so on.

Vocal sections of the leading professions remained critics of
the state in the years up to 1848, and not entirely for selfish
reasons. In Prussia, members of the judiciary were prominent in
demands for a constitutional regime and took the lead in the
1848 revolution. But partly because of the fear which the scale
of popular support for their protest engendered, lawyers were
subsequently mostly transformed into faithful and obedient
servants of autocracy. Their reward was employment; job
opportunities in the German bureaucracy were increased and
from the early 1880s growth was rapid as lawyers were allowed
to practise privately.

Doctors had key roles in movements for social reform and in
the 1848 republic in France. Their politicization was ethical and
altruistic. A generation of European doctors was appalled at the
social effects of industrial and urban change. In England in 1830
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Dr Kay drew attention to the plight of women and children
cotton operatives. In France Drs Villermé and Buret wrote
influential commentaries, the first detailing conditions among
workers, especially women and children, in all of the textile
industries, the second comparing their circumstances in England
and France. Villermé, although sympathetic to capitalism, drew
up the first French legislation restricting child labour.
Republican socialist doctors like Guépin in Nantes and Raspail
in Paris set up free clinics to help the poor.

Traditional middle-class groups used the opportunities of
modernization. The experience of the guilds is revealing. Some
were substantial property-owners and developed massive
financial interests in the capitalist economy. They used their
resources to retain privileges for their members, long after their
original significance as industrial leaders had passed. Their
significance can best be gauged by the power and standing of the
guild companies in the City of London, which became the
financial centre of the world in this period. They became more
élitist in the process and comprised distinct and powerful pres-
sure groups within the state, both facilitating and moulding
centralization. The term ‘stalled society’ has been used in recent
years to describe the problems created by the impact of the
varied transformed corporate interests on the modern state. On
the other hand, nineteenth-century reforming liberals such as
Alexis de Tocqueville believed they represented ‘liberty’.

The professional middle classes were not part of a class, but a
series of powerful corporate interest groups. They came to
dominate the elected institutions which developed, largely due
to their own demands. The extent of their privilege is masked
when they are labelled a ‘class’ and particularly when they are
lumped together with the numerically much more numerous
lower middle classes, the white-collar workers, who took up
minor posts in the massive bureaucratic expansion of the second
half of the century.

The privilege of wealth dominated the society of classes, just
as it had dissected the society of orders. Money, whatever its
source, bought access to power. The nineteenth century set store
by education and everywhere attempts were made to provide
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primary education, eventually free, for all. But access to
secondary education, which became institutionalized as a vital
prerequisite to higher education and the professions, was often
increasingly reserved for the rich. Education was used to rein-
force existing hierarchies, to define the self-perpetuating profes-
sions, and thereby strengthen a sense of class barriers. More
than ever, wealth controlled access to, and advance within, state
service and the professions. Venality and patronage were gradu-
ally replaced by professional hurdles for state service and entry
into the professions, but the net result was to limit the best jobs
and access to the professions to the rich, if anything even more
than under the old regime.

Class Consciousness—Class Conflict

To what extent did individuals perceive themselves as members
of mutually conflicting social classes? While liberals such as
Guizot defended class divisions as open, equal, fair, and rational,
critics on the right and left presented a very different interpreta-
tion. On the right, ultras such as Bonald and de Maistre and
liberal Catholics such as Villeneuve-Bargemont lashed the bour-
geois élite for their selfish disregard of higher values. Radicals
and socialists condemned capitalist competition. Socialists
refused to acknowledge that class divisions were part of the
natural order in the same way as species of butterflies and
geological formations.

Before Marx, with a few exceptions, socialists hoped to trans-
form class conflict into harmony by peacefully replacing capitalist
competition with co-operation. They proposed a variety of strat-
egies ranging from Utopian experiments to government-primed
co-operative workshops. The philanthropic British industrialist
Robert Owen initiated experimental Utopian communities and
artisan associations. For Proudhon a classless society would
emerge when everyone took a hand at a variety of trades and
skills. Cabet thought it would need the elimination (by persua-
sion) of private property and total equality and sameness in every-
thing, including housing. Marx claimed that capitalist
exploitation and class consciousness were unavoidable stages in
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economic development. A final revolution by a class-conscious
proletariat would eliminate class and exploitation alike.

The first half of the nineteenth century was a time of popular
unrest and protest. The impact of economic change and repeated
economic crises like that of 1816–18 made rural areas as well as
towns the scene of repeated violent upheaval. Popular unrest
became endemic: at Peterloo in 1819, in the Captain Swing riots
of 1830–1, among silk weavers in Lyons in 1831 and 1834,
among tailors and printers in Paris, Berlin, and other cities in
1830, culminating in Chartism in Britain, and in the revolutions
of 1848. The target of protesters was ‘government’, which, they
claimed, was responsible for iniquitous taxes and tariffs and
decreasingly willing, evidenced by recent legislation dismantling
guilds and attacking freedom of association, to protect the tradi-
tional (rosily romanticized) moral economy.

Rioters were almost never committed to the overthrow of
neglectful governments; they wanted government help to check
damaging innovations. Grievances were specific and limited,
involving attacks on property, especially new machines, forced
grain sales, threats, but very little serious physical assault and
almost no theft. The immediate target was often other workers,
sometimes foreigners, sometimes women. Journeymen tailors
complained that the growth in ‘ready-made’ production
methods using cheap female labour reduced their income and
belittled their trade. Printers were Luddites and rebels because
they feared that new machinery would threaten both their skills
and jobs. Silk weavers resented their increasing financial depen-
dence on merchants. Poorer peasants protested about the
erosion of communal rights, the better off that the vagaries of
the market left them dependent on money-lenders, or that tariffs
on imported manufactures blocked their foreign wine market—
and that was just in France. Factory workers were seldom
involved in protest. There was no concerted class consciousness,
but a series of particular, often regionally limited, issues which
sometimes coincided in depression years. The rhetoric of class
conflict was aired in the cheaper, sometimes worker-run, news-
papers of the day, but it only had a wide audience when food
prices soared and work was scarce.
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Governments responded to popular protest with violent repres-
sion. Real and mythical recollections of the Terror of the 1790s in
France convinced all governments of the need to repress disorder
before it could escalate. Socialists had far more success in convinc-
ing ruling élites of the imminence of class war than they had in
converting and uniting working people. In 1843 Flora Tristan
complained of artisan indifference and hostility to her idealistic
plan for a single Union of all Workers. Military repression at
Peterloo, Lyons, Paris, Milan, and St Petersburg did far more to
create a sense of lower-class solidarity than the writings of the
socialists or the inequities of the capitalist economy.

Class Organization

Rioting was one way of drawing attention to problems in crisis
years. During more ordinary times in the eighteenth century
prosperous workers had formed insurance schemes to provide
death and other benefits. Journeymen formed defensive, some-
times violent, groups. In the nineteenth century a variety of
worker associations for mutual aid among groups of producers,
employees, or consumers became more numerous. Popular asso-
ciations, whether peaceful or violent, were feared by ruling
élites. In France the liberal claims of the Declaration of Rights of
1789 were gainsaid by the Civil Code which put any association
larger than twenty under the scrutiny of the prefect. Craft and
the mutual-aid insurance associations might be tolerated, but a
vague whiff of politics or violent action brought in the army. In
1834 even associations of under twenty were banned.

In Britain the right of workers to negotiate wages was denied
in 1799, although from 1825 they were permitted to associate
and collect funds. Robert Owen attracted considerable artisan
support for the co-operative ideal in the 1820s and by 1830 500
societies with 20,000 members had been formed. In Britain,
France, and the German states mutual-aid insurance associations
and producer and especially retail co-operative associations took
off, often harmonizing existing craft formations with the ideas of
socialists such as Buchez, Blanc, and Proudhon as well as Owen.
In these years small artisan formations did best. They usually
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began, like the Rochdale Pioneers, as self-sufficient primitive
communist communities and, if they became successful, devel-
oped into profit-making concerns. By 1872 in Britain there were
nearly one thousand groups with 300,000 members and sales of
£10 million a year.

Specific trade unions, distinct from producer or consumer co-
operatives, developed from earlier artisan trade associations. In
Britain Owen planned a Grand National Consolidated Union in
1834, which very briefly attracted support among tailors and
shoemakers. Unions were the self-defence schemes of the better-
paid crafts, the ‘labour aristocracy’ as they were regarded by less
skilled workers. Individual trades organized many tiny local
unions. In 1842 over 100,000 men belonged to separate small
mining unions in Britain. In return for a small weekly fee
members obtained death and limited unemployment benefits,
but unlike mutual-aid or friendly societies, unions also tried to
impose collective bargaining on merchants or, in a factory situ-
ation, on employers.

Strikes could result. The French silk weavers’ strikes of 1831
and 1834 were crushed by government troops, but in north-east
England miners organized large-scale strikes in 1844 and 1863
and Lancashire cotton weavers were active in 1878. Large
unions were also successful in collective bargaining; in 1853 a
20,000-strong strike of Preston weavers settled rates of pay and
won middle-class support and cash donations. In the 1860s
Boards of Arbitration emerged in England and in 1868 a Trades
Union Congress was formed. In 1871 unions were recognized
and four years later the peaceful negotiation of trade disputes
permitted. In France in 1864 the right of unions to engage in
peaceable bargaining was acknowledged.

Despite the formation of unions and socialist parties, worker
organization remained embryonic compared with that of the
landed, commercial, and industrial élites, who were associated
by education, marriage, and common economic interests. They
could operate in formal and informal pressure groups in and out
of parliaments and through institutionally powerful industrial
cartels and money markets, both to control and to override
government policy.
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The Family under Threat?

The family was honoured as the basic unit of society by all nine-
teenth-century observers, apart from a tiny number of socialists
and the occasional satirist. The family home, even of the poor,
was changed from a functional dwelling, shared with animals in
rural areas, to an idealized, plush, aspidistra’d temple, complete
with thick curtains, drawn almost together in poorer homes,
which did not sport the required ‘best’ room furniture and
piano. In the later years of the century the catalogues of the
burgeoning ‘palaces of purchasing’, the department stores,
shaped the standards of a new middle-class consumer society.
Poorer families in their ‘two-up, two-down’ terrace house or
rooms in a tenement imitated the norm of ‘respectability’ to the
limits of their wages.

Reformers raised the alarm that poor families were threatened
by urbanization and factory development. They argued that
omnipresent poverty, prostitution, and illegitimacy were on the
increase. Although child abandonment, then as now, was often
seen as a touchstone of moral decline, it peaked only in times of
economic crisis.

It was female and child employment in cotton mills and
mines, in the former of which small children filled a techno-
logical gap for a couple of generations, which appalled
educated reformers, shocked at the regimentation and publicly
displayed inhumanity of hard manual labour and apparently
unaware that women and children inevitably always
contributed to the artisan family economy. At mid-century in
France about 40 per cent of cotton workers were women, 12
per cent were children under 16. By the 1870s the figure for
child labour had fallen to about 7 per cent because technical
advances made them redundant. In Britain most female cotton
operatives were unmarried, so the anticipated deleterious effect
on family welfare presumably did not occur. In France,
however, women artisans in Paris and Lyons, in particular, sent
their babies to rural wet-nurses.

In many large-scale industries, such as mining and potbanks,
teams of workers were paid as a unit and family groups trad-
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itionally worked together, imitating earlier artisan practices. In
France unmarried female workers were habitually lodged in
hostels run by nuns to protect their virtue and their fathers’
authority, for their wages were sent directly to him. From the
1860s the new department stores also ran hostels for unmarried
workers, often on the top floor of the shop, carefully segregat-
ing the sexes and trying to encourage uplifting cultural experi-
ences for their leisure time. Their workers, at least, received their
own wages.

Factories did not, of their essence, affect family relationships.
But the culture of the family meant that it was assumed that
everyone lived in a mutually supportive nuclear, or in southern
Europe more extended, family, and rates of pay for women (and
of course children) were adjusted downwards accordingly. Single
mothers, who had fled to a town to escape family condemnation,
or who were widowed, found it impossible to sustain life by
honest means. The greater visibility of prostitution in nine-
teenth-century towns was not the direct result of a collapse in
morals, but because honest labour often paid a woman only 25
per cent of a man’s wage.

In rural and artisan economies women had a chance of respect
and authority based on their interlocking work and family re-
sponsibilities and the mutual support of a small community. In
the factory, both sexes were merely labour and the status of
cheaper, less strong and skilled female workers dropped accord-
ingly. Their position within the family would depend on
personal circumstances, although traditional norms might
prevail. Some men brought home their wage packet unopened to
their wives, some only reluctantly contributed to food for the
family, but was that new? In Rouen in the 1790s, when divorce
was available, 75 per cent of petitioners were wives, many of
whom had been deserted by their spouses. The effectiveness of
family structures was closely related to the size of, and degree of
anonymity within, the community.

While some feared that the poverty and drudgery of industri-
alization threatened the social fabric, others became concerned
that better-off women might snatch the chance of education and
economic independence to challenge male dominance. From
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time to time female writers alarmed men with the prospect of a
‘world turned upside down’. Cartoonists mocked the ‘liberated’
woman. But the reality was hardly a threat. Secondary and
tertiary education for women was several generations behind
provision for men; in Catholic countries the female orders were
considered the most suitable educators for girls. The develop-
ment of large-scale retail, commercial, and industrial organiza-
tions tended to reduce the role of wives in family firms, although
widowhood might still demand their business acumen. Greater
affluence for growing middle-class groups offered women an
accentuated role in the family. Paid employment came later.

Elected Assemblies and the Biggest Myth

The social problems created by growing numbers, urbanization,
and economic change, which at times brought violent confronta-
tion, led to what was to be an even more pervasive alteration in
social organization, the interventionist bureaucratic state. The
pressure from middle-class reformers and popular unrest in the
first half of the century ensured that institutional reform came to
be seen as the panacea to the social problem. The state became the
agency to legislate on industrial relations, town-planning, public
health and the medical services, female and child labour, educa-
tion, railway construction, etc. In France Napoleon III dreamt of
turning worker insurance schemes into a national plan. In the
newly united Germany, Bismarck, appalled by the growth of the
Socialist Party, co-ordinated self-help mutual-aid sickness and
pensions schemes into a state-run system in the 1880s.

Institutional reform was a peaceful route usually embarked
upon by defensive ruling élites who feared both cholera and
social unrest, but its results were revolutionary. At a positive level
the nineteenth-century reformers constructed a cleaner, safer (less
revolutionary), more harmonious social environment, and the
transport revolution and urban building programme they gener-
ated sustained unprecedented economic expansion. However, it
also risked transforming the state into the anonymous, bureau-
cratic omnivore depicted by Kafka—and a monopoly capitalist
into the bargain as the biggest single employer in each country.
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Radical reformers tried to ensure that the interventionist state
did not become a massive, expensive, uncontrollable leviathan.
Elected institutions were seen as the antidote to both popular
unrest and a brake on the expansion of the role and cost of the
state. The French revolutionaries of the 1790s campaigned
unsuccessfully for representative institutions and acquired a
dictatorial emperor at the head of their modernized state. After
the Napoleonic wars British radicals demanded reform of the
House of Commons and the French argued over voting rights
within a constitution modelled to some degree on that of Britain.
Campaigns for suffrage reform were mainly, but not entirely, the
initiative of middle-class reformers. In Britain the Chartist move-
ment of the 1830s and 1840s, backed by some members of the
lower middle classes, artisans, and better-off factory workers,
pressed for a democratic electorate as did societies like the
mainly middle-class Friends of the People in France. The French
enfranchised all adult males after the 1848 revolution and in
1867 all male householders got the vote in Britain. Elected
assemblies at all levels, municipal to national, gradually became
the norm in all countries, although none rivalled the French until
1919 and few worried that 50 per cent of adults had no vote.

The extension of the right to vote tended to perpetuate tradi-
tional élites. In Britain the Reform Act of 1832 had no impact
on the composition of Parliament. In 1840 80 per cent of
members still represented the landed interest and the proportion
of bourgeois entrepreneurs, 97 : 658, was the same as at the end
of the eighteenth century. Perhaps this was unsurprising, given
the limited nature of the legislation. However, the same was true
in France, even after the introduction of universal male suffrage
in 1848. In 1861 the new united Italy adopted a 40 lira tax
qualification for voters, which produced an electorate compar-
able to that of France before 1848. The Italian ruling élite was
not only wealthy, it was almost exclusively northern. Universal
male suffrage had to wait until 1919. Frederick William IV of
Prussia established a graded suffrage for the elected Landtag in
1849 which allowed the richest 18 per cent of taxpayers to elect
two-thirds of the new legislative assembly he created. This
system was retained for the assemblies of the individual states
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after unification. The Reichstag, the representative assembly for
the whole German empire created in 1871, was elected by all
adult males, but it exercised little power. When elected local
councils, Zemstvos, were set up in Russia in the 1860s and an
imperial parliament, or Duma, after the 1905 revolution, an
even narrower hierarchical voting system was inaugurated.
Elected assemblies only began to find a role for themselves in
Russia during the First World War. Unsurprisingly, in an age of
unpaid MPs, assemblies tended to represent the interests of
wealthy élites. However, by 1914 the socialists were the largest
single group in both the German Reichstag and the French
assembly, and a growing, though a very divided, number in Italy.
Socialist voters were mostly workers, but, significantly, their
leaders and MPs tended to be members of the professional
middle class, especially lawyers.

Social tensions were prominent in nineteenth-century Europe
but conflict was reduced and fudged by social insurance
schemes, private and state run, by the legalization of trade
unions, by the provision of state-organized education, by the
development of parliamentary institutions which created the
illusion of consultation and democracy, and by the promotion of
nationalist and imperialistic sentiments. Class war had never
been on the cards, for working people at least. The Socialist
International’s demand for international proletarian solidarity in
1914 went unheard. Yet, although society may not have become
polarized quite in the way socialists including Marx had
predicted, the gap between rich and poor had widened since
1789.

This was most visible at the top. In Britain in 1803 the top 2
per cent owned 20 per cent of the wealth of the country; by
1867 they owned 40 per cent. The aristocratic élite had not
perished, they had merely diversified. The French revolutionar-
ies in the 1790s and liberal, mainly middle-class reformers in the
following century set their sights on the elimination of irrational
privilege. But property rights were applauded and became the
basic legitimation of nineteenth-century society. Guizot and
many others maintained that a man’s independence and sense of
social responsibility could be measured by his wealth.
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Wealth had always corresponded pretty closely to power; the
nineteenth century merely institutionalized the equation, while
appearing to do the reverse. Hierarchically structured education
systems, professions, and assemblies of all sorts reinforced
improved policing, military control, and the monitoring and
managing of public opinion. The wealthy made the mistake for
much of the century of not recognizing that, while considerable
wealth might protect political leaders from temptation and
corruption (though this belief in the altruism of the wealthy was,
and is, not borne out by experience), the less well off, and even,
perish the thought, females, were also capable of participating in
electoral politics, without wanting to turn the world upside
down.

It was not the entrepreneur who visibly triumphed, but the
aristocracy, assisted by traditional professional and official
middle-class elements which by 1914 had gained considerable
ground, both in state service and in elected assemblies. On the
eve of the First World War the aristocratic section of the society
of orders remained powerful; but the society of classes and class
rivalries which the nineteenth century had anticipated, some in
hope, most in fear, had not emerged. However, the idea of class
was a powerful myth, as the Bolshevik revolution and the fascist
dictatorships were to show. The absence of trust between
middle- and working-class elements was crucial to the polariza-
tion of politics in the twentieth century, especially when laced
with the most destructive demon to emerge from Pandora’s box,
nationalism.
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5
The Commercialization and
Sacralization of European
Culture in the Nineteenth

Century

T. C. W. BLANNING

The End of the Old Regime

The high culture of nineteenth-century Europe was shaped by a
tension between two opposing concepts of art: between art as
consumerism and art as redemption. What should take priority:
making money or saving mankind? This was not a new
dilemma, but it was given added urgency around 1800 by the
cumulative effect of long-term social and intellectual changes.
The rise in population, the growth in the size and number of
towns, expanding literacy, and improved physical communica-
tions had combined to create a market for culture which could
already be dubbed ‘popular’ and was well on the way to becom-
ing ‘mass’. The culture of a century earlier had been essentially
representational, with the primary function of re-presenting (in
the sense of ‘making present’ or giving visual or aural expression
to) the power and the glory of the royal, aristocratic, or ecclesi-
astical patron. The palace of Versailles, where all the various
arts combined to sing the praises of Louis XIV, was the most
complete example. This peacock world of gorgeous display by
the favoured few before a passive audience was challenged in the
course of the eighteenth century by quite a different culture: the
culture of the public sphere. In the place of flamboyance it



brought sobriety, in the place of the senses it brought the intel-
lect, in the place of the image it brought the concept, in the place
of hierarchy it brought ‘a republic of letters’ open to talent.
Above all, it substituted criticism among equals for passive
acceptance by the subordinate spectator.

For the creative artist, this development of a public seemed to
offer the chance of emancipation. In the place of the over-mighty
individual patron—famously defined by Samuel Johnson
(1709–84) as someone who watches with indifference a man
struggling for his life in the water, only to encumber him with
assistance when he reaches shore—came the anonymous public,
to whom the German playwright Friedrich Schiller (1759–1805)
dedicated himself in 1784: ‘I write as a citizen of the world who
serves no prince . . . From now on all my ties are dissolved. The
public is now everything to me—my preoccupation, my sover-
eign and my friend.’ Unfortunately, Schiller then found that his
high opinion of the public was not reciprocated and was obliged
to seek employment as a professor of history (a menial position
if ever there were one) from the duke of Weimar. The public was
not yet large enough or rich enough to sustain an independent
artist—but it was growing all the time.

The transformation of the people from passive recipients into
active participants was dramatized by the rapid development of
a democratic political culture in France after 1789. The elab-
orate revolutionary festivals turned spectators into actors, with
mass processions, mass demonstrations, mass bands, and mass
singing. At the great Festival of the Supreme Being in Paris on 8
June 1794, delegations from each of the city’s forty-eight
sections paraded from the Tuileries to the Champs-de-Mars,
where a great artificial ‘mountain’ had been constructed, decor-
ated with such ‘accidents of nature’ as rocky outcrops, grottoes,
and undergrowth, and crowned by a symbolic tree of liberty. To
the accompaniment of an immense band of brass and woodwind
(stringed instruments were of little use in the open air), revolu-
tionary hymns were sung, interposed between two speeches by
Robespierre. That the latter’s windy rhetoric was inaudible to
the great majority present, in the absence of electronic
amplification, did not matter one jot: this was not a culture
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based on the word; rather it relied on open-air spectacle, visual
symbol, the singing of simple verses to simple music, and the
special excitement which comes from being part of a crowd.

In the excited atmosphere of Revolutionary France, the
ephemeral nature of the poetry, painting, or music produced for
such occasions could be overlooked. Three of the country’s lead-
ing artists collaborated on the Festival of the Supreme Being: the
painter Jacques-Louis David (1748–1825), who supervised the
whole affair and was indeed the great ‘pageant-master’ of the
Republic, the composer François Joseph Gossec (1734–1829),
and the poet Marie-Joseph de Chénier (1764– 1811). Yet their
work for the revolutionary masses survives only as historical
curios. The exception which proves the rule is David’s deeply felt
Homage to Marat, which depicts the assassinated radical bleed-
ing to death in his bath, a personal statement of outrage and
grief. It may well be the case that in public life ‘the festivals inaug-
urated a new era because they made sacred the values of a
modern, secular, liberal world’, as Lynn Hunt has suggested, but
for the creative artists of Europe the culture of the French
Revolution proved to be a blind alley.

The Romantic Revolution

Disillusionment had been prepared by an ever-strengthening
movement in favour of individualism. Just as the French
Revolution erupted with a liberationist message deriving from
the Enlightenment—a message which was universal, abstract,
and rational, the most powerful minds in Europe were travelling
in the opposite direction. This was the romantic movement, a
cultural revolution so momentous that we continue to share
many of its main axioms today. The word ‘romantic’ first
appeared in English in the middle of the seventeenth century,
used in a pejorative sense to denote something exaggerated or
fantastic ‘as in the old romances’. By the end of the eighteenth
century, however, the fabulous and the irrational had begun to
exert an increasingly powerful appeal. From pioneers such as
Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–78) and Johann Gottfried Herder
(1744–1803), the romantics built a world-view which opposed
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emotion to reason, faith to scepticism, intuition to logic, subject-
ivity to objectivity, historicism to natural law, and poetry to
prose. In their view, the Enlightenment and its scientific method
had analysed and analysed until the world lay around them in a
dismantled, atomized, and meaningless heap. So it was a
common accusation that the Enlightenment ‘could explain
everything, but understand nothing’. It was in this spirit that
Heinrich von Kleist (1777–1811) sneered that Sir Isaac Newton
(1642–1727), the personification of the scientific revolution,
would see in a girl’s breast only a crooked line and in her heart
nothing more interesting than its cubic capacity, while William
Blake (1757– 1827) proclaimed that ‘Art is the Tree of Life . . .
Science is the Tree of Death’.

In the place of the arid abstractions of rationalism, the
romantics called for a remystification of the world. To gain
access to what really mattered, reason and its main instru-
ment—the word—were not so much inadequate as misleading,
instilling a false sense of precision and clarity. If nature was not
an inert mass, governed by the blind, mechanical Newtonian
laws, but a vibrant organism pulsating with life, then it could
be understood only by allowing the other human faculties to
resume their rightful place. It was an indication of their rejec-
tion of the Enlightenment’s rationalism that they turned its
central metaphor—light—on its head. ‘The cold light of day’
was rejected as superficial and in its place was enthroned ‘the
wonder-world of the night’. From Novalis (the nom de plume
of Friedrich von Hardenberg, 1772–1801) and his Hymns to
the Night to Richard Wagner (1813–83) and Tristan and
Isolde, the night was celebrated as ‘the mother of all that is
true and beautiful’. It is at night, in our dreams, that we leave
the false world of appearances and enter the only true world—
the world of the spirit. In Wagner’s The Mastersingers of
Nuremberg, the young knight Walther von Stolzing tells his
host, the cobbler Hans Sachs, that he has had such a beautiful
dream that he is reluctant to recount it, lest it should vanish.
To this Hans Sachs replies that it is just the task of the poet to
depict and interpret dreams, for it is in dreams that our truest
feelings are revealed. This maxim was drawn from Wagner’s
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own experience: on 3 September 1853 at Spezia on the Ligurian
coast of Italy, suffering from the cumulative effects of exhaus-
tion, dysentery, seasickness, and self-pity:

I sank into a kind of somnambulistic state, in which I suddenly had the
feeling of being immersed in rapidly flowing water. Its rushing soon
resolved itself for me into the musical sound of the chord of E flat major
. . . I recognized at once that the orchestral prelude to The Rhinegold
[the first part of The Ring of the Nibelung], long dormant within me
but up to that moment inchoate, had at last been revealed; and at once
I saw precisely how it was with me: the vital flood would come from
within me, and not from without.

‘From within me, and not from without’—there could be no
better summary of the essence of romanticism, unless it is
Hegel’s even more pithy ‘absolute Innerlichkeit’, which can be
translated as ‘absolute inwardness’ or ‘absolute subjectivity’.
From being the agent who strives to give the natural laws of
beauty visible, aural, or verbal form, the artist raises himself to
become the prime point of reference. In other words, mimesis
(art in relation to nature) was replaced by an expressive aesthetic
(art in relation to the artist). In the new scale of values thus
created, the premium is placed on inspiration, originality, and
authenticity, as the artist turns from the models provided by the
classical tradition to draw on his own experiences and his own
psyche. This was the meaning of the advice given by the most
original of all romantic painters, Caspar David Friedrich
(1774–1840): ‘The artist should not only paint what he sees in
front of him, but also what he sees inside himself. If, however,
he sees nothing inside himself, then he should also stop painting
what he sees in front of him. Otherwise his pictures will look
like those folding screens behind which one expects to find only
the sick or even the dead.’ Significantly, Friedrich never felt the
need to travel to Italy to study classical civilization (‘No one can
give the law to everyone else, everyone must be a law only unto
himself’). His paintings are usually religious and always deeply
introspective, almost to the point of abstraction. This stress on
authenticity was retained even by artists of later generations
who rejected much of the rest of romanticism—by Edouard
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Manet (1832–83), for example, who wrote in 1867: ‘The artist
does not say today “Come and see faultless work”, but “Come
and see sincere work”.’ And still, today, the most damning accus-
ation a critic can level at a new work is ‘derivative’.

Commercialization and Alienation

The egocentric aesthetics of the romantic artist made the yoke of
patronage seem intolerable, however gilded the bars of the cage.
Summoned back to the Berlin Academy after overstaying his
sabbatical leave in Rome, the painter Asmus Jacob Carstens
(1754–98), a classicist by style but a romantic by temperament,
replied with sublime self-confidence: ‘If nature produces a genius
(which after all is a rare event) and if that genius manages to
overcome a thousand obstacles and achieve recognition, then
what he deserves is encouragement. A monarch wins just as
much honour from posterity by supporting a genius as from
winning a battle or conquering a province.’ But it was not only
the old regime (which in fact had treated Carstens with consid-
erable generosity) which seemed oppressive. The growing power
and pretension of the modern state, dramatized by the terrorist
atrocities of the French Revolution, brought only ever greater
alienation of artist from establishment. The optimistic Prussian
aristocrat Novalis hoped for a state which was a work of art,
ruled by a king who was ‘the artist of artists’; only an early
death from consumption prevented inevitable disillusionment.

Nor could the alienated artist seek refuge in civil society, for
the agenda set by ever-accelerating modernization gave priority
not to the aesthetics of an artistic élite but to commerce and the
greatest pleasure of the greatest number. The fate of the piano is
an object-lesson in how problematic material progress could be
for the creative artist. Probably invented by Bartolomeo
Cristofori (1655–1731) at Florence in the first decade of the
eighteenth century, the piano took a long time to get established,
not appearing at a public concert until 1768 (in Paris). Its advant-
ages were such, however, that its eventual victory over other
keyboard instruments was inevitable, for it is much louder than
the clavichord, much less bulky than the organ and both much
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more versatile and resilient than the harpsichord. In particular,
its dynamic range was such that it was the ideal instrument for
the new music of feeling. As a French manual of 1785 put it:
‘The amount of pressure by the finger determines the strength or
weakness of the sound. It lends itself, consequently, to expres-
sion.’ The twenty-seven piano concertos of Mozart (1756–91)
were both symptom and cause of the instrument’s arrival as a
major musical force.

What then followed was a striking example of how music and
technology can interact. Ever larger and more robust pianos
were constructed for ever more demanding and ambitious
composers, notably Beethoven (1770–1827), whose
‘Hammerklavier’ sonata of 1818 required a piano with six and
a half octaves and the ability to withstand the pressure exerted
by 20,000 notes, many of them marked fortissimo. Even that
paled by comparison with the onslaught launched by Franz Liszt
(1811–86), the greatest pianist of the century, whose amazing
virtuosity and demands on his instruments won for him from the
French critic François Danjou the title of ‘the Alexander, the
Napoleon, the Caesar of pianists—and the Attila of pianos’. No
wonder that by the middle of the nineteenth century pianos had
come to be equipped with iron frames. The range also increased:
from the four octaves of Cristofori to the five and a half of the
English manufacturer Broadwood in 1790 to the six and a half
required by the ‘Hammerklavier’ to the seven of the Erard used
by Liszt to the seven and a quarter or even eight of the twenti-
eth century.

With quality went quantity. The application of modern tech-
niques of manufacturing based on the division of labour,
together with commercial marketing, transformed the piano
from a rare luxury item into a cheap article of mass consump-
tion. From an annual output of about 130 in 1790, production
in France soared to 8,000 by 1830 and 21,000 by 1860. Even
that figure was eclipsed by the German manufacturers who
were producing 60,000–70,000 pianos each year by the 1880s.
In other words, by the middle of the nineteenth century the
piano industry was big business, giving employment to tens of
thousands of production workers and teachers across Europe
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(and North America). At the Great Exhibition held at the
Crystal Palace in 1851, 101 exhibitors from 10 countries
presented 173 different pianos. As economies of scale brought
prices tumbling down, the piano found its way into every
middle-class household with pretensions to culture: ‘it has
become so essential, so indispensable that even those who are
not musicians buy a piano as furniture for their sitting-rooms’
recorded a French musical periodical in 1850. Satires on its
ubiquity were common:

—Oh! My dear chap, what a delightful person Miss Clarisse Filandor
is!
—I know her: eighteen years old, a blonde and pretty.
—Yes, with blue eyes and dark eye-lashes.
—And she has a dowry of 200,000 francs.
—Exactly, and what is more, she is the sole heir of a rich uncle who is
terminally ill.
—But her crowning glory is that she doesn’t play the piano.
—I was just going to say that. So she is not a woman like any other, this
one—she is an angel sent from heaven!

This example supplied by the piano could be replicated in
other branches of the arts. Everywhere, commercialization and
industrialization brought democratization: but, in the eyes of
Europe’s cultural élites, popularization had become synonym-
ous with vulgarization. When a musical instrument was
reduced to a piece of furniture and musical skills were acquired
for social prestige—or when paintings were reproduced litho-
graphically in thousands of copies and hung on suburban
walls—the aesthete turned away in disgust. Of all the cultural
stereotypes created by the romantics of the early nineteenth
century, the most durable has been the bourgeois Philistine.
The modern (as opposed to the biblical) use of the word
‘Philistine’ was invented by German students as a term of
abuse to describe the town burghers they both envied—for
their wealth—and despised—for their materialism. That
contribution of two powerful if unattractive emotions led to
the intelligentsia distancing itself from the rest of the popula-
tion, fleeing an increasingly commercialized society for the
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austere purity of the bohemian garret. This internalization of
the creative process demanded by the romantic aesthetic could
certainly lead to originality but could equally certainly lead to
incomprehensibility on the part of the audience. When culture
was conducted according to classical models, everyone spoke
the same language, but the romantic revolution proved to be
the tower of Babel. If Mozart pleased everyone, Beethoven
puzzled many; if Wagner outraged many, Arnold Schoenberg
(1874–1951) baffled everyone. Most artists professed indiffer-
ence to public response, and many of them even meant it. One
such was certainly John Constable, who told his biographer
when asked whether he painted a picture for ‘any particular
person’: ‘Yes, Sir, it is painted for a very particular person, the
person for whom I have all my life painted.’

As the creative artist seized the centre of the cultural stage, his
or her own life came to provide the main material for the
dramas performed on it. If the romantics did not invent the
autobiography, they certainly raised it from exception to rule.
Taking their cue from Rousseau’s Confessions, not just writers
but creative artists of every genre felt the urge to recount their
lives and explain their innermost feelings. Very little is known
about the personal life of Johann Sebastian Bach (1685–1750);
much more about Mozart, thanks to his substantial correspond-
ence; more still about Beethoven, who left not only letters but
diaries and ‘conversation books’; and a very great deal about
composers such as Berlioz and Wagner, whose autobiographies
ran to around 270,000 and 370,000 words respectively. Even
when not formally autobiographical, the subjective element was
very strong. It is a cliché that all first novels are autobiographi-
cal, but a growing number of writers came to follow Goethe
(1749–1832) in seeing their entire œuvre (voluminous in his
case—the standard edition of his collected works runs to 133
volumes) as ‘fragments of a great confession’, most notably
Fyodor Dostoevsky (1821–81) and Marcel Proust (1871–1922).
Much of the work of composers as diverse as Berlioz,
Tchaikovsky (1840–93), and Mahler (1860–1911) had an auto-
biographical reference, while Bedřich Smetana marked his first
string quartet ‘from my life’.
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Sacralization

In theory, the follower of ‘absolute inwardness’ could devise an
expressive language so personal as to be comprehensible only to
himself. This tendency was counterbalanced, however, partly by
the need to make a living and partly by art’s new sacral status.
The culture of the old regime had had three purposes: to repre-
sent the power of the sovereign, to assist the Church in saving
souls, and to provide recreation for the élites. All three functions
had been undermined by eighteenth-century developments. The
deification of monarchs by multi-media extravaganzas such as
Versailles was no longer in fashion. In the place of the ‘Sun King’
(Louis XIV) came the king as first servant of the state (Frederick
the Great) or the king as family man and simple farmer (George
III). Representational portraits of monarchs swathed in ermine
and dripping with jewellery continued to be painted, but now
seemed anachronistic—what the nineteenth century needed was
the royal family portrayed as good solid bourgeois, as in the
scenes of a dowdy Queen Victoria and her exemplary Prince
Consort surrounded by their ever-growing brood. The Church
as a patron declined sharply in relative importance, its authority
eroded by creeping secularization and its material resources
destroyed in many parts of Europe by expropriation during the
Revolutionary–Napoleonic period. Although still formidable,
the élites’ control of culture was being weakened progressively
by the ever-expanding public sphere.

From this crisis—which can reasonably be described as a
‘crisis of modernization’—culture emerged as an autonomous
force. It was not only liberated by the decline or collapse of its
old political, religious, or social masters, it was strengthened by
the need of the growing intelligentsia to find a secular substitute
for—or supplement to—revealed religion. The solution offered
by the French Revolution—political activism—was discredited
by the excesses it inspired and the degeneration of liberty into
despotism. Especially in German-speaking Europe, there was a
flight from the mob and the guillotine to the unsullied world of
the spirit. In his Letters on the Aesthetic Education of Mankind
(1795) Schiller argued that true emancipation could be found
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only through aesthetics—through beauty to freedom. Four years
later the less rigorous but more evocative Novalis gave the
definitive version of what many might regard as escapism:
‘Whoever feels unhappy in this world, whoever fails to find what
he seeks—then let him enter the world of books, the arts and
nature, this eternal domain which is both ancient and modern
simultaneously, and let him live there in this secret church of a
better world. There he will surely find a lover and a friend, a
fatherland and a God.’

In other words, secularization, in which revealed religion
and the churches lost their dominant position, was accompan-
ied by sacralization, in which art rose above its old hand-
maiden status to full autonomy and in the process acquired a
new sense of self-importance and seriousness. Visual evidence
can be found in the scores of museums which sprang up across
Europe, built to resemble temples or churches. The first state
museum (‘founded by the authority of Parliament’) was the
British Museum, deriving from the bequest by the Irish doctor
Sir Hans Sloane in 1753, although it was first housed in a
converted mansion and did not move to its present location
until a century later. Commensurate with its new importance,
Sir Robert Smirke’s majestic structure in Bloomsbury, with its
great Ionic colonnades, took almost a quarter of a century to
build (1823–47). The first custom-built museum in Europe was
the Museum Fridericianum at Kassel (1769– 79), but it was not
until the following century that its example was followed
generally: by the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam (founded 1800,
present buildings 1877–85), the Glyptothek in Munich
(1816–30), the Prado in Madrid (1819), the Old Museum in
Berlin (1823–30), the National Gallery in London (founded
1824, present buildings 1833–8), the Alte Pinakothek in
Munich (1824–36), the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge
(1837–47), and the Historical Museum in Moscow (1874– 83),
just to mention a few of the major foundations. Of course not
all great collections acquired their own purpose-built shrines,
obvious exceptions being the Louvre and the Vatican. The
Hermitage in St Petersburg falls somewhere in between, being
housed partly in the Winter Palace but acquiring an adjoining
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temple-like structure from Leo von Klenze (1784–1864) in
1838–52; this structure was also Russia’s first purpose-built
gallery. Whatever the original function of the building, the sacral
nature of a pilgrimage to the galleries was heightened by leading
the visitor to the exhibits via carefully arranged steps, portico,
hall, staircase, landing, and ante-chamber—in just the same way
that subjects had once approached the throne-room. But now it
was not the sovereign but Art which was the object to be vener-
ated.

The same trend can also be observed in the construction of
theatres. Traditionally, they formed part of the palace, often
gorgeously decorated to be sure, but externally only one part of
a greater representational whole. Even municipal theatres were
usually incorporated in a continuous street façade. The first free-
standing theatre in France, for example, was Soufflot’s Grand-
Théâtre at Lyons (1753–6), built to look like a noble palace. By
the early nineteenth century, theatres were becoming more like
temples, the most striking examples being the San Carlo Opera
House at Naples (1810–12) of Antonio Niccolini (1772–1850),
or the theatre on the Gendarmenmarkt in Berlin (1818–26) of
Karl Friedrich Schinkel (1781–1841), or the Alexandrinsky
theatre in St Petersburg (1827–32) of Karl Ivanovich Rossi
(1775–1849). It was a trend taken to a characteristic extreme by
Richard Wagner’s Festival Theatre at Bayreuth (1872–6), placed
in splendid isolation on a green hill overlooking the small town
of Bayreuth (‘without a city wall’) in Franconia. To attend the
annual festival there was as little like ‘going to the opera’ as it is
possible to imagine. The visitors were not paying customers but
pilgrims (Wagner’s original intention had been not to charge for
admission), joining with the best singers and instrumentalists
(who were expected to give their services free) in a common
redemptive exercise. This austerity was thrown into sharper
relief by the flamboyance of the almost exactly simultaneous
construction of the Paris Opéra (1860–75), whose neo-baroque
exterior was mirrored by equally sumptuous decoration inside.
It was no accident that the relatively small auditorium was over-
shadowed by the grand staircase and salles de promenade, for
the building’s main function was not musical but social—to
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allow members of the Parisian élite to parade in front of each
other.

Wealth and Status

The juxtaposition of the Paris Opéra and Bayreuth well demon-
strates the artist’s two means of social advancement—making
money or becoming a high priest of the sacralized secular
culture. The opportunities for getting rich multiplied during the
nineteenth century, interrupted only by periodic revolutions or
slumps. Increasing literacy, a growing population, urbanization,
more leisure time, improved technology (especially in paper-
making and printing), new retailing techniques (the railway
station bookstall, for example), more secure copyright, and
faster communications all combined to create a vastly expanded
market for the consumption of cultural artefacts. Successful
British novelists such as Sir Walter Scott (1771–1832), William
Thackeray (1811–63), Charles Dickens (1812–70), Anthony
Trollope (1815–82), and George Eliot (the nom de plume of
Mary Ann Evans, 1819–80) became rich beyond the dreams of
avarice of earlier generations. Trollope was quite frank about his
motivation: ‘I write for money. Of course I do. It is for money
that we all work, lawyers, publishers, authors and the rest.’
Literature became a profession. In his novel New Grub Street,
George Gissing (1857–1903) proclaimed through one of his
characters: ‘Literature nowadays is a trade . . . your successful
man of letters is your skilful tradesman. He thinks first and fore-
most of markets; when one kind of goods begins to go off
slackly, he is ready with something new.’

In this respect, an instructive comparison can be made between
the careers of Mozart, who travelled infrequently and in great
discomfort across western Europe, giving concerts to small audi-
ences for modest returns, with that of Liszt, who swept from the
Pyrenees to the Urals, performing before thousands of people at
a time and accumulating great wealth in the process. It has been
estimated that he appeared in public well over a thousand times
between 1838 and 1846. At a recital in Milan he was asked to
improvise on ‘the railway’, the wonderful new invention which
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had allowed him to travel from Venice in six hours: undaunted,
he responded with a dazzling sequence of glissandi. The railway
became a potent symbol of progress: in the words of the German
industrialist Friedrich Harkort, writing in 1840: ‘The locomo-
tive is the hearse which will carry absolutism and feudalism to
the graveyard.’ Reproduced in visual images without number,
the railway station provided the opening setting for works as
diverse as Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina and Offenbach’s La Vie
Parisienne. It was appropriate that in this commercialized age of
the railway, touring musicians could become famous just for
being rich: Johann Strauss the elder, for example, about whom
The Musical World wrote in 1838: ‘Who has not heard of
Strauss, the Crœsus of waltz composers,—him who scours
round the world and returns home ten thousand pounds the
richer man? We were not a little anxious to meet this modern
Midas.’

Commercialization and the communications revolution
together brought the democratization of culture. In the eight-
eenth century, very few newspapers enjoyed a circulation of
20,000; the Petit Journal of Paris, thriving on a diet of scandal
and sensation, passed the 1 million mark in 1887. In the eight-
eenth century, theatres were few and socially exclusive; by the
1880s, at least half a million Parisians were going to the theatre
once a week, with a million going once a month. In the eight-
eenth century, concerts were mainly confined to aristocratic
salons or associations of connoisseurs, although in London in
the 1790s the entrepreneur Johann Peter Salomon showed the
way forward with his subscription concerts at the Hanover
Square Rooms. By 1880 Parisians could choose between three
series of popular concerts at the cavernous Cirque d’Hivers, the
Cirque d’Été, and the Châtelet, where among other things they
could join in the brawls which erupted when Wagner’s music
was played. In the eighteenth century, only those who lived in
the great capitals of Europe might hope to see a painting outside
church, and then only very infrequently; by the late nineteenth
century, developments in printing and photography allowed
every home to hang reproductions of masters great and small,
ancient and modern, on the wall.
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Mass participation in culture was not confined to purchasing
upright pianos, ‘penny dreadful’ novels, or reproductions of
Landseer’s The Monarch of the Glen. It was often mediated
through a voluntary association. It had been through organiza-
tions such as masonic lodges, reading clubs, and literary soci-
eties that the public sphere had first emerged, but it was not
until the nineteenth century that associations for almost every
imaginable form of cultural activity were formed. ‘We live
today in the epoch of associations!’ trumpeted a reporter cover-
ing the great choral festival held at Mainz in 1835 to raise
money for a memorial to the city’s most famous son, the invent-
or of printing Johannes Gutenberg (1400–68), and he went on
to stress their variety: ‘from the great stock companies for
steam-driven ships, locomotives and railways, to the confeder-
ations of tailors’ journeymen, from the gigantic assemblies of
natural scientists to the reading circles organized by the village
barber, from the monster music-festivals in England to the
equally earnest singing clubs of our beloved German fatherland,
everywhere everyone seems to venerate the old principle:
Concordia parvae res crescunt [it is by co-operation that small
things grow]!’ All over Europe, greater prosperity and
improved communications allowed very large numbers of
people from many different regions to come together in great
cultural festivals. Here again, the English were in the van with
the Three Choirs Festival, which dates back to 1715, and the
great Handel Commemorations, beginning in 1784; it was not
until the French Revolution and beyond that the more frag-
mented continental countries began to follow.

Never mind the width, feel the quality, lamented the artists, as
they watched the grubby hands of the masses soiling their sacred
culture: ‘The musical fever which has gripped our age will be the
ruin of art, for popularity is very close to vulgarity’ was a char-
acteristic complaint from a French periodical in 1846. Nor does
this élitism seem so unreasonable when one discovers that at just
this time at popular concerts the movements of a Beethoven
symphony had to be sandwiched between sessions of dance-
music; or that Beethoven’s Septet was arranged by an Italian
music-publisher for accordion and piano; or that sacred music
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was rewritten for the dancehall (the ‘Stabat Mater Quadrilles’,
for example); or that, at the Promenade Concerts at the Royal
Adelaide Gallery in the Strand, selections from the latest
Meyerbeer opera were accompanied by ‘the real Scotch
Quadrilles, introducing the Highland pipes . . . followed by the
performances of the Infant Thalia, Experiments with the
Colossal Burning Lens and the new Oxyhydrogen Microscope,
Popular Lectures, and The Laughing Gas every Tuesday,
Thursday and Saturday evenings’.

So it was not just a question of money. To achieve celebrity
unstained with contempt, the artist had to be successful on his
or her own terms, not by following popular fashion. For all the
arts, the great role-model for the nineteenth century was
Beethoven, whose very appearance proclaimed rugged integrity
and independence. Recalling his feelings on hearing a Beethoven
symphony for the first time, Wagner wrote: ‘Its effect on me was
indescribable. On top of this came the added impact of
Beethoven’s physiognomy, as shown by lithographs of the time,
as well as the knowledge of his deafness and his solitary and
withdrawn life. There soon arose in me an image of the most
sublime, supernatural originality, beyond comparison with
anything.’ So powerful was Beethoven’s influence that it lasted
into the following century, reaching its apotheosis in 1902 when
the artists of the Vienna Secession decided to transform their
entire building into a temple to receive the statue of Beethoven
by the Leipzig sculptor Max Klinger. Among the contributions
was a frieze painted by Gustav Klimt (1862–1918), the last
panel of which was inspired by ‘This kiss to the whole world’
from Schiller’s Ode to Joy (and thus Beethoven’s Ninth
Symphony) and bore the legend ‘the longing for happiness finds
its surcease in poetry’. The accompanying catalogue suggested
that ‘here art leads us into the ideal realm, wherein alone we can
find pure joy, pure happiness, pure love’.

Following Beethoven’s example was not always easy, but it
was something an increasing number of artists liked to boast
about in their autobiographies. The composer and violinist
Louis Spohr (1784–1859), for example, recorded with pride that
he had resolutely refused to play at the court of the king of
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Württemberg unless the royal card-playing ceased during his
performance. Such gestures had a necessarily limited impact.
What was really needed were artists who could reach out
beyond the court and make an impact on the general public. The
artist best equipped for this task was the musician, thanks to his
ability to appeal to a large number of people through their
emotions simultaneously and collectively. Operating in a
medium which speaks to the psyche directly, without any medi-
ating word or image, the musician is the quintessentially charis-
matic artist. The painter, architect, dramatist, novelist, or even
poet can never generate such excitement. So it was during the
early decades of the nineteenth century that music began its
relentless march from subordinate artistic genre to its present-
day hegemony.

This development was greatly assisted by the fortuitous
coincidence of three great musicians—Niccolo Paganini
(1782–1840), Gioacchino Rossini (1792–1868), and Franz
Liszt, whose impact on European audiences was without
precedent. Significantly, the fame of the three men owed as
much to their carefully nurtured image as it did to their
superlative musical skills. Paganini was widely believed to be
in league with the devil, having sold his soul to acquire super-
human ability, and would never remove his boots lest he
reveal his cloven hoof. As he did not begin to tour until 1828,
it was rumoured that he had spent the previous twenty years
in prison for the murder of his mistress, whose intestines he
had converted into strings for his violin and whose soul he had
imprisoned in its sound-box. His jet-black hair, deathly pallor,
and ugly-handsome saturnine features, ravaged by the
mercury with which he vainly tried to arrest syphilis, made an
unforgettable impression on all who saw him. He was also a
master-showman, playing up his secrecy and supposed
diabolism —coming on stage, for example, with three strings
dangling uselessly from his instrument, then dazzling the audi-
ence with a virtuoso perform-ance on the survivor. His fame
was best summed up by a verse left on the score of his second
concerto by an adoring musician at the Academy in Paris after
a performance:
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Nature wished to show in our century
her infinite power;

So, to astonish the world, she created two men:
Bonaparte and Paganini!

Both Rossini and Liszt were also compared to Napoleon, the
former by no less a person than Stendhal (the nom de plume of
Henri Beyle, 1783–1842): ‘Napoleon is dead; but a new
conqueror has already shown himself to the world; and from
Moscow to Naples, from London to Vienna, from Paris to
Calcutta, his name is constantly on every tongue. The fame of
this hero knows no bounds save those of civilization itself—and
he is not yet thirty-two!’ Liszt combined the raffishness of
Paganini with the sobriety of Rossini and added to both a
dignity and intellectualism which raised the status of the musi-
cian to heights unknown. He was the man who could be rude to
kings, was rumoured to be engaged to the queen of Spain,
coined the phrase ‘génie oblige’, and demonstrated his equality
with aristocrats by seducing their wives and sleeping with their
daughters. He paved the way for the apotheosis of the musician
in the shape of his even more imperious son-in-law, Richard
Wagner, to whose Festival Theatre at Bayreuth for the opening
night in 1876 came the sovereign of the most powerful state on
earth—William I, German emperor. How things had changed
since that day in June 1781 when Mozart had been thrown out
of the room by his employer’s chamberlain, Count Arco, and
given a kick to his backside to boot! If Mozart’s notorious burial
in a mass grave was less unusual than some have supposed, his
obsequies were certainly less impressive than those devoted 
to Beethoven, whose coffin was followed by an immense crowd
estimated at between 10,000 and 30,000, with a school holiday
proclaimed by the emperor and the funeral oration written by
Austria’s greatest playwright, Franz Grillparzer (1791–1872).

The artists also enhanced their status by playing a leading role
in the great public issues of the day. Romantics may have given
priority to the inner world of the spirit in theory, but in practice
most found it impossible to avoid being carried along with the
rest of society. In the process, they created quite a new kind of
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topical art. It was no longer the monopoly of official artists
recording only their patron’s triumphs, it became much more
spontaneous, individual, passionate—and memorable. Among
the images which impressed both contemporaries and posterity
more powerfully than—say—any great fresco by one of Louis
XIV’s court painters were Goya’s The Third of May 1808,
recording the terrible reprisals exacted by the French occupying
force in Madrid after the insurrection of the previous day; or
Caspar David Friedrich’s Chasseur in the Forest (1814), utterly
different in style and mood, yet on the same theme, depicting a
French soldier standing alone and lost in the snow-covered
clearing of a German forest, as a raven on a tree-stump croaks
out his doom; or Delacroix’s Scenes from the Massacres at Chios
(1824), the greatest visual statement of the European intelli-
gentsia’s support for the Greek struggle for independence from
the Turks; or the same artist’s July 28th: Liberty Leading the
People, painted after the revolution of 1830, in which a bare-
breasted woman carrying the tricolour storms with irresistible
élan through gun-smoke, over a barricade and a pile of dead
bodies towards the viewer, supported by a worker, a student,
and a child. Less direct in their allusions but no less topical were
Théodore Géricault’s The Raft of the Medusa of 1819, which
attacked the aristocratic corruption of the Bourbon restoration,
and Thomas Couture’s Romans of the Decadence, exhibited at
the last Salon before the revolutions of 1848.

Although all these paintings were critical of the status quo,
there is no clear political direction to be inferred. When Lucien
Chardon, the central character in Balzac’s novel Lost Illusions
(written 1837–43 but set in 1821–2), arrives in Paris, he is told
firmly that ‘the royalists are romantics, the liberals are classicists’.
Given the French Revolution’s preference for neo-classicism, that
seems entirely plausible. However, in 1826 the famous slogan ‘le
romanticisme est le libéralisme en littérature’ (romanticism is
liberalism in literature) first appeared and in the following year
the critic Auguste Jal defined romantic painting as ‘the cannon
shot of 1789’, which seems just as plausible when one looks at
Delacroix’s Liberty Leading the People. The safe but bland
conclusion must be that even an identifiable movement such as
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romanticism can be assigned no clear location on the left–right
spectrum.

Nationalism

In any case, that horizontal axis was being increasingly confused
by a vertical scale of loyalties determined by nationality. The
culture of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment had been self-
consciously cosmopolitan, a position neatly summarized by
Voltaire: ‘I prefer my family to myself, my fatherland to my
family, and the human race to my fatherland.’ Following the
trail blazed by Rousseau and Herder, the romantics rejected the
universal natural law on which this cosmopolitanism was based.
In their view, human beings differed from one epoch to another
and from one country to another. The natural unit was not the
abstract individual but the concrete community, identified by a
common culture, of which the most important element was
language. Each national group had its own special identity,
deriving from a complex interaction of historical, geographical,
political, and cultural forces, which it should seek to protect and
develop. In the words of Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834),
the Prussian philosopher and theologian: ‘every language consti-
tutes a particular mode of thought, and what is thought in one
language can never be repeated in the same way in another.’ Two
kinds of nationalism developed: first a cultural form, which
identified the nation as the most important point of reference in
human affairs, the supreme source of value and focus for
loyalty; and later a political form, which sought to make the
political and cultural boundaries of a state coincide. The latter
was, of course, especially prevalent among national minorities in
multinational empires (the Habsburg and Russian empires being
the prime examples) or among national groups divided among
more than one state (such as the Italians and the Germans before
unification).

The extraordinary power exerted by nationalism during the
nineteenth (and indeed the twentieth) century was due to the
depth and variety of its sources. In part it stemmed from the
need to find a secular alternative to religion (as, for example, in
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the invocation of the French nationalist historian Jules Michelet
(1798–1874): ‘Oh glorious mother of France! You who are not
only our own, but who are destined to carry liberty to every
nation, teach us to love one another in you’); in part from a
more general process of social modernization which was
destroying old landmarks and transforming a network of particu-
larist communities (Gemeinschaft) into a single atomized society
(Gesellschaft); in part from the awesome power unleashed by
the French Revolution and its principle of national sovereignty;
and in part from the reaction against the conquest and exploita-
tion of the rest of Europe which that power made possible.
Nationalism influenced the creative artist in two distinct ways.
On the one hand, it encouraged the creation of work with a
nationalist message, as in many of the early operas of Giuseppe
Verdi (1813–1902), ‘the musical Garibaldi’ as one French critic
called him, whose La Battaglia di Legnano (1849) begins with
the following chorus:

Long live Italy!
A holy pact

binds all her sons together.
At last it has made of so many

a single people of heroes!

Although the work ostensibly deals with the Lombard
League’s defeat of the German emperor Frederick Barbarossa’s
army in 1176, audiences had no difficulty in reading the topical
message. At the opening night in Rome in January 1849, the
excitement was such that the last act was encored in its entirety.
When revived eleven years later during the eventual unification
of Italy, it was actually renamed The Defeat of the Austrians.
Examples of this kind could be repeated ad infinitum, from
every artistic genre. In particular, just a glance at public build-
ings in every European capital will reveal a plethora of nation-
alist images.

Nationalism also influenced European culture in a more subtle
way, by making its creators aware of their national identity and
encouraging them to find a national voice. This too stemmed
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from the proto-romantic theorists of the eighteenth century,
especially Herder, who found the social location of true cultural
value not among the classically trained élites with their elegant
but superficial Frenchified sophistication but among the
common people—Das Volk. It was through their folk-songs,
folk-poetry, and folk-dances that the authentic spirit of the
nation was made manifest. A growing number of artists turned
from studying classical models in pursuit of ideal beauty to their
own native traditions, seeking to reproduce the images, styles,
rhythms, or melodies they found there in their own work. The
result was a proliferation of self-consciously national styles. For
most of the eighteenth century, an equally self-conscious inter-
national style had ruled the various arts, making it both impos-
sible and pointless to identify the nationality of any particular
work. But no one would suppose that Delacroix was anything
but a Frenchman or Friedrich anything but a German, while one
need only hear a bar or two of Gaetano Donizetti (1797–1848)
to know that he was Italian or an equally short snatch of
Mikhail Ivanovich Glinka (1804–57) to know that he was
Russian (notwithstanding G. B. Shaw’s acerbic comment on
Edvard Grieg (1843–1907): ‘his music does not remind me of
Norway, perhaps because I have never been there’).

The arts returned the compliment by expressing—and in large
measure creating—the common culture without which no
nation-state can survive. Indeed, the ‘submerged nations’ of
eastern Europe owe their existence to the efforts of diligent (and
often inventive) philologists, historians, and poets. Even such
well-established peoples as the Czechs, with a long if chequered
history, found it essential in the nineteenth century to rediscover
their own culture. For them, the long campaign to build a
National Theatre at Prague, financed entirely by public subscrip-
tion, and to perform there historical dramas such as Smetana’s
opera Libuše (1881) on a stage whose proscenium arch bore the
legend ‘Národ sobě’ (The nation to itself), was a powerful inte-
grating force in the face of what they believed to be German
oppression. It was also culture which allowed another oppressed
nation—the Jews—to celebrate their formal emancipation from
the ghetto with truly spectacular achievements. In the previous
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eighteen hundred years, the only Jew to have made a major
impact on European culture had been the philosopher Baruch
de Spinoza (1632–77). Yet artists of Jewish origin formed
perhaps the most distinguished single group in nineteenth- (and
twentieth-)century Europe, especially in music. The explanation
for this extraordinary burst of creative energy has been sought
in European Jewry’s simultaneous liberation from the physical
ghettoes of central Europe and the intellectual constraints of
orthodox Judaism. For once, a simple list of names is helpful:
Giacomo Meyerbeer (1791–1864), Heinrich Heine
(1797–1856), Jacques Halévy (1799–1862), Felix Mendelssohn
(1809–47), Karl Marx (1818–83), Jacques Offenbach
(1819–80), Joseph Joachim (1831–1907), Max Bruch
(1838–1920), Sigmund Freud (1856–1939), Gustav Mahler
(1860–1911), Arnold Schoenberg (1874–1951), Albert Einstein
(1880–1952), Franz Kafka (1883–1924)—just to name the
most prominent.

Nationalism also built a bridge between state and artist. Slowly,
fitfully but surely, governments came to realize that culture is
power, and not only in the obvious sense that educated citizens
are more useful than illiterate subjects. It was also realized, espe-
cially after 1789, that in a secularized age national symbols and
cultural institutions were needed to bind state and society. Hence
the proliferation of academies, museums, galleries, public memor-
ials, festivals, and so on, all of which provided commissions. One
need only contemplate the marble memorials crammed into
Westminster Abbey, or Valhalla, the German Pantheon built by
Klenze for King Ludwig I of Bavaria outside Regensburg, to
appreciate how much sculptors, for example, owed to the new
need to sacralize the nation’s past. When the amiable if indiscreet
Ludwig was obliged to abdicate in 1848 due to his affair with
‘Lola Montez’ (the stage name of the Irish dancer Maria Gilbert),
the artists of Bavaria were quite right to issue a statement lament-
ing his departure as an ‘unmitigated disaster’. At a time when even
railway stations were being made to look like Gothic castles (St
Pancras), renaissance palaces (the Gare de l’Est), or Greek temples
(Euston), and were being decorated accordingly, the demand for
artists had never been greater.
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This natural alliance between intelligentsia and the state was
more obvious to some contemporaries than to others. As early
as 1833 the great German historian Leopold von Ranke
(1795–1886) could write: ‘If the main event of the hundred
years before the French Revolution was the rise of the great
powers in defence of European independence, so the main event
of the period since then is the fact that nationalities were reju-
venated, revived, and developed anew. They became a part of
the state, for it was realized that without them the state could
not exist.’ The governments of Europe were not yet listening: in
the 1830s nationalism was still too closely associated with the
French Revolution to be welcomed into the establishment. So
the repression of the Restoration period after 1815 drove
nationalism into an unnatural alliance with liberalism and sent
nationalist intellectuals into prison or exile. It was not until the
later part of the century that more acute statesmen such as
Bismarck grasped the ideology’s integrative potential. By 1900
colossal national memorials such as the Memorial to Victor
Emmanuel in Rome and the Memorial to the Battle of the
Nations at Leipzig (which attracted 600,000 visitors even during
construction) were rising to proclaim the unity of state and soci-
ety under the aegis of the sacralization of the nation. Most
artists nestled snugly into the opulent welcoming embrace of the
state, many took the money with a mental reservation and guilty
conscience, some resolutely ploughed a lone furrow. Perhaps the
best metaphor for this problematic relationship was Friedrich
Dahlmann’s phallic description of the Prussian state as ‘the
magic spear which heals as well as wounds’.

Realism

The uneasy relationship between state and intelligentsia over
nationalism had been accompanied by a crisis over the ‘social
question’. The various forms of dislocation caused by industri-
alization and urbanization convinced many observers that the
poor were becoming both more wretched, more numerous, and
more dangerous. This did not mean that all artists became
socialists, but it did mean that a growing number of them chose
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the material conditions of the here and now as their central
concern. By the 1840s, a reaction against romanticism and its
introspective spirituality was due anyway. It was no accident
that the literary genre best suited to the new direction, first
known as ‘realism’ and later as ‘naturalism’, was the novel, for
the world of the modern city was prosaic rather than poetic. In
works such as Dickens’s Oliver Twist (1837–9), Gustav
Freytag’s Profit and Loss (1855), Dostoevsky’s Crime and
Punishment (1866), or the twenty volumes of Émile Zola’s
‘Rougon-Macquart’ cycle (1870–93), the wonderful variety of
commercialized urban society was usually less apparent than its
attendant squalor and tension. This was the realm of anomie,
that sense of moral rootlessness which the French sociologist
Émile Durkheim (1858–1917) identified as the essence of the
human condition in the industrialized world.

Also naturally suited for capturing contemporary reality was
painting, which found an articulate spokesman for the new
approach in Gustave Courbet (1819–77), as well as a wonder-
fully gifted practitioner. Among his trenchant observations on
the nature of his art were ‘painting is an essentially concrete art
and can only consist of the presentation of real and existing
things’, and the quintessentially anti-romantic jibe: ‘show me an
angel and I’ll paint it!’ Although never a propagandist, Courbet
was very much a man of the left, a republican and supporter of
the revolutionary Commune of 1871, who paid for his beliefs by
spending two years in prison and the rest of his life in exile.
Together with Jean François Millet (1814–75) and Edouard
Manet (1832–83) he represented, as it were, the ‘heroic’ phase
of realism, all funerals, firing-squads, hunched peasant women,
and horny-handed sons of toil. Shown the way forward by
Manet, in the 1870s a younger generation of painters lightened
both the mood and their palettes. The ‘impressionists’, notably
Camille Pissarro (1830–1903), Edgar Degas (1834–1917),
Alfred Sisley (1839– 99), Claude Monet (1840–1926), Pierre-
Auguste Renoir (1841–1919), and Georges Seurat (1859–91)
moved from the place of work to the place of recreation—to the
garden, seaside, racetrack, dancehall, or theatre. Their dazzling
explorations of light in every conceivable shape and form were
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to become the great artistic success story of the following
century, in both auction-rooms and on chocolate boxes. This
realist trend was underpinned by a positivist belief in the natural
sciences; as Zola wrote of the Salon of 1866 ‘The wind blows in
the direction of science. Despite ourselves, we are pushed
towards the exact study of facts and things.’ So it seemed almost
as if the wheel had turned full circle and the sunlit, superficial
days of the Enlightenment had returned.

Fin De Siècle

Realism triumphed after 1850 with what appeared to be the
forces of progress—liberalism, nationalism, and industrializa-
tion. This was the period when Italy and Germany were unified,
when liberals took control in one state after another (even in the
multinational Habsburg empire), and when in just a few years
villages could become towns, towns cities, and cities metrop-
olises. As is the way with progress, disillusionment was not long
delayed. The social tensions created by the long recession begin-
ning in 1873 and the eruption of new mass political forces, with
socialism, clericalism, and anti-semitism to the fore, ensured
that this bourgeois liberal culture did not reign for long. Once
again the ‘grandfather law’ asserted itself, as a younger genera-
tion reverted to earlier models and discovered the wheel again.
In 1888 the 20-year-old French painter Émile Bernard repeated
Friedrich’s maxim of sixty years before when he stated that the
artist should not paint what he sees in front of him but the idea
of the thing he sees in his imagination. Similarly, the central
tenet of what became known as ‘symbolism’, as expressed by its
main organ Symbolist—‘Objectivity is nothing but vain appear-
ance, that I may vary or transform as I wish’—could have been
said by any romantic two or three generations earlier. The old
romantic obsessions with death, the night, and sex were all back
in favour again, nowhere more powerfully than in Gustav
Klimt’s notorious ceiling paintings for the University of Vienna.
What the academics had wanted and expected was a portrayal
of the victory of reason, knowledge, and enlightenment; what
they got was a world turned upside down, in which ‘Philosophy’
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is subconscious instinct, ‘Medicine’ is overshadowed by death,
and justice in ‘Jurisprudence’ is a cowed and helpless victim of
the law.

By the time Klimt came to create these wonderful paintings
(1898–1904), art was fragmenting into stylistic anarchy: the
decadent movement, symbolism, synthetism, neo-impression-
ism, post-impressionism, constructivism, fauvism, expression-
ism, cubism, futurism, constructivism, orphism, neo-plasticism,
vorticism, suprematicism, and so on. The disintegration of
Europe’s classical vocabulary, which had begun with the roman-
tic revolution a century earlier, was now complete. Even this
multiplicity of -isms cannot accommodate an isolated genius
such as Vincent Van Gogh (1853–90), who belongs in a category
of one and who can yet serve as an appropriate symbol for the
fate of the creative artist in the post-romantic age. In the course
of his life, which was a constant struggle with poverty, lack of
recognition, alcoholism, and insanity, ending in suicide, he sold
just one of his 850-odd paintings—Red Orchard for 400 francs
to a Belgian artist. At the time of writing, his Portrait of Dr
Gachet holds the record for the most expensive painting ever
sold at public auction, having been sold in 1990 to a Japanese
paper-manufacturer for $82,500,000.

With the avant-garde thrusting into the new century and
untold wealth (the ultimate accolade in a commercialized soci-
ety but, alas, very often only awarded posthumously), it is time
to stop. There are many ways of finding patterns in the infinite
diversity of nineteenth-century European culture, most of them
valid and none of them sufficient. To approach it by tracing the
abrasive relationship between sacralization and commercializa-
tion at least has the merit of linking cultural artefacts to the
society which produced them without reducing them to ‘super-
structure’. The friction generated between spirit and matter also
helps to explain the extraordinary vitality of a culture which
colonized the world. As Kant observed (and theorists as diverse
as Grillparzer and T. S. Eliot repeated in their different ways):
‘man wishes concord, but nature, knowing better what is good
for his species, wishes discord.’
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6
The Great Civil War
European Politics, 1914–1945

PAUL PRESTON

The long peace from Bismarck’s triumphs to the outbreak of
war in 1914 was a period of optimistic belief in progress, eco-
nomic and technological. This confidence was sustained by the
growing prosperity of capitalist economies and the self-adjusting
mechanisms of the balance of power. However, the dispropor-
tionate growth of one of those economies would soon throw the
balance of power out of kilter. This was not just because the bur-
geoning economic and military strength of Germany was to be-
come increasingly difficult to contain. Rather it was a
consequence of the fact that Germany’s ruling classes chose to
cope with the domestic problems arising from industrialization,
urbanization, and the emergence of a powerful socialist move-
ment by a process of what has come to be known as ‘negative in-
tegration’. This essentially meant that rather than adjust to
domestic challenges, the German ruling classes chose to sub-
merge, or indeed export, them by uniting the nation against the
spectre of foreign enemies. To a lesser extent, other states also
tried to sidestep their domestic problems by similar means. With
stark differences of emphasis and with dramatically different
consequences in each case, a recognizably similar story can be
told for Germany, Austria-Hungary, Russia, Italy, France, and
Britain.

The collective consequence was that, between 1914 and 1945,
the energies of Europe were to be consumed in a long intermittent



war whose economic and human costs would see world pre-
eminence pass from the great European empires to the United
States and the Soviet Union. The internal pressures of industri-
alization—internal migration, urbanization, the emergence of a
new working class, and its creation in self-defence of societies,
unions, and political parties—constituted a challenge to the ex-
isting order. Addressed flexibly, this challenge might have been
resolved to the benefit of European society. In fact, only in Scan-
dinavia, the Low Countries, France, and Britain, and then only
partially, did this happen. Elsewhere, in the most restless of the
advanced industrial states—Germany—and in several of the
more prominent developing ones—Russia, Italy, Spain—the re-
sponse was repression and a consequent intensification of class
confrontation. In addition, there was an equally potent chal-
lenge to the established order arising from nationalism—both
the small-scale nationalisms threatening to break up the balance
of power in eastern Europe and the large-scale nationalist ambi-
tions of Russia, Italy, and above all Germany.

In the midst of this cauldron of instability, there were, in the
broadest terms, two sorts of state: those which were sufficiently
flexible, open to popular pressure, more or less democratic, and
with the safety-valve of colonial empires, such as Britain and
France; and those with rigid, authoritarian (if apparently demo-
cratic) systems uneasily presiding over highly unstable societies,
such as Germany, Austria-Hungary, Italy, Russia, and Spain. To
a large extent, the fate of Europe hinged, between 1914 and
1945, as indeed it does now, on the comportment of the state
with the largest and most dynamic economy—Germany.

The First World War

It was a savage irony that a war fought in large part to anaes-
thetize the great problems of the day, social conflict and nation-
alism, should send them spiralling out of control. Once war was
declared, German war aims developed ambitiously. Whereas, be-
fore the war, socialist pressure for domestic social spending had
been deflected by means of militaristic propaganda, in war there
emerged a plan for the permanent resolution of the problem. To
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put it crudely, socialist demands for a redistribution of national
wealth would be rendered obsolete by the plunder of other na-
tions’ wealth. The plan was essentially directed at the annexa-
tion of the industrialized parts of northern France and Belgium
and of Luxembourg, the creation of a central European customs
union (Mitteleuropa), colonization of the food-producing areas
of eastern Europe after the removal of unwanted local popula-
tions, and all this as the basis for seizures of British colonies else-
where. It was to gamble the very survival of the German
establishment on victory in war. Had victory been secured, the
Junker system would have been consolidated on a basis of world
mastery.

It quickly became apparent that such triumph would be elu-
sive. There would be none of the swift victories anticipated by
General Alfred von Schlieffen. The early defensive victories
achieved at the Marne by the French and at Ypres by the British
Expeditionary Force ensured a long slogging war. In the first five
months of the war, nearly 2 million men were either killed or
wounded. Thereafter, there would be little significant movement
of the front despite bloody offensives. After initial disasters, the
Germans fared better on the eastern front where General Paul
von Hindenburg and his chief-of-staff General Erich von Luden-
dorff masterminded the defeat of the Russians at Tannenberg.
Nevertheless, on the western front, railways allowed huge
armies to be transported to long defensive fronts. Thereafter, the
lack of light armoured transport condemned further advance to
the walking pace of the infantry. Alerted to offensive threats by
air reconnaissance and radio, reinforcements could always be
brought up faster than attackers could break through enemy
lines.

It was a war that would be won in the last resort by industrial
might, population resources, access to raw materials, and geo-
graphical position. The Central Powers had the advantage that
troops could be moved from the eastern to the western front as
tactics dictated while the western Allies could help Russia only
with the greatest difficulty. On the other hand, British command
of the sea permitted the blockade of Germany and enabled
Britain and France to go on importing food and strategic raw
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materials from their colonies and from the United States. None
the less, given the poor quality of Allied leadership, it is likely
that Germany would have won had she not gone to war with the
United States in 1917.

From 1915, there developed a war of attrition in which suici-
dal British and French offensives were broken, at enormous
costs on both sides, by the well-dug-in German defensive forces.
This was the story at Neuve Chappelle and Loos, in Artois and
Champagne. In that one year, the French lost 1,500,000 dead
and wounded, the British 300,000, and the Germans 875,000.
The Allied methods remained rigidly conservative while the Ger-
mans were constantly making barbaric innovations. In April
1915, it was the use of chlorine gas at Ypres. In 1916, the pat-
tern of Allied offensives was reversed with the German assault
on Verdun in February. Despite further technical innovations
such as flame-throwers, phosgene gas shells, and the use of air-
craft, the Germans were held at Verdun, at the cost of nearly
340,000 casualties against the French 380,000. The pattern was
reasserted on 1 July 1916 with Haig’s ill-fated offensive on the
Somme which, in five months, advanced six miles at the cost of
419,000 British casualties, 200,000 French, and 500,000 Ger-
man. Eventually, and fatefully, the Germans were to pin their
hopes on destroying British trade by submarine warfare on mer-
chant shipping on a sink-on-sight basis. The sinking of the
British liner the SS Lusitania in May 1915 with more than one
thousand fatalities including 128 Americans undermined Presi-
dent Wilson’s isolationism and brought the United States nearer
to war. In January 1917, the German High Command decided to
launch unrestricted submarine warfare against all shipping in
waters around Britain. This coincided with the interception of
the so-called Zimmermann telegram in which Germany offered
Mexico the chance to recover Texas and other territories in the
south-west of the United States. On 2 April 1917, the United
States declared war on Germany.

The scale of the German blunder was compounded by the fact
that it brought the United States into the war just as Russia was
effectively dropping out and Britain and France were seriously
weakened. Strikes, food riots, and a deluge of returning
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wounded and deserting conscripts swamped the Russian system.
The Tsarist system fell, to be replaced by a provisional govern-
ment of liberals, Mensheviks, and Socialist Revolutionaries.
Under Alexander Kerensky, the provisional government com-
mitted Russia to fight on in the world war. This played into the
hands of Lenin’s Bolsheviks and their appealing slogan of ‘bread,
peace and land’. It was a slogan which had little to do with the
Bolsheviks’ long-term revolutionary goals but it so captured the
mood and needs of the peasantry and the peasant conscripts that
it gave them a surge of popularity somewhat at odds with their
real objectives. In August, General Kornilov tried to use his
troops to restore order and put back the clock. He was defeated
by working-class resistance and his action fatally wounded
Kerensky who was perceived as his accomplice. In November,
the Bolsheviks launched their own successful insurrectionary at-
tempt and their revolution was to be the most spectacular ex-
ample of how the war had fatally weakened the very system
whose survival it was meant to strengthen.

With Russian troops deserting on a massive scale, the Ger-
mans were now advancing virtually unopposed. Lenin had
hoped that the Russian revolutionary example would be emu-
lated in Germany and elsewhere. When it was not, Lenin made
a separate peace at Brest-Litovsk. By its terms, Germany
achieved its eastern war aims, Russia losing 25 per cent of her
European territory including the Ukraine and Finland, 30 per
cent of her population, 50 per cent of her coal and iron re-
sources, and 30 per cent of her industry. Victorious in the East,
Germany was now in a strong position, as U-boat war had seri-
ously depleted British food supplies and the French offensive of
April 1917 had broken on the rock of German defensive
arrangements. In response, Haig could produce only another
senseless massacre with his third Ypres offensive.

However, the British blockade was taking its toll of German
domestic morale and the American presence was now to be de-
cisive in the war. Before American aid could play its full role, the
Germans might have been able to tempt the western Allies with
a compromise peace suggestion for a withdrawal in the West in
return for keeping their eastern conquests. This would have left
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them in an immensely powerful position for the future but the
High Command rejected the possibility. Ludendorff gambled
everything on a last offensive in the West. In doing so, he was
backed by a fanatically nationalist political party called the
Vaterlandspartei which advocated war to the death with the
Anglo-Saxon enemy. A series of three attacks in the first half of
1918 drove back the British and French and reversed the heav-
ily bought victories of 1917. However, despite horrendous casu-
alties, the British and French held back the offensive until the
arrival of the Americans gradually began to push back the Ger-
mans whose troops were beginning to desert.

War and Revolution

Little now remained in any country of the sense of national
unity and release from social tensions which marked the out-
break of war. The victory of joyful nationalist sentiment in
1914 had marked the collapse of the Socialist International.
However, in order to fight on the scale demanded, the major in-
dustrial societies had had to mobilize all their resources in a way
which increased the bargaining power of the labour force. This
gave something of an advantage to Britain and France whose
parliamentary regimes had the flexibility to absorb the conse-
quent changes. Nevertheless, in all countries, the labour short-
ages caused by conscription and carnage further strengthened
the hand of trade unions. The monetary inflation and material
hardship occasioned by the massive diversion of resources to
the war effort also increased working-class militancy. As the
costs of war bit deeper, there was sporadic disorder in Britain
and France; 1917 saw attempted revolutions in Spain and Italy;
under the pressure of social dislocation and impending defeat,
the great empires of the East tottered. The weakest link in the
capitalist chain, Russia, was severed by the Bolshevik revolu-
tion. War in 1914 had been intended to guarantee the survival
and aggrandizement of the establishment in Germany and
Austria-Hungary; defeat in 1918 guaranteed the collapse of the
system. None the less, ruthlessness and skilful manœuvring by
the right ensured that, even if the imperial system itself was
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doomed, Bolshevism would be bloodily defeated in Germany,
Austria, and Hungary. The intensification of social polarization
in the aftermath of war saw the emergence in many countries of
ultra-right-wing squads which assumed the defence by violent
means of the social and economic interests of the old order. Of
these, the Fascists in Italy were merely the most spectacular.
Moreover, in Italy, and indeed in most of Europe, the existence
of the distant Bolshevik spectre ensured that even moderate so-
cialists would be regarded as if they were potentially revolution-
ary communists.

A war fought to guarantee a certain kind of German-domin-
ated stability had thus ensured a further half-century of bloody
instability. The collapse of both the Austrian and Turkish em-
pires gave rise to a host of small nationalisms. Bolshevik Russia
became a beacon of hope for the left in Europe and a spectre of
fear for the right. The same forces which would arise in Ger-
many and Italy to help hold back the perceived Bolshevik threat
were those with the greatest irredentist ambitions. Hungry, de-
moralized, and depleted by desertions, the German army was on
the verge of collapse and General Ludendorff skilfully arranged
that, while the Kaiser went into exile as a lone scapegoat, a left-
liberal civilian government would sue for peace and thus bear
the opprobrium of defeat. The new-born Weimar Republic was
thus burdened with the right-wing myth that the German armies
were unvanquished and that defeat was the result of a stab in the
back. The new regime was also saddled with responsibility for
suppressing the left-wing revolution which was sparked off by a
mutiny of sailors at the Kiel naval base in November 1918. The
sailors were protesting at a last suicidal mission ordered by the
High Command. With the communists in the forefront, revolu-
tion spread through Munich and Berlin. It was to be bloodily
crushed by the Freikorps, free-booting mercenaries recruited by
the socialist Minister of the Interior, Gustav Noske. Thereafter,
there could be no question of socialists and communists collab-
orating in the struggle against the extreme right.

In different ways, divisions within the left would decide what
were virtual civil wars in Germany, Hungary, and Italy after
1918. The Partito Socialista Italiano (PSI) had enjoyed a surge of
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power and popularity in the course of the war which drew on
working-class militancy inflamed by material hardship,
inflation, and the burden of battlefield casualties. The socialists
were particularly strong in the rural areas of the Po valley where
labour shortages brought about by mass conscription altered the
balance of social power in the interests of the unions. Moreover,
in the elections of November 1919, the PSI became the biggest
single party with 156 out of 508 seats. However, the PSI gravely
misused its power. At a local level, attempts by rural socialists to
dictate working conditions and even land-use outraged land-
owners who, in defence of their interests, turned to Fascist
squads made up of right-wing veterans, students, and the sons of
landowners. At the same time, in the industrial north, major
strike offensives were mistimed, coming during the post-war cri-
sis of over production, and so were easily crushed.

Throughout this crisis period, the socialist movement was fa-
tally split. While the doctrinaire militants pushed for extremist
activism, the trade union bureaucrats and the leaders of the par-
liamentary party, the so-called ‘minimalists’, deprived them of
the mass solidarity that their actions needed for success. At the
same time, the party executive and its mouthpiece, the newspa-
per Avanti!, were controlled by a group known as the ‘maxi-
malists’. Intoxicated by the Bolshevik example, they pursued a
set of policies which ensured the worst of all worlds. While ter-
rifying the Italian middle classes with the revolutionary rhetoric
of the dictatorship of the proletariat, the ‘maximalists’ guaran-
teed their own impotence against the backlash they provoked.
Believing that revolution was inevitable, they refused to sully
themselves by taking any part in what they saw as corrupt and
doomed bourgeois governments. Accordingly, by depriving the
system of the contribution of the largest party, they guaranteed
instability and a succession of wobbly coalitions. This played
into the hands of the Fascists who were thereby able to present
themselves as the strong alternative to an ineffective democratic
system. Even worse, by refusing to take part in government, the
‘maximalists’ deprived the socialist movement of any access to
the levers of the state apparatus. This meant that the func-
tionaries of key ministries, such as Interior and War, would stand
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back while the Fascists physically destroyed the strongholds of
socialism. Between 1920 and 1921, the Fascists moved out from
the major towns in columns of trucks, often helpfully supplied
by the police or the army, and conquered the agrarian provinces
of central and northern Italy. The liberal establishment covertly
admired the Fascists’ ‘restoration of order’ and was confident
that it could both use and contain the Fascists. Accordingly, be-
hind-the-scenes manœuvres permitted Mussolini to come to
power after a choreographed seizure of power, the ‘March on
Rome’, in October 1922.

A Flawed Peace

The triumphs of the Bolsheviks in Russia and the Fascists in Italy
set up the two poles within which both the domestic politics of
each country and the international relations of inter-war Europe
functioned. For that reason alone, instability could be expected
over the next decades. However, the forces in Germany which
had pursued policies of world domination before 1914 remained
powerful and expectant. The Versailles Peace Conference did lit-
tle to ensure that their ambitions would not rise resurgent at
some point in the short to middle term. One essential element in
future German strength would be the existence of numerous
small national groups, previously submerged in the great Turk-
ish, Austro-Hungarian, and Russian empires, who successfully
clamoured at Versailles for their independence. The plethora of
new nations, together with the chaos and destruction of war, se-
verely undermined the economic stability of the old system. The
future military threat of Germany was perceived with greatest
intensity by the French who believed that the decision of 1871
should be reversed and the Reich broken up into smaller units.
However, both the British and the Americans favoured a lenient
peace to draw the new Weimar Republic into a new stable
world. Germany was both economically important and per-
ceived as a necessary buffer against revolutionary Russia. The
resulting compromise was the worst of all worlds. Germany was
allowed to keep its borders. But, to appease the French, punitive
financial and industrial reparations were demanded, German
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military capability was severely limited, the Rhineland was oc-
cupied. To a nation which had been subjected to incessant
wartime propaganda guaranteeing victory, the humiliating and
impoverishing clauses of the Versailles Treaty seemed not to be
a just punishment for national misdemeanour but a savage and
cruel Diktat to be shaken off as soon as possible.

Within Germany, the right had gambled everything on victory
and yet, with the exception of the loss of the Kaiser, had skilfully
avoided the consequences of its actions. The acceptance of the
Weimar Republic was a small price to pay for survival and the
stifling of revolution. Nevertheless, the German right denied that
there had been any Allied victory and attributed all of the coun-
try’s ills to the Social Democrats who were denounced as the
‘November Criminals’. National resentment of the ‘injustice’ of
Versailles would be a potent political force for the group fortu-
nate enough to be able to mobilize it. The post-Versailles geopol-
itical situation could not have been more propitious for those
Germans who wanted to complete the unfinished business of
1918. The power vacuum to the east was filled with the weak
states of Austria, Hungary, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania,
and what would eventually become Yugoslavia. They consti-
tuted little barrier against the day when an expansionist German
government might begin to flex its muscles. It was an area that,
in the eyes of the western powers, was fertile territory for Bol-
shevism. Accordingly, there would always be a covert sympathy
for any German move to the east. In this sense, Germany was po-
tentially stronger in 1919 than she had been in 1914.

In her first trial of strength with France, Germany won. The
issue was German failure to meet the reparation clauses of the
Versailles settlement, which were intended to pay for the delib-
erate destruction of the French infrastructure during the war.
The French responded to German failure to pay by seizing mines
and factories in the Ruhr. Encouraged by a German government
ploy to print masses of paper money to prove that Germany
could not pay, there was a massive inflation. Eventually, fear of
total collapse in Germany impelled the British and the Ameri-
cans to press the French to withdraw. The so-called Dawes Plan
reduced German reparations to a level acceptable to Berlin. The
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French humiliation was consolidated by the Treaty of Locarno
in October 1925 whereby France, Germany, and Belgium agreed
to respect their mutual frontiers, which effectively prevented
French freedom of action against German transgressions of the
Versailles settlement.

The Failure of the Left

Throughout the inter-war period, right-wing fears of Bolshevism
and left-wing hopes of a new world coalesced into an ongoing
and violent struggle in many countries. Because of the existence
of a ‘left-wing’ state in the form of the Soviet Union, the
right–left polarity was not confined within national boundaries
but was replicated in the international arena. What few realized
was the extent to which the Soviet Union was rapidly to become
more of a totalitarian nightmare than a workers’ paradise. In the
course of the civil war and foreign invasion, Lenin and the Bol-
shevik leadership were obliged to give defence of the Soviet state
precedence over long-term Utopian goals. In the face of inter-
national isolation and internal economic collapse, the revolu-
tionary instruments of workers’ power, the soviets, were soon
bureaucratized and a powerful secret police developed to guar-
antee the perpetuation of the Bolshevik state. The extent to
which the Bolsheviks became a cruel and repressive minority had
an element of inevitability. Lenin and the Bolsheviks perceived
themselves as carrying forward the last stage of world revolu-
tion, that of the revolutionary industrial proletariat against the
bourgeoisie that, in theory, had long since made its own revolu-
tion against the forces of feudalism. Unfortunately, what might
have been true in Germany or Britain was not the case in back-
ward Russia where the proletariat was a recent addition to an es-
sentially agrarian country. It was Russia’s backwardness rather
than her advanced status which permitted the success of the Oc-
tober revolution. The world war, the revolution, the subsequent
civil war, emigration, and famine had reduced the Russian pop-
ulation by 10 million since 1914 and halved the industrial pro-
letariat to a mere 1,500,000.

The horrendous cost of the first years of the Russian revolution
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was replicated internationally in the sense that one of the more
unexpected sequels to the events of 1917 was that the next two
decades in Europe saw an almost uninterrupted chain of work-
ing-class defeats. Occasional heroic episodes aside, the overall
trend was catastrophic. The crushing of revolution in Germany
and Hungary was followed by the destruction of the organized
left in Italy in a sporadic but prolonged civil war and more sys-
tematically after Mussolini’s arrival in power, the establishment
of dictatorships in Spain and Portugal in the 1920s, and even the
defeat of the general strike in Britain. The rise of Hitler would
see the annihilation of the most powerful working-class move-
ment in western Europe and within a year the Austrian left suf-
fered a similar fate, although there, for the first time, workers
took up arms against fascism in 1934. When the Spanish Civil
War broke out in 1936, it was to be only the latest and fiercest
battle in a European civil war which had been under way since
the Bolshevik triumph of 1917. That war had begun with Allied
intervention against the fledgling Soviet Union and the savage re-
pression of the left-wing movements in Germany, Hungary, and
Italy—all part of a reaffirmation of bourgeois Europe. There is
no denying the strength of the old order or the resilience of
bourgeois forces in forging new weapons against revolutionary
threats. However, the successive defeats of the working class
could not be attributed exclusively to the power of its enemies.

The Bolshevik experience, while perhaps providing a sym-
bol of hope for many workers, had fatally weakened the inter-
national workers’ movement. The most acrimonious divisions
followed the creation in 1919 of the Communist International,
its imposition of rigid policies on individual communist parties
irrespective of national realities, and its blatant efforts to poach
socialist militants by dint of smear campaigns against their lead-
ers. All these factors severely diminished the capacity of Euro-
pean labour and the left to meet the indiscriminate rightist
onslaught stimulated by 1917. Convinced of the inevitability of
the collapse of capitalism, the Comintern’s leaders saw Social
Democrats not as possible allies against fascism but as obstacles
to revolution. While the European right reacted with hysterical
fear to the mere idea of the Comintern, the communists,
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confident that fascism was doomed along with the capitalism
that spawned it, concentrated their fire on the socialists. At its
Sixth Congress in 1928, the policy of ‘class against class’ was
adopted. From it was developed the notion that the reformism
of the Social Democrats would make capitalism more palatable
and so divert the working class from its revolutionary mission.
The socialists were therefore excoriated as ‘social fascists’.

With the triumph of Stalin’s notion of ‘Socialism in One Coun-
try’, world revolution had taken a back seat in Soviet calcula-
tions. Its warriors had increasingly dropped back to become the
frontier guards of the ‘first workers’ state’. Russia’s appalling
economic problems combined with Stalin’s instinctive insularity
to ensure that he regarded the Comintern with an indifference
bordering on contempt. By 1930, the leadership of the Com-
intern was dealing not with hypothetical prospects of future rev-
olution but with the disturbingly real threats of fascist
aggression at national and international levels. The most damn-
ing indictments of the Comintern have centred on its share of
blame for the rise of Hitler apportioned because of its abusive
treatment of Social Democracy. In fact, in the darkest hours for
the international working class, the iron certainties of 1919 had
begun to crumble. Bewilderment rather than villainy was the
order of the day at Comintern headquarters, with the leadership
riven by complex disputes over how best to meet the fascist
threat. Moreover, for all the KPD’s slavish dependence on
Moscow, socialist–communist hostility was based on more than
Comintern-scripted insults. Apart from the memories of Noske’s
encouragement of Freikorps atrocities, there was the undeniable
social reality that the respectable, well-housed, skilled workers
of the SPD were bitterly resented by the young, unskilled, un-
employed labourers recruited by the KPD. Indeed, KPD electoral
success was greatest when its ‘social fascist’ line was at its most
apparently absurd and irrelevant.

Italian Fascism

While the international left was in fact ripping itself asunder, the
Soviet Union and its agent of world revolution, the Comintern,
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were perceived by the right throughout Europe as dangerous en-
emies properly opposed only in Italy by fascism. Ironically, the
Italian fascist regime was less novel than it tried to make itself
appear and was based on compromise and consensus with es-
tablishment forces. The radical, rhetorically anti-oligarchical,
fascists of the early days were tamed and Mussolini relied on
figures from the conservative élite. As prime minister, president
of the fascist Gran Consiglio, Foreign Minister, Minister of the
Interior, Minister for the Corporations, Minister for the Army,
the Navy and the Air Force, and Commander-in-Chief of the
Militia, Mussolini (‘the Duce’) had enormous power. The Fascist
Party became an administrative machine, its power based on its
position as the fount of government patronage and backed by
the fascist militias, the police, and the secret political police
(OVRA). Despite its ever thinner veneer of revolutionary nov-
elty, fascism offered no challenges to the private ownership of in-
dustry or land, to the monarchy, the army, or the Catholic
Church. Only the industrial working class and the radicalized
peasantry of the north felt the full repressive weight of fascism
as class conflict was smothered in the corporative system. The
left-wing trade unions were suppressed. Wages fell to between
20 and 40 per cent of their pre-1922 levels. The basis of corpor-
ativism was the so-called Palazzo Vidoni Pact of October 1925,
a deal made between the industrialists’ organization, the
Confindustria, and the fascist unions, the Confederazione dei
Sindacati Nazionale, by which both sides recognized each other
as the exclusive representative of capital and labour. Inevitably,
the system worked in the near exclusive interests of industrialists
who saw it as a device to control labour. It not only did that but
also became a huge and cumbersome bureaucracy which pro-
vided jobs for party functionaries. The Fascist Party, militia, and
corporations provided more than 100,000 jobs. This, together
with skilful fascist propaganda, the totalitarian control of
media, and the apparent achievement of social peace produced
internal stability and political apathy, which added up to a kind
of passive popularity.

Italian fascism had no real economic system. Mussolini, like
General Franco in Spain, had no original ideas about economics.
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His anti-capitalist rhetoric was soon abandoned in favour of
‘productivism’ which effectively meant the acceptance of Italy’s
existing economic legacy. Traditionally, the Italian state had
tried to boost heavy industry, at the cost of a weak consumer sec-
tor as personal income was diverted through taxation into sub-
sidies for heavy industry. In 1925, Mussolini appointed the
banker Giuseppe Volpi to run the economy, which he did by a
mixture of protectionism and deflation. This was hardly distin-
guishable from other capitalist economies at this period. High
tariff barriers to protect heavy industry (steel, shipping, arma-
ments, chemicals, electricity) and the big landowners, or agrari,
(especially wheat growers) created a primitive form of self-
sufficient war economy or autarky. Deflation, wage-cutting, and
the destruction of organized labour revealed fascism’s social
preferences. Stability was preferred to a vigorous domestic mar-
ket economy. Many small businesses went under and there was
a major concentration of capital. The most characteristic feature
of fascist economics was created in 1933, the major instrument
of autarky—the Istituto per la Ricostruzione Industriale—a mas-
sive state holding-company controlling investment in steel, ship-
ping, and other heavy industries.

The Fall of the Weimar Republic

Even in Britain, the general strike of 1926 left a simmering
legacy of bitterness. In Germany, the shell of Weimar legality
contained a profound conflict. In Weimar Germany, as in the
Austrian Republic and the Second Republic in Spain, the forces
which had hitherto monopolized the levers of political, social,
and economic power lost control of the political system. Left
and liberal forces would try to use this power to introduce
sweeping social reforms. However, the threatened establishment
forces still retained enormous social power, in the form of their
domination of the systems of mass communication, and eco-
nomic power, in the form of their ownership of land, industry,
and the banks. They would use that power, with increasing
ruthlessness in the context of economic contraction, to block
the forces of reform. In the case of Germany, the destabilizing
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potential of this underlying conflict was exacerbated by the na-
ture of the Weimar constitution. Because the extreme form of
proportional representation gave even the tiniest groups repre-
sentation in the Reichstag, a strong president had emergency
law-making powers.

Although the Weimar regime survived its early difficulties be-
tween 1919 and 1923—the left-wing insurrections, Hitler’s
abortive ‘Beer Hall Putsch’ of November 1923, and inflation—
social conflict remained latent within the prosperity of the mid-
1920s. The Republic acquired a certain spurious respectability
in the eyes of the right with the election of Field-Marshal Hin-
denburg as President in 1925. However, deep-seated resentments
deriving from the unexpected defeat in 1918 and its conse-
quences saw a growth in support for radical nationalist and
racist groups. Hitler and the German National Socialist Workers
Party appealed to a wide swathe of German society by making
the Jews scapegoats for all economic and social problems while
offering grandiose dreams of world domination, glory and
Lebensraum (living space) in the east. The readiness of certain
sectors of German society to listen to Hitler’s skilfully projected
message was increased by the Wall Street crash of October 1929
and its consequences.

By dint of war debts and subsequent credits, most of Europe
was in hock to the United States. During the Great War, while
the belligerents had been converting their productive capacity
into weapons of destruction, other states from Spain to the
United States had been expanding their industrial capacity to fill
the gap. North America, Argentina, Australia, and New Zealand
had been doing the same in agriculture. The burden of war debt
precluded the investment which might have produced the 
economic growth that in turn might have absorbed some of the
post-war crisis of overproduction. The United States refused to
cancel debts and simultaneously maintained high tariffs to keep
out foreign imports. After the Wall Street crash in October 1929,
the process accelerated. Credit to Europe was curtailed, the Ger-
man banking system collapsed, and with it much of German in-
dustry. Unemployment reached 25 per cent in Germany and the
United States. World industrial production was reduced by 30
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per cent and world trade by 60 per cent. Governments through-
out Europe responded with draconian public spending cuts
which increased the scale of depression. In Britain, cuts in un-
employment benefit were rendered even more urgent by the need
for rearmament in a context in which the defence of Ireland,
India, the Middle East, the Far East, and most of Africa was be-
yond the nation’s economic capabilities.

In the late summer of 1930, the Weimar coalition government
collapsed because its SDP members refused to cut unemploy-
ment payments in order to balance the budget. Elections were
called for September and held in an atmosphere of economic cri-
sis and nationalist fervour against the western powers who were
held responsible by the radical right for the enslavement of the
German people. Hitler’s NSDAP gained 107 seats in the Reich-
stag and was second only to the SPD. As the government under
Heinrich Brüning grew more unpopular, the NSDAP’s support
grew with the covert approval of President Hindenburg. In the
elections of July 1932, the Nazis gained 230 seats. After block-
ing effective government, with the help of the communist KPD,
Hitler finally managed to browbeat Hindenburg into making
him Chancellor on 30 January 1933. Within less than a year, he
was able to establish a brutal and far-reaching dictatorship, for
which he secured the support of the military establishment by
promises of rearmament and an aggressive foreign policy. He de-
creed emergency powers to curtail basic constitutional freedoms
for his left-wing opponents and Jews, who were also subjected
to daily terror by his brown-shirted storm troopers, the SA
(Sturmabteilungen).

A stage-managed election at the beginning of March 1933 gave
the Nazi–conservative coalition a majority which secured the En-
abling Act, giving Hitler the right to rule by decree. He annihi-
lated the socialist and communist parties, imprisoning most of
their leadership cadres in concentration camps. In November
1933, a further election gave him an 88 per cent majority. To
clinch the support of the army, he crushed his own militia, the SA,
in the so-called ‘night of the long knives’ on 30 June 1934. When
Hindenburg died on 2 August 1934, Hitler simply combined the
powers of the Reich President and those of the Chancellor into
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the absolute power of the Führer. Thereafter, he presided over
the ever-more frenetic efforts of his subordinates as they jostled
to realize his plans for the extermination of racial enemies and
for world domination. Workers were regimented into the Ger-
man Labour Front, the young into the Hitler Youth. A terrifying
panoply of security services was controlled by the sinister Hein-
rich Himmler, the head of the Schutzstaffel or SS.

The Popular Front

It was a cruel irony, given the success of the Nazis, that the pe-
riod beginning in late 1929 with the collapse of the New York
stock exchange should be hailed in communist circles as herald-
ing the final agony of capitalism. Nevertheless, Moscow’s reac-
tion was far from one of unalloyed rejoicing. Apart from its
immediate problems of the famine conditions following in the
wake of forced collectivization, the USSR still needed economic
and technological links with the advanced capitalist countries to
further its own development. The crash of 1929 not only threat-
ened those links but also opened the door to a hysterical capit-
alist lashing-out against the Soviet Union. Accordingly, the
search for allies among the capitalist countries became an urgent
necessity for the Kremlin. At the same time as this external con-
text constrained the revolutionary role of the Comintern, that
organization was already bitterly divided by arguments as to its
best strategy. Hard-liners claimed that the communists should
smash the Social Democratic heresy, make revolution, and
thereby incapacitate the enemies of the motherland of socialism.
Realists argued that, in the face of fascist aggression, commun-
ists should seek collaboration with other more moderate left-
wing elements. Inevitably, these debates centred on Germany.

The Comintern was puzzled by Hitler’s anti-capitalist rhetoric
and deceived by his hostility to the same western powers who
were seen to be the USSR’s main enemies. Comintern thinking
on Germany was also severely restricted by the identification of
Social Democracy with ‘social fascism’. The KPD itself was es-
pecially sectarian in its conviction that ‘objectively’ the SPD was
a more formidable defender of capitalism than the ‘doomed’
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Nazis. A number of factors eventually imposed a more flexible
view. Growing evidence of Hitler’s long-term anti-Soviet ambi-
tions coincided with the Japanese invasion of Manchuria to per-
suade Moscow that France would be a better ally than Germany.
At the same time, the appalling truth of what Hitler’s victory
meant for the workers’ movement boosted spontaneous rank-
and-file pressure in many countries—particularly France and
Spain—for a more flexible united front policy. Accordingly, the
Comintern came around belatedly to endorsing the existing
movement towards unity on the left in Europe and adopting the
Popular Front as its own.

The evolution towards the adoption of Popular Frontism for
individual national communist parties was closely linked to the
policy’s international utility for the USSR. The Moscow leader-
ship was less concerned with the advantages of a broad inter-
class alliance to French or Spanish communists than with the
possibility that left-leaning democratic governments might con-
template alliances with the Soviet Union against expansionist
Nazism. The notion of Popular Front as espoused by the Com-
intern at the VII Congress in July–August 1935 was a volte-face.
With little explanation and less recantation, the divisive ‘social
fascism’ line was replaced by a strategy of class collaboration.
However, that line’s validity was undermined by the ultimate in-
compatibility between the economic aspirations of the Front’s
component class elements. The rank and file hoped for more
radical social and economic change than Popular Front govern-
ments considered acceptable or realistic. The radicalism of the
French and Spanish popular masses embarrassed Moscow.
Given the wider needs of Soviet policy, it was crucial that the
communists did not let revolutionism get out of hand to a point
where it would alarm the French bourgeoisie or the British who
had investments in Spain. Accordingly, communist moderation
came to exceed that of the French and Spanish socialists.

The policy of Popular Front was effective only in France and
Spain. The left in both countries was greatly affected by the
events in Austria in February 1934 when the moderate SPÖ
(Sozialdemokratische Partei Österreichs—Social Democratic
Party of Austria) was eventually driven to violence in order to
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defend the constitution of the Republic against the attrition of
democracy, civil liberties, and social legislation by the right-wing
Engelbert Dollfuss. In France, the left was aware of the mistakes
made in Italy and Germany and thus avoided the divisions of
Italian and German comrades and did not underestimate the
strength of fascism. The impact of the depression had come later
in France, but was still harsh, albeit less severe than in Germany,
the United States, or Britain. With industrial production stag-
nating, a process worsened by the government’s deflationary
policies, unemployment and wage cuts fostered working-class
militancy and the emergence of a wide range of uncoordinated
ultra-right-wing groups.

The main groups on the French left were the Radicals under
Edouard Daladier, the Socialist SFIO (Section Française de l’In-
ternationale Ouvrière) under Léon Blum, and the intransi-
gently Stalinist Communist Party, the PCF, under the leadership
of a bureaucratic thug, Maurice Thorez. After previously de-
nouncing the socialists as ‘social fascists’, the PCF led the move
to a broad anti-fascist coalition from February 1934 onwards.
After the police crushed a PCF demonstration in Paris with gra-
tuitous violence, SFIO and PCF workers collaborated spontan-
eously in marches all over France. The process was accelerated
by signals from Moscow, prompted by news of what was hap-
pening in Germany. Thorez, on instructions from the Com-
intern, put his weight behind a plan for a common front and,
by June 1934, a suspicious SFIO agreed to a ‘joint pact of unity
of action’ which was soon called Le Front Populaire. By July
1935, the Radicals had reluctantly joined the joint committee
known as the Rassemblement Populaire—for a massive 14 July
1935 Bastille Day demonstration involving 500,000 people.
The Comintern VII Congress in July and August 1935 ap-
proved the Popular Front strategy, a decision which was not
unconnected with the signing of the Franco-Soviet Pact in May
1935.

With a moderate electoral programme, and much encouraged
by the electoral victory of the Spanish Popular Front in Febru-
ary 1936, the French Popular Front won the elections of April
1936. However, even before the 64-year-old Léon Blum took
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power, a colossal spontaneous general strike broke out. In all, 2
million workers organized occupations and sit-ins and there
were more strikes in one month than in the previous fifteen
years. The events initially took place in an optimistic spirit of
carnival with concerts in the factories. However, the commun-
ists were too concerned about the international situation to take
the risk of encouraging a revolutionary situation and weaken-
ing France. On 5 June 1936, Blum took over with the commu-
nists refusing to participate in government. He resolved the
strikes with the compromise known as the Matignon Agree-
ments by which the working class received 15 per cent pay rises
and compulsory collective bargaining was introduced. There
was a massive increase of unionization. The number of union
members at Renault plants shot from 700 (out of 33,000 work-
ers) to 31,000 by the end of 1936. On 11 August French war in-
dustries were nationalized. As many as 133 laws in 73 days
added up to an apparent threat to the established order. Like
their German counterparts when faced with the social achieve-
ments of the Weimar Republic, the French employers were de-
termined to fight back.

The strikes and the subsequent Popular Front legislation had
polarized France. The mood of optimism and unity dissolved es-
pecially after the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War on 18 July.
French businessmen, alarmed for the fate of their $135 million-
worth of investments in Spain, saw the events in Spain as an op-
portunity to save France from her own Popular Front. Initially,
Blum was inclined to help the sister regime in Spain. However,
the French right-wing press portrayed his plans as irresponsible
warmongering by a Jewish freemason. With both the Quai d’Or-
say and Whitehall fearful that help for the Republic might tip
Hitler and Mussolini into helping the Spanish rebels, Blum was
pushed towards a policy of non-intervention. Blum had to face
the hostility of the PCF but he remained convinced that non-in-
tervention was in the interests of the Spanish Republic and had
prevented a general European war. Like the British statesmen
who took a similar view, Blum was unaware of just how far the
Spanish war strengthened the German and Italian challenge to
Anglo-French hegemony.
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The Rome–Berlin Axis

In Italy, the crisis of the depression had undermined the carefully
worked out compromises of the 1920s and once again radical-
ized Fascism. This took the form of a much more aggressive for-
eign policy. Convinced that he could fully forge a ‘fascistized’
nation in a war of external aggression, Mussolini believed that
Italy had to break free of Anglo-French hegemony in the
Mediterranean, turn it into an Italian lake, and then head for
great power status in the oceans beyond. Between October 1935
and May 1936, his troops carried out the bloody conquest of
Ethiopia, with the acquiescence of Anglo-French appeasement.
There was little internal logic to the external aggression since it
was a major drain on Italy’s already stretched domestic economy
and the conquered territory did not attract settlers. It had the
justification only of Mussolini’s craving for excitement. All this
was to be even more true of Italian intervention in the Spanish
Civil War. A senseless determination not to let Franco lose led
Mussolini into committing ever greater resources to Spain, the
social and economic costs of which began the process of the de-
cline of the Duce’s popularity. Aware that the task of breaking
Anglo-French power would require the assistance of Germany,
in October 1936 Mussolini clinched the so-called Rome–Berlin
Axis, the symbol of his fatal friendship with Hitler, and thus
began the process of his own destruction which would be com-
pleted by the Second World War.

Hitler had begun a massive programme of rearmament from
the earliest moments of his rule. By a skilful combination of dar-
ing and duplicity, Hitler avoided the preventive war which might
have stopped his ambitions. He had undermined France’s net-
work of eastern alliances by clinching a non-aggression pact
with Poland in January 1934. A rhetoric of pacifism proved sur-
prisingly effective, for the democracies were determined to avoid
a general war at any cost. As Hitler flaunted his determination
to ignore the disarmament provisions of the Versailles Treaty,
Britain implicitly supported him through the Anglo-German
naval agreement of June 1935 which permitted Germany a fleet
one-third the size of the Royal Navy. Nothing was done when,
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in March 1936, he reoccupied the Rhineland and strengthened
his western frontiers. The balance of power had altered in the
west for France was now in a far less favourable position from
which to attack Germany following Belgium’s declaration of
neutrality. This seriously diminished the value of France’s defen-
sive fortifications, the Maginot line, since, should Germany in-
vade Belgium, France’s north-eastern frontier, around which the
line did not extend, would be exposed. Hitler’s military expend-
iture dramatically outstripped that of the democracies and he
soon had armed forces that he meant to use in order to secure his
ambitions of Lebensraum and world domination. Britain and
France, traumatized still by the Great War and desperate to be-
lieve that war on such a scale was a thing of the past, were un-
able to grasp the conclusion that Hitler’s plans made a
preventive war their only solution.

The Spanish Civil War

During the course of the Spanish Civil War which broke out on
18 July 1936, Hitler was to consolidate his position dramatic-
ally, seeing France weakened, and being further convinced of
the cowardice of both Paris and London. The Spanish war was
essentially Spanish in origin. In the first two years of the Sec-
ond Republic in Spain, between 1931 and 1933, a coalition of
moderate socialists and middle-class liberal republicans had at-
tempted to carry through a programme of social reform. The
success of right-wing resistance impelled the socialists to fight
the November 1933 elections alone in the hope of establishing
an exclusively socialist government. In a system which
favoured coalitions, this handed victory to a rightist coalition.
Throughout 1934, that coalition overturned the minimal social
and religious reforms of 1931–33. Fearful that the right
planned to establish a fascist state, socialists, anarchists, and
communists rose up in the mining districts of Asturias in Oc-
tober 1934 only to be defeated by the army under the supervi-
sion of General Francisco Franco. It was the first battle of the
Civil War. The right took its revenge in a savage repression
which impelled the left to reunite in the Popular Front. In the
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February 1936 elections, the Popular Front won a narrow vic-
tory and immediately began to revive the reforming programme
of 1931.

Alarmed by the confidence of the left, the right prepared for
war. A military conspiracy was led by General Emilio Mola. The
growing fascist party, Falange Española, used terror squads to
create the disorder to justify the imposition of an authoritarian
regime. The left’s response contributed to the spiral of violence.
The assassination on 13 July of the monarchist leader, José
Calvo Sotelo, provided a convenient justification for the con-
spirators. The plotters had not foreseen a long civil war. The ris-
ing succeeded in the provincial capitals of rural Leon and Old
Castile, towns like Burgos, Salamanca, and Avila, but was de-
feated by the workers in Madrid, Barcelona, and the industrial
cities of the north. In the south, the countryside fell to the left
but, in major towns such as Cadiz, Seville, and Granada, work-
ing-class resistance was savagely eliminated. The rebels con-
trolled one-third of Spain in a huge block including Galicia,
Leon, Old Castile, Aragon, and part of Extremadura and an An-
dalusian triangle from Huelva to Seville to Cordoba. They had
the great wheat-growing areas, but the main industrial centres
remained in Republican hands.

The rebels confronted unexpected initial problems. Their
strongest card, the African army, under General Francisco
Franco, was blockaded in Morocco by Republican warships
whose crews had mutinied against their rightist officers. Ac-
cordingly, the rebels turned abroad for help. Enticed by the pos-
sibility of causing problems for the French, Hitler and Mussolini
separately decided to provide the transport aircraft which would
make possible a major airlift from Morocco to Seville. Fifteen
thousand men crossed in ten days and a coup d’état going wrong
became a long and bloody civil war. The Republic, in contrast,
was abandoned by the democratic powers. Inhibited by internal
political divisions and by the British fear of provoking a general
war, the French premier Léon Blum soon drew back from early
promises to aid the Republic, which was forced to turn to the
Soviet Union.

The Nationalist rebels now undertook two campaigns which
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dramatically improved their situation. Mola attacked the Basque
province of Guipúzcoa, cutting it off from France. Meanwhile,
Franco’s African army advanced rapidly northwards to Madrid,
leaving a horrific trail of slaughter in its wake, including the
massacre at Badajoz where 2,000 prisoners were shot. On 21
September at an airfield near Salamanca, the leading rebel gen-
erals chose Franco as commander-in-chief both for obvious mil-
itary reasons and to facilitate relations with Hitler and
Mussolini. On the same day, he decided to divert his columns,
now at the gates of Madrid, to the south-east to relieve the be-
sieged alcázar of Toledo. He thus lost an unrepeatable chance to
sweep on to the capital before its defences were ready. In return,
he was able to clinch his own nomination on the following day
as Nationalist Head of State. Thereafter, he ruled over a tightly
centralized zone. In contrast, the Republic was severely ham-
pered by intense divisions between the communists and moder-
ate socialists who made a priority of the war effort and the
anarchists, Trotskyists, and left socialists who wanted social revo-
lution.

Franco’s delay permitted the morale of the defenders of
Madrid to be boosted by the arrival of arms from the Soviet
Union and the columns of volunteers known as the International
Brigades. The siege of Madrid saw a heroic effort by the entire
population. Despite the assistance of the crack German special-
ized units known as the Condor Legion, by late November 1936,
Franco acknowledged the failure of his assault. His immediate
response was a series of attempts to encircle the capital. At the
battles of Boadilla (December 1936), Jarama (February 1937),
and Guadalajara (March 1937), his forces were beaten back at
enormous cost to the Republic. Even after the defeat of Guadala-
jara, in which a large contingent of Italian troops were involved,
the Nationalists held the initiative. This was demonstrated by
the ease with which they captured northern Spain in the spring
and summer of 1937 in a campaign backed by the terror-bomb-
ing expertise of the Condor Legion. By October, northern indus-
try was at the service of the rebels which gave them a decisive
advantage to add to their numerical superiority in terms of men,
tanks, and aeroplanes.
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The assistance given to Franco by Hitler and Mussolini was
not disinterested, for they knew that they were also undermining
the position of the western powers, kept on the sidelines by their
belief that Republican Spain was a Soviet puppet. It was hardly
surprising that the activities of foreign powers would dictate
both the course and the outcome of the Spanish Civil War. Much
of the energy of the right in Europe during the inter-war period
was devoted to trying both internationally and domestically to
build barriers against both real and perceived revolutionary
threats. In international terms, fear and suspicion of the Soviet
Union had been a major determinant of the diplomacy of the
western powers throughout the 1920s. In the context of world
depression and increased working-class militancy, anti-Bolshev-
ism became even more decisive in the 1930s. The relative toler-
ance shown initially by Britain and the United States to both
Hitler and Mussolini in the international arena implied a tacit
approval of fascist policies towards the left in general and to-
wards communism in particular.

Only gradually had it become clear that the much admired re-
arrangement of the domestic power balance inside both Italy
and Germany in favour of capitalism was to be followed by an
effort to alter the balance of foreign competition in favour of
Italy and Germany by policies of imperialist aggression. Yet,
even then, the instinctive sympathy for fascism among the pol-
icy-makers of the great powers ensured that their first response
would be simply to try to divert such ambitions in an anti-com-
munist, and therefore eastwards, direction. Accordingly, the war
between the Spanish left and right had wide international
ramifications. The Spanish Popular Front government turned
immediately for help to its French counterpart. Out of fascist
solidarity and out of a desire to weaken France, the German and
Italian dictators agreed to send aircraft without which the Span-
ish rebels would not have been able to transport their best troops
for use on the Spanish mainland. Similarly, Soviet arms would
play a crucial part in the defence of Madrid not just out of ideo-
logical solidarity but because Stalin did not want to see the
French counterweight to Germany weakened. The British and
French hoped that if non-intervention could be imposed, the
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Spanish war would peter out for lack of arms and ammunition.
Like the French, the British government was committed to
avoiding a European conflagration. British policy since 1935
had turned a blind eye to Germany’s open rearmament. Now,
the rearrangement of the balance of power against France would
be facilitated by the policy of non-intervention.

The End of the Popular Front

Blum’s difficulties over the Spanish war were a reflection of both
the contradictions of his coalition and the divisions of French so-
ciety. The Radicals were essentially conservative and had little
interest in the Popular Front’s economic programme. Blum faced
the hostility of powerful economic interests: he was greeted by a
major flight of capital and an investment strike. After the pay
rises of Matignon, he was forced to devalue the franc by 25–35
per cent in September 1936. He was increasingly dependent on
foreign loans and so under pressure to produce a balanced
budget and to curtail the reform programme. The Radicals
moved to the right, claiming that they were defending peasants,
small businessmen, and pensioners from socialist profligacy.
Blum was in the middle—trying to appease Radicals by declar-
ing a ‘pause’ in reforms and shelving plans for inflation-indexing
of wages, old-age pensions, and the National Unemployment
Fund. This turned the left against a government which appeared
impotent before the power of capital. The breach between the
government and the workers came on 16 May 1937 when left-
wing anti-fascist demonstrations were violently suppressed by
the police, leaving seven dead and two hundred injured. Outrage
that the Popular Front had spilled working-class blood erupted
in a wave of national strikes. The right responded with a further
flight of capital and Blum resigned on 22 June 1937.

The Popular Front experiment was over in all but name. Blum
was replaced by Chautemps with a predominantly Radical cab-
inet dominated by an orthodox finance minister Georges Bon-
net, whose policies, including a further devaluation, led to the
departure of the socialists in January 1938. The major concern
with security meant that by 1938 30 per cent of the budget was
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devoted to defence and rearmament. Chautemps was succeeded
by Daladier on 12 April 1938. Daladier’s government was prin-
cipally concerned with foreign policy and firm economic pol-
icies—a combination of devaluation and public works,
especially housing. With the enthusiastic support of industrialists,
the orthodox finance minister Paul Reynaud began an assault on
the 40-hour week to cut labour costs. When the unions finally re-
sponded, all they could manage was a feeble token strike whose
defeat was followed by the concerted persecution of workers.

The feeble demise of the French Popular Front was not to be
compared with the long heroic defeat of its Spanish counterpart.
The Republicans tried to halt the Nationalists’ inexorable
progress by a series of offensives in 1937—at Brunete, west of
Madrid, in July; at Belchite, near Zaragoza, in August, and at
Teruel in December. In each case, the initial advance gained was
soon contained by the superior Nationalist forces. After defeat
at Teruel, the Republicans had to retreat before a massive Na-
tionalist offensive in the spring of 1938 through Aragon and
Castellon towards the sea. The Republicans were exhausted,
short of guns and ammunition and demoralized after the defeat
of Teruel. That they could expect no help from the democracies
was emphasized by the supine response of the latter to the Ger-
man invasion of Austria on 11 March 1938 and Hitler’s declar-
ation of its annexation (Anschluss). By mid-April 1938, the
Spanish Nationalists had reached the Mediterranean. They then
attacked Valencia, only to be diverted by a spectacular Republic-
an assault across the River Ebro in an attempt to restore contact
with Catalonia. A desperate battle for the territory which had
been taken lasted for over three months. Despite its strategic ir-
relevance, Franco was determined to smash the Republican
army. By mid-November, at horrendous cost in casualties, the
Republicans were pushed out of the territory captured in July.
Barcelona fell on 26 January 1939; Madrid on 27 March. Over
400,000 Republicans trudged into exile. Nationalist victory was
institutionalized into the Franco dictatorship. Over 1 million
Spaniards spent time in prison or labour camps. In addition to
the 400,000 killed in the war, there were 200,000 executions
between 1939 and 1943.

180 The Great Civil War



The Second World War

In the course of the battle of the Ebro, Franco was deeply wor-
ried about the possible consequences of the Sudeten crisis of Sep-
tember 1938. After the Anschluss, ‘Greater Germany’
surrounded Czechoslovakia on three sides and Hitler ordered
the Sudeten German minority to press for an autonomy which
would strip Czechoslovakia of its western defences and its major
industries. In the course of 1938, he turned to building up mili-
tary pressure and by mid-September, to the alarm of the British
and French, the Czechs were preparing to fight. Neither the Ger-
man public nor the army were ready for war and Czech
fortifications would have been difficult to pass. Hitler was saved
from an embarrassing climb-down by Chamberlain’s determina-
tion to appease him at all costs. At the Munich conference on
29–30 September 1938, Chamberlain and Daladier, encouraged
from afar by Roosevelt, abandoned Czechoslovakia to Hitler.
The West lost its only industrialized ally in the East and Ger-
many boosted its industrial stock and gold reserves for future ag-
gressions. Hitler celebrated by unleashing a violent wave of
anti-Jewish pogroms. However, it was only in March 1939,
when he breached the Munich agreement and annexed the rest
of Czechoslovakia, that the West finally woke up to the threat.

Fascism was the extreme political weapon which emerged to
fight the threat of communism. In international terms, the fascist
powers were the most uninhibited enemies of the Soviet Union.
To an extent the conservative democracies were marginalized,
although they tried to derive benefit from that hostility. Just as
the conservative establishments of Germany and Italy had been
convinced that they could tame fascism and use it for their own
purposes, so too Britain and France hoped to use Hitler against
the Soviet Union. In its turn, the Soviet Union had tried to make
allies in the democratic West against the Nazi threat. To that ex-
tent, the 1930s saw a parallel between national and inter-
national issues in the Popular Front strategy of broad class al-
liances within individual countries and the Soviet foreign policy
aspiration of broad alliances with Britain and France against
Nazi Germany. Until Hitler’s entry into the Czech capital in
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March 1939, Britain and France pursued an ambiguous policy
of support for the fascist dictators within Germany and Italy,
motivated by their desire to protect their own investments, their
approval of the regimes’ anti-communism, and their hope of
turning them eastwards.

Austria and then Spain had been examples of localized civil
wars becoming part of an international pattern. When it was
finally realized in London and Paris that the inevitable logic of
fascist expansion would turn the fascist powers against the bour-
geois powers, it was too late to make the logical leap—that the
bourgeois democratic capitalist powers should ally with the So-
viet Union against the fascist capitalist powers. Indeed, when
Britain and France woke up sufficiently to Hitler’s plans, they
made the inappropriate step of making unsustainable guarantees
to Poland, which was threatened by Germany, and to Romania
and Greece, which were threatened by Italy. The position of the
Soviet Union was now decisive. An alliance with Stalin was im-
mensely distasteful to Chamberlain and he did little to hasten an
agreement. Essentially, the West was hoping that Stalin would
stiffen the guarantees to Poland and Romania and risk war with
Hitler. Hitler by contrast offered a non-aggression pact and the
chance to carve up eastern Europe without war. It did not take
much persuasion for Stalin to agree to throw in his lot with
Hitler. Once their pact was signed on 23 August 1939, there was
no further obstacle to Hitler’s move against Poland. In the early
hours of the morning of 1 September, Germany attacked Poland.
Two days later, a reluctant Chamberlain was forced, in support
of the March guarantee to Poland, to issue an ultimatum and to
go to war with Germany. Only Hitler’s attack on the Soviet
Union in June 1941 and Japan’s attack on the United States in
December 1941, however, brought about a circumstantial coali-
tion capable of defeating the Third Reich.

Until that time, Hitler was able to draw on vast reserves of
raw material and fuel, ranging from Scandinavian and Turkish
strategic minerals to Romanian and Soviet oil. In consequence,
he experienced virtually uninterrupted success. While Stalin
eliminated his enemies to the east, the Germans massacred large
numbers of Jews and other Poles to create Lebensraum for
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German settlers. The SS, under Heinrich Himmler, began to regi-
ment even larger numbers into slave armies. Within Germany,
Jews, gypsies, and the mentally ill began to be eliminated. Dur-
ing what came to be known as the phoney war, the Allies did
nothing as Poland was gobbled up. Then, in April 1940, Hitler
seized Norway and Denmark. On 10 May, Winston Churchill
became British war leader and Hitler invaded Holland, Belgium,
and France. By 24 June, France was defeated and Hitler con-
trolled Europe from the English Channel to central Poland and
from northern Norway to the Pyrenees. His plans to invade Eng-
land in the autumn of 1940 were thwarted by the RAF in the
Battle of Britain and his hopes of taking control of the Mediter-
ranean were hampered by the poor showing of Mussolini’s
forces. As Churchill began to woo the United States, and Lend-
Lease arrangements provided a lifeline to the exhausted British
economy, Hitler decided to hasten his assault on the Soviet
Union.

He launched an attack on Russia, Operation Barbarossa, on
22 June 1941, convinced that victory would free the Japanese to
attack the United States, and also create a German empire cap-
able of defeating the British and Americans together. The ad-
vancing forces were enjoined not just to defeat the Soviet Union
militarily but also to undertake sweeping ‘racial measures’
against the civilian population. It was assumed that the popula-
tion of eastern Europe would be either exterminated or starved
out of existence to make room for more German colonists. By
the autumn of 1941, German forces were nearing Moscow, hav-
ing massacred untold numbers of ‘Jewish-Bolshevik subhumans’
on the way. However, the Germans were to be bogged down as
the winter took its toll. On 6 December, the tide began to turn
with a Soviet counter-attack; on 7 December, Japan attacked the
US fleet at Pearl Harbor and on 11 December Hitler declared
war on the United States. As the war in Russia dragged on,
Himmler proceeded with what was called the Final Solution, the
creation of death camps in Poland whose purpose was the anni-
hilation of European Jewry.

Spectacular Japanese advances in the first half of 1942 were
finally halted at the battle of Midway in June and the Germans

The Great Civil War 183



became enmeshed in the battle for Stalingrad. Anglo-American
landings in North Africa in November 1942, Operation Torch,
were the prelude to Axis defeat in that area and the invasion of
Italy in July 1943. In the summer of that year, as the Soviets bat-
tered the remnants of the German army, Mussolini was over-
thrown and Allied navies won the Battle of the Atlantic.
Nevertheless, it still required a monumental deployment of mili-
tary and economic power by the Grand Alliance to push back the
conquests of the Third Reich. By the spring of 1944, the Russians
were driving the Germans back through Poland and towards
their own frontiers. On 6 June 1944, British, American, and
Canadian forces landed in Normandy. By the end of the year, it
was clear that the German forces had been defeated on both the
western and eastern fronts. However, Stalin delayed his drive into
Germany in order to establish control over eastern Europe.

The essential underlying contradictions between the capitalist
democracies and their revolutionary enemy made it inevitable
that the circumstantial alliance between the Anglo-Saxon pow-
ers and the Soviet Union would begin to break up after 1943.
Even before the American entry into the war, Churchill and Roo-
sevelt had met in mid-August 1941 on a ship near Newfound-
land and launched the Atlantic Charter. In it, both Britain and
the United States renounced territorial aggrandizement, declared
that any territorial changes coming out of the war should ‘ac-
cord with the freely expressed wishes of the people concerned’,
and announced their commitment to free markets, freedom of
the seas, and freedom from fear and want for humanity. That
implied collision with Stalin’s territorial ambitions and the gulag
system over which he ruled. Stalin’s ruthlessness, and 
his recognition of the contradictions of alliance with the bour-
geois democracies, was revealed both by the Nazi–Soviet pact of
August 1939 and by his wartime approaches to Hitler for a sep-
arate peace. The implicit collision would take the form of more
than fifty years of Cold War in which, exhausted by its inter-
necine struggles of the previous four decades, Europe was div-
ided and world hegemony passed to the United States and the
Soviet Union.

Between 1890 and 1914, German expansionist ambitions set
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off a train of events which led to war. Although capitalism sur-
vived the ordeal, the colossal social and economic dislocation of
that war polarized every European country along class lines. In
one country, Russia, the forces of the left were triumphant and,
in consequence, the international scene was also divided in a
right–left confrontation. The post-war settlement at Versailles
facilitated the later resurgence of a resentful Germany. Under the
leadership of Adolf Hitler, and with the covert approval of the
western democracies, the Nazi regime waged class and racial
war against perceived enemies both internally and externally.
The internal war against communists, socialists, and Jews was
replicated by external aggression against the small Slav states of
eastern Europe and against Jewish–Bolshevik Russia. The enor-
mity of the German threat finally drove the capitalist democra-
cies and the communist Soviet Union into alliance. The costs of
victory against Germany left Europe exhausted and her fate in
the hands of the two new superpowers. Ironically, during the
Cold War, a competition between two economic and social sys-
tems, western Europe was to know unprecedented prosperity.
Kick-started by economic aid from the United States, a period of
economic growth was to ensue in which many European work-
ers were to enjoy rights and living standards, to prevent which
German rulers had embarked, sixty years earlier, on the policies
of ‘negative integration’ which had led to the 1914–45 cycle of
war.
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7
The Fall and Rise of the

European Economy in the
Twentieth Century

HAROLD JAMES

The economic history of Europe in this century reflects the
changing position of Europe in the global economic system. Be-
fore 1914, Europe was the dynamo behind the economic devel-
opment of the world. She supplied capital, goods, and services,
as well as people to the other continents. The results could be ap-
preciated by Europeans in different countries and different social
positions. Some Europeans clipped coupons on bonds or equity
certificates that brought them financial rewards from South
American railways or Indian tea plantations or Malayan rubber.
More found that they could consume tropical fruits as occa-
sional luxuries, sold in palaces of consumption known as de-
partment stores. Some, mostly in Mediterranean Europe and in
eastern Europe, received remittances sent by their emigrant rela-
tives. For much of the European population, the early years of
the century brought security and optimism about the future. The
passage of time meant human progress and the increase of ma-
terial rewards.

In retrospect, this Europe of the belle époque doubtless ap-
peared even more charming than the reality had been. Charles de
Gaulle later remembered and eulogized the secure and prosper-
ous world of the coupon clippers, the rentiers, as the ‘era of three
per cent’. That comfortable era vanished for ever with the guns
of August 1914.



The Effects of War

The subsequent economic history of Europe was moulded by the
shocks of the World Wars. The First destroyed the old Europe;
but only the Second made clear to Europeans how they would
have to change and adapt. The response to the First World War,
the desire for what was called ‘a return to normalcy’, proved a
recipe for disaster. It was as if the further catastrophe of the
Great Depression had already been programmed on the blood-
soaked fields of the Great War.

It was not just a matter of the appalling human casualties of
the war (some 8.5 million deaths), or of the physical destruction,
as a result of fighting, of large parts of Belgium and France, of
Galicia, of parts of the former Ottoman empire. The physical
damage at least could be made good relatively quickly: one of
the most impressive sights of inter-war Europe was the newly re-
constructed medieval city of Ypres.

Europe and the Global Economy

The war created a new pattern of financial and trading rela-
tionships. Industrial production outside Europe had increased
dramatically: the textile mills of Japan and India brought the
beginning of a new competition. Agricultural output in the
South American plains also rose to meet the food deficits of
wartime Europe. Above all, the First World War made it ap-
parent that the United States was now the fastest growing and
most powerful centre of economic growth: the location of the
world’s economic dynamo had shifted across the Atlantic
ocean.

The role of the United States became very apparent at the pol-
itical level of discussions about international economic relations
because of the United States’ new status as a major inter-govern-
mental creditor. The United States had lent the money ($10.3 bil-
lion in all) which allowed France and Britain to continue fighting
in the war. The British and French positions were further weak-
ened as they had also lent money, but to the Russian government.
Britain had borrowed $6.5 billion from the United States, but
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had lent $10.4 billion to other governments. The revolution of
1917 meant that these debts had little chance of being repaid.

Domestic Financial Problems

The war also left a legacy for domestic financial management in
all the belligerents. A large part of the war had inevitably been
paid through domestic borrowing, and the service of that debt
almost inevitably produced unbalanced budgets. After the war,
all governments faced a choice about the extent to which they
would pay the war debt through deficits monetized by central
banks. The consequent inflations would erode the value of
claims against the government; and undermine the household
finances of the coupon clippers. In the early 1920s, the west Euro-
pean governments chose to stabilize their budgets and reward
the rentiers. The cost was a severe deflation, and high levels of
unemployment in Britain and France.

The choice of central European governments not to stabilize
quickly had its own quite disastrous consequences. Austria,
Hungary, Poland, and Germany experienced first inflation and
then hyper-inflation. The absence of price stability made busi-
ness planning and long-term investment strategies impossible.
When these countries stabilized, they required external assis-
tance: provided in the case of Austria and Hungary by the
League of Nations (in 1922 and 1923), and for Germany by
an international loan consortium in association with the repar-
ations settlement of 1924 (the Dawes Plan). The hope of all
participants in the stabilization arrangements was that the re-
turn of economic order would soon bring a return of
confidence, and also an inflow of foreign money for recon-
struction.

Short-lived Prosperity

These hopes were soon realized. In the later half of the 1920s,
American investment flooded into Europe. Some of it helped Euro-
pean business to reorganize itself on more modern lines. The
great American automobile producers acquired European firms:
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Ford built a plant in Cologne, General Motors acquired the
Adam Opel factory.

But much of the American investment was misdirected. Eur-
ope was not ready for such an inflow. Schemes, for instance, to
build a major free port on an island in the Danube near Budapest
at Csepel came up against the reality that the successor states of
the Austro-Hungarian empire imposed high levels of tariff. The
low-price automobile producers found that the European mar-
ket had not been sufficiently developed. Cars were still a luxury
item, and smaller manufacturers, able to provide an expensive
and individualized product, actually had a competitive advan-
tage. Above all, a great deal of American investment took the
form of bond purchases: of government or municipal authori-
ties, which used the proceeds for the provision of municipal in-
frastructures, housing, roads, recreation facilities, etc., that had
a high social benefit (and also brought political advantages to
the governments responsible for them), but brought no immedi-
ate return.

The Great Depression

The flow of American capital dried up at the end of the 1920s,
partly because of doubts about European developments and
partly because returns on US investment were higher. After the
crash of the New York stock market in October 1929, some
flows resumed, but American investors were nervous, and after
1930 Europe obtained little capital from the United States.

By the end of the 1920s, European prospects had already de-
teriorated. The worsening trade situation was a major cause, but
it was associated with the problems caused by financial stabil-
ization.

The return to the gold standard was thought by most eco-
nomic experts to be the best way of guaranteeing rentiers against
expropriation, and of laying the basis for a revival of inter-
national trade. In 1925, Britain went back to gold at the pre-war
parity; in 1926 France stabilized her currency. By the early
1930s, all European currencies, with the exception of Spain, had
established a parity in gold.
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The most important European currencies were the pound ster-
ling and the French franc. The overvalued British exchange rate
required the pursuit of deflationary monetary policies in order to
prevent a run on sterling. France, which had had a sharp and
painful experience of inflation before stabilization, received sub-
stantial inflows of gold after 1926, but neutralized them (i.e. did
not allow the new gold reserves to be used as a basis for addi-
tional monetary creation). As a result, the system developed a
deflationary bias: Britain, as a deficit country (because of the
overvalued rate), was forced to contract; while France (and the
United States, which also had gold inflows) did not inflate.

Faced by deflation in the major countries, the use of tariffs
elsewhere was a logical response as part of a strategy of pre-
venting the international transmission of deflation. The spread
of protectionism received an additional impetus when in 1930
the United States adopted the Smoot-Hawley tariff. Other coun-
tries responded by raising tariffs, and by imposing quotas and
other restrictive measures. The monetary problems of Europe
had helped to produce a trading war of all against all. From the
point of view of each country, the response was quite rational;
but the overall result was that everyone had to pay a high price
in terms of reduced output, unused capacity, and falling invest-
ment and consumption. The effects of the depression were felt
until the outbreak of the Second World War, as in most coun-
tries, even though production recovered, unemployment re-
mained at high levels.

The international depression at the end of the 1920s and the
beginning of the 1930s was made more intense by two addi-
tional mechanisms. From 1925, agricultural prices on the world
market had begun to fall. This development should have been
predictable: the market for agricultural products is relatively in-
elastic, and as European production at long last recovered from
the fertilizer and manpower shortages of wartime the surplus on
world markets forced prices down. For many capital-importing
indebted countries in central and eastern Europe (as well as in
Latin America), the only way to service external debt lay in the
export of agricultural products. As prices fell, the producers
needed to sell more. As they sold more, prices fell still further.
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For instance, Hungarian wheat exports doubled in quantity be-
tween 1929 and 1932, but the proceeds from exports actually
fell because of the price decline.

In addition, the development of the real economy disturbed
the financial sector, which in turn provided further shocks to
output. The dramatic fall in prices reduced the value of bank-
held assets and made many European banks insolvent at current
prices. They responded by cutting back their credits to their cus-
tomers, sometimes forcing these out of business. When depos-
itors, sometimes domestic, and sometimes foreign, realized the
extent of the problem, panic developed, and withdrawals led to
bank closures. European banks fell down like dominoes after the
closure of the largest Vienna bank, the Creditanstalt, in May
1931. Bank collapses in Austria, then in Hungary and Germany,
as well as in the United States, intensified the deflationary
process. As banks tried to save themselves by calling in credits,
they drove many vulnerable manufacturing enterprises to bank-
ruptcy.

Responses to the Depression

The inter-war depression has remained the most traumatic eco-
nomic event of this century. The story of the subsequent fifty
years is that of the attempt of policy-makers and economists to
avoid a repetition of the catastrophes of the international slump.

An immediate reaction was to blame the international eco-
nomy for the problems of each country. The British economist,
John Maynard Keynes, wrote a widely quoted article in 1933,
whose title indicates the import of the message: ‘National Self-
Sufficiency’. Tariffs might stop the spread of deflation. Above
all, countries should undo the link with the international mon-
etary standard, gold. After Britain left the gold standard, in the
midst of a financial panic in September 1931, the British au-
thorities were free to determine their own monetary policy. Low
interest rates in the 1930s then helped to contribute to a recov-
ery based on a rise in consumer spending and consumer credit.
It became easier to finance house purchases, and house con-
struction, and the innovation of hire-purchase led to a boom in
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the sale of consumer durables: automobiles, refrigerators,
radios.

On the other hand, those countries which remained longest on
the gold standard, Belgium (until 1935), France, The Nether-
lands, and Switzerland (until 1936) suffered from continual low
confidence and financial panics. The depression lasted longest in
the so-called ‘gold bloc’.

Germany, meanwhile, also went on a separate route to recov-
ery. She did not formally abandon the old parity of the mark
against gold, but imposed such tight exchange controls that in
practice she too could pursue an independent monetary policy.
Lower interest rates were supplemented by large-scale public
orders from the National Socialist government after 1933: first,
for construction projects, the most famous of which was the cre-
ation of a network of divided highways (autobahns). But there
were also party and government buildings; and increasingly im-
portant in the German recovery process was military spending.
Not all the credit for the German recovery, however, should be
attributed to Adolf Hitler: some of the policies that made pos-
sible a recovery, such as the adoption of a more relaxed mone-
tary policy, and also the reduction of the German wage level, had
been undertaken already before Hitler became Chancellor.

The Soviet answer to the problems that elsewhere produced
the world depression was the most complete expression of the
principle of autarky, or disengagement from the world economy.
Stalin referred to this as building ‘socialism in one country’. He
reacted to falling agricultural prices and to rural unrest with the
collectivization of peasant agriculture, brutally imposed after
1928, and by the forcible extraction of any farm surplus. Low
levels of investment in the 1920s affected Russia as well as west-
ern Europe. The Soviet response lay in an industrialization drive,
planned on the basis of Five Year Plans. The investment could be
paid for by depressing industrial and other incomes. One of the
effects of collectivization was to mobilize large numbers of dis-
placed peasants from the countryside as new recruits to the
labour force. During the 1930s, some 20 million additional
workers were created in this way. The new industrial workers
were badly paid (real wages fell by half). They were held in order
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by a mixture of terror and brutality and the application of crude
psychological methods, such as the campaign based on the
model worker Stakhanov. Nevertheless the USSR derived a sub-
stantial propaganda advantage from the successes of large-scale
industrialization; and many countries later saw the Soviet model
as an attractive way of achieving an initial industrial start. Even
the German Four Year Plan of 1936 was an indirect tribute to
the virtues of planning and to Stalin’s Five Year Plans. The price
paid by Russia in the present was heavy, however, and the legacy
for the future quite disastrous.

Keynesianism

The most important and influential policy prescription that fol-
lowed from the depression is associated with Keynes, and calls
for a policy of demand management. The cause of the depression
lay in insufficient demand. Rectifying this might involve addi-
tional government expenditure, or redistributive measures to
raise the incomes of those more likely to consume (in other
words, lower-income groups). This prescription gave Keynesian-
ism an egalitarian element. Keynes had already set out the prac-
tical implications of his stance before the outset of the
depression, in a pamphlet written together with Hubert Hender-
son entitled Can Lloyd George Do It? In 1936, he provided a
great theoretical and systematic synthesis, The General Theory
of Employment, Interest and Money which became both an in-
stant classic and an object of controversy.

The German and the Soviet experiments were both viewed
with mixed feelings by Keynes, who recognized in military ex-
penditure a form of demand creation, but also disapproved of
both the methods and the ultimate goals of the National Social-
ist and communist leaderships. The country which came closest
to realizing Keynes’s prescription in the 1930s was Sweden,
where a political alliance between the parties representing
labour and farmers carried out a demand-oriented and income-
raising policy. (Many of Keynes’s theoretical writings had in fact
already been anticipated by Swedish writers: by Knut Wicksell
and his disciples.) Agreements between union and employers’
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organizations in 1938 (the Saltsjobaden Agreement) provided
the foundation for a new social harmony.

With the benefit of hindsight, we can detect some of the Key-
nesian policy prescriptions as having been realized anyway in the
1930s as a product of much broader social and economic trends.
One legacy of the war in every country had been a redistribution
of income, and a narrowing of skill differentials. A new con-
suming class had been created. But for much of the inter-war
period, it remained locked in conflict about wages and condi-
tions of work. Eventually, in some countries agreements between
employers and unions laid the basis for a subsequently much
more harmonious development. The most striking instance,
apart from Sweden, is the Swiss pact of 1937, which trans-
formed previously very poor labour relations into a model for
other countries to follow.

The Collapse of Economic Internationalism

In time, Keynes himself came to believe that the neglect of inter-
national aspects of the economy had had disastrous implica-
tions. In the end, he and many others came to draw a very
different lesson from the depression than the initial response of
insulating economies as far as possible from the global context.
World trade remained depressed, and few countries could man-
age an effective recovery in the 1930s. The considerations that
propelled Keynes and others into a new advocacy of inter-
nationalism, however, were primarily political.

The economic weakness of countries in south-eastern Europe
propelled them into bilateral trading arrangements with Ger-
many, negotiated by Hitler’s economics minister Hjalmar
Schacht (the system so created became known to its critics as
Schachtianism). These agreements were economically advanta-
geous to Germany’s smaller neighbours, in that they sold goods
at higher prices than they might have done on world markets.
On the other hand, the fact of these economic advantages cre-
ated a form of political dependence, and offered Germany a way
of drawing the surrounding states into her power orbit. The con-
sequences of the breakdown of the world economy opened the
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door for states to use economic leverage to power political ad-
vantage.

International economic co-operation appeared attractive as a
way of cementing an alliance against Germany. In 1936, the
United States and Britain concluded a currency stabilization
agreement with France (the tripartite pact) primarily for the pur-
pose of assuring France of their political support. It brought not
a return to the gold standard or to permanently fixed parities but
an agreement not to engage in mutual economic warfare by
using devaluations as a means to increase exports.

The Second World War

The Second World War shifted the global economic balance even
more decisively than the First. Both physical destruction and loss
of life in central and eastern Europe, in Russia, and in East Asia
were far higher than in 1914–18; even though many economists
have tried to show how the apparent physical destruction went
hand in hand with increases in productive capacity. Germany’s
basic capacity was as high in 1945 as in 1940, despite the mas-
sive damage done to cities by bombing. But the infrastructure
was in ruins, transportation had broken down, the financial sys-
tem was effectively destroyed by the combination of wartime
inflation and price controls. Britain had been obliged to sell her
overseas assets to pay for the combat, and was a net debtor at
the end of the war. The undisputed victor of the economic side
of the war was the United States. American supplies under Lend-
Lease had allowed Britain and the Soviet Union to continue
fighting. The growth in American production finally ended the
Great Depression. At the end of the 1940s, half of the world’s
manufactured goods were made in America. The merchant navy
had constituted 17 per cent of world tonnage in 1939; at the end
of the war it was 52 per cent. As Life magazine announced, the
Second World War had produced the ‘American century’.

Americans hoped to use their position as the world’s pre-
eminent creditor to shape the nature of the post-war settlement.
After the Second World War, the United States played a much
more direct and immediate role in the recasting of the world and
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the European economy than after the First. Although the details
of the post-war economic settlement were worked out in a series
of fundamentally bilateral negotiations between the United
States and Britain, financial leverage always gave an advantage
to the American view.

Underlying American proposals was the belief that the collapse
of the international economy in the 1930s had been a major cause
of war. Preserving peace in the future would require an open in-
ternational system, in which currencies should be convertible and
trade non-discriminatory. Time after time, American leaders, no-
tably President Roosevelt’s Secretary of State Cordell Hull, argued
that only a liberal trading order could serve as an adequate foun-
dation for the post-war order. In the course of wartime diplomacy,
the United States began implementing this vision. The most
difficult parts of the lengthy Anglo-American Lend-Lease negoti-
ations concerned the commitment that the United States wished to
impose on Britain to avoid ‘discrimination in either the United
States of America or the United Kingdom against the importation
of any product originating in the other’.

Bretton Woods

At the Bretton Woods conference of July 1944, the outcome of
the Anglo-American negotiations, accepted in principle by forty-
four nations, was presented to the world. The vision of a liberal
economic order remained; but membership in the International
Monetary Fund and the World Bank imposed on surplus coun-
tries an obligation to assist development elsewhere. Currencies
would be fixed in relation to each other (a system of ‘fixed par
values’) in order to prevent the competitive devaluation which
had been a feature of the breakdown of the international order
in the 1930s. One clause in the IMF Articles of Agreement was
viewed by the British negotiators as their greatest triumph: it
gave permission to member countries to discriminate against the
products of countries with ‘scarce currencies’ (i.e. against the
products of the United States). The conference ended with a
ringing endorsement of the principle of multilateralism from the
US Treasury Secretary.
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European Recovery

The actual course of European recovery bore only a slight rela-
tion to the mechanisms created at Bretton Woods, the Inter-
national Monetary Fund and the International Bank for Recon-
struction and Development (World Bank). The United States
made it clear that it would never permit the dollar to be declared
a ‘scarce currency’. At the same time, it insisted on the fulfilment
of the pledges given at Bretton Woods to currency convertibility.
But this looked impossible to most participants. In fact, the ex-
periment of enforced convertibility of sterling in 1947 came to
an end after only a few months.

Instead the United States began working on a plan for the eco-
nomic revival of Europe. The European Recovery Program, or
Marshall Plan, was launched by Secretary of State George Mar-
shall in his Harvard commencement address of 5 June 1947. The
United States intended to create a quite new political world in
the western part of the European continent. The traditional and
destructive Franco-German relationship should be replaced by a
federal structure, a United States of Europe patterned after the
American example. Only a combination of political strength and
material satisfaction could create a society that might resist So-
viet expansionism. The Organization for European Economic
Co-operation (OEEC) created as part of the Marshall Plan was
envisioned as a ‘focal point around which closer Western Euro-
pean economic cohesion should be built’. It might even be seen
as an embryonic form of a future European government, in
which the United States would have a role as an ‘associate mem-
ber’.

The European strategy also required a revision of US policy to-
wards Germany. The policy proposals of reagrarianizing Ger-
many associated with the wartime US Treasury Secretary, Henry
Morgenthau, or at least of greatly reducing German production
(laid out as US policy in the Joint Chiefs-of-Staff directive JCS
1067), were abandoned. The German economy had been so
structurally linked with her neighbours—even after the autarkic
experience of the 1930s—that their recovery was impossible
without a German revival. A more punitive stance was ruled out,
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not on moral grounds, but because of an awareness of the inter-
connectedness of the European economy. When France and Bel-
gium initially insisted on high coal deliveries from Germany, the
United States quickly came to the conclusion that these would
reduce German performance to such an extent that the occupa-
tion authorities would need to intervene to stop widespread star-
vation. Already in 1945–6, when the Allied policy still aimed at
punishment, the western Allies had paid some $700 million to
support their zones of occupation in Germany. Making Ger-
many pay more would in effect only force the United States to
pay more for Germany. As a result, American policy towards
Germany was completely different from that followed after the
First World War.

In order to bring about a European recovery, Europe needed
to be treated as a unit. Instead of establishing currency convert-
ibility with the dollar, Europeans worked through a multilateral
clearing system (European Payments Union) which allowed
them to discriminate against imports from dollar countries. It
was a version of Bretton Woods scaled down to European re-
quirements: members committed themselves to the elimination
of trade discrimination, and there was also a (rather limited)
amount of credit available through the clearing union. The
process of trade liberalization within Europe played a significant
part in the European recovery; and in a long-term perspective
this constituted the most important contribution of the EPU
mechanism. Only after a sustained recovery phase did the Euro-
peans allow a partial move to currency convertibility outside the
European area (in 1958).

How much the push to European integration in the 1950s fol-
lowed from an American initiative and how much it followed
the self-interest of the European nation-states has sometimes
been discussed by historians. In fact the debate is largely redun-
dant: American and European interests over this issue largely co-
incided at this period. In particular, the key to solving both the
European political and economic problem was seen as the es-
tablishment and then the institutionalization of Franco-German
co-operation. One interpretation presented the wars of the Euro-
pean past—in 1870–1, 1914–18, and 1940—as struggles for the

198 Fall and Rise of the European Economy



control and integration of Europe’s coal and iron ore resources,
or attempts to bring together the iron ore of Lorraine with the
giant coalfields of the Ruhr. (Needless to say, this is a grotesquely
oversimple analysis. Each of these European conflicts was about
a great deal more.) A solution to the political problem could be
accomplished by finding a way of securing economic co-opera-
tion. In addition, the process of establishing a post-war eco-
nomic recovery plan in France required a reliable coal supply.
The plan proposed in 1950 by the French foreign minister,
Robert Schuman, for the integration of the French and German
heavy industrial sectors was originally intended as a substitute
for France’s failure to win the battles over reparations coal. It
was eventually realized in 1952, with the creation of the six-
member European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC).

During the 1950s, Europe experienced an economic miracle.
Rates of growth were faster than in any previous or subse-
quent period. German real growth of GNP amounted to 7.8
per cent in the 1950s, that of Italy 6.4 per cent, France and
The Netherlands 4.5 per cent, and that of Britain 2.6 per cent.
In part, the European miracle can be explained in terms of
pent-up consumer demand after the depression and wartime
deprivation.

But there were other uniquely favourable circumstances. The
post-war recovery benefited from a ready supply both of labour
and of capital. Before the Second World War, most countries in
continental Europe had had large populations in rural areas, en-
gaged in low-productivity agriculture. Any mobility would bring
large gains. In Italy and France, industrial workers were re-
cruited from the countryside. The traditional immobilism of the
French countryside, a product of the system of partible inherit-
ance written into the Code Napoleon, had been ended by a legal
reform making single-heir inheritance possible. The West Ger-
man economy benefited from inflows of Germans from the east-
ern areas allocated to the USSR and Poland at Potsdam and from
the Sudetenland: by 1960 these ‘expellees’ (Vertriebene) repre-
sented 18 per cent of the West German population. Then in the
1950s another 3 million came to the west from the (eastern) Ger-
man Democratic Republic.
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The Baby Boom

The demographic upsurge (or ‘baby boom’) was a product of a
new confidence, and added to the upswing in consumption. It re-
versed the long-run decline of birth rates in most western Euro-
pean countries since the beginning of the century. The
pessimistic predictions of a rapidly shrinking population of
inter-war Europe proved for the moment at least unfounded
(until the widespread use of the contraceptive pill in the 1960s
and its consequence for fertility brought back this interpreta-
tion). While in France the birth rate in 1935–9 had been 14.8 per
thousand, it rose to 20.1 after the war in 1945–9. The German
birth rate in the years immediately after the war was very low,
but climbed steadily during the 1950s and reached a peak, later
than in other west European countries, in the early 1960s.

The availability of a labour supply alone need not produce
growth. Inter-war Europe had been torn by divisive labour
conflicts. Labour and capital had seen their interests as funda-
mentally opposed; labour often tried to use its political muscle
to extract a larger wage share, and employers reacted by making
pessimistic assessments of the future and cutting back invest-
ment. The post-war miracle depended on a new approach to
labour relations, in which both sides realized that they could
benefit from growth. The most effective models for such co-
operation had been prepared already at the end of the 1930s, in
some of the smaller European countries. Both Switzerland and
Sweden had had a past of highly conflictual industrial relations,
but had resolved their problems at the end of the 1930s. Aus-
trian labour relations were reformed on the basis of what was
termed ‘Austro-Keynesianism’. In West Germany, the same ef-
fect was achieved through the passing of the law on co-determin-
ation of 1952, which gave workers a representation on the
Supervisory Boards of corporations.

The post-war miracle was characterized by a mixture of
confidence but also of lingering doubts. The savings ratios of a
population made nervous by the deprivations of the past
decades were unusually high. Later, with greater optimism
about the future, and also with the establishment of well-
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functioning social security systems, these ratios fell once more.
The initial high savings levels generated a major domestic
source of investment.

International Capital Movements

In addition, major inflows came from abroad: first the govern-
mental assistance, through United Nations Relief and Rehabili-
tation, and then through the Marshall Plan. In some countries,
Marshall aid played a substantial part in maintaining economic
life: in Austria, for instance, in the first year of the Marshall Plan,
it accounted for 14 per cent of national income; though in Ger-
many, undoubtedly the country with the strongest and most suc-
cessful recovery, this share was much less (2.9 per cent). Perhaps
the quantitative significance of Marshall aid was outweighed by
its qualitative effects: it allowed specific bottlenecks to be over-
come. Without American machine tools in 1948 and later, the re-
equipping of European industry would have been impossible.
Even more basically, the supplies of food allowed workers to re-
turn to high-energy occupations such as mining and metal work-
ing: without adequate supplies of food, they were much better
off conserving their energy by huddling at home. Between 1949
and 1951, four-fifths of Europe’s wheat was imported from the
dollar zone.

After Marshall aid ended in 1952, private American capital
flows to Europe resumed. But this was a very different lending
than in the 1920s, when most capital movement had taken the
form of bond purchases. In the 1950s, US capital came as dir-
ect investment in European factories; it was linked to flows of
technological and managerial experience. It was heaviest in sci-
ence and knowledge-based industries: computers, electronics,
and instruments. Innovations here brought productivity gains
to a much wider range of business, and completely transformed
the nature of economic activity. This was an industrial revolu-
tion—or more appropriately perhaps a knowledge revolu-
tion—at least as profound in its implications as the increase in
textile output which had marked the classical industrial revo-
lution.
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New Technology

The basic breakthrough came as a result of wartime scientific re-
search conducted in the world’s leading universities and research
institutions: the universities of Cambridge and Manchester in
Britain, and in the United States the university of Pennsylvania
(where the Moore School of Engineering produced the first com-
plete operating electronic computer, ENIAC) and the Princeton
Institute for Advanced Study, where John von Neumann devel-
oped applications for the new machines. Translating this high-
level research into practical production required immense
resources, which could only be supplied by large corporations
working across national frontiers.

With the introduction of the IBM 360 series in 1964, afford-
able and powerful enough for widespread commercial use, the
computerization of Europe began. It is an interesting case of the
transnational or multinational character of the new high tech-
nology: the model 360/40 was developed in Britain by IBM UK,
the 360/20 by IBM Deutschland. States realized very quickly
that they could not afford to miss out on this technology; but
much more slowly that they could not afford to imitate it or sub-
stitute for it by themselves. The case of IBM in Europe is telling:
in order to attempt to meet the potential American monopoly,
France tried to support its own electronics industry. But even
there it needed US help: in 1964 a very nationalistic French gov-
ernment was nevertheless obliged to accept a 50 per cent own-
ership of the French national champion, Machines Bull, by the
American corporation General Electric. In 1966 as part of a Plan
Calcul launched by de Gaulle, a new national champion was cre-
ated, the Compagnie Internationale pour l’Informatique (CII).
But the scale of investment required in high-technology branches
was gigantic. France could hardly hope to spend the amounts re-
quired for technical development: the development of the 360
line cost $5 billion, or approximately the same amount spent by
France between 1965 and 1970 on its nuclear force. Even on a
European level, a plan to create a large multi-country corpora-
tion (named UNIDATA) in 1972, composed of the Dutch
Philips, the German Siemens, and CII, broke down within four
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years. Technology had clearly overtaken the economic capacities
of the nation-state.

Mass Consumption of Goods and Services

In another way too the 1950s marked the beginning of a new
phase in economic development: the spread to Europe of a truly
democratized mass consumption. The symbol of the new Eur-
ope was the automobile: from being a luxury item driven by a
relatively small élite, it came within the purchasing range of av-
erage families. The Volkswagen, originally designed as the Na-
tional Socialist ‘People’s Car’, but never made in general
production in Hitler’s Germany, began to roll off assembly lines
run by the British military occupation authorities. In West Ger-
many, there were 515,600 private cars in use in 1950, but
4,066,000 in 1960. The architect of what became known as the
economic miracle or Wirtschaftswunder, Ludwig Erhard, spoke
of refrigerators in every house; and that dream was soon ac-
complished.

Economic modernization also meant the development of ser-
vices. Whereas traditional industrial employment stagnated and
declined, the supply and exchange of services rose as Europeans
became more prosperous. Indeed the consumption of services,
from advertising and banking to tourism, became as much a
feature of the so-called consumer society as the purchase of
goods. One of the most expensive of all services was generally
taken in a socialized form. Medical services began to figure in-
creasingly prominently as a source of expense, but usually indir-
ectly through tax and insurance systems. The improvement of
medical provision had been one of the most important reforms
proposed by politicians as part of making a better world after
the war.

The Americanization of European business and consumption
practice in the 1950s was sometimes derided and opposed as the
cocacolonization of Europe (the French populist leader Pierre
Poujade made banning Coca Cola a major campaign point). In
the end, Europe was as unable to do without the culture em-
bodied by Coca Cola as without computers.
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Trade Liberalization

The inflow of American capital also meant a growing availabil-
ity of dollars, and an end to the dollar shortage that some econ-
omists in the late 1940s had believed to be a permanent
European predicament. The balancing of international accounts
made moves to trade liberalization easier. This ensured the con-
tinuation of the expansionary mechanism.

Parallel to the liberalization of exchange controls, the six Euro-
pean countries (Belgium, France, West Germany, Italy, Luxem-
bourg, and The Netherlands) who had previously formed the
ECSC on 25 March 1957 signed the Treaty of Rome creating a
broader concept of economic co-operation, a trading area
known as the European Economic Community. It came into ef-
fect at the beginning of 1958. The EEC’s objectives included the
progressive dismantling of internal tariffs, and the creation of a
common external tariff. As a framework for liberalization, it
was hugely successful. Trade within the EEC expanded. Trade
within the EEC area grew much quicker even than world trade,
which was also expanding very quickly at this time. In 1960, the
six members of the EEC accounted for 22.9 per cent of world
trade, and 7.9 per cent of world trade was within the EEC. In
1970, 20 per cent of world trade was inter-EEC; but the trade of
the EEC with the rest of the world also expanded, indicating that
the effects of the tariff area had not been primarily simply to di-
vert trade, as some sceptics had feared. In all, 39.8 per cent of
world trade involved the member countries of the EEC.

The Treaty of Rome (in Articles 104 and 105) also provided
for the co-ordination of national economic policies in order to
maintain equilibrium in balance of payments, a high degree of
employment, and price stability. The EEC also created a mechan-
ism to insulate its members’ politically very sensitive farm pop-
ulations from the effects of economic change. The Common
Agricultural Policy (CAP) developed after 1962 as a way of sys-
tematizing six quite different national sets of legislation protect-
ing agriculture. It involved a mixture of threshold prices at
which import restrictions would be imposed with intervention
prices intended to stabilize markets. By the end of the 1960s,
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EEC food prices were over double those on world markets; and
they remained at this level until the 1980s. They imposed an ad-
ditional cost on consumers, perhaps as much as 5 per cent of the
income of poorer families. But as incomes generally rose, agrar-
ian protection was no longer as sensitive a political issue as it
had been in the late nineteenth century or in the 1920s. In the
context of the EEC, it may well have been a price worth paying
to prevent farmers supporting parties of political extremism. In
this way, farm policy had its own role to play in creating the new
European consensus.

Governments and Growth

How far was the spectacular economic performance of the
1950s a result of government policy? Governments are often
eager to take responsibility for successful economic outcomes.
Yet the dynamism of this period occurred in very different pol-
icy frameworks. Britain, where growth was least dynamic, had
in practice committed herself to the macro-management of de-
mand. France had an extensive planning system, relying on ‘in-
dicative’ plans rather than direct controls: the most important
institutional feature was the allocation of credit through organ-
ized auctions. Germany and Italy, probably because of their re-
cent painful experiences with interventionist approaches,
liberalized prices quickly and very successfully. Ludwig Erhard
remained for many as an inspiring example of the benefits to be
achieved through far-reaching liberalization: he was, for in-
stance, widely regarded as the model for the reform of centrally
planned economies in central Europe after 1989. But even in the
centrally planned economies of central and eastern Europe, spec-
tacular growth rates were achieved. In all cases, growth rates of
over 7 per cent of net physical product were achieved. However,
the rate of growth fell off significantly in the 1960s, as inefficien-
cies created by the planning mechanism became increasingly ap-
parent.

The result of this brief comparison may initially suggest that
there are some occasions in which circumstances are so
favourable that policy plays a fundamentally subordinate role in

Fall and Rise of the European Economy 205



determining the outcome. But there is also another way of read-
ing the evidence. Liberalization had little impact on the immedi-
ate outcome: indeed, in some cases, as in Germany in 1948 at the
outset of Erhard’s experiment, it may have brought considerable
social costs. In the long run, however, it created a better incen-
tive structure for sustained growth.

Liberalization produced its most dramatic effects in
economies that had previously been tightly controlled. The most
striking instance of the benefits of liberalization and an open
economy was provided by Spain. Under General Franco, Spain
had implemented an autarkic planning, and suffered in the
1950s from industrial decline and accelerating inflation. At the
end of the decade, after widespread urban unrest, a complete
change of course took place. Spain joined the OEEC and the
IMF, and dismantled her external tariffs faster than any other
European country. Initially there was a major acceleration of im-
ports; but they were financed through capital flows associated
with technology transfers. Growth in the 1960s and 1970s was
very fast; and the 1960s are generally reckoned to be the period
of Spain’s industrialization.

In the 1960s, confidence that appropriate policy could always
produce the right economic response reached the point of
hubris. The rates of growth achieved during the post-war recov-
ery had been exceptional: the consequence of a catching up on
growth that had been missed earlier. (The basic factors of pro-
duction had always been available: a skilled and literate labour
force; capital; and improved technology. But inappropriate in-
stitutional arrangements had made it impossible for these factors
to come together.) The 1960s discovered that European growth
rates, like female hemlines, could not go on rising for ever.

The response to the first signs of flagging growth involved new
forms of government activism. Governments began to see the
new industrial revolution (the British prime minister Harold
Wilson called it the ‘white hot technological revolution’) in
terms of state guidance. This required investment guidance and
target projections. In Britain this role was to be co-ordinated by
Neddy (NEDC: National Economic Development Council).
Even previously liberal Germany developed new institutions, a
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Mifrifri (midterm financial planning) and a Mamiflex (economic
policy of moderation and flexibility). In 1967 the new Great
Coalition government of Christian Democrats and Social Demo-
crats passed a Law on Stability and Growth, which adopted the
basics of Keynesian macroeconomic management.

Increased levels of inflation indicated rather more than a sim-
ple problem in monetary management: they showed that the cir-
cumstances of what came retrospectively to be called the ‘golden
age’ had changed. The long post-war boom in continental Eur-
ope had been sustained by the movement of labour from low-
productivity agriculture into much higher-productivity
occupations in manufacturing and services. By the middle of the
1960s, the rural source of the labour supply had been largely ex-
hausted, and the continental European economies reached the
position Britain had been in since the beginning of the century.
There were no more domestic supplies of cheap labour (al-
though foreign workers or ‘guest workers’ now contributed to
the sustaining of the economic boom). The pace of productivity
growth and income growth slowed.

The End of the Post-War Miracle?

The sustained full employment that had been the result of
‘golden age’ growth increased the bargaining position of labour,
led to an increase in wage demands, and then to an accommo-
dating monetary policy. Given the labour bargaining environ-
ment, any other option on the part of policy-makers would have
produced higher levels of unemployment, and ended or at least
challenged the social compromise on which the golden age had
been founded. The labour-market encouraged a new wave of
trade union militancy. In 1968, two-thirds of the French labour
force was involved in strikes; in Germany 1 million workers
went on strike, in Italy 4 million. The number of work days lost
through strikes in Britain increased every year from 1965 to
1970. As a concession to labour, almost every European country
at this time introduced legislation making redundancy harder,
and thus strengthened further the position of labour and en-
couraged the inflationary momentum.
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On an international level, the strains created by developing
inflation in all major industrial countries (including the United
States) helped to end the par value system. Between August 1971
(when President Nixon suspended the gold convertibility of the
dollar) and 1973, when European currencies went over to a gen-
eralized floating exchange rate system, the world moved to mon-
etary anarchy. At the same time, a general global move to
increased levels of tariff and especially of non-tariff protection
made the prospects for growth through trade dimmer. The im-
mediate aftermath of the collapse of the classical Bretton Woods
system, however, only accelerated inflation even further, and
contributed to a spectacular boom in commodity prices. The
most dramatic increases took place in the case of oil prices. In
addition, at the end of 1973 Middle East oil producers used their
control of the oil supply as a political weapon.

The oil shock brought a definitive end to the golden age, the
high growth period of the post-war era. It made Europeans real-
ize how vulnerable their apparent economic strength had been.
A popular report produced by the Club of Rome suggested that
the world had now reached ‘The Limits of Growth’. The earth’s
mineral resources could not be exploited infinitely. In order to
conserve fuel, some countries—The Netherlands, Germany,
Switzerland—introduced car-free days. The autobahns were des-
erted, the most characteristic product of the post-war miracle
idle.

The oil trauma also brought a new discussion of the possibil-
ity of international policy co-ordination in the face of the new
challenges. The German Chancellor, Helmut Schmidt, was
terrified that the economic trauma would destroy what he be-
lieved to be the very fragile political order. Italy and Britain in
particular were descending into economic crisis, intractable bal-
ance of payments problems, and domestic ungovernability.

This was the background to the first world economic summit,
held in Rambouillet in November 1975 in the imposing setting
of an eighteenth-century château. The initiative came primarily
from the French and German leaders, President Valéry Giscard
d’Estaing and Chancellor Schmidt. After the meeting, the lead-
ers of the five largest industrial countries announced that they
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had made ‘efforts to restore greater stability in underlying eco-
nomic and financial conditions in the world economy’.

Closer European Co-operation

However, faced by erratic American policy and unsure whether
they could rely on the United States, the European leaders pro-
ceeded with preparations for closer European co-operation in a
purely European framework. In 1978 Giscard and Schmidt pre-
pared plans for what they envisaged as a ‘zone of monetary sta-
bility in Europe’ to be achieved through the European Monetary
System, a system of fixed exchange rates analogous to the Bret-
ton Woods par value system.

The first years of the system were extremely turbulent. It had
barely begun working in 1979, when the world was hit by a sec-
ond oil price shock. Between March 1979 and March 1983, the
currencies in the EMS required seven realignments. After 1983,
however, the system became much more stable. Membership in
the system in 1983 helped President François Mitterrand to
abandon an experiment in socialist economics and to bring the
French economy on to a path of anti-inflationary convergence.

The most important relaunching of the European concept oc-
curred in 1986, with agreement on the Single European Act.
This provided a new departure in two significant respects. First,
it solved a long-lasting constitutional problem as it depended on
the acceptance of a new mechanism to overcome the problems
of negotiation between what were now twelve member states. At
a meeting of the European Council in December 1985, the
Treaty of Rome was amended to allow voting by qualified ma-
jority (rather than unanimity) for measures required to create a
single internal market. Secondly, the Single European Act over-
came the problem of creating a single set of Community stand-
ards by extending existing national standards throughout the
Community rather than imposing a common code (earlier at-
tempts at standardization had encountered widespread ridicule).
It provided for the creation of a unified internal market by the
end of 1992. But it also implied a wider programme. It included
a reference to an earlier statement of 1972 approving the
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‘objective of the progressive achievement of economic and mon-
etary union’. The concept of a single market was also extended
through a Council decision of 1988 to liberalize capital move-
ments by 1990, and by the preparation in 1989 of the report of
the Delors Committee, setting out a three-stage mechanism for
monetary union. This was accepted in 1991 at the meeting of the
Council in Maastricht, which prepared a treaty renaming the
Community as the European Union.

Soon after Maastricht, however, the integration process began
to show cracks. Danish voters initially rejected the Maastricht
treaty in a referendum in 1992. The liberalization of capital mar-
kets proved to be incompatible with the working of the Euro-
pean Monetary System. A series of speculative movements, first
against the Italian, Spanish, and British currencies, then against
the French franc, effectively destroyed the European Monetary
System between September 1992 and July 1993.

Deindustrialization

The debates about increased integration took place against the
backdrop of fears and hopes about Europe’s place in the world.
Since the oil shocks of the 1970s, much of European industry
had been in a chronic structural crisis. The traditional heavy in-
dustries, the veterans of the period of classical industrialization
in the mid-nineteenth century—steel and coal—were the worst
hit. They had been at the heart of the early European post-war
efforts to obtain greater economic co-operation. They were also
the industries whose future raised great political sensitivities. At
first, governments were inclined to follow an approach similar to
that adopted in the late 1950s and early 1960s to manage the rela-
tive decline of agriculture (which had also been a political hot
potato). A European plan of 1977 (produced by the European
Community’s Commissioner, Etienne Davignon) to reconstruct
the steel industry through a progressive reduction of productive
capacity in a cartel framework also involved very costly subsid-
ies. In the early 1980s, the United States Department of Com-
merce calculated that for some products the subsidy amounted
to 40 per cent of the quoted price. At the same time as the tax-
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payer provided a significant transfer, users of steel in machine
tools and other industries faced higher costs because of the car-
tel pricing. The steel plan meant in sum a retreat from the trade
liberalization which had been the dynamic behind European in-
dustrial performance. (It was in fact also a violation of the 1952
treaty establishing the ECSC, which in Section 1, Chapter 1, had
prohibited ‘all agreements between undertakings that limit or
control production, and the fixing of prices by any means’.)

Subsidizing heavy industry was a potentially much more ex-
pensive undertaking than dealing with agriculture. Eventually,
most countries came to accept that a dramatic decline was in-
evitable. The number of operating coalmines in Britain fell from
958 in 1947 to 50 in 1992 (with further cuts proposed), and the
number of miners from 718,000 to 43,000. The output of coal
in Britain in 1946 had been 193.1 million tons, in 1970 it had
fallen to 144.6 million, and in 1990 it was 93.5 million (the
equivalent figures for Germany are 108.4 million, 260.6 million,
and 70.2 million).

The fears of the 1970s and 1980s led to a Euro-pessimism
which believed that it had identified a Euro-sclerosis. The im-
petus given by the Single European Act generated a brief Euro-
phoria. The problems of the Maastricht treaty, and the belief that
jobs would be lost to the formerly socialist and newly marketized
economies of central Europe or to the dynamic economies of East
Asia, generated a new round of scepticism and gloom.

Although after the sharp recession of 1981–2 economic
growth in the 1980s was generally stronger than it had been in
the 1970s, recovery created surprisingly few jobs. Unemploy-
ment at high levels appeared to have become an endemic prob-
lem. Economists constantly revised upward their calculation of
the non-inflationary unemployment level (the level which could
only be reduced by an acceleration of inflation). Like the mass
unemployment of inter-war Europe, this seemed to indicate the
failure of markets. But dealing with this failure could not be
tackled in the conventional way any longer. The large fiscal
deficits that had built up in all European states ruled out trad-
itional Keynesian-style approaches to the unemployment prob-
lem.
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Solutions to the European Malaise

A number of different paths out of the European malaise seemed
possible. European-wide co-operation of large high-technology
enterprises, often with government support, brought some re-
sults. In electronics, French and Dutch and German firms co-
operated to make high-capacity chips. The most striking co-op-
erative project was the four nation (French, German, Spanish,
and British) Airbus project, which began in 1970 and by the
early 1990s had captured some 30 per cent of the world’s mar-
ket of commercial aircraft. Even in older industries such as auto-
mobiles, the creation of cross-national corporations through
mergers and cross-holdings (the most significant being Volkswa-
gen-SEAT-Skoda) repeated the process of reaping economies of
scale that had already taken place within the setting of national
economies.

Secondly, new impulses could be expected from a renewed lib-
eralization, and an extension of the European Community
(known after 1992 as the European Union). The long-run effects
of the transformation and liberalization of central European
economies after 1989 are likely to generate a considerable
growth impulse. The east European revolutions of 1989 were
not primarily economic in inspiration, but they were a reaction
to severe economic failure. Attempts at reform and partial mar-
ketization had been particularly developed in Hungary and
Poland, but in both cases they ran into constraints.

The first and most obvious was an international one. Reforms
in the centrally planned economies in the 1970s were accompan-
ied by heavy borrowing on international capital markets, and
the borrowers became, like Mexico and Brazil, victims of the
international debt crisis of the early 1980s. The build-up of debt
made further new borrowing impossible, and its service would
have required an additional export effort. This, however, in-
volved running into the second constraint: the powerful domes-
tic obstacles to further liberalization, including effective
competition and the restoration of property rights. Any change
involving increases in previously subsidized prices, or rents, or
rising unemployment as low-productivity plants were shut
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down, would incur immediate unpopularity, and the rather
weak regimes were unwilling to take the risk of large-scale un-
rest. By 1989 the reforming countries had reached the point
where further steps to ‘market socialism’ were no longer pos-
sible. The alternatives were retreat, or a complete liberalization
accompanied by the creation of representative political institu-
tions.

The consequences of these reforms were analogous to the past
efforts and transformations of other European societies: Ger-
many and Italy in the late 1940s, Spain at the end of the 1950s.
After an initial shock, growth began. In the last decade of the
century, central Europe bore witness to the effectiveness of a trad-
itional European recipe: the combination of political and legal
security as a setting for entrepreneurial initiative and a means of
engendering greater prosperity for wide social groups.

Growth cannot be neatly planned and directed, any more than
can society. Attempts to do either produce greater and greater
problems, until the whole project breaks down in chaos. The
most planned attempts in the twentieth century disintegrated
most spectacularly. Because the much more moderate and limit-
ed attempt to control developments in western Europe in the
1960s and 1970s was not as totalizing, its disintegration was not
as complete and its vision of neatly managed change left a sub-
stantial nostalgic appeal.

The European experience shows the importance of situating
economic change within an appropriate institutional frame-
work. It also demonstrates consistently the importance of inter-
actions with the rest of the world: whether in permitting flows of
capital, goods, or people. Development always involves change:
the challenge lies in finding ways of accepting and managing
change so that the consequences are not unbearably painful.
After the First World War, Europe failed to meet that challenge,
with terrible consequences. The European story after the Second
World War was much more successful, in large part because
problems of adaptation could be overcome in the context of a
rapidly expanding world economy. The problems of the later
period of slower growth, after 1973, are also problems of secur-
ing the continued openness of the global economic framework.
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8
Warfare in Europe since

1918

RICHARD OVERY

The League of Nations and Disarmament

Since 1918 Europe has been host to the most bloody and de-
structive war in human history, and to the longest period of con-
tinuous peace. This is less paradoxical than it looks. The Second
World War of 1939–45 was a watershed in the history of Euro-
pean warfare. That conflict generated weapons capable of oblit-
erating the continent; nuclear weapons might threaten wars of
unimaginable horror, but they also kept the peace. The Second
World War pushed European society to its material and moral
limits, and the long years of peace that followed, longer still than
the ‘Long Peace’ that followed Napoleon’s fall, reflected a pro-
found desire never to reach the awful threshold of atomic de-
struction.

None of this was expected in 1918. The Great War was the
‘war to end all wars’, what President Wilson called the ‘final war
for human liberty’. The scale and ferocity of the conflict shocked
European opinion. When it was over the yearning for something
like perpetual peace was widespread. In June 1917 the French
Chamber voted overwhelmingly in favour of a League of Na-
tions to organize European peace. When the victorious powers,
Britain, France, Italy, and the United States, met in January 1919
to decide on the terms of the peace settlement with Germany and
her Allies, there was almost unanimous agreement that war
should be outlawed and peace enforced. The Treaty of Versailles



imposed on Germany committed all signatories to the establish-
ment of a League of Nations to uphold what was called ‘collect-
ive security’, and called on all states to begin a programme of
disarmament.

The League was set up in Geneva in 1920. It remained a pale
shadow of the original idea. The French call for a League army
to compel peace was rejected. Nor did the League include all the
major states: Germany and the Soviet Union were deliberately
excluded, while the United States rejected the settlement and re-
turned to isolation. Disarmament was patchily promoted. It was
possible to compel Germany to disarm. The peace settlement re-
stricted Germany to an army of 100,000, with no general staff
and no offensive weapons, no fortifications or aircraft. An Allied
Control Commission oversaw the dismantling of German mili-
tary facilities and the physical destruction of factories capable of
producing weapons. But for the other League members disarma-
ment was voluntary. Though Britain and France scaled down the
high levels of military spending at the end of the Great War, they
remained throughout the 1920s the most heavily armed states.
Military reductions were a function not of moral pressure but of
financial necessity. Not until the onset of the Great Slump after
1929 did pressure mount for a serious disarmament effort. In
1932 a Disarmament Conference met at Geneva to blunt once
and for all any threat of European war. Little was achieved.

For Europe’s armed forces the 1920s were lean times. They
faced shrinking military budgets and popular pacifism. The col-
lapse of the Russian, German, and Habsburg empires under-
mined the special position enjoyed by the military in
authoritarian, monarchical states. Finally the Great War itself
compromised the traditional role of European armed forces. In
1914 they had expected a brief conflict, won in decisive en-
counters between the forces to hand. The war turned into a
conflict of vast mass armies, and the mobilization of whole so-
cieties, soldier and civilian alike. General Ludendorff, the mas-
termind behind Germany’s war effort between 1916 and 1918,
christened the new kind of warfare ‘total war’, for it called on
the material, moral, and psychological resources of the whole
nation. Such a war could only be prosecuted in co-operation
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with civilian authorities and with the goodwill of the civil pop-
ulation. From the experience of 1914–18 it seemed that war was
no longer the monopoly of the armed forces, and indeed could
not be adequately fought by relying only on the professional mili-
tary.

Preparing for Total War

The concept of total war transformed military thinking after
1918. The idea of national mobilization, of a blurred distinction
between the soldier at the front and the workers and engineers
at home, turned whole communities into objects of war. During
the Great War the Allied blockade of Germany was directed pri-
marily at the civilian population who felt its privations; the onset
of long-range bombing of cities in 1917 and 1918 established
the inglorious precedent that civilian installations and civilian
morale could be regarded as legitimate targets for attack. The
vital role of the economy in providing the sinews of mass, in-
dustrialized warfare hastened the development of a clear concept
of economic warfare, directed against the trade and production
of the enemy state. One lesson stood out above all others from
the recent war. It was manifestly imperative to prepare well in
advance for the prospect of another total war, or be caught on
the hop. When the German defence minister, Wilhelm Groener,
outlined the future course of German military policy in 1926 his
basic premiss was the need ‘to organize the entire strength of the
people for fighting and working’.

No development better exemplified the new view of warfare
than the development of military air power. From humble be-
ginnings in 1914, the air weapon by the end of the Great War
had advanced beyond recognition. In 1918 the Allies established
an Independent Air Force whose object was to fly deep into Ger-
many to attack its industrial cities and undermine the morale of
the German population, the direct forerunner of the vast Com-
bined Bomber Offensive in the Second World War. During the
1920s the bombing threat assumed fantastic proportions. In
1921 the Italian General, Giulio Douhet, published The Com-
mand of the Air in which he outlined the probable course of the
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next war. He argued that aircraft would be the deciding factor
because they could not be effectively stopped, and could inflict
in a matter of days a ‘knock-out blow’ against the terrified pop-
ulation centres of the enemy. Though professional soldiers re-
mained sceptical of the claim, the fear of a sudden annihilating
assault from the sky dominated popular strategic debate from
the 1920s down to the city-busting fears of the 1960s.

Douhet’s thesis posed a direct threat to Europe’s armies and
navies, for if air power really could deliver the coup de grâce, the
old services were redundant. To prevent this reality the army and
navy kept close control over the development of air power, tying
it as firmly as possible to the strategic role of assisting surface
forces. Even here redundancy threatened. Aircraft proved a
more effective way of obtaining reconnaissance than the cavalry
scouting party, while the application of air power to naval war-
fare (which made only slow headway in Europe) made the naval
vessel an easy and expensive target. In practice, navies every-
where resisted this encroachment. Even by 1939 Germany and
Italy had no aircraft carriers, France only one, and Britain had
carriers, but no developed doctrine for their use.

Aircraft made most strides with army co-operation. The
weapons developed during the Great War—fighter aircraft,
tanks, machine-guns, and radio—transformed the traditional
European army. Though horse soldiers accepted the fact with an
ill grace, the days of cavalry were numbered. Nor could infantry
continue to hold the battleground unprotected by aircraft and
unassisted by tanks and armoured vehicles. The issue that the
Great War had not resolved was how the new battle forces
should be organized. There emerged two major schools of
thought. On the one hand, the Great War appeared to confirm
the superiority of defence over offence, and encouraged the view
that fixed fortifications and a carefully prepared battlefield could
blunt any attack, even by tanks. Massed artillery, machine-guns,
and anti-tank weapons, supported where necessary by small mo-
bile formations, parcelled out to the defending infantry, was
thought sufficient to hold any enemy at bay and wear down his
resistance. The most famous expression of this view was the
broad line of fortifications built along the French eastern border,
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which bore the name of the French war minister, André Mag-
inot, who set up the project in 1929. But the practice was re-
peated in Czechoslovakia, Italy, Belgium, and, later, in rearmed
Germany. It was generally held in the 1920s that tanks in their
existing technical form were too vulnerable to be used in con-
centrated attacks. Almost all armies used tanks simply as mobile
artillery to support the infantry.

The contrary view was regarded by most military men after
1918 as dangerously radical. Drawing on the lessons of limited
tank warfare in the last year of the Great War, some military
thinkers began to argue that the only way to free warfare from
the trench stalemate was to restore both mobility and offensive
power to the land army; and this could be done only by concen-
trating tanks and armoured vehicles in a powerful mailed fist,
designed to pierce and destroy the enemy front. In Britain these
ideas were vigorously promoted by, among others, Captain Basil
Liddell Hart and Major-General J. F. C. Fuller, but little came of
it. In France the conservative elements in the army leadership
distrusted mechanization as they disliked other elements of en-
croaching modernity. Only in Germany did the idea of concen-
trated armoured warfare make much headway. Forced by
disarmament to think of ways of maximizing the striking power
of limited armed forces, and anxious to avoid another trench-
based war, German military leaders explored in the 1920s the
possibility of using tanks in mass. Since the use of tanks was out-
lawed, they shared their views with Red Army officers at secret
training sites set up in the Soviet Union. Both sides were im-
pressed by the results. In the Soviet Union the energetic young
Chief of Army Staff, Mikhail Tukhachevsky, set about 
transforming Soviet forces by creating a powerful core of tanks,
motor vehicles, and aircraft designed to inflict an annihilating
blow on the enemy, but both Tukhachevsky and the plans for
tank/air attack fell foul of Stalin, and were purged in 1937. Only
in Germany, with the development of fast tanks and dive-bomb-
ing battlefield aircraft in the mid-1930s, did the concept of the
armoured punch survive.

There was more at stake in these arguments than honest dif-
ferences over strategy. The revolution in military technology and
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the management of mass armies required more professional,
highly trained armed forces. Soldiers and sailors with scientific
education or technical experience were needed to cope with the
new weaponry. Skilled workers and mechanics were needed to
service and maintain vehicles and aircraft in the field. Though
traditional soldiers might deplore what one of them called the
‘Garage Army’, there was no disguising the change in the social
composition and outlook of Europe’s armed forces. In the Soviet
Union the change was dramatic; the old Imperial Army was
broken up and replaced by the Red Army, run in the main by
men who had been NCOs or junior officers in the war. Soviet
leaders stressed the need for military modernization to match the
more general process of modernizing Russian life. In the 1920s
Soviet soldiers paraded on May Day on bicycles; ten years later
Stalin watched a stream of tanks, lorries, and motor-cycles pass
in front of him, certainly the largest, and among the most mod-
ern armed forces in the world. Elsewhere the transformation was
slower and patchy. In Germany the engineering officers in the
navy won parity with the combat officers, but remained the butt
of sneers and disdain. In the German airforce, created in defiance
of the Versailles settlement in 1935, ex-cavalry officers rubbed
shoulders with professional airmen and technocrats in an uneasy
alliance. In France the foremost champion of professionalization
was the young Charles de Gaulle, whose book Vers l’armée de
métier, published in 1933, was excoriated by military tradition-
alists, who feared that a merely functional view of military life
would destroy the social prestige and political conservatism of
French forces. The tension that existed in every military estab-
lishment between gentlemen and players, amateurs and profes-
sionals, reflected the wider resistance in European society
against the impact of the industrial, managerial age.

Rearmament

During the 1930s many of these issues came sharply into focus.
The collapse of international co-operation during the Slump,
and the drift towards exaggerated nationalism that economic
crisis provoked, ushered in a new wave of international tension
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and rearmament. At the centre lay Germany, ruled from 1933 by
Adolf Hitler’s popular nationalist movement the NSDAP, com-
mitted to overturning the Versailles settlement, and asserting
German hegemony, violently if necessary, in continental Europe.
But Germany was not the only player. The Soviet Union began a
massive programme of industrial and military modernization in
the late 1920s, and by the mid-1930s had laid the foundation for
the military superpower that dominated the international order
down to the 1980s. Soviet rearmament encouraged Japan and
Germany to convert their economies in the late 1930s to an em-
phasis on ‘strategic’ industries and high levels of military pro-
duction. When British airmen planned a new generation of
heavy bombers in 1936, they were designed not only to reach
Germany but to fly to the industrial regions of the western So-
viet Union and the oil of the Caucasus. The twin threats of re-
viving Germany and a heavily armed USSR were enough to
stampede the rest of Europe. Britain and France began to rearm
in 1934, and accelerated the programmes in 1936. Mussolini’s
Italy rearmed from the early 1930s, and the Italian economy by
the end of the decade was dominated by war preparation. The
world trade in arms doubled between 1932 and 1937. In 1935
the major powers produced some 10,000 military aircraft be-
tween them, mostly low-powered biplanes. In 1939 they pro-
duced 42,000, mostly fast new monoplanes.

The arms race fuelled the very disequilibrium it was sup-
posed to alleviate. The popular anti-war sentiment of the
1920s gradually gave way to the reluctant recognition that
major war was once again a serious possibility. Few welcomed
this prospect, even in Germany, whose ambitions in central and
eastern Europe did more than anything to dissolve the existing
international order. The concept of total war came home to
roost. Governments everywhere were forced to recognize that
they ran unacceptable risks unless they prepared for all-out
war. Military advice, based on the experience of the Great War,
emphasized economic preparation and plans for national mo-
bilization. In Germany Hitler launched in 1936 a Four Year
Plan whose object was to transform the German economy so
that Germany could be supplied by the 1940s with the military
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hardware necessary to become a European superpower. By 1939
two-thirds of all industrial investment went into war-related in-
dustries, one-quarter of the industrial workforce was employed
on war orders, and the armed forces were completing national
registers of labour and industrial resources in order to convert
the civilian economy to war tasks smoothly and rapidly. Military
spending reached 23 per cent of the national product; at the
height of the Cold War in the 1960s the figure was only 5 per
cent. In Britain and France plans for total mobilization were well
advanced by 1939, and current military spending absorbed half
the government’s budget. The view that war between great states
could be won only by the fullest exertion of national energies be-
came a self-fulfilling prophecy.

The decade of rearmament presented the armed forces with all
kinds of problems. During the 1920s military technology
changed very slowly; much of it was left over from the Great
War. In the 1930s the scientific threshold suddenly accelerated,
spurred on by the urgent search for new means of military pro-
tection. So rapid were the technical strides that countries with
poor resources and a small science community were left behind.
Even for resource-rich states the unstable scientific frontier pre-
sented a bewildering array of projects from which the most mili-
tarily useful had to be selected. At the beginning of the decade
aircraft were flimsy biplanes of limited range and carrying
power. By 1939 German aircraft designers were working on
bomber aircraft to fly to New York with a ton of bombs; rocket
research was well advanced; and in Germany and Britain the
first jet engines were being developed. More significant in the
long term was the work done in theoretical physics to pave the
way for the first atomic weapons. On the ground, developments
were just as marked. In 1930 tanks were slow and light, often lit-
tle more than glorified armoured cars. By 1939 the new genera-
tion of heavy, fast tanks with improved armour and fire-power
were in place, supported by an array of self-propelled guns, ar-
moured carriers, and specialized military vehicles. Radio, too,
made rapid strides. In 1935 the first primitive radar sets were de-
veloped. By the outbreak of war Britain was defended by a chain
of radar warning stations, and radar was installed in ships.
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Radio was used to guide aircraft to distant targets, and radio
interception became the key element in building up an intelli-
gence picture of enemy intentions and strengths. Refined and
improved, these were the weapons that dominated military strat-
egy for the rest of the century.

The Onset of War

Rapid technical change made it more difficult still to decide on a
fixed strategy. In the end strategic options owed a great deal to
the experience of the last war. When British and French planners
sat down in the spring of 1939 to draw up a common war plan
they opted for a war of attrition and blockade, such as had
brought them victory in 1918. They eschewed the established
conventions of war, the concentration of all military forces on
the destruction of the enemy forces, in favour of an indirect
strategy, using naval strength to isolate Germany from the world
market, bombing to wear down domestic morale and economic
power, and the Maginot line as an unbreachable rampart against
which German armies would hurl themselves until, weakened by
the blood-letting and undermined economically, the western Al-
lies would kick in the German door. This was almost exactly the
position in the summer of 1918, without the trenches, and it
promised a slow if remorseless victory, with low losses. The out-
look in Germany and the Soviet Union was quite different, for
both states had suffered defeat because of declining economic
strength and crumbling morale; both feared attrition war, even
if the long land frontiers in the east had permitted the construc-
tion of an effective defensive wall. The military in both states
continued to follow Clausewitz: force against force, in pursuit of
the decisive battle. For this the German strategy of the mailed
fist, the hard core of tanks and aircraft, was essential. It was
what Ludendorff needed when Germany launched the last
abortive offensive in the spring of 1918. National mobilization
was to provide the means lacking in the Great War to strike a
blow of annihilating power.

In 1939 Britain and France had had enough. Hitler’s determin-
ation to revive German power and transcend the limitations im-
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posed in 1919 threatened the fundamental interests and security
of the British and French empires. When Hitler refused to aban-
don further expansion in eastern Europe, in the belief that Britain
and France were too weak and divided to obstruct him,
he provoked in both states a wave of patriotic indignation and ur-
gent military preparation. When he threatened Poland in
August 1939, after months of escalating tension, Britain and
France were braced for war. Within two days of the German in-
vasion of Poland on 1 September Britain and France declared war.
The two contrasting strategies were unleashed: German armies
and air forces smashed Polish resistance in two weeks with a vast
pincer movement spearheaded by armoured divisions, supported
by waves of bombing aircraft; Britain and France sat on the Mag-
inot line, and set in motion the slow wheels of blockade.

It is tempting to argue that, with the current state of military
technology, German choices were the right ones. Of course, in
the end Germany was defeated by the very battlefield strategies
she had pioneered in the early years of war, though attrition war-
fare, particularly bombing, played its part. But in the opening
campaigns German forces were unstoppable. They confounded
all those predictions that modern weapons favoured the defence,
and indeed offensive operations always prevailed, even against
the fixed fortifications of the Maginot line, or the Atlantic Wall,
or, in 1945, Germany’s own Westwall built to keep the Allies out
in 1939. The rapid armoured thrust, backed up by motorized in-
fantry and large tactical air forces, defeated The Netherlands,
Belgium, France, and the British army in May and June of 1940.
So successful was the modern battle of annihilation (Vernich-
tungsschlacht) that in the summer of 1940 Hitler began to plan
a great blow against the Soviet Union using the same battle plan
on a vast scale. Ever since the 1920s Hitler had harboured vague
plans to carve out a new Germanic empire from the Eurasian
heartland. Here was to be found Lebensraum for German set-
tlers, and vast economic resources in what became known as the
‘Great Economic Area’ to provide Germany with the sinews of
superpower status. In June 1941 Hitler unleashed Operation
Barbarossa against an unprepared Soviet state. In a matter of
weeks Soviet forces were close to defeat, destroyed in a series of
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devastating blows based on the pattern practised so successfully
in Poland. Only early mud and snow, and exceptionally heavy
losses inflicted by determined Soviet resistance, prevented Ger-
man victory by the end of 1941. As it was, Hitler felt confident
enough that Soviet strength had been expended to declare war
on the United States following the Japanese attack on Pearl Har-
bor in December.

The following summer German forces once again drove deep
into Soviet territory searching for final victory. Though the Red
Army in the south was pushed back to the Volga at Stalingrad
and to the very foothills of the Caucasus Mountains, the rest of
the Soviet front held. In the south German armies conquered
large areas of steppe but could not pin down their enemy to a de-
cisive engagement. When the Red Army finally stood to fight, it
was at Stalingrad, where German mobile tactics were much less
effective, and where the winter weather and long supply lines
weakened German fighting power. In November carefully gar-
nered reserves were hurled at the taut German front, using tanks
and aircraft as the German forces did. Stalingrad was encircled
and the German forces there forced to surrender. Slowly the Red
Army learned to adopt the technology and tactics of the enemy.
Tank and air forces were strengthened and organized into tank
armies and air fleets. Better radio communications and radio in-
telligence transformed battlefield performance and knowledge
of enemy movements. When German forces renewed the offen-
sive in the summer of 1943 either side of the town of Kursk they
were faced with a Soviet force that made the most of up-to-date
equipment and better training, and fought with a ferocious pat-
riotism. German assaults were blunted, and then the architect of
Soviet revival, Georgii Zhukov, ordered a series of heavy ar-
moured thrusts that broke the German front.

Total War

In the months between November 1942 and July 1943 the Red
Army broke the back of the German war effort. Though German
forces fought well in retreat, it was retreat none the less. The
Soviet armed forces developed the strategy of ‘deep battle’,
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heavy frontal assault on the enemy line with tanks and aircraft
and rockets, backed up with large reserves and a solid base of
supply. Though Soviet air forces toyed with the idea of bombing
German cities, they abandoned it in favour of the destruction of
the enemy armed forces, which remained the target of first pri-
ority. The German and Soviet armies fought wars on the classic-
al principles of combat.

Not so the two western Allies. For much of the war Britain had
little realistic prospect of defeating Germany on land. Instead
Britain adopted a more indirect strategy: containing German
and Italian forces in the Mediterranean, while the British navy
imposed a blockade and protected the flow of American supplies
to Britain, and the Royal Air Force bombed German cities in the
hope of wearing down German economic power and the resist-
ance of the population. There were Americans who also hoped
to avoid a bloody land battle and high losses by concentrating
on air and sea power, Roosevelt among them. The United States
air forces joined the bombing offensive in 1943 with the aim of
crippling the German home economy and the flow of war sup-
plies. Yet it was impossible in the end to avoid the strategy of
force confronting force. The bombing offensive almost ground
to a halt in the face of effective German resistance in the winter
of 1943 and was only resumed seriously when long-range
fighters were introduced to fight the enemy air force. During
1944 the bombing of Germany depended on prior victory over
the German air force. The Atlantic shipping lanes faced disas-
trous losses in 1942 and 1943 until the two Allied navies decided
to fight the submarine directly rather than try to sail round it. In
two months, April and May 1943, the German submarine of-
fensive was fought to a standstill with long-range aircraft, escort
carriers, and advanced radar detection equipment.

During 1943 the British came reluctantly to accept the argu-
ment that there was little choice but to fight the German army
too, face to face. Stalin constantly harried his western Allies to
produce the ‘Second Front’ to relieve Soviet forces. Neither
bombing nor the Mediterranean strategy promised to defeat the
German army in the short term. When Stalin met Churchill and
Roosevelt at Teheran in November 1943 he extracted from them
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the promise that in the spring of 1944 their forces would invade
north-western France and take the war to Hitler. They finally did
so on 6 June 1944, in an operation of extraordinary complexity
and high risk. It was only possible as a genuinely combined op-
eration. Its purpose was to land a large army in France, but naval
power was needed to ship and supply it, and air power was re-
cruited to bomb bridges and railways and to keep the German
air force neutralized. Even with the advantage of surprise and
overwhelming fire-power from air and sea the bridgehead re-
mained vulnerable. German resistance was finally worn down by
August and a long retreat began westwards and eastwards into
the Reich. Germany finally surrendered on 8 May 1945.

The Second World War was everything expected from the
lessons of the First. It was a total war from the start. The sheer
expense and complexity of modern weaponry made exceptional
demands on the economy; so too did the global scale of the war,
which forced the creation of armed forces on a scale unimagin-
able even half a century before. The major European powers de-
voted two-thirds of their industrial output to war, and more than
half the national product. Women were brought in to replace
men. By 1945 over half the German workforce was female; in
Britain over one-third. In Germany and the Soviet Union women
kept peasant agriculture going as the men were recruited to fight.
Economic effort on this scale reflected the harsh and uncomprom-
ising nature of the conflict. Each side saw the war as a struggle
for survival, democracy against fascism, fascism against com-
munism, race against race. The fundamental stakes in the con-
test were used to justify measures of extraordinary desperation
and brutality. The assumption that civilians were now both in-
struments and victims of war became the norm. Throughout
German-occupied Europe, Jewish communities were first forced
into ghettoes and camps, and then, from the summer of 1941,
systematically exterminated. Hitler and his racist companions
argued that the war had been fomented by Jewish intrigue and
that a state of war existed between German and Jew that legit-
imized genocide. Other ‘lesser races’, Poles, Russians, Serbs, suf-
fered indiscriminate victimization and killings. Across Europe an
active resistance to the German occupation developed, and for
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five years a shadow war of civilian terrorist and German police
and military forces ran alongside the conventional conflict. The
result of the war directed against civilians was loss of life on an
unprecedented scale. In Russia civilian losses totalled at least 7
million; in Poland almost 6 million, many of them Jews; in Yu-
goslavia 1.7 million. German civilian losses were 2.3 million,
only slightly less than the number of German soldiers who died.

A large number of German civilian dead were the victims of
bombing. Though Douhet’s vision of the knock-out blow from
the air never materialized, neither side scrupled to attack targets
which involved civilian deaths. British strategy for much of the
war was based on the view that bombing was the one means of
destroying German war capability. Unable to hit precise targets
because of enemy defences and poor navigation aids, British
Bomber Command switched in 1942 to attacks on industrial
centres by night. In July 1943 the attack on Hamburg produced
the first firestorm—a heat of such intensity that everything was
destroyed in the path of the fire. The American Eighth Air Force
joined the attack on Germany during 1943 with daylight attacks
on key industrial targets, though in practice even ‘precise’ at-
tacks produced wide civilian damage. During 1944 the bombing
diverted over half the German fighter aircraft and absorbed one-
third of heavy gun, optical, and electronic equipment produc-
tion. During 1944 German oil supplies were reduced to a
fraction, while the planned output of aircraft and tanks was cut
by more than one-third. These losses constituted a severe limita-
tion on the fighting power of German forces, already stretched
taut. On the home front bombing caused widespread demoral-
ization and disruption. Air attacks killed an estimated 600,000
Germans, and destroyed or damaged 90 per cent of the residen-
tial housing in Germany’s major cities.

The Nuclear Age

Racial violence and civilian bombing blurred irreversibly the dis-
tinction between combatant and non-combatant. Both relied on
the increasing application of science. German chemists devel-
oped the Zyklon-B gas that was used to kill racial victims sent to

Warfare in Europe since 1918 227



the extermination camps; British and American scientists per-
fected navigation aids and radar equipment that allowed
bombers to reach and destroy their targets with increasing pre-
cision, while the bomb itself became a larger and more sophisti-
cated weapon. The Second World War completed the process
begun in 1914–18 of turning war from a labour-intensive to a
capital-intensive activity, reliant on very expensive, scientifically
advanced weaponry in a constant, fluctuating process of tech-
nical advance. Two projects illustrated the change: the develop-
ment of rocket missiles at the German research establishment
at Peenemünde, and the Anglo-American atomic weapons
programme at Los Alamos, New Mexico. Both research pro-
grammes were the fruit of modern Big Science, requiring huge
research teams and enormous public funding. Both were in-
tended to push the technical frontier forward beyond the grasp
of the enemy; both were weapons of indiscriminate mass de-
struction, pushing warfare to new ethical, as well as technical,
thresholds. Both were used, but, of the two, atomic weapons
were the greater threat. German rockets, the V2s, carried an in-
significant payload and were very inaccurate in attacks on Lon-
don in 1944. The atomic bombs dropped in August 1945 on
Hiroshima and Nagasaki revealed an awesome scientific power,
and, at a stroke, altered the nature of modern strategy.

The advent of nuclear weapons made possible a new kind of
total war. The Second World War was ‘total’ in the sense that it
was fought by whole communities under conditions of gruelling
attrition. Nuclear war promised total annihilation in a matter of
hours. Destruction on this scale did not require massive armies
and air forces, but small numbers of bombs and missiles. Na-
tional mobilization, the hallmark of the two world wars, was re-
dundant. By the time soldiers and workers were mobilized, their
country would be, in the words of an American airman in 1955,
‘a smoking, radiating ruin’.

This was a prospect bleaker than anything in 1918. But it was
not yet a reality. There was a great deal of wild talk about the
nuclear age, but there were many soldiers and statesmen—Stalin
included—who thought that nuclear weapons meant no serious
breach with the military past. The technology was in its infancy
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and adolescence for years. Soviet military leaders sought a nu-
clear capability to match American achievements, but until the
late 1950s relied largely on conventional forces for defence.
Only one other European state, Britain, remained in the nuclear
club. The British developed their own bomb by 1952, but had so
few warheads and delivery aircraft that it remained a feeble
threat. In practice, the cost of researching and establishing and
operating large nuclear forces was simply beyond the economic
means of smaller European states. Britain’s rocket, Blue Streak,
was cancelled in 1960. When the French President, the 1930s
champion of a professional armed force, Charles de Gaulle,
agreed in principle to the establishment of a French nuclear ca-
pability in the 1960s, it took fifteen years for a force to emerge,
and it possessed a tiny fraction of the nuclear fire-power of the
United States and the Soviet Union. Though other European
states had nuclear weapons stationed on their soil, none became
a nuclear power in its own right.

As the new technology matured, so the temptation to put nu-
clear weapons at the forefront of military strategy became irre-
sistible. The driving force could be found in the post-war
international settlement. Following the defeat of Germany, rela-
tions between the wartime allies deteriorated sharply. The west-
ern states feared the spread of communism and the massive
military power that defeated Hitler’s armies, which now lay
athwart eastern Europe. Soviet leaders wanted to avoid any repe-
tition of 1941 by establishing a solid security system in the areas
liberated by their armies. In 1949 the states of western Europe
allied with the United States and Canada in the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization, an alliance aimed at preventing Soviet ad-
vance into Europe. For Europe it was a vital lifeline, for it kept
open the military commitment to Europe that the United States
made during the war, though it made their war-weary territories
the potential battlefield between the two new superpowers. Mil-
itary collaboration between NATO partners remained a con-
stant feature of the European security system. In May 1955 the
Soviet Union signed a pact of mutual assistance—the so-called
Warsaw Pact—with the communist states of eastern
Europe which committed the signatories to pooling efforts to
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organize the defence of the Soviet bloc. Europe was divided into
two armed camps, dominated by the interests of the two major
states involved. The Soviet Union provided four-fifths of the
costs of Warsaw Pact defence, the United States almost two-
thirds of the costs involved in NATO. As the two sides solidified,
their strategy became more and more simplistic. Neither side rel-
ished the prospect of nuclear war. The object of strategy was no
longer to prepare for war, but to possess sufficient force to pre-
vent the enemy from risking war. It was a strategy that relied on
deterrence. To be credible both sides developed nuclear arsenals
of exceptional destructive power, and tried to create in the po-
tential aggressor the strong conviction that this power really
would be used in a crisis. With the development in the 1960s of
inter-continental ballistic missiles, multiple warheads, and
thermo-nuclear bombs, the prospect of what American strat-
egists called Mutual Assured Destruction was mutually assured.

Return to Conventional Warfare

The development of an unstable nuclear confrontation had the
salutary effect of turning Europeans back towards conventional
warfare. The military in the Soviet bloc always emphasized the
importance of maintaining large armed forces along their wide
European frontier, primed for offensive operations. Soviet mili-
tary thinking remained, despite the advent of nuclear weapons,
dominated by the harsh lessons of the Second World War: the
primacy of the land offensive; concentration of armoured and
air forces; a deep battlefield and extensive reserves. It was
knowledge of the great disparity of conventional forces between
NATO and the Warsaw Pact that encouraged a reassessment of
strategy in the 1960s. But there were many other causes. Euro-
pean leaders came to doubt that the nuclear threat was very
credible. It was inconceivable that either side would use the
weapons and risk the obliteration of their entire social fabric.
Rather than put the system to the test, European statesmen ar-
gued that the risk of nuclear escalation should be reduced by
building up Europe’s conventional forces in order to provide an
alternative means of defence. The prospect could never be ruled
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out that the United States might abandon Europe, or use Europe
as the nuclear battlefield. Either way, conventional defence
promised a safer and more believable deterrent. There were also
political pressures. The traditional armed forces faced virtual ex-
tinction with the use of rocket-borne nuclear weapons. The re-
newed emphasis on conventional warfare ensured their survival
and re-equipment. Public opinion was far from unanimous on
any of these issues, but there existed throughout western Europe
a vocal, well-organized lobby hostile to all nuclear weapons, but
less resistant to the old-fashioned bomb and shell.

When NATO altered its strategy in December 1967 to one of
‘flexible response’ on a spectrum from conventional defence to
all-out nuclear attack, the framework was set for the expansion
of the conventional alternative. The model remained the Second
World War. The emphasis on flexible air power, on large tanks
and motorized infantry, on radar and scientific surveillance, all
in use by 1945, was retained and elaborated. The technology
was refined to achieve a much higher level of precision and in-
creased destructive power—indeed modern artillery and fighter-
bombers could wield nuclear warheads—but it was substantially
the same. The idea of the mobile punch, delivered by armoured
divisions, backed up by aircraft, self-propelled artillery, and mo-
bile troop carriers was adopted across Europe; the traditional in-
fantry, even the remnants of cavalry still in use in 1945,
disappeared for good. At sea the aircraft carrier and the sub-
marine kept alive Europe’s exiguous naval power. In the air, fast
fighters and fighter-bombers, for tactical warfare on or just be-
hind the battle line, were developed rather than large bombers,
whose place was gradually taken by rockets.

The central purpose of NATO’s conventional forces was to
block any Soviet advance on what was known as the Central
Front, the long Iron Curtain frontier from the Baltic to the Aus-
trian frontier. This was not a natural defensive barrier. On the
Warsaw Pact side there stood in the 1980s over 50 divisions,
16,000 tanks, 26,000 fighting vehicles, and 4,000 combat air-
craft. During the 1970s and 1980s NATO deployed a large
multinational force, smaller in numbers, but allegedly superior
in quality of equipment and in training. There were only half the
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number of divisions, tanks, and aircraft, and less than half the
number of artillery pieces. Worse still, NATO forces had no very
clear idea of how to defend the front if they were faced with a
surprise assault. To make the conventional deterrent work,
NATO forces were compelled again to look to nuclear weapons.
A new generation of short-range battlefield nuclear weapons—
the cruise missile, the neutron bomb, the nuclear artillery shell—
were adopted to strengthen the other theatre forces. To satisfy
German fears that Warsaw Pact armies would use western Ger-
many as the ground of combat, and repeat the devastation of
1944–5, the NATO forces were deployed in a posture of ‘for-
ward defence’, which left a thin, heavily defended front line with
few reserves, and the very great risk that within hours all the
NATO nuclear weapons stationed there might be captured by a
quick Soviet incursion.

Conventional or nuclear, war was no longer regarded as a test
of national mobilization. Soviet planners worked on the contin-
gency of a quick strike; their enemies feared that Soviet bloc
forces could reach the Atlantic in a week. A nuclear exchange
might be over in a day. But it was not just the increased mobil-
ity and destructiveness of modern weaponry that made short
wars likely. Modern weapons were far too expensive and tech-
nically complex to reproduce quickly. Most European states
could not afford a high level of mobilization or military readi-
ness. A modern fighter in the 1980s cost forty times the small
monoplanes of 1940. For the cost of a heavy bomber, General
Eisenhower remarked in 1953, a state could build thirty schools
or two fully equipped hospitals. Under these circumstances it
was impossible to plan the rapid conversion of the civilian econ-
omy to mass produce sophisticated armaments. Instead, the em-
phasis shifted to the quality of weapons rather than their
quantity. It was the same story with manpower. Large conscript
armies were no longer necessary if they could not be supplied
with weapons. The evolution of highly trained professional
armed forces, with a high level of technical and managerial skill,
begun in the inter-war years, was completed in the age of mis-
siles. Soldiers were no longer cannon-fodder, but highly special-
ized military workers, not easily substituted by hastily trained
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civilians. The prospect of a short war with the weapons and
trained men to hand turned the wheel full circle, back to the sit-
uation before 1914, when war was the job of warriors, not of the
civil population.

In the late 1980s the Cold War confrontation in Europe ended
with the collapse of communist power throughout the Soviet
bloc. For almost fifty years peace had been maintained between
the major states of the continent. The obvious conclusion was
that deterrence worked; fear of the unimaginable consequences
of a nuclear confrontation imposed a mutual rationality. War
was kept to the periphery. Britain and France fought small wars
in their overseas empires in the 1950s; the Soviet Union became
involved in war in Afghanistan in the late 1970s. Beyond that,
violence was confined to civil conflicts. Most Europeans in the
1990s had had no experience of war beyond the television
screen. Deterrence may explain this outcome. But there are other
causes. After the terrible destruction and inhumanity of the war
of 1939–45 no European government, east or west, relished the
prospect of another. Mutual self-restraint sustained the long
peace, as it had done under the Metternich System after 1815.
The Second World War, not the First, was the war to end all
wars, for the moment.
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9
European Society in the

Twentieth Century

RICHARD BESSEL

Introduction

As the nineteenth century drew to a close, the belief that Europe
was the centre of the civilized world was virtually unquestioned.
European cultural influence, European imperialism, and the mi-
grations of millions of Europeans had spread European society
around the globe. When, for example, towards the end of the
nineteenth century, Brazilians (of European extraction) planned
the rebuilding of Rio de Janeiro, their model was not drawn
from the New World; it was Paris. Paris was the epitome of 
European civilization and the model of what a city should be;
European civilization obviously was the only civilization worth
emulating. So emulate the Brazilians did. Parisian avenues were
reproduced in Rio; French building styles were copied; French
public parks were reproduced. When, in 1904, work was begun
on Rio’s Haussmann-inspired boulevard, its ‘showcase of civil-
ization’ the Avenida Central, one of the city’s literati, Olavo
Blanc, could assert:

A few days ago, the picks, intoning a jubilant hymn, began the work of
the Avenida Central’s construction, knocking down the first condemned
houses. . . . With what happiness they sang, the regenerating picks! And
how the souls of those who were there understood well what the picks
were saying, in their unceasing rhythmic clamor, celebrating the victory
of hygiene, of good taste, and of art. (Quoted in JeVrey D. Needell, A
Tropical Belle Epoque: Elite Culture and Society in Turn-of-the-Century
Rio de Janeiro (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1987), 48.)



When the élites of Rio sought models of ‘hygiene, of good taste,
and of art’, it was to Europe that they looked.

They were not alone. Across the New World, the Old World
provided the model. Europe provided the images of civilized so-
ciety towards which civilized people strove. Structures whose
architectural inspiration was the École des Beaux-Arts, Greek
temples, and Italian monuments multiplied. For example,
Springfield, Massachusetts, could boast two classic Greek tem-
ples (the City Hall and the Municipal Auditorium) separated by
a copy, in white marble, of Venice’s Campanile; and the citizens
of Nashville, Tennessee, could admire their own full-scale
replica of the Parthenon. At the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury it was the society of the Old World which provided the
model for the society of the New.

As we approach the end of the twentieth century, the opposite
seems true. Now the New World appears to provide the model
for the Old. Whereas, at the beginning of the century, it was
Paris which supplied the model for modernity and urbanity in
cities such as Rio, towards its end the relationship appears to
have been reversed: near Paris the glass towers of La Défense ap-
pear to be an American transplant, and between London and
Birmingham Britain’s boldest new city, Milton Keynes, looks like
an attempt to copy Brasilia. Furthermore, if anyone outside
Europe were still keen to ape European society and European
culture, it is far from clear just what they might attempt to copy.
European society and European culture have become so frag-
mented and diffuse, and at the same time so greatly influenced
by extra-European impulses that it no longer is certain to what
these terms refer.

It is not the intention here to repackage the cliché that Euro-
pean society suddenly has been swamped by American culture—
with MacDonalds becoming a feature of European cities from
Dublin to Moscow and with Euro-Disney bringing Donald Duck
and Goofy to shake hands with the European masses. Ameri-
canization is hardly new to Europe. During the inter-war years
American influence was already widely felt in Europe; Coca
Cola had already invaded the continent, and even in Nazi Ger-
many the most popular film star of the 1930s was Clark Gable.
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Nevertheless, there has been an important shift in focus. No
longer are American public buildings modelled on European
ones; as the century nears its end, it appears increasingly that
Europe’s cities are modelled on those in North America.

How are we to explain the extraordinary, and changed, rela-
tionship between European society and extra-European societies
during the twentieth century? A number of developments played
a part. First, Europe’s position at the centre of the world econ-
omy was deeply damaged by the First World War. Economic
leadership moved from the Old World to the New; after 1918
the world centre of economic gravity shifted from London to
New York; and the First World War, the Russian Revolution,
and Russia’s civil war made Europe a much poorer place after
1918 than it had been before 1914. Secondly, after the 
violence and destruction of the Great War, European civilization
appeared tarnished and no longer necessarily offered a terribly
desirable model. Thirdly, the extraordinary emigration from
Europe of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was
sharply reduced.

The history of European migration offers a good example of
how European society and its relationship with the world be-
yond Europe changed during the twentieth century. During the
century before the First World War nearly 50 million people emi-
grated to North and South America, most of them Europeans;
this constituted the greatest migration of human beings the
world had ever seen, and it more or less came to a stop during
the inter-war years. The reasons are not hard to find: the end, as
a consequence of the Great War, of the great economic boom
which had set in during the 1890s; the restrictions to immigra-
tion put into place by the United States during the 1920s, with a
quota system which shut out large numbers of potential mi-
grants from southern and eastern Europe; and the deep depres-
sion of the 1930s which removed the demand for labour in
countries which previously had accepted large numbers of
people. This cutting off of European migration to the wider
world was followed, during the 1940s, by forced mass move-
ments of European populations within Europe: the terrible de-
portations carried out by the Nazis in their attempt to construct
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a racial ‘new order’; the mass deportations carried out in the So-
viet Union under Stalin; and the mass expulsions (for example,
of more than 9 million Germans from East Prussia, Pomerania,
Silesia, the Sudetenland, and elsewhere in eastern Europe) which
followed the Second World War as it was decided—in stark con-
trast to the case after 1918—to create ethnic boundaries through
ethnic deportations. By 1945, European society had become, in
large measure, a society of refugees.

The Cold War, and the almost insurmountable state frontiers
to which it gave rise, put a temporary halt to east-to-west mi-
gration within Europe. Immediately after the war, Europe con-
tinued to export considerable numbers of people: between 1946
and 1960, roughly half a million people left the continent annu-
ally. However, western Europe, which benefited from extra-
ordinary economic growth and was temporarily cut off from its
traditional sources of immigrants, then became a goal for mi-
grants from other continents: from Africa and Asia, and from
the Caribbean. With the transition from a period of low un-
employment, which lasted roughly to the mid-1970s, to one of
high unemployment in western Europe—subsequently joined by
eastern European countries emerging into the cold economic
winds of capitalism—this changed again. Western employers
ceased recruiting foreign labour, but migrants from poorer coun-
tries continued to seek a better life in western Europe and immi-
grant communities continued to grow. Whereas at the beginning
of the century Europeans, like European society, were items for
export, towards the end of the century Europe became a major
goal of poor migrants from elsewhere. Consequently, European
society at the end of the century includes millions of people
whose backgrounds and cultures are African and Asian. No
longer is Europe colonizing the world, with its people and with
its culture; now, at the end of the twentieth century, it is the for-
mer colonizers who are being colonized.

European society always has been in flux, fragmented and di-
verse, and during the twentieth century it became more frag-
mented and diverse than ever. But it is not enough simply to
observe that European society has become diverse and that the
idea of European society no longer possesses the coherence or
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attraction which it appeared to possess when the century began.
It also is necessary to appreciate the general trends which have
characterized and linked European societies during the twentieth
century—what Europe has had in common as well as what has
divided her.

Population

Many more people live in Europe in the late twentieth century
than did at its beginning. Particularly in eastern and southern
Europe, populations increased substantially during the century.
However, probably the most striking demographic development
in Europe during the twentieth century has not been population
growth but the decline in fertility which, with varying speeds,
has affected just about all the nations of the continent. During
the nineteenth century, Europe contained some of the fastest
growing populations in the world; during the twentieth, it came
to contain those growing most slowly. This presents a fascinat-
ing paradox in the changing social mores of Europeans during
the twentieth century: that increases in public preoccupation
with sex have been accompanied by declines in child-bearing. In-
creasingly, sex in twentieth-century European societies was dis-
connected from reproduction; instead, as birth rates plummeted
and sexuality became more public and explicit, it came to be re-
garded as a leisure pursuit and an advertising ploy.

Declines in population growth were accompanied by an up-
surge of concern about the size and health of the population and
interest in eugenics, the ‘science’ of race improvement by judi-
cious mating. Concern to reverse declines in population growth,
and to improve the health of the human stock arose across the
continent—from Fascist Italy and Weimar and Nazi Germany to
Stalinist Russia and Romania under Ceausescu. States actively
intervened to reverse falling birth rates, with various pro-
grammes ranging from the French assistance familiale designed
to provide financial incentives for producing a large family and
financial payments upon marriage, to Romanian bans on the
means of fertility control and medical inspections to prevent
women from resorting to abortion.
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Across Europe profound changes in demographic structures
unfolded in the twentieth century. Declines in fertility, reduc-
tions in family size (as a smaller proportion of couples had more
than two children), later marriage (especially in northern and
western Europe), and considerably increased life expectancy re-
sulting from improvements in nutrition and medical care, have
led to profound changes in the structures of population across
the continent. European societies during the last quarter of the
twentieth century contained smaller proportions of children and
young people and larger proportions of the elderly than they had
during the early decades of the century. Remarkably, perhaps,
the two world wars which ravaged Europe had no great effect on
these long-term demographic trends. Once the post-war baby
booms had run their course, long-term trends towards smaller
families resumed. Consequently, as the century nears its end so-
cieties across Europe contain ageing populations, a smaller pro-
portion of which are children and young people in work, and a
larger and larger proportion of which are pensioners.

These demographic changes greatly altered popular perspec-
tives and expectations. European women (very few of whom
now die in childbirth and for whom child-bearing no longer nec-
essarily occupies so large a proportion of their adult lives) in-
creasingly entered the paid labour-market during their middle
years. Across the continent, rates of infant mortality and death
in childbirth declined steeply (although there have been tragic re-
cent reverses, particularly in eastern Europe). By the second half
of the twentieth century, most European parents could expect
that their children would survive the first year; few European
children were cut down by infectious diseases; and infectious
diseases ceased to pose the threat to adult Europeans which they
had in the nineteenth century. Two examples may serve for
many: polio ceased to haunt Europeans with the spectre of a life-
time of paralysis after inoculation became widespread from the
1950s; and tuberculosis, which had cast a terrible shadow across
the lives of millions of Europeans, became a rarity in many coun-
tries of the continent once they recovered from the effects of the
Second World War (although the spread of AIDS and poverty
may make it more common again). Whereas tuberculosis may be
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characterized as the fatal disease of the nineteenth century, the
fatal disease of the twentieth century has been cancer.

The position of the elderly too has changed profoundly. At the
outset of the century there were few pensioners. People who
reached the grand old age of 65 usually had to keep working.
Now almost all Europeans expect to receive pensions when they
are elderly, and a major proportion of public expenditure in
European countries has gone to provide state pensions for the in-
creasingly large proportion of the population which is retired.
Retirement has become a common expectation of Europeans as
they reach their sixties, and many more of them now reach their
sixties and seventies than was the case one hundred years ago.

Finally, it is worth noting that the nuclear family is a phenom-
enon of a specific time and place: of the developed world during
the twentieth century. The self-contained family unit consisting
solely of parents and children probably only became widespread
in Europe during the middle decades of the twentieth century.
During the previous decades, poverty, the absence of social ser-
vices (such as the provision of old people’s homes), and high
death rates made such a family unit rather rare; during the final
decades of the twentieth century, at least in the more advanced
states of western Europe, liberalization of divorce laws and con-
comitant increases in divorce, together with steep rises in the
numbers of children born out of wedlock, have led to huge in-
creases in the number of single-parent households. The nuclear
family, far from embodying an eternal moral truth, may be only
a fleeting social form which enjoyed popularity during a short
period between the demographic revolution of the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries on the one hand and the late
twentieth century ‘divorce revolution’ (to use the phrase of
Lawrence Stone) on the other.

Labour

The work which most Europeans do in the late twentieth cen-
tury is quite different from that which their ancestors did at its
beginning. Although the world’s most industrialized regions
were located in Europe at the outset of the century, the continent
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also contained largely rural societies and agriculture was the sec-
tor of the economy which provided livelihoods to the largest
number of people. This was the case not only in the less devel-
oped societies of southern and eastern Europe—of Spain, Portu-
gal, Romania, Russia—but of northern and western Europe as
well. When the century opened the majority of France’s popula-
tion still lived in communities with fewer than 2,000 inhabit-
ants; Denmark and Sweden were largely rural; and more than
twice as many Germans were employed in agriculture as in
heavy industry. Times changed: in France, for example, while
there still were roughly 4 million independent farmers in 1945,
by the beginning of the 1980s there were only 1.5 million.

While the proportion of the population earning a living from
agriculture declined steeply across Europe—east and west—
during the twentieth century, this was not necessarily accompan-
ied by a corresponding rise in the proportion employed in in-
dustry. The beginning of the century, as we now can see with the
benefit of hindsight, was the high-water mark of classic indus-
trialization, and the economic difficulties of the inter-war period
stemmed in part from a decline in old heavy industries (iron,
steel, coalmining, shipbuilding) which has continued to the pres-
ent. In the more developed economies the numbers of people em-
ployed in coalmining, steel-making, and shipbuilding have fallen
sharply; eastern Europe lagged behind in this regard, as socialist
industrialization involved the planned growth of yesterday’s in-
dustries, but the phenomenal collapse of eastern European in-
dustry and corresponding increases in unemployment after 1989
indicate that eastern Europe is rapidly catching up with the west
in this respect at least.

Where employment clearly has increased is elsewhere: in white-
collar work, services, state employment, medical care, and social
welfare. With the possible exception of services, this general trend
occurred in the now defunct socialist systems of eastern Europe as
well as the capitalist economies in the western half of the contin-
ent; indeed, the socialist systems of eastern Europe spawned state
bureaucracies which provided employment for huge numbers of
people. The growth in white-collar and service-sector employ-
ment paralleled a tremendous increase in the number of women
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working outside the home. While the largest single source of em-
ployment for single women outside their own homes—domestic
service—virtually disappeared in Europe, there has been a huge
increase in the number of married women working, particularly
during the second half of the century. Here too developments in
the formerly socialist half of the continent paralleled (in a more
extreme form) those in the western half, as female participation
rates in the labour-market came to exceed 90 per cent. Virtually
all women between the ages of 18 and 60 had to work outside
the home under ‘real-existing socialism’; virtually none was able
to remain a ‘mere’ housewife.

Where there has been employment there also has been unem-
ployment. Looked at from a long-term perspective, at least in
those European countries which have a largely uninterrupted
history of market economics, European labour-markets have
been characterized by four main periods during the twentieth
century: (1) a period of relatively low unemployment until the
end of the First World War; (2) a period of high unemployment
during the inter-war period; (3) a period of low unemployment
from the Second World War until roughly the mid-1970s; and
(4) a period of relatively high unemployment since the mid-
1970s. Each of these has affected not only the material condi-
tions and daily lives of millions of people in Europe; each also
has shaped hopes and expectations. During the inter-war period
Europeans often looked back with longing to the imagined nor-
mality of the pre-1914 world; Europeans emerging from the Sec-
ond World War were haunted by the spectre of the economic
crises which followed the First and the savage depression and
mass unemployment of the 1930s and their possible repetition;
in the last quarter of the century Europeans routinely expected
politicians somehow to reconstitute the ‘full employment’ of the
1950s and 1960s.

Incomes and Living Standards

There can be little doubt that real incomes and living standards
rose in most of Europe during the twentieth century, although
many Europeans suffered terrible poverty as a consequence of
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war, inflation, and economic depression. While hundreds of mil-
lions of Europeans are better housed, better clothed, and better
nourished at the end of the twentieth century than were their
forebears at its beginning, the road to improvement has been ex-
tremely bumpy and many Europeans have fallen by the wayside.

The greatest improvements were experienced by inhabitants
of western Europe during the decades after the Second World
War. After the stagnation which characterized most European
economies during the inter-war years and the destruction caused
by the Second World War, during the 1950s and 1960s western
Europe benefited from the greatest economic boom the world
has ever known. Real incomes rose substantially, and the pro-
portion of income spent on basics (in particular food) declined
as expenditure on what previously had been considered luxuries
(private motor vehicles, washing machines, holidays, and
tourism) increased. Consequently, these luxuries no longer were
the exclusive property of the upper and middle classes. In the
eastern half of the continent a stunted parallel development oc-
curred. There too real incomes rose, although from a lower base
and within a framework of shortages and artificial prices which
made many items of consumer expenditure (private cars, for ex-
ample) effectively beyond the reach of most people.

The rise in real incomes in Europe during the twentieth cen-
tury was accompanied by the squeezing of income differentials.
That is to say, at the beginning of the century the incomes of the
European bourgeoisie were far higher relative to working-class
incomes than in the last decades of the century. This reduction
of income differentials has had considerable consequences: for
example, the virtual disappearance of domestic service as an
employer of single women (only partly compensated for by the
employment of au pairs), and the recent growth of do-it-yourself
in the realm of house repairs. In the late twentieth century Eu-
rope’s middle classes expect to cook and clean for themselves,
and many are prepared to hang their own wallpaper and plumb
their own sinks, tasks which few of their counterparts earlier in
the century would probably have considered doing for them-
selves. This change has been paralleled by the introduction into
the home of so-called ‘labour-saving devices’. At the beginning
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of the twentieth century, cooking and cleaning—without the
benefits of electric refrigeration, power vacuum cleaners, or gas
central heating—involved much more heavy work than in recent
decades; the demise of relatively cheap labour has been compen-
sated for to some extent by a technological revolution in the
home.

In socialist eastern Europe after the Second World War a far
more extreme version of income levelling occurred, as ‘workers’
states’ (the primary employers) depressed professional salaries
relative to workers’ wages. One consequence of the levelling of
incomes and living standards in socialist eastern Europe was that
the distinction between ‘working-class’ and ‘middle-class’ neigh-
bourhoods largely disappeared; the levelling of incomes, ex-
tremely low subsidized rents, the extreme shortage of housing,
and the virtual monopoly of its distribution in the hands of state
authorities meant that almost all people, except for the political
élite, were in the same boat—or housing estate.

The squeezing of income differentials in capitalist systems was
due not only to trade union pressure and legislation to protect
wage-earners, but also to inflation. Indeed, rapid inflation af-
fected the lives of almost all Europeans since the First World
War. While during much of the nineteenth century (except, for
example, during the Napoleonic wars) Europeans enjoyed fairly
stable prices, the twentieth century has been a century of
inflation. European societies experienced some of the worst
inflations the world has ever seen (in Germany, Austria, Poland,
and Russia after the First World War; in Hungary after the Sec-
ond World War; in Poland, Ukraine, and Russia after the col-
lapse of Marxist-Leninist socialism); no European country, not
even Switzerland, escaped completely. Consequently, price and
price–wage relationships have shifted and personal and corpor-
ate savings periodically have been ravaged. The accumulated
private capital of generations has at times been wiped out in vari-
ous countries across Europe, leaving people more dependent
upon the state for welfare and for investment.

Despite inflation, there can be no denying that hundreds of
millions of Europeans became far wealthier towards the end of
the twentieth century than their great-grandparents were as the
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century began. During the twentieth century, most European so-
cieties left a domestic economy of self-sufficiency behind; despite
savage economic crises and terrible wars, nearly three decades of
almost uninterrupted economic growth after the Second World
War brought mass consumer society to tens of millions of west-
ern Europeans. This was true not only for the affluent countries
of northern and western Europe but also, to a lesser extent, for
southern and eastern Europe as well. Indeed, one reason for the
destabilization of eastern European socialist regimes during the
1980s was that their populations had come to expect the fruits
of a consumer society which the state-socialist regimes were un-
able to deliver. In western Europe, in particular, people increas-
ingly came to regard themselves as consumers (rather than as
producers), with their self-identity shaped to a considerable de-
gree by what make of car they drove, what kind of furniture and
decor they chose for their homes, what sort of holiday they took.
No longer did Europeans simply purchase margarine: they
bought Flora or Rama.

Town and Country

Enormous changes in how Europeans lived their lives during
the twentieth century resulted from the decline in numbers em-
ployed in agriculture. The nineteenth century may be seen as the
century of European industrialization, with railways spreading
their tentacles across the continent and the landscapes of great
industrial regions such as Lancashire, Upper Silesia, and the
Ruhr becoming filled with textile mills, pit-heads, and iron
smelters. Nevertheless, as we have seen, at the outset of the
twentieth century the single most important source of liveli-
hood across Europe was agriculture—not just in the predomin-
antly rural countries (Russia, Portugal, Spain, southern Italy,
Greece, Romania, Bulgaria) which comprised so much of
Europe but even in the great industrial powerhouse of
Germany. It is worth remembering, therefore, that the confident
European society which provided the model for civilization at
the beginning of the twentieth century was far removed from
the societies in which most Europeans lived. At the beginning of
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the century most Europeans lived in communities which revolved
around the parish pump, not the factory or the opera house.

As the proportion of European populations living on and from
the land declined, the relative economic (and social and cultural)
importance of the countryside diminished. The exploitation of
green-field sites in capitalist western Europe and the industrial-
ization of previously rural regions in socialist eastern Europe
provided new employment possibilities to populations which
previously had had to rely essentially upon agriculture for a liv-
ing. In western Europe increasing numbers of people living in
rural villages came to earn their livelihoods in towns and to com-
mute daily to offices or factories. Urban lifestyles became the
norm, even for Europeans not living in urban areas—but who,
like their city cousins, became connected to the wider world first
via radio and telephone, then via television and satellite dish.

Nevertheless, the diminished importance of the countryside to
European society does not mean that the twentieth century has
been the century of European urbanization—at least in so far as
western Europe is concerned. The nineteenth century was the
century of classic urbanization in Europe. The urbanization of
the twentieth century has been different: first, the cities of west-
ern Europe which had become the great metropolises of the
world by the end of the nineteenth century—London, Paris,
Berlin—have not grown appreciably since the First World War;
urban growth has been of the periphery and suburbs, rather than
inner London, historic Paris within the Périphérique motorway,
or Berlin as defined before the creation of Greater Berlin in
1920. Secondly, the greatest urban growth in Europe has been in
the east, not the west: in Moscow, Kiev, Bucharest, Warsaw; not
London, Amsterdam, Hamburg, Paris. There the introduction of
socialist planned economies and forced industrialization led to
enormous urban growth, in many cases built on the rubble left
behind by war—the civil war in Russia and the Second World
War. Thirdly, there has been a trend towards increased residen-
tial persistence: Europeans became less likely to move home. In
western Europe, this has been due partly to increased owner oc-
cupation; in socialist eastern Europe, it resulted from the state
regulation of a housing market characterized by extreme
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shortage. Fourthly, the face of much of Europe was scarred by a
Second World War which generally affected the towns more than
the countryside, as cities from Stalingrad to Rotterdam were re-
duced to rubble. Finally, the rapid (re-)building of European cities
led to the construction of massive high-rise housing develop-
ments, which buried the distinctiveness of individual European
cities under the projects of planners and tonnes of concrete.

The changes outlined above, together with the replacement of
horse-powered transport by motor-driven transport, also altered
the relationship of most Europeans to animals. At the beginning
of the twentieth century, before the spread of the internal com-
bustion engine and with agriculture still the largest single source
of employment, contact with animals was a regular and essential
part of everyday life for most Europeans. They met them on their
streets, kept them in their back gardens, rode them, and slaugh-
tered them. Relatively few Europeans—at least in the northern
and western parts of the continent—now keep animals in their
back gardens, milk cows, drive horses or oxen; today for most
Europeans regular contact with animals is limited to caring for
domestic pets.

Travel and Leisure

Europeans became far more mobile in the course of the twenti-
eth century. At the beginning of the century, most people’s prin-
cipal everyday means of transport was their own feet. Since the
Second World War, however, the private motor vehicle has be-
come the most important mode of transport for tens of millions
of Europeans. In France, for example, whereas in 1938 there
was one private motor vehicle for 20.8 inhabitants, by 1980 this
ratio stood at one car for every 2.9 inhabitants; in the Nether-
lands the ratio fell from 90.9 to 3.1 during the same period, in
Switzerland from 55.5 to 2.8, and in Italy from 125 to 3.2. Not
even the erstwhile socialist societies of eastern Europe (with the
exception of Albania) completely escaped private motorization
during the 1970s and 1980s, as clones of Fiat cars were churned
out in their hundreds of thousands from Russian and Polish fac-
tories.
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Although it is now common to bemoan the effects of the
motor car upon the environment, private motor-vehicle trans-
port has been liberating for millions of people. Rural inhabitants
with their own motor transport could travel easily to town; the
countryside became accessible to motorized urban dwellers to an
extent never before experienced; the geography of employment,
commerce, and leisure altered once people no longer were lim-
ited as to where they could work and shop by how far they could
walk or by the routes offered by public transport operators.

Europe gave the world its first motor vehicles (those of Got-
tfried Daimler in Stuttgart and Karl Benz in Mannheim in 1885)
and its first motorways (the German autobahn network). Never-
theless, pictures of clover-leaf motorway intersections and of
suburban motorists now are associated more with twentieth-
century America than with Europe. It was in the United States
that levels of economic well-being allowed the first mass motor-
ization during the second and third decades of the century; and
it was in the United States that the massive interstate highway
building programme brought motorways to the masses. Europe
lagged behind. In western Europe—despite the building of the
German autobahn network during the second half of the
1930s—mass motorization did not come about until after the
Second World War.

This motorization might be regarded as evidence of an Amer-
icanization of European society. In fact, it is more a sign that in
recent decades the population at least of western Europe
achieved levels of personal wealth similar to those enjoyed by
the majority of United States citizens. While the result is not nec-
essarily American, it is not necessarily European either. The
transport revolution of the twentieth century eroded that 
self-confident European urban culture which had served as a
model in so much of the rest of the world. While a hundred years
ago the Paris Opéra may have been an object to be copied, it can-
not really be said that the Paris Périphérique provides a model
for anything. Birmingham’s Spaghetti Junction is neither a copy
of an American road nor a distinctive European approach to
traffic flows; it is just another motorway junction, much like
motorway junctions in Los Angeles, Frankfurt, Tokyo, and Rio.
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Improved mobility meant not just getting to work or to the
shopping mall more swiftly. It also allowed a phenomenal
growth of tourism. At the beginning of the century, tourism was
reserved for the wealthy. During the twentieth century millions
of Europeans came to expect a holiday, often involving foreign
travel, almost as a matter of right. The most phenomenal growth
of the European tourist industry occurred after the 1960s—an-
other reflection of the achievement of high levels of personal
wealth (at least in northern and western Europe), as well as of
cheap air travel. However, the beginnings of modern mass
tourism in Europe can be traced to the inter-war period—with
the growth of Butlins in Britain, the dopolavoro in Fascist Italy,
and the Nazi Kraft durch Freude organization. Although their
achievements fell somewhat short of their propaganda, these
programmes consciously extended mass leisure activities to Euro-
peans who never before had enjoyed tourist travel, but whose
children and grandchildren came to expect it.

The mass tourism of late twentieth-century Europe had a
number of important characteristics. First, it was a consequence
of the extension of lengthy paid holidays to the great mass of
full-time employees. Secondly, it became international: it no
longer is exceptional for Europeans to hold passports for for-
eign travel; in striking contrast with the tourism of the 1930s,
the tourism of the 1980s commonly involved travel across na-
tional frontiers. This meant that millions of western Europeans
were exposed to countries, languages, and cultures other than
their own—even if this contact frequently was limited to enjoy-
ing fish and chips or bratwurst on the Costa del Sol rather than
in Leeds or Nuremberg. Thirdly, the tourism boom in western
Europe had its parallels in socialist eastern Europe. Although
socialist tourism tended to be heavily subsidized, low-quality
group travel organized through the state-regimented trade
unions and offering very limited opportunity for international
travel, Europeans in the socialist east also came to expect an-
nual holidays and travel. At the same time, the inadequacies of
travel for eastern Europeans—restrictions on international
travel especially to the West, the lack of convertible currency,
the difficulties facing anyone who preferred individual travel to
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organized group activities—helped to undermine the socialist
regimes in the eyes of their populations. The inhabitants of Dres-
den and Prague wanted the same leisure and travel opportunities
which their cousins in Düsseldorf and Vienna enjoyed.

State and Society

At the beginning of the twentieth century the contact which
most Europeans had with the state was, compared with today,
rather limited. Men were conscripted into national armies; busi-
nesses faced increasing regulation; urban police and rural gen-
darmes enforced order; and criminals and the destitute
sometimes landed in prison or the poor house. However, few
Europeans carried identity documents issued by the state, the
state’s tax demands were by present-day standards very modest,
and almost no one expected that the state would or should pro-
vide for them if they fell ill or became disabled or pay pensions
if and when they became old. The social dimension of state pro-
vision was conspicuous largely by its absence.

By the last third of the century, this had changed profoundly.
Where once an extended family may have been expected to care
for the elderly or incapacitated, Europeans came to look to the
state for aid. Women’s economic dependence upon men was re-
placed to some extent by economic dependence upon the state.
Millions of parents received state child benefit; millions of Euro-
peans collected state unemployment benefit; vast social service
organizations were created and armies of social workers em-
ployed by European states; millions of Europeans dwelt in state-
built (and often state-subsidized) housing; health care was
administered through state-run or state-supervised health insur-
ance schemes.

While the origins of modern social welfare may be traced to
the late nineteenth century, and in particular to Bismarck’s in-
troduction of social insurance in Germany during the 1880s, its
expansion has been a largely twentieth-century affair. The
world wars, which saw increased state regulation and interven-
tion in almost all aspects of social life, left millions of invalids,
widows, and orphans in their wake and thus created the
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demand for an enormous extension of state welfare provision.
This trend was furthered by the advent of political systems with
totalitarian claims to run society, and rising expectations that
the state has a duty to provide for its citizens. Then the great
western European economic boom, which lasted almost with-
out interruption from the Second World War until the late
1960s, provided the resources for a seemingly open-ended ex-
pansion of welfare provision (for example, the linking of state
pensions to the cost of living, beginning in West Germany in
1957). Even more comprehensively, if less effectively, the so-
cialist regimes of eastern Europe expanded the role of the state
in welfare provision. Vast subsidies were channelled into child
care (to enable women to work in economies which were ex-
tremely labour intensive), into keeping down prices for basic
foodstuffs, into organized leisure pursuits, and into cheap sub-
sidized housing. While this experiment proved resoundingly un-
successful, as the collapse of eastern Europe’s economies after
1989 exposed the often dire state of actual welfare provision
and levels of investment, the general development paralleled
what occurred elsewhere in Europe.

The extension of state welfare during the twentieth century
arose from strong ideological motives. It spelled ‘progress’; it
allowed the state’s administrative control over the peoples of
Europe to increase; and it was guided by what may be de-
scribed as therapeutic intentions. That is to say, European
states designed interventionist programmes to combat social
practices which allegedly undermined the health of society. Im-
ages of a healthy society guided attempts by state institutions
across Europe to intervene in the lives of their subjects and to
shape social developments—whether these attempts were in
the form of the relatively benign technocratic urges of Swedish
social democracy, Francoist myths of a healthy moral Spain, a
socialist society which was supposed to have created Soviet
man, or the horrific racialist Utopia which the Nazis aimed to
achieve through the extermination of human beings of al-
legedly lesser worth. European interventionist states became,
in their various ways, the self-appointed doctors of European
societies.
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Education

A central element of the state’s role in European societies has
been the provision of formal education. By the late nineteenth
century most European states had made schooling legally com-
pulsory; and at the outset of the twentieth century the countries
of northern and western Europe contained the world’s most lit-
erate and best-educated populations. The inhabitants of the
Netherlands, Germany, and Scandinavia already had achieved
virtually complete literacy by the end of the nineteenth century.
However, southern and eastern Europeans lagged behind. At the
turn of the century only about one-fifth of the Russian popula-
tion was literate, and only about one-tenth of the female rural
population could read and write. Before the First World War, in
neither Italy nor in Spain did half the children in the age-group
5–14 actually attend school. And on the eve of the First World
War only about one-third of the adult population of Portugal,
Spain, Greece, Romania, and Bulgaria could read and write.
This altered in the course of the twentieth century, as (in this re-
gard at least) the south and east of Europe caught up with the
north and west. Adults in present-day Spain and Italy are largely
literate, as are those in eastern Europe.

The extension of formal education and mass literacy cam-
paigns were among the most successful programmes of the erst-
while socialist states of eastern Europe. Of course, political
control was a motive here, nowhere more so than in the Soviet
Union under Stalin. While Stalin’s History of the Communist
Party of the Soviet Union/Bolsheviks. Short Course may have
been neither a literary masterpiece nor a model of historical ac-
curacy, it was a book presented to millions of newly literate
people. As the century nears its end and many of the achieve-
ments of socialism in eastern Europe reveal themselves to have
been of dubious value, the educational campaigns which put
almost all of eastern Europe’s children in schools and taught
almost all of eastern Europe’s people to read and write may be
Marxist-Leninist socialism’s lasting positive achievement.

Of course, the expansion of educational provision (and of the
state’s role in it) was not just a matter of primary schools and
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basic literacy. Much more striking has been the expansion in the
provision of secondary, technical, and higher education across
Europe. At the beginning of the century, only a small minority of
children remained in secondary education beyond the school-
leaving age, even in the relatively advanced countries of north-
ern and western Europe. Higher education was for the few, and
almost all of those few were men. In 1910 in no country in Eur-
ope were more than 2 per cent of people aged between 20 and
24 in higher education; and generally only about one-tenth of
these were women. During the second half of the century higher
education became a huge industry across Europe, employing
hundreds of thousands of people and teaching millions of stu-
dents. Higher education ceased to be something to which only a
tiny proportion of the population could aspire; instead, it came
to be regarded as a passport to a growing number of well-paid
jobs in increasingly meritocratic societies in which academic
qualifications and expertise—measured in certificates, diplomas,
and degrees—were seen as absolutely necessary.

Communications

Literacy promotes reading. Or does it? It is a paradox of the so-
cial history of twentieth-century Europe that the establishment
of near universal literacy has been paralleled by a diminution of
the literary standards of mass-market newspapers and a vast in-
crease of readily available pornography. The main reason for the
change, however, is less that standards have fallen than that the
nature of communications has changed. Europeans, like most in-
habitants of the developed world, receive their news of the world
almost instantly, via radio and television. This, indeed, is one of
the great social changes of the twentieth century: people can be
aware much more quickly of momentous political events far
away than were their forebears at the beginning of the century.

Compare how Europeans learned of the outbreak and course
of the First World War, of the Second World War, and of more
recent conflicts—say, the Gulf war of 1991 or the civil wars in
the former Yugoslavia. When the First World War broke out,
most Europeans found out about these momentous events from
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newspapers or from publicly displayed pronouncements; their
news of developments on the battlefield, in so far as it did not
come by word of mouth, came from the printed media—often
days after the event.

At the outbreak of the Second World War in Europe things
were very different. The main source of current news was the
radio, and one could hear war being declared as it happened;
newsreels provided images of what had occurred during the pre-
vious week. More recently, television became the main and in-
stant source of news and entertainment. European television
viewers watched Baghdad being bombed as it happened, and
graphic pictures of the miseries inflicted on the population of
Sarajevo were presented in their living-rooms on the day they oc-
curred (often courtesy of an American television news network).
This is a far cry from the way in which news spread of the as-
sassination of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo nearly
eight decades previously.

The history of the communications and media revolution is
not one of benign progress, devoid of political content. During
the twentieth century, European states attempted to control the
media as never before. As means of communications improved
and developed, so did the concern of government to control and
censor. Censorship was, of course, nothing new. However, the
extent and brutality of attempts to control the communications
media have been unprecedented. The spread of radio coincided
both with the great inter-war depression (during which radio re-
ceivers were one of the few items of consumer expenditure to in-
crease) and with the dictatorships of Mussolini, Hitler, and
Stalin. As microphones were installed in the piazza and radios
came into millions of homes, European dictatorships with total-
itarian claims to control the whole of society sought to eliminate
all dissenting voices in the public sphere. Yet we should not as-
sume that such developments were the exclusive preserve of dic-
tatorships: the model for George Orwell’s Ministry of Truth in
his 1984 was not in Berlin or Moscow, but the wartime Ministry
of Information in London.

The spread of communications media has involved not just
hundreds of millions of Europeans becoming listeners to radio,
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and later viewers of television in the privacy of their own homes.
Perhaps even more important in changing how Europeans lead
their everyday lives has been the growth of private telecommu-
nications. At the turn of the century businesses and government
offices in the more developed parts of the continent were able to
communicate with one another by telephone, although messages
still tended to be sent via messengers or the post; private tele-
phones were limited to the well off, and long-distance and inter-
national communication was extremely difficult by more recent
standards. However, with the increase in prosperity enjoyed by
western Europeans during the second half of the century came a
boom in private telephone usage. Millions of homes were con-
nected to national (and international) telephone networks;
telecommunications beyond the local area became progressively
easier, to the point where dialling a number in another country
differed little from dialling a number across town. Hundreds of
millions of Europeans were put into instant contact with people
outside of their own localities.

In this, first northern and western Europe and later (and less
thoroughly) southern and eastern Europe essentially followed an
American lead, treading a path down which the inhabitants of
the United States had already passed. In yet another sphere, revo-
lutionary change in the ways European societies functioned dur-
ing the twentieth century meant essentially that Europe was
following trends established elsewhere. This did not necessarily
mean that European societies were becoming Americanized (al-
though Europeans may frequently have regarded this as so), but
that the same things were changing the ways in which Europeans
lived as had changed Americans’ lives.

God and Science

Whether most Europeans consciously subscribed to it or not, the
societies in which they have lived during the twentieth century
increasingly have taken as their point of orientation not God but
science. Europeans may, if asked, have continued to proclaim a
personal belief in the existence of God, but they came to lead
their everyday lives largely without reference to an extra-worldly
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authority. The twentieth century saw the completion of what
Max Weber described as the ‘de-mystification of the world’, a
world in which phenomena apparently can be explained with
reference to the laws of science. Nevertheless, new obstacles
have formed to an unambiguous, optimistic belief in science, a
faith in improvement through technology. Certainly during the
twentieth century the fruits of scientific discovery and progress
were widely disseminated: medical advances and professional
medical care were extended to European populations; the ma-
jority of Europeans came to enjoy the benefits of clean water
supply and efficient waste-disposal systems; electricity entered
millions of homes, as electricity grids were developed and elec-
tricity supply extended into the European countryside from Brit-
tany to the Urals; new energy supplies brought adequate heating
into millions of European homes. However, after the horrors un-
leashed by Europeans in two world wars and countless other
conflicts, campaigns of mass murder, deep economic crises, the
collapse of ‘scientific socialism’, the threat of nuclear terror, and
the spectre of Chernobyl, it has become rather more difficult for
Europeans to put their faith in science.

Against this background processes of secularization were felt
across Europe. This had a number of manifestations: declines in
church attendance, reductions in state-provided religious educa-
tion, a tendency towards civil rather than religious marriage cer-
emonies, the effective disestablishment of Churches in most
European countries, and a declining influence of Church teach-
ings in such matters as divorce and abortion. Of course, these
trends have been neither universal nor uncontested, as the recent
growth of evangelical Christian Churches and the heated reac-
tions to reforms in the Catholic Church and the Church of Eng-
land testify—to say nothing of the bitter conflicts among
differing religious groups in Northern Ireland or the former Yugo-
slavia. Yet there can be little doubt that formal religion came to
occupy a rather less secure place in the lives of most Euro-
peans towards the end of the century than it had done at the be-
ginning.

It is not just religious teaching and religious influence which
has altered in European societies. The position of Europe as
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religious focus changed profoundly during the twentieth cen-
tury. Most of the major religions which had their centres in Eur-
ope at the outset of the century experienced profound
dislocations. Russian Orthodoxy spent decades cowering before
a regime which preached earthly progress, materialism, and mili-
tant atheism. The classic centres of Jewish culture in central and
eastern Europe were wiped out by the Nazis, and whereas the
overwhelming majority of the world’s Jews lived in Europe at the
beginning of the century the major centres of world Jewry lie
outside Europe as the century nears its end—in Israel and the
United States. The majority of the world’s Catholics no longer
are Europeans, putting the Italian and European domination of
the Church of Rome into question. And as the twentieth century
nears its end, the fastest growing religion in what once was the
centre of Christendom is Islam.

Conclusion

European societies have undergone many revolutions during
the twentieth century. They have been rocked by political revo-
lutions, which led to the destruction of old élites which ruled
much of the continent at the outset of the century, and which
were followed by the establishment of totalitarian systems of
unparalleled brutality. They have been engulfed in world wars
which produced mass violence and mass bereavement. They
have witnessed economic revolutions—not only the failed at-
tempts to impose socialist planned economies but also the ad-
vent of a prosperity (at least in western Europe) which had no
precedent and which spread far beyond the narrow stratum of
the rich. They have experienced demographic revolutions, as
Europe came to house the world’s oldest and slowest growing
populations. They have experienced cultural revolutions, as
modernist culture has shown both the extent and limits of its
potential. At the same time, however, Europe has lost its unique
position in the world. Post-revolutionary, post-postwar, post-
modern Europe no longer can be regarded as being in the eco-
nomic, political, or cultural vanguard. As a consequence of the
developments outlined above, Europe has emerged much like
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the rest of the developed world. Simultaneously, the myopic self-
confidence and concept of Europe which were in place at the
outset of the twentieth century have been shattered—through
the horrors of war, revolution, mass violence, and totalitarian-
ism, and by massive economic and social changes.

While it is tempting to discuss the history of western and east-
ern Europe in separate categories—the one developed, the other
backward; the one capitalist, the other socialist for much of the
century—to retrace the iron curtain here would be inappropri-
ate. For if there has been such a thing as European society, then
eastern Europe has been as much a part of it as western Europe.
Virtually all the trends and developments discussed above were
played out in eastern as well as in western Europe, and the so-
cialist experiment which was imposed upon eastern Europe
reflected many of the same desires which motivated Europeans
in the western half of the continent. This is not to assert that
there necessarily is a thing such as a single coherent European
society. There have been many European societies, not all of
whose members are Europeans and not all of whose locations
are in Europe.

The European society which provided a model for the rest of
the world at the outset of the twentieth century was the soci-
ety of only a small minority of Europeans: of the London,
Berlin, or Paris bourgeoisie, not of the Bulgarian or Andalu-
cian peasantry. At the end of the twentieth century European
society no longer provides a model for anything in particular.
At the same time, European society has become both more
fragmented and more embracing of the peoples of Europe. As
Europe became more urban, European urban society lost its
apparent coherence and paradigmatic quality. As Europe
reflected more the social and cultural influences of peoples
from beyond the European continent, it simultaneously be-
came less a model for the rest of the world. At the beginning
of the twentieth century, a combination of advanced economic
development, imperialism, and cultural myopia allowed Euro-
pean society to become a model for the rest of the world; at
the end of the twentieth century a democratization of culture
and society has meant that there no longer is a coherent idea
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of European society which necessarily provides a model for
others. As the rest of the world has caught up with Europe,
Europe has become like the rest of the world and European
society as a coherent idea has evaporated.
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10
From Modernism to

Post-modernism

MARTIN JAY

A history of aesthetic modernism in Europe written in the mid-
dle of the twentieth century might have gone something like this:
rebelling against inherited aesthetic forms, impatient with the
conventional values of bourgeois society, and dismayed by the
spread of vulgarized mass culture, an international band of cre-
ative artists coalesced in the waning years of the nineteenth cen-
tury into a militant avant-garde dedicated to the radical
transformation of the cultural status quo. Assuming a defiantly
adversarial position vis-à-vis the dominant traditions of their
various fields, its members sought to create an art that would be
purely of their time, ruthlessly ‘modern’ in the root sense of ‘re-
cently, just now’ from the Latin modo. In so doing, they ex-
tended the boundaries of what had hitherto been considered art,
often scandalizing a conservative public resistant to their innov-
ations in form and offended by their inclusion of previously
tabooed subject-matter.

Although in part anticipated by certain tendencies in the ro-
mantic movement of the early nineteenth century and prepared
by the art-for-art’s-sake aestheticism that followed, a self-con-
scious modernism can be said to have emerged only with writers
such as the French poet Charles Baudelaire (1821–67) in the
mid-century and painters such as the impressionists, who began
to exhibit in the 1860s and 1870s. By the turn of the century,
when the languorous nostalgia of the decadent fin de siècle had



finally been left behind, modernism began to proliferate
throughout all artistic fields into competing movements of artists
vying for the honour of being the most avant of all the gardes.1

Indeed, one of the most striking characteristics of modernism,
setting it apart from previous cultural formations such as ro-
manticism, realism, or naturalism, was its fragmentation into a
bewildering succession of distinct submovements. Even a partial
list conveys the energy of its invention: post-impressionism, sym-
bolism, cubism, vorticism, imagism, acmeism, neo-plasticism,
De Stijl (the Style), orphism, fauvism, futurism, constructivism,
purism, Dadaism, expressionism, surrealism, and the Neue
Sachlichkeit (the New Objectivity). The general term ‘modern-
ism’, first used in the 1890s by the Nicaraguan writer Rubén
Darío (1867– 1916) to distinguish Latin American from Spanish
literature, only became widely accepted to embrace all of these
-isms in the 1920s. Although certain modernist artists—for ex-
ample, the novelists James Joyce (1882–1941) and Marcel
Proust (1871–1922)—resisted the discipline of a collective
movement, many others—such as the poets André Breton
(1896–1966) and Filippo Marinetti (1876–1944)—eagerly organ-
ized their followers into close-knit bands of like-minded mili-
tants in the struggle for cultural power. While each group may
have only enjoyed a relatively brief moment at the cutting edge,
and some were stronger in certain countries than others (for ex-
ample, expressionism in Germany, surrealism in France, futur-
ism in Italy and Russia), the cumulative effects of their efforts
finally told. Albeit still met with anger and incomprehension by
certain traditionally oriented segments of the larger public, the
modernists managed to gain a wide measure of acceptance in the
wake of the First World War, which did so much to topple—or
at least threaten—the already fragile pieties of bourgeois culture.
As one wag later put it, the war may not have made the world
safe for democracy, but it certainly made it safe for the avant-
garde. The French poet Paul Verlaine’s (1844–96) famous in-
junction to ‘twist the neck’ of the nineteenth-century’s tired
rhetoric—visual and musical as well as literary—now found a
ready audience. Although denounced by inter-war totalitarian
political movements of the left and right, which preferred
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‘healthier’ pseudo-realist or neo-classical alternatives, mod-
ernism inexorably became the dominant cultural force in much
of western Europe and North America, indeed throughout a
great deal of the world. What significantly became known as ‘the
international style’ in architecture meant the triumph of high-
rise modern towers of steel, concrete, and glass in city after city
around the globe. The first museum devoted entirely to modern
art was founded in 1929 in New York; others soon followed. By
the end of the Second World War, high modernism had become
so successful that its works successfully competed with those of
the old masters in the market-place for artistic commodities and
its once scandalous texts achieved canonical status on the re-
quired reading lists of college courses everywhere.

In a mid-century historical narrative of aesthetic modernism’s
hard-won triumph, its complicated relationship to the general
trends of European history would have merited extended com-
ment. For not only did the modernists frequently choose their
subject-matter from the everyday life of a Europe rapidly under-
going the larger socioeconomic transformations soon to be
called ‘modernization’, but they also emulated the experimental
method that had provided so many remarkable results in the
natural sciences. Even if they scornfully rejected the positivist
mentality that often accompanied nineteenth-century scientific
enquiry, they drew sustenance from the newer models of science,
such as Einsteinian relativism and Freudian psychoanalysis, and
from the most advanced philosophies, those of Friedrich Niet-
zsche (1844–1900), Ernst Mach (1838–1916), Henri Bergson
(1859–1941), and the later existentialists of the twentieth cen-
tury, such as Martin Heidegger (1889–1926) and Jean-Paul
Sartre (1905–80). Most modernists felt at home in the metro-
politan whirl that had compelled earlier artists to seek solace in
rural simplicity or natural beauty; cities like Paris, Vienna,
Berlin, Milan, and Munich became the enabling contexts of their
creativity. Many modernists were also fascinated by the rapid
development of advanced technologies, which helped expand
the possibilities of perceptual experience and facilitate the radi-
cal ‘derangement of the senses’ sought by poets like Arthur Rim-
baud (1854–91). In certain cases, most notably the Italian and
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Russian futurists, unbridled enthusiasm for the radically new led
to what their detractors disparagingly called ‘modernolatry’.

The attitude of many modernists towards certain non-cultural
aspects of modernization was, to be sure, often deeply ambiva-
lent. Their frequently explicit élitism meant a contempt not only
for conventional ‘high’ art, but also for the debased kitsch they
identified with most ‘low’ art as well. Reproducing the charac-
teristic nineteenth-century bohemian disdain for the com-
modification of beauty and the soulless alienation of modern
mass society, many modernists were deeply disillusioned by lib-
eral democracy and drawn to radical solutions, both on the right
and the left, to the cultural and political crisis of their day. Some,
like the poets T. S. Eliot (1888–1965), Ezra Pound (1885–1974),
and Wyndham Lewis (1884–1957), flirted with fascism; others
among the expressionists and surrealists were drawn to the ex-
treme left, as were many constructivists and futurists in the new
Soviet Union. Even the most seemingly nihilist and destructive of
the movements, Dadaism, ultimately made common cause in
Weimar Germany with revolutionary Marxism and turned its
efforts towards fighting fascism. The apocalyptic mood that
often accompanied the modernists’ violent dismantling of tradi-
tional culture led many to expect some sort of future redemp-
tion,understood in almost religious terms, once the job of
demolition was complete.

And yet, in a mid-twentieth-century account of modernism,
such extra-aesthetic expectations would likely have been consid-
ered somewhat of an embarrassment, evidence of the birth-
pangs of an aesthetic movement that ultimately transcended its
origins. For the dominant narrative of that time generally saw
the modernist project as a process of progressive purification.
That is, modernism was understood to foster what might be
called the differentiation of the purely aesthetic from other
realms of human endeavour, such as ethics, politics, religion, or
economics. As such, it was seen as the heir to the nineteenth-cen-
tury art-for-art’s-sake ethos, which resisted the subordination of
the aesthetic to external functional ends.

Evidence for this attitude would have been found in the
modernist disdain for evolutionary, progressive, or dialectical
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development—the chronologies of historical time—in favour of
a temporality of pure presence. What the critic Roger Shattuck
called the modernist ‘art of stillness’ meant replacing an aes-
thetic of transitions with one of juxtapositions, classically ex-
pressed in the comte de Lautréamont’s (1846–70) oft-cited
image of ‘an umbrella and a sewing machine on a dissecting
table’, which provided inspiration to the symbolists and the sur-
realists alike. Imagist poets like Pound sought to banish abstract,
conceptual language and find the means to register that intensely
immediate experience of the here and now celebrated by Berg-
son and the English critic T. E. Hulme (1883–1917). The mont-
age techniques of Russian film-makers like Sergei Eisenstein
(1898–1948) and novelists like the American John Dos Passos
(1896–1970) expressed what was often called the modernist
‘spatialization of form’. Pound’s Cantos or Eliot’s Wasteland
abandoned normal syntactic development for the juxtaposition
of seemingly discordant word-groups, fragments often explicitly
extracted from other texts, to produce an effect of detemporal-
ization.

An equally ahistorical fascination with cyclical time, the tem-
porality of eternal myth, betrayed the frequent modernist desire
to lift art above the meaningless course of everyday life, to
achieve what became known as ‘absolute art’. Emblematic of
this quest was the symbolist poetry of Stéphane Mallarmé
(1842–98), who sought a language that no longer functioned as
a medium of mundane communication, but which mysteriously
evoked a higher truth beyond experience, calling up, in his cele-
brated phrase, ‘flowers absent from all bouquets’.

The Modernist Apotheosis of Purified Form

In general, modernists saw aesthetic form as independent of, and
more important than, content; they gave the medium of repre-
sentation or expression priority over what was represented or
expressed. Or more precisely, form and the media of representa-
tion were themselves understood to be the content of the work,
which was treated as a self-contained sign system of its own. In
such modernist dramas as Luigi Pirandello’s Six Characters in
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Search of an Author (1921), the fictional nature of theatricality
and the audience’s complicity in its illusion is what the play is
about. Accordingly, much of the critical discourse surrounding
modernism—most notably that of the Russian formalists and
the American New Critics—stressed an immanent analysis of
works in isolation from their generative context, personal as
well as social. Although residues of romantic expressivist aes-
thetics could be found in occasional accounts of the putative
debts creations owed to their creators’ lives, by and large mod-
ernist works were understood as self-contained artefacts, whose
aesthetic value was irreducible to anything beyond their own in-
ternal dynamics. As Eliot put it, ‘the progress of the artist is a
continual self-sacrifice, a continual extinction of personality. Poet-
ry is not the turning loose of emotions but an escape from emo-
tion, not the expression of personality but the escape from
personality’.

It was precisely its heightened reflexivity, tolerance of ambigu-
ity, and ironic self-consciousness about its technical means of
production that set modernism apart from the other, more trad-
itional art that continued to be produced by its less innovative
competitors (and that also allowed modernism to invent its own
subterranean counter-tradition of reflexive forebears, such as
Lawrence Sterne, the author of the eighteenth-century anti-novel
Tristram Shandy, or Gustave Flaubert, who famously claimed
that he wanted to write ‘a book about nothing’). Even when sur-
realists such as Breton sought to unleash the forces of the un-
conscious or objective chance by such techniques as automatic
writing, the apparently incoherent results could more easily be
justified by invoking formalist than substantive criteria.

Following this logic of aesthetic purification, the retrospective
narrative of international-style architecture, as it was written at
mid-century, often repressed the socially Utopian aims of certain
of its founders in the Weimar Republic’s Bauhaus School, stress-
ing instead the clarity of unadorned geometrical form. Although
at times such forms were justified as following the function of
the building, at other times purely optical values—clarity, sim-
plicity, transparency—prevailed. Similarly, the history of mod-
ernist painting was often construed in terms of the progressive
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abstraction of pure shape, colour, and texture from the mimetic,
anecdotal, or even emotional referent outside of the canvas.
Significantly, the flat grid became emblematic of a new anti-per-
spectivalism, which decried the illusionist intentions of trad-
itional painting. Modernist sculpture could likewise be defended
in terms of abstraction, not only from representational subject-
matter (typically the human form), but also from the culturally
meaningful site in which monuments were normally placed
(churches, palaces, public squares, etc.). The modernist appro-
priation of art from so-called primitive sources, typically African
or Oceanic, was also understood to mean appreciating their for-
mal qualities or colouristic intensity apart from their ritual or re-
ligious-use value. Modernist music, especially that associated
with the so-called Second Vienna School led by Arnold Schoen-
berg (1874–1951), was likewise understood to follow impera-
tives internal to musical form following the crisis of tonality,
and, in so doing, to scorn the need to caress the ear of the listener
or arouse his or her emotional associations. Even the most seem-
ingly referential and mimetic of visual phenomena, the photo-
graph, could be raised to the level of high art and defended in
modernist terms of formal beauty, as a pure image sufficient
unto itself and produced as much by the skilled hand of an artist
as by the mechanical process of the camera.

Although some modernists continued the mixed media tradi-
tion inspired by the nineteenth-century composer Richard Wag-
ner’s idea of the Gesamtkunstwerk—a celebrated example is the
1917 Sergei Diaghilev (1872–1929) production of the ballet Par-
ade, on which Igor Stravinsky (1882–1971), Erik Satie
(1866–1925), Jean Cocteau (1889–1963), and Pablo Picasso
(1881–1971) collaborated—many tried to eliminate the
influence of one medium on another, seeking to isolate the ‘es-
sential’ characteristics of each. Critics such as the American
Clement Greenberg (1909–94) were influential in turning the
doctrine of self-referential purification into a new orthodoxy,
which a later generation of commentators would claim tyran-
nized the art world during the middle of the century.

For many modernists, differentiation and purification meant
highlighting not only formal properties, but also the materiality
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of the media through which form was conveyed. Not the illusion
of a mimetically reproduced external scene viewed through a
transparent ‘window’, but the actual paint on a two-dimensional
canvas or even the glued scraps of already marked paper in a col-
lage or photomontage was their main concern. Not the historic-
al or natural references of a building’s ornamented façade, but
rather the steel, glass, or concrete out of which the building was
composed became paramount. Not the sentiments expressed or
events described in a poem, but instead the evocative sound of
the words or the sight of their shape on the page often gained
pride of place.

What the Russian formalist critics led by Viktor Shklovsky
(1893–1984) famously called ‘ostranenie’ (making strange or
baring the device) meant exposing the deceptive techniques used
by traditional art to hide its means of production and occlude
the traces of its raw materials. In fact, as the Austrian architect
Adolf Loos’s (1870–1933) oft-cited claim that ‘ornamentation is
a crime’ shows, modernism often saw itself—with no small meas-
ure of moral self-righteousness—as a quest for authenticity and
honesty in aesthetic terms. Its rejection of received historical
models was thus defended as a refusal to play the hypocritical
game of obeying authorities whose legitimacy had been ex-
hausted.

Purification of form and material thus meant that modernist
works often sought the condition of absolute self-referentiality
and utter disinterestedness that aesthetic theoreticians since the
eighteenth century had contended was the ultimate goal of all
art. One implication of this quest was an explicit disdain for the
traditional expectation that art should not only elevate, but also
be a vehicle of sublimated sensual pleasure for its beholder. As
Schoenberg contemptuously told a Hollywood producer who
wanted to employ his talents for the movies, ‘I don’t write lovely
music’. Reflecting this disdain for mere pleasure, the aesthetic
discourse that developed along with modernism eschewed a
stress on ineffable sensibility, refined taste, or the virtues of con-
noisseurship in favour of rigorous attention to the theoretical
issues raised by artistic experimentation.

Such self-abnegating austerity did not, however, always define
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the modernists’ self-understanding or completely dominate the
mid-century account of their project. For like many artists be-
fore them, the modernists often sought to heal cultural wounds
as well as to explore the limits of their media. Although, in cer-
tain moods, they merely gave voice to the anxiety and confusion
produced by the crisis of traditional cultural vocabularies, in
others, they proposed an antidote to that crisis through a kind of
aesthetic fiat, which would construct a new symbolic order out
of entirely modern materials. The etymological meaning of sym-
bol—from the Greek symballein, to throw together—was re-
tained in their hope that a renewed vision would restore the
wholeness that somehow had been lost, successfully retelling, as
Pound famously put it, the collective ‘tale of the tribe’. In fact, in
their most optimistic (or self-inflated) moments, modernists ar-
rogated to themselves the role of filling the gap left behind by the
collapse of traditional religion, providing a new spirituality of
the senses to reverse what the sociologist Max Weber had fol-
lowed Friedrich Schiller in calling ‘the disenchantment of the
world’. The defamiliarization sought by ruthlessly baring the de-
vice and honestly showing the materials of artistic production
was not always understood as an end in itself, but rather as a
means to break through the dry crust of convention and allow
something authentic and fresh to shine through. Rimbaud’s cele-
brated equation of the poet with seer struck a chord among
artists who saw themselves as the vehicles of a new sacralization.

In our imagined mid-century history of modernism, this quest
for re-enchantment—stripped of its more problematic political
manifestations—might well have been closely identified with the
search for human freedom. That is, modernism’s defiance of
conventional norms, its valorization of individual or (small)
group creativity, and its internationalist ethos of an art tran-
scending national frontiers could become emblematic of the no-
tion of freedom as it was most frequently posited in the liberal
democracies of the West during that period. When the centre of
gravity of modernism shifted after the Second World War from
Europe to America, where the lobbies of modernist skyscrapers
were filled by abstract expressionist canvases, the mobilization
of this linkage for Cold War purposes was intensified still
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further. The triumphant struggle of modernists to liberate them-
selves from the weight of oppressive cultural traditions and defy
the attempts of the authoritarian state to impose new controls
on their creativity, as well as the image of the modernist artwork
as an entirely autonomous whole, easily lent themselves to such
self-aggrandizing allegorization. In this way, aesthetic mod-
ernism at mid-century, precisely because of its alleged detach-
ment from concrete social and political practice, came to be
taken by many as the appropriate cultural expression of a much
larger project of human emancipation.

The Crisis of High Modernism

It continued to be so construed, however, only until the chal-
lenge of its putative post-modernist successor in the last third of
the century. For with the slow but inexorable emergence of a
new cultural mood—or to borrow the term of one of that
mood’s loudest champions, Jean-François Lyotard (1924–1998),
a new ‘condition’—the modernists’ heroic narrative of liberation
from the dead hand of the past, based on formal and material
purification and experimental freedom, came itself under in-
creased scrutiny. Although not universally discredited, the mid-
century version of the triumph of modernism began to seem
commercially self-serving, politically suspect, and theoretically
flawed in many important ways. What had once seemed innov-
ative, critical, and subversive now appeared tired, affirmative,
and complicitous with the very establishment it once tried to
undermine.

As the twentieth century neared its end, however, no alterna-
tive master narrative emerged to displace it. Indeed, the very
possibility of such a totalizing and teleological story was one of
the casualties of the new mood. The very ambiguity of its name
indicated this loss. From one perspective, post-modernism sug-
gested a chronological reading as the cultural movement that
supplanted a modernism no longer at the cutting edge of innov-
ation. As such, it invited comparison with other recent ‘post’ cat-
egorizations, such as post-histoire, post-structuralism,
post-Marxism, and post-industrial society. But, paradoxically, it
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also acknowledged its parasitic debt to the modernism still in its
name (and still often in its practice). For how, after all, was it
possible to get entirely beyond the ‘recently, just now’ at the root
of the word modern? The oxymoronic quality of the term post-
modernism might be thus understood as expressing a radical
challenge to coherent, uniform temporality (a challenge that is
neatly encapsulated in the fact that perhaps the earliest use of the
term post-modern appeared in remarks the English painter John
Watkins Chapman made about impressionism in 1870!).

In adopting so paradoxical a label, post-modernism might be
said to have merely brought to the surface modernism’s own
contradictory affirmations of mythic repetition, atemporal im-
mediacy (the art of stillness), and futurist redemption. For this
and other reasons, post-modernism thus initially seemed to
many—and still does to some—as little more than the latest
modernist movement, the most recent ploy of the avant-garde to
establish its credentials at the cutting edge. But, by the 1980s, it
came increasingly to be understood as providing a fundamental
challenge to many of the most fundamental assumptions of the
modernist project, assumptions which were unquestioned in our
idealized mid-century version of its history.

To compound the paradox, it was also soon appreciated that
one of the first sources of that challenge emerged from within
aesthetic modernism itself, at least once it was understood that
its history could support a different narrative from the one de-
scribed above. The epochal shift in that historiography is nicely
illustrated by the difference between two highly influential
books with virtually the same title: the Italian critic Renato Pog-
gioli’s Teoria dell’arte d’avanguardia of 1962 and Theorie der
Avantgarde of 1974 by the German critic Peter Bürger (trans-
lated respectively as The Theory of the Avant-Garde and The-
ory of the Avant-garde). Whereas the terms modernism and the
avant-garde were employed by Poggioli as virtual synonyms, it
became possible by the time Bürger was writing to distinguish
between them, at least in ideal-typical terms. The discriminat-
ing marker was their attitude towards the differentiation of the
aesthetic realm from the rest of the social whole. Whereas mod-
ernists like Joyce, Mallarmé, Schoenberg, or Pollock could be
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identified by their withdrawal into the alleged autonomy of art,
confining their innovations to the discrete work or the genre,
members of the avant-garde could be equated with those who
questioned the very institution of art as a separate realm unto it-
self. Thus movements like Dadaism, futurism, and surrealism
could now be understood as having sought, in large measure, to
break down the barrier between art and life, thus dedifferentiat-
ing the aesthetic from the other spheres of modern culture and
society. Their frequent, if often unsuccessful, alliances with rad-
ical political movements could now be interpreted less as em-
barrassing episodes on the road to a purer and less compromised
art, and more like valiant efforts to reinvigorate life by imbu-
ing it with the redemptive energies that the modernists had
sought to unleash only within art itself. The defamiliarizing
techniques of militant artists such as the German playwright
Bertolt Brecht (1898–1956) could be appreciated as attempts
less to renew tired aesthetic forms or rediscover a lost language
of authenticity than to inspire critical reflection and political
praxis in the audiences whose consciousness was meant to be
raised by them.

Once isolated figures such as the French artist Marcel
Duchamp (1887–1963), who mockingly rejected traditional and
modernist painting alike, could now be understood as presenting
a profound challenge to the very possibility of purified visual ex-
perience. The self-consciously ‘anti-retinal’ quality of Duchamp’s
later work, its denial of formal beauty, anticipated the visually
impoverished, discursively constituted conceptual art that pro-
vided a transition to post-modernism in the 1960s. His so-called
‘readymades’ ironically bestowed the aura of the aesthetic on
objects from everyday life such as urinals or bicycle wheels,
which were not formally beautiful or the product of unusual
skill. In so doing, they undercut the assumption that high art,
modernist or otherwise, was the expression of creative genius—
an assumption that had survived the modernist assault on ex-
pressivity—and challenged the institutional settings—museums,
the art market, state-sponsored academies, the community of
critics—in which that genius was acknowledged. The Mona Lisa
adorned with a moustache and naughtily retitled L.H.O.O.Q.
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(which sounds like the French words for ‘she has a hot ass’)
would never be the same.

Post-modernism and the Virtues of Pollution

Post-modernism, broadly speaking, thus meant a turning away
from the ethic of purification and differentiation in high mod-
ernism, and an embracing of the contrary impulse in the avant-
garde. This reversal was evident, inter alia, in the return of
figuration into its no longer abstract painting, an appreciation of
the referential rather than merely formal or symbolic dimension
of its photography, and the conflation of fiction and non-fiction
in its literature. Rather than seeking stylistic refinement, post-
modernists fused together different, even conflicting styles to
create visual palimpsests, reminiscent of the carnivalesque con-
fusion of rhetorical codes the ancient Greek Cynics had called
Menippean satire. But unlike modernist champions of radical in-
tertexuality, such as Joyce, post-modernists rejected the goal of
an aesthetic sublimation of the seemingly random and unintelli-
gible results. Countering the austere Bauhaus slogan of Ludwig
Mies van der Rohe (1886–1969), ‘less is more’, post-modernists
such as the American architect Robert Venturi (1925– ) puck-
ishly claimed instead that ‘less is a bore’.

Whereas modernism sought to privilege form over content,
the medium over the substance of what was expressed, post-
modernism saw the hesitant return of what had been banished,
often, to be sure, placed in quotation marks to undermine its
foundational status. Or it came to appreciate what the dissi-
dent surrealist Georges Bataille (1897–1962) had called in-
forme, the heterogeneous formlessness that sabotaged all
attempts to contain excess and suppress noise. Surrealist pho-
tographers such as Man Ray were now celebrated for having
presented the human form in images of undecidable meaning.
German artists such as Georg Baselitz (1938– ) and A. R.
Penck (1939–1998) were recognized for having revived the
disfiguring excesses of pre-abstract expressionism. Others such
as Joseph Beuys (1921–86) and Anselm Kiefer (1945– ) were
lauded for leaving behind the transcendental internationalism
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of high modernism in favour of more nationally inflected nat-
ural and historical themes.

Similarly, post-modernist architecture rejected the geometric
purity and authenticity of materials of international-style build-
ings; form need not follow function, historical citation ceased
being a sin, and ornament lost its criminal status. It was no
longer progressive, post-modern architects contended, to gener-
ate abstract models of built form indifferent to the specific nat-
ural, historical, and cultural contexts in which they were
inserted. The isotropic, repetitive space of international-style
buildings needed to be supplemented by new spatial variations
that harkened back to the baroque at its most dazzling. Like-
wise, post-modern sculpture, moving beyond the minimalism
and conceptualism of the 1960s, rediscovered the importance of
specific sites and the temporality of creation and decay; artists
such as the Bulgarian Christo (1935– ) wrapped historical
buildings and features of the natural landscape in ways that ex-
tended the already diffuse definition of sculptural form.

The post-modernist rediscovery of the (non-modernist) avant-
garde assault on the institution of art did, however, self-
consciously jettison one essential dimension of most earlier
avant-garde movements: their redemptive hopes for a revitaliza-
tion of the fragmented social totality. That is, whereas move-
ments like the Bauhaus, surrealism, and futurism had wanted to
revivify life through the realization of artistic values—to aes-
theticize existence, we might say, by overcoming the reified dif-
ferentiations of bourgeois society—most post-modernists lost
faith in the possibility of such a project, whose failure they
claimed was now self-evident. The constructivist spirit was sup-
planted by that of deconstruction, which replaced both differen-
tiation and dedifferentiation by what its most celebrated
spokesman Jacques Derrida (1930– ) called diVérance, a neolo-
gism implying endless deferral as well as unbridgeable differ-
ence. Yearnings for plenitudinous order and the revival of
totalized meaning, the post-modernists scoffed, were exercises in
nostalgia for a golden past that never really existed. Although
they sought to level oppositions, it was thus not in the tri-
umphalist spirit of the Hegelian or Hegelian-Marxist Aufhebung
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(sublation) of contradictions, a spirit which had often tacitly in-
fused the avant-garde. According to a leading champion of post-
modernist architecture, the American Charles Jencks, the end of
such hopes can even be symbolically dated. On 15 July 1972,
when the Pruit-Igoe housing project in St Louis, Missouri, was
ignominiously dynamited, the goal of providing humanizing
mass housing through what the French modernist architect Le
Corbusier (1887–1965) had called ‘machines for living’ was
definitively laid to rest.

Indeed, the very image of an avant-garde preparing the way
for a broad-based revitalized culture was rejected by post-mod-
ernists as complicitous with a totalizing and teleological meta-
narrative, whose élitist political implications were inherently
problematic. The widespread repudiation in the late twentieth
century of political vanguards claiming to represent the interests
of the whole, a repudiation exemplified by the débâcle of Lenin-
ism, was extended to cultural vanguards as well. They too were
damned for arrogating to themselves the right to condemn pres-
ent values and tastes as ideological in the name of a putatively
superior future. The age of what the French theorist Michel Fou-
cault (1926–1984) called the ‘universal intellectual’ with his—
specific gender intended—search for synoptic meta-theories was
now over; in its place was the ‘local intellectual’ content to re-
main within the modest limits of what the Italian philosopher
Gianni Vattimo (1936– ) dubbed ‘weak thought’.

Thus, for post-modernists, such avant-garde techniques as
baring the device or defamiliarization could no longer be placed
in the service of exploding ideological mystifications through ex-
posing the ‘real workings’ of cultural signification, which would
in turn inspire radical political praxis. Instead, they were redir-
ected at demonstrating that in culture there were nothing but de-
vices ‘all the way down’, nothing but artifice, rhetoric, and
contrivance. The goal of full transparency was unattainable; in-
deed the priority of the visual over the other senses, which had
been tacitly maintained in the modernist fetish of formal clarity,
should be overturned.

Although the institution of art lost its special status as a realm
apart from the other spheres of a differentiated modernity, its
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reintegration brought with it no Utopian pay-off. If life were to
be aestheticized, theoreticians like Lyotard insisted, the aesthet-
ics involved was that of the sublime rather than the beautiful, an
aesthetics of absence, unrepresentability, and even terror, rather
than formal purity, sensual presence, and organic order. In the
place of the romantic and modernist symbol, the concrete em-
bodiment of an abstract idea or fragment of a latent whole, post-
modernists put a process of infinite allegorization with no
expectation of final closure or plenitudinous meaning. Simu-
lacra, Jean Baudrillard (1929– ) insisted, have no originals to
which they refer; images must therefore be set adrift from their
putative referents. Rejecting both synchronic, spatialized time
and the smoothly meaningful flow of narrative, post-modernists
also embraced multiple and heterogeneous temporalities that
never cohered into a single story, and endorsed as well the end-
less circulation of signifiers that refused to adhere to a definitive
signified. As a result, they denied the possibility of unmediated
authenticity, complete subjective autonomy, or non-ideological
consciousness—a conclusion that tied them to late nineteenth-
century ‘decadent’ writers like Oscar Wilde (1854–1900), whose
playful, ironic defence of mendacity the deadly serious mod-
ernists thought they had somehow transcended.

At times, post-modernism, in fact, seemed hostile to all eman-
cipatory projects, even those with more modest, non-redemptive
goals. Emerging to prominence after the failures of the counter-
cultural cum new leftist politics of the 1960s, it was taken by
some to be an expression of a dangerous, new cynicism, a turn
towards uncritical inwardness, or an acceptance of the shallow
consumer society cultured Europeans had long identified with
meretricious America. In Germany, in particular, where the mem-
ory of past counter-Enlightenment and anti-modernist move-
ments was particularly raw, the wholesale repudiation of what
the second-generation Frankfurt School theorist Jürgen Haber-
mas (1929– ) called the ‘uncompleted project of modernity’ ap-
peared especially ominous. Other critics darkly warned against
post-modernism’s nihilistic and anti-humanist implications—and
in so doing unwittingly repeated the same charges made against
many of the early modernists almost a century before.
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What, for example, in the 1960s became known as ‘pop art’
was attacked for recycling mass-produced commercial images
with no attempt to purify them of their origins in the economic
market-place or undermine their unapologetically pleasure-giv-
ing function. Whereas the efforts in the mid-1950s of the British
Independent Group led by Richard Hamilton (1922– ) to incorp-
orate such images had caused little negative comment, those of
the more successful American Andy Warhol a decade later were
often greeted with dismay by the embattled defenders of the last
high modernist movement, abstract expressionism. Warhol,
moreover, achieved global notoriety for turning himself into a
product: the artist as shallow celebrity rather than creative ge-
nius, who churned out mechanical reproductions without origin-
als in a studio he significantly dubbed ‘the factory’.

Indeed, the very distinction between art and commodity,
which had been a staple of western aesthetics ever since the ro-
mantics, was now gleefully abandoned in ways that outraged
purists, both aesthetic and political. Although a vague residue of
the apocalyptic mood surrounding early modernism still often
accompanied its successor, it was an apocalypse without the ex-
pectation of a revelation after the destruction of the old order.
History returned to post-modernism, it was often remarked, but
in the form of a helter-skelter pastiche of older styles rather than
in that of a faith in the historical process as a story of potential
emancipation. History as post-histoire, a term first popularized
after the Second World War by conservatives unhappy with its
outcome, meant the ironizing of all such plots of meaningful de-
velopment.

It would, however, be misleading, its defenders responded, to
infer that all artists and critics who identified themselves with
post-modernism shared the same quietist or cynical politics. In
certain ways the adversarial, subversive spirit of high modernism
was not entirely lost, they pointed out, even if it was now dir-
ected against some of modernism’s own most sacred shibboleths.
A salient example was the deliberate blurring of the very bound-
ary between high—whether traditional or modernist—and low
art. Modernism itself, to be sure, had often drawn on the popu-
lar and even mass culture surrounding it; fragments of newspa-
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pers, retail catalogues, advertisements, even music-hall reviews
found their way into cubist collages and Dada poetry, and the
noises of the city informed the music of composers such as Edgar
Varèse (1883–1965) and Luigi Russolo (1885–1947). But
whereas modernists generally sought the elevation of low into
high through a process of aesthetic sublimation, hoping for the
redemption of elements from everyday life through artistic
transfiguration, post-modernists questioned the very hierarchy
on which such an outcome might be based. It was possible, they
defiantly argued in the words of Venturi and his collaborators
Denise Scott-Brown and Steven Izenour, to ‘learn from Las
Vegas’, the very epitome of mass-culture vulgarity. A post-mod-
ernist novel like Umberto Eco’s The Name of the Rose could
thus combine esoteric metaphysical and linguistic conundrums
and subtle accounts of medieval theology with a plot that pro-
vided all the painlessly accessible rewards of a detective thriller.

The unapologetic mimesis or recycling—if now in quotation
marks—of what had earlier been dismissed as kitsch also chal-
lenged the very distinction between ‘authentic’ genuine and
‘fraudulent’ copy, which had been so important a pillar of the
differentiated and sacralized institution of art. In literary terms,
the distinction between citation and original text was blurred, as
everything became a second-order quotation without a first-
order referent. Even the distinction between natural body and
artificial prosthesis was called into question by the post-modern
fascination with cyborgs, body piercing, the paintings of Francis
Bacon (1909– 1992) (which turned human bodies into animal
meat), and the transformational magic of computer ‘morphing’.

What the German Marxist critic Walter Benjamin (1892–
1940) had famously called the cultish ‘aura’ surrounding unique
artworks was deliberately effaced in post-modernism, as
ephemeral, dematerialized ‘installations’ or ‘performances’, like
those of the Austrian Hermann Nitzsch (1938– ), replaced ob-
jects made for the ages. New technologies like television allowed
video artists to augment the decline of the aura already begun by
such earlier innovations as the cinema and phonograph. Some
post-modernists, rejecting the cynical example of Warhol,
worked to thwart the transformation of art into commodity,
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which modernism, for all its distaste for bourgeois values, had
clearly failed to undermine (indeed, as the tens of millions spent
on canvases by a Van Gogh or Monet show, it had the very op-
posite effect). What became known as ‘auto-destructive art’, first
developed by anti-artists such as Gustav Metzger (1926– ) and
Jean Tingueley (1925– ) in the 1960s, mocked the goal of time-
less works of art. Equally challenged was the privileged site of
the museum as the repository of such works, whose most ideal-
ized form was to be found in André Malraux’s (1901–70) post-
Second World War notion of a photographic super ‘museum
without walls’. Politically motivated critics such as the German
Hans Haacke (1936– ) stressed the increasing financial depend-
ency of museums on corporate sponsorship.

The populist defence of such a demolition of hierarchy did
not, however, always convince its critics, who variously worried
about the erosion of cultural standards, the schizophrenic liter-
alization of signifiers blocking access to meaningful significa-
tion, and the ideological aestheticization of daily life.
Post-modernism, they charged, was uncomfortably close to
craven capitulation before what the French situationist Guy De-
bord (1931–1994) had castigated as the mystifying ‘society of
the spectacle’. Its eclectic pluralism and self-indulgent playful-
ness was an example of what another radical critic Herbert Mar-
cuse (1898–1979) had called ‘repressive desublimation’.

Feminism, Multiculturalism, and Post-modern Inclusivity

Even its critics had to acknowledge, however, that post-mod-
ernism’s inclusive rather than exclusive aesthetic had opened
certain new possibilities that modernism had shunned. One of
the most significant concerned the addressing of gender issues in
a more complex way than was evident in the heyday of mod-
ernism. During the late nineteenth century, mass society had
been often figured as a woman—irrational, out of control, lack-
ing in higher cultural values—by crowd psychologists such as
Gustave Le Bon (1841–1931), literary critics such as Hippolyte
Taine (1828–93), and novelists such as Émile Zola (1840–
1902). Not surprisingly, mass culture also came to have similar
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associations, which allowed it to be invidiously compared with
the virile spirituality of the élite modernists. For all their subver-
sive intentions, many modernists remained wedded to tradi-
tional misogynist notions of women as culturally inferior and
somehow complicitous with a mass culture that was regressive,
engulfing, and debased. Whereas men were cultural producers,
able to embark on a lonely quest for artistic redemption, women
were understood to be consumers of such cultural kitsch as sen-
timental fiction, cynically devised to console them for their infe-
rior status. Even when they renewed the nineteenth-century
bohemian challenge to bourgeois mores and glorified free sexual
expression, modernists such as the English novelist D. H.
Lawrence (1885–1930) and avant-garde movements such as sur-
realism perpetuated many conventional attitudes towards the
object of (male) desire.

Post-modernism, which emerged at a time when powerful
feminist critiques of these assumptions were impossible to ig-
nore, lost its taste not only for master narratives, but also for
narratives of male masters. Often parodically appropriating the
dominant culture’s image of women, such post-modern feminists
as the Americans Cindy Sherman (1954– ) and Barbara Kruger
(1945– ) self-consciously sought to undermine the hegemony of
what was darkly called the ‘male gaze’. Theoretically inspired by
the Nietzschean and post-structuralist critique of centred sub-
jectivity in the name of heterological difference that initially
came into prominence in post-1968 France, they developed
practices that contested the modernist demand for authenticity
and presence. Defiantly valorizing the traditionally feminine
(and often gay) tactics of masquerade, cross-dressing, and pos-
ing, which had been negatively valued by mainstream mod-
ernists (although adopted by heterodox figures such as
Duchamp), they raised parody, dissimulation, camp, and mi-
mesis to the level of cultural norm.

Post-modern inclusiveness also entailed the incorporation of
the work done by so-called post-colonial artists, some of whom
lived in the former possessions of the European powers, others
of whom were now hybridized citizens of the ‘mother countries’.
The ‘magical realism’ evident in the work of Latin American

From Modernism to Post-Modernism 279



novelists such as Gabriel Garcia Marquez (1928– ) was also de-
veloped by post-colonial Europeans such as the Pakistani-born
Salman Rushdie (1947– ), whose most notorious work, The Sa-
tanic Verses, affronted not only western modernist sensibilities,
but also the non-western and anti-modernist sensibilities of the
Islamic world that he had thought—as it turned out in vain—he
had left behind to come to England. The post-modern fascina-
tion with alterity, difference, and the non-identical reflected the
new realities of an increasingly multicultural Europe struggling
to accommodate its new ‘impurity’, adjusting to the long-
awaited ‘decline of the West’, and hoping to forge politically ef-
fective, post-Marxist ‘rainbow coalitions’ of disparate groups.

Because post-modernism self-consciously sought to break
down the barriers between the aesthetic and its other, such con-
siderations as gender, ethnicity, and multiculturalism inevitably
entered the rapidly expanding theoretical discussion surround-
ing it. Attempts were also made to link it with the larger, non-
cultural processes of modernization (or post-modernization). As
had been the case with modernism, the impact of new technolo-
gies—then, aeroplanes, cinema, and the radio, now computers,
fibre optics, and video—was credited with revolutionizing the
cultural ‘imaginary’ of the day. ‘Virtual reality’, ‘simulacrum’,
and a host of words cloned from the Greek kybernan (to steer),
such as ‘cyborg’, ‘cyberspace’, and ‘cyberpunk’, all became
catchwords of the critical discourse that both reflected on and
stimulated the changes in artistic production.

For those less interested in what one commentator called the
‘mode of information’ than the more traditional mode of pro-
duction, post-modernism could be understood to express in
some complex way developments in late capitalism. One ana-
lyst, the English geographer David Harvey, sought to tie it to the
transition from an economy based on centralized, large-scale
‘Fordist’ accumulation to one grounded in a more flexible and
fluid alternative that involved, inter alia, the radical decoupling
of the financial system from real production and the rapid, if
ephemeral, dispersion of capital flows. Another, the American
literary critic Fredric Jameson, linked it to the virtual completion
of the modernization process, which meant the ubiquity of
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market relations and the loss of any palpable resistance in the
form of a classical proletariat.

However post-modernism as a cultural condition was con-
strued, however its origins were explained in terms of larger so-
cial, technological, or economic forces, however its political
imperatives were understood, one implication of its arrival could
not be denied: its radical disruption of the triumphalist mid-cen-
tury narrative of modernism described above. It is, of course,
still too early to write a final balance sheet on post-modernism
itself; indeed, such an outcome may well be permanently
thwarted, if the post-modernist insistence on multiple narratives,
heterogeneous subject positions, and the impossibility of totaliz-
ing perspectives survives its own heyday. We remain, in any case,
still too much in the middle of this uncertainly defined, internally
contested, and discursively exfoliating cultural paradigm to
imagine what will come next. What can be called the uncom-
pleted project of post-modernity has, it seems, still to run its
course.

1 The cultural appropriation of this originally military term (which meant an
army’s fore-guard) can be traced back as far as the 17th-cent. Quarrel of the An-
cients and the Moderns, but its 19th-cent. use dates from the Utopian socialist
Saint-Simon. It came into common usage, however, only in France in the 1870s.
As its later version as Leninist vanguard theory shows, it often gained political
as well as aesthetic acceptations.
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11
Europe Divided and

Reunited
1945–1995

DAVID REYNOLDS

‘Anyone under the age of fifty grew up—or was born into—a
world glaciated into its Cold War form,’ wrote the British histor-
ian and peace activist E. P. Thompson in 1987. ‘It must seem like
an immutable fact of geography that the continent of Europe is
divided into two blocs which are struck into postures of “deter-
rence” for evermore.’ Two years later, however, the eastern bloc
had dissolved, by the end of 1990 Germany was reunified, and
on 31 December 1991 the Soviet Union itself ceased to exist.
Why did the barriers seem so permanent? Why, in the end, did
they fall so quickly?

Europe between the Superpowers

In the summer of 1945 the old Europe was in ruins. Literally. In
the shell of Hitler’s Chancellery building his marble-topped desk
lay shattered in pieces, surrounded by a litter of Iron Crosses and
once-secret documents. Like Berlin, the cities of Cologne, Ham-
burg, Dresden—in fact most of urban Germany—had been rav-
aged by bombing and fire. It was the same story across the
continent. Paris, Rome, and Prague had been spared but they
were the exceptions. The great Habsburg monuments of Buda-
pest and Vienna had largely disappeared; commercial centres



from Rotterdam to Piraeus had become rubble; vital arteries like
the Rhine and the Danube were blocked by sunken ships and de-
molished bridges. Destruction brought disease in its wake. War
and occupation left the 1 million people of Naples ravaged by ty-
phus and VD on a scale reminiscent of the great plagues of the
seventeenth century. And recovery promised to be painfully slow.
France, whose ‘liberation’ had occurred rapidly in 1944, faced
the post-Nazi era with railways paralysed, bridges destroyed, and
coal production at half its pre-war levels. Even Britain, spared
German occupation, lost a quarter of her national wealth and be-
came the world’s leading debtor. Hitler had failed, but, true to his
promise, he had brought Europe down with him.

Victors in this terrible conflict were the United States and the So-
viet Union, the two ‘superpowers’—a word coined specially at the
end of the war. The price they paid for victory was not the same.
America had been neither bombed nor occupied and had lost only
300,000 dead (about 0.25 per cent of the population). In fact, the
war boom had pulled the country out of depression to produce
half the world’s industrial output by 1945. Across Europe gum-
chewing GIs in their ubiquitous jeeps became symbols of Ameri-
can wealth and technology. In August 1945 the mushroom clouds
over Hiroshima and Nagasaki dramatized America’s status as the
world’s first (and, until 1949, only) nuclear power.

The Soviet Union, by contrast, had been a battleground for
three years and had borne the brunt of the struggle against the
German army. Authoritative estimates of Soviet dead during the
war have now reached at least 28 million—over 14 per cent of
the pre-war population. Yet the extent of Soviet losses were not
known at the time. What struck the rest of the world were im-
ages of Soviet power—the hammer and sickle hanging over the
ruined Reichstag, Stalin’s face adorning a huge hoarding on the
Unter den Linden, and the cascade of Nazi standards tossed at
his feet during the Victory Parade in Red Square (a deliberate re-
play of Tsar Alexander’s triumph over Napoleon). The Red
Army had vanquished the German Wehrmacht and now occu-
pied eastern Europe, much as America and her junior partners,
Britain and France, garrisoned the west.

For the superpowers it seemed a triumph of ideals as well as
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might. Twice in thirty years the great powers and so-called ‘civil-
ized’ countries of Europe had fought with unparalleled horror and
brutality. Eight million and now 50 million had died. The follies
of nationalism seemed particularly evident to Americans, citizens
of a federal country the size of a continent. For Congressmen and
GIs alike a visit to Europe in 1945, with its ruined cities and
wretched people, confirmed their sense of American moral as well
as military superiority. But the most shocking images of 1945
were those of the Nazi concentration camps. The Allied leaders
and publics had not known (or had ignored) their full horror dur-
ing the war; afterwards the systematic, genocidal character of
German racism became appallingly evident. Slavs, gypsies, the
mentally ill, above all the Jews had been exploited, tortured, and
executed with ruthless ingenuity. Names like Belsen and
Auschwitz became household words, and shocked Allied generals
forced local Germans to visit the camps and see for themselves the
human costs of Aryan race purity. Virtually all of European Jewry,
some 6 million people, had been exterminated. The death camps
seemed to sum up the moral bankruptcy of Europe.

Post-war Europe therefore became an arena of contending ide-
ologies as well as powers. Undoubtedly American liberty and
largesse had a widespread appeal. In 1945–6 American relief aid
was already making its mark in Germany and Italy. Yet the dis-
crediting of fascism led initially to a widespread swing to the left.
One cannot grasp the strength and tenacity of communism in
post-war Europe unless this is appreciated. Suspicions of Ameri-
can plutocracy and philistinism remained strong among Euro-
pean élites, especially in France, while the communists benefited
both politically and morally from their prominent role in
wartime resistance movements, notably in France and Italy. The
years 1945–6 saw communists in coalition in France, Italy, and
Belgium, and socialist governments mounted ambitious pro-
grammes of welfarism and nationalization in Britain and Scan-
dinavia. In eastern Europe, too, socialist, communist, and
agrarian parties formed coalition governments in the mid-1940s
and agreed on the need to eliminate large landowners and bring
heavy industry under state control, for example in eastern Ger-
many and Hungary.
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Yet in 1945 Cold War Europe had not yet taken shape. Under
Presidents Roosevelt and Truman, the American policy, despite
growing suspicion, was to work with the Soviets, and there was
a strong inclination to disengage from Europe. ‘Bring the boys
home; don’t be a Santa Claus; don’t be pushed around,’ as
Under-Secretary of State Dean Acheson summed up the mood
at the end of 1945. Stalin, for his part, was determined to guar-
antee Russia’s security and to advance her influence through a
strong position in east-central Europe. Yet he was not bent on
unlimited expansion. He left Greece, for instance, under
Britain’s aegis, as agreed with Churchill in 1944, and he cer-
tainly did not want confrontation with the West to disturb his
priority of post-war reconstruction. It is likely, of course, that
two strong powers, competing in a vacuum and motivated by
rival ideologies, would eventually have come up against each
other. But what caused relations to deteriorate rapidly was
their dispute over the post-war settlement. Eastern Europe was
not the main problem: the Americans conceded Soviet
influence in Poland, Bulgaria, and Romania in 1945, though
the lack of democracy was regarded as sinister. The European
cold war really took shape as another struggle for mastery of
Germany.

To the Russians, German recovery posed a military threat; to
the Americans it was an economic necessity if Europe was to be
prosperous again. In 1945–6 the Russians stripped German in-
dustry to rebuild their own economy and blocked moves for eco-
nomic recovery, while the United States and British governments
tired of feeding Germany at the expense of their own taxpay-
ers—‘paying reparations to Germany’, as the British Chancellor
of the Exchequer Hugh Dalton put it. After European produc-
tion plummeted in the harsh winter of early 1947 and Allied
diplomats reached deadlock in a month of discussions in
Moscow in April, the Americans decided to act. On 5 June 1947
Secretary of State George C. Marshall promised American fund-
ing for a European recovery programme, if the Europeans came
up with a joint package. Quickly British and French leaders con-
vened meetings in Paris and the outlines of a plan were then
thrashed out with the Americans, though it was not until March
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1948 that the European Recovery Program (better known as the
Marshall Plan) completed its passage through Congress.

Equally important was the Soviet reaction. The Russians sent
an eighty-strong delegation to Paris, and east European coun-
tries like Czechoslovakia and Poland expressed keen interest.
But Stalin saw the American offer as a challenge to his sphere of
influence. He warned the Czechs and others against participat-
ing and withdrew the Soviet delegation. That autumn he
declared ideological war on western capitalism, creating Comin-
form (the Communist Information Bureau) to orchestrate for-
eign communist parties and replacing the coalitionist strategy in
France and Italy with strikes intended to bring down the gov-
ernments. In the east, Soviet influence now became Soviet dom-
ination. The coup in Czechoslovakia in February 1948 (a
country previously independent but friendly to the USSR) was
followed by the Stalinization of much of the region. All but com-
munists were proscribed, those independent of Moscow were
purged, agriculture and heavy industry were brought under state
control, and civil and political liberties systematically abolished.
In March 1946 Winston Churchill had talked of an ‘iron cur-
tain’ descending from the Baltic to the Adriatic, but it was in
1947–8, with the Marshall Plan and Stalin’s response, that the
barriers really came down.

The Americans pressed ahead with the rehabilitation of west-
ern Germany, including plans for a new federal state. Fearful of
this trend, Stalin tried to warn off them (and the Germans) in
June 1948 by imposing a blockade of Berlin, where all the Allied
powers maintained zones in a city deep within Soviet-controlled
territory. Instead of backing down, the Americans and British
sustained Berliners through the winter by a hazardous airlift,
and eventually Stalin was obliged to desist in May 1949. It was
a major political and propaganda defeat. Not only had he been
outfaced in a trial of strength, he had also lost the moral battle.
The Czech coup and the Berlin crisis did much to damage the So-
viet image in Europe, even in France where the communist party
was still picking up about a quarter of the vote in elections.
Equally important, well-advertised Marshall aid was winning
hearts and minds. Between 1948 and 1951 the United States put
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into western Europe about $13 billion; during the same period
the Soviet took out roughly the same amount from their part of
the continent.

In the autumn of 1949 two new German states came into exis-
tence—the Federal Republic in the west and the German Demo-
cratic Republic (GDR) in the old Soviet zone. The four-power
presence in Berlin remained a potential flashpoint. Over the next
few years the two superpower blocs gradually became armed
camps. Again, this was not intended but was a process of action
and reaction on both sides. In April 1949, after months of nego-
tiation, the United States, Canada, and ten west European coun-
tries signed the North Atlantic Treaty. Henceforth, an attack on
one would be an attack on all. This was the first time the once-
isolationist United States had made a peacetime alliance—some
commentators called it a modern American Revolution. Yet the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization was initially a loose defence
pact and not a military alliance. What ‘put the “O” into NATO’
(in American diplomat Averell Harriman’s phrase) was Stalin’s
second great error of the post-1945 period—the Korean war.

When Stalin sanctioned the North Korean attack on the South
in June 1950, he assumed that America would be indifferent. In-
stead he precipitated a full-scale conflict in Korea and also a
massive war scare in Europe. The Americans committed four
United States combat divisions to Europe—the beginnings of a
substantial military presence—and pressed the rest of NATO to
increase their own conventional forces. Above all, they de-
manded German rearmament as the price for their own in-
creased involvement. Reconciling that with the fears of their
allies, especially France, took four years. But in May 1955 the
Federal Republic became a member of NATO and the Soviet
satellites were organized into the Warsaw Pact. Exactly a decade
after Nazi Germany had surrendered, the division of Europe was
complete.

America’s Europe

The eclipse of war-torn Europe by the ideology and power of
America and Russia largely explains the division of the continent
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in the decade after 1945. But the durability of that division owes
much to the way that it suited Europeans and helped solve some
of their problems.

NATO’s principal function was to deter possible Soviet ag-
gression by the threat of American nuclear retaliation. By the
late 1950s this encompassed battlefield as well as strategic nu-
clear weapons, long-range missiles as well as bombs dropped
from aircraft. But NATO protected all members against attack
from any quarter and, for many Europeans, Germany remained
a real threat. As the contemporary joke had it, NATO’s role was
to keep the Russians out, the Americans in, and the Germans
down.

No western country feared German revival more than France.
Its leaders had initially tried to restrict German recovery. When
the Americans and British won out, in 1950 the French devel-
oped an alternative strategy, masterminded by Jean Monnet—if
you can’t beat them, join them. This was most evident in the Euro-
pean Coal and Steel Community, which came into existence in
1952. These industries were crucial for European economic re-
covery; they were also vital to national war-making potential. By
placing them under an international authority, ‘the Six’ (France,
West Germany, Italy, Belgium, The Netherlands, and Luxem-
bourg) were abridging national sovereignty in the interests of
prosperity and security. They were also motivated by the strong
federalist sentiments of the time, after the war had exposed the
ruinous cost of national rivalries. Indeed the three small mem-
bers of the Six had already formed their own Benelux customs
union in 1948. Nevertheless, the Coal and Steel Community was
as much a diplomatic strategem as an idealistic vision, with the
‘German question’ at its heart.

This helps us understand the subsequent chequered history of
European integration. The Benelux countries, particularly Bel-
gium, were the most ardently federalist in the mid-1950s, and
they helped push the Six towards the European Economic Com-
munity which came into existence on 1 January 1958. For Ger-
many and Italy, Europe’s pariah nations, integration was a way
of recovering international status and influence. But it was
France which had most success in shaping the EEC around her
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national interests. Anxious to avoid a repeat of the French crisis
over German rearmament, the other five allowed France prefer-
ential treatment for her colonies and a Common Agricultural
Policy that suited the interests of her small and inefficient peas-
ant farmers, a powerful political constituency. In 1963 French
president Charles de Gaulle (1958–69) vetoed Britain’s belated
application to join the Six, on the grounds that she was not yet
truly European in her outlook. Equally important, though not
stated publicly, was the fear that Britain would weaken France’s
influence: a case of two cocks rather than one in the hen-house,
as a chauvinistic French diplomat observed. De Gaulle also di-
verted the Community’s evolution away from Monnet’s federal-
ist goals. In 1965 he blocked the development of majority
voting, arguing that the EEC should be a Europe des patries and
not a supranational state.

The EEC nevertheless proved a remarkable success. Its first
decade saw the creation of a common market with all internal
tariffs abolished and a single external tariff established against
outsiders. At the heart of the new Community was a remarkable
entente between France and Germany. For Konrad Adenauer,
Federal Chancellor from 1949 to 1963, friendship with France
was as great a priority as the containment of communism. Al-
though his economics minister, Ludwig Erhard, had advocated a
less protectionist economic grouping—akin to the free trade area
originally proposed by Britain—Adenauer believed that politics
took priority over economics. German acceptance of the EEC on
French terms was essential to reconciling the two old enemies.
De Gaulle and Adenauer hit it off personally and in January
1963 they solemnized the new special relationship in a Franco-
German friendship treaty.

The Community was therefore, in part, an answer to Europe’s
vexed ‘German question’. And within this new framework of co-
operation Germany’s economic strength, no longer a threat,
could be used for the benefit of her neighbours. In the 1950s the
West German economic miracle transformed the country’s place
in the world economy. By 1960 it accounted for one-fifth of
world trade in manufactured goods, surpassing Britain econom-
ically and acting as the powerhouse of the Six.
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What also made German recovery both possible and potent,
apart from the political settlement created by the EEC, was the
fact that the Americans had assumed much of the burden of
western Europe’s defence. Their commitment to NATO guar-
anteed France and her neighbours against Russia (and also
Germany). In addition, it meant that full-scale German re-
armament, with all the fears that this would evoke, was not
necessary. Germany was only allowed conventional forces,
committed to NATO, and forswore nuclear weapons. Without
the American guarantee, the issue of Germany as a nuclear
power could not have been avoided, given the size of the War-
saw Pact.

The American commitment to Europe offered other benefits
to western European states. By freeing them from prime re-
sponsibility for the security of the West, it allowed France and
Britain to mount a rearguard defence of their colonial empires.
Both had suffered as a result of the war: the French lost
Lebanon and Syria in 1946, the British relinquished India in
1947. But the French fought a long and bitter war to hold Indo-
china from 1946 to 1954. And as soon as this ended in failure,
they began another struggle to keep control in Algeria against
nationalist rebels and French settlers, which lasted until de
Gaulle conceded independence in 1962. For a decade and a
half, therefore, most of the French army was committed out-
side Europe in colonial wars. Although Britain’s imperial re-
treat was less bloody, the country’s main energies were also
employed imperially throughout the 1950s, and this was one
reason why she was slow to take seriously the EEC. The British
position in countries such as Malaya and Egypt was regarded
as so important economically that substantial defence commit-
ments were maintained. The effort to keep control of the Suez
Canal led to the disastrous Anglo-French attack on Egypt in
October 1956, whose failure did much to show the world the
limits of their power.

Dwight D. Eisenhower, NATO’s first Supreme Commander
and then United States President (1953–61), had always hoped
that the American commitment to NATO would be a temporary
expedient to help the Europeans bounce back. But by the end of
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the 1950s the springboard seemed to have become a crutch.
Moreover, it was an increasingly expensive crutch for the Ameri-
cans. In 1945 the United States, as the world’s leading economy
with massive financial reserves, could afford the costs of con-
tainment—paying for aid and troops in sensitive countries
abroad. By 1960 the world economy was more in balance, with
the recovery of Germany and Japan. America’s share of world
production had shrunk from a half to a quarter, her holding of
world gold reserves from 70 per cent to 50 per cent. Eisenhower
and his successors, John F. Kennedy (1961–3) and Lyndon B.
Johnson (1963–9), pressed Europeans, particularly Germany, to
contribute to the costs of their own defence. They also came to
view the EEC, originally welcomed in Washington, as a trading
rival.

On the European side, feelings grew that the original Atlantic
contract was now out of date. Some Germans, for instance, re-
sented the continued American occupation. The vast and delib-
erately visible American presence in cities such as Heidelberg or
Kaiserslautern began to seem offensive. There was also debate in
the early 1960s about Germany joining the nuclear ‘club’. But
France, once again, went furthest with her protests. De Gaulle
believed that the Alliance had become an instrument of Ameri-
can domination. He also felt that incidents such as the Cuban
missile crisis of 1962—when the world waited impotently, under
threat of nuclear war, for the superpowers to resolve their con-
frontation—showed the folly of Europe relying on the volatile
United States. By 1960 France, like Britain, had become a nu-
clear power and de Gaulle gradually extracted France from
NATO’s integrated command, evicting US troops and head-
quarters in 1966.

This rupture was not total. France remained a signatory to the
North Atlantic Treaty, prompting charges that she was enjoying
the benefits of NATO à la carte rather than paying for the full
menu. And fears that the French would adopt a stance of neu-
trality between east and west evaporated with de Gaulle’s resig-
nation in 1969. Although the transatlantic contract was under
increasing strain in both Europe and America by the end of the
1960s, it still seemed mutually beneficial.
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The Soviet Bloc

Even in regimented eastern Europe the 1950s and 1960s saw a
moderation of superpower hegemony. The main stimulus was
the death of Stalin in March 1953. His worst excesses were
curbed by his successors—particularly Nikita Khrushchev, party
secretary from 1953 to 1964, who denounced Stalinism and its
personality cult in a sensational speech to the party conference
in 1956. At home Khrushchev made some efforts to reform agri-
culture, increase production of consumer goods, and promote
rule by law instead of secret police. But the process of destalin-
ization had more effect in eastern Europe. There the new course
was expressed in the doctrine that there were now ‘many roads
to socialism’.

The most spectacular example was Yugoslavia. A creation of
Serbian imperialism in the First World War, this polyglot state
was held together after 1945 by a federal constitution and (until
his death in 1980) by the leadership of Josip Broz Tito (son of a
Croatian father and Slovene mother). Tito’s revolution had
owed little to the Red Army, and his communists were in com-
plete control by the end of 1945. Tito’s imperialist ambitions in
the Balkans led to ostracization by Moscow in 1948, whereupon
he followed his own distinctive course. In foreign policy he was
a pioneer of the so-called ‘non-aligned movement’, exploiting
both sides in the Cold War. At home he repudiated Stalinism and
went farthest of all the eastern bloc countries along the road of
economic devolution and self-management.

Yugoslavia was unique, however. Other Balkan dictators
adopted a more independent foreign policy while remaining
grimly Stalinist at home. In Albania Enver Hoxha (1945–85)
and his nepotistic party shunned the West but took Chinese aid
after Beijing broke with Moscow in the late 1950s. Romania,
particularly under Nikolai Ceausescu (1965–89), adroitly
played the same game while also opening up trade with the West.
For both leaders, Moscow’s attempt to keep them as Russian
economic colonies was the main reason for breaking away from
the USSR. But Ceausescu was careful to remain within the War-
saw Pact (as was Hoxha until 1968), and communist rule in
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both countries remained unchallenged and repressive. Moscow
therefore did not feel threatened, particularly since the Balkans
were of peripheral interest.

The heart of the Soviet bloc was east-central Europe—the
axis of German aggression in the past and now the border with
NATO’s Central Front. Here deviation in foreign policy was un-
acceptable, as the Hungarians found in October 1956 when they
tried to withdraw from the Warsaw Pact and their revolution
was suppressed by Soviet troops. On the other hand, these were
some of the most advanced industrial areas of the eastern bloc,
particularly the GDR and the Czech lands, and pressures for
economic liberalization were particularly strong. The pattern, in
consequence, was domestic reform but diplomatic conformity
(the complete opposite of Romania and Albania). Janos Kadar
led Hungary farthest along the path blazed by Tito, sensitive to
the causes of the rising of 1956. Kadarism allowed individual
local enterprises freedom, within the overall economic plan, to
set their own wage and price levels in response to profits. In
Poland, where there was also unrest in 1956, Wladislaw Go-
mulka stopped the process of agricultural collectivization, leav-
ing some 80 per cent of the land in private hands.

Even the Soviet bloc, therefore, was no monolith but accom-
modated itself to local circumstances. In a deeper sense, too, an
element of consent was involved in communist rule. Throughout
eastern Europe the ideological fervour of the immediate post-
war era had still not been entirely extinguished. Moreover, the
general public were beneficiaries as well as victims of ‘people’s
democracy’. Mass industrialization and the collectivization of
agriculture entailed huge social and environmental costs, but
they also wrought a social revolution. In twenty years after 1950
the majority of eastern Europeans (outside the Balkans) were
transformed from peasant farmers into urban industrial work-
ers. Housing remained poor and consumer goods scarce, but the
provision of free education, basic health care, and (outside
Yugoslavia) full employment were all signs that the lot of the av-
erage person had markedly improved under communism. This
was an important source of political cohesion in the 1950s and
1960s.
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That said, it remains true that communist rule rested ultim-
ately on force. The most striking example was East Germany. It
was the most industrialized country of the eastern bloc, with the
highest living standards. The regime of Walter Ulbricht had
worked hard to create a sense of East German national con-
sciousness, using sport as one of its main weapons. Huge
amounts of money (and steroids) were pumped into athletic
stars and at the Munich Olympics of 1972 the GDR won twenty
gold medals—trailing only the USSR and the United States. Yet
this remained an artificial state, and the appeal of its neighbour
was enhanced by the accessibility of West German TV in most of
the GDR. Denied true democracy, East Germans voted with
their feet. In the 1950s the GDR was the only Soviet bloc coun-
try to decline in population, from 19 million to 17 million, as
people slipped through the unchecked exits into west Berlin and
thence to the Federal Republic.

Faced with this haemorrhage of personnel (much of it skilled),
Ulbricht finally persuaded Moscow to seal off the city and begin
the Berlin Wall on 13 August 1961. Eleven days later Günter
Litfin, aged 24, scaled the wall and swam the River Spree, only
to be shot down as he climbed on to the West Berlin bank. A sim-
ple stone memorial was erected to ‘the first victim of the Wall’.
It was a stark reminder that ‘freedom’, though a cliché of the
Cold War, was not an empty slogan.

Coexistence and Stagnation, 1968–1981

By 1968, some two decades after Europe was divided, the Cold
War had lost much of its ideological intensity. The post-war gen-
eration in East and West had seen in their own lifetimes how
communism or capitalism had provided undreamt-of prosperity.
Their children, however, had no such experience. For them the -
isms were systems, and increasingly depressing ones at that. In
the East the hallmark of dissent was growing political cynicism
at the corruption of the party establishments. In the West stu-
dents protested openly at the conformism and consumerism of
their elders, adopting populist forms of Marxism and heroes
such as Che Guevara and Mao Tse-tung in repudiation of both
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American capitalism and Soviet communism. Most of these
protests were short lived yet they spawned small but notorious
terrorist groups, notably the Red Army Faction in Germany and
the Red Brigades in Italy, who were responsible for a spate of
robberies and kidnappings before their suppression in the late
1970s. Although degenerating into nihilism, these terrorists, like
the student movements from which they sprang, were reacting
against the Americanized capitalism of 1960s Europe.

Nothing did more to tarnish America’s international reputa-
tion than the war in Vietnam. The spectacle of endless bomb-
ings of the North, played out nightly on TV screens, was a
propaganda disaster for the United States. Vietnam served as a
shorthand for all the iniquities of military–industrial capital-
ism, no more so than in Paris in May 1968, where the student
uprising set off protests that nearly toppled de Gaulle. The ana-
logue of Vietnam in the East was the Soviet invasion of Czecho-
slovakia in August 1968. Communism there had remained
highly centralized, provoking growing opposition both from
liberals and from the Slovak minority. The reformist govern-
ment of Alexander Dubcek (a Slovak) ushered in the so-called
‘Prague spring’—a source of alarm throughout the Soviet bloc.
Dubcek allowed other political parties to organize and
launched inquiries into the past record of Stalinism. There was
talk that Czechoslovakia would leave the Warsaw Pact. On 20
August the Soviet tanks rolled in, though it took Moscow
months to construct a pliant alternative government. The So-
viet right to intervene as guardian of ‘socialist international-
ism’ was stated in what became known in the West as ‘the
Brezhnev Doctrine’.

By the late 1960s the two blocs seemed to be facts of life. The
Cold War no longer threatened to become hot war but had frozen
solid. The shorthand for this process was détente, meaning a re-
laxation of tension. The superpowers’ main motive for détente
was to control the arms race, which not only consumed a sub-
stantial portion of their budgets but had also brought the world
close to nuclear disaster over Cuba in 1962. In May 1972 Presi-
dent Richard M. Nixon flew to Moscow—the first visit there by
an American leader—and signed the SALT 1 arms limitation
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treaty. Although only a limited, temporary measure, it appeared
to herald a new attitude on both sides.

Détente also had a German dimension. Adenauer and the
Christian Democrats had worked for ultimate reunification, but
the socialists, led by Willy Brandt, a former mayor of West
Berlin, believed it was time to face the reality of division and
reach a modus vivendi with the East. Brandt, Chancellor from
1969 to 1974, never abandoned the goal of reunification—his
motto was ‘two states, one nation’—but his period in office saw
the de facto recognition of the GDR and acceptance of the post-
war border with Poland. A four-power treaty on Berlin regular-
ized Allied access to this former flashpoint and allowed greater
opportunities for visits to and fro by Berliners. The corner-stone
of détente was the Helsinki agreement of 1975. In return for So-
viet bloc commitments on human rights, the West acknowledged
the post-war frontiers of Europe as ‘inviolable’ and not to be
changed by force. Thirty years after Hitler the division of Europe
seemed immutable.

Unlike NATO and the Warsaw Pact, the EEC became more
dynamic after the demise of de Gaulle. Its relaunch at the Hague
summit of December 1969 led to closer foreign policy co-ord-
ination and a commitment to monetary union by 1980. This fur-
ther integration was part of the agenda for deepening the
Community. The other great aim was widening. Britain’s long-
delayed entry became possible once de Gaulle had left the stage.
Together with Denmark and Ireland, she joined the Community
in January 1973, turning the Six into the Nine. By 1977 serious
negotiations were under way with Greece, Spain, and Portugal.

The motives for this second enlargement remind us again of
the Cold War context of European integration. These three poor,
Mediterranean countries were very different from the industrial-
ized core of the EEC and posed huge problems of assimilation.
The pressures for their inclusion were frankly political. Spain
and Portugal had been stagnant backwaters of authoritarian dic-
tatorship since before the war. But the Portuguese revolution of
April 1974 and the death of General Francisco Franco in No-
vember 1975 ushered in new democracies. Greece had been
semi-democratic until 1967 but thereafter a repressive military
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junta held power until November 1974. In the mid-1970s, there-
fore, all three countries were struggling to establish democracies,
and their admission to the EEC was intended to consolidate that
process. Greece joined in 1981, but French fears about agricul-
tural competition delayed the admission of Spain and Portugal
until 1986.

By the 1980s the European Community rivalled the super-
powers in population and resources. Yet the two aims of deep-
ening and widening seemed increasingly incompatible. Except
for southern Italy, the original Six had much in common, with
long-standing economic and cultural links. The assimilation of
Britain, with her small agricultural sector and continued interest
in global trade, proved extremely hard, and much of the Com-
munity’s energy in the decade after 1973 was taken up with ar-
guments about the size of the British budget contribution.
Absorbing the backward Mediterranean states was also prob-
lematic, requiring a substantial transfer of resources to bring
their levels of development closer to that of northern Europe.
With enlargement so difficult, the deeper integration of the
Community, envisaged at The Hague in 1969, took second
place. There was greater co-operation in foreign policy but a
limited attempt at monetary co-ordination collapsed in the mid-
1970s.

At the root of the EEC’s problems was the end of the long
post-war boom. For two decades from the late 1940s western
Europe’s economies had grown steadily and almost without inter-
ruption, in a quite unprecedented period of prosperity. The Cold
War had contributed to this, through the American security um-
brella and also the profitability of what became known as the
military–industrial complex. Europeans had become used to
growth: indeed social stability was predicated on the expectation
of rising living standards and generous welfare and medical pro-
vision. Similarly, the success of the EEC in its first decade or so
had owed much to the post-war boom, and the absence of
growth greatly complicated the process of enlargement. Just as
such lengthy growth was unprecedented, so too was the bizarre
mix of economic stagnation and soaring inflation (‘stagflation’)
that followed. Underlying the confusion were fundamental
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changes in the world economy, notably the huge rise in oil prices
after the Arab–Israeli war of 1973 and the new industrial chal-
lenge from Asia, led by Japan.

Economic crisis therefore threatened the foundations of polit-
ical stability. This threat was even more apparent in the eastern
bloc. By the 1960s the gains of forced modernization had been
achieved, and its problems were all too apparent. Soviet-style
communism, in historian Charles Maier’s phrase, was a ‘heavy-
metal’ ideology. Its core was smokestack industries under state
direction. Production was geared to central planning targets,
with little attention to profitability and efficiency, even in more
westernized economies such as Yugoslavia. By the 1970s these
industries were grossly uncompetitive in world terms and their
unrestricted growth had created appalling pollution. Economic
reform in the wake of the Prague spring was mere tinkering, and
the corrupt neo-Stalinist leaderships ruled over increasingly
sullen populations. What helped keep the Soviet bloc going,
ironically, was détente. Its great attraction, not least for the So-
viets, was the possibility of western trade and credits. West Ger-
many’s loans and markets became vital to the economies of her
eastern neighbours. But détente proved a virus as much as a
blood transfusion. The West’s price at Helsinki in 1975 was a
Soviet bloc commitment to human rights and to procedures for
their monitoring. In order to maintain the economic benefits of
détente, communist regimes had to accept the political price of
small-scale dissidence. Despite police harassment, groups like
Charter 77 in Czechoslovakia and the Evangelical Church in the
GDR chipped away at the legitimacy of their respective regimes.
They were to prove the nuclei of eventual political opposition.

Nowhere was the double-edged character of détente more evi-
dent than in Poland. Under Eduard Gierek, Poland was one of
the world’s fastest growing economies in the early 1970s. But its
‘little economic miracle’ was the result of massive imports of in-
dustrial equipment from the West, financed not by Polish ex-
ports but western credits. The result was the largest foreign debt
in eastern Europe, which could only be serviced through raising
prices and squeezing living standards.

Mounting Polish resentment found powerful institutional
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expression in what was about the least Stalinized country of
eastern Europe. Most of the population was Catholic and the
Church drew additional strength from its championship of Pol-
ish nationalism against Russia and from the election of a Polish
cardinal as Pope John Paul II in 1978. Also distinctive was the
organized militancy of the Baltic shipyard workers. In August
1980 they secured the right to an independent trade union, Sol-
idarity. Under the leadership of Lech Walesa this became a po-
tent political force. The retirement of Gierek failed to defuse the
crisis and in December 1981, with communist monopoly of
power threatened and fears of Soviet military intervention, the
Polish leadership imposed martial law. Solidarity was sup-
pressed, the party purged, and a tenuous order restored. The
year 1981, like 1956 and 1968, was a reminder that Soviet
power was what ultimately held the eastern bloc together.

From the ‘New Cold War’ to the End of the Soviet
Empire, 1981–1989
The Polish crisis signalled the end of détente. Already under
strain for other reasons, notably the Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan in December 1979, it was now repudiated by the
West. Loans ended, debts soared, and the socio-economic pres-
sures in eastern Europe mounted. The Soviet Union was forced
to increase economic aid to Poland and her neighbours, further
increasing the pressures on its own ossified economy.

Equally alarming for the Soviets was the ‘new Cold War’ with
the United States. Modernization of Warsaw Pact nuclear
weapons in the 1970s had prompted a new NATO deployment
of Pershing and Cruise missiles in western Europe. In the short
run this led to a revival of anti-American peace movements in
Britain, West Germany, and The Netherlands, while the Soviets
broke off all arms control negotiations in 1983. Nevertheless,
NATO successfully deployed the missiles and the Soviets were
further alarmed by President Ronald Reagan’s Strategic Defense
Initiative (SDI). The USSR had only been able to hold its own to
date by devoting perhaps one-fifth of GDP to defence, but the
cost of its military–industrial complex was backwardness in
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every other sector of the economy. ‘Star Wars’ (as SDI became
known) threatened Moscow with a new, high-technology twist
to the arms race, already spiralling out of control.

By the mid-1980s the Soviet Union faced a major crisis. The
increasingly senile Leonid Brezhnev, Khrushchev’s successor
from 1964, had presided over what became known as the ‘era of
stagnation’. With typical Russian black humour, one joke imag-
ined recent Soviet leaders in a train that had broken down out in
the steppes. ‘Flog the driver,’ Stalin ordered. But nothing hap-
pened. ‘Rehabilitate the driver,’ cried Khrushchev, to no avail.
Then pudgy Brezhnev drew the curtains of the compartment,
smiled his hooded smile, and said: ‘Let’s just pretend the train is
moving.’

After Brezhnev died in 1982, the Soviet communist party
chose two more ailing septuagenarians (Yuri Andropov and
Konstantin Chernenko) who expired in quick succession. It then
made a generational leap and appointed the 54-year-old Mikhail
Gorbachev as party secretary in March 1985. Under his dynamic
leadership the Soviet Union reopened dialogue with the United
States and totally changed its nuclear policy. In December 1987
Gorbachev and Reagan signed a historic agreement to remove
all intermediate-range nuclear missiles, not only in Europe but
world-wide. This was the first time the superpowers had actually
agreed to reduce their nuclear arsenals. ‘Gorby’ became a folk
hero in the West.

But Gorbachev wanted reform, not revolution. He was a com-
munist functionary trying to make the system work by more rad-
ical means. The economy was his priority. He wished to control
the arms race so as to reduce its crushing financial burden and
facilitate economic modernization through western help. But he
was persuaded that political liberalization (glasnost or open-
ness) was essential to the process of reconstruction (perestroika).
In the event, the former succeeded while the latter failed. As the
economy collapsed, freedom to protest grew. Reconstruction be-
came deconstruction.

In eastern Europe the result was revolution. Gorbachev had
hoped that liberalization throughout the Soviet bloc would
create a new framework for economic co-operation, thereby
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strengthening Russian influence. But his public backing for per-
estroika and glasnost in the Soviet satellites only served to shake
their neo-Stalinist regimes to the foundations. When Gorbachev
visited Prague in April 1987, one of his aides, Gennadi Gerasi-
mov, was asked what was the difference between Gorbachev and
Dubcek. ‘Nineteen years,’ was the reply. Even the political élites
privately acknowledged the need for reform. Certainly they were
not ready to use brute force to maintain the old order.

By 1989 the situation had become critical. In Poland and Hun-
gary the combination of economic crisis and political opposition
was most advanced. In the former, Solidarity was relegalized and
it swept the board in elections in June. In Hungary, too, a multi-
party system was authorized and border controls abandoned.
This permitted a new haemorrhage of citizens from the GDR,
exiting via Hungary to Austria and West Germany. When Gor-
bachev visited Berlin in October 1989 for the GDR’s fortieth an-
niversary celebrations, he was openly critical of the Honecker
government’s failure to reform. It was also made clear that, un-
like 1968, the USSR would not intervene with force. Gerasimov
said that the ‘Brezhnev Doctrine’ had been replaced by the ‘Sina-
tra Doctrine’. ‘You know the Frank Sinatra song, “I did it my
way”?’ he asked. ‘Well, Hungary and Poland are doing it their
way.’

By November 1989 powerful opposition groups had emerged
in the GDR and Czechoslovakia—New Forum and Civic Forum.
A new government in the GDR tried belated liberalization but its
decision to end border controls only led to a massive flood of
East Berliners into the western part of the city on the night of 9
November. Within days the Wall—the most forbidding symbol
of Europe’s division—was being pulled down. By the end of the
year communist rule had collapsed in the GDR and Czechoslo-
vakia. The flood-tide swept on, even into the Balkans, where
Stalinism had been more deeply rooted. In November Bulgarian
dictator Todor Zhivkov resigned after forty-five years in power.
Romania’s Christmas present was the summary trial and execu-
tion of Nikolai Ceausescu and his wife.

From start to finish, the whole drama of liberation had been
played out on the television screens of Europe and the world.
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Indeed, TV images had been a revolutionary force in themselves,
inspiring acts of emulation. Thanks largely to Gorbachev the
Cold War was over, but so was the Soviet bloc. The thaw had be-
come an avalanche.

‘The Rebirth of History’

1989 was as momentous a year in European history as 1789.
Like the would-be reformers of the ancien régime, Gorbachev
had sown the wind and reaped the whirlwind. Without the
controlled border East Germany was not viable and on 3 Oc-
tober 1990 Germany was united again. In the Soviet Union the
failure of perestroika and the success of glasnost undermined
both the basis of communist power in the republics and also
the dominance over them by Moscow. Fighting a rearguard ac-
tion on both fronts Gorbachev was nearly toppled by a con-
servative coup in August 1991, which he survived only with his
authority in shreds. At the end of 1991 the Soviet Union ceased
to exist and was replaced by a loose Commonwealth of Inde-
pendent States, each riven by economic crisis and political con-
fusion.

The Cold War had ended with the collapse of one of the blocs
and one of the protagonists. As the dust settled, two institu-
tions of Cold-War western Europe remained more or less in-
tact—NATO and the EC. NATO had lost its fundamental
rationale with the collapse of the Warsaw Pact, and Allied
forces in Germany were substantially reduced. But the alliance
structure, especially America’s leadership role, clearly consti-
tuted one important pillar of stability for the future. Like
NATO, the European Community was a deeply flawed institu-
tion, as the collapse of its Monetary System in 1992–3 re-
minded the world. But by 1993 the member states had fulfilled
the Single European Act of 1985, designed to abolish all eco-
nomic barriers between them, including those on the move-
ment of labour and capital. And the spate of membership
applications indicated that the Community was seen as the eco-
nomic heart of Europe after the Cold War. The most advanced
of the applicants—Austria, Finland, and Sweden—joined in
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January 1995. The Twelve became Fifteen, comprising some
370 million people—roughly the same population as the
United States and Japan combined. Former communist states
pressed for admission or association, as did those from the
Mediterranean and North Africa.

After 1989 it seemed meaningful once again to talk about Eur-
ope as a single entity. The polarized language of East and West
had always been misleading. Turkey, for instance, was a member
of NATO, yet this backward, largely Islamic country could
hardly be considered western in the sense of France or Germany.
As for eastern Europe, this had lumped together countries like
Bulgaria (Slavic, predominantly Orthodox, with strong links to
Russia) and Hungary (non-Slavic, mainly Catholic, self-defined
‘bastion of the West’ against Russians and Turks). Above all,
central Europe had disappeared down the bipolar chasm,
wrenching Hungary and the Czech lands away from their his-
toric links with Germany and leaving Austria frozen in neutral-
ity between East and West.

Yet the end of these historically artificial blocs did not signal
unity. Economic backwardness and environmental pollution in
the East would take years to overcome. The strain of
reunification on Germany’s finances was enormous. Establishing
civil society on the western model was also difficult in former po-
lice states with few democratic traditions. In the Balkans the
communists remained strong and were often able to rebuild their
power in modified form. In other words, Europe was still div-
ided, albeit less brutally, by her history, and communism was one
legacy that would be hard to throw off. As the Balkan case also
suggested, older patterns became visible again, such as the divide
between Catholic and Orthodox Europes—the latter being eco-
nomically more backward—or even between Christian Europe
and Balkan extremities such as Albania and Bosnia where the
Ottoman, Islamic imprint had been much deeper.

Such distinctions were far from precise, but they served as in-
dicators of what became known as the ‘rebirth of history’. Past
movements, frozen by the Cold War, were now on the move
again. This was most evident in the case of nationalism. The de-
mand that separate nations should form separate states had
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proved one of the most potent battle-cries of nineteenth-century
Europe. In the twentieth century its resonance was world-wide.
Yet nationalism was a problematic concept. In only a few west-
ern European countries, notably France, was there congruence
between state and nation. Eastern Europe after the demise of the
Ottoman and Habsburg empires had been a patchwork of multi-
national states, with a dominant majority (such as the Czechs)
presiding over more or less oppressed minorities. The Cold War
had largely frozen these ethnic conflicts; after its thaw struggle
resumed. At the end of 1992 Czechoslovakia managed to split in
two peacefully. But Yugoslavia’s break-up proved appallingly
bloody.

In Tito’s early years, the federal structure of Yugoslavia (six
republics and two autonomous provinces) had been carefully
modulated by the central communist party to hold the Serbs in
check and to balance the other ethnic groups. But economic
devolution and political liberalization had gradually weak-
ened the authority of the centre. The 1974 constitution
confirmed the result—what veteran Yugoslav communist
Milovan Djilas called eight little party states with eight small,
competing economies. Thus, even before his death in 1980,
Tito had helped undermine his own creation. His successors
had little interest except in cultivating ethnic support within
their own republics. The most egregious was Slobodan Milo-
sevic, the Serbian leader from 1987, and the nationalism fos-
tered by him provoked a backlash from other ethnic groups.
In this struggle, history was not so much reborn as recon-
structed. In 1989 Serbs focused on Kosovo, site of their cele-
brated battle six hundred years before against the Turks, and
now dominated by the Muslim Albanians. Similarly, Croat agi-
tation aroused Serbian memories of the atrocities committed
by the Croatian fascists, the Ustasi, against them in 1941–5.
Thus, history became a convenient tool of ethnic politicians as
the federation broke apart. The secession of Slovenia in 1991
proved relatively bloodless, since this was an ethnically distinct
republic. By 1992 Croatia had also won independence, al-
though leaving the Serbs with one-third of the territory. But in
Bosnia—where Muslims formed 44 per cent of the population,
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Serbs 31 per cent, and Croats 17 per cent—the declaration of
independence in March 1992 resulted in a ruinous war from
which the Muslims were the real losers as the other two
groups carved up the territory.

Even in more coherent western Europe, nationalism remained
strong. The European Community had been partly an attempt to
control and channel German nationalism. Federalist sentiment,
though widespread, was often an instrument of national policy,
as in Gaullist France. Some countries, such as Britain and Den-
mark, had joined the Community largely for economic reasons
and were not enthusiastic about the larger project of political in-
tegration. And, at work within most nation-states, were erosive
regionalist tendencies. In Italy, which dated from the 1860s as a
unified nation, the political structures of the state lacked au-
thority. In Spain, the south still bears the imprint of its long Mus-
lim occupation, while, in the north, Catalonia and particularly
the Basque country have been allowed substantial political au-
tonomy. Another apparently ancient nation-state, the United
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, is also an un-
easy historical accretion, with Northern Ireland struggling to
bridge its sectarian divide and Scotland vocal in demands for de-
volution or even independence. Although renamed the European
Union in November 1993, the Community remained frag-
mented, both among and within the member states. And its fail-
ure to intervene effectively in Yugoslavia, or even maintain a
consistent policy, was a reminder of how far it was from consti-
tuting a security organization.

The political map of Europe after the Cold War was there-
fore complicated, even chaotic. It would take years to over-
come the manifold legacies of communist rule in the East,
ranging from democratic inexperience to environmental pollu-
tion. Although large supranational entities such as NATO and
the EC offered some promise as forces of stability, internal ar-
guments reduced their ability to confront the forces of nation-
alism and regionalism which threatened to fragment the
continent, particularly in the Balkans and the old Soviet Union.
In the Cold War, Europe’s division had been a source of stabil-
ity as well as oppression; after 1989, unification brought 
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confusion and not just liberation. To a degree unimaginable to
Bismarck, Europe in the 1990s was more than a geographical
expression. But, no less than in the days of Bonaparte or Hitler,
European unity remained an idea and not a reality. And reality
was the product of history.
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Chronology

1789 5 May Estates-General convene at Versailles
17 June Estates-General declares itself to be 

the ‘National Assembly’
14 July storming of the Bastille
5–6 October the ‘October Days’—Louis XVI and 

the Estates-General are removed to Paris
1790 12 July Civil Constitution of the Clergy
1791 13 April Pope Pius VI condemns the Civil

Constitution of the Clergy
20 June the ‘flight to Varennes’—Louis XVI

tries unsuccessfully to escape from
France

1 October National Constituent Assembly makes
way for the National Legislative
Assembly

1792 20 April National Assembly declares war on
Austria

25 April guillotine used for first time
13 June Prussia declares war on France
10 August monarchy overthrown
2–6 September September massacres in Paris
20 September Prussian invasion force defeated at the

battle of Valmy
6 November Austrians defeated at Jemappes and

Belgium conquered
1793 21 January execution of Louis XVI

1 February war declared on Britain and the Dutch
Republic

7 March war declared on Spain
11 March counter-revolutionary rising in the

Vendée begins
18 March Austrians defeat the French at

Neerwinden and reconquer Belgium



6 April Committee of Public Safety created
2 June Girondin regime falls
autumn French armies go back on the offensive

in Belgium
16 October Marie Antoinette executed

1794 26 June French defeat Austrians at Fleurus and
expel them from Belgium

27–8 July fall of Robespierre (coup d’état of 8–9
Thermidor)

1795 January French conquer the Dutch Republic
and turn it into a satellite–‘the Batavian
Republic’

5 April treaty of Basle, by which Prussia leaves
the war

22 July treaty of Basle, by which Spain leaves
the war

1 October Belgium annexed to France
1796 April General Bonaparte invades Italy,

defeats the Piedmontese and the 
Austrians

1797 18 April preliminary peace of Léoben between
France and Austria

29 June Austrian territory in northern Italy
turned into a satellite state (the
‘Cisalpine Republic’)

18 October peace of Campo Formio between
Austria and France

1798 May revolt in Ireland
19 May General Bonaparte leads an expedition

to conquer Egypt
1 August British fleet under Admiral Nelson

destroys Bonaparte’s fleet at the battle
of Aboukir Bay

1799 March war between France and Austria re-
sumes; Russia enters the war on the
side of Austria; French are expelled
from Italy

8 October Bonaparte returns from Egypt
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9–10 November Bonaparte overthrows the Directory
1800 14 June Bonaparte defeats the Austrians at

battle of Marengo
1 August Act of Union between Britain and

Ireland becomes law
3 December Moreau defeats the Austrians at

Hohenlinden
1801 9 February peace of Lunéville between France

and Austria
14 March William Pitt resigns as prime minister

over George III’s refusal to allow
Catholic emancipation

16 July Bonaparte signs a Concordat with the
Papacy

1802 27 March peace of Amiens between Britain and
France

1803 18 May war between Britain and France
resumes

1804 18 May General Bonaparte assumes imperial
title as Napoleon I

1805 August the third coalition consisting of
Britain, Austria, Russia, and Sweden
is formed against France; war resumes
on the continent

20 October Austrian army capitulates at Ulm
21 October battle of Trafalgar
2 December battle of Austerlitz; Napoleon inflicts

a crushing defeat on an Austro-Russ-
ian army

26 December peace of Pressburg ends war between
Austria and France

1806 23 January death of William Pitt
30 March Napoleon makes his brother Joseph

king of Naples
5 June Napoleon makes his brother Louis

king of the Netherlands
12 July Napoleon reorganizes Germany as the

‘Confederation of the Rhine’
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6 August end of the Holy Roman Empire
8 October Prussia declares war on France
14 October Prussian armies routed at the dual

battle of Jena and Auerstedt
21 November Napoleon introduces the ‘Continental

System’
1807 25 March slave trade abolished in all British

possessions
9 July treaty of Tilsit ends the continental

war
December Napoleon orders invasion of Spain

1808 2 May rising against French in Madrid
6 June Napoleon makes his brother Joseph

king of Spain
August British send an expeditionary force to

Spain
1809 April war resumes between France and

Austria
21 May Austrians defeat Napoleon at Aspern
6 July Napoleon defeats Austrians at

Wagram
14 October treaty of Schönbrunn ends war

between France and Austria
1810 9 July Napoleon annexes the Netherlands to

France
10 December Napoleon annexes north-western coast

of Germany
1811 March Luddite riots in Britain
1812 24 June Napoleon begins invasion of Russia

12 August duke of Wellington captures Madrid
7 September Napoleon fights the indecisive battle of

Borodino and enters Moscow a week
later

18 October retreat from Moscow begins
13 December remnants of Napoleon’s army leave

Russia
1813 28 February treaty of Kalisch between Prussia and

Russia
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21 June Wellington defeats French at Vittoria,
prompting King Joseph to flee to
France

12 August Austria declares war on France
16–19 October Napoleon is defeated at the battle of

Leipzig and loses control of Germany
31 December Prussian army under Blücher begins the

invasion of France
1814 12 March Wellington captures Bordeaux

31 March Allied armies enter Paris
6 April Napoleon abdicates and is exiled to

Elba
30 May first treaty of Paris gives France the

frontiers of 1792
1 November Congress of Vienna opens (lasts until 8

June 1815)
1815 1 March Napoleon returns from Elba

18 June Napoleon is defeated at Waterloo by
the British and the Prussians

26 September Austria, Russia, and Prussia form the
‘Holy Alliance’

20 November second treaty of Paris reduces France to
frontiers of 1789

1817 October Wartburg festival to celebrate 300th
anniversary of the Reformation—and
to protest against political conditions in
Germany

1819 16 August ‘Peterloo Massacre’ at Manchester
November ‘Carlsbad decrees’ impose strict

censorship and other restrictions on
personal liberty in Germany

1820 29 January death of George III
1820–1 revolt in the kingdom of Naples

suppressed by Austrian troops
1821 revolt in Greece against Turkish rule
1823 Daniel O’Connell forms Catholic

Association of Ireland
1824 24 April death of Byron at Missolonghi
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1825 ‘Decembrist revolt’ in Russia following
death of 
Alexander I

1827 Britain, Russia, and France recognize
Greek independence

1829 April Roman Catholic Relief Act and Irish
Catholic Emancipation Act passed in
Britain

1830 27 July revolution in France; Charles X
abdicates; Louis Philippe, duke of
Orleans is proclaimed king

25 August Belgians revolt against Dutch rule
September revolt in some German principalities

extracts political concessions
29 November revolt in Poland against Russian rule
30 December Belgian independence is recognized

1832 4 June Great Reform Bill passes the House of
Lords
Greek independence recognized
Mazzini founds ‘Young Italy’

1834 1 August slavery is abolished in all British
possessions

1836 Chartist movement in Britain begins
1837 20 June accession of Queen Victoria
1845 Great Famine begins in Ireland
1846 23 May repeal of the Corn Laws
1848 22 February Louis Philippe abdicates; a republic is

proclaimed
13 March riots in Vienna; Metternich resigns
18 March street-fighting in Berlin; army evacu-

ates; parliament convened; ministry
containing liberals appointed

18 March Austrians evacuate Milan
22 March Venetian Republic proclaimed
31 March provisional all-German parliament

(Vorparlament) meets at Frankfurt
18 May full Frankfurt parliament opens
17 June Czech revolt suppressed
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22 July Austrian army commanded by General
Radetzky defeats the Piedmontese at
Custozza

22–26 June ‘June Days’ in Paris; General Cavaignac
suppresses radical revolt

26 August armistice of Malmö signed by Prussia
and Denmark

5 September Frankfurt parliament votes against
accepting the armistice; 16 September
votes to accept it

27 October the Frankfurt parliament opts for a
future Germany which will include all
states of the German Confederation
(Grossdeutschland)—i.e. including
Austria with Bohemia and Moravia—
with only 90 deputies voting against

31 October General Prince Windischgrätz reoccu-
pies Vienna

9 November General von Wrangel reoccupies Berlin
2 December Ferdinand I of Austria abdicates, is suc-

ceeded by Franz Joseph I
5 December Prussian parliament is dissolved and a

new constitution is imposed from
above

10 December Louis Napoleon Bonaparte elected
president of the French Republic by a
large majority

1849 4 March a ‘neo-absolutist’ constitution is im-
posed on the Habsburg empire

23 March Austrians defeat Piedmontese at
Novara

27 March the Frankfurt parliament opts for a
Kleindeutschland—i.e. excluding any
part of the Habsburg empire—by 267
to 263. 28 March they vote 290 to 248
to offer the post of hereditary German
emperor to Frederick William IV, who
rejects it on 3 April
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June–August Hungary is reconquered by Austrian
and Russian armies

28 August Venice surrenders to the Austrians
1851 2 December Louis Napoleon carries out coup d’état
1852 Cavour becomes prime minister of

Piedmont
2 December Louis Napoleon proclaimed Emperor

Napoleon III
1853 Crimean war begins
1856 25 February peace of Paris ends the Crimean war
1858 Sinn Fein founded in Ireland

20 July Cavour and Napoleon III sign agree-
ment of Plombières

1859 29 April Austrian army invades Piedmont
3 May France declares war on Austria
4 June Austrians defeated at Magenta
24 June Austrians defeated at Solferino
11 July peace of Villafranca

1860 5 May Garibaldi and his ‘Thousand’ sail for
Sicily

22 August Garibaldi invades the Italian mainland
26 October Victor Emmanuel II of Sardinia-

Piedmont proclaimed king of Italy
1861 emancipation of serfs in Russia
1862 22 September Bismarck becomes prime minister of

Prussia
1863 revolt in Poland against Russian rule
1864 January Austria and Prussia go to war against

Denmark over Schleswig-Holstein
30 October peace of Vienna; Denmark cedes

Schleswig-Holstein to Austria and
Prussia

1866 April war between Austria and Prussia
3 July Prussia defeats Austria at the battle of

Königgrätz (Sadowa)
Venice ceded to Italy by Austria

1868 28 February Disraeli becomes prime minister for the
first time
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9 December Gladstone becomes prime minister for
the first time

1870 19 July France declares war on Prussia
19 August French army besieged at Metz
2 September French defeated at Sedan;

Napoleon III is taken
prisoner

4 September republic proclaimed in France
20 September Italian forces enter Rome

1871 18 January William I of Prussia proclaimed
German emperor

28 January Paris capitulates
18 March rising of the Paris Commune
10 May peace of Frankfurt; France cedes Alsace

and Lorraine to Germany
28 May end of the Paris Commune
July Kulturkampf begins in Germany

1877–8 war between Russia and Turkey
1878 Congress of Berlin sorts out the Eastern

Question for the time being
1881 assassination of Tsar Alexander II

16 August Irish Land Act
1882 Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy

form the Triple Alliance
1887 1 October General Boulanger attempts a coup

d’état in France
1890 17 March Bismarck is forced to resign
1893 13 January Independent Labour Party founded in

Britain
1894 January France and Russia sign defensive

alliance
15 October Dreyfus affair begins in France

1897 Germany begins to build a major battle
fleet

1898 July ‘Fashoda incident’—confrontation
between Britain and France in the
Sudan

1899 19 September Dreyfus pardoned
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October Boer war begins
1900 27 February British Labour Party founded
1901 22 January death of Queen Victoria
1904 8 April entente cordiale between Britain and

France 
war between Russia and Japan begins

1905 22 January ‘Bloody Sunday’ in St Petersburg
February first Moroccan crisis
17 October Nicholas II promises a constitution

and an elected parliament
1907 August Britain and Russia sign a convention
1908 October Austria-Hungary annexes Bosnia-

Herzegovina
1911 July second Moroccan crisis
1912 Social Democratic Party becomes the

largest party in the German parliament
October first Balkan war

1913 second and third Balkan wars
1914 28 June assassination of the Archduke Franz

Ferdinand at Sarajevo
24 July Russia threatens war if Austria-

Hungary attacks Serbia
25 July Austria-Hungary mobilizes against

Serbia
30 July Russia begins general mobilization
1 August Germany declares war on Russia
3 August Germany declares war on France and

invades Belgium
4 August Britain declares war on Germany
5 August Austria-Hungary declares war on

Russia
25–30 August German army commanded by

Hindenburg routs invading Russian
army at Tannenberg

5–14 September German invasion of France is
halted at the battle of the
Marne

27 September Russians invade Hungary
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1915 February Russians are defeated decisively by
Germans at the battle of the Masurian
Lakes

22 April Anglo-French forces land at Gallipoli
May Russians defeated by Austrians and

Germans in Galicia
23 May Italy declares war on Germany and

Austria-Hungary
1916 February battle of Verdun begins

23 April Easter rising in Dublin
June Brusilov offensive begins in the east
31 May battle of Jutland
July battle of the Somme begins
September strikes and mutinies in Russia

1917 February revolution in Russia; Nicholas II
abdicates

6 April United States enters war against
Germany

16 April Lenin arrives in Petrograd
May mutinies in French army
26 June American forces land in France
October Bolshevik coup d’état in Russia
November Balfour Declaration on Palestine
5 December Germany and Russia sign armistice at

Brest-Litovsk
1918 8 January President Wilson’s ‘Fourteen Points’

3 March peace of Brest-Litovsk
21 March Germans begin spring offensive on the

western front
July German offensive halted on the Marne
16 July Russian imperial family murdered by

Bolsheviks
10 November Kaiser Wilhelm II flees to the

Netherlands; Emperor Charles of
Austria-Hungary abdicates

11 November Germany signs armistice at Compiègne
1919 21 January proclamation of the Irish Free

State
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29 June Treaty of Versailles signed
1920 23 December Poland invades the Ukraine
1921 March Lenin introduces the New Economic

Policy
6 December Anglo-Irish treaty establishes the Irish

Free State
1922 March Stalin becomes general secretary of the

communist party of the USSR
16 April Treaty of Rapallo between Russia and

Germany
1923 11 January French occupation of the Ruhr

8–9 November Hitler’s abortive ‘beer-hall’ putsch in
Munich

14 December Primo de Rivera establishes a dictator-
ship in Spain

1924 21 January death of Lenin
1925 26 April Hindenburg elected president of

Germany
16 October Locarno pact

1926 May general strike in Britain
19 October Trotsky expelled from the Politburo

1929 January Trotsky exiled
5 June first Labour government in Britain
29 October Wall Street crash

1930 September Hitler’s National Socialist Workers
Party becomes second strongest party
in the German parliament

28 December Primo de Rivera resigns
1931 14 April Alfonso XIII abdicates and Spain

becomes a republic
1932 July Nazis become strongest party in the

German parliament
1933 30 January Hitler becomes Chancellor of

Germany
27 February Following Reichstag fire, civil liberties

are abolished in Germany
23 March the Enabling Law gives Hitler

dictatorial powers
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1934 30 June Hitler eliminates several thousand
opponents, including the leader of the
SA, Ernst Röhm

December purges begin in USSR
1935 16 March Hitler repudiates disarmament clauses

of the Versailles treaty
October Italy invades Abyssinia

1936 16 February Popular Front wins a majority in
Spanish elections

7 March Germans reoccupy the demilitarized
Rhineland

3 May Popular Front wins a majority in
French general election

17 July Spanish Civil War begins
26 October Axis Rome–Berlin formed
18 November Italy and Germany recognize Franco

as legitimate ruler of Spain; France
decides on policy of non-intervention
in Spanish Civil War

10 December abdication of Edward VIII
1937 26 April German Condor Legion destroys the

town of Guernica in Spain
1938 11 March Anschluss of Austria to Germany

30 September Munich agreement gives the Sudeten-
land to Germany

9–10 November Kristallnacht—widespread anti-Jewish
rioting in Germany

1939 February final collapse of Republican resistance
in the Spanish Civil War

15 March Germans occupy rest of
Czechoslovakia

7 April Italy invades Albania
23 August Molotov–Ribbentrop pact
1 September Germany invades Poland
3 September Britain and France declare war on

Germany
17 September Russians invade Poland
30 November Russo-Finnish war begins
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1940 March Russo-Finnish war ends
9 April Germans invade Norway and

Denmark
10 May Germans invade the Netherlands
10 May Churchill becomes prime minister
12 May Germans invade France
29 May British begin evacuation at Dunkirk
June Russians occupy the Baltic states
10 June Italy declares war on France
14 June Germans enter Paris
18 June de Gaulle’s call for continued French

resistance
22 June French sign armistice with Germany at

Compiègne
July–September Battle of Britain
14 September Hitler orders postponement of invasion

of Britain
December Italians defeated in North Africa

1941 February German army sent to assist Italians in
North Africa

April Germans begin conquest of Yugoslavia
and Greece

20 May Germans capture Crete
22 June Germans invade Russia
11 August Roosevelt and Churchill agree on the

Atlantic Charter
8 September Germans begin siege of Leningrad
November German forces advance to within 20

miles of Moscow
5 December Russian counter-offensive begins
7 December Japanese bomb Pearl Harbor
11 December Hitler declares war on United States

1942 15 February Singapore surrenders to the
Japanese

4 November British victory at El Alamein
8 November Anglo-American landings in North

Africa
1943 31 January German army surrenders at Stalingrad
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May Axis forces in North Africa surrender
July Soviet victory at Kursk
10 July Allies invade Sicily
3 September Italy surrenders
November Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin meet at

Teheran
1944 22 January Allies land at Anzio

27 January siege of Leningrad ends
June Soviet summer offensive begins
4 June Rome falls to Allies
6 June D-Day: Allied landings begin in

Normandy
1 July Bretton Woods meeting
20 July attempt to assassinate Hitler fails
1 August Warsaw rising
17 August Russians cross German frontier
21 August Dumbarton Oaks conference begins
25 August liberation of Paris
16 December Battle of the Bulge begins in the

Ardennes
1945 4 February Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin meet at

Yalta
13 February Allied bombing of Dresden
13 April Russians reach Vienna
20 April Russians reach Berlin
28 April Mussolini executed by partisans
30 April Hitler commits suicide
2 May fall of Berlin
8 May end of the war in Europe
5 June Allied Control Commission set up to

administer Germany
July Stalin, Truman, and Churchill meet at

Potsdam
27 July Churchill replaced by Attlee as prime

minister after Labour victory in the
general election

6–9 August atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima
and Nagasaki
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14 August Japan surrenders
1946 6 March Churchill’s Iron Curtain speech at

Fulton, Missouri
May Italy becomes a republic
October Fourth Republic established in

France
6 November National Health Act in Britain

1947 12 March Truman doctrine speech
June partition of India announced
5 June Marshall Plan proposed

1948 March American Congress adopts the
Marshall Plan

April Organisation for European Economic
Co-operation (OEEC) set up

May Communist take-over in Czecho-
slovakia completed; state of Israel
created

June Yugoslavia expelled from Cominform
Berlin airlift begins

1949 April North Atlantic Treaty signed
May Berlin blockade ends

Communists take power in Hungary
23 August NATO created
September Federal Republic of Germany estab-

lished
October German Democratic Republic estab-

lished
1950 May Schuman Plan unveiled

6 June Korean war begins
1951 18 April Treaty of Paris establishes a ‘common

market’ in coal and steel for the
Benelux countries, France, Italy, and
Germany—the Six

1952 October Britain becomes a nuclear power
1953 5 March death of Stalin

June risings in East Germany suppressed
September Khrushchev becomes first secretary of

the communist party
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1954 May French forces defeated at Dien Bien
Phu in Indo-China

1955 May Germany joins NATO
1956 July–November Suez crisis

October abortive Hungarian revolution begins
1957 25 March Treaty of Rome; the European

Economic Community (EEC) comes
into existence

1958 May Algerian crisis
1 June General de Gaulle returns as prime

minister
December General de Gaulle elected president of

the Fifth French Republic (formally
created 1 January 1959)

1959 November European Free Trade Association
(EFTA) established

1960 February France becomes a nuclear power
1961 August construction of the Berlin wall

October Stalin’s body removed from the
mausoleum in Red Square

1962 October Cuban missile crisis
1963 14 January de Gaulle vetoes British membership

of the EEC
22 January Franco-German treaty
October Adenauer retires as Chancellor of

West Germany
1964 October Brezhnev replaces Khrushchev as first

secretary
Labour government in Great Britain

1966 January de Gaulle vetoes EEC majority voting
February de Gaulle announces French with-

drawal from NATO
1967 June Arab-Israeli Six Day war
1968 May violent student unrest in France

August Warsaw Pact forces invade Czecho-
slovakia

1969 April de Gaulle resigns
August British troops sent to Northern Ireland
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October Willy Brandt becomes German
Chancellor

1972 May Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty
(SALT) signed in Moscow

1973 January Britain, Ireland, and Denmark join
EEC

October Arab-Israeli Yom Kippur war, followed
by oil crisis

1974 May Helmut Schmidt becomes German
Chancellor

1975 August Helsinki agreement on security and
human rights

1975 April Political pluralism returns to Portugal
20 November death of Franco; restoration of the

monarchy in Spain
1977 June Brezhnev becomes president of the

USSR
1978 16 October election of John Paul II, first non-

Italian pope for 400 years
1979 3 May Margaret Thatcher becomes prime

minister following Conservative
victory

June Pope John Paul II visits Poland; first di-
rect elections to the European parlia-
ment

December Russian army invades Afghanistan
1980 May death of Tito

September Solidarity formed in Gdansk under
leadership of Lech Walesa

1981 January Greece joins EEC
December martial law declared in Poland

1982 April Falklands war
October Helmut Kohl becomes German

Chancellor
November death of Brezhnev; Andropov becomes

first secretary
1984 February death of Andropov; Chernenko

becomes first secretary
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1985 June death of Chernenko; Gorbachev
becomes first secretary, Glasnost and
Perestroika programmes launched

1986 January Spain and Portugal join EEC
26 April Chernobyl nuclear disaster

1987 December Intermediate Nuclear Forces Treaty
signed in Washington between United
States and USSR

1988 May USSR announces withdrawal from
Afghanistan

1989 January Political pluralism returns to
Hungary

March Political pluralism returns to Poland;
Solidarity is made legal

June free elections in Poland give a landslide
to Solidarity

September Hungary opens border to Austria;
thousands of East Germans flee to the
West

October Erich Honecker replaced as president
of East Germany by Egon Krenz

November political pluralism returns to East
Germany; Berlin wall opened
Politburo in Czechoslovakia resigns

December Cold War declared over by Presidents
Bush and Gorbachev at a summit in
Malta; Ceaucescu regime in Romania
overthrown; political pluralism returns
to Bulgaria

1990 29 January Polish communist party dissolved
February– communist party of USSR votes for re-
March turn of pluralism; independence of

Lithuania proclaimed; general election
in East Germany returns a large 
majority in favour of unification

29 May Boris Yeltsin elected chairman of the
Russian Supreme Soviet and thus
president of the Russian SFSR
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July economic unification of the two
Germanies

12 July Yeltsin renounces membership of the
communist party

16 July agreement between West Germany and
USSR on reunification of Germany and
withdrawal of Soviet forces

3 October reunification of Germany
22 November resignation of Margaret Thatcher
9 December Lech Walesa elected president of

Poland
1991 January Gulf war begins

25 February dissolution of the Warsaw Pact
March Latvia and Estonia vote for inde-

pendence; Gulf war ends
May civil war in Yugoslavia begins
June Croatia declares independence
August failure of attempted coup d’état in

Moscow; independence of Baltic states
recognized; communist party of the
USSR dissolved

24 August Gorbachev resigns as general secretary
December Commonwealth of Independent States

set up to replace now defunct USSR
1992 January Yugoslavia dissolves

1 February agreement between Bush and Yeltsin
formally ends the Cold War

1993 1 January Czechoslovakia divides into separate
Czech and Slovakian republics

November European Community renamed
European Union

1995 1 January Austria, Finland, and Sweden join the
European Union
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