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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

of the nineteenth century is to be reminded of the force of con-

tinuity in men’s affairs and of the rarity of abrupt change. The
growth of material power and wealth; of industrialism and urbanisation;
of technology and scientific knowledge; of transport, communications
and trade; of population and of the movement of population; of central-
ised government; of democracy; of literacy and education; of public
opinion and the press—these prominent developments of the age had been
almost as prominent in the generation, if not in the whole century, which
ended in 1870; and the same developments are no less central to an under-
standing of the years which stretch from the beginning of the twentieth
century to the present day. If we call this period simply the age of
material improvement or of industrial development or of democratic pro-
gress we have not said much of value about it. Nor does it help towards
sharper definition to reflect upon another characteristic of the time: that
these continuing massive developments, or most of them, occurred only in
European society and its off-shoots in North America and the other areas
of white settiement. This restriction and the consequent predominance of
European power and civilisation in the world had existed long before
1870. They were to last beyond 1900, when European monopoly of all this
progress was still scarcely touched by changes in Japan, and the discrep-
ancy between the European and less advanced societies had become more
acute than it had ever been. In studying this other feature of the time, as
in analysing the changes that took place in the more developed areas, the
first problem is to allot the period its proper place in a much longer span
during which the same forces and relationships were always dominant but
never at rest.

A second problem arises. The contradictions between some of the main
characteristics of this period are at first sight startling. These were years of
enormous material expansion and of economic depression; of vast strides
towards the closer integration of the world’s economy and yet of sharp
reaction against the economics of free trade; of improved living standards
but also of poverty and social degradation; of rapid social change but of
stagnation in the internal politics of states; of the spread of democracy
and yet of the strengthening of government and even of absolutism; of
international peace but of armed peace—while intellectually and culturally
they produced both work which proclaimed the triumph of enlighten-
ment and work which touched the depths of disillusionment and despair.

I

To ask what were the important developments of the last thirty years
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MATERIAL PROGRESS AND WORLD-WIDE PROBLEMS

But contradictions or apparent contradictions between the developments
of any age loom large when it is studied as a whole—until closer study
succeeds in explaining or resolving them. The explanation or the resolu-
tion of these contradictions is another route to an understanding of the
character of the age.

Its character from the economic and material points of view is an-
nounced by two facts. It witnessed to a greater extent than any earlier
generation the geographical spread of modern industry beyond its
countries of origin and the application to industry and agriculture of
science and technology; and as a result there was an increase in total
industrial and agricultural production on a greater scale—if not at a
greater rate—than the world had ever previously experienced. This is not
difficult to explain. It is not a feature which distinguishes the age from some
others: the increase and spread of material production and the growth of
science and technology have been continuous and virtually autonomous
processes throughout modern times. Much more distinctive is the second
fact. Because material output jumped farther and more sharply in advance
of demand than ever before, these years were also years of declining prices,
profits and investment yields to an extent that has earned for them the
title of ‘The Great Depression”’.

Only the economies of Great Britain and Belgium could be described as
highly industrialised in 1870; even in Great Britain in that year the com-
bined labour force in mining, quarrying, the metal industries, engineering
and shipbuilding still did not equal the number of textile and clothing
workers or of agricultural labourers or of domestic servants. In the next
thirty years industry came to predominate in the economies of the United
States and of most countries in western Europe, and developed to a lesser
degree in the rest of Europe and in Japan. From the beginning of the
period entirely new basic industries were introduced—the electrical and
the chemical—in the more industrialised countries. They were the first
industries to originate wholly in scientific discovery. Their origin, unprece-
dented speed of development and immediate effect in increasing and
diversifying industrial production—particularly that of electricity, which
provided an entirely new source of heat, light and power—are only the
most dramatic illustrations of the extent to which, as never before,
industry, technology and science were becoming interlocked. The majority
of earlier inventions had been the work of practising craftsmen with only
a modest knowledge of scientific theory. Now a whole century of slow pro-
gress and restatement in pure science—particularly in thermodynamics,
electro-magnetism, chemistry and geology—began to meet up with rapid
development in practical mechanical engineering—and particularly in the
production of machine-tools—and in industrial methods. In a process of
interaction between all three which became so cumulative that it is diffi-

2
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INTRODUCTION

cult to distinguish cause from effect, not only were new industries de-
veloped and new sources of power provided—the internal combustion
engine, stemming from progress in thermodynamics theory, being only
less important than electricity. Innumerable existing industries—mining
and road-building, steel, agriculture, petroleum, rubber, concrete are but
a few examples—were transformed and expanded. Innumerable new
products—the modern bicycle, the telephone, the typewriter, linoleum, the
pneumatic tyre, cheap paper, artificial silk,aluminium, ready-made clothing
and shoes—were manufactured and marketed for the first time. It was in
this period that mechanisation first became characteristic of industry in
general, although traditional, empirical methods were nowhere entirely
ousted and in some industries remained dominant, and that the range of
industrial products assumed something like its present extent.

The consequent increase in total output was enormous. Between 1870
and 1900 world industrial production increased nearly four times.!
World production of pig-iron more than tripled—from 12} to over 37
million tons. It had increased just under threefold—from about 1,600,000
tons to 4,470,000 tons—between 1830 and 1850 and just under threefold—
from 4,470,000 tons to 12} million tons—between 1850 and 1870. The rate
of increase between 1870 and 1900 was not as great as between 1830
and 1850 or 1850 and 1870, but the amount of the increase greatly exceeded
that of the previous forty years. World production of coal increased by three
and a half times-—from about 220 million to nearly 8oo million tons. It
had increased about sevenfold—from 30 to 220 million tons—between
1830 and 1870, at the rate of 60—70 per cent per decade. Thus, again, this
earlier rate of increase was not maintained between 1870 and 1900, but
the amount of the increase greatly exceeded that of earlier years. The num-
ber of cotton spindles almost doubled in Europe as a whole and in the
United States, and more than doubled in Germany, Italy and Russia.

If therate of increase of production declined as industrialisation spread to
new areas, it declined most markedly in those countries where industrial-
isation had had an earlier start. British industrial production about
doubled, so that the British share in the world total dropped from about
one-third in 1870 to about one-fifth in 1900; it was exceeded by that of the
United States in the early 1880’s, by Germany’s in the 1900’s. The output
of the French metallurgical industries scarcely increased at all between
1871 and 1895, while in Germany it increased threefold and in the United
States fourfold. But in the older areas, and particularly in Great Britain, the
process by which the industrial base and society itself were becoming more
complex and diversified did much to offset this relative fall. There was an
immense expansion of output in newer directions, in the light industries

! It must be emphasised that almost all quantitative estimates for this period are approxi-

mations, subject to a good margin of error, because of the inadequacy or absence of many
of the statistics. This should be remembered in connection with all figures quoted.

3 .
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MATERIAL PROGRESS AND WORLD-WIDE PROBLEMS

made possible by the advance of technology and in the production of the
consumer goods—soap, chocolate, beef-extract, cheap newspapers—made
possible by cheaper distribution methods and rising standards of living,
justastherewas a great increase in the numbers employed inthe distributive,
cletical and professional occupations in these most advanced societies.

Aggregate wealth mounted with total production. Capital invest-
ment in Great Britain did not increase at the same rate as in the thirty
years before 1873, but it still doubled in the next twenty-five years,
as it did in France, and it increased by three times in Germany and by
more than that in the United States. Real income per head in Great
Britain, which had risen by about 30 per cent over the whole period from
1851 to 1878, increased at the rate of between 17 and 25 per cent per
decade between 1870 and 1900—a rate that had never previously been
sustained for an appreciable period and that was not to be sustained in
subsequent years—despite the continued increase in total population. In
other industrialising countries, in proportion as heavy investment was
still being required in the basic equipment of an industrial society—in
railways, docks and towns—the national income grew at a slower rate,
but still at a faster rate and to a much greater extent than they had ever
before experienced.

This increase in production and wealth was not confined to industry
and to the industrialised and industrialising nations. European invest-
ments abroad, which even before 1870 had enabled some overseas areas
to produce food and raw materials for a world market, continued to
grow. British overseas investments, like British domestic investment, did
not maintain their earlier rate of increase, but they increased nearly three-
fold in this period, while in some areas their increase was much greater.
In Argentina, for example, they increased ten times between 1870 and
1900. Those of France more than doubled in total amount; Germany’s
rose from nothing to being one-third of Great Britain’s. These rates of
increase represented a huge increase in the amount of capital exported.
British overseas capital, which had totalled about £200 millions in 1855
and £1050 millions in 1875, amounted to about £1530 millions in 1885,
to about £2400 millions in 1900 and to nearly £2700 millions in 1907. Nor
was it capital alone that Furope exported.

There was a considerable increase in the movement of European popula-
tion across the oceans and a vast improvement in Europe’s knowledge of
the geography and geology of the outside world. Of the 55 million Euro-
peans who emigrated between 1821 and 1924, 21 million emigrated between
1870 and 1900, of whom half went to the United States and half to other
areas—to Latin America, Canada, South Africa, Australia and New Zea-
land. This figure does not take into account the fact that with the improve-
ment of communications perhaps as many as one-third of the emigrants
now returned to Europe, and an increasing proportion were people who

4
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INTRODUCTION

made a regular practice of temporary and seasonal migration. The exodus
was still greater than it had ever been. It was in the same thirty years that
most of the undeveloped agricultural areas of the world were opened up
and that, with the increase of geological knowledge, though not all were yet
exploited, most of the world’s great mineral-bearing districts were dis-
covered. Many of the emigrants, particularly among those from Great
Britain, were skilled craftsmen who played a significant part in the estab-
lishment and spread of industry in their countries of reception. But the
opening up of those countries as primary suppliers was the chief effect of
this movement, of the transfer of capital that accompanied it and of the
simultaneous leap forward in knowledge and in long-distance transport
and communications that did so much to stimulate the emigration and
the capital export. In no period of history has the world come into
possession so quickly of so huge an increase in its natural wealth. And in
an age that was inaugurated in 1869 by the opening of the Suez Canal
and of the first trans-continental railway in America, as the railway was
improved in efficiency and pushed beyond Europe, as world shipping
increased from 16 million net tons in 1870 to 30 million net tons in 1900,
as the carrying capacity of the world’s shipping increased by four times in
the same period—the world’s steam tonnage came to equal that of sail by
the mid-1890’s and the carrying service of a steamship was equal to that of
a sailing vessel of four times its net tonnage—previously peripheral areas
began to produce and export on a scale hitherto unimagined, and an ever-
increasing flow of food and raw materials reached the old world from
new lands. Until the early 1900’s the supply was dominated, except in
wool, by the United States, but other lands—Australia and New Zealand,
South Africa, Argentina and other Latin-American states—were beginning
to export on a large scale by the end of the century. At first the increase
was mainly in grain, wool and cured foods. Dakota and Argentina, un-
important for wheat in 1880, were exporting 62 and 8 million bushels
respectively by 1887. Argentina exported 100 million bushels of wheat
and maize in 1897. By 1890, with the development of mining and of the
refrigerated ship—the first refrigerated ship left Argentina with mutton
in 1877; the first ship-load of New Zealand mutton reached England in
1882—it was involving oil, minerals, meat and dairy products, tropical and
sub-tropical fruits, everything but the most bulky and perishable of goods.

Since there was also an expanding demand for European manufactures
in these newer lands, where there was a rapid increase in the area of culti-
vation and in the application of machinery to mining and farming as well
as in population, the extra-European areas played a large part, as im-
porters as well as exporters, in stimulating the industrialisation of the
more advanced countries. Their development provided new markets both
for old products and for newer types of manufactures as well as increasing
the wealth and the range of products, and thus the demand for goods,

)

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



MATERIAL PROGRESS AND WORLD-WIDE PROBLEMS

within the older societies themselves. They also took a greater share than
ever before in the flow of world trade. The foreign trade of Argentina
tripled between 1870 and 1900, the trade between India and Europe more
than doubled. Foreign trade, an unimportant element in the economy of
many nations in 1860, became indispensable to most nations between
1870 and 1900 as the division of labour between manufacturing countries
and primary producers was intensified. This development was especially
marked as between the economies of north-west Europe and the United
States. But the closer economic integration of a single Atlantic commun-
ity was not the sole result. There were new specialist developments within
Europe itself, notably the expansion of Scandinavian timber and iron pro-
duction and export. The ring of distant primary producers was widened
from North America, Roumania and Russia to tropical and sub-tropical
lands and, beyond them, to Australasia and South Africa. Areas and lines
of commerce that had previously been self-contained dissolved into a
single economy on a world scale. Improvements in banking and financial
services and (with the extension of cables and the introduction, at the end
of the period, of wireless) in communications were simultaneously knit-
ting the world the more closely together by creating a single multilateral
system of international payments. A world market, governed by world
prices, emerged for the first time. In the last quarter of the nineteenth
century more of the world was more closely interlocked, economically
and financially, than at any time before—and perhaps since.

It seems at first sight surprising that in these circumstances—when the
spread and diversification of industry and agriculture were increasing the
wealth and production of the world and when huge improvements in
transport, communications and finance were combining to integrate the
world’s economy—the rate of increase in the total flow of world trade was
not greater than it was. This increased by a larger amount than in any
previous generation. In the thirty years after the mid-1870’s its gold value
probably more than doubled, from about £2800 millions to £5000 millions
per annum, and, in view of the fall in prices, its volume may have trebled.
Since prices and the amount of trade both rose considerably between 1896
and the mid-1900’s, the increase both in value and in volume was less than
this over-all figure would suggest, however, between 1873 and 1896, when
its value probably rose from about £2800 to £3900 millions and its volume
about doubled; and this, though still considerable, was, by value, a
smaller increase than that achieved in half the number of years between
1860 and 1872 and, measured by value or by volume, a lower rate of
growth than at any time since the 1820’s.! But this reduced rate of

1 A. H. Imlah, Economic Elements in the Pax Britannica (Harvard, 1958), pp. 189 ff,,
gives the latest estimates, which can only be approximate. According to these, the increase
in value between 1873 and 1896 was by one-third compared with increases of 8o per cent
between 1850 and 1860 and of almost 100 per cent between 1860 and 1872. These earlier
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increase was a corollary of the spread and improvement of industry and
agriculture. These processes took place so rapidly that the world’s in-
dustrial and agricultural production temporarily mounted in excess of
the increase in world demand. After the mid-1890’s world trade again
increased at the rapid rate that had been experienced before the mid-
1870’s—its value doubled between 1898 and 1913—but between these
dates it was this excess which brought down prices; and lowered prices
largely account for the lowered rate of increase in the value of world
trade. It was this which also lowered the rate of increase in the volume of
trade. Wherever industry spread and industrial production increased in
these circumstances, the effect was to supply home markets which had
hitherto been supplied from abroad, and thus to increase commercial
activity within nations but to reduce the rate of increase in the volume of
trade between industrialised nations. Trade between Great Britain and
European countries, as a proportion of their total foreign trade, steadily
declined after 1880, as did that between Great Britain and the United
States after 1890. On account of the same circumstances trade between
the industrialised and the new agricultural areas was also hampered by a
decisive trend towards national protection for both agriculture and
industry.

The effect of the general situation, and of the resort to tariffs in particu-
lar, must not be exaggerated. World trade, though it mounted at a slower
rate between the mid-1870’s and the mid-1890’s than before or after, still
expanded by an impressive absolute amount. In France alone among the
main trading countries were exports smaller in 1895 than in 1875 or 1883.
The expansion of production was forcing total trade upwards to a greater
extent than it was limiting its rate of increase, and the reversion to pro-
tectionism was more than offset by the constantly widening opportunities
in international trade. This reversion, moreover, was neither so sharp nor
so extensive as is sometimes assumed. Perhaps because it is the natural
disposition of nations and businessmen to be protectionist, the earlier
trend towards the liberalisation of trade had been slow, and liberalisation
was far from complete in the 1870’s when the protectionist trend was
resumed. The removal of obstacles to international trade had depended
on many things, including the ability of countries to afford the loss of
customs revenue or to find a substitute at a time when, while other sources
of revenue were developing, state expenditure was also mounting. In
Europe, too, economic liberalisation and free trade had been associated

periods had been periods of rising prices; but if trade is measured by volume it increased by
nearly 300 per cent (7 per cent per annum) between 1800 and 1840 when prices were falling,
and increased by nearly 400 per cent (over 13 per cent per annum) between 1840 and 1872
when prices were rising, compared with the 100 per cent (4 per cent per annum) increase
between 1873 and 1896, when prices were falling. But between 1898 and 1913 world trade
again increased at something like the earlier rate, doubling in value from £3900 to £8360
millions per annum,

7

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



MATERIAL PROGRESS AND WORLD-WIDE PROBLEMS

with political liberalism, which was anathema to privileged governing
classes. There had been a trend towards lower tariffs—in the German
Zollverein, in the United States and in France, for example—but only
after 1850. Although there had been a discernible tendency to lower
import duties, and few cases of tariff increases, after that year, it was only
in very rare instances that duties had been removed completely by the
1870’s. Even in Great Britain, where the reduction and removal of duties
had begun in the 1820, there were still seventeen dutiable imports in
1870. After the 1870’s, on the other hand, some countries resisted the
resort to increased tariffs.

Nevertheless, these countries were exceptional and they had special
reasons for clinging to free trade. In Great Britain and Belgium industrial
and commercial interests outweighed agrarian interests in economic and
political importance, and industry was so far advanced that protectionism
would have reduced rather than stimulated the foreign and domestic
demand on it. In Holland, as in Great Britain and Belgium, commerce
was too dominant to make protectionism practicable. Denmark’s depen-
dence on agricultural exports necessitated free trade and forced her,
instead, to escape the new agricultural competition by specialised farming.
In Turkey tariffs could be raised only with the consent of the great
powers. Their policy cannot alter the fact that the same developments
which were producing an enormous increase in the world’s total production
and integrating its economy at one level were contributing to a departure
from free trade at another, that the age was the age of the tariff as well
as of an increasingly integrated world economy—and so much so, that
the world economy could not have developed as it did if the exceptional
countries, and especially Great Britain, the largest international trader,
had not kept their doors open to the imports of all nations at a time
when most nations were adopting increasingly protectionist policies.

This was because the changing over-all relationship between supply and
demand was not only limiting the rate of increase in total trade but was
also taking place, at a time when distances were being slashed, within a
changing geographical framework. It was creating the problem of re-
adjusting supply and demand between the individual nations, which can-
not quickly adopt specialised economies or easily operate an international
division of labour. It is tempting to assume that protectionism had a
special political attraction for the generation that had issued from the wars
of the 1850’s and 1860’s and now maintained an armed peace. In fact the
decision to adopt increased tariffs bore little direct relation to political
situation or political goal. While Great Britain clung to free trade in spite
of being deeply involved in international politics, American tariffs were
higher than any in Europe in spite of the aloofness of the United States
from world politics. They rose from 47 per cent in 1869 to 495 per cent in
1890 and (after some relaxation) to 57 per cent in 1897. Canada and the
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other British Dominions, more peripheral politically even than the
United States, reared enormous tariff walls. Even in Latin America
tariffs were resorted to in the defence of infant industries if, as in Chile,
industrial interests became strong enough to demand them. In Europe
tariff wars did not always coincide with political rivalries. Germany’s
barriers against foreign grain were a source of serious complaint in Russia
after 1879, when Bismarck was anxious to maintain Russo-German
friendship. On the plane of intellectual rationalisation, moreover, poli-
tical rivalries were rarely urged in defence of protectionism. Men,
responding to a changed economic situation, made much the same claim
for it, with as much justification or as little, as they had made in the 1850’s
and 1860’s for laissez-faire: it would benefit all mankind by enabling some
nations to avoid exploitation by others, thus ensuring that all the nations
would reach the happy goal of international harmony and material well-
being. When this changed situation is considered it becomes difficult to
avoid the view that the nations would have reverted to tariffs if they had
been wrapped in perfect peace—even as the earlier wars had coincided
with a trend towards free trade—and that, except when special economic
circumstances countervailed, as they did in the exceptional countries, it
was natural enough that men should assume more readily than before
that they could not prosper without national protection.

What the problem was emerges especially clearly in connection with
agricultural produce. Agricultural prosperity had previously accompanied
a country’s industrial development almost automatically, since mounting
demand had been supplied locally. British agriculture had boomed be-
tween the 1840’s and the 1870’s despite the repeal of the Corn Laws.
From the middle of the 1870’s, world production, of grains in par-
ticular, surged upwards in excess of population growth, and certainly
too rapidly for easy absorption in the world’s markets at satisfactory
prices, as a result of the intensification of agriculture in other parts of the
world; and the cheap transport of the produce over long distances, at costs
that were no higher between continents than they had once been between
provinces, threatened the whole of Europe with agrarian crisis. There was
accordingly some protection for agriculture in the earliest European tariff
increases of the 1870’s, and most of the further increases after 1885 were
carried out in the interests of agriculture. Even so, the price of wheat in
Europe fell by a half between 1871 and 1895. The object was to preserve
a balance in the economy of the kind which Great Britain was losing as a
result of her adherence to free trade, but which it was more important to
preserve where society, despite industrialisation, was still more agrarian
than in Great Britain. Industry also received protection, and here the
motives included both the need for safeguards against the consequence of
rapid industrialisation elsewhere and the wish to further industrialisation
at home. The first modest steps in this direction were taken by countries
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where industry, though it had made a beginning, was still in its infancy—
by the United States in 1875, Russia in 1876, Spain in 1877, Italy in 1878.
They were taken when depression conditions in industry, which had set in
in 1873, were being aggravated by the dumping of manufactures by more
industrialised nations. Subsequent tariff increases for the protection of
industry, beginning with the great German tariff of 1879, which applied to
industry and to agriculture, still derived from the circumstance that, while
industrialisation was spreading, it continued to stand at different levels of
development and efficiency as between different industries in different
countries. But wherever they were adopted they stimulated industrialisa-
tion as well as protecting existing industry. They thus contributed to the
continuation of those depression conditions which, in industry as in agri-
culture, arose from the spread and intensification of production beyond
the immediate power of world demand to absorb the results.

Depression conditions were limited, however, to the field of prices,
profits and investment yields. The period was not one of economic depres-
sion as a whole. By the tests of production, consumption and income, as
has already been shown, as opposed to those of prices and profits, it was
one of expansion and boom. The fall in prices, moreover, was not wholly
a symptom of depression. After rising steadily during the previous genera-
tion, prices moved downwards till the early 1890’s, when they were
generally 40 per cent lower than in 1873, and did not pick up again till
1896. But this decline was due as much to the great reduction in transport
costs, the improvement in technology and the increased scale of produc-
tion as it was to the excess of production over demand. It was improved
methods and increased production, combined with the revolution in trans-
port, that forced down the price of food and raw materials. Improved
methods and increased production, combined with the fall in raw material
costs, are what—to take but one example from industry—reduced the
European price of steel rails by 60 per cent between 1872 and 1881 and
made it possible to sell American steel rails in 1898 at little more than one-
tenth of what they had cost in 1875. In the same way the price of iron had
fallen in the previous generation, against the general trend, from £10 per
ton in 1825 to £3 per ton in 1866. What had then been exceptional now
became the general, though not the universal, trend. And because all these
factors were involved, falling prices were not necessarily accompanied by
falling profit margins. The advantages of reduced transport costs and raw
material prices, of improved methods, of wider markets and increased
production, could lead to the opposite result.

Yet profits in general fell as well as prices, and to almost the same
extent. Their decline, the central feature of the Great Depression, was due
to two causes. It was brought about partly by the element of temporary
over-production that was also, though again only partly, the cause of the
fall in prices. It followed chiefly from the fact that the advantages of the
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time were being exploited by an increasing number of competing firms in
every market and in every field. The explanation of the reversion to
tariffs at a time of widening and increasing exchange is that a growing
number of nations took part increasingly in the total exchange; the key
to the Great Depression is that, while total production and total profits
mounted, the profits of the individual enterprise—though there were
exceptions, the consequence of rapid adaptation and initiative in exploit-
ing new fields—in general declined with the proliferation of undertakings
and the growth of competition. The world economy as a whole flourished;
national economies as a whole flourished, to the extent that they partici-
pated in and adjusted to the changing world economy; but times were
harder for the rapidly increasing number of individual firms.

The combination of material expansion and growing competition that
was producing on the international scale both a more integrated world
economy and increased protectionism, both increased output and falling
profits, also underlay the changes that were taking place within the more
advanced societies. These reflected a pronounced trend from laissez-faire:
towards combination in economic enterprise, towards collective self-help
among wage-earners, towards state regulation in the economic and social
fields. Like the movement towards greater material output and like the
advance in technology and production methods, processes with which it is
intimately connected, the drift towards greater organisation among men,
as specialised groups and as total communities, has been virtually con-
tinuous and has continually increased in momentum throughout modern
times. But it was in the generation after 1870, when the drift was so much
accelerated by the interaction of the greater problems and the greater
opportunities with which societies were confronted, that those forms and
attitudes first took clear shape which exist today.

The problems were not merely those created by the growth of material
production and economic competition. Although these asserted them-
selves within the more advanced societies as well as between nations, they
were also arising in increasingly complex and rapidly changing social
structures in consequence of the march of industrialisation and urbanisa-
tion among expanding populations. Population was growing faster in
these countries than at any previous time. Even after allowing for emi-
gration, which drew off 40 per cent of the natural increase, Europe’s
population increased by over 30 per cent and by 100 millions—from 300
to 400 millions—between 1870 and 1900 compared with an increase of
30 millions—of 11 per cent—-between 1850 and 1870. Helped by immi-
gration the population of Europe’s overseas frontier in North and South
America, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa rose at an even faster
rate—and by 60 millions—in the same period. In the most industrialised
of these areas the rush to the towns now took place on such a scale that
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the increase in urban and suburban population equalled this huge increase
in total population. In the remainder—in Argentina, Brazil and Chile, in
European Russia, Austria and Australasia—the same development still
produced large if isolated urban growths, as it did beyond these areas, in
India and Japan, where population was also increasing fast but where
there was even less industrialisation.! Germany, with eight towns of over
100,000 people in 1870, had forty-one in 19c0. Except in France—where
the population increase was exceptionally low, but where nearly half the
total increase in these years, about 800,000 people, accrued to Paris—
urbanisation on a similar scale took place throughout western Europe and
in the United States. Even in European Russia the number of such towns
had risen from six to seventeen by 1900. By that date one-third of the
population of the United States lived in manufacturing centres, one-tenth
of that of England and Wales had concentrated in London, the percentage
of Germans living in towns had risen from 36 in 1870 to 54, and Berlin,
Vienna, St Petersburg, Moscow, New York, Chicago, Philadelphia,
Buenos Aires, Rio de Janeiro, Tokyo, Osaka and Calcutta had joined
London and Paris as cities with more than a million inhabitants. Nor was
it simply the case that population was rapidly increasing and that more
and more people were being drawn into industry and the urban areas.

The organisation of industry and the conditions of work in industry
were becoming more complex. The interrelationship between industry and
the total economy, between the urban areas and the society in which they
existed, was being transformed. The increased physical difficulties involved
in organising industrial production and in disposing of its products, the
increasingly complex tasks that must be performed if the industrial con-
glomerations were to fulfil their role in society as a whole—these jostled
with social problems thrown up by the growth of large areas of dense
population as well as with the economic problems created by growing
competition in industry.

Industrial and other forms of enterprise necessarily responded to these
changes. Most of the industrial, commercial and financial expansion of
earlier generations had been undertaken in simpler technical and social
conditions by the family firm or the small partnership, with unlimited
liability for all partners and unlimited freedom for masterful men. The
extent of the transition that now took place in business organisation and
methods from the small unit and the principle of unlimited liability to the
large joint-stock enterprise is easily exaggerated. The joint-stock company

! The population increase was not world-wide. It took place almost as fast in India
and Russia as in more industrialised societies, and so much in advance of other develop-
ments there as to produce famine or famine conditions. But in other areas material
conditions remained so much worse that population was stationary (as it probably was
in Africa) or even declined (as in China, where it is estimated that the population in the
lower Yangtse valley was higher in 1850 than in 1950 and that in the 1870’s alone the
North China famine killed more than 15 millions).

12

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



INTRODUCTION

had proved increasingly necessary since the 1840’s in the management of
public utilities—canals, railways, water and gas supply, banking and
docks—and the principles of private incorporation and limited liability
had been firmly established in the 1850’s. The family business and the
small firm still predominated in every country long after 1900: in Ger-
many 93 per cent of industrial enterprise was still conducted by individual
proprietors at the beginning of the twentieth century, when one-third of
the industrial workers were still employed in establishments employing
not more than five people; in Great Britain in 1914 four-fifths of even the
62,762 active joint-stock companies were private companies, family firms
and private partnerships in a new guise. Then again, although limited
liability was ultimately to be a new means of raising capital for industry
through the stock exchange, it was not until after 1890 that it began to be
used for this purpose to any great extent. Increasingly after 1870, how-
ever, the small firm was replaced by the large limited liability company,
which now for the first time entered the manufacturing, commercial and
financial fields.

By 1900 a dual economy had appeared in the industrialised countries—
a sharp contrast between a large traditional sector hardly touched by
organisational change and a limited but economically preponderant
modern sector comprising the major industries and a large part of
the commercial and financial enterprise, in which the typical unit was
a limited liability undertaking on a considerable scale. This had re-
sulted from the growth in the size and capital of larger firms and from
the amalgamation of firms. Those processes had been supplemented by
the formation of associations of firms for agreements on prices, the
creation of trusts in the pursuit of monopolies—the earliest was Rocke-
feller’s Standard Oil (1882)—and the establishment of cartels by which
firms in one industry sought to control sections of the associated and sub-
sidiary industries on which they depended. These developments took place
on an international scale as well as within countries. In 1883 a market-
sharing agreement was reached between the steel companies of Great
Britain, Germany and Belgium. It was short-lived, but was followed by
many similar arrangements between industrialists and bankers for ration-
ing producers, fixing shipping freights, rebates and fares. Armament
manufacturers like Armstrongs, Krupps and Creusot shared foreign
markets by agreement. In 1886 Nobel established the first international
trust, the Dynamite Trust Ltd. In the 1890’s J. and P. Coats Ltd created
a virtual world monopoly in cotton thread by amalgamating rival British,
continental and American firms. And since these were necessarily dis-
continuous developments—the kind of development which, once under-
taken, could not be repeated or advanced for a considerable time—the late
nineteenth century was distinguished not only from earlier periods but also
from the generation after 1900 by the extent to which they then took place.
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They were the consequence of a rapid increase in the complexity both
of enterprise and of the society in which it was being conducted—and of
the greater difficulties as well as of the greater opportunities which this was
producing. Firms grew with the expansion of production and the applica-
tion of technology, processes which necessitated greater size and greater
amounts of capital. The larger the firm the more easily it could aspire to
amalgamate others and, aided by technological break-throughs and the
growing integration of society, the more easily could it control prices and
achieve monopoly. The fortunes built up by Nobel and Rockefeller and
other pioneers of big business are examples of the success that could flow
from seizing such opportunities, and it was no doubt these opportunities
which Rockefeller, that great individualist, had in mind when he declared
that ‘the day of combination is here to stay. Individualism has gone,
never to return.” But difficulties arose as often as opportunities at a time
when firms were multiplying rapidly and when it was becoming a con-
tinuous instead of an occasional feature of industrial life for established
methods to be rendered obsolete by innovation. Alongside every firm that
expanded in size or aspired to amalgamate others there were more than
one that, failing to expand or to survive the new competition, became ripe
for amalgamation. For every firm that sought association and monopoly
in order to expand markets and profits there was another that was led in
these directions by its need to conserve them, by the greater concern for
security that followed from requiring larger amounts of capital in condi-
tions of increasing competition. This was the major impetus behind the
movement towards organisation among agricultural producers. Unable
to concentrate and centralise after the fashion of the manufacturer or the
financier, these everywhere responded to changed conditions—in France
and Denmark from the early 1880’s, in Ireland from 1889, elsewhere from
the 1890’s—Dby setting up increasing numbers of co-operatives for the pro-
vision of credit, for insurance against risks and for the processing and
marketing of their produce.

The movement towards organisation and combination was not limited
to employers and producers. Among wage-earners and consumers,
friendly societies and co-operative stores, protected by new legislation,
multiplied-all over Great Britain, western Europe and the United States
after 1880. Friendly societies were protected by legislation after 1875 in
Great Britain, where they had a membership of nearly 7 millions in 1885,
of nearly 14 millions in 1910. Co-operative societies were legislated for in
Great Britain in 1876, and there were over 1400 co-operative stores in the
country in 1900. Much the same growth of both occurred in the United
States and in Europe. There was at the same time an increase in trade
unions in these countries and a marked change in their character—
developments which spread to other areas, to the rest of Europe and to
Latin America, after 1890. The unions were also given legal recognition at
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last, in Belgium, for example, in 1866, Austria in 1870, Great Britain
between 1870 and 1876, Spain in 1881, France (after partial recognition in
1864) in 1884, Germany after the collapse of the anti-socialist legislation
in 1890—in Russia, however, they remained illegal till 1906. Breach of con-
tract by workmen was removed from the list of criminal offences. From
the middle of the 1880’s legislation was followed by the ‘new unionism’.

The unions had previously been craft organisations, largely confined
in their membership to skilled workmen in particular trades and in their
function to providing mutual insurance against sickness, accident and
death and operating conciliation machinery between employer and em-
ployed. The ‘new unionism’ sought working-class organisation on a
national scale and by industries, rather than locally and by crafts, in
response to the situation in which, with the improvement of internal
communications, districts and jobs once localised were becoming com-
petitive with one another. It enlisted unskilled and semi-skilled labourers
as well as skilled artisans in response to the powerful effect of changes in
industry and the spread of elementary education in increasing the propor-
tion of semi-skilled workers and the chances of promotion. Compared
with the earlier unions the movement was more militant and political in
its objects and more closely linked with political creeds, especially social-
ism, or with social outlooks, as was the case with the Catholic-sponsored
unions of France, Austria, Italy, Germany and Belgium and with the
anarcho-syndicalist unions of the 1890’s in Argentina, Chile and Mexico.

If they began to assume their modern character the unions increased
their membership far less in these years than did the friendly and co-
operative societies, and far less rapidly than they were to increase it after
1900. Between 1886 and 1900 union membership rose from 1} million
(from about 1 million in 1875) to 2 millions in Great Britain, from 300,000
to 850,000 in Germany, from 50,000 to 250,000 in France. In America
the Federation of Labour had only half a million members in 1900. By
1913 membership had risen to 4 millions in Great Britain (where most of
the increase, from 2} to 4 millions, occurred after 1906); to 3 millions in
Germany; to I million in France. In the United States the A.F.L. had
11 million members by 1904. They also made little progress before the
1900’s in their new functions. These facts are again explained partly by
the increased problems and partly by the improving conditions of the
age.

The growth of industrialisation and urbanisation, while it made the
organisation of working men physically easier, also involved a vast un-
planned and unpleasant upheaval in the conditions of living and a new
subjection to temporary and cyclical unemployment, the consequence of
the more rapid succession of technological change and industrial re-
organisation. It is not surprising that in these circumstances the increased
possibilities of collective self-help were chiefly applied by the growing
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numbers of the skilled and semi-skilled, who alone could afford it, to the
problem of material provision for family and individual through friendly
benefit schemes; or that trade-union membership among the unskilled—
potential competitors in several trades who were driven to undercut each
other with employers when times were bad—fell away rapidly after the
temporary success in organising them into general unions in the 1880’s,
and did not recover until the 1900’s. Both the general unions and the
unions which remained strongest, those representing skilled and semi-
skilled men in special crafts, continued, moreover, again until after 1900,
to negotiate for localities and on behalf of separate trades, in individual-
istic competition with each other; they made no progress towards col-
laboration or federation for nation-wide action on behalf of entire
industries, let alone for the devising of political programmes and parties
for pressure on governments on behalf of working men. And this was not
only because the uncertainty of permanent employment induced them to
continue to fend for themselves. Progress in these directions required a
new consciousness of the status of the worker in society. Despite their
inevitable future the unions remained at this time organisations among,
rather than of, the masses because public opinion, including that of the
workers themselves, with their more immediate preoccupations, was slow
to recognise the right of labour to unite for the enforcement of its claims.
It was on this account that they developed more rapidly in some newer
lands like Australia than they did in Europe.

On the other hand in the United States, almost as new a country, their
growth was slower than in Europe, and this was because in both areas,
though to a greater extent in the United States than in Europe, their
development into a major force in society was also delayed by favourable
circumstances. Although these were years of increased temporary un-
employment, over-all employment was well sustained despite the large
growth of population in the working age-groups. In Great Britain the
increase in over-all unemployment was only from 4 or 4% to 5 per cent
despite the fact that the working population increased from 10 millions to
about 144 millions between 1870 and 1901. For all except a minority,
chronic under-employment gave way to occasional and limited unemploy-
ment. In the United States most notably, but to a marked extent in all
industrial countries, they were years of increasing real wages. These rose
by about 75 per cent in Great Britain, by more than this in the United
States, by rather less in France and Germany, in contrast both to the
previous generation in which they had risen muchless—theincrease between
1873 and 1898 was more than six times greater than the increase between
1853 and 1873 in Great Britain, more than twelve times greater in the United
States, more than double in France—and to the years between 1898 and
1914 when they were stationary. This was in consequence of the fall in
prices and the steady increase in the proportion of skilled and semi-
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skilled to unskilled workmen—in the proportion of higher-paid occupa-
tions—in most industries. The proportion of skilled workers doubled in
Great Britain between 1850 and 1888, and continued to increase at at least
the same rate thereafter. The wage differential between skilled and un-
skilled workers was also steadily increasing and by 1900 skilled wages
were double those of the unskilled workers. Alongside the good level
of employment and rising wages there was the increasing range of
cheaper consumer products and the reduction that was taking place in
the size of the average family-—in Great Britain this fell from 5-71 children
in 1860-85 to 4-66 in 1880-1905. These were years of improving standards
of living in which it became slowly less necessary to put children to work,
slowly less necessary for married women to work for a wage, slowly
possible to increase voluntary leisure and reduce hours of work.

The biggest share of the increase in the national incomes in all these
societies went to a minority—though it was to an enlarged minority and to
richer middle classes rather than to the aristocracies. But in addition to
the fact that the middle classes were being enlarged by the steady stream
of people who were moving out of the wage-earning classes into better-
paid occupations, the mass of the wage-earners, relative to their incomes
before 1870, improved their position even more than did the middle
classes. This relative improvement went on continuously, if slowly,
throughout the period. There had probably never been a time when,
materially, things had been so good for the bulk of the population; and
they were not to remain so good in the generation which followed. A sub-
stantial minority did not share in the improvement. It is probable that
the very poor became more, not less, miserable with the development of
urbanisation and the marketing of less nutritious cheap foods. But they
became a smaller proportion of society than at any earlier time, even if
there is no reason to believe that they declined in absolute numbers.
Better conditions were reconciling most people, and increasing numbers
of people, to changes in their living and working conditions. And not less
important in delaying the development of the trade unions and working-
class political parties, these were the years which saw the first considerable
amelioration of the lot of the working classes by the direct action of the
state.

In the long history of the modern state—a subject as full of pitfalls as
the rise of the middle class, of which in despair it has sometimes been con-
cluded that it has always been rising—this much is beyond dispute. It was
in the last third of the nineteenth century, wherever it has not been a
development of even more recent growth, that governments first under-
took the comprehensive regulation of society. Although there had been
earlier steps in this direction—all such developments are of long gestation
and slow growth—government in this sense existed hardly anywhere in
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1870.! Wherever government evolved at all after that date, except into
decline and collapse, it began to assume this character and to do so at
speed. The more advanced countries all witnessed in the next thirty years
an unprecedented increase in the powers and functions of government and
a fundamental alteration in the relations between government and society
—developments which are not rendered less impressive by the fact that
these powers and functions have gone on increasing, these relations
changing in the same direction, ever since.

Like the movements towards increased organisation within the state—
among employers and wage-earners, producers and consumers—the pro-
cess was the product of the simultaneous appearance of increasingly
pressing problems and of improved possibilities of dealing with them. It
went farther and faster than those other movements—and its progress was
partly responsible for delaying them-—because it was one of the central
features of these years that while all manner of social problems assumed
so technical a character and such complex proportions that collective
self-help, despite its advance in the development of the business unit, the
friendly and co-operative society and the trade union, was increasingly
unable to deal with them, new means arose which only the state was able
to exploit. What was true of voluntary private organisation was hardly
less true of local government authorities. Although these were improved
and reformed, although some of them—Birmingham after 1873, Vienna
after 18g0—undertook important pioneering work in public planning and
control, although other towns, at least in Europe, followed up their work
or, more frequently, had it imposed upon them by central government
action, they were becoming ineffective without central assistance and
control. Every further stage in the internal transport revolution, in the
growth of industry, in the movement of population and the growth of
urban areas and in the complexity of society increased the inadequacy of
local authorities except as agents of the central government—and not least
because every advance in scientific and administrative knowledge revealed
that nothing less than central action would suffice if the knowledge was to
be applied.

This knowledge was also growing apace, in parallel with the problems.
It was partly the result of the autonomous development of science, as was

! Great Britain is the only serious exception to 1870, which must in any case be an
approximation, as an important dividing line in this respect. It is generally agreed that the
‘nineteenth century revolution in government’ was taking place in Britain from about 1830,
during the so-called age of laissez-faire, and the beginnings of the regulatory state can be
pointed to in the creation of the Metropolitan police (1829), the appointment of the first
factory inspectors (1833) and of the first emigration officers (1833), the assumption by the
state of a share of the responsibility for elementary education (1833), the setting up of the
Poor Law Commissioners (1834) and the institution of prison inspection (1835). But even
in Great Britain there was much hesitation in, and some retreat from, the collectivist trend
between the 1840’s and about 1870, and from about 1870 a great advance in the scope
and an important change in the tone of legisiation.
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especially the case in the field of public health. Very little of the enormous
progress that was now made in this field would have been possible without
the success of the founders of preventive medicine—of Pasteur, Lister,
Virchow and Koch—in the ten years after 1867 in establishing that many
diseases were caused by microbes and could be avoided by simple pre-
cautions and procedures like asepsis and inoculation. It was partly due
to the accumulation of practical experience of the new conditions of
society by increasing numbers of experts, either self-appointed reformers
or officials. The cumulative experience of the inspectors and administra-
tors in regulating factories, mines and public health, as in supervising
education, was a most powerful influence in producing government action
and in extending government attention to wider and wider fields. But the
work of the scientists and the agitation of the individual reformers, like
the experience of the official, would have been of little avail if they had not
been backed by the power of central government.

If these considerations created the opportunity for governments, as the
urbanisation and industrialisation of society created or at least increased
the problems, governments now seized the opportunity, as never before,
because central action was becoming both more practicable and more
necessary. The changes in society which were producing the problems were
simultaneously making it more feasible to deal with them. It was easier
to insist on the provision of water, sanitation, hospitals and roads among
dense populations, and among populations served by fast transport, than
it was among scattered and ill-connected communities, and easier also to
regulate and supervise such things as working conditions. It was also
more essential to do so. Widespread disease, for example, or unhealthy
working conditions became preventable—if only by state action—at a
time when, in conditions of mass living and mass working, it was a matter
of public efficiency and political necessity, rather than of individual need
and private conscience, to prevent them. It was for these two reasons that
whereas a large part of the history of the nineteenth century before the
1870’s is to be explained by the inability or unwillingness of governments
to adjust their attitudes and enlarge their activities at the rate required by
social change—and perhaps at a rate made possible by the growth of
knowledge—the attitudes and activities of some governments now began
to draw level with the more pressing problems. Wherever the develop-
ment of industrialisation, urbanisation and knowledge—or the search for
more rapid progress in industrialisation, urbanisation and the use of
knowledge—forced government to respond, in Austria as well as in Great
Britain, in Japan and Latin America as well as in Europe, to different
extents in accordance with the different rates of change within different
societies and the varying efficiency of governments, but with little regard
to the political complexion of governments, the same increase of govern-
ment took place. The agents of local authorities began to be joined by,
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and supervised by, the agents of central governments; increasing numbers
of experts and officials pressed upon central governments the need for the
proliferation of legislation and the expansion of their own powers;
governments began to invoke the most stringent powers of compulsion
for social and public ends and ‘the grammar of common legislation
acquired the novel virtue of the imperative mood’.!

The process developed farthest and fastest in four fields in which only
the most tentative steps had been taken anywhere by 1870—public health,
elementary education, the regulation of working conditions and the
government ownership or control of public utilities. In those fields it
developed at different rates in different countries.

Throughout western Europe, North America and Australasia in the
next thirty years, beginning with the string of Acts on food and drink
standards, sanitation, health and housing conditions in England between
1860 and 1875, there was continuous legislation and continuous develop-
ment of administrative and enforcement machinery on these questions in
the cause of public health. The effects were startling, especially in the
towns, and not least important among the reasons for the great growth of
population in these areas. As early as 1880 the battle was being won
against the important killing diseases—plague, typhus, typhoid, smalipox,
cholera, scarlet fever—and the city was being made healthier than the
countryside for the first time in history. The death-rate in England and
Wales, which at 22 per 1000 was as high in 1870 as in 1840, and twice as
high for some towns as for the country as a whole, declined in almost
every quinquennium after 1870 and was brought down to 18:1 in the
1890’s, to 15-2 in the 1900’s. The average expectation of life increased by
more than ten years during the same period. Similar improvement was
achieved throughout these areas. In Russia, by way of contrast, the
death-rate was still 35 per 1000 in 189o—the highest in Europe—and
beyond Europe it was higher still.

In the same areas—and beyond them, exceptionally, in Japan—rapidly
changing economies and societies, with their growing need for skilled and
semi-skilled labour and clerical staff and for better training even of the
unskilled, also demanded, and were seen to demand, equal attention to
the provision of compulsory and free elementary education. From a situa-
tion in which in 1870 in Great Britain a substantial part of the child
population, in Japan perhaps the whole of it, was still left untouched in a
state of ignorance, the development of national education systems pro-
ceeded so fast that by 1895, except in rapidly growing towns, there was a
school place for every child in Great Britain and for 61 per cent of the
child population in Japan, where 95 per cent were at school by 1906. These

! Dr John Simon, of the English Public Health Act of 1866, quoted by G. Kitson Clark
in ‘The Modern State and Modern Society’, Proceedings of the Royal Institution of Great
Britain, vol. xxxvi (1959), pp. 561-2.
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figures are a measure of the progress made in all the more advanced
countries by that date. The education provided was still of the simplest
kind. Secondary schooling advanced much more slowly. But the effects
of this transformation upon society and on the individual can hardly be
overestimated.

The advances in public health and education were accompanied in most
of these countries by the extension of state control over working condi-
tions. Factory laws were introduced—in Belgium, the Netherlands,
Switzerland in the 1870’s, in Austria from 1883, in Italy and Spain from
1886, in France from the 1890’s. Where they existed already they were
extended, as by the British Factory Acts of 1878, 1886, 1891 and 1901—
—the last two of these introduced into England the principle of delegated
legislation by permitting the Home Office to make further large changes
inregulations without further legislation—to deal with shops and laundries
as well as factories, with the working-hours of men as well as of women and
children, with the control of occupational diseases as well as with simpler
safety regulations. A more novel departure was the introduction of com-
pulsory insurance against accident and sickness for working men. Here
the lead was taken by Germany. Bismarck’s insurance programmes of
1883-9 were copied in many European countries between 1887 and the
end of the century—by Austria in 1887-8, Switzerland in 1890, Denmark
in 1891 and 1898, Belgium in 1894 and 1903, Italy in 1898. Where they
were not adopted in industrialised countries, as in Great Britain—where
the state at least obliged employers to compensate workmen for acci-
dents—and the United States, it was because the earlier development of
private enterprise and of a strong liberal tradition had set up resistances
to state intervention which could not easily be overcome.

On this account and also because of the rapid expansion of opportunity
for the individual that was now taking place, the United States lagged
behind Great Britain and western Europe in the development of factory
and insurance legislation and of other inroads into the principle of
freedom of contract. Even there, however, by way of retaliation, the state
was forced by the emphasis on freedom for the individual to attempt to
regulate capitalism in the interests of freedom of competition. Although
progress was slow before 1900, the Act of 1887 for the supervision of
railways and the Sherman anti-trust Act of 1890 led the way in making
trusts in restraint of trade illegal and in subjecting the business world to
the danger of prosecution by agents of the central government; and even
in the United States, despite the federal system, the spoils system and the
strongly established opposition to a professional civil service (as being
an aristocracy), considerable strides were made in the expansion of the
central government’s powers and the development of a professional civil
service for this and other tasks, particularly after 1883. More work was
done by central government and by civil servants than in any previous
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period in American history, and it necessitated the proliferation of
Committees of Congress.

For similar reasons the United States, and, to a lesser extent, Great
Britain remained behind in the process by which governments were
driven, by the necessity for economic expansion and public efficiency, to
nationalise or to control in other ways the more complex public utilities.
In Great Britain, because of the earlier development of local authorities
and the continuing strength of private enterprise, the taking over of the
telegraph and of an increasing proportion of the telephone service was the
only important addition to the services provided directly by the central
government. In the United States even these remained in private hands;
so in both countries did the railways, though they were assisted by public
subsidies and subjected to the beginnings of government regulation. In
Great Britain, but not in the United States, there was far more extension
of the functions of local authorities, assisted by central loans and grants.
By 1900 these had compulsorily acquired most of the waterworks and
many of the gas, electricity and tramway undertakings of the country. In
these later fields, however, private enterprise continued to flourish and
some of the largest and most rapidly expanding companies were private
and not municipal. In many European states, on the other hand, in
Belgium, Norway, Austria, Germany, Italy, Russia, Roumania, Serbia,
the telegraph and telephone services and the railways were taken over by
the government from the beginning of the period, and the central govern-
ment allowed less freedom to private enterprise and less discretion to local
authorities in the provision of other public utilitics. In less developed
states, both in Europe and beyond, in Japan and Latin America, in India
under its British government—wherever the effort was being made to
become more developed—while progress with public health, labour legisla-
tion and compulsory education® was difficult and negligible on account of
the backwardness of the economy and of administration, even greater
steps were taken towards central control in these other directions. In
India the railways and vast irrigation schemes—developments which had
indirect effects in improving public health by eliminating death from
starvation in India from 1880 until 1943—in Latin America not only the
railways but also gas, electricity, water and other services, in Russia and
Japan not only public utilities but also a considerable sector of industry,
finance and trade were brought under central ownership or close central
regulation.

If health, education, industrial working conditions and public utilities
were the problems which called most urgently for attention and which, in
these varying degrees and circumstances, received most attention, there

! But Japan was a large exception here. See pp. 20, 179, 472. Otherwise only slight
advance in primary education was made in India and a few Latin-American countries
and none elsewhere.
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was no neat dividing line for expanding governments in rapidly changing
societies between more and less essential tasks. Once it had set in, more-
over, the tendency towards ‘the constant extension and improvement of
the mechanism of government. . .and the increasing application of a new
system of centralisation’ became a force in itself, autonomous almost,
and it spread as far and as fast as conditions required and as physical
difficulties and the resistances thrown up by social habits and political
interests would permit. In Russia, in eastern and in parts of southern
Europe, in most areas beyond Europe where it began at all, it was limited
by backwardness and opposition even in the urgent fields. In the United
States, except in education which was regarded as an individual right, it
was similarly restricted, but more by established traditions, the federal
structure and the buoyancy of private enterprise than by physical diffi-
culties. In Great Britain and western Europe, however, effective state
intervention in society, either direct or through the central regulation of
local authorities, was established in all these fields and on a broader front:
by the provision and inspection of prisons and reformatories, of homes
and hospitals, as well as of schools; by the provision of subsidies and the
imposition of fixed rents and compensation for improvements on behalf
of tenant farmers as well as by the regulation of factory conditions; and,
not less important, by the resort to income taxes as a means of meeting
the growing expenditure on social services and to the use of taxation
itself—of graduated income taxes and capital taxes—as a means of social
reform and of controlling wealth.

Until about 1870 in Great Britain most of the revenue of the central
government had come from indirect taxes on articles of consumption
and more than half of its expenditure had been absorbed by the pay-
ment of interest on and the cost of managing the national debt. Its
main financial task had been to redistribute a small proportion of the
national income from the poor to the rich. In other countries this was the
case to an even greater extent. Even though change in the same direction
was to proceed at a far more rapid rate from the 1900’s, the beginnings of
a fundamental change had already taken place in this respect by the end
of the century. Income tax had ceased to be regarded in Great Britain—
since the 1880’s—as an unfortunate emergency device and had been
adopted for the first time—since the 1890’s—in several European countries:
in Germany, Italy, Austria, Norway and Spain. Income taxes, as more
came to be required of them, were being graduated so as to fall more
heavily on higher incomes and were beginning to be supplemented—in
Great Britain after the 1880’s and especially after 1894, in France from
1901—by death duties. In Great Britain, apart from the fact that revenue
from local rates on property had risen much more proportionately since

1 A. V. Dicey, Law and Public Opinion in the Nineteenth Century (2nd ed., 1914),
Pp- 306-7.
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1870 than revenue from national taxes, the rise in the contribution of
income taxes and death duties to total taxation (rates and taxes) had risen
from a negligible figure to 30 per cent. In European countries the speed
and extent of the change was somewhat lower, and a larger part of the
increased expenditure was still met by indirect taxes on consumer goods.
Growing expenditure was for some of these governments perhaps as im-
portant as the changing world economic situation as a reason for resort-
ing to higher tariffs after the 1870’s. But in these countries as well as in
Great Britain it was in the last years of the nineteenth century that the
first breach was made in the old attitude to taxation and expenditure.

In these countries, indeed, so much had been done by the end of the
century that it is important to specify what was not achieved or not yet
attempted. The advance in public health had sprung mainly from the
control of the physical environment: substantial improvements in medical
services and in health practices, which together brought about a further
decline in the death-rate, and particularly in the mortality rate for infants
and for the old, came only after 1900. Infant mortality rates were as high
in 1891-1901 as in the 1840’s; the reduction in mortality had been very
small for those over 45 and chiefly affected adults below 35. State or
municipal provision of working-class housing still lay in the future; it was
still on a very small scale in 1914. The extended factory legislation had
dealt only with hours of work, age-limits and standards of safety and
health; and while hours remained high despite their slight reduction—in
Great Britain since 1870 they had fallen from about 60 to about 55 per
week—minimum wage-rates had to await a still more socially-minded
generation. Their adoption, a major departure from Victorian ortho-
doxy, was first undertaken in Great Britain in 1909, 1912 and 1914.
Insurance against unemployment, as opposed to accident and sickness,
and insurance at the expense of the state, as opposed to the employer and
the employee, found no place in the various insurance programmes before
1911. Nowhere yet did public social policy concern itself with the pro-
blem of poverty, and it was perhaps the greatest failure of the age that
poverty was allowed to persist in the midst of plenty, if not to increase.
No state yet possessed either the knowledge or the outlook which would
together make the regulation of the economy and the avoidance of un-
employment a major object of policy in many countries after another fifty
years. The provision of universal compulsory elementary education in-
volved huge administrative, building and teacher-training programmes
which could only proceed slowly. Hardly anywhere were they completed
in 1900, and nowhere had the state, as opposed to individual initiative and
private benevolence, provided much assistance towards university and
secondary education. Income tax and even graduated income tax had
been introduced to meet growing government expenditure, but even in the
most advanced of communities an income tax at the rate of 1s. 2d. in the
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pound was regarded in 1901 as almost unsupportable in time of peace.
Income tax in Great Britain rose steadily from 1875 until it reached 8d.
in 1885. It did not rise above this figure until the outbreak of the Boer
War at the end of the century, when it reached 1s. 3d. After that war
it was brought back to 1s., but had got back to Is. 2d. between 1910
and 1914. Most states still relied heavily on direct consumer taxes, and
notably on tariffs, which fell on poor and rich alike. Nevertheless, the
provision of social needs and the control of social problems by central
governments, for all these limitations on their scope, had proceeded so
far by the beginning of the twentieth century, and in thirty years, at least
in the foremost European countries, that—as has been said of the British
Local Government Bill of 1888—they had already *transformed the tissue
of....existence’ and brought ‘the entire range of ordinary life, from
birth, or even before birth, to burial,. . . within the ambit of public interest
and observation’.!

These were policies which, once taken up, could not be reversed or
ignored, and if there could be no going back it was equally impossible to
stand still. In the more advanced societies from the early years of the
twentieth century further progress in the same direction had become the
test, applied with increasing impatience, of acceptable government.
Before much longer governments in the rest of the world would be faced
with the choice of courting political chaos or attempting to follow suit.
This was not yet true between 1870 and 1900. In marked contrast with
the undercurrents of economic, technical and social change—but also in
consequence of them—the period was one of comparative stability in
domestic politics, of negligible development in the constitutional sphere,
of conservatism in political outlook.

Throughout the hundred years to 1875—and even during the last
fifteen of them, which witnessed the American Civil War, the Polish insur-
rection, the Meiji revolution in Japan, the fall of the Empire in France
and the restoration of monarchy in Spain as well as the many readjust-
ments involved in the unification of Germany and Italy-—revolutions or
attempted revolutions and violent changes of political regime had been
common occurrences. Throughout much of the world since 1905 internal
politics have been no less unsettled. In the intervening generation, at least
in those countries that were caught up in economic and social change, it
was otherwise. In old and predominantly monarchical Europe, except that
new states—themselves monarchies—were erected in Roumania and
Bulgaria on the basis of Balkan nationalism and Ottoman decline; in the
New World—predominantly republican—except for the downfall of its
only monarchy in Brazil, the overthrow of Spanish rule in Cuba by the
combined efforts of local nationalism and American expansion, and the

1 G. M. Young, Victorian England: Portrait of an Age, p. 151.
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continuation of civil war and coup d’état in the smaller Latin American
states which were hardly touched by economic and social change; in
Japan with its even newer order; in the other centres of white settlement
beyond Europe—in none of these areas were there changes or even
attempted changes of political regime. This was the longest period of
comparatively unbroken internal stability that they experienced in the
nineteenth century—that they have experienced in the past 150 years.
Even within the framework of the established regimes there was little
constitutional change. In the constitutions of all these countries except
Japan and Russia® a parliament of a sort was already established in 1870:
none of these parliaments, with the exception of those of Great Britain,
Belgium and the United States, had more than nominal powers against the
executive. In the next thirty years no new parliament was introduced
except in Japan; and in no country except France did the legislature make
significant strides towards a system of parliamentary control over the
executive comparable to that which Great Britain, Belgium and the
United States—but also in an earlier age—had developed. Elsewhere the
executive government, whether it was monarchical or republican, easily
retained its power and position or enlarged them. Even in Great Britain,
Belgium and the United States, while parliamentary control remained
firmly established, the legislature entered upon the beginning of a decline
in relation to the executive. In the United States the period began with a
bid for the supremacy of Congress over the President and the Supreme
Court, but ended with Congress in retreat before the development of the
powers of the Presidency and a steady increase in the vetoing and inter-
preting of Congressional Acts by the Court. In Great Britain the golden
age of the independent Member of Parliament and of House of Com-
mons initiative in legislation gave way before increasing party organisation
and increasing control of the business of the House by the cabinet which
controlled the majority party. In Belgium Leopold II succeeded in
removing overseas activities and policies from parliamentary surveillance
and in particular created, through his International African Association, a
personal, not to say a despotic, sovereignty over the Congo Free State.
At another level of politics, because of the continuing and often growing
strength of the executive in relation to the legislature, political parties in
most states either continued to be coteries of oligarchs and notabilities
manceuvring for office and cut off from the public or, if they became mass
parties like the Social Democrat party in Germany, remained cut off from
political influence or hope of power. At this level the political systems of
Great Britain and her self-governing colonies, of the United States and of

! The only other states without a parliament in the whole of Europe were Montenegro
and Mecklenburg-Schwerin and Mecklenburg-Strelitz (which retained medieval estates
systems until 1918) and Turkey. Beyond Europe, in the areas mentioned, the more un-
important Latin American countries were the only exceptions apart from Japan.
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France were perhaps the only ones which experienced appreciable develop-
ment from within—organic changes in the complex relations between
government and the governed as opposed to the development of new
tactics for maintaining old political structures. They bore witness to the
prevailing political character of the age by moving towards conservatism
in political outlook.

In Great Britain, where republican sentiments were not uncommon in
the 1870’s and a lengthy Liberal administration was in power between 1880
and 1885, the following twenty years were years of almost unbroken rule
by the Conservative party. Between the Civil War and the end of the
century the United States, once the beacon of European radicals, moved
steadily towards a uniformity behind conservative beliefs; the increasingly
conservative Republican party was in the ascendant; radical proposals
for political and economic change won less and less support; and even the
Populist agitation of the period, which might seem to form an exception to
these trends, was in tune with them in being fundamentally a demand for
more government—a protest against the fact that, on account of the con-
tinuing strength of the laissez-faire attitude to government, the country
lagged behind western Europe in social reform and industrial legislation
after 1880. In France—even in France—divisions and dogmas on consti-
tutional questions, which were almost everywhere losing the force they
had once possessed, receded behind the determination of the Opportunist
republicans, conservative, empirical and almost uninterruptedly in power
from the early 1880’s to 1898, to govern by avoiding all contentious
measures except those raised by their insistence on social reform.

Conservatism in these Western countries would preserve the great
achievements of an earlier liberal era; its practitioners worked within an
accepted and continuing liberal ethos. It was to these achievements and
to such an ethos that in Russia and Turkey, on the other hand, conserva-
tism became more than ever opposed. Yet those countries also experi-
enced the conservative trend, even if it there took the form of reaction
after a period of liberalising measures by authoritarian governments
during the 1860’s and 1870’s. So it was with the other face of that trend,
the decline of liberalism. It was a process whose wide extent is ob-
scured only if historians are misled—as men, in Gibbon’s phrase, are
governed—by names. So-called ‘liberal’ parties remained in power in
several states. Wherever they were in power for any length of time, as in
Latin America, Italy, Hungary and Roumania, their outlook and pro-
grammes had little in common with those of traditional western Euro-
pean liberalism. In proportion as liberal parties adhered to that outlook
and those programmes they were either proscribed, as in Russia and
Turkey, or else they lost influence, following and office and underwent
those internal divisions, that narrowing of imagination in favour of
sectarianism and dogmatic beliefs, which were eventually, in the twentieth
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century, to complete their decline—a process observable throughout
western Europe and in Great Britain, as well as in the United States, where
the Democrat party remained more strictly liberal than its Republican
opponents.

‘The varying character of the liberal decline, as of conservative aims,
may suggest that it is misleading, even in the cause of necessary generalisa-
tion, to argue that such diverse states shared common political trends; even
more misleading to explain those trends by the same considerations. What
the evidence in fact reveals is that all these states moved in a conservative
direction from different points of departure, and what is significant is that,
if at different levels, they all moved in the same conservative direction.
There was one main reason for this. They were struck by the economic
and social changes of the age when they were at different stages of eco-
nomic development and in possession of different political structures, the
product of their different previous histories. They underwent these
changes to different extents. But they all experienced the major political
consequence of those changes, the beginnings of modern government. If
they all experienced as well a period of political stability or stagnation, if
liberalism was exhausted in some, distorted in others, frustrated in others,
in a general conservative trend, it was primarily because the rise of the
modern state, whatever the consequences for the future, at this time
buttressed the existing forms of government—whatever those forms
might be—by socialising government’s attitudes and by increasing govern-
ment’s power.

Whether the outcome was stability or stagnation, whether it arose more
from the changed attitudes of a government or from a government’s reli-
ance on its increased power, was determined by a network of circumstances,
both past and present, in each individual case. In some states—on the
whole those of north-western Europe and the English-speaking world
which were most politically advanced and which experienced the most rapid
social and economic change—it was the change in government attitudes
which was crucial. Here the pressure on government for political change
was also reduced because economic and technological advance was creat-
ing improved real wages and living-standards. This fact, which helped to
delay the development of the labour unions and working-class political
parties and to keep them from political agitation, also, in conjunction with
the fear of the danger of working-class organisation, helped to ally the
growing middle classes with conservative governments. It was especially
influential in the United States, where there was always some pursuit more
profitable than politics, and in Germany, where the Social Democrat
party, Marxist in inspiration and in its programmes, nevertheless—
though without success in reassuring the middle class—became revisionist
in practice, a pressure group which sought a greater share for the workers
in the profits of industry rather than the undermining of society or even a
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greater share for the workers in the government of the state. Nowhere,
however, except in the United States where this other process was delayed,
was material improvement in itself so influential as the fact that govern-
ments were anticipating those discontents that would otherwise have
sustained or created the demand for political change. Except in the
United States the extension of central control and intervention in the
social field had two things in common in all these states. It was benefiting
society most at the less-well-to-do levels where improvement was most
needed; it was taking place on government initiative and not in con-
sequence of public agitation. In Great Britain it was regarded as a para-
dox at the time that measures which had so much effect upon society, and
which were so widely welcomed when introduced, were preceded by so
little public demand.

What was true of the growth of government control of society was also
true of the one direct change effected in these years in the political con-
text in which these governments operated, of the democratisation of the
suffrage. Although women nowhere got the vote except in Australia and
New Zealand before the twentieth century—Finland and Norway led the
way elsewhere in 1907—universal equal manhood suffrage, which existed
only in the United States (except for the Southern Negroes) and the
British self-governing colonies in 1870, was now approached in these
countries, and in some it was achieved. It was approached to different
extents and at different times in different countries, but the varying
extensions of the franchise took place on the initiative of government, not
as a concession wrested from government by those who got the vote.
There was sometimes opposition to the extension, more than there was to
government intervention in social matters; some governments insisted
upon it despite this fact. In this matter as in the extension of government
functions in society the difference between the motives of these govern-
ments, however different their circumstances, is not easy to detect: the
initiative was generally taken, as by Disraeli and Bismarck early in the
period, from the conviction that an enlarged electorate would be pre-
ponderantly conservative. The difference is immense, on the other hand,
between this period, with its government initiative and its absence of
political agitation, and the age which had held—in Lord Melbourne’s
phrase—that ‘the whole duty of government is to prevent crime and to
preserve contracts’; and which had produced in England the struggle for
the first Reform Act, Chartism and the repeal of the Corn Laws and in
Europe the revolutions of 1830 to 1849. Nor can there be any doubt of the
connection between the initiative and the lack of agitation. It was govern-
ment action in regulating society, introducing direct and graded taxation
and extending the franchise which chiefly accounts for the decline of class
bitterness and the prevailing political stability of these years.

At the opposite extreme were countries where the suffrage was not
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extended—Portugal, Sweden, Denmark, Austria, Hungary, Roumania,
Serbia and some of the German states retained their highly restricted
franchises, although Austria extended its four-class system of indirect
representation to include a fifth class for the mass of the population in
1896—or where, as in Russia until after the revolution of 1905 and
Turkey until after the revolution of 1908, it remained non-existent. Here
the governments relied less on the anticipation of discontent and more
on their increasing ability to suppress it. This was especially true in
eastern Europe. In this area traditional forms of governments, sub-
jected to little change for many years, coincided with a situation in which
economic and social change was producing worsened, not improved,
material conditions, and failed to coincide with ethnographical divisions.
The same increase of population which made an essential contribution to
Germany’s industrial revolution outpaced the rate of industrialisation in
Russia and eastern Europe, where almost alone in Europe the rural
population increased at a greater rate than ever before, creating poverty,
land-hunger and widespread economic unrest. This was also true of
southern Italy, Spain and Portugal, but on a smaller scale, and emigra-
tion was easier from these areas. The same social and economic changes
and the same national sentiment which in western Europe reconciled the
middle classes to established authority had the effect in this area, in less-
developed political structures, of putting some part at any rate of those
classes, as in western Europe half a century earlier, against it. In circum-
stances like these and most markedly in Russia and Turkey, where
parliaments did not exist and political parties were still regarded as
conspiracies, serious discontent was kept at bay only by the increasing
efficiency of the police, army and administration. The absence of political
and constitutional change, in some countries chiefly the consequence of a
changed attitude on the part of government and a changed relationship
between government and society, assisted by improving economic condi-
tions, was here, in circumstances of social and economic deterioration,
mainly the consequence of the great increase that was taking place in
government power.

In between these extremes there was every variation. In some countries
the suffrage was only slightly extended. In Italy the legislation of 1882,
the only extension in this period, extended the suffrage to 7 per cent of the
population; in Japan the suffrage was granted for the first time by the
electoral law of 1890 to about one in ten of the population, chiefly land-
owners; in India the British government decided to develop representa-
tive institutions on Western lines in 1880 and the electoral principle had
spread from local to national assemblies, though on a restricted suffrage,
by 1892. In others a highly restricted franchise was abruptly abandoned,
usually in favour of universal suffrage, only at the end of this period: in
Spain in 1890, in Belgium in 1893, in Norway in 1898, in Baden in 1900,
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in Bavaria and Wiirttemberg in 1906. In some the social activities of
government remained more abreast of the public mind, the repressive
actions of government less extreme, than they did in others. Centralised
enlightened despotism, as in India, or increasingly efficient dictatorships
of order and progress which, as in Japan and Latin-American states,
clothed their oligarchical and forcible character with social programmes
and a veil of constitutionalism were some of the results. But it is impos-
sible to generalise except to say that government in all these cases relied
on a mixture of force and reform, in varying proportions but to a greater
extent than was the case at the extremes, for the avoidance of discontent
and the preservation of order.

It is possible, on the other hand, to exaggerate the differences at the
extremes, and to do so would be to obscure some important characteristics
of the period in the history of the most advanced states. The embracing of
social reform and the extension of the franchise by these governments
were not the same thing as the advance of democracy. If the decisions to
take these steps were usually administrative rather than political man-
ceuvres—exercises in the use of established authority rather than con-
sequences of a struggle for the possession of authority—neither did they
have much effect as yet in altering the composition of the governing
classes. In few countries were they accompanied, as they were in Great
Britain as a result of the Ballot Act of 1872 and the Redistribution Act of
1885, by secrecy of voting and an equitable distribution of constituencies.
Although the extension of the franchise, by creating mass electorates,
would one day alter the forms and institutions of politics—would force
political parties to transform themselves from oligarchies into mass organi-
sations, with new men as members and new techniques of oratory and
journalism for getting the voters to the polls—this transformation, both
for this reason and because of the continuing limitation on the powers of
parliament as against the executive, was a slow process.

Even in Great Britain, where the power of parliament and secrecy
of voting enabled it to set in early, the continuation of plural votes—half
a million voters still exercised plural votes after 1885 and some individuals
enjoyed as many as nine votes—and the existence of a long-established
and recognised governing class delayed it and ensured that democracy
would advance at no formidable pace. The social structure of the govern-
ing class was slowly changing, as the middle class was increasing: it was
from 1885 that the number of industrialists among the peers began to
increase significantly. But politically the situation was not seriously
different in 1900 from what it had been in the 1870’s, when eighty peers
had sons in the House of Commons and a third to a half of the members of
the cabinet were peers. The German Social Democrat party, the only one
outside Great Britain and the United States to develop a mass following
despite the handicaps, discovered that the structure of government did
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not permit party strength to be translated into political influence and
power. In the United States, the only country where democracy in this
sense had been long established and was at all developed, there wasevena
sharp reaction against it. The period saw the beginnings of a profound
distrust of democracy among intellectuals and the rich, who regretted
that a recognised governing class had failed to establish itself. These were
the years (1870-1910) when mariages de convenance between American
heiresses and European noblemen were particularly frequent—a fact
which, whatever light it throws on the history of the European nobility, is
surely significant of the movement of opinion among the wealthy in the
United States. Although universal suffrage was in principle ineradicable,
its extension to the Negroes was in practice avoided by evasion of the
Constitution, and it was the fear of majority rule by powerful interests,
and the consequent wish both to revere the Constitution rather than the
Declaration of Independence and to place the Constitution beyond the
reach of the electorate, that underlay the increase in the influence of the
Supreme Court against that of Congress and of the legislatures of the
component states of the Union.

If even in the least authoritarian of states there was little alteration in
the composition of the governing class, little advance towards democracy
and some reaction against it, it was also the case that, in those states as
much as in more authoritarian lands, the strength of authority was
steadily increasing-—just as there was at least an effort in some of the
authoritarian states to regulate and improve society. Of all the expanding
governments at this time it may be said that it was not only in the interests
of society that they were intervening in the social sphere, and not only in
the social sphere that they were adding to their competence and their
powers. All, the least as well as the most authoritarian, were improving
in executive and administrative efficiency; all relied on this development—
on the growth and professionalisation of the bureaucracy, the army and
the police; on the vast improvement in weapons and transport; on the
increased possibilities of controlling public opinion and securing public
loyalty through influence on the press, the widespread adoption of con-
scription and the provision of state education; on all these causes and
consequences of increasing centralisation—for the maintenance of stabil-
ity. This reliance was in different degrees and assumed different forms
according to how far it was modified by inherited political framework and
a progressive government attitude. But even in the least authoritarian of
states it played a part in maintaining order and political stability which, if
indirect, was greater than ever before and only less important than social
reform, the extension of the suffrage and the increased confidence between
government and society to which these things gave rise.

These facts are central to an understanding of the politics of the age.
It was distinguished, even in the least authoritarian of states, as much by
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the growth of authority as by the extension of democracy; and less by the
extension of democracy and the democratisation of government than by
an advance towards the democratisation of government policies and of
the political context in which governments operated. It is these facts
which account for the collapse of liberalism—for its exhaustion in more
democratic countries as well as for its frustration in less democratic
circumstances and its distortion in situations that were in between.

In the advanced countries of western Europe during the 1870’s, when
liberalism was at its zenith in its European home, liberal governments,
abandoning the liberal opposition to the power of the state and seeing the
state as the most effective means of securing the liberal conception of free-
dom in changed circumstances, accepted the early steps towards the
inevitable extension of the functions of government and the use of un-
precedented state compulsion on individuals for social ends—embracing
the notion of state education, legalising trade unions, justifying public
health measures, adopting even insurance and factory legislation. No
governments in such countries, whatever their political complexion,
could, indeed, have opposed such developments. From the end of the
1870’s, however, they were overrun and overturned in those countries by
the further progress of those twin forces, the masses and the modern state.
Every advance in the role of the state, every new aspect of the social
problem, every recognition of the emergence of the masses, every new
turn of policy—whether towards protectionism and imperialism or to-
wards social regulation and the extension of the franchise—conflicted
with the liberal belief in freedom of contract and of enterprise, in free
trade, in individual liberty, in public economy, in the minimum of
government interference. Liberalism’s great contribution, the constitutional
state, and its guiding principles, the freedom of theindividual, legal equality
and conflict with the Church, were—to the varying extents that they had
been already established in these states—taken over by more empirical
and conservative politicians. Liberalism became more doctrinaire and
more narrowly associated with urban and big business interests—even
while industrial organisation itself, with the movement from personal to
corporate control, was deserting it. The liberal parties split into moderate
(national, social or imperialist) and radical wings on these current issues
and lost office. Liberal rule or its equivalent ended in Great Britain in
1885, in Germany in 1878, in Austria and the Netherlands in 1879, in
Sweden in 1880, in Belgium in 1884, in France in 1885. In Italy under
Depretis and Crispi and in some states beyond western Europe liberal
parties remained in power. But, liberal only in name, they embraced pro-
tectionism and imperialism, undertook social regulation and retained of
the old liberal creed only opposition to the extension of the franchise and
to the pretensions of the Church. In these states, as in even more authori-
tarian countries, authentic liberalism remained a relevant if a weakened
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basis for opposition to established authority. Buteven inthat role, and even
when it was not proscribed by the increased possibilities of repression, it
was doomed to frustration by the growth of the need for social regulation
and strong government and by the demand for those things by the mass of
the population.

Liberalism’s decline was reflected after 1880 in the new lease of life
acquired by conservative parties and by the formation of new confessional
parties in politics—most of which were representative of a catholic-social
movement, as were the Centre party in Germany, the Christian Socialist
party in Austria, the Clerical parties of Belgium, the Netherlands and
Switzerland, ‘Liberal Action’ in France and ‘Popular Action’ in Italy,
and all of which made a democratic appeal with their devotion to tradi-
tional institutions, their criticism of the materialism underlying liberal
economic theories and their adoption of social programmes—no less
than in the spread of socialist sentiment. The conservative trend was
strengthened, indeed, by socialist rivalry. Socialism, liberalism’s historical
supplanter, was also its logical successor as the critic and antagonist of
existing society, and not only because it made its appeal to the masses of
men: it would itself use all the powers of modern government and all the
resources of modern repression to achieve its ends, even if it believed that
when those ends were achieved the need for repression and the state itself
would wither away. But socialism as yet created fear more effectively
than it won adherence. It was delayed and frustrated in authoritarian
states, where it would one day assert itself the more violently on this
account, by repression; in more liberal states, where it lost ground in
favour of constitutional reform and even of compromise with monarchical
authority, by improving economic conditions and the anticipatory
actions of the governments; everywhere by the dogmatic quarrels neces-
sarily engendered among its followers by so precise and comprehensive
a creed.

It would be war, with its attendant moral and material dislocations and
with the attendant loss of faith in some governments and loss of power
by others, that would in the event provide socialism with its first oppor-
tunity and with much following. But in the last third of the nineteenth
century war on any large scale was as conspicuously absent as internal
political and constitutional change.

There was an even longer period of peace between the great powers
after 1871—it was to last till 1914—than there had been between 1815 and
1854, and the period was not especially disturbed by minor wars. Between
1854 and 1870 there had been five wars involving one or more of the
world’s leading states, which were all in Europe, in sixteen years: after
years of slowly changing relative strength among those states the existing
international order—the territorial arrangements and the political assump-
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tions of the 1815 settlement—had ceased to represent the real distribution
of power and interests. The latest and most resounding of those con-
flicts—those which had resulted in the forcible exclusion of Austria from
Italy and Germany; in the defeat of France by Prussia; in the seizure of
Rome and the papal states by Italy without a declaration of war or the
sanction of an international conference; in the seizure of Alsace and
Lorraine by Prussia without the sanction of a conference or a plebiscite—
proved to be the final moves in a process of readjustment, the end not the
beginning of an age. For at least thirty years the new szatus quo in Europe
was as unchallenged and as widely accepted as the pre-1854 situation it
had replaced. Only in the Balkans were frontiers altered or sovereignty
shifted; even these alterations were forced on the reluctant powers rather
than engineered by them; not even this Eastern Question seriously en-
dangered the peace, though it dominated European relations because the
powers could not escape the complications thrown up by Turkey’s collapse
but could not solve them by agreeing to Turkey’s partition. Beyond
Europe, on the contrary, enormous changes both of frontiers and of
sovereignty were made, changes more rapid and extensive than in any
previous age. They were effected without war or serious risk of war
between the major powers. In these circumstances of great fluidity and
uncharted courses diplomacy proved no less effective, governments no
less cautious, than in the congested and well-trodden paths of the old
continent.

Beyond Europe, as within it, this was basically due to the operation of
the new balance of power between the major European states. New extra-
European powers were arising; they could go to the lengths of formally
declaring war upon another state in the pursuit of their interests, as did
Japan against China in 1894, the United States against Spain in 1898.
But Japan had to be more cautious after her defeat of China, the United
States more cautious in the Far East than in the New World, because until
the 1900’s—until the Spanish-American war itself, from which the United
States, with the seizure of the Philippines and the annexation of Hawaii,
emerged as a Pacific power, and until Russia’s defeat in the Russo-
Japanese War of 1904-5—most problems beyond Europe except in special
areas like North America, which was sealed off by the Monroe doctrine
and the British Fleet on which that doctrine rested, and Latin America,
where local balances of power developed between the central and the
southern states, were dominated by the European powers. Of those it was
only Great Britain, from her special position, who formally declared war
even upon a smaller state—as against the Boers; or who—as in the
Fashoda crisis—could go to the lengths of openly threatening it against
another great power; or who—as by the occupation of Egypt in 1882—
could undertake to make a serious alteration in the existing balance of
power. Russia declared war against Turkey in the Near Eastern crisis of
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the 1870’s, though professedly with Christian and European and not with
selfish objects; neither she nor other continental powers subsequently
avoided activity and even fighting beyond Europe. But even in extra-
European contexts, still more within Europe itself, all were restrained from
rash activity—from fighting each other, from formal war with other states,
from gains for themselves which could not be counterbalanced by gains
for the others—by the system of relations which prevailed between them.

Berlin had replaced Vienna and Paris as the centre of that system. The
new Germany was sufficiently powerful to ensure that neither Austria nor
France could change the situation unaided and that neither could get
support in changing it. But these two powers despite their defeat, like
Russia despite her humiliation in the Crimean War, remained great powers
at a time when the gulf between great powers and lesser states had become
enormous.! There was no obvious obstacle to their recuperation, their
potentiality was not short of Germany’s, in the eyes of most contempo-
raries—who long expected a French war of revenge against Germany. If
a few contemporaries recognised or feared their relative decline they also
accepted or insisted that Germany would not extend such lead as she had
obtained without great risk—that an attack on any one of the weakened
powers would bring others to its aid. In 1875 Russia and Great Britain,
who had been disinterested spectators of the earlier defeat of Austria and
France, indicated that they would no more tolerate a repetition of the
Franco-Prussian war than they would help to reverse its outcome. Nor
was this the only evidence that the recent changes, far from establishing a
dangerous degree of German preponderance, had freed Europe from the
threat of French domination, which had reappeared with Napoleon IlI,
without putting German predominance in its place. It was not for nothing
that Bismarck, for all his threats, insisted that Germany was a satiated
state, suffered from nightmares about coalitions and sought the placation
of Russia and Austria and the isolation of France; and not for nothing
that no power, not excluding France who most resented them, seriously
regarded Bismarck’s manceuvres, and the shift from Paris to Berlin that
made them possible, as being dangerous to the system or to peace.

1 One has only to list the states to see how great this gap was. In 1871 in Europe along-
side Germany, Great Britain, France, Austria-Hungary, Russia and Italy there were eleven
lesser powers: Turkey, Spain, Sweden-Norway, Denmark, Portugal, the Netherlands,
Switzerland, Belgium, Greece, Serbia and Montenegro. Of these, only Turkey, Spain,
Sweden-Norway and Denmark were fully sovereign. Serbia and Montenegro, though
autonomous, still belonged legally to the Turkish empire. Greece was pledged to follow the
advice of three protecting powers: Russia, Great Britain and France. Belgium was bound
by the treaty of neutrality imposed on her by the great powers in 1839. Switzerland and the
Netherlands were similarly bound by the Congress of Vienna. Portugal was by tradition
allied to Great Britain. Only Roumania (1878) and Bulgaria (1878-86) were added to these
states before the end of the century. Outside Europe only the United States could be

regarded as of great power rank in 1871, and neither she nor Japan, after her meteoric
rise, can be said to have been incorporated in the international system before the end of the

century.
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It was mainly for these reasons, in a roughly equal distribution of
power and in conditions of general balance, that the powers chose peace
in preference to war. Their situation came close to, though it could not
quite attain, that perfect condition of peace which would exist ‘if every-
where in the world strength dwelt side by side with strength and no weak
and decadent spot remained’.! But this situation did more than en-
courage them to revert to the self-restraint of the first half of the nine-
teenth century. It enabled them to continue to subscribe to the principles
on which a sense of the collectivity of the powers, of the Concert of
Europe, had been based in that earlier period. These principles—that
treaties should not be set aside by unilateral action, that gains should not
be made by individual powers without general agreement and, normally,
without compensation for the others, that the great powers had a common
responsibility for the problems of Europe—had inevitably been suspended
during the wars of 1854—71. But since they had never been interpreted
as applying in time of war—regulations for which were also, and not
illogically, part of the accepted public law—they had still limited the
objects of those wars while they were in suspense: the significant
thing about these wars, for all that it said about the explosive force of
the nationalism which partly inspired them, is that the changes they
made were deliberately limited. They also survived the wars: the
continuing tacit acceptance of them was as much the basis of the wide
acceptance of the new starus quo and the common determination to keep
the peace after 1871 as was the self-restraint induced by practical con-
siderations arising from the balance of power, though the two factors
buttressed each other. While the balance between the powers checked
dangerous activity this other source of self-restraint was what enabled
the balance to work.

International relations differed in character, nevertheless, from those of
that earlier period of peace after 1815. The balance between the powers,
their common interest in avoiding war, these things kept alive inherited
notions of a public if primitive law; they did not permit a return to, let
alone an extension of, the forms of collaboration in which the Concert
had found expression. Meetings and conferences of the powers, like the
public law itself, had become unworkable during the period of wars from
1854 to 1871; they were not resorted to for the settlements of 18701 as
they had been for those of 1856. After 1871 this mechanism was not at
once abandoned. Until the mid-1880’s the conference method was not
only revived; in response to the fears released by the recent wars there
were efforts to improve upon the scope it had earlier acquired. The
London Conference of 1871 endorsed the Russian denunciation of the
Black Sea clauses. It was, however, endorsed, in accordance with the
principle that no gains should be made without the general agreement of

1 F. Meinecke, Machiavellism, p. 420.
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the great powers, and the Conference also issued a reaffirmation of ‘the
sanctity of treaties’. In the next crisis engendered by the Eastern Question,
between 1875 and 1878, Russia profited so long as she conformed to the
agreed decisions of the powers. After the Constantinople Conference,
when Turkey failed to reform in accordance with its recommendations, no
power would move to protect her against Russia’s attack. But when
Russia departed from this principle underlying the Concert of Europe,
imposing the Treaty of San Stefano on Turkey, she forfeited the forbear-
ance of the other powers; and it was Great Britain who, appealing in her
turn to the principle that the Eastern Question was the concern of all the
powers, obtained the outstanding success at the Congress of Berlin in
1878—9. The Congress of Berlin harked back to the Congress of Vienna in
more ways than merely in name. There followed Gladstone’s decision to
place the affairs of Egypt under the supervision of the Concert, after the
British occupation of 1882, and the Berlin Conference on Africa of 1884,
which laid down the rules for the effective occupation of uncivilised lands.
Despite these efforts, however, the practice of regular meetings between
the powers increasingly gave way before an almost universal feeling that
each great power must stand on its own feet—and could stand on its own
feet without bringing the system to disaster. The Berlin Conference on
Africa of 1884 was, except for the abortive Hague Conference of 1899,
the last great international gathering on a political subject for more than
twenty years. Gladstone alone among statesmen continued to advocate
concerted instead of individual action. Bismarck and Lord Salisbury,
with their intellectual contempt for Gladstone’s ideas, were more repre-
sentative of the age.

If these were its representative men, alliances were its typical diplo-
matic means. Agreements between the powers had been imprecise and
temporary during the first half of the nineteenth century—understandings
rather than alliances. Beginning with the Austro-German Alliance of
1879, there grew up a network of written undertakings of a meticulousness
that had gone out with the ancien régime. Every major continental power
came to give and regularly renew formal pledges to some other. Not even
Great Britain, despite her special position, escaped the practice for some
years after 1887 when, in the Mediterranean Agreements, she accepted
a more binding undertaking than was contained in her agreements with
France and Russia twenty years later. These alliances were limited to
European contingencies, though they often restrained, sometimes stimu-
lated and always influenced the European rivalries beyond Europe. The
extra-European powers were not yet involved. In both respects the Anglo-
Japanese alliance of 1902 was the beginning of a new phase in international
relations, an intimation that the search for power and equilibrium was
becoming world-wide and extending beyond the narrow circle of the
European powers.

38

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



INTRODUCTION

It was also the first of all the alliances contracted since 1879 which, if
only on the Japanese side, was as much concerned with war as with peace,
with changing the status quo as well as with maintaining it. Until then, if
international relations had differed from those of the first half of the
nineteenth century, they were also different from those of the eighteenth
century. Because of the greater determination on peace and because of the
acceptance of a public law with which the eighteenth century had barely
been familiar, the new alliances, unlike those of the ancien régime—and
of the period of wars between 1854 and 1870—were without exception
defensive.r Most of them were explicitly aimed at preserving the status
quo; the remainder equally lacked the intention of changing it. Not one
of them was an aggressive pact of the kind which had characterised those
other periods and whose primary purpose had been to secure the assistance
or neutrality of another power in a projected war. They were quite unlike
the Pact of Plombiéres of 1858, “ the first definite war plot of the nineteenth
century’, which was a Franco-Italian agreement to find a cause of war;
or the secret treaty of March 1859 between France and Russia providing
for Russian neutrality in the event of a French war with Austria; or the
Italo-Prussian Alliance of 1866 which was predicated on the assumption
that it would be invalid if war did not break out within three months.
There remained an ironical, if perhaps an unavoidable, contradiction
between the contracting of even defensive alliances and the insistence of
the powers on their autonomy, but of this they were acutely aware. Until

1 The Three Emperors’ League of 1873 began as a Russo-German agreement for mutual
aid if one or the other was attacked, and was completed by an Austro-Russian agreement to
consult together if aggression threatened.

The Austro-German Alliance of 1879 was purely defensive, essentially a promise by the
two powers to join together against a Russian attack and to provide benevolent neutrality
in the event of an attack by any other power unaided by Russia.

The Three Emperors’ Alliance of 1881 was a defensive alliance. In any war other than
with Turkey, Germany, Russia and Austria promised each other only benevolent neutrality,
while in any war with Turkey they agreed to consult together beforehand and to make no
changes in south-cast Europe without agreement. In this last respect it was essentially a
self-denying ordinance imposed by Germany on reluctant Austria and Russia. Also behind
it was the anxiety of all three powers to safeguard existing conquests—Alsace and Lorraine,
Bessarabia and Bulgaria, Bosnia and Herzegovina.

The Triple Alliance of 1882, an extension of the Austro-German Alliance as a result of the
adhesion of Italy, was essentially defensive. If Italy were attacked by France, Germany and
Austria would assist her. If Germany were attacked by France, Italy would assist her. If
one of the powers were attacked by two or more other powers all would join together. Italy
promised to stay neutral in a war between Russia and Austria. Behind this alliance was the
anxiety to safeguard existing conquests—Italy’s, now joined to those of Germany’s and
Austria’s, being lest those other two powers would support the pope over the papal state.

The Reinsurance Treaty of 1887 between Germany and Russia was a promise of neutrality
by the two powers except in the event of a Russian attack on Austria or a German attack on
France, reservations which had always existed and which were now merely formalised.

The Franco-Russian Alliance of 1892-4 arranged that Russia would employ all her forces
against Germany if France were attacked by Germany or by Italy with German support, and
that France would attack Germany if Russia were attacked by Germany or by Austria with
German support.
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the 1890’s—in 1891, and prematurely, the Triple Alliance was renewed
for twelve years and the Franco-Russian military convention of 1892
which was the basis of the Franco-Russian Alliance was concluded ‘to
last as long as the Triple Alliance’—the alliances were all made for
brief periods, usually three or five years,! for the same reason that they
dealt meticulously with precise and defensive contingencies : the reluctance
of every power to give up its freedom of action.

After 1890, no less than before, reluctance was the keynote of the
negotiation of each of them. The reluctance of the powers in concluding
the first of the alliances, that between Austria and Germany, is indicated
by the fact that, although it was ‘secret’, the German emperor insisted on
sending a copy to Russia to prove its defensive character and Austria
notified the British government of its existence. The reluctance of
Austria, Italy and Germany to conclude and renew the Triple Alliance
varied from time to time and as between the three parties, but it was always
a factor in the negotiations. The Franco-Russian Alliance was notoriously
an unwelcome bargain between Russia and France—whose reluctance has
often been mistakenly attributed merely to the mutual distrust of tsardom
and the French Republic. Great Britain at least was most reluctant to
conclude the Anglo-Japanese Alliance in 1902, and this would have been
an Anglo-German-Japanese Alliance had not Germany been determined
to stay free. Partly because of this reluctance, though they were all
technically secret alliances, their existence and often their contents were
generally known to all the foreign offices.? Being precise, short-term and
technically secret they left the powers free, as they were intended to do,
in all but the stated and narrow contingencies they envisaged. The powers
used this freedom. It would be an exaggeration to assert that the system of
alliances was a fagade, ignored except on ceremonial occasions and by
gullible persons. It is certain that its nature cannot be understood unless
it is emphasised that it was no barrier either to understandings between

* Whereas no term had been set to the Three Emperors’ League of 1873-—which was an
understanding of the old style, a revival of the Holy Alliance or, rather, of the understandings
of pre-1854—all alliances after 1879 were deliberately short-term—three or five years, and
occasionally ten, as in the Austro-Serbian Alliance of 1881—but were renewable.

The Austro-German Alliance of 1879 was concluded in the first place for five years and
renewed at five-year intervals.

The Three Emperors’ Alliance of 1881 was for three years and was renewed in 1884 and
expired in 1887.

The Triple Alliance of 1882 was for five years, and was renewed for five years in 1887; but
in 1891, and prematurely, it was renewed for twelve years.

The Austro-German-Roumanian Alliance of 1883 was for five years and renewed at frequent
intervals.

The Reinsurance Treaty of 1887 was for three years. It expired in 1890.

2 Parts of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance were published—but it had its secret clauses.
Until then the alliances had been secret. Insufficient research has as yet been done on the
extent to which, despite this fact, their contents were known. It is clear that on the whole
they were.
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members of opposed alliances—between Austria and Russia, France and
Germany, Germany and Russia, Italy and France—or to disagreements
between allies—between Italy and Auvstria, France and Russia, Austria
and Germany. Any power tempted to adventure was restrained by its
allies as much as by its opponents. Bismarck went far towards contracting
incompatible alliances with Austria and Russia, with Italy and Austria.
There were times when the British government did not remember that it
had signed the Mediterranean Agreements or could not decide whether or
not the agreements had lapsed. All the powers sought to be as isolationist
in fact as Great Britain was normally able to be. Their alliances testified
to their wish for independence as much as to the difficulty of achiev-
ing it.

This difficulty was perhaps inherent in the existence of suspicious
sovereign states. It was increased by the stupendous development which
now took place in the weapons and techniques of war. The Austro-
German Alliance took its rise from Bismarck’s determination to preserve
the advantageous starus quo of 1871, from his fear that another European
war could not be localised and might end in the weakening or dismember-
ment of Germany. Against this danger he relied on Germany’s military
preparedness as well as on diplomacy. But just as the first alliance in-
exorably led to others, so military preparedness increasingly involved the
need of an ally. The application of science, technology and industry to the
means of war, and of the increasing efficiency and bureaucracy of the state
to military organisation, was making continuous readiness, rapid mobi-
lisation, large forces and universal conscription essential for success in
resisting an attack with modern transport and modern weapons. All the
leading continental states, following Germany’s example in these direc-
tions, became for the first time nations in arms in time of peace. On the
other hand, the greatest single consequence of these developments was
that weapon development, which had moved in advance of improvements
in locomotion and made tactics increasingly static since the sixteenth
century, now moved farther ahead of them than ever before. Weapon
ranges, which were ten times greater in 1870 than in the days of the first
Napoleon, were forty times greater by 1898. Weapon efficiency similarly
shot forward, especially with the development of machine-guns in the
1860’s and of Maxim’s truly automatic machine-gun in 1889. But mobility
and flexibility on the battlefield—as opposed to the increased strategic
mobility resulting from the growth of railways—was reduced by the
introduction of larger weapons until the subsequent application of the
petrol engine to warfare, which did not come before 1914. More than
ever before, battlefield mobility and weapon power had become incom-
patible. This was the great difference between naval and military develop-
ments at this time. Navies gained in speed and mobility, as well as in
weapon power, because of the much earlier development of propulsion
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at sea compared with that of automotive power on land—and so much so
that the difficulty with them, as was shown in the war of 1914, was
becoming that of bringing an enemy fleet to battle at all.

Success in a land attack against a prepared enemy, if not rendered
quite impossible, accordingly required an ever-increasing ratio of
superiority by the attack over the defence. When all the powers were in
any case prepared, when technical developments were constantly in-
creasing the expense and the rate of obsolescence of weapons, when
increasingly complex and efficient general staffs planned—as was their
habit and, in view of the lack of tactical mobility, to some extent a con-
tinuing need—for frontal assaults and—as was their function—for victory
and not merely for successful defence, and at a time when governments
were also spending increasing amounts on education, welfare and other
social measures, the burden became so great, both financially and psycho-
logically, that the powers felt forced to contract alliances. If these all
dealt with precise contingencies it was in the details of mutual military aid
that they reached the greatest precision. By 1892 this fact had become so
pronounced that what in due course became the Franco-Russian Alliance
originated in a strictly military convention, made to balance the military
forces of the Triple Alliance of Germany, Austria and Italy, between two
powers who had no intention of concerting their policies and entered no
commitment to concert them.

If only because they were so directly necessitated by the armaments
situation, the alliances, while they accentuated the defensive character of
the age by presenting the powers with the choice of only a general war or
a general peace, did nothing, indeed, to offset the central characteristic
of its international dealings—the ultimate self-reliance of each power.
Bismarck initiated the alliance network because his alliances, whatever
their eventual effect, increased his control of international politics. As the
deadlock in Furope grew more complete, and particularly after 1892, it
encouraged the powers to search for compensating advantages and lever-
age effect beyond the continent, thus intensifying their colonial activities.
Russia increasingly turned to Persia and north China; France to south
China and Africa; Italy to Africa; Austria and Germany in the Turkish
direction. These activities occupied forces that were negligible compared
with the effort and preoccupation applied to preserving the balance in
Europe. As yet, and until Russia overreached herself in the preliminaries
to the Russo-Japanese War in 1904, they were always subordinated—
though sometimes, and with growing frequency, only after they had pro-
duced an international crisis—to the maintenance of that balance and of
peace. But they were not subordinated to the wishes or interests of
European allies. It was the increase of these independent activities,
cutting across alliances which dealt with purely European contingencies,
that contributed most to the growing interpenetration of the alliances
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after 1892. At the end of the period, when they had already introduced—
with the Kruger telegram, the Fashoda crisis, the scramble for China—an
additional source of stress in international relations, Russia, the first
power to find the armaments burden crippling, proposed the Hague Con-
ference for the discussion of excessive armaments and of means to preserve
the peace. Though all the invited governments consented to attend, none,
in Lord Salisbury’s phrase, took the conference ‘too seriously’ and all
agreed with the German emperor that it was ‘utopian’. These problems
were not seen as problems requiring the revival of the old Concert
machinery or—beyond the establishment of a purely voluntary court of
arbitration, and even this step all but precipitated the resignation of von
Holstein from the key position he had held in the German foreign office—
the adoption of any new form of international co-operation. Govern-
ments apart, there was a pronounced increase of concern with the pro-
blem of war prevention during the 1890’s, but the prevailing view, as
represented by Nobel, Carnegie, D’Estournelles and Ivan Bloch, was still
that progressive governments could solve the problem by concerted action
and without the need for that complicated international machinery and
that limitation of sovereignty which had been advocated earlier, during
the eighteenth century, and was to be advocated again, with appeals to
the eighteenth century, in the twentieth century.

This continuing confidence of the powers in their ability to work
without machinery was, like the earlier eclipse of the Concert itself, a
reflection of the most significant developments of the time. It is all the
more noticeable in that it was precisely when they were becoming out-
moded in other directions (and by the growth of international administra-
tive dealings as much as by developments within the states) that the prin-
ciples of laissez-faire were reasserted in this way as the basis of interna-
tional political relations. It is estimated that the numbers of international
unions or conventions for such matters increased from twenty between
1878 and 1880, to thirty-one in the 1880’s, sixty-one in the 1890’s and
108 between 1900 and 1904). It was when freedom and individualism were
giving way to regulation and organisation in domestic affairs, and also
when the world was necessarily experiencing the first huge proliferation of
international legislation and committees on administrative and technical
matters of common concern to the states like postage, telegraphs and
public health, that the states insisted as never before on autonomy in
international politics; that they began to rely as exclusively as possible on
the operation of a balance between themselves for control of the inter-
national position; that they came to believe that in foreign affairs, as in
such matters as tariffs, the maximum liberty for each would automatically
produce the best results for all. The same developments which underlay
the growth of internal organisation and of international law and admini-
stration—the extension of the functions and competence of government
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and the alteration of the relations of each government to its society—had
this apparently contradictory consequence for international relations.
They were bringing states into closer and more continuous contact with
each other—even as they were making them more similar to each other in
organisation—but they were simultaneously emphasising their political
individuality and putting a strain on their political solidarity.

The decline of monarchical solidarity was a symptom rather than a
cause of this change. Up to the 1870’s, however attenuated, this had
remained as a general sentiment on which the arch of a Concert system
could rest among governments who were ail on guard, if in different
degrees, against internal dissidence. It now declined, and what took the
place of monarchism or dynasticism was not a new loyalty uniting govern-
ments but a new conception of the state in accordance with which each
government was rather ranged with its own society than with other
governments against it. The heightening everywhere of the emotional
attachment towards the armed forces as symbols of the national state was
only one indication of this process. Nationalism itself underwent a
change. Except in central and eastern Europe, which for the time at
least became the only considerable area where nationalist feeling was both
strong and unsatisfied, loyalty to the nation gave way to loyalty to the
state among the general populations. In that area national movements
which opposed established governments were now more easily repressed.
It had always been true that such movements had usually succeeded only
where embraced by a strong government and favoured by other govern-
ments; they were now handicapped by the greater resources of state
power and by the fact that governments themselves, and not least the
governments of Germany and Italy which had previously profited from
the national principle, became intensely nationalist in their policies within
existing borders. The Congress of Berlin ignored the principle of nation-
ality even more than it had been ignored by the Congress of Vienna.
Turkey was deprived of half her European territory; but for the purpose
of rounding off the territories of the powers and in the interests of the
balance between them, and not in the cause of freeing national minorities.
How could there be sympathy, let alone support, for Czechs or Poles or
Serbs or Balts when—all other considerations apart—governments within
their own states were, with wide popular support, favouring national
majorities and making intense efforts to create homogeneous populations
by absorbing minorities; when the German government was Germanising
Poles and Danes, when centralism in Italy no less than in Austria was
ignoring minorities and provincialism, when Russification was as ruthless
as Magyarisation and more extensive? Even in England Gladstone was
discovering that public sentiment was stubbornly opposed to his plan
for Home Rule for Ireland, and even in small states—in Belgium, for
example, where the ascendancy of the French over the Flemish element
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was steadily developed—the governments equally pursued a policy of
administrative centralisation and national unification.

This shift, with its accompanying increase in the concern of govern-
ments to limit the responsibilities and to guard the security of their own
states, made governments reluctant to invoke the conference method even
in political disputes which were of interest to them all. It was not only in
the Eastern Question and not only by Bismarck that, increasingly after
the 1870’s, such trouble and risk were regarded as unworthy of the bones
of a grenadier. In such an atmosphere it was the more certain that the
efforts of men like Gladstone not merely to revive the Concert but to
extend it, to convert it back to a Congress system, would only contribute
to its collapse. But the problems which Gladstone tried to submit to it—
the internal administration of Egypt, the reform or dissolution of the
Ottoman empire, the opening-up of Africa—illustrate the importance of
another development that was working in the same direction. If govern-
ments were more reluctant than before to collaborate in the settlement of
even common problems it was also true that an increasing number of
international political problems were not of common, or at least of equal,
concern to a structure of purely European powers. At the same time, for
all the continuing primacy of those powers, some problems were arising
which were not the concern of European powers alone. The political
problems of this period, to a larger extent than ever before, arose in areas
beyond Europe in which, for both of these reasons, the conditions did not
exist for the application of a European concert machinery or even—
despite the effort to apply them there in the 1884 Conference on Africa
and the international guarantee of the status of the Congo Free State—
of those general notions of a European public law on which such
machinery had once been based.

This second development was the direct consequence of two others.
The discrepancy between the developed and the undeveloped parts of the
world was becoming acute. It was becoming acute at a time when the
world beyond Europe was shrinking with the enormous development of
communications, and at a time when the possibilities of exploiting un-
developed areas were being vastly enlarged by this and other technical and
organisational developments. On account of the different circumstances
and different previous histories of the different parts of the world the
industrial and technical revolutions and the rise of the modern state, such
prominent features of this period wherever they did occur, did not take
place everywhere—any more than, where they did take place, they took
place to the same degree and at the same speed—but only in some
countries. The effects on international relations were momentous. Not
only were new powers emerging for the first time beyond Europe. Not for
the first time, for there had been a growing disparity between western
Europe and other areas since the eighteenth century, yet more rapidly,
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more extensively and more directly than before, the more developed
states extended, were perhaps unable to avoid extending, their intervention
and their control in areas where society and government were still as
they had been in the European Middle Ages. This happened in Turkey’s
European provinces and in Central Asia from about 1870; in Turkey’s
North African possessions, in the Near East and Persia, in undeveloped
Africa and the undeveloped Pacific from about 1880; in China and Korea
from about 1885 ; in the New World, even, from about 1890 as the United
States expanded from her continent into the Caribbean, undertook the
Panama Canal and asserted her right under the Monroe Doctrine to be
the directing power in South as well as in North America. And when none
of the problems of this wider world of politics involved all the European
powers, when few of them affected even those powers in equal degree,
when some of them were more directly the concern of new powers beyond
Europe than they were of some European states, it is not to be wondered
at that these developments confirmed the impossibility of upholding an
older and purely European habit and system of collaboration, or that,
notwithstanding the attendance of the United States, Japan, China,
Siam and Mexico as well as of European states at the Hague Conference,
they also did nothing to encourage the growth of a wider system.
Whatever further elaboration may be needed for a complete analysis,
these developments were the sufficient cause of the increase in imperialist
activity and imperialist sentiment which marked the last fifteen or twenty
years of the century. This imperialism derived much of its character, and
no doubt further impetus, from the special economic conditions of the
Great Depression and the international situation in Europe on the one
hand or from increased humanitarianism and missionary activity on the
other. The age was one of constantly growing missionary activity by the
Christian churches. This was facilitated by material developments—the
growth of transport, the development of cheap printing, the improving
control of diseases, the growing wealth in Western countries which gave
growing financial assistance to this work—whatever it owed to continuing
and perhaps increasing dedication to the work of spreading the gospel and
tending the backward. The White Fathers were founded by Lavigerie in
the 1870’s. The Cambridge University mission to China was inaugurated
in 1885. There followed a multiplication of Catholic and Protestant
missions all over the world. By 1900 the army of Christian missionaries
in Africa, Asia and the Pacific was comparable in size with the overseas
military forces of any of the great powers, comprising (including native
priests) more than 41,000 Catholics, 18,000 Protestants, 2000 Orthodox.
Their activities undoubtedly stimulated imperialist sentiment both by
stimulating public interest in overseas expansion and in more direct ways.
But if imperialism now surpassed that of earlier periods in intensity, it was
mainly because the disparity between the efficient and the undeveloped
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areas of the world was becoming more pronounced at a time when the
possibilities of expansion and exploitation by the efficient areas were
growing more rapidly than they had ever grown. Colonial expansion was
at least more extensive than before on this account, and was indulged in
by a wider circle of powers.

It is tempting to assume that this fact increased, as it is tempting to
assume that the armaments preparations, the alliances and the tariff wars
of the period increased, the suspicion and strain of international relations.
It is equally arguable that suspicion and strain are necessary ingredients in
the relations between sovereign states and that imperialism was as much
checked as it was accelerated, as these other manifestations were contained
as well as encouraged, by the rivalry of the powers. Certainly if inter-
national tension was any greater in 1900 than in 1870, a contention which
few contemporaries would have accepted, it was so for a more basic reason
than the imperialism, the alliances, the armaments and the economic
policies of the powers. The balance between the powers was itself changing
and with it the objects of their rivalry.

As the period ended, a period which had been distinguished by an
obvious and ever-growing disparity between the developed and the un-
developed states, another disparity was becoming acute—a disparity
between the more developed states, the powers, themselves. It had been
emerging since the 1860’s and 1870’s. The unification of Germany, the end
of the American Civil War, the abolition of serfdom in Russia, the Meiji
revolution and, in 1877, the defeat of the last feudal rebellion in Japan,
these developments had already laid at that time the foundation of a
different international system from that which had so far prevailed in
modern times. Until the end of the century—though work was proceeding
fast on these foundations, and faster in Germany than elsewhere; though
other states, Great Britain and France, who had developed most before
1870, were losing their earlier lead; though others yet, like Austria and
Italy, found themselves limited in opportunities and the resources of
modern power—the shift in relative strengths had not been rapid or
obvious, and it had been overlaid by the checks and balances of the older
international order. The older order had still persisted alongside the new.
Germany was already stronger than France, the next powerful continental
state, in 1870, with more than twice the coal production and nearly twice
the output of iron; she was stronger still after her defeat of France in 1871;
she had forged steadily ahead of France and the other continental powers
thereafter. But until 1890 she had remained below Great Britain in
material strength and had not yet passed beyond the resources of a com-
bination of the European powers. By the 1900’s, however, Germany was
approaching a degree of material primacy within Europe which no
continental power had possessed since 1815 and which checks and balances
could no longer disguise. For ten years, and especially since the end
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of depression conditions in 1895-6, she had been rapidly increasing her
lead in industrial production over every other European state except
Great Britain. With Great Britain she was rapidly drawing level, and in
some important respects she had acquired a lead. In steel production, for
example, while the United States had replaced Great Britain as the world’s
greatest producer by the mid-1880’s, Germany had taken second place by
1900, when the United States had one-quarter of the world’s production,
Germany a fifth and Great Britain less than a sixth. Germany produced
7:4 million tons, Great Britain 6 million; France, by contrast, produced
1-9 million tons. By the same date her population had surpassed that of
every European state except Russia. On the other hand, while her popula-
tion stood at 56 millions and her birth-rate, like that of most of western
Europe, was beginning to fall, the most significant changes in population
since the 1870’s were those which had raised Russia from 72 to 116
millions and brought the United States to nearly 80 millions. More
serious still, it was in the 1890’s that Russia, although still undeveloped,
and the United States, after relatively slow advance hitherto, had begun
to experience that rate of industrial and technological growth which
Germany had experienced for thirty years. Which of these considerations
had more weight with her, her present eminence or the thought that the
time in which she could use it would be limited, is not easy to decide.
What need not be doubted is that she became influenced by both.

Since 1871, despite her lead over some individual powers in some
directions, she had been concerned with her immediate weakness. She
now began to be alarmed by her ultimate danger and to reflect on her
immediate strength. Beginning in the late 1890’s her policy, hitherto
cautious, began to acquire an erratic and unstable quality, her interests,
hitherto focused on Europe and on her army, encouraged her to combine
Europe with empire and to add a naval to her military effort. Her policy
roused the fears and provoked the retaliation of the other powers—as her
growing relative power might alone have done in due course—from the
early 1900’s. In the ensuing struggle and in a new phase of international
history—a phase which was to last till 1945 and in which grave and
shifting inequality in the distribution of effective power between the
leading states of the world replaced the previous balance between states
in Europe—Germany sought the mastery of Europe as no power had
sought it for a century, and all the powers at last set aside those principles
and that sense of their collectivity which, despite the breakdown of the
Concert itself, had helped torestrain them in thelast third of the nineteenth
century. Despite many subsequent experiments in international organisa-
tion, they have not yet been restored.
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ECONOMIC CONDITIONS

BRUPT change is not characteristic of the economic process in
history. In most respects even the nineteenth-century world was
working out, on a much larger scale, the logic of methods inherited

from an earlier age. What distinguished the nineteenth century increas-
ingly from earlier centuries and explains the pace, rhythm and scale of its
economic growth was the extent to which international trade and invest-
ment came to transmit the very means of economic change themselves
from the forward to the backward areas. The sale, or more often the loan,
of capital equipment—railways, engines, rolling-stock, mining gear,
pumps, machinery—accelerated the rate at which the economic arrange-
ments and social structures of the less advanced nations were transformed.
As trade came to imply not only the exchange of goods, but the permanent
nexus of investment, a new type of politico-economic relationship
emerged, rich in material promise and heavy with political risk. Much of
the foreign trade of Britain, still the leading economic power in most
respects in 1900, rested upon contracts designed (in the most simplified
terms) to enable nations which could not afford to pay for capital equip-
ment on current account to borrow it. The supposition underlying these
transactions was that the opportunities they created would enable the
borrower to pay a return to the lender.

This phenomenon was not new in 1870; but it owed its new prominence
to the period of railway building which had begun in continental Europe
before the mid-century. This was still going on vigorously in the fourth
quarter, both through new construction and the replacement of old iron
track by steel. As the leading iron producer and the pioneer of rail techno-
logy, Britain had become the leading exporter of men and materials for
world construction. The British ironmaster made the track and rolling
stock, the British contractor frequently built the road, the British investor
lent the money to build it. Sometimes the functions were combined.
Nothing illustrates more clearly the nature of the so-called ‘emigration of
capital’ than the willingness of South Wales ironmasters of the mid-
century to accept part payment for their export of iron rails to North
America in bonds of the railway company that was purchasing the con-
signment. Only thus could Britain trade with customers full of promise
but short of cash. By 1900 Britain’s accumulated hoard of capital in the
outside world stood at somewhere between two and two and a half
billion sterling. Perhaps a fifth of this was represented by North American
railway investment. What proportion was held in railways elsewhere—in
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India, South America, the Near East in particular—is less certain, but it
was undoubtedly very large. The equipment and exploitation of mines,
gas, water, tramway and telephone and cable enterprises also played a
large role in developing the system of international capital lending.

" This system itself and the goods and services it enabled to be lent and
borrowed were an increasingly potent force for change. Mercantilist
thinkers had never dissembled their anxiety at the results of allowing
potential competitors to buy or borrow the tools and machines on which
Britain’s early industrial—essentially textile—prowess was founded. Yet
the railway was a far more powerful agent of change than the spinning-
jenny or the steam-loom. Here, in the technology of transport, lay the
foundations of material progress and ultimately of social and political
change. Its immediate impact was disturbing, not least on the economy
of the great universal provider of capital herself. Within a decade or two
of 1870, Britain saw her relationships with America and Europe revolu-
tionised by the changes wrought in their economies through the operation
of her own capital and inventions.

The United States economy was transformed between 1870 and 1900,
as the greatest producer of foodstuffs and raw material became also a
manufacturer of the first rank. The percentage of Americans who worked
in industry and transport came in these years to exceed the numbers who
worked on farms. There were mining towns in West Virginia, engineering
towns in New England, iron towns in Pennsylvania. By 1900 one-third of
the American people lived in such towns, and their numbers were growing
faster than those of the people as a whole. The masters of this new
industrial society were the tycoons, the ‘robber barons’ of American
political folk mythology, whose vigorous but often ruthless enterprise has
created those ambiguous figures of American folk-lore, half hero, half
villain—the Rockefellers, the Harrimans, Hills, Morgans, Carnegies and
the rest. It was no accident that many of them made their fantastic
fortunes directly or indirectly out of railways, for it was the railway that
made the new America possible; nor that J. P. Morgan’s career began
with his family’s London connection and reached its climax through his
determination to preserve his firm’s reputation with the British investors
who owned well over half the six billion dollars’ worth of foreign capital
invested in the United States. Increasingly after 1873, the North American
railway system was made of Bessemer steel. Lake Superior ores, accessible
now by rail to furnaces a third of a continent away, were transported to
the new converters. By 1886, and with the use of basically British inven-
tions, the United States had replaced Britain as the world’s greatest steel
producer. American manufacturers of steel, as of so many other products,
were showing a willingness to scrap old plant and invest in new in a way
that made them as conspicuous a nation of consumers of capital as they
were already reputed to be of other commodities.
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In Europe too the main railway system was completed by 1870. The
Pyrenees had been turned at both ends, the Alps pierced and crossed.
Even Russia had built over 10,000 miles of track. During the next two
or three decades the process continued, the density of the European rail
network increased, and new links were forged—vital tunnels like St
Gotthard and Simplon, the long hauls to Constantinople, Salonica, and
Vladivostok.! The year 1900 marked the completion of the Siberian rail-
way which was begun from the European end in 1891; nearly 4000 miles
of track built at a cost of a hundred million pounds by state enterprise.
Like that of the Canadian Pacific Railway and the railways of the United
States, its function was to link east and west, open a warm-water port, and
join Atlantic with Pacific. It was typical that Russia, farthest east and
least economically and socially advanced of the major countries, should
by the end of the century have been building fastest of all, stimulated not
only by the neo-mercantilist aspirations of ministers like Count Witte but
by the opposition to Western institutions and ideas that was common to
Slavophil and Pan-Slavist, to whom the railway system was a means of
freeing Russia from Western ties. By a curious irony, it served only to
bind her more closely to her Western neighbours. Their rail systems were
likewise expanding. Belgium remained the best-served country in Europe:
Italy, Spain, Holland and Switzerland entered the family of railway states.
Germany added some 30,000 kilometres of track: France some 25,000.

The German railway system was impressive evidence of the rapid accu-
mulation of capitalin Germany. By 1875 a growing population—including
labour made redundant by the decay of rural industry—helped to make
construction relatively cheap. French misfortune was joined to German
thrift. ‘Youmay say’, a German economist wrote in 1903, ‘that by way of
war indemnity France finished off our main railway network for us.” The
industrial foundations for this tremendous advance in transport were
firmly and rapidly laid in the 1870’s and 1880’s. More iron and engineer-
ing businesses were set up in Prussia in the four boom years that followed
Sedan than in all the previous years of the century. But the great leap
forward came in the 1880’s: and Germany owed it to a young London
chemist called Sidney Gilchrist Thomas, who, with his cousin P. C.
Gilchrist, discovered a method for eliminating phosphorus from iron used
in steel-making. This was the problem that had defeated Bessemer and
Siemens. The Gilchrist-Thomas process opened the door to a vast expan-
sion of steel manufacture based on the ores of Alsace-Lorraine, taken
from France in 1871 but hitherto unusable because of the phosphorus
they contained. Henceforth, an increasing proportion of Europe’s iron
and steel came from this ore bed and from the coke of the Ruhr. While

* Increase of length of track in Europe:

1860 1870 1880 1890 1900
km. 51,900 104,900 169,000 224,000 283,500
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British steel output rose from 3-7 million tons in 1880 to just under
6 million tons in 1900, and French from 1-4 to 1-9 million tons, German
output rose from 1-5 to 7-4 million tons and was to rise even more rapidly
thereafter. This in turn formed the basis for a superstructure of metal-
lurgical industries of every kind: by 1900 Germany had already con-
structed for herself a steel-built steam tonnage for her mercantile marine
of nearly 14 million tons. This too was a measure of progress since the
1870’s when Germany had less steam tonnage than France or even Spain.

The material progress down to the 1880’s had in one respect owed less
to the twin technologies of metallurgy and power than has sometimes been
supposed. The Golden Age of sail lay in the years between the Great
Exhibition of 1851 and the depression of the late 1880’s. This, the mid-
Victorian boom, was the time of the highest efficiency of the sailing
ship, fighting hard to retain its supremacy against the powered ship, still
hindered by unsolved technical problems. Even the iron ship was still
proving expensive to operate because of the delays imposed on her by the
fouling of the ship’s bottom and the cost of cleaning it. Accordingly the
coppered wooden sailing-ship retained much of her attraction. In 1870
the sailing tonnage of the United Kingdom was still 44 million tons, as
compared with just over a million tons of steam/iron shipping. Sail
continued to convey goods of great bulk—iron, coal, jute, rice, wool,
wheat, nitrates—on their journeys half-way round the world. Even when
the railway had in the 1870’s opened up the prairies of the Mid-West
nearly all the grain and guano and the return cargoes of coal crossed the
Atlantic under sail. In 1882 more than 500 sailing-ships, nearly all
British, were carrying grain from the west coast of the United States to
Europe, though by this time new designs giving double the cargo space of
the 1850’s made it economic to build them of iron and equip them with
steel masts. From the 1860’s, the problems posed by the higher pressures
needed in marine engines if these were to compete effectively with sail
were being investigated. They were not solved till the later 1870’s and early
1880’s when improved steel boilers and tubes enabled shipbuilders to con-
struct ships with triple expansion engines that worked at 150 Ib. pressure
and more. The launching of the S.S. Aberdeen at Glasgow in 1881 for the
Aberdeen White Star Line marked the beginning of the end of the
obstinate rivalry of sail. In 1883, British steam tonnage came to equal that
of sail. Ten years later the same was true of world tonnage.

The growing efficiency of the marine engine was aided by other develop-
ments. The largest was the Suez Canal which cut the distance from
western Europe to China by 3000 miles. Here, as so often, the inspiration
and conception was French, though others benefited more than France by
the vision and courage of de Lesseps. Sir Charles Dilke’s forecast that
France would find she had ‘spent millions on digging a canal for England’s
use’ proved not far wide of the mark. Seven years after it was opened by
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the Empress Eugénie in 1869-—a triumph for French prestige celebrated by
a performance of Aida, specially written for the occasion—the British
government became the principal shareholder through Disraeli’s op-
portune purchase of the khedive’s holding. Thereafter, it was used mainly
by British ships until the twentieth century. The great new ships called
also for harbour and dock improvements demanding vast capital invest-
ment—deeper channels, larger wharves, bigger warehouses, dredgers,
cranes and elevators. In 1872 Caland, the Rotterdam engineer, built the
New Waterway connecting Rotterdam directly to the North Sea. The Kiel
Canal, linking the North Sea with the Baltic, was constructed between
1887 and 1895. The Manchester ‘Ship Canal’ followed in 1894. These
were workaday affairs compared with Suez, but in the life of western
Europe they were vital to the task of easing and stimulating the flow of
goods.

No less important in the linking of world markets was the submarine
cable. Here again the main ownership was British—even in 1900 more
than three-fifths of the world’s ocean cables were British owned—but the
original invention owed as much to Germany as it did to Britain. The
leading figure, both scientifically and commercially, was William Siemens,
an immigrant German of farming stock from the Harz Mountains, one of
the outstanding pupils of the German system of technical education, who
came to England in 1843 as agent for the family business. Siemens was
one of a number of German scientists who made their mark on the British
economy in the nineteenth century. By 1863 he had established his sub-
marine-cable works at Woolwich, and while de Lesseps was opening Suez
Siemens was laying his first oceanic cables. In 1871 the Indo-European
cable running from Lowestoft under the North Sea to Germany and
through the Middle East via Teheran to India was completed. By 1874
five cables had been laid across the Atlantic. By the time Siemens died in
1883 the firm of Siemens Brothers had made and laid nearly 13,000 miles
of major submarine cable—enough to go more than half-way round the
world.

Invention and technology, especially in the sphere of power and metal-
lurgy ; the growth of transport on land and sea with its ancillary systems of
communications; and the apparatus of international capital investment—
these were the influences that revolutionised the character and volume of
world trade. Some of them were at work by the mid-century and even
earlier: but it was in the last quarter of the nineteenth century that their
combined force was brought to bear upon the economic life of Europe and
the world beyond. No single generalisation or statistical cross-cut will
convey the full effects of changes that penetrated deeply into the political
and social as well as the economic habits of the late-Victorian world.
Among the most illuminating are the figures for the increase of inter-
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national trade. In the thirty years after the mid-1870’s the gold value of
world trade probably rather more than doubled. Allowing for the fall in
prices its volume may well have trebled.

Moreover, the nature of this trade, as well as its volume, was changing.
The international trade of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries had
been preponderantly in textiles. Even in 1900, cottons and woollens and
other textiles were still the largest single group of items on Britain’s export
list. But since 1870 they had been declining in value both absolutely and
relatively to the export of metals and machinery. To some extent this shift
reflected problems peculiar to the British economy—the impact of tariffs
and the rivalry of the new industrial nations. But it was also a sign of the
times. Germany’s exports of iron and steel, and of goods and machinery
made of iron and steel, had exceeded Britain’s by 1900. The fact was that
the new transport had made foreign trade, an unimportant element in the
life of most European nations in the first half of the nineteenth century, an
indispensable element by 1900. Goods of great bulk could now be moved
over great distances with ease. A division of labour had accordingly
developed between the central bloc of European manufacturing nations
and a distant ring of primary producers—the southern states of the
United States, the Mid-West prairies, India, Malaya, China, Australia,
New Zealand, and Russia, all contributing supplies of food or raw
materials to Europe by the 1880’s. France had become dependent on
foreign suppliers for one-third of her coal; Germany for very nearly the
whole of her raw wool; England for four-fifths of her wheat. All three
relied on foreign trade to supply and pay for the whole of their imports of
cotton, rubber, jute, rice and practically all their tin, copper and mineral
oils. Britain was most dependent on imported food, but France and
Germany were following in her wake and even the United States was
tending more and more to balance her food exports with food imports.
Germany doubled the value of her food imports between the 1880’s and
the 1890’s. There was this difference between Britain and the rest: she
bought essential foods—wheat especially—whereas the others bought a
larger proportion of luxuries which could, at a pinch, be eliminated. The
dependence of Britain, France and Germany on imported raw materials
for industry was growing rapidly.

This division of labour between manufacturer and primary producer
emphasised increasingly the reliance of the industrialised nations on the
tropical and sub-tropical lands. These were no longer peripheral, visited
occasionally by the European trader, and dispatching their cargoes to the
West only at annual intervals. Just as the annual fair of the Middle Ages
had given place to the entrep6t of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
so the entrepdt, with its more frequent but still only spasmodic bursts of
activity in furs, spices, fine cloths, wine and so on, now yielded to a flow
of international trade that was very nearly continuous through the year.
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Harvests might still influence prices, and winter dictate the movements of
shipping on the rivers and estuaries of Canada and Russia: but in general
the flow of trade was no longer governed by Nature as it had once been.
Moreover, over a long period, as will be seen, capital investment tended to
reduce the gaps between the values of exports and imports, and to induce
a high degree of reciprocity which made the problems of international pay-
ment easier. The spread of commercial banking, much of it managed from
London, reduced the importance of the precious metals as a means of
settling obligations. Bullion and coin had come to be very largely the final
reserves of the banker : specie flowed in payment of international balances
only as a last resort, usually when something had gone radically wrong.
When trade was following its normal course and was not upset by war,
rumours of war, or urgent crisis, the movement of gold and silver was
reduced to a trickle. Increasingly the London banks helped to finance
transactions between buyers and sellers half a world away in commodities
which never came near Europe.

The rising tide of commodities that flowed in the wake of overseas
capital investment and the services that eased its movement, in the pro-
vision of both of which, while she continued to lead, Great Britain was
now joined by Germany and France, created a new phenomenon: aworld
market governed by world prices. It also created new problems of pay-
ment. Areas of trade previously more or less self-contained—like the
Britain-India-China trade—dissolved into a wider world economy as
China, India and Japan began to sell in world markets. The central pivot
of the world payments mechanism was Britain’s ability to maintain a
deficit on her visible trade with one half of the world which she balanced
by means of a surplus with the other half. From the 1880’s her deficit
with the United States rose steadily as the rich natural resources of North
America were fertilised. America’s deficits in Europe and Asia were paid
for by Britain; America’s growing balances with Canada and the Argentine
financed her imports from Brazil and India. Britain had other large
deficits in addition to that with the United States. As capital investment
fructified and production and exports increased (for example, in the
Argentine, which from the 1890’s converted its unfavourable balance of
trade with Britain into a favourable one), the new nations frequently spent
their balances not with Britain but with other manufacturing nations. In
turn, as Britain saw her trading surpluses—with North and South
America, Europe and the Dominions—disappear, and as tariffs and com-
petition made it more difficult to export British manufactures abroad, she
came to rely increasingly on the favourable balances she still maintained
with the less developed countries—Turkey, Japan, but above all India—
to settle her deficits in Europe and America. It has been said that it was in
the last three or four decades before 1914 that Britain made her most vital
contribution to the smooth functioning of the world economy by keeping
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her doors wide open to the imports coming from the rest of the world.
The key to Britain’s multilateral pattern of world payments came increas-
ingly to lie in her economic relations with India, whose exports to Europe
and the United States helped to finance her deficit with Britain. In this way
Britain’s surplus with India was probably financing as much as two-thirds
of Britain’s total deficit with other nations by 1900. The value of this
multilateral system to world trade was immense and—in spite of a rising
demand for tariff reform—its beneficiaries undoubtedly included many
British exporting interests: by enabling other industrial nations to obtain
their food and raw materials without having to pay for them bilaterally
by manufactured exports, it relieved British manufacturers of possible
competition in their non-European markets. It could be argued that
almost everybody—save only the British farmer-—benefited to some
degree. The principal mechanism by which the obligations arising from
this world trading system were settled was centred in London, which
accepted for payment bills drawn on buyers in every continent. Nothing
symbolised more vividly the new world economic order than the pay-
ment of Peking’s war indemnity to Tokyo in 1894 through the Bank of
England.

Within the expanding total of world trade, a marked change was taking
place in the balance of economic power, especially in the last twenty years
of the century. Great Britain experienced a decline from the unchallenged
supremacy of 1870 to a primacy, challenged but in many respects main-
tained, in 1900. Between 1880 and 1900 Britain’s share fell from 25 to
21 per cent, France’s share from 11 to 8 per cent. Contrariwise, Germany’s
share rose from 9 to 12 per cent and the United States’ share from 10 to
11 per cent. Reckoning the value of foreign trade, contemporaries con-
cluded that at the former date, the foreign trade of Britain and her
colonies exceeded that of France, Germany and Italy all combined. This
had ceased to be true by 1880, though even in 1890 British trade was still
larger than that of France and Germany together. In 1900 the combined
trade of Germany and France was little, if anything, short of Britain’s,
and in some categories of business it was greater.

In the United States the frontier was closing: but the attention of
American manufacturing industry was still focused primarily on the vast
home market, where supplies of raw material and labour, if not of capital,
existed in unparalleled abundance. As an exporter the United States
remained, down to the turn of the century, principally concerned with the
sale of primary commodities and food—cotton, grain, tobacco—to in-
dustrial Europe. Her competition was not yet such as to cause serious
anxiety to British manufacturers in foreign markets, though the more
perceptive British industrialists who travelled in the United States in the
1890’s noted with concern the skill and drive that was fast making many
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American industries models of modernity, economy and efficiency. The
apparently insatiable demand of a vast protected domestic market enabled
the masters of the American iron and steel industry to plan their produc-
tion on a scale not possible in Britain. Output was going up, prices were
falling. Steel rails that cost 160 dollars a ton in 1875 cost little more than a
tenth of that figure in 1898. The tinplate manufacturers of South Wales
saw their orders from the American petroleum and food-canning indus-
tries diverted to a vigorous new industry that grew up—with the aid of
Welsh technicians—behind the McKinley Tariff of 1890. The factors behind
such growth——the enterprise of manufacturers, the optimism of a labour
force that spurned ca’ canny, the constant application of capital to labour-
and cost-saving devices, the exploration and creation of markets through
advertising—all these were observed with interest mingled with concern as
the century came to a close. But the concern was not yet acute. America
had still much to do at home before she turned her attention to the outside
world. So long as American ingenuity was concentrated on machines for
making boots and shoes, cheap textiles and Mr Ingersoll’s famous watches,
comment could afford to remain benevolent.

France like the United States was not in the front rank of the competitors
for the new expanding markets for manufacturers: but in her case it was
because she was industrialising herself at a slower tempo and with marked
difficulty. Down to about 1890 the slow growth of powered machinery in
industry and the slow increase in output suggest a country accepting only
reluctantly the conversion from a rural and individualistic way of life. It
was certainly not that the flame of French creative genius was burning less
brightly. In the sciences, as in the arts, the evidence of vitality was
abundant. The eighteenth-century tradition of inventiveness seemed strong
as ever. Were not the underwater periscope, the diesel engine, the photo-
lithographic process, the gyroscope and many other inventions all of
French origin? Was not la houille blanche that tumbled down the sides of
the Alps first harnessed by a Grenoble paper-maker, Bergés, who thus
became the pioneer of hydro-electricity? Levassor, a Frenchman, pro-
duced the first pattern of the modern motor-car. In the 1880’s and 1890’s
the discoveries of Pasteur and the Curies made France without question
the pioneer of the new medicine. France was, indeed, le pays des grandes
découvertes. Yet the rate at which invention passed into industrial applica-
tion was much slower than amongst other peoples. The progress towards
industrialisation was, down to the mid-1890’s, leisurely. Thereafter, it
picked up: but the pace remained muchslower than in Germany, and at the
end of the century French production of steel, at less than 2 million tons a
year, was only a third of that of Britain and a quarter that of Germany.
Textile output—especially of cotton, worsteds and silks—increased fast
with the application of power: and in the 1890’s steam power more than
doubled in France—from less than a million horse-power to some two
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million. But, compared with the contemporary gallop of German
industry, this was a jog-trot.

While French competition was of a unique and limited kind, and while
America was still preoccupied at home, the great rivalry in world markets
for manufacturing pre-eminence became that between Britain and
Germany. The transformation of Germany from an Agrarstaat to the
most advanced industrial economy in Europe remains one of the wonders
of economic history, a science not accustomed to sudden metamorphosis.
As late as 1871 the new German empire was only slightly less rural in
character, a trifle more industrialised, than the Prussia of 1816. Then, in
the last three decades of the nineteenth century, all the forces stimulating
industrial growth made their combined force felt. In those years, while
the population increased from 41 to 56 million, the percentage of Germans
who lived in towns rose from 36 to 54 per cent in the same period. The
figures suggest ‘a whole nation rushing to town™ and the greatest rush
was to the nearest towns. It was not now the attractions of Pennsylvania
or the Mid-West but of Berlin, Essen, Dortmund, Diisseldorf, and Leipzig
that drew workers and miners from the east, leaving East Prussia,
Pomerania and Silesia short of the labour they needed on the farms. This
radical adjustment of a whole society imposed social burdens: wages
were often low by British or American standards, food and working condi-
tions poor; German workers were the largest consumers in the world of
cheap butter substitutes; and relations between capital and labour gave
rise to intractable problems. But unquestionably (as Treitschke said)
the railways had released the latent energies of the German people.

The startling effects of this release of energy were reflected in coal out-
put figures. Between 1871 and 1900 German output (including lignite)
rose from 38 million tons to 150 million tons: British from 118 to 228
million tons: French from 13 to 33 million tons. Here, in combination
with the ore beds of Lorraine and Luxembourg, was the basis of an iron
and steel industry which, from small beginnings in 1870, overtook that of
Britain by 1900. Coal, moreover, supplied an export industry which
helped to create business for the rapidly growing mercantile marine of the
same period. Not that the Germans were newcomers to the ideas and
techniques of industry. On the contrary, rural industries—mainly rough
textiles—had been widespread in Germany since the Middle Ages. And
who can doubt that there was a continuity between the skills of the toy-
makers, clock-makers and weapon-makers of medieval Germany and the
new industries that made the engines and machines and drove up the out-
put of the woollen, worsted, silk and cotton industries? Some ancient
crafts, moreover, like that of the cutlers of Solingen in the Rhineland, were
preserved and strengthened by the prowess of Germany in electrical

! J. H. Clapham, The Economic Development of France and Germany in the Nineteenth
Century, p. 279.
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technology which gave the small men light for working and power for
operating their lathes, wheels and grindstones.

Statistically, the contribution of Germany’s industries to her export
trade differed from that of British industries to hers: for while Britain’s
exports were traditionally based first on textiles, Germany put her affairs
in the reverse order. Iron and steel came top, then machinery, then coal,
followed by woollens, cottons and other textiles. It was not illogical;
for the German textile industries depended largely on foreign raw
materials. If Britons depended on foreigners for their food, Germans
depended on them for their clothes. But this should not hide the unique
character of some of the new processes she was developing through
technical education and by forms of industrial organisation peculiar to
Germany: the heavy chemical industry and the electrical industry. The
material basis of the chemical industry which grew from relatively nothing
in the 1860’s to the largest contemporary industry of its kind lay in the
rich salt and potash deposit of Prussian Saxony. Its scientific basis was
the system of state education. It was not unnatural that a country that
had produced men like Liebig, Bunsen, Hofmann and many other dis-
tinguished chemists should place a high value on scientific education.
Long before the dimensions of the German chemical industry were
apparent, Henry Roscoe (who had managed only by Herculean personal
example to prevent Owens College Manchester from abolishing the Chair
of Chemistry to which he had been appointed) told the Select Committee
on Scientific Instruction that in Germany ‘a love of science and knowledge
for its own sake is much more seen in those universities than it is in ours’.
For little more than £20 a year, and more cheaply elsewhere, a student at
Berlin could provide himself with lectures and laboratory experience. The
link with industry was provided by the technische Hochschulen where
industrial scientists were taught science in an applied form at a higher
standard than at the English Mechanics’ Institutes. In 1870 Prussia was
spending £25,000 a year on them: by 1900, £117,000, and the investment
duly produced a steady flow of well trained N.C.O’s for the German
chemical industry, led by an upper cadre of inventive chemists and
engineers from the universities. While in France and Britain chemical
manufacturers were increasingly hampered by obsolescent plant—especi-
ally the Leblanc soda process which lay at the base of much of the
industry—Germany was free to develop new methods, like the Solvay
process. German sulphuric acid producers were free to attack the markets
for dyestuffs and agricultural fertilisers. In every branch of production
there were stupendous increases between 1870 and 1900—output of
sulphuric acid and alkali was multiplied eight times, that of dyestuffs about
four times. The German fine chemicals and synthetic dyestuffs industry
was the shining example of an industry based on British and French
invention converted to a virtual monopoly for Germany by education and
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enterprise. By 1900 the small German firms which had pushed on with
the synthesis of chemical dyes were giant concerns that accounted for
some 9o per cent of world production of dyes.

_ The creation of the electrical industry was the greatest single economic
achievement of modern Germany. Again, some of the basic inventions
were of an earlier date than the period covered by this survey. Werner von
Siemens, a thrustful brother of the young German scientist who had
landed in England in 1843, designed and constructed six years later the
first major electric telegraph in Germany, which in 1849 conveyed to an
astonished Berlin the news of the election of the emperor within an hour of
the event. Here were the beginnings of the great business of Siemens and
Halske, for many years linked to the British business established by
William Siemens. 1867 saw Werner’s invention of the dynamo. Within a
few years of the invention of the telephone in 1861, Germany became the
largest user of it. After the dynamo came experiments with the trans-
mission of power and with electric traction and the success of these in turn
produced the electric lighting of the German cities and the provision of
electric trams. English travellers noted how far ahead Germany was of
Britain in such things. A great new industry sprang into existence to
supply the generating machinery, the telegraph material, cables and lamps
required for the new equipment. In the 1882 census, there was no category
for workers employed in the electrical industry: in 1895 it registered
25,000 workers; by 1906-7, 107,000.

Like the chemical industry, the electrical industry illustrated by its con-
centration (it was dominated by three large firms) the peculiar character-
istics which large-scale production and expensive plant were beginning to
demand. Much of its market was abroad, in countries like Italy, Switzer-
land and Scandinavia, now delivered from their natural fuel shortage by
hydro-electricity. The plant was often made in Germany which thus
manufactured the means of industrial revolution for the third phase of
industrialisation in Europe, just as Britain had manufactured the means
for the second.

The structure of the German export trade, its emphasis on heavy capital
goods, the speed of its advance between 1875 and 1895, the advanced
stage of transport and public utility development in the West, all these
combined with Germany’s geographical situation and her traditional
political habits to give German industry a special interest in foreign
markets, especially in the Middle East and Far East. But the new German
imperialism cannot be laid exclusively—not even prirgarily-—at the door
of German industry. The new mercantilism, like the old, was the product
of many forces, motives, ambitions, not by any means all economic. Its
aspirations were expressed by the so-called ‘Historical Economists’, led
by Gustav Schmoller, Professor at Berlin after 1882. For Schmoller and
his school, which had no counterpart in any other country, there were no
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economic laws valid for all time. Economic theory had a value only in
relation to practice, history, and real institutions: and in Germany these
demanded that the state intervene and regulate economic affairs in the
interests of national power and national wealth, the dual objectives of
policy which were always associated. The Navy Law of 1900 had its
intellectual roots in doctrines that had been maturing for a quarter of a
century. Economic progress was equated with the efficiency of the
nation’s political institutions: ‘it was precisely’, Schmoller wrote in 1884,
‘those governments which understood how to put the might of their fleets
and admiralties, the apparatus of customs laws and navigation laws, with
rapidity, boldness and clear purpose at the service of the economic
interests of the nation and state, which obtained thereby the lead in the
struggle and riches and industrial prosperity’.

The fluctuations of the previous decade had already weakened the faith
of the great agrarian interests of the east—normally corn exporters—in
free trade. After 1877 Bismarck was listening ever more attentively to
the complaints of the manufacturing interest of the west, all the more
because his Treasury had also felt the pinch of depression. From 1879
Germany had a planned economy, within which industry, with the ap-
proval and co-operation of the state, attempted to achieve stability behind
the tariff. German industry was free to plan price agreements, organise its
raw material supplies, divide and organise its markets. No traditions of
individualism, no suspicions of political autocracy, hindered German
industry from forming great combines for self-protection against depres-
sion as opinion did in Britain and especially in the United States in the
hard times of the 1870’s, 1880’s, and 1890’s. The amount of fixed capital
sunk in the new industries meant that markets could not be left to chance:
demand as well as supply had to be ‘organised’. This theory reached its
logical climax in the relations between the engineering and electrical
industries and their ‘customers’. The ‘customers’ were themselves com-
panies—consuming companies—formed, with the help of the supplying
company, to buy its products. The process only carried one step farther
the principle of the vertical combine by which each component firm sold
its product to a ‘customer’ one stage nearer to the ultimate market. And
it was merely the extreme example of the ‘associations’, mainly promoted
through the financing banks, which proliferated in late nineteenth-century
Germany, outraging all the principles of free competition still dear to
British economists if not to all British businessmen. The German in-
dustrialist did not differ markedly in outlook from the government
servant who administered public affairs. Economics was itself a branch
of law and the same training as Verwaltungsjurist served for a career in
business or the professions. The eighteenth-century Kameralist, the ser-
vant of the royal treasury, had often in Germany performed functions
carried out elsewhere by the private entrepreneur: the tradition was not
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entirely dead in Bismarck’s Germany. Resources were still comparatively
meagre and neither statesmen nor economists were prepared to leave
their exploitation to the workings of laissez-faire. The alliance of Junkers,
industrialists, bureaucrats and economists assured their neo-mercantilism
undisputed sway: while cartels and trusts had to fight a tough battle
against public opinion in America and Britain, no influential section of
opinion challenged Germany’s need for them. After the crisis of 1900, the
Darmstéddter Bank observed that ‘the community of interests of the great
industrial groups, as expressed in cartels, protects industry from expenses
and sudden collapses such as happened before their establishment’.

They did more than that. To men like Mevissen, the founder of the
Darmstéddter Bank, Werner von Siemens, Harkort the engineer and scores
of others, the industrial struggle for world markets seemed a mission for
German prestige. They felt entitled to the support of the German state—
protective tariffs, subsidies, preferential freight rates and the like. The
result was that Germany missed the age of free trade, passing ‘virtually
without a break from the age of Colbert to the age of Dr Schacht’.!

The effects of the new mercantilism in Germany have been much
debated. Critics held that Germany was constructing in these years a
dangerously top-heavy economy, overloaded with artificial and pampered
industries, for which Germany had no need and no aptitude, apart from
the dictates of autarky and military, ambition. Certainly the cost was
high, even when fair allowance has been made for the need of infant
industries for protection, and the need for time to acquire new skills.
Then again, the people of Germany, partly because of the policies of pro-
tection, subsidies and ‘the community of interests’ that promoted un-
economic investments and kept them afloat, were kept down to living
standards lower than their skill and labour deserved. Between 1876 and
1900 the average real per capita income of the population in Germany
rose from £24 to £32 per annum, while that in Britain rose from £28 to
£51, increases of 33 and 82 per cent respectively. The slow progress of
trade unionism no doubt had something to do with it. Union numbers
never reached the million mark in the nineteenth century, and widespread
socialism amongst the workers and intense conservatism amongst em-
ployers both made it difficult to reach wage agreement by means of
collective bargaining. The other criticism of the German economy—that
its tendency to overproduce was bound to lead, sooner or later, to the
search for outlets by political or military means—is more difficult to assess.
There were certainly close relationships between some German industri-
alists and the political demagogues who began to dominate German
politics in the last few years of the century. What their influence was in the
course of policy is still a matter of opinion.

Meanwhile, British observers had been noting with growing concern

* A. L. P. Taylor, The Course of German History (London, 1954), p. 126.
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since the 1870’s the rising competition of foreign, and especially of
German, industry. From the 1870’s warnings began to trickle in from
British consuls in various foreign lands. The French were beginning to
compete for the Italian textiles market. Belgian iron was making its
presence felt in Spain. Roumanian peasants were showing a preference for
German ploughs. The cloud was still only the size of a man’s hand. By
the mid-1880’s it was decidedly larger. A consul in Greece, lamenting
gains—indisputably mostly German by now—at the expense of British
exporters, thought that British manufacturers were not moving with the
times or consulting at all the tastes and wishes of foreign consumers. The
German, contrariwise, had ‘no prejudices’: if he found that an article of a
certain shape would command a ready sale in any particular country, he
would make it. . . however foreign it may be to his own taste or wants’.
This kind of charge continued to be levelled for many years. Rightly or
wrongly, the Commission on the Depression in Trade and Industry in
1885 were impressed by the evidence: ‘ The increasing severity of [German]
competition—in every quarter of the world’, they wrote, ‘the perseverance
and enterprise of the Germans, are making themselves felt. In the actual
production of commodities we have few, if any, advantages over them;
and in a knowledge of the markets of the world, a desire to accommodate
themselves to local tastes or idiosyncrasies, a determination to obtain a
footing wherever they can, and a tenacity in maintaining it, they appear to
be gaining ground on us.’

The British response to these unfavourable comparisons varied ac-
cording to time and place. The most intelligent businessmen—Ilike Ludwig
Mond and his partners in Cheshire, William Lever, next door, or Cros-
fields of Warrington—recognised the value of German scientific know-
ledge, and bought or borrowed both it and its practitioners freely.
Progressive sections of the chemical industry took full advantage of
German experts in these years. Other industries were more complacent.
The iron and steel industry was relatively slow to follow up the economies
of heat and power made possible in German plant practice by linking the
various processes together as continuously as possible. They faced, un-
doubtedly, some problems not always allowed fair weight. There were, in
reality, few areas of British manufacture where genuine ‘ mass-production’
could be said to predominate. Most industries made their products in
relatively small batches, often to special orders; processes and factories
were still rich in the embarrassment of craftsmen and traditional skills.
The nature of ‘quality’ markets built up slowly—in the case of woollens
over the centuries—and the natural individualism of the private business
tended to discourage innovations which might reduce costs by damaging
quality. Less defensible conservatism was rooted in simple ignorance or
insouciance, like that of the Welsh tinplate manufacturer whose response
to a new method was to inquire ‘whether any other fool had tried it yet’.
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When the skies cleared later in the 1880’s, the natural optimism of the
businessman quickly reasserted itself. The severe slump of 1891-5 brought
forth once more protests from Members of Parliament who raged against
the purchase of Bavarian pencils by the foreign office, or the importation
of cheap brushes made by German convict labour. But the rising trade
and employment of the last years of the century seemed to quiet English
fears once more. German competition was by now something to be lived
with. Protection had little popular support and even those industries most
hit by German rivalry were slow to abandon a creed which had taken
them so long to learn.

Only Great Britain and the small western European countries remained
free-traders. Bismarck’s tariff of 1879 was followed, from 1881, by the
raising of French tariffs. In 1892 the whole French tariff was raised.
Russia raised her tariffs in 1881 and 1882. The McKinley tariff of 1890 and
the Dingley tariff of 1897 raised American tariffs until they ranked among
the highest. The British colonies adopted tariffs: Canada and Victoria
adopted high ones in 1879; in 1900 all Australia went protectionist.

The real victim of continuing free trade in Britain in these circumstances
was the British farmer, who was ruined twice over: first in the 1870’s and
again in the mid-1890’s. In industry, within the framework of Great
Britain’s declining share in the expanding total of trade, the main con-
sequence was a shift in the relative importance of the various manufactures
in the export markets.

The largest group of manufactures, accounting for nearly half of the
value of British exports in the early 1880’s, was textiles and yarn, especi-
ally Lancashire cotton. The largest markets were in India and China but
by no means unimportant customers, especially for quality goods, were to
be found in the United States, Germany, and central Europe. And here
was the rub. As tariffs rose in Europe and America, as the economies of
backward nations developed—with the aid most often of British capital
and British capital goods—the market for British cotton piece goods in
those countries ceased to exist. By 1900 British cotton textile exporters
were forced back on to the Asiatic markets, and even here the building of
cotton mills had begun. Even woollens did little more than hold their own
in the last decade of the century. The industrial growth that was going on
behind the rising tariff walls called, on the other hand, for coal, iron, steel
and machinery to equip and energise the new factories. Hence the
stimulus to British industries that provided them. The situation in the last
decades of the century emerges clearly from the export figures in the table
opposite.

It was difficult to deny that one section of British industry was providing
foreign competitors with weapons tobeused against other sectionsof British
industry. Much of the automatic machinery by which the United States
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The value of the principal British exports (in thousands of £)
To ten principal

To all countries protected countries

I—A———\ s A Al

1880 1900 1880 1900
Cotton goods 75,564 69,751 15,990 13,840
Woollens and worsteds 21,488 21,806 13,526 11,475
Iron and steel, etc. 32,000 37,638 17,626 15,171
Machinery, etc. 9,264 19,620 5,797 10,892
Coal, coke 8,373 38,620 4,822 23,349

outpaced British competitors was of British invention and some of it of
British manufacture. There were not lacking critics of the apparent folly of
equipping customers so that they might stop buying from Great Britain.
Coal export—as a raw material for potential competitors—was open to a
similar objection, though here it might be argued that coal was the neces-
sary outward bulk cargo to economise the operation of Britain’s great
mercantile fleet that brought in the grain, timber and forage for her
industrial millions. The real answer to such critics was that Britain could
not possibly hope to hold out against the rising tide of economic national-
ism and maintain a monopolistic and dangerously specialised economy.
The only remedy was to put the eggs in a larger number of baskets. The
process of industrial variegation, even when reflected in the rise of indus-
tries which seemed to be sowing dragon’s teeth, was therefore part of an
ultimate remedy, even though the immediate readjustment was painful.

While manufacturing industry remained the heart of the British eco-
nomy, methods for marketing and disposing of goods were becoming a
more important source of income and the growing yield of earlier lending
played an increasing part in the nation’s accounts. Ever since the Napo-
leonic wars the deficit on Britain’s visible trade had been growing
until, for the years 1871-5, the average yearly deficit was about £65
millions. But Britain’s earnings through the commercial services she pro-
vided for foreigners—insurance, handling of goods, brokerage, commis-
sion trading, and above all shipping—had risen so swiftly that there was
still an annual overall surplus of some £23 millions a year, quite apart
from an income of some £50 millions a year from Britain’s accumulated
foreign investments. A striking feature was the earnings from shipping,
which had risen since the mid-century from some £18 millions a year to
nearly £50 millions. By the first quinquennium of the twentieth century
they reached nearly £70 millions a year. Britain continued to hold the lead
at sea long after she had lost it on land. Even in the late 1890’s the tonnage
built by British shipyards for the British flag was only a trifle below the
record figures of the early 1890’s: that built for foreign flags was bigger
than ever before.

The second half of the 1870’s saw a fundamental change in the national
accounts. The value of imports into Britain rose steeply, so that the deficit
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on visible trade increased (by about 100 per cent) to some £125 millions a
year. Britain’s manufactured exports paid—ton for ton—for less than
they had done before the slump of 1873. The terms of trade, that is,
moved temporarily against the manufacturing country, and Britain’s total
surplus on visible trade and on services turned in these years to a sizeable
annual deficit of £32 millions. For the first time since the battle of
Waterloo, the books could be balanced only by the yields from overseas
investments—now well over £1000 millions and yielding an annual
income to British investors of about £55 millions. From 1881 there was
some improvement; the deficit on visible trade dropped as the terms of
trade improved. But from 1891 to 1906 there was no year when Britain
did not have to rely on her large income from foreign investment to help
her to pay her way. And this she was easily able to do, for the income
that accrued to her in this way had itself more than doubled—from
£50 millions to £112 millions per annum—between 1870 and 1900.
Clearly, the balance of Britain’s economic interests, and her situation
vis-a-vis the nations her capital had helped to develop, was changing. But
the change can be overdramatised. It is not by any means certain that the
period of ‘export surplus’ was over in 1875 as writers have often suggested.
There were, on the contrary, many years between 1880 and 1914 when
Britain could still show a surplus on the trade and services she carried on
with the rest of the world.

Critics have never been lacking of what has sometimes been called the
‘policy’ of foreign investment, though whether such a multiplicity of
private decisions can correctly be described by a term implying a conscious
direction of things is very doubtful. The main objections that have been
urged against it are, first, that it was unprofitable; second, that it implied
-—necessitated even—a new and undesirable interference in the affairs of
the countries to which money was lent, in other words, that economic
penetration went hand in glove with imperialism; third, that the ‘capital’
exported would have been better employed at home, and that the migra-
tion of capital fostered the growth of a rentier class whose main interests
lay outside Britain. The most recent investigations suggest that British
investors generally placed their money with prudence and profit, especially
after 1875. It seems doubtful whether late-Victorian governments sup-
ported imperialist policies where earlier governments would not have done
so. Mid-Victorian Britain had developed India as an economic colony,
Latin America as a sphere of private trade and investment, and there was
no sharp change in the late-Victorian period. Investment continued to
flow to non-Empire as well as Empire countries. The spectacular late-
Victorian entrepreneurs like Cecil Rhodes, Barnato and Beit in Africa, or
Cassel in Egypt, were no more ‘typical’ of overseas enterprise than
William Lever or Thomas Lipton were of home industrial enterprise.
They were, however, ‘characteristic’ in that they were opening up new
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geographical territories, just as the new industrialists were creating new
areas of domestic consumption. But it would be wrong to infer that the
older areas became in either case less important when in fact they were
only, like the underside of the iceberg, less observed. The scramble for
Africa after 1888 should not entirely divert the historian’s eye from the
effects of the earlier fertilisation of India, Latin America and Canada
which was now bearing fruit.

Much criticism of the ‘export’ of capital failed to perceive how deeply
and intricately it was entangled with the process of production itself. The
export industries would have been unable to find and maintain, much less
expand, their markets without the willingness of investors to lend foreign
customers the capital with which they purchased these goods. Thus South
Wales ironmasters had taken United States railway bonds in part pay-
ment for rails; steel-makers of Sheffield, Glasgow and Swansea had
invested in the development of iron-ore workings in Spain, which pro-
duced half Britain’s ore requirements in this period. The connection
between the exporting industries and the migration of capital was not
always as direct or immediate as this: but the effects were none the less
plain. The railway building, the steamships and the reapers brought in the
rich harvest of grain—from North America in the late 1870’s, from South
America after 1885—which was a prime factor in raising the real wages of
the British working man in late-Victorian England. That it had promoted
exports, and therefore employment; that it had speeded the flow of food
and raw-material imports, and therefore raised standards of welfare,
health and comfort; these were themselves the partial answer to the charge
that Britain would have done better to keep her capital at home. There
had, in reality, been no alternative, for neither the private nor public
enterprise that might have created an alternative demand for the iron,
steel, rolling-stock, telegraphs, machinery and the like, existed in nine-
teenth-century Britain.

In Britain the general advantages of foreign investment seemed to be
dwindling as the nineteenth century turned into the twentieth. It seemed
less likely that further investment would reduce the cost of imports, and
therefore the cost of living; rather more likely that it might increase
foreign competition. The form of capital export which consisted in putting
down factories behind the tariff walls of former importing countries was
probably the form of capital export least open to criticism: there was,
after all, no way to avoid the gradual death by strangulation of such
former export trades. As one capitalist put it: ‘When the duty exceeds the
cost of separate managers and separate plant, then it will be an economy
to erect works in the [purchasing] country so that our customers can be
more cheaply supplied from them.” Such ventures were common after
1900. ’

1 C. Wilson, History of Unilever (1954), vol. 1, p. 99.
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Nor was investment concentrated abroad. It was as a direct result of
enterprise at home as well as of investment abroad that there was, from
the early 1880’s, a many-sided improvement in the British standard of
living that was well in advance of anything achieved elsewhere except by
the bounding economy of North America. Real wages improved by some
75 per cent between 1860 and 1900, and about one-quarter of this increase
took place in the last decade of the century. The rise was due basically to
the increased wealth that came from the enterprise and investment of
earlier years, its wide scope and downward penetration through society
partly to the fall in the cost of living that came from the returning wave of
cheaper food and raw-material imports. These in turn were the rewards
for earlier overseas investment, especially in railways. It owed something
too to the steady pressure of trade unions on employers, to the ‘ prosperity
strikes’ of the 1890’s and to collective bargaining in all its forms. Lower
prices for necessities left more to spare for semi-necessities and even for
luxuries. There existed, in short, amongst the 10-million-odd working men
and their wives a mass market which caught the imagination of some of
the liveliest business minds of the day. They saw, as one observant
journalist put it, that ‘the factory housewife is saving, cleanly, loquacious
and very often extremely shrewd’. It was largely from the pence earned
and saved by them that some very large industries were reared in the
1880’s and 1890’s. National consumption and production of soap was
probably running at about 100,000 tons a year in 1860 or double what it
had been in 1800. By 1890 it was 260,000 tons, and by 1900 320,000 tons.
There were many other industries helping to create higher standards of
life and comfort—even entertainment—for the rising artisanate: indus-
tries providing processed foods were prominent; chocolate, jams, tea,
margarine, beef extract, tinned meat and fish, sausages and so on. Nothing
is more typical of these years than the multiple grocery shop that cut its
prices by specialising in one or two commodities—butter, margarine, eggs.
Thomas Lipton, the first of a long line of entrepreneurs of this kind,
started his shops in Glasgow in the 1880’s, and came south to London and
the home counties in the 1890’s. While Lipton took care of their diet, men
like Alfred Harmsworth and Arthur Pearson hastened to seize the op-
portunities created by free education of the masses. They provided the
halfpenny papers that relayed news of politics and—equally important—
the turf. These new enterprises were competing strongly for the working-
class pocket against that older enterprise that had so far provided a large
part of working-class diet and not a little of its entertainment: brewing.

Farther up the social scale came another institution typical of the times
—the great London general stores that catered for a middle-class market.
As an historian of Victorian England has remarked: ‘ The lead of the great
industries was shortening: and, in compensation, capital, labour and
intelligence were flowing away to light industry, distribution, salesman-
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ship.”* It was here, amongst the new industries, that the natural disciples
of Samuel Smiles, the opportunists, the advertisers, were to be found in
the largest numbers. Their contribution to industry was different from
that of their predecessors whose genius contained a larger element of
technical knowledge. Their emphasis was on selling goods and they
enormously extended the methods for doing this, widening, incidentally,
the gap between themselves and the older industrialists who still looked
askance on their devices. ‘The whole object of advertising’, said one of
the new men, ‘is to build a halo round the article.” Often of dissenting
liberal stock themselves, they frequently represented a kind of social
enlightenment that was at once genuine and self-interested, for they knew
that the fortunes of their businesses were intimately connected with those
of the millions of customers, mainly working class, to whom they sold.
The profit-sharing scheme and the model industrial village, Bournville in
1879, Port Sunlight in 1888, were their characteristic contributions to the
improvement of industrial relations. What proportion such industries
formed of total production it is difficult to say: certainly it was increasing,
but they were still ‘characteristic’ of a changing society rather than
‘typical’. The “basic’ industries remained the heart of the economy. The
new industries were nevertheless to contribute much to the change in
industrial methods and relationships. They had, moreover, one feature
that was to be increasingly important: their plant could be established
with relative ease wherever there might appear to be a potential market.
They could therefore, and did, circumvent tariffs by creating a local
production and supply.

Contemporary opinion divided sharply over the health and prospects
of this maturing economy. Sir Robert Giffen, the statistician, who
exercised a powerful influence on public opinion, was convinced that the
British economy was growing rapidly and with special benefit to the
working classes. Patience, he thought, would cure most of the evils that
arose from its temporary fluctuations, and his faith in laissez-faire was in
no wise dimmed by the vicissitudes of the  Great Depression’. Growth in
some large industries, he agreed, might be slowing down, but it was going
on in less observed places. ‘Industry’, he wrote in 1887, ‘by a natural law
is becoming more and more miscellaneous, and as the population
develops, the disproportionate growth of the numbers employed in such
miscellaneous industries and in what may be called incorporeal functions,
such as teachers, artists and the like, prevents the increase of staple pro-
ducts continuing at the former rate.” Others, including Alfred Marshall,
were less sure that all was well. There was something to be said for both
sides. But at least in some directions, as the historian of the Victorian
economy has said, British conservatism had been shaken by the new com-
petition and Britain ‘was preparing to prove that she was not decadent,

1 G. M. Young, Portrait of an Age (1949).
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though both enemies and friends often said that she was’.! The most
recent statistical inquiry has likewise concluded that the last thirty years
of the nineteenth century saw a period of most rapid sustained growth in
the British economy.?

The task for the historical imagination in this, more even than in most
recent phases of modern history, is to comprehend a process of economic
growth that consisted not in a steady expansion but in a series of fluctua-
tions. In this process, some industries were set back, as British farming
was; some were actually killed, as many peasant crafts in Europe were.
Yet the phase as a whole was one of increasing output, and the aggregate
volume of wealth emerged from each cyclical phase not smaller but larger
than before. Economic fluctuations were not in themselves new; what was
new was their amplitude and pervasiveness. The inquiry into their causes
has proved, more than most economic inquiries, a bottomless well. The
causation of cycles and the interrelation of the various economic pheno-
mena that composed them remains in many respects a matter of hypo-
thesis. That the incidence of major fluctuations was the result of massive
friction between inventions, large-scale manufacture, investment, the
supply of money and goods, changes in demand, wars, is merely a truism:
but it is worth saying if only to demonstrate that it is, prima facie, un-
likely that an economy in a condition of rapid and continual change
would behave according to a regular rhythm. Markets for heavy capital
goods behaved differently from markets for consumer goods. In the
depression of the early 1890’s, for example, British textile production
dropped relatively little, while iron and steel production fell heavily by
one-third. In 1885-6—dark years for many industries—the members of
the British Soap Makers Association were so prosperous that it was not
easy to persuade them of the need to attend meetings. Conversely, they
failed to share in the revival of the late 1880’s. Their fortunes were linked
almost entirely to raw-material prices. The incidence of misfortune varied
also between nation and nation: the crisis of the mid-1880’s was more
severe on England than on Germany: that of 1900 reversed the order of
things.

The cyclical progress of these years may be summarised somewhat in
this wise: from 1870 to 1873 Europe was at the tail end of a long upward
trend of rising prices and profits. Capital was still flowing into railway
construction, industry was still expanding to meet these and other needs.
Employers, bankers, and farmers shared in the prosperity and Punch
could publish cartoons of British miners drinking champagne. Then from
June 1873 European markets collapsed and there followed nearly a

1 J. H. Clapham, An Economic History of Modern Britain (C.U.P. 1938), vol. 11, p. 223.

? P. Deane, ‘Contemporary Estimates of National Income in the Second Half of the
Nineteenth Century’, Economic History Review, 2nd series, IX, no. 3 (1957).
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quarter of a century when investment yields were low, price levels low.
Per contra, the real wages of labour and the standard of living they made
possible rose during this phase often known as the Great Depression.
Unemployment rose in Britain during specially bad years, particularly in
trades connected with the export of capital goods, but well over 90 per
cent of the working force was employed at wages that rose by some
2 per cent a year from 1874 to 1900. The so-called Great Depression was a
depression of certain business prices and profits, especially severe in the
heavy industries that had expanded rapidly during the previous period of
buoyancy. Rail prices fell by 6o per cent from 1872 to 1881. This tempor-
ary over-expansion in the heavy industries coincided with the growing
flood of grain and materials made possible by earlier investment to bring
a general collapse of prices. For the moment there was an embarrassment
of riches.

New American expansion brought some revival from 1879 to 1882.
Gold in South Africa, the Panama Canal plans, and expansion in America
and in the British Empire gave new hopes from 1887—90; but this boom
also broke in a welter of bankruptcies, repudiations and disappointments.
The centre of the storm was the fall of the House of Baring, deeply
involved in South American affairs. It was not till 1896 that a new up-
ward trend can again be distinguished. New demand for rails—in Europe,
America and the Empire—was its foundation: but now there was new
equipment to be supplied for the electrical, chemical, petroleum, motor-
car and other new industries, and the new impetus was to last until 1914.

The causes of economic fluctuations might be remote and mysterious;
not so their effects. The unfettered competition of the generally prosperous
third quarter of the century was altogether too bracing an air for business-
men in the 1880’s, and in every country they sought shelter from the chill
winds not only behind national tariffs, but also behind agreements to
restrict what they often called ‘cut-throat competition’. These agreements
may be divided into two broad categories: those which aimed at main-
taining the sovereign independence of the firms which entered into the
voluntary contract to restrict competition; and those which aimed at
creating a larger business unit by submerging the identity of the existing
businesses in that of a larger business. The former method went by many
names—Kartell (cartel), syndicate, pool, conference, comptoir—but it
usually portended similar policies. Members of the cartel would agree not
to sell their product below a certain price and they might well come to
some arrangement for dividing the market, either by geographical area or
by a quota system. This might culminate in a central marketing agency.
In Britain especially, such arrangements sometimes grew out of much
older trade associations whose expressions of general benevolence had
usually been as vague as they were pious. Now something more precise
and positive was needed. The soap trade, for example, had had such an
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association for many years but it was not until the 1890’s that it began
overtly to fix prices, and even at this date such a departure from British
laissez-faire traditions was enough to provoke the secretary to resign. The
persistence of a large number of small businesses meant that the equi-
librium of agreements to limit competition was always precarious. As
soon as times improved they were torn up. Their threat to the interests of
consumers was therefore very limited. Nor did a legal tradition strongly
biased against restraint of trade help architects building on what was
politely called ‘the principle of association’.

British industry in search of stability went therefore rather for the more
permanent type of association. Between the crisis of the mid-1880’s and
the end of the century, a number of very large amalgamations had been
formed: the Salt Union, comprising all the Cheshire producers and some
others (1888) and the United Alkali Company, comprising all the Le Blanc
soda-makers (1891), were the most important. From the mid-1890’s came
large textile mergers. In 1895 J. and P. Coats, the sewing-thread manu-
facturers, joined with their four largest rivals. Brunner Mond, the great
chemical firm operating the Solvay process, were absorbing competitors
after 1895. Then came the Calico Printers, the Yorkshire Wool Combers,
the British Cotton and Wool Dyers, and many others. The precise methods
by which such unions were achieved—outright purchase by one firm of
other firms, exchange of shares or the formation of a new holding com-
pany—are less important than the permanent increase in the size of the
business unit. Some aimed at greater efficiency, others at quick profits, a
few at outright monopoly. In general, success came to those which
organised themselves so as to pursue consistent business policies.

Germany was in general more fertile soil than Britain for the new
growth. After a Bavarian court in 1873 gave a verdict in favour of the
legality of a Kartell, their numbers multiplied. In conjunction with the
tariff of 1879, they gave German industry substantial protection against
that foreign competition which had threatened it so severely in 1873.
Three great Kartells handled a range of products vital to Germany in this
stage of development: the potash syndicate formed in 1879 to combat
over-production, the Westphalian coal Kartells from 1879 onwards, and
the iron and steel Kartells from the 1870’s. Most of the Kartells in
Germany dated from the 1880’s. They were the offspring of adversity and,
like the British trade associations, none too stable in face of prosperity:
but in some industries—chemicals for example—they proved to be a
forum from which more permanent groupings (Interessengemeinschaften)
were to emerge. These formed the more easily in Germany because so
many firms had common links in the shape of directors appointed by the
banks. German industry was knit together by a labyrinthine series of
channels that offended against all the dogmas of classical economics but
which Germans had come to regard as perfectly normal.

72

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



ECONOMIC CONDITIONS

Both German and British promoters of business union alike looked for
their model to America; and especially to that Standard Oil Alliance into
which, between 1872 and 1881, John D. Rockefeller had brought a very
large segment of the American oil industry. Rockefeller in oil, Carnegie
and Morgan in steel, Harriman and Hill in railways, created great trusts
which achieved their purpose of restricting competition so effectively as to
arouse a storm of protest. ‘A small number of men’, wrote that vigorous
opponent of trusts Henry Demarest Lloyd, in 1894, ‘are obtaining the
power to forbid any but themselves to supply the people with fire in nearly
every form known to modern life and industry, from matches to loco-
motives and electricity.” Liberal fears were partly economic but they were
even more political—the fear that America was creating organisations so
rich as to be able to corrupt all politics and destroy forever the founda-
tions of a free society. The Sherman anti-Trust Act of 1890 attempted to
halt the movement, but little had been done when Roosevelt came to
power in 1900. Even Roosevelt’s caution was caricatured by Mr Dooley:
‘The thrusts’, says he, ‘are heejous monsthers—on wan hand I would
stamp them undher fut; on th’other hand, not so fast.’

Fluctuations in sales and profits brought about amalgamations that
were principally of the ‘horizontal’ type, that is, between firms which sold
the same or similar products. Simultaneously technology suggested
amalgamations of a ‘vertical’ kind. By the 1870’s Bolckow Vaughan of
Middlesbrough owned a dozen collieries, ore mines in Spain and Africa,
and a fleet of steamers, employed 10,000 men and were moving from iron
into steel manufacturing. This move to secure raw-material supplies was
everywhere characteristic of industries which demanded a smooth ‘flow’
of production. Chemical manufacturers secured their supplies of alkali
by buying salt deposits, pottery manufacturers went into china-clay
mining, soap-makers operated vegetable-oil mills.

Both types of expansion needed larger capital resources than those
available from partnerships or family relationships. In 1875 The Times
city column was still entitled ‘Stocks, Railway and Other Shares’. The
‘others’ comprised a few telegraph companies and half a dozen industrial
concerns. By 1900 they had been joined by South African mines, fourteen
large breweries, seven iron and steel firms, chemicals, textiles, and the
great London stores and multiple grocery chains. Thus the trade cycle and
technology combined to generate size in industry; size demanded capital,
capital demanded security, and security demanded combination. Manu-
facturers were often still genuine believers in a free economy and indi-
vidualism: but the economies of size could not be ignored. This wasto be
the recurrent paradox: that competition was always killing competition.

From an early stage, German industry had demonstrated authoritarian
and ‘collective’ tendencies quite unlike the atomistic improvisatory
method of Britain, where the fathers of the industrial revolution had been
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tinkerers like Arkwright and Cartwright. Industrial organisation was
profoundly affected by the problems of obtaining capital in a country
where wealth was thinly spread. Entrepreneurs in heavy industry had
necessarily from the start looked to the banks, and the banks had played
an increasing role in the formation of companies after 1870. The joint-
stock bank was not merely a credit organisation but a politico-economic
agency for converting Germany into an industrial state. Speculative
advances of capital were made to the iron and steel industries in the
1880’s. Between 1894 and 1900 the Essen Kreditanstalt trebled its capital
in order to advance capital to the surrounding mining and metal industries.
Many of the banks created in the 1870’s and 1880’s—the Deutsche,
Dresdener, and the Reichsbank—performed such functions. This form of
financial organisation did not encourage the maximum of competition
that economists in Britain and British businessmen (in theory at least)
regarded as the healthy norm of an industrial system. The banks appointed
directors of industry who could influence its policy, and sometimes even
the price of its shares through sales from the banks’ portfolios. They them-
selves were simultaneously undergoing a steady process of amalgamation.
The system offered considerable scope for government intervention and
control. Nor did German economists in general object to its implications.
Capitalist association, from informal agreement on prices via the Kartell
to the fully integrated Konzern, was regarded not as an aberration but as
a phenomenon resulting from the normal flow of economic development
towards monopoly. Its justification lay in the greater stability it provided
against the fluctuations of profits and employment.

Not only goods but services were affected by the trend towards collec-
tive self-help. If the nature of an industrial society made trade unionism
more necessary, it also made it easier to organise. Men who worked in
pits and factories were more likely to feel a community of interest and
realise it than men scattered in cottages or small workshops. But there
were two conditions of trade-union development. The first was that public
opinion, political authority and the law should look favourably on the
claim of labour to organise and enforce its rights. Secondly, that the
labour force should be a stable body of wage-earners conscious of the
permanent status of wage labour. In most countries one or both of these
conditions was absent. In France, the restrictions on labour associations
were not withdrawn until 1884 and the Confédération Générale du Travail,
formed in 1895, did nothing to make its doctrines of direct action effective
until the next century. Belgium had allowed unions from 1866, but con-
tinued to penalise strikers. In Germany, unionism made progress between
1868 and 1875, but after Bismarck declared war on the ‘Social Peril’ in
1878 more than a hundred unions were suppressed. The bait offered in
return was insurance against sickness, accident, incapacity and old age,
and politically it was not unsuccessful. The problem in the United States
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was different: a high degree of mobility, social and geographical, among
the workers. If a man did not move up, he could always move out. Such
conditions did not make for stable unions. The early, idealistic unions all
fell on evil days. Even the Federation of Labour had qnly about half a
million members in 1900. Against these hesitant beginnings the achieve-
ment of British labour was impressive. Disraeli’s Act of 1875 put an end
to the legal doubts of half a century and legalised collective bargaining and
its incidents. The 1870’s saw vigorous action—both the so-called ‘pros-
perity strikes’ of 1871 and the strikes against wage reductions of 1873
and 1875. Encouraged by the great dock strike of 1889, unionism forged
ahead in the 1890’s, penetrating and organising the labour employed in
whole industries instead of merely crafts. By 1900 membership passed the
two million mark. It made its strength felt by stoppages and strikes; in
1893 over 30 million days’ work was lost. Some large unions, like the
Amalgamated Society of Engineers, found themselves faced by counter-
vailing organisations of employers like the Engineering Employers Federa-
tion, which fought the bitter battles of 1897-8.

Thus on every side, and in varying degrees, the world of 1900 was
slipping away from laissez-faire towards collective or state interference.
Even allowing that laissez-faire had always been in some sense a Civitas
Dei of the economists whose ideas of perfect freedom and competition had
been but dimly reflected in the Civitas terrena of statesmen, bureaucrats
and businessmen, the change since 1870 was a real one. Yet it is doubtful
whether more than a handful of thinkers pondered the larger changes in
the economic nature of things. Even those who were paid to think and
write on such matters were hardly yet trend-minded. For most people, eco-
nomic issues were something immediate, to be treated empirically. In
Britain, as the century ended, war in South Africa seemed to most people
more important than economic prophecy. Gold was coming into the bank,
the money market looked more hopeful. In Germany, trade was very satis-
factory. There was a shortage of coal wagons. America was prosperous.
The Victorians brooded less on economic matters than on many other
things and the ending of the most revolutionary century known to man-
kind provoked few thoughts more profound than these: ‘Trade was never
better, wages were never so good, nor were there ever fewer workmen
unemployed.” So wrote The Times on 30 December 1899.
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SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY

and 1900 than in any earlier period. In the last three decades of the

nineteenth century there were few branches of industry that were not
affected by new scientific discoveries, although this is by no means the
same as saying that traditional empirical methods were entirely or even
largely ousted. Empiricism remained dominant in many industries; in
some it remains so to the present day; but after 1870 we can clearly see the
beginnings of the scientific industry of the twentieth century. The changed
outlook is naturally more apparent in the new industries—such as the
electrical industry—that originated wholly in scientific discovery than in
those, already long established, in which the application of science resulted
to a great extent in improving old processes rather than in creating quite
new ones.

While the close relationship between science and technology within this
period is evident, it is in many instances exceedingly difficult to distinguish
cause from effect. Sometimes a purely scientific discovery, resulting from
research with no practical objective in mind, was of such obvious practical
importance that its commercial development followed almost as a matter
of course. The development of the dyestuffs industry was a conspicuous
example: the first coal-tar dye was the result of an unsuccessful—and, as
we now know, wholly misguided—attempt to synthesise quinine. Other
scientific discoveries, however, became significant primarily because con-
temporary conditions favoured their application; in different circum-
stances their historical significance might have been slight, or have been
apparent at a much later date. For example, the widespread introduction
of the steam-turbine into ships was not directly due to the need of marine
engineers for a different kind of motive power. It was due primarily to the
fact that the new electrical generating industry required a steam-engine
capable of running very much faster than the reciprocating steam-engine.

While this was a period in which science and technology were jointly
changing the course of history, both were also advancing separately. In
science this was a fruitful period for what is commonly called pure—as
opposed to applied—research and many discoveries were made that
contributed to the sum of human knowledge but had no immediate effect
on the course of events. Mendeléef, for example, formulated his famous
periodic table of the elements in 1869 but the profound significance of
this, particularly in relationship to the structure of atoms, was discerned
only by a later generation: many of his contemporaries, indeed, received
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his ideas with the greatest scepticism. Organic compounds of silicon were
well known and being closely investigated before the close of the century,
but it was the military needs of the second World War that made them of
practical importance and introduced the term silicone into common usage.

Just as science could advance on its own, so could technology. The
internal combustion engine, destined to revolutionise transport on land,
was originally developed almost entirely empirically by practical and
determined men who had little or no knowledge of current scientific
developments. Equally, the new petroleum industry, essential companion
to motor-car manufacture, was built up not by scientists but by men with
a talent for improvisation and a keen commercial sense.

Since many technological advances resulted from fundamental scientific
research it is appropriate to discuss the main lines of scientific progress
before considering the profound changes in industry that occurred at the
same time. Although we must in the main consider the period 1870-1900
it will also be necessary to consider some earlier events, for this thirty-year
period is not of any particular significance so far as the history of science
is concerned. These were very active years in science, but many of the
important discoveries stemmed from earlier researches. While techno-
logical progress was to a considerable extent shaped by events of historical
importance in the world at large, it would be fair to say that science on the
whole developed in isolation. This state of affairs continued until well
past the turn of the century.

In many branches of physics this was a period of intense activity and it
is difficult to single out any particular field of research as being of excep-
tional historical significance. It would be generally agreed, however, that
progress in thermodynamics and in electromagnetic theory was of par-
ticular importance for the future development of physics generally.

Although it had excited speculation from the earliest times, the true
nature of heat and its relationship to mechanical motion began to be clear
little more than a century ago. The caloric theory, which visualised heat as
some kind of imponderable fluid, still found adherents in the midst of the
nineteenth century, just as in chemistry the phlogiston theory of com-
bustion lingered on long after the researches of Lavoisier and others had
demonstrated the true nature of the theory of combustion. Such funda-
mental concepts as the difference between heat and temperature also took
a surprisingly long time to establish. By 1870, however, the important
principles had been established that heat is a form of energy and that in
all ordinary physical processes energy is conserved—that is, if one form of
energy disappears an exactly equivalent amount of another form appears.
The theory of the conservation of energy was of as much fundamental
importance as the earlier theory of the conservation of mass. Until the
end of the nineteenth century physics was based on the assumption that
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conservation of mass and conservation of energy were two universal but
separate laws. The unification of these two theories into one of still more
fundamental importance—the conservation of mass/energy—belongs to
our own century but, as we shall see, the seeds of this profoundly im-
portant generalisation were sown within the period with which we are
now concerned.

Clarification of ideas on the nature of heat led to the establishment of
the laws of thermodynamics, a subject which broadly speaking concerns
itself with the laws governing the conversion of heat into work, and vice
versa. The first law relates to the conservation of energy. The second,
formulated in 1851, states that there is a theoretical limit to the efficiency
of any heat engine. The third states, in effect, that the more it is trans-
formed the less heat-energy is available for doing useful work. The deriva-
tion of these laws and discussion of their application lies far beyond the
scope of a general work such as this, where it must suffice to say that these
seemingly simple generalisations have been profoundly useful in studying
all kinds of processes involving heat energy in any way, whether they
relate to steam-engines or chemical reactions. As a scientific tool their
importance was very quickly realised—as for example in Willard Gibbs’
(1839-1903) formulation in 1876 of the Phase Rule, an exceedingly im-
portant physico-chemical generalisation. But their great technological
importance was only gradually recognised.

The researches of Michael Faraday (1791-1867) established the relation-
ship between electricity and magnetism which, among its other important
consequences, made possible the establishment of the electrical industry.
His laws were, however, established empirically, and it was left to James
Clerk Maxwell (1831~79) to make the important further step of expressing
Faraday’s ideas in terms of mathematical theory, and to establish the
quantitative relationship between the basic units of electricity and mag-
netism. He deduced a theoretical value for the velocity of electromagnetic
waves and found that this was approximately the same as the velocity of
light. From this it could be concluded that light itself is an electro-
magnetic phenomenon. Maxwell’s work, which appears in its fully
developed form in his FElectricity and Magnetism (1873), was at once
accepted in Britain, but it was so far removed from current conceptions
that on the Continent it attracted much less attention. Its acceptance there
was due in large measure to the brilliant researches of Heinrich Hertz
(1857-94), who discovered the electric (radio) waves whose existence
Maxwell had deduced as a necessary consequence of his theory. Hertz
established the essential similarity of electric and light waves and showed
that they travelled, within the accuracy of his experiments, at the same
speed. The practical importance of Hertz’s work in the present century
needs no emphasis. The firm establishment of the wave theory of light, for
which Young and Fresnel had advanced strong experimental evidence at
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the beginning of the century, represented the first break in Newtonian
physics.

Controversy about the true nature of light did not hinder the experi-
mental study of its properties. Of these its velocity was of particular
interest because this proved, as indicated above, to be a physical constant
of great importance in electricity. An accurate knowledge of its value was
necessary, for example, for the design of submarine cables. Astronomical
methods had been used since 1676, but the first determination over
relatively short distances on the Earth was made by A. H. L. Fizeau
(1819-96) in 1849. Subsequent determinations led to the famous experi-
ment of Michelson, carried out in 1887. This yielded the unexpected result
that the observed velocity is independent of the motion of the source.
This experiment was of critical importance for the formulation of the
restricted theory of relativity advanced by Einstein in 1905. This led in
1915 to his general theory of relativity, which is at the very foundation of
atomic physics.

Newton’s well-known experiments with glass prisms had established
that sunlight, and virtually all other light normally encountered, is in fact
composed of light of several different colours. In the latter half of the
nineteenth century the spectroscopic analysis of light was very highly
developed and used to give detailed information about the nature of the
source emitting the light. Notable pioneers were R. W. von Bunsen
(1811-99) and G. R. Kirchhoff (1824-87). Their work made possible the
detection of many chemical elements even in exceedingly tiny amounts.
This method led to the discovery of two new chemical elements, caesium
and rubidium. The most striking results, however, were achieved in the
astronomical field, for it was clear that detailed spectroscopic analysis of
the light emitted by the sun and stars could give a wealth of information
about their chemical composition. In 1878 Sir Joseph Lockyer (1836—
1920) observed in the green region of the solar spectrum a line corre-
sponding to no element known to occur on earth. With great confidence
he and Sir Edward Frankland (1825-99) predicted the presence in the sun
of a new element, which they named helium. Their confidence was
strikingly vindicated in 1895 when Sir William Ramsay (1852-1916) dis-
covered helium in the mineral cleveite. Within a few years four other
unknown gaseous elements had been discovered.

Spectroscopic astronomy became increasingly important. Among those
who made notable contributions was Sir William Huggins (1824-1910)
who was a pioneer in the application for astronomical research of the well-
known Doppler effect. The latter depends upon the fact that when the
source of a wave and an observer are in relative motion the observed
frequency is different from when they are stationary, the difference being
a measure of the relative velocity. In the case of stars, their movement
relative to the earth can thus be measured by precise measurements on
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their spectra. These measurements greatly increased knowledge of stellar
motions and form the basis of modern cosmological theory. In 18851J. J.
Balmer (1825-98) for the first time showed that the frequencies of certain
spectral lines (those of hydrogen) had a simple mathematical relationship.
" Although atomic physics in its modern sense is essentially a develop-
ment of the twentieth century, its beginnings can be clearly seen in the
latter part of the nineteenth. The critically important Michelson experi-
ment on the velocity of light, for example, has already been mentioned.
Equally significant was the discovery of X-rays in 1895 by W. K. Roentgen
(1845-1923): apart from their medical importance these rays were sub-
sequently used with great effect to determine the atomic structure of
crystals. In the following year A. H. Becquerel (1852-1908) discovered
that uranium compounds emitted a penetrating radiation, so laying the
foundations of the study of radioactivity. In 1898 the Curies isolated
radium from pitchblende.

The three final decades of the nineteenth century were no more a well-
defined historical period in biology than they were in physics. They were
years of great activity, during which important discoveries were made and
new ideas were formulated, but all this stemmed from earlier days and
continued without a break into the twentieth century. Two developments
were of outstanding importance. The theory of organic evolution, first
clearly formulated by Charles Darwin (1809-82) and Alfred Russell
Wallace (1823-1913) in 1858, became firmly established—thanks in large
measure to the brilliant advocacy of T. H. Huxley (1825-95)—after
intense controversy. Although his work remained virtually unknown untit
1900, Gregor Mendel (1822-89) had discovered the mechanism by which
natural evolution worked. Secondly, the doctrine of vitalism became
increasingly unfashionable. According to this doctrine the processes of
life are not to be explained in terms of the laws that govern the inanimate
universe, but demand the existence of some inexplicable ‘vital principle’.
The exploration of both these lines of thought naturally brought scientists
into direct conflict with the Church. The famous dispute between Bishop
Wilberforce and Huxley at the British Association meeting in Oxford in
1860 was by no means an isolated incident.

It is not to be supposed, however, that Darwin’s theory of organic
evolution by natural selection gained the immediate and unqualified sup-
port of the scientific world, even though earlier biologists had done much
to prepare men’s minds for the new ideas. Among them may be men-
tioned Etienne Saint-Hilaire, Robert Chambers and, better known,
Lamarck. It is an interesting example of the cross-fertilisation of ideas,
however, that Darwin’s main debt to his predecessors was not to a biolo-
gist but to an economist. In his autobiography he recorded that it was
Malthus’ Essay on Population (1798) that gave him his first clear concep-
tion of how evolution might work.
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It was characteristic of the age that although Darwin first conceived his
theory in 1838 he made no attempt to publish it, but devoted the next
twenty years of his life to the intensive collection of evidence to support or
refute it. Even when, in 1858, he received from Wallace a communication
containing the gist of his own theory, he was reluctant to claim priority.
Eventually joint publication was arranged through the Linnean Society.
Darwin then marshalled his vast collection of evidence in his Origin of
Species, unquestionably one of the greatest contributions to human
thought ever written.

The theory of evolution revolutionised biological thought. It not only
gave new significance to the vast amount of existing knowledge, but it
provided a logical basis for many new lines of inquiry. Among those who
benefited notably were the anthropologists, who were enabled to see some
pattern in the distribution of the various races of mankind, and the geo-
logists, for whom was provided a logical interpretation of the fossil record.

The doctrine of vitalism has a natural philosophic appeal and, of course,
still finds many adherents. Nevertheless, the latter part of the nineteenth
century provided much evidence against it. Growing knowledge of the
basic principles of physics and chemistry made it possible to explain many
vital processes, such as respiration and digestion, in purely physical terms.
Belief in spontaneous generation was exploded, notably by the work of
Louis Pasteur (1822-95) in France, and it was demonstrated that certain
substances, such as urea, that were characteristic of living organisms,
could be made in the laboratory. Ferments, such as those in yeast that
convert sugar into alcohol, were proved to be active after separation from
the living cells in which they normally exist. The law of the conservation of
energy was shown to apply to living beings as well as to inanimate ones.
When so much could be explained without recourse to vitalism it seemed
logical to suppose that all could be so explained. This inevitably brought
further conflict between science and the Church. But it was by no means
only on religious thought that the theory of evolution had far-reaching
repercussions outside science itself. Philosophic, and thence political,
thought was also affected in certain important respects. To some, the
ultimate logical deduction from the principle of the survival of the fittest
was that the basic moral values are not those that make for survival.
Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900), for example, denounced religion and
looked for the creation of a race of supermen as a result of the forcible
self-assertion of the strongest. His championing of the ‘morals of
masters’ is generally agreed to have had a considerable influence on the
growth in Germany of the attitude of mind that led her into two world wars.

Advocacy of brute strength and selfishness, the view that mankind and -
all living beings must be remorselessly ‘red in tooth and claw’, was one
consequence of general interest in evolutionary theory. Precisely the
opposite view was also derived from it. Moral instincts, it was argued,
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make for communal stability and thus promote survival: one consequence
of natural selection should therefore be to increase and perpetuate moral
instincts in human communities.

While the formulation of the theory of evolution was the greatest
feature of nineteenth-century biology and caused intense controversy about
man’s place in the universe, great progress was made in other fields of
biology without much assistance from it. Qutstandingly important was
the work on micro-organisms in which Pasteur was so notable a pioneer.
Clarification of ideas about the growth and function of micro-organisms—
in which the improvement of the microscope played an important part—
had far-reaching consequences.

Pasteur demonstrated that certain diseases, such as anthrax and silk-
worm disease, were caused by specific micro-organisms. This paved the
way for important medical developments. Joseph Lister (1827-1912)
found Pasteur’s views complementing his own on the possibility of pre-
venting death from infection in surgery and childbirth. Infections were
first prevented from developing by antiseptic techniques—the liberal use
of bactericidal substances such as carbolic acid. Later, aseptic techniques
were introduced in which infective agents were eliminated by extreme
cleanliness. These developments came most opportunely, for the earlier
discovery and use of anaesthetics had made possible surgical operations
that were hitherto impossible, but the effect of this had to a great extent
been nullified by the subsequent high mortality from infection. Anaes-
thesia, coupled with the extensive use of antiseptic and aseptic techniques,
effected a revolution in medical practice. The revolution was not achieved
without much opposition. Opposition by the Church to one of the most
valuable uses of anaesthesia, namely for the relief of pain in childbirth,
had only just died down in 1870. The tide had turned only when chloro-
form was administered to Queen Victoria by John Snow during the birth
of Prince Leopold in 1853. Lister’s methods escaped the criticism of the
Church, but not of his own colleagues, many of whom derided his ideas.
By the end of the century, however, the principles of modern surgery had
been firmly established.

Increasing knowledge of the nature of disease had other important
practical consequences. By the end of the century most of the important
pathogenic bacteria had been identified, as well as some of the disease-
causing protozoa. The causal agent of malaria, for example, was dis-
covered in 1880 and seventeen years later Sir Ronald Ross identified the
Anopheles mosquito as the carrier of the disease. In the hands of masters
such as Robert Koch (1843-1910) and Paul Ehrlich (1854-1915) the newly
developed aniline dyes proved immensely valuable for the identification of
bacteria by differential staining methods. Such staining methods were,
incidentally, also of great value in the microscopic examination of a wide
range of biological material.
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This discovery of the differential affinity of various tissues for dyes led
to the foundation of the branch of science known as chemotherapy—the
conquest of disease within the body by means of chemical agents that are
highly toxic to the invading micro-organisms but harmless to the tissues of
the patient. Ehrlich conceived the idea of such a ‘magic bullet’ that would
kill the microbes of diseases but leave the body unharmed. Although no
notable success was achieved in this field until the discovery of salvarsan in
1909, the foundations of chemotherapy were laid in the last two decades of
the nineteenth century. The modern sulphonamides and antibiotics trace
their descent from work done then.

By 1876 it was well known that certain of the effects of pathogenic
micro-organisms were due to their production of specific toxins, and by
1888 certain of these toxins had been obtained in a purified state. These
developments led to much improvement in the techniques of immunisa-
tion. Diphtheria toxin, for example, can be introduced into a horse whose
tissues will then produce antitoxin. Serum from the blood of a horse so
treated can be used to immunise against diphtheria. Pasteur, again,
showed that rabies could be prevented by appropriate inoculation.

Certain aspects of chemical discovery have already been referred to, and
this is not surprising in view of its position as the most basic of the sciences.
Reference has been made, for example, to the use of the spectroscope in
chemical analysis, to the elucidation of the chemical nature of the respira-
tory process, and to the synthesis of chemotherapeutic agents. The whole
of chemistry developed enormously during this time, but undoubtedly the
most important progress was in organic chemistry, for here a whole new
world was unfolded.

As its name implies, organic chemistry was originally concerned with
the wide range of substances that can be obtained from plant or animal
material, and originally thought to be obtainable only from these sources.
Wohler’s discovery in 1828 that he could prepare urea artificially—
‘without requiring a kidney or an animal, either man or dog’—opened a
new era, in which, however, the old nomenclature was retained. Virtually
all the constituents of living matter are compounds of the element carbon:
this is generally associated with only a limited number of the other ninety-
one elements that occur in nature, the principal ones being nitrogen,
oxygen, hydrogen, sulphur and phosphorus. From being specifically con-
cerned with substances present in biological material, organic chemistry
gradually came to include also the rapidly increasing number of purely
synthetic compounds of carbon that have no natural counterpart. Organic
chemistry became in fact the chemistry of one single element, carbon.

From 1828 onwards a large number of new organic substances were
synthesised and clear ideas began to emerge about the way in which these,
the atoms of carbon, were disposed relative to each other and to the atoms
of the other elements. For some forty years research proceeded steadily
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and by 1870 most of the important principles of modern organic chemistry
had been established. In 1856, however, there occurred an event which
profoundly affected the development of chemistry, and of the chemical
industry, for the remainder of the century and, indeed, up to the present
day. In that year William Perkin (1838-1907) was seeking to synthesise
the important drug quinine. Not surprisingly he failed, for he was using
a method which we now know could have had no hope of success. He
did, however, synthesise mauveine, the first synthetic aniline dye, and
thereby both created a new industry and gave a great stimulus to organic
chemical research.

As has been remarked, Perkin’s discovery of mauveine was accidental.
So also was the original synthesis of alizarin by Heinrich Caro (1834
1910): he was called away at a critical moment in an experiment, the
mixture overheated, and he returned to find a charred residue which had,
however, a pink crust of the dye he was seeking. Much of the organic
chemistry of the day was in fact semi-empirical, but such a wealth of new
substances lay ready for discovery that the acute observer could reap a
rich harvest. At the same time, however, important theoretical progress
was being made. Of outstanding importance was the elucidation by
Friedrich Kekulé (1829—96) of the structure of benzene. This substance is
of the most fundamental importance, for from it derive tens of thousands
of different chemical substances, the so-called ‘aromatics’, such as dyes
and drugs. The molecule of benzene is very simple, consisting only of six
carbon atoms and six hydrogen atoms. For a long time no arrangement of
these twelve atoms was conceived that was consistent with the chemical
properties of benzene. It was Kekulé who found the right answer: that the
six carbon atoms were arranged not in a straight or branched chain but in
a circle. This seemingly trifling suggestion—which now seems obvious—
transformed chemical thought in the last half of the nineteenth century.

Another important field of theoretical development was that of stereo-
chemistry. The classic researches of Louis Pasteur (1822-95) had estab-
lished the fundamentally important fact that certain substances, such as
tartaric acid, could exist in two forms that were chemically indistinguishable
but nevertheless had important physical differences, especially in their
effect on polarised light. This difference was commonly manifested by the
fact that a crystal of one form was the mirror-image of a crystal of the
other: one type of crystal could be looked upon as a left-hand glove and
the other as the right-hand member of the same pair. Such scarcely dis-
cernible differences might seem of trifling consequence, but in fact they
are profoundly important, especially in the chemistry of vital processes.
Thus the human body derives much of its energy from one stereoisomer of
the sugar ‘glucose’: the other stereoisomer cannot be so utilised.

The proper interpretation of Pasteur’s discovery was due to the work of
two young chemists, J. A. Le Bel (1897-1930) and J. H. Van 't Hoff
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(1852-1911). They established that this phenomenon arises from the fact
that the atoms that make up molecules are arranged according to a strict
geometric pattern, and that the valencies of the carbon atom—that is, the
bonds by which it is linked to other atoms—are so directed in space that in
certain molecules two geometrically different arrangements are possible
for the same group of atoms. Van °t Hoff first published his conclusions
in 1874: they were first ignored and then ridiculed. More than a year
elapsed before the great German chemist Johannes Wislicenns (1835-
1902) saw their great importance and lent his support.

The name of Van ’t Hoff is also very intimately associated with another
important chemical development, that of the theory of solutions. His
experiments on osmosis established the fact that when a solid is dissolved
in a liquid its particles behave in much the same way as if they were the
particles of a gas occupying the same volume as the solution. By this
means it is possible, for example, to explain such important botanical
phenomena as the uptake of minerals from the soil and the rise of sap in
trees. This conception presented major difficulties, however, when applied
to solutions of the important substances known as electrolytes, so-called
because their aqueous solutions conduct electricity. Typical of such sub-
stances is common salt, sodium chloride. To explain the properties of
such substances the Swedish chemist Svante Arrhenius (1859-1927) ad-
vanced the revolutionary hypothesis that in solution the molecules of
such substances dissociate into what are called ions—that is, electrically
charged atoms of the components of the molecule. Thus sodium chloride,
he said, exists in solution as positively charged atoms of sodium and
negatively charged atoms of chlorine. This brilliant hypothesis Arrhenius
incorporated, with great misgivings, in his thesis for his doctorate at
Uppsala. His misgivings were well founded: his thesis earned him a fourth-
class degree, only a shade better than complete failure. The difficulty, as
Arrhenius had foreseen, was that chemists of the day could not appreciate
that electrically charged atoms might have properties totally different
from neutral ones. Sodium was well known to react most violently with
water and the suggestion that any form of sodium atom could exist in the
presence of water seemed too ridiculous to be entertained. Not until a
copy of the thesis reached Wilhelm Ostwald (1853-1932), professor of
chemistry at Riga, did it find a reader discerning and influential enough to
ensure its serious consideration. Arrhenius ultimately had an opportunity
of working with Ostwald, with Van ’t Hoff, and with other great European
chemists and of perfecting his theory of ionic dissociation in solution.
The collaboration with Van 't Hoff was particularly important, for
Arrhenius’ theory completely explained the anomalous osmotic pressures
of solutions of electrolytes. Nevertheless, many chemists still refused to
accept the views of the barbarous ‘Ionians’. Not until 1890, some seven
years after Ostwald had first championed Arrhenius, may the opposition

85 42

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



MATERIAL PROGRESS AND WORLD-WIDE PROBLEMS

be said to have been finally routed. The circumstances are worth recalling,
as a reminder that science is by no means a cold and logical pursuit but is
subject, like all other human activities, to human weaknesses. Arrhenius,
Ostwald, and Van ’t Hoff were invited to expound their theories to a
meeting of the British Association in Leeds in 1890, the confident belief
being that they would not stand the force of orthodox opinion and would
be discredited. In point of fact, precisely the opposite occurred: the views
of the ‘Ionians’ prevailed.

When turning to technology it is worth while to stress once more that
the present tendency to look upon it as being synonymous with applied
science is altogether wrong, for many branches of technology were highly
developed long before science in its modern sense was born. From the
seventeenth century onward, science became increasingly important in
industry, but even at the end of the nineteenth century many important
processes had changed little, if at all, as a result of scientific discovery.
Progress there certainly was, but in the main it was achieved empirically
through better design, craftsmanship, and managerial enterprise. Where
scientific ideas were adopted, this was often done slowly and grudgingly.

Nevertheless, in certain fields scientific discovery had immediate and
dramatic effects, creating new industries where none existed before. Most
striking in this respect was the electrical industry, which provided entirely
new sources of light, heat, power, and communication. This industry is
most conveniently considered under three separate headings: generation,
distribution and utilisation. Although this is a rather arbitrary separation
—for example, the mode of distribution may be determined by the mode
of generation—it at least corresponds to a division of effort and interest
that still exists in the industry.

In the present context we are concerned, in the main, with the mechanical
generation of electricity as opposed to the much older, but still important,
production by chemical changes in batteries. The principles of electro-
magnetism were established by Michael Faraday (1791~1867), who showed
that an electrical potential is produced when a conductor moves in a
magnetic field. Although the first mechanical generators of electricity
appeared in Paris as early as 1832, the first apparently being by Hippolyte
Pixii, it was many years before generators were sufficiently powerful and
reliable for the latent practical possibilities of electricity to be realised.
The earliest generators were activated by permanent magnets, and the
primary current generated was of what is called the alternating type, that
is to say, its direction changed or alternated several times a second. This
alternation of the current was at first looked upon with disfavour, prob-
ably because all the early workers were more familiar with the direct
current produced by batteries, and equipment was designed to rectify it
or render it uni-directional. The rectifying equipment was, however, a
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frequent source of trouble and it was gradually realised that for many
purposes alternating current was not only quite as useful as direct current
but could have certain technical advantages, especially from the point of
view of transmission. Alternating generators were displayed in 1881 at the
Paris Exhibition and by the end of the century were in widespread use.
Controversy over the relative merits of alternating and direct current
raged for a long time and was not finally resolved until after the end of the
century. Rather earlier than this, there had been another very important
departure from the original designs. This was the introduction of the
principle of self-excitation. The permanent magnets of the early machines
were replaced by electromagnets activated by diverting part of the elec-
tricity generated by the machine itself.

The large-scale generation of electricity, whether direct or alternating,
was firmly established by the 1880’s. The Edison Company’s power station
at Holborn Viaduct, which came into operation in 1882, was the first to
supply private customers. Within a few years a host of power stations had
been established, many of them designed to supply one or a few large
customers—for example, local authorities, for street-lighting—but also
selling to private customers. In the main, these were designed for purely
local supply. Among the first to realise that the future of the electrical
generating industry lay in much bigger power stations, designed to supply
large areas, was Ziani de Ferranti (1864-1930), whose design for the
Deptford generating plant was far in advance of its time. This came into
full operation in 1891. Most of the early power stations were steam-
driven; one of the first big hydro-electric schemes was that at Niagara Falls,
begun in 1893.

The development of the electrical generating industry was greatly
influenced by the growing problems of distribution to the growing number
of consumers. It was this consideration that finally led to the replacement
in large measure of direct by alternating current. Transmission losses are
much less at high voltages than at low and it is technically easier to
generate high-voltage alternating current than high-voltage direct current.
High-voltage alternating current can be reduced to the low voltage
required for many practical applications by means of the simple non-
mechanical devices known as transformers. These came into general use
in the power industry in the 1880’s. The distribution of large quantities of
electricity at high voltages presented many problems in cable design,
especially from the point of view of insulation. For the Deptford power
station Ferranti introduced the coaxial copper tube.

Among the earliest important applications of electricity was for lighting,
especially in lighthouses, where a very bright source was important. Here
the most important development was the arc-light, in which an electric
spark is struck between two electrodes. Arc-lights were installed in the
South Foreland lighthouse in 1858 and at Dungeness four years later.
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Even the smallest arc-lamps were too powerful for domestic use, but they
were soon widely used for larger installations. Electric lighting was intro-
duced into a mill at Miilhausen in 1875 and a year later was in use at
La Chapelle station in France. The first English installation was at the
Gaiety Theatre in 1878.

Electric lighting became widespread following the introduction of the
incandescent filament lamp, in the early development of which Joseph
Swan (1828-1914) and Thomas Edison (1847-1931) were particularly
active. The availability of this simple, cheap, and effective source of light
rapidly led to the widespread introduction of electric lighting. As early as
1880 Edison was manufacturing at the rate of 5000 lamps per month.
Within a very few years, incandescent filament lamps were being widely
used in buildings of every type and size. Electric lighting was much
superior to gas lighting, which in its day had been so revolutionary, as
long as this depended upon fish-tail and similar burners. Gas lighting
became competitive again with the introduction of the Welsbach incan-
descent mantle in 1886.

The electric motor is essentially an electrical generator working in
reverse. Although Faraday demonstrated its principle as early as 1821, the
first electric motor of practical significance came on the market only in
1873. This was a direct-current machine: alternating-current motors were
not available until 1888. The motor found early application for traction.
The first electric railway was demonstrated in 1879 in Berlin, and the first
electrified London underground railway was built in 1887-90. In 1895 the
first main-line railway conversion from steam to electricity took place:
this very significant innovation was on the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad.
The use of electric traction on the roads depended—except for trams—
upon the development of electrical storage batteries, or accumulators,
which alone could supply, independently of external connections, the
necessary heavy current. The Planté accumulator appeared about 1880
and an electric-tricycle appeared in 1882. A fleet of electric taxi-cabs
appeared briefly on London streets between 1897 and 1899 and a variety
of electric carriages appeared in the last decade of the century. The
limitations of electric storage-batteries severely limited their use, however,
and still do.

Technologically the most important application of the electric motor—
and perhaps of electricity generally—is in its use as a small, powerful, and
mobile power unit for use in the factory. Although the beginning of this
application is just discernible at the very end of the nineteenth century, it
is in the main a twentieth-century development and as such does not
further concern us here. FElectric telegraphy and telephony are conveni-
ently considered at this point, although their consumption of electricity is
relatively small. The exceptional importance of speedy communication
needs no stressing now, and was generally appreciated by 1870. The first
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telegraph line, between Paddington and West Drayton, had been estab-
lished in 1839 and by 1870 an extensive network of telegraphic communi-
cations existed. Important developments had been the use of rubber as an
insulating material for wires, the introduction of relay systems for
communication over long distances, and the building of telegraph ex-
changes. Telegraphic communication between the Old World and the
New was first established in 1858, but a satisfactory cable was not laid
until 1865. Electric telephony was first demonstrated in 1861, but the intro-
duction of the telephone as a practical instrument was due to Alexander
Graham Bell (1847-1922), whose first patent was filed in 1876. Commer-
cial telephony was established in Britain in 1878 and London had its first
telephone exchange in the following year. Practical wireless telegraphy
was a twentieth-century development, but the basic experiments were
carried out before 1900. Heinrich Hertz (1857—94) demonstrated the
principle as early as 1887. By 1895 Guglielmo Marconi (1874-1937) had
sent and received messages over a distance of a mile, and by 1901 he had
bridged the Atlantic: Marconi’s Wireless Telegraph Company was
founded in 1897.

The electrical industry was directly linked with the chemical industry, at
this time expanding rapidly. Some of the chemical effects of electricity
had long been known: for example, in 1807 Humphry Davy isolated
sodium by the electrolysis of fused caustic soda. The industrial utilisation
of these effects had to await the availability of cheap, regular and abund-
ant supplies of electricity. Once this condition was fulfilled, the electro-
chemical industry grew rapidly. The availability of electricity was the
direct cause of the rapid commercial exploitation of a metal, aluminium,
that had been known for a great many years but had previously been too
expensive for its many valuable properties to be effectively utilised. In the
middle years of the nineteenth century aluminium was made by a process
involving the reduction of aluminium chloride with sodium, but the high
price of sodium and the general difficulties of operating the process made
the resulting aluminium so expensive that it could be used only for luxury
goods. In the 1880’s H. Y. Castner (1858-99) devised a cheaper method
for the manufacture of sodium which made commercial aluminium pro-
duction a feasibility, and a factory for the purpose was established in
Birmingham. Almost at once, however, Castner’s process was made
obsolete by an electrolytic one developed independently in 1886 by C. M.
Hall (1863-1914) in America, and by P. L. T. Héroult (1863-1914) in
France. In this new process aluminium was made by the electrolysis of
bauxite, the commonly occurring oxide of aluminium, dissolved in molten
cryolite. Within a very few years aluminium, which for so long had been’
little more than a scientific curiosity, came into extensive use. The electrical
industry and the chemical industry between them together were responsible
for making available the first new constructional metal for many years.
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As has been mentioned, Castner’s process for the manufacture of
aluminium became obsolete almost as it was established. The consequence
to him at first appeared to be almost fatal, for his sole asset was a cheap
method of manufacturing sodium and the necessary market for this had
gone. However, he very quickly devised chemical processes to utilise the
sodium. Among his products was sodium cyanide, which found a large
market in the developing gold fields, in Australia, America, South Africa,
and elsewhere. He was so successful in these operations that in a short
time he had to extend his sodium-manufacturing capacity. In doing this
he turned his attention to manufacture by electrochemical process, and in
particular by the electrolysis of fused sodium hydroxide. He found, how-
ever, that the best sodium hydroxide that he could buy commercially at
that time contained so much impurity as to make the process he finally
devised unworkable. Accordingly he set about devising a process for the
manufacture of practically pure sodium hydroxide, by the electrolysis of
brine. As a result he was able both to meet his own needs and to put on
the market sodium hydroxide of almost 100 per cent purity, a product
then almost unknown in the alkaline trade. Caustic soda, much stronger
than the ordinary domestic variety, is required for many industrial pur-
poses, especially for soap-making. As a by-product of this manufacture
large quantities of chlorine were produced, and this was converted into
bleaching powder for which the textile industry, among others, had a
large demand. The success of the electrolytic process for the manufacture
of caustic soda led to its being worked in the United States, and in 1896 a
works was built at Niagara, where abundant cheap electricity was avail-
able as a result of the big hydro-electric scheme that had been established
three years earlier.

These and other electrochemical developments were, however, only
some of the big technological changes that took place in the chemical
industry in the last three decades of the nineteenth century. Of outstand-
ing importance were the new methods for the manufacture of soda and
sulphuric acid, both products of very great industrial importance. For
very many years soda had been almost exclusively manufactured, from
salt, by the Leblanc process. This had a number of inherent disadvantages.
In particular, it was dirty, giving rise to vast quantities of offensive waste
whose disposal was difficult: it produced clouds of hydrochloric acid gas:
and it required large quantities of fuel. While noteworthy improvements
were made in the process, especially in recovering chlorine from the
hydrochloric acid and converting it into bleaching powder, increasing
attention was paid to an alternative process, called the ammonia-soda
process. This, too, started from salt as the basic raw material, but used
ammonia as an intermediary. Although very simple in principle, the per-
fection of the process as a commercial proposition took many years. The
first attempts were made in the 1830’s, but it was not until 1861 that a
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Belgian chemist, Ernest Solvay (1838-1922) lodged the patent on which
subsequent industrial operations were built. Even so, it was not until
1867 that the first factory, at Couillet, was working satisfactorily. Further
key patents were lodged in 1872. In that year Ludwig Mond (1829-1909)
and John Brunner (1842~1919) acquired the British rights and established
ammonia-soda works at Winnington, on the Cheshire salt field. Very soon
the process was being worked in the United States, Russia, Germany,
Austria, Hungary, Spain, Italy and Canada. From then on the fate of the
Leblanc process was sealed, though it survived until well into the twentieth
century. In 1902 world production of soda was 1,800,000 tons, and of this
no less than 1,650,000 tons were made by the Solvay process.

During the last decades of the nineteenth century another very old-
established industrial chemical process found its first serious rival.
Hitherto sulphuric acid had been manufactured by the lead-chamber
process. The process was considerably improved during the nineteenth
century, but no fundamental changes were made. As early as 1831
Peregrine Phillips, a Bristol vinegar manufacturer, had lodged a patent
for an alternative, and simpler, process. In this, sulphur dioxide was con-
verted directly to sulphur trioxide through the intermediary of a substance,
itself unchanged in the operation, known as a catalyst. The resulting
sulphur trioxide could be converted into sulphuric acid by direct reaction
with water. Not until 1870, however, were all the technical difficulties of
the process overcome. A factory for working it was established at Silver-
town, and this had a capacity which eventually rose to 1000 tons per week.
Within a few years plants for manufacturing sulphuric acid by the contact
process had been established in many parts of the world. The rapid expan-
sion of the dyestuffs industry gave a great stimulus because the contact
process was able to manufacture a much stronger grade of sulphuric acid
than could be obtained by the lead-chamber process. This high-grade
sulphuric acid, known as oleum, had previously been obtainable virtually
only from works in Bohemia, where it was made from a particular form of
local slate, and its cost was very high. The contact process for making
sulphuric acid did not kill the older lead-chamber process in the same way
as the ammonia-soda process eventually killed the Leblanc, for the two
processes were worked side by side.

During this time very large quantities of sulphuric acid were required
for the rapidly expanding fertiliser industry, and it was particularly
required for the manufacture of superphosphate. Superphosphate was
made by treating bones, or later mineral phosphates, with sulphuric acid.
Manufacture was first undertaken near Dublin by James Murray (1788-
1871) in the early years of the nineteenth century, but it was not until 1843
that John Bennet Lawes (1814-1900) established the first really large
superphosphate factory. This was situated near London, and by the
1870’s its production was about 40,000 tons annually.
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Phosphorus is, of course, only one of the elements required by plants.
Another essential element is nitrogen. During the period with which we
are here concerned the most important source of this was Chile, where
sodium nitrate occurs naturally as caliche. In 1900 world consumption of
sodium nitrate was 1,350,000 tons, by far the greater part of it going to the
agricultural industry. A third essential element for plants is potassium.
Up to approximately 1870 the main source of potassium salts for fertilisers
and for manufacturing purposes was the ash of plants. Wood-ash manu-
facture was particularly important in Canada. In 1871 there were over
500 asheries there, consuming well over 4 million tons of wood a year.
By the end of the century, however, the Canadian industry was virtually
extinguished owing to the working of the vast natural deposits of potas-
sium salts at Stassfurt.

Earlier mention of the need for oleum for dyestuffs manufacture is an
indication of another exceedingly important technological change that
took place in the latter part of the nineteenth century. Previously, and
indeed up to 1860, almost all dyes used in the textile trade were of natural
origin. By the end of the century synthetic dyestuffs had become of very
great importance. This revolutionary change dates from 1856 when
William Perkin discovered the first aniline dyestuff, mauveine. He soon
established its manufacture in Britain, and within a very few years a wide
range of other synthetic dyestuffs was available. Some of these new dyes
were completely novel, others were synthetic versions of the natural dyes
which had been used for many centuries. Among the latter, two discoveries
are of particular interest. In 1869 Perkin in England and Heinrich Caro
(1834~1910) in Germany almost simultaneously lodged patents for the
manufacture of alizarin, the dye present in madder. This development had
immediate disastrous effects on the madder industry. Similarly, the manu-
facture of synthetic indigo, first put on the market in 1897, almost over-
night put an end to the indigo plantations in India, where some 200,000
acres of land were then devoted to the crop.

More important, perhaps, than these synthetic versions of natural dye-
stuffs were the vast range of new synthetic dyes suitable for dying both
wool and cotton. The introduction of these had a profound effect on the
textile industry generally. Although the synthetic dyestuff industry had
its beginning in Great Britain, there very soon began a drift towards
Germany, and by the end of the century the German dyestuff industry
had secured a dominating position. This was, however, only one example
of the rise of German industry at the end of the nineteenth century; others
are referred to elsewhere.

Another important new branch of the chemical industry was that con-
cerned with the manufacture of what are now called high-explosives. The
highly explosive properties of nitro-glycerine were discovered as early as
1845, but it was many years before safe means of handling this valuable
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substance were worked out. A pioneer in this field was Alfred Nobel
(1833-96), who in the 1860’s invented dynamite, a mixture of nitro-
glycerine and a fine mineral substance known as kieselguhr. Blasting
gelatine came into use in the 1880’s. The introduction of safe forms of
these very powerful explosives naturally had far-reaching effects in the
mining and civil engineering fields. The military consequences were also of
very great importance, and the introduction of nitro-glycerine resulted in
a complete revolution in all kinds of armaments both on land and at sea.
For use as a propellant the two most important forms of nitro-glycerine
during this time were ballistite and cordite. In addition to nitro-glycerine
one other new high explosive was introduced before the end of the cen-
tury. This was picric acid, made by the action of nitric acid on phenol.
Its suitability for filling shells was demonstrated in 1886.

The electrical and chemical industries have been dealt with at some
length because one was a completely new industry and the other under-
went revolutionary change during the period in question. Both, moreover,
had far-reaching consequences in other branches of technology. At the
same time, however, many of the old-established industries showed im-
portant changes, many of them resulting from the application of scientific
knowledge and scientific method. The metal industry, for example, to
which some passing reference has already been made, showed important
changes, both in methods of extraction and in methods of working. The
introduction of aluminium as a completely new constructional metal was
an event of the first importance. In almost all metallurgical processes the
first necessary stage is to concentrate the original ore in order to remove
unwanted impurities. This process naturally became of increasing im-
portance as the richest and most easily accessible ores were exhausted,
and ores of lower quality had of necessity to be used. Three important
new processes of ore concentration were introduced. In 1895 the Wilfley
process was introduced for concentrating ground ores by agitation in
water on a sloping table fitted with riffles. Flotation separation processes,
in which the finely ground ore is agitated with a mixture of oil and water,
were first suggested in 1860 and commercial operation began at the turn
of the century. Both these processes are of the most fundamental import-
ance in modern mining. A third important concentration process resulted
from the ready availability of electricity. This is the process of magnetic
separation, in which the ground ore is passed between the poles of a
powerful electro-magnet.

During this period the demand for copper increased considerably,
because its exceptional conducting qualities made it particularly desirable
for electrical applications. In the main, the production of copper followed
traditional lines, but there was one very important innovation. This was
the introduction of methods of electrolytic refining, again a development
made possible only as electricity became generally available. Only the
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purest forms of copper exhibit the desired electrical properties and this
highly pure form could easily be obtained only by electrolytic methods. The
first electrolytic refinery was established in 1869 in South Wales. Electro-
Iytic refining of copper was introduced on the American continent in 1892.

Another metal that assumed greatly increased importance was nickel.
The demand for the metal had been growing slowly since the beginning of
the century, but in 1889 it was demonstrated that the addition of nickel
greatly increased the toughness of steel, and very soon large quantities of
the metal were being used for this purpose. In 1893 an improved process,
known as the Orford ‘tops and bottoms’ process, was announced. The
metal resulting from the Orford process was cast into ingots which were
used as the anode in a further electrolytic process that gave an exception-
ally pure product. In 1890 a completely new process for the extraction of
nickel was described by Ludwig Mond. In this the metal was converted
into a volatile substance known as nickel carbonyl, which could be
decomposed to yield the metal by further heating. By the end of the
century the Mond process had been firmly established commercially. The
increased importance of nickel caused attention to be directed towards
new sources of supply of ore. In 1883 vast deposits were discovered at
Sudbury (Ontario) during the construction of the Canadian Pacific Rail-
way: these were on a scale to alleviate all anxiety for many years to come.

The ability of zinc to prevent the rusting of exposed ironwork led to
greatly increased production of the metal at the end of the century for
galvanising purposes. In 1860 a process was devised for the continuous
galvanising of iron wire, and vast quantities of galvanised iron wire were
sent to the newly developing territories abroad. Barbed wire was intro-
duced in the United States about 1880, but was not generally accepted in
Europe until some years later.

In the working of metals the most striking changes were in the increased
mechanisation and, in many branches of the metal industry, in the size of
ingots being handled. The increasing power of mechanisation is strikingly
indicated by the fact that Nasmyth’s original steam-hammer was intro-
duced in 1842: by 1887 a 4000-ton hydraulic press for forging steel ingots
had been installed at Sheffield. In the working of copper, plates weighing
more than 2 tons were being rolled by 1873.

The increased demand for wire for fencing, for the cables of suspension
bridges, and so on, was further stimulated by the rapid extension of electric
telegraph systems and of electricity-distribution systems. The first tele-
graph cables were of iron, but for all electrical work copper very soon
began to be almost exclusively used. Wire-making by drawing through a
die had been practised for many years, but in 1875 multi-block machines
began to appear. To increase output, drawing speeds were increased, and
by 1890 speeds of 1000 feet a minute were being achieved.

We have hitherto considered the non-ferrous metals, for the change in
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the iron and steel industry during this period was so profound as to
deserve separate mention. In 1850 Britain, who at that time was the
world’s greatest producer of ferrous metals, manufactured about 23 mil-
lion tons of iron, but no more than 60,000 tons of steel. By 1900 some
28 million tons of steel were being manufactured annually in the world
as a whole and the U.S.A. had replaced Great Britain as the principal
producer. During this time steel replaced wrought and cast iron for a
great many constructional purposes. The principal reason for this develop-
ment was the discovery that pig-iron could be converted into steel by
blowing air through it while it was in the molten state. The technical
history of this development is a complicated one, and too detailed and
controversial to enter into here, where it must suffice to say that the
pioneer worker was Henry Bessemer (1813-98), whose process is known
throughout the world. Bessemer converters were built in many countries
from the 1860’s.

A different process, but one which achieved the same result, was devised
by Frederick Siemens (1826-1904). With Siemens was subsequently
associated the French steclmaker, Pierre Martin. The Siemens—Martin
process became widely adopted, and by the turn of the century was prob-
ably more generally used than Bessemer’s. Both the Bessemer and
the open-hearth process suffered from the fundamental disadvantage,
however, that they could not be used with ores containing phosphorus.
This was not a matter of very great consequence to Britain, who had large
deposits of non-phosphoric ores, but it was a grave disadvantage on the
Continent, especially in Belgium, France and Germany. The solution to
this problem was found by Sidney Gilchrist Thomas (1850-85) in 1875,
although it was some years before his invention was generally adopted.
The principle of Thomas’ invention was to line the converter with a basic
substance made by calcining dolomite. When the lining had become
saturated with phosphorus, it was removed and could subsequently be
used as a valuable fertiliser. This invention greatly stimulated the German
steel industry, which from 1871 had taken over the rich iron-ores of
Lorraine. These ores contained much phosphorus and were of little value
to Germany until the introduction of the basic process.

Among the many factors that stimulated the steel industry in the last
half of the nineteenth century was the enormous extension of the world’s
railway systems. Up to about 1880 rails were mostly made of iron, but
from that time onwards steel rails began to be widely introduced, for they
had the great advantage of lasting fifteen to twenty times as long as iron
rails. Steel was also increasingly used for many other purposes. Steel
plates began to be used for boilers about 1860. Bessemer steel was quickly
adopted by shipbuilders and the first steel ship crossed the Atlantic in
1863. Despite its advantages to the shipbuilder, however, a decisive move
away from iron ships to steel cannot be discerned before about 1890.
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Steel became a constructional material of the first importance. The first
bridge constructed entirely of steel was laid across the Firth of Forth in
1883—90. The Eiffel Tower, erected in 1889, was constructed from open-
hearth steel made in France. The tall buildings of which American
engineers were pioneers were also made largely of steel by the end of the
century. An outstandingly important development occurred in 1885, when
the Mannesmann process for making seamless steel tubes was introduced.

The enormous increase in steel production was of great importance in
the armament industry. By 1861 it had proved possible to roll wrought-
iron sheets a foot thick, but even this was inadequate against the high-
explosive missiles made possible by the mastery of nitro-glycerine. By
1892 the Royal Navy had adopted steel sheets for armour-plating, and at
the turn of the century steel plates of very substantial size were being
rolled. At the Krupp works in Germany, for example, steel sheets
12 inches thick and weighing 130 tons could be made.

Some aspects of technological change in connection with transport—
for example, the introduction of steel rails and the substitution of steel
ships for iron ones—have already been referred to. These were only part
of a continuing revolution in transport on both land and sea. On sea, a
new type of steam-engine appeared. In 1897 Sir Charles Parsons (1854-
1931) created a sensation at the naval review at Spithead with the Turbinia,
the first ship ever to be propelled by a steam-turbine. It achieved a
speed of 343 knots, then a record speed on water. Curiously enough,
Parsons’ original interest in the steam-turbine was not in connection with
marine propulsion at all. His basic interest was in the then rapidly
growing electrical industry in which he saw an urgent need for a steam-
engine capable of running at substantially higher speeds than was possible
with the conventional reciprocating engine. His first turbo-generator was
built in 1884, and by the end of the century the steam-turbine had become
established as the most satisfactory form of steam-engine for electrical
generation. On the railways, which had established a decisive victory over
the canals, the steam-engine was pre-eminent, and had as yet scarcely felt
the challenge of electrical and diesel traction. The seeds of effective com-
petition from road transport had, however, been effectively sown by the
end of the century. Satisfactory petrol and diesel engines had been con-
structed by 1900 and, although motor-cars and motor-lorries were still
sufficiently rare to excite attention, almost all the essentials of modern
vehicles had appeared. It is fair to say that the automobile engineer
of 1900 would see few novel features in the cars of today, although he
would, of course, see very great changes in design and constructional
materials.

Although the demands of road vehicles for oil and petrol were quite
small even up to 1900, the petroleum industry was nevertheless very
firmly established during this time, for certain of its products were
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required in substantial quantity for other purposes. The volatile fractions
of petroleum were in little demand, but the higher fractions, known as
paraffin or kerosene, were used in large quantities for both heating and
lighting. Paraffin stoves first became generally known through the great
Paris Exhibition of 1878, and within the next decade over half a million
were sold. By the end of the century oil was being used extensively for
firing ships’ boilers, and paraffin-burning lamps were used almost through-
out the world. The widespread use of machinery of all kinds led to a great
demand for lubricants, many of which were based on mineral petroleum.

The existence of natural petroleum had been known for a great many
years, and indeed bitumen was known in ancient Mesopotamia. The
modern petroleum industry dates, however, from 1857, when oil-wells
were drilled in Hanover. The real centre of the petroleum industry was,
however, in the United States, where in 1859 oil was struck at a depth of
70 feet in Pennsylvania. That these oil-wells could be drilled, however,
depended upon earlier technological progress in other fields. Although
deep drilling had been used in China for centuries, it was not widely used
in Europe or in North America until the nineteenth century. The original
incentive to improve techniques was the need for water for agricultural
purposes and for brine for the chemical industry. The original North
American oil-wells were drilled with wrought-iron bits having steel
cutting-edges, and the equipment was driven by steam-engines. In 1864,
however, a very great improvement resulted from the introduction of
diamond-drilling, and as a result, boring to depths of the order of 7000 feet
had been achieved by the end of the century. Early methods of refining
petroleum were crude and inefficient. The manufacturers were interested
primarily in the medium-volatile fraction, paraffin or kerosene. The lighter
fraction, known as gasoline or petrol, was dangerously inflammable
and until the advent of the petrol-engine was largely allowed to run to
waste. Almost until the end of the century, transportation was mainly in
wooden barrels or iron drums. Tanker ships and railway tank-cars began
to appear about 1870.

An industry greatly affected by the changes in road-transport was the
rubber industry, the insulating properties of whose product also made it of
great importance to the electrical industry. It was, however, the demand
for rubber tyres, first solid and then pneumatic, that led to the expansion
of the rubber industry into the vast organisation that exists today. Pneu-
matic tyres were first used on automobiles in 1895, but before this they
were very widely fitted to bicycles, which became widely popular from
about 1885. The first Dunlop pneumatic tyre was manufactured in 1900.

Originally the rubber industry made use of wild rubber obtained
principally from South America, but even before the advent of the tyre
industry this source of supply was proving inadequate. As early as the
middle of the century, plans had been put forward for establishing rubber
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plantations, but it was not until 1870 that such plans began to receive
official consideration. In 1873 the India Office obtained Hevea seeds from
South America and tried to establish plants in Calcutta, but the project
was unsuccessful. In 1876 another attempt was made, and this time a
considerable proportion of the young plants grew to maturity. From this
small beginning arose the now vast plantation rubber industry. By the end
of the century substantial quantities of plantation rubber were being
offered on the London and other international markets.

In the textile industry one extremely important innovation, the wide-
spread introduction of synthetic dyestufls, has already been considered in
connection with the chemical industry. Although the textile industry was a
relatively conservative one, many other changes took place in it during the
last three decades of the nineteenth century. In the main, it is fair to
describe these as being a tendency towards more and more mechanisation.
Almost all the basic processes underwent some considerable improve-
ment. Perhaps the greatest single innovation was the automatic loom,
which was devised in America by J. H. Northrop in 1890—4. This was,
however, only one example of the application of mechanical methods to
weaving. This period saw the triumph of the power-loom over the hand-
loom, and the old-fashioned dobbie underwent very great changes.
Changing social circumstances created a big demand for floor-covering of
all kinds—linoleum was one of the products of the time—and this led to
much mechanisation in the carpet industry. The royal Axminster power-
loom was developed in the United States in 1876, and was introduced into
Britain two years later. The widespread availability of cheap sewing-
machines heralded the beginning of the ready-made-clothing industry, and
also resulted in the first invasion of the ordinary household by precision
machinery. In spinning, the period was marked by a decisive change
towards the ring-spinning method which is now so extensively used.
Although this method was invented in the United States in 1828, it was
not until 1870 that it was widely adopted in the British textile industry.
By contrast, the hosiery industry adopted mechanisation rather slowly;
even in 1870 most hosiery was made by hand or at least on hand-driven
machines. Thereafter mechanisation became increasingly common. An
important development occurred in 1890 when an American inventor,
R. W. Scott, introduced a knitting-machine which completely made a
stocking save for a small seam across the toe.

The great changes of the nineteenth century, and the steadily increasing
proportion of literacy in the population, naturally fostered a greatly
increased demand for printed matter of all kinds. There were no very
great changes in the method of book-production, but there was a tre-
mendous development in methods of producing newspapers, periodicals,
and other literature of a cheap and relatively ephemeral kind. The greatly
increased demand for newspapers and similar publications demanded
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extensive mechanisation in order to accelerate and cheapen production.
In this field The Times newspaper played a leading role. Bruce’s type-
casting-machine appeared in 1850, but the first really successful machine
of this kind was The Times rotary caster, patented by Frederick Wicks in
1881. This was capable of casting 60,000 characters an hour, making it
unnecessary to break up the type after printing; the type was simply
returned to the foundry, melted, and recast. Mechanical type-composing
presented an insoluble problem to inventors for a great many years. Be-
tween 1822 and 1890 many were designed, but none was wholly satisfac-
tory until the advent of the Linotype machine. This American invention
was remarkable in that it required only one operator. The Linotype
machine appeared in 1890 and in 1900 was in use all over the world. In
London, for example, a score of dailies, and 250 newspapers and periodi-
cals elsewhere, were being set with Linotype machines.

In the realm of printing machines the great development was that of the
rotary printing press, which enormously speeded the work. The incentive
towards designing satisfactory machines of this kind was greatly increased
after 1855 when the newspaper tax was abolished in Britain. As early as
1846, however, a successful rotary press had been devised. The Philadelphia
Enquirer was printed by a rotary machine in 1865, designed by William
Bullock. The Times was being printed on a rotary press, the famous
Walter press, in 1868. Two years later mechanical cutting and folding of
newspapers began.

The mass-production of literature for popular reading made demands
on the illustrator. At the beginning of our period wooden blocks were still
extensively used, but in 1880 metal blocks began to appear for line
drawings; the Daily Telegraph used them as early as 1881. The use of half-
tone blocks to reproduce photographs dates from 1877, when they were
invented in Vienna: in the 1880’s they began to be extensively used in
newspapers. By 1900 they were common throughout the world. The
principles of reproducing illustrations in colour had been established early
in the century, but it was not until 1870 that mass-production methods
came into general use.

It has been said with a great deal of truth that the essential feature of an
industrial revolution is the creation of tools to make tools. While this is
perhaps an over-simplification, there is no doubt that the machine-tool
industry is of the utmost importance and it is not surprising that there
were important developments in it during the last three decades of the
nineteenth century, when there was a great industrial expansion in most
parts of the world. In so extensive and complicated a field it is very diffi-
cult to generalise, but it is probably fair to say that comparatively few new
types of machines appeared. The main changes were in design, in con-
structional material, and in a marked tendency towards automatic
working. The latter was particularly apparent in the United States, where
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a rapidly expanding economy created a shortage of labour and there was
in consequence a strong incentive to turn to machinery. In Europe, where
new machinery threatened unemployment, the tendency was often exactly
the reverse. The fundamental importance of the machine-tool to industry
is not difficult to visualise when it is recalled that it was required to make
all the products for every branch of mechanical engineering: for the
making of railway locomotives, bicycles, typewriters, textile machinery,
printing presses, and many other types of machine to which we have
already referred.

Automation is commonly looked upon as essentially a feature of the
mid-twentieth century. It is therefore worth noting that in fact it was then
already a century or so old, for automatic lathes began to appear in the
United States soon after the Civil War of 1861-5. During and after the
war there was a great shortage of skilled labour, and automatic machinery
was in great demand in consequence. The new machines, which were
required in such vast numbers, had in many instances to be made with an
accuracy considerably greater than had previously been general in the
engineering industry. Special attention was given to accuracy, and precise
measuring equipment was designed. In this field Sir Joseph Whitworth
played a particularly notable part. Accuracy became of steadily increasing
importance as the principle of interchangeable parts for machines became
widely used.

One of the most important developments—namely, the introduction of
much harder steel than had previously been available—has already been
noted. This change dates roughly from 1868, when it was discovered that
steel containing vanadium and tungsten could cut at 60 feet per minute,
compared with 40 feet per minute for the best steel previously available.
In 1900 there came another great jump forward when Taylor and White’s
alloy steels increased cutting speeds to 120 feet per minute, that is to say
three times as great as had been possible only thirty years earlier. It was
then found that existing machinery was in many cases insufficiently accu-
rate and robust to be able to take advantage of these new cutting materials,
and in consequence considerable changes in design took place in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
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CHAPTER 1V

SOCIAL AND POLITICAL THOUGHT

Darwin’s The Descent of Man (1871), Clerk Maxwell’s Electricity

and Magnetism (1873) and Friedrich Nietzsche’s The Birth of
Tragedy (1872) was unlikely to be devoid of intellectual ferment. The men
who exerted the largest influence on social, political and religious thought
during the last three decades of the nineteenth century were Marx and
Darwin: but the nature of this influence was greatly affected by the
changing character of scientific and social thought in general, and by the
repercussions of scientific ideas upon social thought. It was also pro-
foundly affected by the rapidly changing condition of society and govern-
ment, a condition brought about by scientific inventions, industrial
expansion and new forms of social and political organisation. In no other
period is intellectual history more inseparable from economic and political
history—an inevitable consequence of the conquests of science in both
thought and action. Under the impact of Marxism and Darwinism on the
one hand, of unusually fast-moving social change on the other, adherents
of older political philosophies and social faiths had to modify their argu-
ments and outlooks. Utilitarianism, idealism and positivism continued
as operative schools of thought. But they survived within a new context
of philosophical and religious beliefs, amid a new ethos and new
material conditions: and this context coloured their whole develop-
ment.

Marx’s analysis of economic forces in Das Kapital was designed to be
the massive underpinning of the political doctrines which he and his col-
laborator, Friedrich Engels, had propounded since they issued the
Communist Manifesto in 1848. As the avowed ‘continuation’ of Marx’s
Critique of Political Economy (1859), Das Kapital presented detailed evi-
dence of the working of the laws of dialectical materialism. It expounded
the economic principles which, in his view, made proletarian revolution
inevitable. It was the most systematic attempt hitherto made to interpret
industrial civilisation in terms of economic principles and the dynamics of
social history. The first volume appeared in German in 1867: the later
volumes were published posthumously in 1885 and 1894. When the first
volume appeared in English translation in 1886 it attracted little attention,
Marxism, as a political theory, was disseminated mainly by the journal-
istic and polemical activities of Engels and other disciples, especially in
France and Germany. Variants of the doctrines, usually denounced as
heresies or deviations by Engels, as later by Lenin, had, by the end of the
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century, moulded the development of social democratic parties and party
programmes in most European states.

Darwin’s The Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex was in
effect, as its title implies, two books. Its first seven chapters were a sequel
to his The Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection (published, like
Marx’s Critique of Political Economy, in 1859). The Origin had demolished
the notion of distinct and separately created species of plants and animals,
and had presented impressive evidence for the ultimate unity and com-
mon origin of all living things. Darwin now marshalled the evidence he
had accumulated for holding that man, like all other living creatures, had
evolved by natural selection from earlier and simpler forms of life. It was
this conclusion, merely hinted at in the Origin, that had touched off much
of the popular furore about Darwinism in the 1860’s. This did not save
his more explicit argument from renewed attack and abuse, though it now
won readier acceptance among scientists and intellectuals. The other
fourteen chapters of the book introduced a certain modification of his
original thesis that natural selection, operating through the process of
struggle for survival, explained the existence of diverse species. They
explored sexual selection as a factor in the evolution of species: a distinct
issue, as he emphasised, for whereas natural selection involved success of
both sexes in surviving the hazards of life, sexual selection involved the
success of certain individuals over others of the same species and even the
same sex. Darwin’s book, taken together with his earlier masterpiece,
constituted, as T. H. Huxley claimed, a ‘connected survey of the pheno-
mena of life permeated and vivified by a central idea’.

Much of the remarkable ferment of ideas in the next thirty years in
philosophy, theology, and social and political theory, derived from the
double yeast of Marxism and Darwinism. The ferment was kept stirred
less by the two originators of the theories, for Darwin died in 1882 and
Marx in 1883, than by their leading apostles, T. H. Huxley and Friedrich
Engels, both of whom lived until 1895. Huxley, more combative than
Darwin, had defended his hero since the memorable meeting of the
British Association at Oxford in 1860. Thirty years later he was conducting
a scarcely less lively controversy with Mr Gladstone about the credibility
of the miracle of the Gadarene swine. The very word ‘agnostic’ was a
product of these great battles, in the course of which Huxley made evolu-
tionary concepts part of the whole texture of men’s outlook on life. If
Huxley was ‘Darwin’s bulldog’, Engels was Marx’s. In 1878 Engels pro-
duced, in his Anti-Diihring : Herr Eugen Diihring’s Revolution in Science, a
more complete exposition of Marxist political theory than anything
written by Marx himself. An intensely polemical book, attacking the
claim of Diihring that politics were more fundamental than economics, it
developed into an exposition of the meaning of Marxism for socialist
political theory. Though Engels further applied Marxist doctrines to social
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thought in The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State (1884)
and The Peasant Question in France and Germany (1894), the Anti-
Diihring remained his most powerful work. Eduard Bernstein avowed it
had ‘converted’ him to Marxism on a first reading.

The philosophical consequences of both Marxism and Darwinism were
all the greater because of the affinities between them. Marx and Engels
were insistent that their thought flowed in the same direction as Darwin’s,
and shared its scientific qualities. Marx claimed to be viewing the evolution
of society ‘as a process of natural history’. He wished to dedicate the first
volume of Das Kapital to Darwin, though Darwin with characteristic
caution declined the honour: and Engels, in his funeral speech at Marx’s
graveside, asserted that, ‘Just as Darwin discovered the law of develop-
ment of organic nature, so Marx discovered the law of development of
human history’. Certainly each thinker had sought and found, beneath a
patiently collated mass of detailed fact and observation, great interpreta-
tive ideas—unifying and fundamental ideas which illuminated and con-
nected together hitherto disparate facts. Each had found a simple
principle of movement and development, a key to the better understanding
of change in the whole history of mankind. Each hypothesis was revolu-
tionary, in the sense that it conflicted violently with accepted notions
about the nature of man and of human life, and necessitated a rethinking
of much that previously had been taken as self-evident. Each theory
found the key to change in conflict—in the struggle for existence and in
the class war. Each was fundamentalist, in that it explained history in
terms of one great single principle, as intelligible as the law of gravitation,
and equally capable of being applied plausibly (if often with distortion or
by mere analogy) to other fields of thought. Such theories at any time
would be disruptive: in combination they were revolutionary.

Two further circumstances, in addition to their coincidence in time,
conspired to make Darwinism and Marxism especially potent as intel-
lectual influences. One was the simultaneous advance of scientific thought
as a whole; the other was the new political structure of Western civilisation
as a whole.

The sciences of chemistry, mechanics and physics had already reached,
at this time, a stage of fresh generalisation and integration. The chemical
elements were found to fit into a systematic mathematical sequence
according to their atomic weights; and in 1871 Dimitri Mendeléef pro-
duced his Periodic Table which facilitated the discovery of new elements
(gallium in 1871, scandium in 1879, germanium in 1886, helium in 1895).
James Joule had established equivalence between heat and the chemical
energy or work expended in producing it, and Hermann Helmholtz had
extended the principle to the whole realm of nature as the First Law of
Thermodynamics, the principle of the conservation of energy. To this
Lord Kelvin had added the Second Law of Thermodynamics, the uni-
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versal conversion of useful energy into dissipated heat. In his Electricity
and Magnetism (1873) Clerk Maxwell fitted his discoveries in these fields
into the new pattern of mechanics and thermodynamics, putting forward
the thesis that electricity is matter moving in waves like those of light and
radiant heat, and that therefore all energy might be ultimately electro-
magnetic energy.

The parallelism between the new physics and the new biology was im-
pressive. Just as physics began with the idea of solid billiard-ball atoms of
fixed weight and moved towards a molecular theory linking matter with
energy, so biology began with the idea of distinct species and moved
towards an evolutionary theory of the interrelation of species. In com-
parable manner, Marx proposed to replace the rigid economic ‘laws’ of
the classical economists by an all-embracing theory of dialectical material-
ism, explaining not only economic change, but also politics and culture,
by a class theory of society. The discovery of great fundamental principles,
unifying various sectors of knowledge and thought into new patterns, was
very much in vogue. Marxism, attempting also to explain change, move-
ment and development, had the advantage of seeming to conform with
this vogue: it enjoyed the cachet of a scientific hypothesis.

The particular impact of Darwinism and Marxism upon social and
political thought must also be assessed in relation to the new political
structure of Western civilisation in the 1870’s. The outcome of the 1860’s
was a recasting of the political map: new frontiers were fixed, new states
created or old ones reconstituted, new systems of government consoli-
dated. The preservation of the American Union by northern victory in the
Civil War, the foundation of a united Canada by the British North
America Act of 1867 and its full operation by 1873, the preservation of the
Habsburg domains in Austria-Hungary by the improvisation of the Dual
Monarchy, the political unification of the Italian Kingdom and of the
German Reich, the frustration of the Irish independence movements and
the suppression of the Paris Commune in France, even the assertion of
papal ecclesiastical power that culminated in the Vatican Council of 1870:
all these events involved the confirmation or the creation of stronger and
more centralised authority. The state of the later nineteenth century was
to be a bigger, more stable, more active organ of government and admini-
stration than the state of earlier generations. Political thinkers were com-
pelled, by facts and conditions as well as by the challenge of new theories,
to ponder the ultimate nature of state power and authority, the grounds of
political obligation, the new pre-requisites of successful revolutionary
action.

Moreover, these new states existed as a result of prolonged conflicts and
decisive wars. The American Civil War, the successive wars of Bismarck
against Denmark, Austria-Hungary and France, the long fight for Italian
unity, the Civil War in France of which Marx wrote so effectively, sug-
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gested that violence was a natural accompaniment of modern state-
making. The new Europe of the 1870°s could be depicted either as the
latest manifestation of a Darwinian struggle for survival or, alternatively,
as the prelude to a new phase of historic class warfare implicit in the
materialist dialectic. Marx, indeed, interpreted the Paris Commune as the
beginning of the coming proletarian revolution. Either way, power, con-
flict and violence were the very stuff of politics. Events communicated
something of their brutality and violence to political and social thought.
The keynote of conflict was what first struck the writers who applied
Darwinism to political and social theory, and who have been subsequently
classed together as ‘social Darwinists’. In Britain and the United States
Herbert Spencer, already prolific in sociological theorising, became the
chief transmitter of ‘social Darwinism’. His volumes of Synthetic
Philosophy appeared during the 1860’s. His influential The Study of
Sociology first appeared in 1872~3, in serial form in the American Popular
Science Monthly and in the British Contemporary Review. Philosophically
tinged with determinism and politically with laissez-faire individualism, he
argued: ‘There cannot be more good done than that of letting social
progress go on unhindered; yet an immensity of mischief may be done in
the way of disturbing, and distorting and repressing, by policies carried
out in pursuit of erroneous conceptions.” He pleaded that social and
political science must recognise and adopt the ‘ general truths’ of biology,
and must not work against the principle of natural selection by ‘the
artificial preservation of those least able to take care of themselves’.
Such a view was warmly welcomed by conservatives everywhere. Its
French counterpart was the welcome given to Alfred Espinas’s Des
sociétés animales (1877). It was welcomed most ardently by conservatives
in America after the Civil War, who found in it justification both for
laissez-faire competition and for their faith in progress. Andrew Carnegie
later described the ‘light that came as in a flood” when he read Darwin
and Spencer: ‘Not only had I got rid of theology and the supernatural,
but I had found the truth of evolution. “All is well since all grows better”’
became my motto, my true source of comfort.’! It was not surprising that
one of the founders of sociological studies in America, William Graham
Sumner of Yale, wrote in these years: ‘The millionaires are a product of
natural selection, acting on the whole body of men to pick out the require-
ment of certain work to be done....They get high wages and live in
luxury, but the bargain is a good one for society.”> So could Darwinism
buttress complacent pragmatism. As D. G. Ritchie, an English idealist
critic of this attitude, pointed out: ‘Natural selection implies no further

13 93

morality than ““Nothing succeeds like success”.
1 Autobiography of Andrew Carnegie (Boston, 1920), p. 327.
* W. G. Sumner, The Challenge of Facts and Other Essays (New Haven, 1913), p. 90.
3 D. G. Ritchie, Darwinism and Politics (London and New York, 1895), p. 13.
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That Darwinism was, in important respects, a refutation of Malthus’
basic distinction between men (who multiplied in geometrical ratio) and
animals or plants (which increased only in arithmetical progression) was
a fact noted only by the Marxists. They welcomed Darwinism as anti-
Malthusian, as disproving that poverty was inherent in the nature of life,
inferring it was inherent only in capitalist society. ‘It is remarkable’,
wrote Marx, ‘that Darwin recognises among brutes and plants his English
society with its division of labour, competition, opening up of new
markets, “inventions” and Malthusian “struggle for existence”.’!

Beyond the widespread mediation of Spencer, however, the precise
significance of Darwinism in political philosophy is complex and difficult
to assess. Even Spencer clung to mechanistic ideas (as suggested by his
Social Statics of 1864 or his The Man versus the State of 1881), and was
liable to use organic ideas as mere crude analogies. The many other
thinkers conventionally grouped into the somewhat misleading category
of ‘social Darwinists’ drew diverse and often contradictory inferences
from their applications of biology to society. The sciences of anthropology
and geology influenced their outlook as much as the new biology. Men
found in Darwinism, even when they understood it accurately, what they
wanted to find: and notions of laws of historical development were in-
herited from pre-Darwinian thinkers such as Hegel or Comte. Darwinian
ideas were often used to reinforce or merely to adorn arguments sub-
stantially derived from quite other sources.

The English liberal Walter Bagehot and the Austrian sociologist Ludwig
Gumplowicz perceived the subtler implications of the new biology and
blended with it the new anthropology of E. B. Tylor, L. H. Morgan and
W. Wundt. Bagehot’s Physics and Politics (1872) was a collection of six
provocative essays, as pithy as Spencer’s works were prolix. Its theme was
described in its sub-title: Thoughts on the Application of the Principles of
‘ Natural Selection’ and ‘ Inheritance’ to Political Society. His thesis was
that whereas political organisations had formerly served to create a ‘cake
of custom’, to hold society together and enable it to survive in the struggle
for existence, progress in more modern conditions required that the cake
of custom be broken. Flexibility comes above all from intellectual free-
dom, encouraged by ‘the age of discussion’ which ‘gives a premium to
intelligence’, and breeds that quality of ‘animated moderation’ essential
to the good conduct of modern government. He thus shifted the emphasis
from conservatism to liberalism. Gumplowicz was more deterministic.
He held that the state, and indeed all political institutions, originated in
conflicts between social groups and the eventual triumph of one group
over others. Material, social and even intellectual progress came from the

! Marx’s letter to Engels, 18 June 1862, quoted in R. L. Meek, Marx and Engels on
Malthus (London, 1953), p. 173. See also F. Engels, Dialectics of Nature (1872-82),
quoted ibid. pp. 185-8.
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fact that it was the fittest group that triumphed: and such progress came
‘merely through social action and reaction, entirely independent of the
initiative and will of individuals, contrary to their ideas and wishes and
social striving’. This view of group struggles came close at times to
Marxism, though it drew no inspiration from Marxism itself.

In his insistence that the state is ‘the organised control of the minority
over the majority’ Gumplowicz also approached the viewpoint of the
Machtpolitik school of German thinkers, of whom the most coherent and
influential was Heinrich von Treitschke. But Treitschke emphasised the
creative will of great leaders in the making of states. He stood in the
direct pedigree of Hegelian philosophy, reinforced by the experience of
state-making in the 1860’s; and indeed, as he himself avowed, in the still
older lineage of Machiavelli.

The American sociologist Lester Ward, associated both personally and
in philosophical outlook with Gumplowicz, drew from Darwinism infer-
ences directly contrary to Spencer’s. He attacked laissez-faire doctrines in
favour of social planning. He denied that the truths of biology could be
simply transferred to the social sciences, that Nature’s ways must be
man’s. ‘The fundamental principle of biology’, he wrote in 1893, ‘is
natural selection, that of sociology is artificial selection. The survival of
the fittest is simply the survival of the strong, which implies and would
better be called the destruction of the weak. If nature progresses through
the destruction of the weak, man progresses through the protection of the
weak.” Ward accepted Gumplowicz’s ideas of group struggles as applicable
to race conflicts in the future, but held that in advanced societies rational
policy would replace the violence and brutality of the past: a point made
by T. H. Huxley in his Romanes Lecture of the same year on Evolution
and Ethics.!

Later racial theorists seized eagerly upon Darwinian ideas, and racial-
ism in these years usually went hand in hand with imperialism. The
loudest advocate of American racialism and imperialism, the Rev. Josiah
Strong, produced in 1885 his immensely popular book, Our Country: Its
Possible Future and Its Present Crisis. He triumphantly quoted Darwin’s
own view, in The Descent of Man, that ‘ There is apparently much truth in
the belief that the wonderful progress of the United States, as well as the
character of the people, are the results of natural selection; the more
energetic, restless, and courageous men from all parts of Europe having
emigrated during the last ten or twelve generations to that great country,
and having there succeeded best’.? Strong saw the next stage of world
history as a great struggle for Lebensraum, ‘the final competition of races

1 T. H. Huxley and J. Huxley, Evolution and Ethics, 1893-1943 (London, 1947), p. 81:
“Social progress means a checking of the cosmic process at every step and the substitution
for it of another, which may be called the ethical process.’

¢ C. Darwin, The Descent of Man, vol. 1, p. 179.
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for which the Anglo-Saxon is being schooled’. The Englishman who
became a German, Houston Stewart Chamberlain, published in 1899 a
book which was to have great popularity in Germany before 1914 and
exerted some influence upon Hitler: Grundlagen des Neunzehnten Jahr-
hunderts (The Foundations of the Nineteenth Century). Drawing heavily on
all the writings of Darwin, as of other biologists and anthropologists, he
argued that ‘crossing obliterates character’, that racial purity is a pre-
requisite of progress, that the Germanic peoples must strive for purity and
predominance in the world.

Yet racial theory in no way originated either with Darwin, who regarded
racial differences as of minor significance, or even with biology in general.
It had, as its pioneer exponent, the Frenchman Count Arthur de
Gobineau, in 1853; it had its roots deep in traditional prejudices, in the
growing contacts between Europeans and non-Europeans throughout the
century, in the bias of the school of ‘Teutonic’ history that included E. A.
Freeman and Charles Kingsley; it found highly unscientific expression in
such anti-semitic bigots as Edouard Drumont in France, Adolf Stécker
in Germany and Karl Lueger in Vienna; it was reinforced by pseudo-
scientific sociologists like Gustave Le Bon in France or Nicholas Dani-
levsky in Russia. Here, as in other spheres of argument, Darwinism was
pressed into service and wildly distorted in the process. Much so-called
‘social Darwinism’ is mere lip-service or polemical camouflage, not
genuine intellectual influence.

To complete the gamut of different uses to which Darwinism was put,
mention must be made of two political theories at the opposite pole to
racialism and imperialism: English Fabianism and Russian philosophical
anarchism. The Fabians of the 1880’s took their economic ideas more from
Henry George’s Progress and Poverty (1879) than from Marx: but they
found in Darwinian theory justification for belief in the ‘inevitability of
gradualness’. If an accumulatibn of minute physical changes could result
in the immense variety of living things, surely social transformation, too,
could be brought about by a sequence of gradual reforms rather than by
violent revolution. This idea lay at the root of evolutionary socialism as
it was understood in England. The society’s secretary and historian,
Edward Pease, rated Darwinism high among the formative intellectual
influences on the younger generation in the 1880’s. ‘Our parents, who
read neither Spencer nor Huxley, lived in an intellectual world which bore
no relation to our own; and cut adrift as we were from the intellectual
moorings of our upbringings. . .we had to discover somewhere for our-
selves what were the true principles of the then recently invented science
of sociology.”! Sidney Webb, in Fabian Essays in Socialism (1889),
argued that ‘conscious “direct adaptation” steadily supplants the un-
conscious and wasteful “indirect adaptation™ of the earlier form of the

1 E. R. Pease, The History of the Fabian Society (London, 1916), rev. ed. 1925, p. 18.
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struggle for existence’, and that in current conditions of civilisation ‘the
units selected from are not individuals, but societies’.! In Fabian hands
evolutionary Darwinism became an antidote to revolutionary Marxism.
Prince Petr Kropotkin, in Mutual Aid (1902), also drew upon zoology to
argue that social co-operation and helpfulness were instincts as strong as
those of combat and struggle He could correctly claim that Darwin had
emphasised the evolutionary importance of man’s moral sense, and had
not regarded conflict between men as in itself a healthy evolutionary force.
But his views had more in common with the ‘mutualism’ of Pierre-Joseph
Proudhon than with any other theories.

Must, then, the conclusion be that the influence of Darwinism (and of
biology as a whole) on social and political theory was so diverse and
diffuse as to be almost without meaning? Its direct and specific influence
has often been exaggerated. Its role was, rather, in conjunction with the
advance of scientific knowledge and thought in other fields, especially in
the physical sciences and in anthropology, to undermine older political
assumptions and beliefs, to open the door to more daring speculation and
fundamental rethinking of social and political ideas, and to widen further
the gulf already separating political philosophy from theology, meta-
physics and ethics. Because of the ease with which Darwinian ideas could
be transferred to social thought, they reinforced that tendency to seek
precise social data and verifiable social ‘laws’ to which positivist philo-
sophy had given rise: the new biology gave new life to the principles of
positivism, just as in some respects it lent support to the advance of
Marxism. But its most effective permeation of philosophy came more
silently in the twentieth century, through a philosopher such as Henri
Bergson, after the thunder of Huxley’s battles had ceased.

Meanwhile Marxism, following a roughly parallel course, was also
penetrating men’s minds and habits of thought. In nearly every European
country it won adherents who publicised and propagated its doctrines and
formed political parties. After the founding in 1889 of the Second Inter-
national, these national parties enjoyed a common forum for debate
about principles and policies. But since working-class movements and
socialist parties in most countries had strong pre-Marxist roots, much of
the debate was concerned with theoretical relationships between orthodox
revolutionary Marxism and reformist socialism: or with practical working
relationships between trade-union organisations and working-class move-
ments on one hand, and the small but missionising groups of militant
Marxists on the other. The result was a rich profusion of differing schools
of socialist thought: for Marx and Engels, like Darwin and Huxley, found
that the Devil can quote scriptures for his own purpose. Marxist ortho-
doxy found itself engaged in an almost Darwinian struggle for existence.
By 1900 it was still far from having found any basis for peaceful

1 Fabian Essays in Socialism (London, 1889), 1920 ed., pp. 57-8.
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co-existence with the beliefs of ‘evolutionary socialism’, so persuasively
stated by men like Eduard Bernstein in Germany or Jean Jaurés in
France.

In several countries specifically Marxist parties were founded in the late
1870’s or 1880’s: the ‘Parti ouvrier frangais’ of Jules Guesde in 1879, the
‘Parti socialiste belge’ in the same year; in Britain Henry Hyndman’s
‘Democratic Federation’ of 1881 became, two years later, the ‘Social
Democratic Federation’; the ‘Liberation of Labour Group’, formed in
Switzerland in 1883 by Plekhanov and Axelrod, was destined for a great
historic role as the germ of the future Bolshevik party of Russia. Such
parties were founded, however, against a background of prolonged efforts
and wrangles in the 1860’s and 1870’s, connected with the unsuccessful
efforts of Marx and Engels to capture the socialist movement in Germany
from Ferdinand Lassalle and his disciples, and with the abortive First
International of 1864—76. The most important outcome had been the
formation of the German Social Democratic party on the basis of the
Gotha Programme of 1875. Marx criticised the programme sharply and
his critique, subsequently published by Engels in 1891, had considerable
influence on Marxist thought. But the even balance between orthodox
Marxism and the doctrines of state socialism advanced by Lassalle during
the 1860’s made the Gotha Programme an admirable basis for the party
in Germany. Postulating that ‘labour is the source of all wealth and all
culture’, it demanded ‘the promotion of the instruments of labour to the
common property of society and the co-operative control of all labour,
with application of the product of labour to the common good and its just
distribution’. It then demanded the usual democratic rights: a free state,
universal suffrage with secret and obligatory voting, a ‘people’s army in
place of the standing armies’, abolition of ‘all laws which restrict freedom
of thought and inquiry’, free justice and universal, free, compulsory
public education. It also sought social welfare legislation, right of free
association, and a single progressive income tax in place of indirect taxes.

Marx attacked the programme phrase by phrase, showing each to be
vague, or confused and inconsistent, or based on a failure to understand
the materialist dialectic. The gist of his attack was to restate the Marxist
dogma: ‘Between capitalist and communist society lies the period of the
revolutionary transformation of the one into the other. There corresponds
to this also a political transition period in which the state can be nothing
but the revolutionary dictatorship of the proletariat.’ Engels, in a letter of
the same time to August Bebel, stated Marxist political doctrine even
more explicitly: ‘As, therefore, the state is only a transitional institution
which is used in the struggle, in the revolution, in order to hold down one’s
adversaries by force, it is pure nonsense to talk of a free people’s state: so
long as the proletariat still uses the state, it does not use it in the interests
of freedom but in order to hold down its adversaries, and as soon as it
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becomes possible to speak of freedom the state as such ceases to exist.’?
These basically different conceptions of the state underlay the feuds of the
Marxists not merely with the followers of Lassalle, but also with reformist
socialists of all kinds.

In its Erfurt Programme of 1891 the German Social Democratic party
adopted the doctrines of Marx: in particular, the theory of the growing
gulf between monopolistic capitalism and the impoverished proletariat,
and the need to socialise the main means of production. But it preserved
enough Lassallian faith in the power of the state to add: ‘The struggle of
the working class against capitalistic exploitation is of necessity a political
struggle. The working class cannot conduct its economic struggle, and
cannot develop its economic organisation, without political rights. It
cannot effect the change of the means of production into the possession of
the collective society without coming into possession of political power.’
This view naturally came to prevail among the growing Social Democratic
parties of Europe, seeking power by parliamentary procedures and
making themselves the spokesmen of organised labour. Certain political
issues flowed from this position—whether socialists should enter into
coalitions with liberal parties, at what point they should resist the claims
of the nation state in order to uphold those of the workers who ‘knew no
country’, what form of national army they could logically support. These
issues haunted the congresses of the Second International and put French
socialists at loggerheads with German.

The success of Social Democrats in winning votes, and in establishing
contacts with trade unions whose central aim was to promote the immedi-
ate material interests of their members, fostered the view that a socialist
society might, after all, be built by gradual reforms and constitutional
procedures, without the apocalyptic moment of proletarian revolution
foretold by Marx. The French Possibilists led by Paul Brousse, the
British Labour party, the followers of Eduard Bernstein in Germany, of
Victor Adler in Austria, of Filippo Turati in Italy, all moved in this
direction. Wherever the electoral franchise was wide enough and parlia-
mentary institutions strong enough to offer socialism a constitutional path
to power, extremist Marxism faltered and lost ground. The eloquence of
Jean Jaurés appealed to a creed of liberal socialism that was taking shape
throughout most of Europe. Until 1914 a convenient distinction between
maximum and minimum programmes preserved unity of purpose on
paper. The maximum programmes were couched in thorough-going
Marxist terms, the minimum were lists of political and social reforms
constitutionally attainable within the existing structure of capitalist
society. Only in Russia, where even the minimum demands were in sub-
stance revolutionary, did Marxist theory as expounded by Lenin dominate
the aims of social democracy.

1 Marx and Engels, Selected Works (London, 1950, 2 vols.), vol. I, p. 39.
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The practical achievement of Marxism in nineteenth-century Europe
was surprisingly small. It won converts in every country, and its inter-
national appeal brought socialists from many countries together within
the framework of the Second International. It brought a new intellectual
rigour and greater depth into socialist thought: but it also brought a
dogmatic harshness and greater quarrelsomeness. Men debated the
niceties of socialist doctrine and the subtleties of political tactics with
scholastic fervour. Shattered by its own internal divisions and by the
cataclysm of the First World War, socialism had to be entirely recon-
structed after 1918, by which time Marxism as reinterpreted by Lenin had
won its first victory—in Russia.

Before 1900 the consequences of Marxism for philosophy and for social
thought had not become fully apparent: yet already Marx’s ideas had
seeped into men’s minds and transformed into overtones the old material-
istic undertones of nineteenth-century thought. Economics, in particular,
could not be the same after Marx, any more than could biology after
Darwin. Many who rejected its materialist determinism absorbed some-
thing of its materialism, and were compelled to modify their outlook in
fundamental ways. The greater attention already beginning to be paid to
economic history owed nothing to Marxism, though the rapid progress of
the study of economic history in the twentieth century probably did. The
new schools of economic theory, the exponents of marginal utility in
Britain or the Kathedersozialisten (‘ Socialists of the Chair’) in Germany,
owed more to Marx’s opponents than to Marx. The party of August Bebel
and Wilhelm Liebknecht could even assert, in its Eisenach programme of
1869, that ‘the social is inseparable from the political question; its solu-
tion depends on this, and is possible only in the democratic state’. But for
all economists, as for all political socialists, Marxist ideology became, by
its very rigidity, an external term of reference, a form of the absolute by
which shades of materialism and of determinism could be measured. In
this respect it clarified thought, even if its immediate impact was so much
confusion—a respect in which it resembled Darwinism. So it appeared,
at least, to a boy in Kazan reading the first volume of Das Kapital. Lenin
compared Marxism to ‘a solid block of steel, from which you cannot
eliminate even one basic assumption without falling into the arms of a
bourgeois-reactionary falsehood’.

Already, however, Marxism was having to fight on two fronts: not only
against right-wing socialists sharing the tenets of Bernstein, as expounded
in his Evolutionary Socialism (1898), but also against a revolutionary
syndicalism of the left, evolved in practice by the French trade unions and
in theory by Georges Sorel. Sorel adhered to Marx’s doctrines of the
inevitability of class war and the need for proletarian revolution to bring
a classless society. He did not cling to the full gospel of dialectical
materialism. He argued for direct action through the natural proletarian
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formations, the trade unions; for the leadership of an ‘audacious minority’
planning every strike as a skirmish in the class war and realising the need
to use violence to destroy the bourgeois state; for direct action inspired by
a ‘myth’ of proletarian victory through the general strike. Although his
main writings and influence belong to the twentieth century he had already,
in 1898, formulated some of his basic contentions in L’ Avenir socialiste
des syndicats. Sorel has been called a ‘ prismatic thinker’, in the sense that
many beams of intellectual light focus upon him, and radiate from him.
If he derived his social and economic insights mainly from Marx, he
derived his psychological insights from Friedrich Nietzsche.

Nietzsche is the only other figure of these decades to rank in stature
with Darwin and Marx. The Birth of Tragedy, his first book, appeared in
1872; he died in 1900. From 1878, until he went insane in 1888, he
produced one book each year. His intense, brooding, introspective genius
conceived a philosophy of life and death that defied all existing and con-
ventional doctrines. He was probably the most original genius among
even the three giants mentioned. Nietzsche perceived psychological
truths such as Sigmund Freud, Henri Bergson and Carl Jung were to
proclaim after his death: yet neither Bergson nor Freud seems consciously
to have owed him any intellectual debt. Georges Sorel was probably the
first important heir of his thought. Study of Sorel reveals unexpectedly
numerous points of contact between Marx and Nietzsche: like them he is
convinced of the decadence of bourgeois society, he believes in violence as
the only cure for its evils, he glorifies war, he despises liberal democracy.
He blends the two moralities of Marx (proletarian and bourgeois) with
the two moralities (master and slave) of Nietzsche.! Sorel’s intellectual
pilgrimage from revolutionary syndicalism to fascism marks the triumph
in his philosophy of Nietzschean ingredients over Marxian.

The whole nexus of tendencies of thought that emanated from Darwin,
Marx and Nietzsche can be presented as one single attack upon the philo-
sophy of idealism: for though Nietzsche asserted so violently the import-
ance of human will in opposition to the determinism found in Darwin and
Marx, it was not the will of rational intelligence, that expression of pure
Idea or Mind described by Hegel and his disciples. That idealist thinkers
felt to be fundamental this challenge to their view of the world as a partial
yet progressive realisation of absolute ideas and values, was expressed by
Benedetto Croce, in a brief essay on ‘Contrasting political ideals after
1870’ ‘Foremost is the doctrine of the struggle for existence and of the
survival of the fittest, which inspires the political ideology of both com-
munism (with its class struggle and dictatorship of the class powerful in
number and expert in the material production of the means of subsistence).
and imperialism or nationalism, which transfers the same struggle from
social classes to people and states. This doctrine is found in a heroic and

1 See E. H. Carr, Studies in Revolution (London, 1950), pp. 154-7.
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aristocratic form in that kind of troubled religion named after Nietzsche,
a poet with an anguished heart. Its weakness is revealed in its bitter clash
with the moral conscience, to which it is utterly abhorrent.”! The clash
between the new ideas and the old appears more absolute in retrospect
than it seemed at the time: and other schools of political thought, by
partial assimilation and adaptation of the new ideas in the ways described,
contrived to soften—or at least to postpone—the ‘bitter clash with the
moral conscience’.

The political theory of an age includes not only the novelties, but also
the extensions, elaborations and modifications of older and more familiar
schools of thought. The philosophies of utilitarianism, idealism and
positivism developed during these years in a curious semi-insulation
from the new ferment of Darwinism and Marxism, and still more of
Nietzschean thought. It remains to describe briefly the main lines of these
developments.

John Stuart Mill, in the Aurobiography published in the year of his death
(1873), gave classical expression to the development and dilemmas of
utilitarianism at that date. It includes no mention of either Darwin or
Marx. But it reveals how the honest pursuit of truth and a sensitive social
conscience led a thinker, steeped in Benthamite orthodoxy, to accept a
much greater measure of state activity. ‘ The social problem of the future
we considered to be, how to unite the greatest individual liberty of action,
with a common ownership in the raw material of the globe, and an equal
participation of all in the benefits of combined labour.’? Mill’s radicalism
flowed into Gladstonian liberalism. So also did the liberal idealism of the
man who did most to revive idealist philosophy in England, Thomas Hill
Green. Indeed Mill’s Autobiography, it has been said, ‘explains better
than any other record why Benthamism failed to satisfy the England of the
later nineteenth century, and why, after 1870, T. H. Green took the place
of Mill as the most influential writer on matters of social philosophy’.?
But the traditions of individualistic utilitarian thought lived on. They sur-
vived in lawyers like A. V. Dicey, whose Lectures on the Relation between
Law and Public Opinion in England during the Nineteenth Century (1905)
traced specifically ‘the debt of collectivism to Benthamism’;* in Sir J. F.
Stephen, whose Liberty, Equality, Fraternity (1873) attacked Mill’s essay
On Liberty from the standpoint of older radicalism; in the philosopher
Henry Sidgwick, whose The Elements of Politics (1891) avowedly ‘derived

1 B. Croce, Politics and Morals (London, 1946), pp. 91-2.

* J. S. Mill, Autobiography (London, 1873), 1924 ed., p. 196.

# H. J. Laski, Introduction to Autobiography of J. S. Mill (Oxford, 1924), p. x.

* Of Dicey’s earlier and even more magisterial work, Introduction to the Study of the Law
of the Constitution (1885) it has been claimed by its modern editor, E. C. S. Wade, that ‘to
the historian who seeks to appreciate the outlook of a notable adherent of the Whig school
of political thought in the later years of Queen Victoria, the merit of the work needs no
recommendation’ (ibid. gth ed., 1939, p. xiv).
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from the writings of Bentham and J. S. Mill’, and paid little or no heed to
either Darwin of Marx. Bentham’s doctrine, that the purpose of legisla-
tion should be to promote the greatest happiness of the greatest number,
was separable from laissez-faire assumptions, and could be used, as Mill
and Sidgwick showed, to justify considerable state activity.

For this reason the moderate Hegelianism of Green could find much
common ground, in practical politics, with latter-day utilitarianism.
Green delivered in Oxford his famous Lectures on the Principles of
Political Obligation in the winter of 1879-80, three years after his colleague,
F. H. Bradley, had published his Ethical Studies. In Green the impress of
Kant is greater, that of Hegel less, than in Bradley. But together they
founded the Oxford school of idealist thinkers which included Bernard
Bosanquet, J. H. Muirhead and D. G. Ritchie (whose Darwinism and
Politics of 1889, and Darwin and Hegel of 1893, brought together the
streams of idealist and biological thought). Green’s non-utilitarian re-
statement of the meaning of individual freedom, and his formulation of
the ‘common good’ in ethical and spiritual, rather than materialist, terms,
provided a more satisfying political theory of liberal reforms in these years
than did Benthamite doctrines.

In other countries too, notably in Germany and Italy, idealist philo-
sophy enjoyed a revival. In Germany, indeed, it survived rather than
revived, for the cult of Kant and Hegel had never died and positivism had
never gained as great a hold as in France or even Italy. Under the shadow
of the great Leopold von Ranke (who died in 1886 after six decades of
active historiography), German thinkers like Wilhelm Dilthey, Friedrich
Meinecke and Ernst Troeltsch strove to make a coherent philosophy out
of the study of history on one hand, and the methods and advances of the
natural sciences on the other. For this immense labour the structure of
Hegelian thought was convenient, and was compounded with Kantian
philosophy. Dilthey’s Einleitung in die Geisteswissenschaften (1883)
rested on a distinction between the world of nature studied by the natural
sciences, and the world of human activity (history, society, culture), to be
studied equally scientifically but by scientific methods basically different
from those of natural science. In this sense, he and his colleagues launched
a counter-attack against positivism, as against any mere assimilation of
man to animals, society to nature. Knowledge in the field of social and
cultural science must come through some kind of internal process,
through living experience and understanding. In some respects they
paved the way for the political ideas of Freudian psychology and the
so-called ‘irrationalists’. The fruit of their thought was the sociology of
Max Weber, with its ingenious attempt to unravel the historical interplay
of religion and economics, the spiritual and the material. Weber’s famous
study of The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (Die protestant-
ische Ethik und der Geist des Kapitalismus) first appeared as articles in
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1904—5. It became one of the great pioneer works of social thought in
the twentieth century. ‘Alone of his contemporaries’, it has been
claimed, ‘Weber was able to bridge the chasm between positivism and
idealism.™

In Italy, according to Croce, ‘Marxian Socialism came to fill the void
created in Italian thought and ideals’. It blended with positivism on one
hand, with idealism on the other, leaving orthodox Marxism a curiously
impoverished movement. Vilfredo Pareto, positivist in the foundations of
his thought, widened Marx’s concept of class conflicts into a more com-
plex theory of group conflicts: his Les Systémes socialistes (1902) became
a classic refutation of Marxian sociology as well as of Marxian economics.
Croce himself passed through his curious ‘parenthesis’ of intensive
Marxist study between 1895 and 1899, when he imbibed the doctrines
from the only important Italian theorist of Marxism, Antonio Labriola.
Then he reverted to his basically idealist philosophy of history and
aesthetics. Croce used the materialist interpretation of history as an
intellectual whetstone, a means of sharpening his already evolving theory
of history and historiography. He made use of Marxism as a stick to beat
the positivists and as a corrective to his idealist ideas: then he uncere-
moniously discarded it. It is to Italian philosophy in these years that we
must look to find the clearest interactions of Marxism with both posi-
tivism and idealism.

Positivism prevailed even more in France than in Italy. But French
positivism, affected partly by the new biology but even more by the anti-
clericalism of French intellectuals, no longer shared the optimism of its
earlier radical, utilitarian stages. It had become a harsher, more im-
personal and fatalistic creed. Ernest Renan, indeed, continued to voice
an urbane, balanced scientific outlook, and strove to base political thought,
like ethics, on a calm and reasoned view of life. His little study of La
Réforme intellectuelle et morale (1871) was inspired by the turbulent
events of the time in France, and sought to find the permanent forces
underlying them. In 1890 he published a work originally written in 1849,
L’ Avenir de la science, his fullest exposition of a positivist approach to
history and society. His sensitive, critical, undogmatic mind remained,
however, sceptical even of positivism. Although he had many readers he
attracted no disciples, and spoke for none but himself.

The leading exponent of French positivism, in direct lineage from
Comte, was Hippolyte Taine, an almost exact contemporary of Renan.
In Taine the characteristic dogmatic, mechanistic, even deterministic
features of positivism came to full fruition. ‘All human facts, moral as
well as physical, being bound up with causes and subject to laws, it
follows that all works of man, art, religion, philosophy, literature, moral,
political or social phenomena, are but the results of general causes that

1 H. Stuart Hughes, Consciousness and Society (London, 1959), p. 335.
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must be determined by scientific method.” So he wrote in 1870:! and
proceeded to try to reveal these general causes at work in the course of
French history. By his rigorous standards of historical research he
fostered a more scientific study of historical sources: by its dogmatic con-
clusions and its intensely nationalistic interpretation, his great study of
Les Origines de la France contemporaine (1875-85) served as a conservative
(but equally nationalistic) antithesis to the influence which Jules Michelet
had wielded earlier in the century. French scholarship, through the
lexicographer Emile Littré, the literary critic Emile Faguet, the sociologist
Emile Durkheim, the social theorist Alfred Fouillée, remained permeated
by what might be called a residual positivism. Such thinkers accepted the
challenge of Marxism (like Durkheim) or of Darwinism (like Fouillée),
and strove to restate the problems of their time in terms of a positivist
philosophy adapted to these new ideas.

In England a group of popular rationalist writers based their outlook
on Comtian positivism transmitted in part through John Stuart Mill (who
in 1865 had written with reserve of Auguste Comte and Positivism, and
during the 1840’s had corresponded with Comte). Frederic Harrison,
John Morley, Leslie Stephen and a host of other contributors made
the Fortnightly Review a powerful organ of later Victorian liberalism.
As in France, however, English positivism was now a residual outlook,
greatly modified by less mechanistic and more idealistic components. In
America, the pragmatism of Charles Pierce and William James repre-
sented an extension of positivism in a different philosophical direction.

Christian thought, whether Protestant or Roman Catholic, found itself
challenged by all the new ideas and conditions already mentioned. Whilst
churches were confronted with the drift away from religious observance
and faith, and with the secular power of the new nation states in Italy and
Germany, theology was challenged by the new science and by the cult of
‘modernism’ that sprang from textual criticism of the Bible. The period
brought a series of open conflicts between churches and states, such as the
battles about education between clericals and anti-clericals in France, the
Kulturkampf in Germany, and the feud between the Vatican and the new
Italian kingdom. This background of political and social conflicts exacer-
bated the theological controversies of fundamentalists and modernists. In
the realm of ideas, and more particularly of political and social thought,
two developments loomed large: a trend towards ‘good works’ in Pro-
testant thought, and a trend towards social Catholicism and Catholic
democracy.

In the Protestant world new religious movements appeared. The Salva-
tion Army was formed in England in 1878, and the Christian Science
movement grew up in America in the 1870’s. Protestant believers turned
their energies increasingly to humanitarian, educational, philanthropic

! H. Taine, L’ Avenir de lintelligence (1870).
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and social reforms, and (as did Catholics) to overseas missions. To the
many already existing societies in Britain were now added a host of
temperance movements, boys’ brigades, societies for the protection of
children and animals, and movements to alleviate social distress. Pro-
testant theology tended to divide into two rival wings, those who re-
affirmed a fundamentalist interpretation of the scriptures, and those who
adopted a modernist approach, absorbing into theology the ideas of the
new science and adapting their creed to them.

The Roman Church passed through two successive phases. The first,
haunted by the loss of the papacy’s temporal power in 1870 and by the
outcome of the Vatican Council, was marked by intransigent resistance
both to liberalism and nationalism. The stormy pontificate of Pius IX
ended in 1878. The pope who had published the Syllabus Errorum in 1864
had included among the ideas to be condemned the view that ‘the Roman
Pontiff can and should reconcile himself and reach agreement with
“progress”, Liberalism and recent departures in civil society’. His suc-
cessor, Leo XIII, issued a series of encyclicals defining more constructively
Roman Catholic doctrines of state and society: especially Immortale Dei
(1885), Libertas (1888) and Rerum Novarum (1891). By his revival and
extension of Thomism, with its capacity to reconcile faith with reason,
theology with science, he formulated the theological basis for the policy
of ralliement and of adaptation to new conditions which made possible the
rise of social Catholicism. The papacy continued to condemn materialism,
secularism and agnosticism: but it now accepted (on conditions) demo-
cracy and liberalism, with a view to infusing them with Christian doctrines
as against the secular ideas of militant nationalism and socialism. In Rerum
Novarum capitalist exploitation of labour as a commodity was condemned
as roundly as Marxist doctrines of class war. The state was accorded both
the right and the duty to encourage free associations of workers and to
undertake legislation against economic oppression and social distress.

With papal encouragement Catholic trade unions grew up in most
western European countries. They rivalled socialist and syndicalist move-
ments on their own grounds of working-class industrial organisation.
Compact, if often small, political parties based on social Catholic ideas
emerged to rival liberal and socialist parties. Thereby the Church accepted
existing regimes as a proper medium of political activity. From these
developments sprang much constructive social thinking. In France, on
ground already prepared by Montalembert and Lamennais, men like
Marc Sangnier in Le Sillon, Albert de Mun and René de la Tour du Pin
tried to make the ralliement proclaimed by Leo XIII a spiritual and
intellectual reality as well as a political force. After the accession of Pope
Pius X in 1903, relations between church and state again deteriorated,
especially in France. But theories and movements of Catholic democracy
survived, to bear fruit later in the twentieth century.
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In Germany, where social Catholic ideas had been earlier expounded by
Adolf Kolping and Bishop von Ketteler, a confessional Centre party was
founded in 1870. It emerged from the storms of the Kulturkampf in-
vigorated and popularly based, with a complete programme of construc-
tive social reforms. In Austria-Hungary Christian socialism found a
powerful advocate in Baron Karl von Vogelsang, whilst in Vienna the
formidable Karl Lueger denounced, in the name of Christianity, socialism
and capitalism, Marxists and Jews, with equal ferocity. Pan-German
nationalism in Austria, inspired especially by Georg von Schénerer, was
also violently anti-semitic: and significantly it was Austrian Jewry that
gave birth to the movement of Zionism. Theodor Herzl published his
Der Judenstaat (The Jewish State) in 1896, and in the following year he
founded the Zionist Congress. The conflict between religious and racial
forces seemed to be the key to Austrian politics: so it seemed, at least, toa
young down-and-out in the Vienna doss-houses of 1909. Adolf Hitler
later recorded, in Mein Kampf, the deep impression left on him by the
ideas of Schonerer, Lueger and Herzl, and his growing conviction that
‘knowledge of the Jews is the only key whereby one may understand the
inner nature and therefore the real aims of Social Democracy’. Hitler,
like other racialists already mentioned, saw political conflicts in crudely
Darwinian terms. ‘The idea of struggle is as old as life itself, for life is
only preserved because other living things perish through struggle....In
this struggle, the stronger, the more able, win, while the less able, the
weak, lose.’?

The total outcome of the great ferment of ideas during the last genera-
tion of the nineteenth century was mixed in character and purport. But
here was the great seed-time of the twentieth century. Materialistic philo-
sophy, powerfully reinforced by Marxism and Darwinism, became more
pervasive and struck deeper roots in men’s minds. Utilitarianism and
positivism, so prevalent in Western political thought before 1870, were
affected by it. On the other hand idealist and Christian philosophy con-
trived to assimilate many scientific and sociological ideas without sur-
rendering to materialism. The greatest economist of the twentieth century,
John Maynard Keynes, found philosophical basis for his humanistic
liberalism in repudiation of both utilitarianism and Marxism. Writing of
his coterie at Cambridge at the turn of the century, he declared, ‘ we were
amongst the first of our generation, perhaps alone amongst our genera-
tion, to escape from the Benthamite tradition....Moreover, it was this
escape from Bentham, joined with the unsurpassable individualism of our
philosophy, which has served to protect the whole lot of us from the ﬁnal
reductio ad absurdum of Benthamism known as Marxism.’?

1 Hitler’s speech at Kulmbach, 5 February 1928: quoted in A. Bullock, Hitler: A Study

in Tyranny (London, 1952), p. 31.
3 J. M. Keynes, Two Memoirs (London, 1949), pp. 96-7.
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From the intellectual ferment itself, perhaps more than by any direct
derivation from political philosophers, sprang two new tendencies which
were to have immense subsequent importance. One was a realisation of
the non-rational, subconscious impulses behind the behaviour of men in
society : the other was belief in the efficacy of ‘direct action’, or organised
violence, as an agency of social and political change. It is somewhat
unreal to identify the former with the philosophy of Nietzsche, the latter
with the philosophy of Sorel; or to seek an explanation of these tendencies
in the discoveries of Sigmund Freud (whose The Interpretation of Dreams
appeared in 1899), in the pragmatism of William James, or in the peculiar
blend of positivism and anti-intellectualist racialism to be found in Charles
Maurras and the Action francaise. The great future exploiters of irration-
alism and the practitioners of activism were, indeed, coming to maturity
in these years. Lenin was born in 1870, Stalin in 1879, Mussolini in 1883,
Hitler in 1889. But it is impossible to separate the intellectual climate of
the time from the violent and irrational movements of the time as forma-
tive influences upon their minds. The Spanish-American and South
African wars, the upheaval of the Dreyfus Affair in France and the
Russian revolution of 1905, the excitability of the popular press and of
international diplomacy, all provided a lurid background, implicitly chal-
lenging the validity of rationalism and hedonism in philosophy. A whole
new temper of thought and action—a new ethos—came to prevail by the
opening years of the twentieth century.

The herald of the new age, both in thought and action, was Lenin. His
pamphlet What is to be Done? (1902) may be read as both the epilogue to
political philosophy of the previous generation, and the prologue to
political action in the next. It contained the basic idea not only of
Bolshevism, but of all single-party dictatorships. He contended that
‘without a revolutionary theory there can be no revolutionary move-
ment’; that ‘political activity has its logic quite apart from the conscious-
ness of those who, with the best intentions, call either for terror or for
lending the economic struggle itself a political character’; and that the
prerequisite of successful political action was ‘a small, compact core,
consisting of reliable, experienced and hardened workers, with responsible
agents in the principal districts and connected by all the rules of strict
secrecy with the organizations of revolutionaries’. When, after 1903, he
proceeded to forge such an organisation and led it to victory, politics
entered upon a new era.
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LITERATURE

symptoms of decadence. What is decaying is a literary tradition

which dates back to the Renaissance, when its basic genres, its con-
ventions for representing the world and giving a valid picture of human
experience, were laid down anew. The tradition was largely founded on a
belief that the artistic imagination truly mirrors nature, and this belief
persisted through all later changes in theme and expression. The great dis-
tinction between realism and romanticism, which accounts for most of the
major variations in the literature of the earlier nineteenth century, still did
not break the tradition. It rather enriched it with a subtler sense of the
difference between the world as mirrored in poetry and the world as
mirrored in prose, and indicated a fuller awareness of the interesting role
played by specifically subjective adventures in thought and feeling. Confi-
dence in the power of art to reflect the true sense and shape of these richer
possibilities remained unshaken. Towards the end of the century, how-
ever, the reliability, indeed the responsibility, of the imagination in dis-
covering the way things ‘really’ are and in knowing what they mean
began to be seriously questioned. It seemed possible to write about
anything in almost any way, to enjoy literally almost any number of
views, but this gain in literary scope and freedom was accompanied by a
loss of creative certainty about the true image and status of man. Amidst
the bewildering assortment of styles and schools, which sprang up at this
period, it is possible to find only one common feature; the search for an
authentic form of expression. Did it lie in scientific accuracy or pure
fantasy? in moral judgement or ironical detachment? in sound ideas or
the pure music of words? These are some of the questions of the time, and
even the answers bear still the strain of uncertainty. It is this uncertainty
which has made later readers feel that in the style and form, language and
ideas, of many works of the period there is something not altogether
‘sound’, something affected, artificial, intellectual: all these epithets have
been associated with the term fin de siécle in art. The danger for so much
of the varied and intelligent writing of these closing decades of the century
is to appear dated : the doom always of mere ideas, however brilliant they
may be, which do not command the undivided belief of the imagination
and which do not therefore enter the flesh and blood of real experience.

THE literature of the late nineteenth century shows unmistakable

Henry James (1843-1916) has good right to pride of place in a survey
of late-Victorian literature. He came to Europe as an American in search
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of a tradition, but although he acquired all its late refinements and some-
times showed an over-subtle aesthetic intelligence, he never lost his native
moral vigour. This rare combination of qualities, which were beginning to
appear so often mutually exclusive in his contemporaries, produced such
masterpieces as The Portrait of a Lady (1881) and The Ambassadors (1903).
James well understood the problem and it provided him with his central
theme: the involvement of art, and what he called generally the ‘finer
consciousness’ of a wealthy and ancient culture, in moral corruption and
evil. To love, to admire, to know, is to be initiated into pain and suffering,
and to possess is to partake in tragedy: this is the purely spiritual structure
of James’ curiously insubstantial stories about inheritance, discovery and
renunciation. His tragedies are not of the conventional kind; the struggle
is all between different visions and values, and it is souls, not people, who
are murdered. There is little direct contact with violence, either of action
or of passion, and even the material scene appears to recede farther and
farther into the background. The actual ‘subject matter’ of The Wings of
the Dove (1902) and The Golden Bowl (1904) amounts to almost no more
than an elaborate play of consciousness, in which the characters them-
selves are all but reduced to a study of inner and largely abstract relation-
ships. Yet the aim of this extraordinary literary manceuvre remains clear:
to redeem the wickedness of the world by sheer beauty of spirit. All
James’ later heroines, beginning with Fleda Vetch in The Spoils of Poynton

- (1897) and including the amazing little girl of What Maisie Knew (1897),
have the gift of ‘making things right’; their love transcends treachery,
failure and death. The moral might be taken to be Christian, were it not of
the very essence of fine art which, so James believed, alone ‘makes life,
makes interest, makes importance’; with the result that the triumphs of
his final novels resemble somewhat an eloquent pretence in the face of
unspeakable catastrophe, as though ‘to recognise was to bring down the
avalanche’ and consequently ‘the specific, in almost any direction, was
utterly forbidden’. This criticism, however, is hardly relevant in the case
of the earlier novels, like The American (1877), The Princess Casamassima
(1886) and The Portrait of a Lady, where the evil eventually does break
loose, albeit only into something very like melodrama. James considered
the style of these works very imperfect, but their plainer account of the
problems of decadence may be preferred in a century which has less confi-
dence in the facade of ‘good form’.

Thomas Hardy (1840-1928) stands at an opposite extreme from James
in the art of fiction; his style is comparatively simple and his setting rural,
his best figures are plain country folk and his tragedies down to earth.
His outstanding gift is a sense of dramatic occasion, and he has depicted
scenes of a power to earn him comparison with the Elizabethan play-
wrights. Yet through this same gift he has also incurred criticism, because
of his uncertainty about its use and meaning. Hardy knew the danger for
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the plainly realistic novelist: ‘a story must be worth the telling and a good
deal of life is not worth any such thing’. Thus he argued that art consisted
in a ‘disproportioning of reality’, at which he showed his own skill by
contriving plots and situations of formidable improbability. A Pair of
Blue Eyes (1873) contains the most fantastic examples, but the habit per-
sists throughout his work, producing also many magnificent effects, and
it is the secret of all his best short stories; for example, The Three Strangers
(1888, from Wessex Tales). Hardy did not, however, only exercise this
skill to give new life to the perennial tragi-comedy of human affairs; he
also used it to explain them in a new way. He tried to establish a theory of
accident and malign chance, and thereby exculpate his characters from the
full burden of responsibility. In so doing he worked against them and to
some extent even against himself as their creator; for all literary interest
stems from the recognition of personal destiny in the chaos of events,
seizing upon those features of a man’s life which make it altogether Ais
story. Hardy’s philosophy is far less convincing than his characters, who
turn the unfortunate coincidences to which they are exposed into their
own terrible fate. Hardy only thought that the universe was essentially
chaotic and senseless, but his imagination spontaneously felr that there
was drama and some grand suggestion of significance in all those extra-
ordinary happenings and startling scenes which inspired him to write.
What this significance is cannot perhaps be formulated theoretically,
because it is all but inseparable from the details of what he intuitively
knew to be worth telling: glimpses of lyrical beauty and idyllic charm (for
instance, in Under the Greenwood Tree (1872) and The Trumpet Major
(1880)), of the mystery of myth and the terror of tragedy (in two of the
finest novels, The Return of the Native (1878) and The Mayor of Caster-
bridge (1886)), and of heroic strength and eternal folly (in Far from the
Madding Crowd (1874) and The Woodlanders (1887)). Only one thing is
lacking: the final coherence of the whole. Hardy’s poetic vision is dis-
turbed by prosaic insights, a fault which mars his style and is revealed still
more clearly in his poems (Wessex Poems (1898)); most of his poetry was
written after he had abandoned fiction, and falls outside the period. He
might genuinely see cruelty and pathos mingled in every beauty and joy,
sense that his beloved nature is compassionless, indifferent; it is all so
obvious and true, yet separated from the simplicity of wisdom by his banal
protests and theoretical comments. His ‘modern’ ideas caused a scandal
on the publication of Tess of the D’ Urbervilles (1891) and Jude the Obscure
(1896); but they are uninspiring platitudes by comparison with the noble
suffering of heroine and hero which they are supposed to remedy.

An interest in the remedial use of literature cannot be dismissed as a
mere flaw in the case of George Meredith (1828-1909): it is a constant
source of his inspiration. Success came to him slowly, but with Beau-
champ’s Career (1876), The Egoist (1879), and Diana of the Crossways
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(1885), he established himself as one of the worthies of the English novel.
What exactly his worth is depends less upon conventional merits of story-
telling, social realism or simple ‘characterisation’, where he rarely excels,
than upon the value allowed to the philosophical and analytical ‘uses’
for which he employs fiction. In a famous essay On the Idea of Comedy
(1877) he explicitly prescribes the ‘comic spirit’ as a corrective for the
world’s errors. The idea is as old as the theatre from which it is taken,
but it assumes new importance in Meredith’s philosophy of life. This
purports to be a doctrine of common sense, but is chiefly remarkable for
the mystifyingly oracular form in which it is uttered and which is typical of
his style. Never can spiritual temperance have been preached to such
excess, or plain dealing analysed in such complicated language, as in
Meredith’s prose and poetry. His ideal is a looking beyond self to see the
natural life, but his writing is notoriously full of intellectual conceits and
elaborate introspection. This paradox lies at the heart of Meredith’s
work, and is to be explained, not by elucidating more thoroughly the
meaning of what he thought, but by discovering what thinking as such
meant to him. It was like mental athletics: real skill at an artificial activity,
convulsive exercise in unnecessary difficulties for the sake of spiritual
health and beauty. Hence Meredith could claim, for instance, that prayer
is psychologically beneficial, even while disbelieving in any god. His
style offers a brilliant display of vigour; it is philosophical, epigrammatic,
lyrical, by turns; it combines comedy, romance, tragedy, satire; it only
does not quite convince that any of these effects is entirely true or neces-
sary, that such is the form the subject had to take. Meredith encountered
here aiready the main artistic problem of the twentieth century, the
problem of authenticity, and for this reason he has been hailed as a
modern writer; but he interpreted it in the more optimistic spirit of his
own age, assuming that the language and ideas of an entire tradition were
now all available for the purest intellectual sport, and he thereby became,
in fact, a virtuoso exponent of the grand manner. Thus his progressive
philosophy is made dignified and respectable enough for a Victorian
matron, and his satire of the high-born world has the harmless air of
superior hobnobbing; he attacks the tyranny imposed on life by human
egotism and deluded vanity, yet only to increase the self-assurance of men
and women that they can master themselves and the world. Meredith
championed the cause of feminine emancipation and this theme recurs in
all his last novels, One of our Conquerors (1891), Lord Ormont and his
Aminta (1894), and The Amazing Marriage (1895). His claim is not
political but psychological; namely, that the differences in mentality and
propriety enforced upon women are a sentimental invention designed by
men to flatter their own romantic interests. It was a crucial question of
the period, and seemed capable of undermining many traditional values in
society and literature. Meredith’s treatment of it, however, results only in
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a somewhat artificial mixture of romance and psychology. He works for
all the old benefits of charm and chivalry, while giving the comforting
illusion that he is freeing the ‘sexual’ relationship of all vain prejudice and
formality.

None of the other novelists of the period was destined to have his work
ranked among the national ‘classics’. Many, like Mark Rutherford
(1831-1913) or Mrs Humphry Ward (1851-1920), are in danger of being
forgotten, and the rapidly increasing mass of minor talent can perhaps
now only be of interest as a historical phenomenon. More and more
intelligent people sought meaning and sanction for their problems and
experiences by turning them into ‘literature’. The novel especially seems
to have emancipated all manner of spiritual energies which were no longer
absorbed or satisfied by traditional ways of life and thought. It is not
surprising, therefore, to find in the psychology of Sigmund Freud (1856—
1939) the suggestion that imaginative writing is meant to compensate for
satisfactions which the writer cannot know in reality. There are certainly
hints of a disillusioned theologian in Samuel Butler (1835-1902), and of a
frustrated scholar in George Gissing (1857-1903). The famous adventure
stories of R. L. Stevenson (1850-94) are like daydream fulfilments of a
boyish wish for excitement, and even Joseph Conrad (1857-1924) fears
the old heroism of the sea is lost and brings back his tales like curios from
remote and secret places. From the bright satire of Butler’s Erewhon
novels (1872 and 1901) to the dark tragedy of Conrad’s Lord Jim (1900)
the reader is constantly reminded that the conventional code of manners
and outlook is false; but he may also be left either unconvinced or unsure
about what then is true. The truth seemingly lies in the very escape from
tyrannical convictions and hypocritical assurance—the theme of Butler’s
The Way of all Flesh (1903); it lies in Conrad’s thrilled exploration of
sinister mysteries, no matter how uncertain their ultimate ‘meaning’; it
lies, in fact, in a new kind of literary freedom.

The doctrine of ¢ Art for Art’s sake’ is the most characteristic invention
of the period. Derived originally from the visual arts, it liberates literature
too from responsibility to any moral, religious or philosophical idea of
truth. It is not necessary to believe, much less to expound, such ideas in
art, but only to perceive beauty; and whether the beauty is ‘real’ no
longer matters, since everything depends on the artist’s power to perceive
beautifully. The importance of this doctrine must be judged against the
background of prevailing deadlock between theological and scientific
interpretations of the universe. One centre of that most celebrated of all
nineteenth-century disputes was Oxford, which presented a generally solid
front against materialists and agnostics alike. Here was discovered the
only basis on which the cause of the ‘spirit’ could make any apparent
progress: through that cultural alliance of Christianity and Hellenism,
that revival of ailing faith with the reassurance of great literature, which
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Matthew Arnold had done so much to achieve, which John Ruskin
strengthened by his fervent rediscovery of painting and architecture, and
which culminated in the work of Walter Pater (1839-94). His Studies in
the History of the Renaissance (1873) and the philosophical romance
Marius the Epicurean (1885) are two of the most influential books of the
period. His scholarly style is an essay in perfection, reflecting his ideal of
‘refining all the instruments of inward and outward intuition’ and striving
‘towards the vision—the ““beatific vision”, if we really cared to make it
such—of our actual experience’. This is the last romantic apotheosis of
genius, promising aesthetic triumph over doubt; life might be no more
than meaningless flux, but the beauty of a moment is eternalised in art;
even discredited conceptions of the world make lasting sense in poetry.
Well might Swinburne declaim (Songs before Sunrise, 1871):

Glory to Man in the highest! for Man is the master of things.

Echoes of Pater’s thought are to be discerned in the work of many
contemporaries. Conrad uses surprisingly similar language in his preface
to The Nigger of the Narcissus (1898) and even Gissing observes that ‘ only
as artistic material has human life any consequence’. The extreme realism
which insists upon portraying ‘as it is’ all the ugliness and mediocrity
assembled in Gissing’s Demos (1886), The Nether World (1889), or New
Grub Street (1891), thus owns unexpected kinship with the cult of beauty
and brilliance which more obvious aesthetes, like George Moore (1852—
1933) and Oscar Wilde (1854-1900), derive directly from Pater. The two
tendencies are related by their common attempt to consider as ‘pure art’
aspects of life in which accepted notions of what is good, beautiful, and
true, are more or less subtly denied. Hence the fascination felt in England
for French literature with its vaunted immorality, the label which was
supposed to guarantee its aesthetic purity. There were, however, to be no
English rivals for Flaubert, the brothers Goncourt, Huysmans, or
Maupassant. Gissing’s writing is neither ironically detached nor ex-
quisitely stylised, it is morally depressing; for his style does not overcome,
but indulges, the bitterness of his feelings. Swinburne hails Baudelaire as
a brother in Ave atque Vale (Poems and Ballads, 1866/1878/1889) but he
is superficial by comparison; the poetic licence and spiritual defiance he
proclaims have the ring rather of rhetorical effects than of real experi-
ences. Moore’s youthful extravagances and foreign imitations, analysed
in The Confessions of a Young Man (1888) have a character of self-
conscious affectation; he produced a minor scandal with Esther Waters
(1894), yet its excursions into forbidden subjects are less striking now than
its conventional moral sympathies. Even Wilde’s notorious Picture of
Dorian Gray (1891) is second-rate fiction for all its brilliantly perverse
ideas, while his most moving prose work, De Profundis (written after 1895
when he was in prison), records the tragedy and virtual renunciation of
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the aesthetic adventure. The same year saw the end of The Yellow Book
(1894-7), a periodical in book form which epitomises a minor fashion
for the shocking; The Savoy (1896), devoted still more outspokenly
to the cause of art for art’s sake, lasted only eight months. By 1902
Henry James apparently regards aestheticism as past, likening it to ‘a
queer high-flavoured fruit from overseas’ which could never suit English
taste.

Wilde’s most exotic work, Salomé, was characteristically first written in
French, banned from production in London, then published and per-
formed in Paris (1893/6). His social comedies proved more acceptable;
the immoral hints of Lady Windermere’s Fan (1892) and An Ideal Husband
(1894) might be taken as no more than clever jests in a conventional world
of make-believe. Wilde’s masterpiece, The Importance of being Earnest
(1895), succeeds in carrying the logic of inverted truth, upon which his wit
largely depends, just safely across the threshold into inspired nonsense
where criticism would be out of place; the fun lies in seeing how much of
recalcitrant normality turns out to make comic sense in its new sur-
roundings.

This was perhaps the only domain in which the English public knew
how to enjoy the art for its own sake, having learnt in childhood from
Edward Lear (1812-88) and Lewis Carroll (1832-98) and adopted in later
years the burlesque operas of Gilbert and Sullivan as a national institution.
W. S. Gilbert (1836-1911) had a considerable satiric gift, but his straight
plays and, more unjustly, his Bab Ballads(1869/73) are now forgotten beside
his famous libretti, from Trial by Jury (1875) to The Grand Duke (1896),
in which the satire is transmuted by music and pantomine into innocuous
absurdity. His playful mockery of British customs and characteristics soon
established itself as a way of celebrating a patriotic affection for them.
The younger satirist of the stage, G. B. Shaw (1856-1950), turned his
humour to more earnest ends; his comedy at the expense of the military,
Arms and the Man (1894), contains an ideological element that is absent
from, say, H.M.S. Pinafore (1878). For Shaw professed a radical attitude
towards social problems, partly because he shared (with less consistency)
the political views of Sidney Webb, for whom he edited the Fabian Essays
in Socialism (1889), but partly also because he hoped to find in them the
basis of a modern dramatic revival, such as he proclaimed in The Quintes-
sence of Ibsenism (1891). Although the greater part of his work lies outside
the period, his Plays Pleasant and Unpleasant (1898) and Three Plays for
Puritans (1901) give a fair indication of its foundations and stature. It is
clearly not made of the same imaginative stuff as Ibsen’s drama. Shaw
came into his own as an intellectual of the 1890’s, and his wit was trained
in that school of modish paradox at which Wilde and Max Beerbohm
excelled. A practised critic of music and literature, he expects art *to culti-
vate and refine our senses and faculties until seeing, hearing, feeling,
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smelling and tasting become highly conscious and critical acts with us,
protesting vehemently against ugliness, noise, discordant speech, frowsy
clothing and foul air’. This sounds like Pater again, prescribed as a pro-
gramme of social improvement. Inevitably, reviewers of Shaw have
questioned his use of art for moral purposes: ‘his ideas are good, but his
characters and plots artificial’, has been the common objection. In fact,
Shaw’s genius is at its best in deriving genuine possibilities of dramatic
dialogue and comic scene from radical ideas; it is rather the ideas which
become artificial in the process, and his play with moral purposes for the
sake of art, for literary effects and intellectual brilliance, which is most
questionable.

Over against the artistic intellectualism of the period must be set
instances of straightforward belief in empire and the manly virtues, such
as may be found in writers like Rudyard Kipling (1865-1936) or the
barely remembered William Henley (1849-1903). Kipling’s Barrack Room
Ballads (1892) and The Seven Seas (1896) have been dismissed as mere
‘verse’, but he hit upon an important poetic problem, if not upon much
important poetry, in his effort to rescue lyrical themes and language from
that romantic dreamland full of rhetorical echoes which proved so alluring
to many Victorian poets. Kipling’s solution is to use dialect and vulgar
speech, and to insist on the romance of actual places and material things;
above all he fights for a sense of community and publicly shared experi-
ences, which had steadily faded from poetry since the eighteenth century.
In his short stories (Plain Tales from the Hills, Soldiers Three, etc., 1888)
he is not the subtle novelist of character but the raconteur, who has wit-
nessed some stirring adventure out in India, where Englishmen are
exposed to elementary lessons in real life from which they are protected
in their effetely civilised home. Kipling is the natural enemy of liberals
and aesthetes alike; unfortunately, he is less intelligent than they, and too
uncritically allies himself with the less defensible aspects of imperial suc-
cess. He has neither the brilliance of Shaw nor the ingenuity of H. G.
Wells (1866-1946), yet he senses an abiding order of things to which
wonder and courage provide the only key; and perhaps for this reason his
work, though rarely profound and sometimes distasteful, seems nearer
than theirs to the traditional springs of poetry.

To regain the source of fully expressive language, of words which both
mean something significant and are something significant, becomes the
crucial task for the future of the poetic tradition. Gerard Manley Hopkins
(1844-89) and William Butler Yeats (1865-1939) are decisively affected by
it and, whether what they have accomplished is in the nature of a new
beginning or a final experiment, they are still regarded as the greatest
modern English poets. Hopkins’ brief work, some 1400 lines of poetry,
was published only in 1918, while Yeats’ earlier collections (Crossways,
1889; The Rose, 1893; The Wind among the Reeds, 1899) give only slight
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indication of his later achievement in The Tower (1928), to which he owes
his fame. Nevertheless, some discussion of their style is proper here
because of its affinities, the more striking in the case of Hopkins for being
free of foreign influence, with a poetic movement which begins to emerge
in Europe generally during the latter part of the nineteenth century. This
movement is as extensive, though not so clearly defined, as its ‘ Romantic’
predecessor; to call it ‘Symbolist” is to refer to its chief characteristic
rather than its accepted title. The common feature of its many forms is a
loosening of the reins of metaphor. Traditionally, the images of poetry
have been held in close obedience to meaning; symbolism springs from a
distrust and partial loss of such conventional guidance. What a symbol
‘means’ in modern poetry is usually not stated and may never become
very clear; in extreme cases it does not even seem to matter. The mental
picture and the verbal sound are thrown into new artistic relief by being
thrown out of ordinary intellectual context. Thus Hopkins has attempted
all kinds of syntactical irregularities, while Yeats makes use of an esoteric
and frequently unexplained series of ideas.

Since the aim of the symbolist writer is to raise the status of poetic
expression, he turns away from discursive or descriptive style, such as
produced ‘the decorative landscape and still life’, as Yeats called it, of his
early poems, a phrase that might also serve for what little remains of
Hopkins’ immature manner. No symbolist is content, in fact, merely to
write ‘about’ something; any mere impassioned dressing up of thoughts
and feelings ‘about’ a subject leads, he suspects, only to rhetoric, a con-
vention as unacceptable now as realism in painting. Poetic language has
to fulfil, for Yeats, an almost religious function, though in quite the
reverse sense from preaching a sermon. Great poetry is like a ‘church,
where there is an altar but no pulpit’, in that it celebrates mysteries beside
which moral comment is superficial. Hence Yeats® interest in Celtic
myths, mystical symbols, visionary’ writing, and apocalyptic movements
of history. Most of these themes have had to be also elucidated in prose;
the poems endeavour in some way to enact or evoke them, as though the
words themselves were playing a part in a ritualistic cult. This is why
Yeats so admired Blake, who ‘announced the religion of art’, and why,
looking back to the age of Spenser when ‘the earth had still its sheltering
sacredness’, he so deeply laments the loss to poetry of this sense of holy
patronage. Hopkins actually became a priest in the Society of Jesus, a
decision which at first caused him to give up writing as falling altogether
below the demands of devotion and divine service. When eventually he
made a fresh start with The Wreck of the Deutschland (1876), he achieved
his finest and truly distinctive work through a supreme effort to infuse
language, which had grown tired in the service of secular ends and profane
conventions, with the intensity of his faith, and thereby turn it into an
act of praise.
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As a literary term ‘symbolism’ originates in France, where it was first
introduced by Jean Moréas (1856-1910) in 1885; although only minor
poets then publicly adhered to it as a school, it has since been taken to
include the work of Arthur Rimbaud (1854-91), Stéphane Mallarmé
(1842—98) and Paul Verlaine (1844-96). Rimbaud’s literary career lasted
barely more than three years. He produced his first poems while still a
schoolboy in 1870, and with an unprecedented display of early genius
showed himself able to master and equal anything that nineteenth-century
French poetry had yet accomplished, rivalling even Baudelaire in power
or Gautier in technical skill. In his Illuminations, published only in 1886
by Verlaine, after he himself had renounced writing, he explored the limits
of whatever was likely still to be attained by symbolism. His collected
work can, indeed, be regarded as a symbolic history of the modern poetic
mind, culminating in the strange and tragic document, Une Saison en enfer
(1873), which records its ultimate despair. From what region of the soul
do the images of poetry arise? Do words have the magic power to evoke
any experience, or are they the beginning of hallucination? These are the
questions which Rimbaud has explored, not philosophically but by experi-
menting with every emotional and intellectual possibility that imagination
can conceive, even systematically deranging his normal senses to ‘reach
the unknown’. Lured by the ‘alchemy of language’ which promised
poetry from spiritual chaos, he appears at times to have cut himself off
from the real world entirely, and at times again to be in a state of pure
awareness of material things. He combines the two extremes of con-
temporary sensibility, the poetry which is all of the mind, and the realism
which is its disgusted denial. He sees visions of fantastic beauty, yet feels
himself to be in hell and knows that it is ‘Satan. ..who loves in a writer
the absence of any descriptive or instructive faculties’. The shadow of
some terrible damnation falls across the brief work of this prince of
symbolists, who thought to remake the universe in poetic splendour
beyond good and evil, and almost emptied it at a stroke of any certain
meaning.

Mallarmé’s personality is pale by comparison. The slender volume of
his poetry is no less rich in obscurity, though not the work of any so
sudden, compelling inspiration; it bears the meticulous marks of elaborate
intellectual construction over a period of nearly forty years. In his prose
(Pages, 1891; La Musique et les lettres, 1894; Divagations, 1897) and in
occasional lines in his poems Mallarmé has communicated his ideal of
music as the ultimate secret of words, rejecting as an illusion what he
oddly considered the only alternative: namely, ‘the claim to enclose in
language the material reality of things’. This is the echo of an ancient
philosophic debate, in which a symbolist poet now reopens the case
against realism, taking his stand by a concept of art with pretensions to
great psychological subtlety. A statement is true in poetry by virtue of its
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suggestiveness, by its power to evoke a dream-like state, by the emotional
satisfaction of its cadence, and by its artificial stimulation of the imagina-
tive senses. The result purports to be some kind of pure spiritual pleasure,
as remote from reality as music. Yet pure remoteness from ordinary
experience alone offers no criterion for the greatness of art, nor are
emotions necessarily pure for being of the spirit instead of ‘real’, as
Mallarmé might have discovered from the example of Rimbaud, or even
heard in the music of Wagner to whom he wrote his Hommage. What his
poetry actually achieves is a blend of abstraction and sensuality, where
almost meaningless images act like irritants on the nerves, and inscrutable
snatches of thought are coupled with confused desires. L’Apres-midi d’un
faune (1876) and Hérodiade (1899) are more or less explicitly erotic
reveries; the latter, with its theme of narcissistic virginity, obsessed
Mallarmé throughout his life, and both reveal the same effete refinement
of any real emotion into ‘pure’ aesthetic sensations. Un Coup de dés
Jjamais n’abolira le hasard (1897) is neither prose nor poetry, but a compo-
sition of phrases irregularly spaced across the page, to render Mallarmé’s
only ‘real’ experience: the experience of words. For him the perfect
phrase, indeed the magic word, came before the completed sentence, and
might never arrive at a rationally comprehensible theme. The traditional
idea of beauty or significance as necessarily attributes of some coherent
whole seems to have all but disappeared in a neurotic obsession with the
parts. Mallarmé can commit himself to no more than the single image, the
exquisite combination of several sounds. This is his ‘absolute’, for of this
alone is he sure. Yet he knows too that such thoughts are no more than
‘throws of a dice’ and ever at the mercy of ‘chance’: the vulgar universe
of mere accident which lies beyond the narrow confines of his mind.
Verlaine’s symbolism is of a far simpler order and presents the reader
with few problems in understanding. Though his Art poétique (1884)
denounces conventional rhetoric and speaks of words as if they were
colours or musical effects, he actually uses them to write ‘about’ easily
recognisable experiences, and is unorthodox mainly in his metrical innova-
tions. These are designed to assist in the production of a mood, which is
the predominant characteristic of his poetry, and which a minor con-
temporary poet, Tristan Corbiére, described as an ‘impure mixture of
everything’. Verlaine employs a rich variety of images, only to achieve a
remarkable sameness of tone. To judge from Pauvre Lelian, a commentary
on his own work which he wrote for his collection of essays on Les Poétes
maudits (1884/8), this was a considered ideal. He desires, ‘since Man,
mystic yet sensual, remains still an intellectual creature’, the same response
to either extreme of human experience, for they are each only ‘varied
manifestations of a single thought with its ups and downs’. Thus, the
wisdom of taking the good with the bad becomes a technique for taking
both as a poetic sensation; even the sense of sin appears to be a refine-
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ment of aesthetic pleasure. Verlaine’s skill lies in evoking the emotional
and almost physical charm of his spiritual interludes, and in detecting
some ethereal or sentimental tremor in his more earthy adventures.
Between an early work like La Bonne Chanson (1870) and Parallélement
(1888) his themes undoubtedly grow more serious; but his skill remains
unchanged, the interchanges between the soul and the flesh varying the
artistic effects rather than lending them moral interest, until in the end the
play upon mood and verbal music seems merely monotonous. Verlaine’s
temperament is too passive for true greatness; equally ready for self-
abandon in debauch or piety, he cultivates sorrows that are blurred with
pleasurable indulgence, and degradations that are languid with regret.

The aesthetic exploitation of life and the symbolist exploration of
imagery both imply an attitude of profound disdain or disbelief towards
the once common values and experiences which men shared in the world.
It may take the form characterised by Pater in his epicurean of ideas and
creeds, or by Paul Valéry (1871-1945) in La Soirée avec Monsieur Teste
(1896), the writer who is amost reduced to silence because he finds even
language too grossly real to express the pure processes of the intellect.
The most notorious aesthetes of the period are the Duke Des Esseintes
and Count Axel of Auersburg, fictitious aristocrats of man’s inner estate.
The former is the hero of A rebours (1884), a novel by J.-K. Huysmans
(1848-1907); he is shown in his solitary ‘paradise’, an indoor world well
stocked with stimulants for his curious senses and with a library of
decadent literature. Here he retires from all contact with society, is con-
vinced that even ‘nature has had its day’ as a subject worthy of interest,
and finds it unnecessary now to make any journeys into a world which he
can far better enjoy in his reading and his imagination. Axel/ (1890) is a
dramatic poem in prose by Villiers de I'Isle-Adam (1838-89); it conveys a
still more exalted, and questionable, message of spiritual ascendancy in
luxurious tones and emotionally voluptuous scenes, which may have been
intended to produce effects of Wagnerian grandeur, but which read rather
like an invention of Edgar Allen Poe. In the depths of the Black Forest,
in an ancient castle, Count Axel studies the hermetic philosophy of the
alchemists. He has no desire for the vast wealth which could be his, and
kills the self-styled representative of ‘real life’ who comes to disturb his
inner peace. A beautiful girl tempts him with romantic dreams of all the
wide world offers them, but again he resists. In their imagination they
have ‘exhausted the future’, the reality would be nothing by comparison:
‘Live? our servants will do that for us.” And in the fullest pride of youth,
with magnificent treasures at their feet, they commit suicide in an ecstasy
of unrealised love.

Villiers’ Catholic conscience was troubled by the morality of such an
ending, which yet appealed so deeply to his imaginative instincts. More
is involved than the particular transgressions in the plot or even Axel’s
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heretical philosophising. Huysmans in his later novels (La-bas, 1891; La
Cathédrale, 1898; L’Oblat, 1903) writes increasingly in harmony with
Christian doctrine, yet leaves similar doubts in the mind. For such other-
worldliness as delights the decadent imagination of so many late nine-
teenth-century writers is the inevitable prey of the psychologist who
sees in it the expression of some perverse inner need rather than of
any external or ‘real’ truth. To understand the nature of this distinction is
to understand the seriously divided mind of the period. For, obviously,
many values and ideas to which society or individuals are attached could
be explained away as indirect gratifications (‘sublimations’ is the psycho-
logist’s word) of subconscious motives, if once an explanation of this sort
is felt to be decisive. It had long been toyed with: for instance, by
satirists bent on exposing hypocrisy; only gradually did it acquire the
weight of an apparently crushing blow at almost all ‘pretensions’ to
civilised living and thinking. Such a psychology, which aims at reducing
every spiritual phenomenon to some more material cause, is clearly
modelled on a scientific concept of truth, but is itself at best a pseudo-
science, incapable of establishing proof; it might more accurately be
described as a state of mind influenced by science.

One of the more frequently repeated clichés of the time is that know-
ledge must be based on facts; but what are the facts in the case of a
religious belief, a moral standard, or an artistic form? Earlier in the
nineteenth century it had been supposed that they were environmental and
operated from without, a scheme of things borrowed from the physical
sciences. The next step was prompted by the later development of the
biological sciences: environment is no more than a conditioning factor,
and what really underlies the activities of consciousness is some vital force,
manifesting itself as emotional energy, which operates from within. Such
theories make great show of being factual, but much will depend on what
is counted as evidence, and even more on what interpretation is put upon
it. One tendency, which was particularly strong in France, reaches its
extreme in Flaubert’s last novel, Bouvard et Pécucher (1881): it is almost
fanatically nihilistic in its exposure of all intellectual and emotional en-
deavour as illusory and farcical. A similar tendency isexpressed in various
countries and genres by the naturalist movement, which includes some of
the shabbiest and most hopeless views of man ever taken. These are not,
however, the only possible interpretation. For their starting-point is
vague and ambiguous; it amounts to the general notion that whatever
ideals a man may cherish, whether religious, moral, practical, or artistic,
they are likely to be ‘only true psychologically’; and this idea can be
interpreted in the opposite, the proudest, sense—the sense of the symbolists
and aesthetes. For them poetry need only be true psychologically; the
mind is free to create its own satisfactions and fabricate what pleasures,
what knowledge it will; the imagination can engineer even religious
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exultation by playing on the right emotions. Wagner was the master-
builder of this inner world, and towards the end of the century his music
was treated almost as a cult to celebrate the conquest of the soul. Despite
his incomparably greater genius, however, the same suspicion now falls on
the mystical celebrations of Parsifal (1882) as upon Axel. This is not to
doubt the virtue of man’s ancient striving to transcend material things,
but only the manner in which it has been represented. And the doubt is
perhaps justified to the extent to which Wagner and Villiers, Huysmans,
and indeed many other ‘artists of the spirit’, were themselves psycho-
logists rather than believers, and were sometimes led by their tastes and
talent to find in the search for spiritual purity a pretext for subtle aesthetic
orgies.

Naturalism bad originated in France during the 1860’s with the novels
produced in collaboration by Edmond de Goncourt (1822-96) and his
brother Jules (1830-70). A commentary on its origins and theory is pro-
vided by their Journal of the time, published later, with considerable
additions, by Edmond between 1887 and 1896. Not for the first time a
new departure in art is inspired by the feeling that past conventions have
been unnatural, that literature is not sufficiently like life; but instead of a
return to nature and feeling, naturalism demands a more scientific record
of behaviour. Emile Zola (1840-1902), the greatest novelist of the new
school, expounds the same ideal in Le Roman expérimental (1880), and he
also adopted the method of making a careful compilation of notes and
facts for every novel. In an early lecture on Balzac (1866), whom he claims
as a precursor, he likens the writer to a surgeon or chenust, able imparti-
ally to dissect or establish laws of cause and effect in the human o-ganism.
1t is Zola’s favourite comparison and typifies the naturalist movement; it
would have been endorsed by the Goncourts, who similarly speak of
“clinical’ analysis in fiction, and probably also by Flaubert.

The obvious problem for the naturalist writer is that a novel can hardly
be, in any literal sense, an experiment or a record; everything in it is
invented, or at least selected, then arranged and given stylistic utterance,
in accordance with quite non-scientific requirements of scene and story,
suspense and resolution, pathos and tragedy. This is why Edmond de
Goncourt claimed that their works ‘had tried, above all else, to kill the
plot in the novel’; and why Flaubert, equally aware of a discrepancy
between scientific purpose and artistic execution, attempted extraordinary
stylistic manceuvres to overcome it. Zola seems only rarely to have con-
sidered the difficulty, and wrote in a style which has about it little to
suggest scientific detachment. He is a quite unscrupulous manipulator of
literary effects, who stops at nothing to evoke a strong emotional response
in the reader; with the result that his writing has been called lurid, obscene,
coarse, vulgar. For all this (and excepting passages which are merely
dull), it is difficult to deny its power. This is of a peculiar, possibly unique,
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kind: it works, if such a distinction can be made, on the literary senses
rather than on the literary intelligence, sustaining them with a pleasure so
uncritical that it scarcely varies, even where the subject is horrible and sad.
Its chief danger, therefore, is to produce a surfeit; but where it does not,
then the imagination eagerly awaits more sensations, not in the form of
complex adventures, but from continued contact with physical impres-
sions: such as might well pass for the very raw material of life, but for the
fact, of course, that the whole experience is manufactured out of words.
Zola’s true artistic affinities are perhaps less with such fastidious and
intelligent social portraitists as the Goncourts, than with the musician
who composed his operas on the same massive scale, and exploited similar
effects of sheer emotional power in professed service of a high-minded
truth: Richard Wagner.

Between 1871 and 1893 Zola published twenty novels, planned as a
series under the general title of Les Rougon-Macquart and giving ‘the
social and natural history of a family during the Second Empire’. The
particular truth he wishes to establish is the deterministic influence of
heredity upon all the ‘instinctive manifestations of human character,
which produce what convention knows as virtues and vices’. The con-
genital tendency of the Rougon-Macquart is, however, nothing more
specific than an ‘overflowing of the natural appetites’, which Zola any-
way considers typical of an age altogether bent upon physical enjoyments.
The family so distributes itself that he has an opportunity to portray all
sections of the national life; he succeeds best with the Parisian working
class (L’Assommoir, 1877), the downtrodden poor of a mining village
(Germinal, 1885), and the doomed army of the Franco-Prussian war (La
Débicle, 1892), the culminating disaster of which he says, revealingly, that
he ‘needed it as an artist’. In his later novels, Les Trois Villes (1894/8),
and Les Quatre Evangiles (1899-1903), Zola became the prophet of some
brave, new humanity, denouncing religious superstition and proclaiming
the gospel of Fecundity, Work, Truth and Justice. During the last years
of his life he even achieved the glory of a martyr, and temporary exile,
through his famous articles in defence of Dreyfus (J’accuse). His political
and philosophical ideas present, however, the weakest aspect of his work,
and the weakness extends in some measure also to his understanding of
character, if this is judged by the high intellectual standards of the nine-
teenth-century novel. Zola’s justification is hinted at in his preface to
Thérése Raquin (2nd ed. 1868): ‘ My intention has been to study tempera-
ments not characters.” In practice this came to mean that his own
imaginative temperament played the dominant role in his characters’
experiences, the practice less of a literary scientist than of a poet. With the
result that, where his imagination is engaged most passionately, Zola
seems to carry the whole vast fatalistic scheme of vice and degradation
beyond reach or need of psychological analysis or social explanation. He
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makes descriptions of simple emotions and physical things sound like a
mythological celebration of elemental mysteries, surrounding them with
an air of demonic intensity which is out of any scientific proportion to the
real wretchedness of the actual actors and action and scene.

In 1880 naturalism established itself publicly as a literary school through
a joint publication, Les Soirées de Médan, prefaced by an aggressive
declaration of principles, containing short stories by six authors; these
were Zola, Huysmans (who only later found his true medium in aesthetic
and religious fiction), three minor novelists: Paul Alexis (1851-1901),
Henri Céard (1851-1924), and Léon Hennique (1851-1935), and finally
Guy de Maupassant (1850-93). In the judgement of Flaubert, who for a
time had been teacher to Maupassant, the contribution of his pupil, Boule
de suif, entirely ‘crushed’ the others. The results of this tuition were long
apparent in the ironical factuality and terse exactitude of Maupassant’s
style. He shows a far finer, though less powerful, talent than Zola, excel-
ling above all in his short stories, of which he produced more than three
hundred, many of them masterpieces; La Maison Tellier (together with
En famille, 1881), Mlle Fifi (1883), Miss Harriett (together with Le
Baptéme), Yvette, and M. Parent (1884) are among the best. Maupassant’s
naturalism quickly won him notoriety and success; by his high skill with
low subjects, his brilliant exposure of shabby gentility, his literary nicety
in recounting crude or carnal behaviour, he blended vulgarity with
extreme sophistication in a way to suit contemporary tastes tired of more
solemn realism. He is persistently pessimistic, yet in a manner which
frequently tends towards the thin acerbity of witty cynicism; and for all
his wide range of observation and invention, he gives the impression now
of having greatly diminished life’s potentialities. In the preface to his
most substantial novel, Pierre et Jean (1888), he comments that ‘everyone
forms for himself an illusion of the world, which is poetic, or sentimental,
or joyful, or melancholy, or unclean, or dismal, according to his nature,
The writer’s only task is to reproduce this illusion faithfully....” The
danger for such a writer is that this psychological insight is likely to
reduce virtually all experience to one category, the category of illusion and
disillusion, to be represented in an endless variety of instances but always
fundamentally the same. The effect might be tedious were not Maupas-
sant’s artistry so great in being able to concentrate his whole point into a
single scene, a place, a person, an anecdote. He is the master of the
fleeting charm, the tell-tale moment, the cruel accident, but his resources
seem not quite adequate sometimes to account, at novel length, for the
energy inspiring a whole career (Bel Ami, 1885) or the shape of a whole
life (Une Vie, 1883). The only realities in Maupassant’s world of illusions
are, of course, the senses; variously gratified or frustrated, they in-
explicably lure life onward, colouring it sometimes brightly, sometimes
sombrely. They represent for naturalism the irreducible phenomenon, ‘la
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joie de vivre’ of Zola’s bitter novel by that name, physical existence
asserting itself in a spiritual void. Such a vision of mortal futility stirs on
occasions even in Maupassant’s humorous and detached mind a senti-
ment of pity, though it is mingled with nausea and horrified fascination.

The sentiment is purer, being founded on a genuine affection for man
and beast, in the work of Alphonse Daudet (1840-97). Though he was
closely associated with the leaders of the naturalist movement, practised
their method of keeping notebooks on all he witnessed or heard, and
could produce such pieces of painful documentation as Femmes d’artistes
(1874) or grim details of war and slums in some of the Contes du lundi
(1873), it is for the fantasy and charm of his stories about the Midi
(Lettres de mon moulin, 1869), and above all for Tartarin de Tarascon
(1872), one of the great comic creations of French literature, that he will
be remembered. If many of Daudet’s novels have declined from their
once considerable popularity (Fromont jeune et Risler ainé, 1874; Le
Nabab, 1877; Numa Roumestan, 1881) this may be due to a certain un-
evenness in his later technique and style. For he only half assimilated the
influences of naturalism, and half remained the writer of indulgent feeling
whose first subject had been his own childhood (Le Petit chose, 1868).
Though he dedicated his account of religious mania in I’Evangéliste (1883)
to the famous neurologist Charcot, and earned Zola’s praise for his
analysis of a degrading passion in Sapho (1884), Daudet’s ‘naturalistic’
psychology is weak by comparison with his power of sympathy. This
easily degenerates into sentimentality, the inherent flaw in that vein of
pathetic sensibility which runs through all his work, but at its best it
inspires in him a fond attachment for people and places, and a compassion
for humble misfortune, that has suggested to many readers a likeness to
Dickens.

The limitations of a concise history are particularly unjust in the case of
French literature, where many distinguished names must be dismissed
with only a brief mention. The extreme opposition of literary schools in
the period helps at least to place certain minor poets clearly within the
symbolist tradition, such as Albert Samain, Gustave Kahn, and René
Ghil, together with the American-born Stuart Merrill and Francis Viélé-
Griffin; and it further conveniently distinguishes between, on the one
hand, the naturalistic drama produced by André Antoine at his Théitre
Libre, where adaptations of Zola and original plays by Henri Becque
were eventually eclipsed by Ibsen, and on the other hand, Lugné-Poe’s
Théatre de I’Buvre, which first experimented with the symbolist pieces of
Maurice Maeterlinck (1862-1949). The early work of this Belgian play-
wright-philosopher, although it often betrays too glib a use of vaguely
portentous symbols, has yet proved rich in suggestive hints for other
writers (Pirandello and Yeats were both influenced by him), for stage and,
later, film producers, and for Debussy whose music has probably saved
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his Pelléas et Mélisande (1892) from oblivion. Maeterlinck was to achieve
greater fame, however, with his scientific and metaphysical writings (the
famous series on insect life begins in 1901 with La Vie des abeilles);
although such works as Le Trésor des humbles (1896) have been praised
for their beauty of style, and his poet’s sense for the essential mysterious-
ness of life has been of greater literary than philosophical importance, the
story of his lifelong inquiry into its meaning belongs rather to the history
of thought.

Restlessness of mind, the search for new forms of expression, reliable
ideas, and some authentic attitude to life, drove many writers of the time
from one style or philosophy or experiment to another, and thus make it
impossible to classify them in this school or that. The four poets elected
to the Académie Francaise during the period—Sully Prudhomme (1881),
Frangois Coppée (1884), Leconte de Lisle (1886), and J.-M. de Heredia
(1894)—alone preserved some measure of continuity with older conven-
tions, affirming a ‘parnassian’ tradition of style and sentiment; but the
more interesting developments were less academic. Jean Moréas, the
symbolist, turned away from that movement to found an * Ecole romane’,
a neo-classical reaction from overly intellectual and introverted poetry in
favour of a Mediterranean ideal of plastic simplicity, wherein he met a
distinguished ally in Charles Maurras, a former disciple of Mistral.
Frédéric Mistral (1830-1914) is the only remembered poet of a Provengal
revival, typical of various attempts during the last hundred years to dis-
cover in ancient local traditions (here that of the troubadours) a way of
living, and certainly of writing about life, more colourfully and fully than
seemed possible in contemporary urban civilisation. Only the Belgian
Emile Verhaercn (1855-1916) succeeded in winning occasionally great
poetry from this unpromising scene, using symbolist techniques developed
in more personal volumes that culminate in Les Flambeaux noirs (1890),to
convey the socialist indignation, fraternal pity, and visionary criticism
inspired in him by the sight of the modern human condition. For Henri
de Régnier (1864-1936) man’s departed glory could be caught at best in
elegiac echoes of the past or dreamy fantasies, while for the still younger
poets Paul Claudel and Charles Péguy it had to be regained through a
return to the Catholic faith, from which they believed the subtleties of
poetic sensibility might alone recover some real purpose and meaning.
Claudel’s earliest inspiration was intimately connected with his discovery
of Rimbaud’s Illuminations, and he claimed to see in the infernal light of
that apparently disruptive and disrupted imagination the possibility (or
was it simply a dire need?) of a divine order; certainly, not to find it left
poetry too easily inclined towards mere ironic celebrations of disorder,
such as mark the work of Jules Laforgue (1860~87).

A considerable Catholic and conservative revival is also one of the more
striking tendencies among writers of prose, whether fiction, criticism or
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philosophy, towards the end of the century; and this tendency coincided
with a general reaction against the spiritual emptiness of naturalism, first
expressed critically by Brunetiére (Le Roman naturaliste, 1883). Paul
Bourget (1852-1935), whose sense of responsibility for youth at the mercy
of pernicious intellectual influences inspired Le Disciple (1889), and who
tried to analyse the mental components of the age in Essais de psychologie
contemporaine (1883/5), began a series of religious novels with L’Etape
(1903), in which he exposed the inadequacies of a materialistic democracy.
Maurice Barrés (1862-1923), though by nature a wanderer and an aesthete,
outgrew his purely anarchical concern with the inner individual alone, to
search for the secret of the good life within a still uncorrupted community :
and this meant for him the provincial, conservative society of Lorraine
(not Paris, which he condemns in Les Déracinés, 1897), and came also to
mean a Catholic society, as still later novels show. There were, of course,
other solutions, other distractions, of which two examples must suffice by
way of conclusion: Pierre Loti (1850-1923), the nom de plume of a naval
officer, who enjoyed a great success with his sentimental stories and
descriptions of distant lands, his glimpses of simpler people and a more
natural way of life (Pécheur d’Islande, 1886); and Anatole France (1844-
1924), who captured that section of the intellectually-minded public which
wanted ideas dealt with in an elegantly cultured and rationally reassuring
manner, and was prepared to follow him in his anti-clerical socialism.

To turn from the variously opposed extremes to which French poets
and novelists were pushing their exploration of the modern mind and
world, to the fiction of their contemporaries writing in German (Dichter,
as they may be called in that language without regard to an absolute dis-
tinction between poetry and prose) is to enter a different realm of the
imagination. It is also, apparently, to turn back in time. Besides such
obvious pointers as the use of historical themes by Conrad Ferdinand
Meyer (1825-98) and to a lesser extent by Theodor Fontane (1819-98), or
more subtle hints of bygone romanticism in the nostalgic reminiscences of
Theodor Storm (1817-88) and of some altogether older fashion in the
stories of Gottfried Keller (1819-90), which seem to have no temporal
location at all, there is a common link between each of these otherwise
dissimilar writersand the past: their style. Thisis known as ‘ poetic realism’,
and it maintains and develops an artistic tradition of language, a classic
manner, which dates back to the period of literary renaissance in Germany
at the beginning of the century.

Was it the unique accomplishment of that late cultural revival, with its
romantic music and philosophies of art, or some accident of national
temperament or political disunity, even backwardness, that German
literature remained for so long largely out of touch with the unpoetic
realities of the increasingly industrial and scientific age? Explanations are
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idle beside the fact that the imagination of so many German writers con-
tinued to inhabit an ideal world—ideal not because it is morally perfect
but because it fulfils certain literary conventions—at a time when in other
countries conventional limitations were being drastically revised. Thus,
when Fontane writes about the Berlin and Prussian provinces of his day,
he sets and describes his scenes (such as excursions into the country or
formal visits) in a way which would allow them to take their place in a
narrative by Goethe or Stifter. The case is similar with C. F. Meyer: his
heroic idyll (Hutten, 1871), his novel about the wild and tragic Swiss
patriot Jurg Jenatsch (1876) which he first attempted as a drama, his tales
of great heroes and criminals and events of the past packed with psycho-
logical ‘moments’ of extreme pathos (from Der Heilige, 1879, to Pescara,
1887, and Angela Borgia, 1891), together with his belief that ‘art alone
raises us above the trivialities of existence’, his admiration of Schiller,
and his revulsion from the ‘brutal actuality of contemporary subjects’:
everything suggests a disappointed candidate for the classical German
theatre rather than a late nineteenth-century novelist.

The other Swiss representative of poetic realism, Gottfried Keller, is
undoubtedly one of the finest and most original writers in the language,
but if his humour is all his own, his use of literature for moral enlighten-
ment, his lasting concern over his ‘educational novel’, Der griine Heinrich
(1854/79: the changes in style and form in the second version are designed
to bring out more clearly the true lesson of experience), and above all his
ideal of Humanitdt, that untranslatable concept which is the cornerstone
of German classicism, uniting humanitarian and aesthetic virtues in a
noble vision of the good life: all this is again traditional. And how unlike
any other places in European fiction are the Seldwyla and Ziirich depicted
in Keller’s two collections of stories, Die Leute von Seldwyla (1856, con-
tinued 1874) and Die Ziiricher Novellen (1878)! The facts about life in the
provinces probably do not vary so decisively from country to country,
yet Keller has transformed them into the stuff of ballad and legend,
humorously bestowing upon domestic episode now epic dignity, now
lyrical feeling, and with such perfect naturalness that it is hard to believe
that Flaubert or George Eliot were his contemporaries as students of the
provincial scene. Keller is also the foremost poet among this group of
novelists, who are further remarkable for the amount and excellence of
their poetry; even Fontane, who comes closest to conventional realism in
his novels, is the author of several beautiful poems. Theodor Storm’s
popularity has been chiefly established by his song-like poetry in the
German romantic style; his career as a realist shows a gradual develop-
ment from such entirely lyrical stories as Immensee (1852) to Der Schim-
melreiter (1888), his nearest approach to a novel. Opinion is divided over
this last work as over Keller’s Martin Salamander (1886); by their scope
and substance they exceed the ideal limits of the ‘ poetic” tradition (better
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suited to the form of the Novelle, or long story) and enter the wider world
of the European novel; here their danger is so to loosen the close spell of
imaginative interest that they appear, after all, merely provincial.

Fontane just escapes this fault, while yet extending the tradition to
include at least one of the subjects more widely recognised as realistic: the
social and psychological problems of marriage and infidelity. In all his
better works (Schach von Wuthenow, 1883 ; L’ Adultera, 1882; Graf Petify,
1884; Irrungen, Wirrungen, 1887; Stine, 1890; Unwiederbringlich, 1891)
he shows love in conflict with the conventions of a society where belief in
the moral law on which they were founded is beginning to decline. What
is left is ironical acceptance and the dignity even of undeserved suffering.
It is this, rather than the actual nature of passion, which concerns Fontane,
and which distinguishes his best novel, Effi Briest (1895), from its greater
rivals on the same theme, Flaubert’s Madame Bovary and Tolstoy’s Anna
Karenina. That it has not enjoyed their degree of international fame may
be due partly to the importance of its stylistic virtues which do not easily
survive translation. For a realist Fontane is astonishingly discreet and
indirect; many of what might be supposed extremely relevant facts and
feelings in a love story seem to receive too little attention, while ap-
parently incidental details and, above all, conversations are rendered skil-
fully and at length. The explanation lies in a kind of artistic tact, which
suggests to Fontane that certain things are not meant to be brought to the
conscious attention of language. He has, in fact, for a novelist, a perhaps
overdeveloped sense that not all aspects of life may legitimately be made
articulate. Hence his predilection for dialogue, which it is always fitting
to record, and his interest, at the opposite extreme, in little symbolic
details of scene which can be left to speak for themselves. The mood of
gentle irony in Fontane’s novels stems from the contrast between what his
characters are capable of saying and all that, by the merest hints, they are
shown to experience and feel.

Any less ironical or less talented acceptance of the noble conventions of
‘literature’, as opposed to the untractable reality of ‘life’, easily deterio-
rates into the kind of literary productions which were the real favourites
of the German-speaking public during the period. It is possible that Marie
von Ebner-Eschenbach (1830-1916), in whose work the desire for a finer
world expresses itself with natural nobility and the authority of the born
educator, will continue to command respect ; but few readers will now take
seriously the massive celebrations of the teutonic past in Felix Dahn’s and
Julius Wolff’s novels, Ernest von Wildenbruch’s epic attempts at recon-
ciling the aggressive virtues of modern Prussia with the classical ideal of
Humanitit, or Paul Heyse’s ‘stylistically pure’ heroics of love. At the
bottom, but best-selling, end of the scale come Marlitt’s sentimental
visions of class distinction overcome in the embraces of young aristocrats
and daughters of the middle classes. This was the ‘state of German

141

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



MATERIAL PROGRESS AND WORLD-WIDE PROBLEMS

literature’ against which a naturalist movement, having its headquarters
in Berlin and Munich, reacted with doctrines learned from Zola and
Ibsen.

Although it ventured into every genre of literature, naturalism had a
decisive effect in Germany only upon the drama, reinvigorating it with
revolutionary gusto, and drawing large audiences to club theatres (such as
the celebrated ‘Freie Biihne’ in Berlin) which were sheltered from censor-
ship and yet enjoyed the noisiest publicity. It fostered a generation of
ingenious stage-producers, whose art exploited new opportunities for
working on the imagination, left vacant by the absence of poetry; Otto
Brahm and, later, Max Reinhardt were outstanding representatives of
this class of artistic entrepreneurs, who only now came into their own.
There also grew up a style of ‘naturalistic’ acting, the remarkable accom-
plishments of which rendered many good actors incapable of ever again
mastering the gestures and rhythms of classical drama, but prepared them
for the demands that were soon to be made upon them by the cinema.
This kind of performance had already been encouraged to some extent in
the plays of the Austrian dramatist Ludwig Anzengruber (1839-89), which
were written in peasant idiom and further pretended to frank realism by
their themes, their earthy wisdom and coarse humour. Moreover, when
the naturalist fashion was at its height, other minor, but technically com-
petent, playwrights like Hermann Sudermann (1857-1928) and Max Halbe
(1865-1944), who were not closely associated with the movement, profited
from the established taste for the world of the Petty Assizes, as well as
from the naturalist technique of acting.

Except for Gerhart Hauptmann (1862-1946) the movement is more
famous than its members: Heinrich Hart (1855-1906) and his brother
Julius (1857-1930), editors of Kritische Waffenginge; M. G. Conrad
(1846-1927), editor of Die Gesellschaft; Arno Holz (1863-1929) and
Johannes Schlaf (1862-1941), joint authors of Papa Hamlet (1889) and
Die Familie Selicke (1890). Their literary ambition now seems in many
ways paradoxical: to show man as the victim of environment and heredity,
and yet to believe in optimistic ideals of social progress; to unearth the
cruder details of human nature with the apparent assurance that this
grisly spectacle must liberate and exalt the mind as though in contempla-
tion of a magnificent truth; to arrange cunning and daring ‘naturalistic’
effects on the stage and yet to justify these artistic refinements by claiming
that they were the ‘real thing’. Fontane, admiring the works of the young
Gerhart Hauptmann for an achievement which he himself could not emu-
late, points out that ‘what seems to the layman a mere recording of life
represents a degree of sheer artistry which can scarcely be surpassed’.
Such high praise would certainly be excessive with regard to the other
German naturalists; their molestations of the tragic muse with indelicate
banalities is likely to remain no more than a sensational experiment.
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While they amused or ‘interestingly’ scandalised their audiences by trying
to accustom them to the aesthetic enjoyment of what Hermann Conradi,
one of the most eloquent spokesmen of the school, called the true emana-
tion of the world: the aroma of uncleanliness, Gerhart Hauptmann suc-
ceeded in creating moments of pure and deeply moving tragedy out of the
rawest material. This is true above all of Die Weber (1892), a play that has
no hero and hardly a plot, and yet invades the mind with pity and terror,
and persuades through its meticulous thematic coherence. Its one pro-
tagonist is a village of Silesian weavers, wretched and exploited creatures
who are barely articulate, but who convey in their native dialect the pathos
of human misery. If Hauptmann’s tumultuously successful first play, Vor
Sonnenaufgang (1889), was still marred by the rhetoric of ideological con-
victions, prophecies of the ‘dawn of a new age’, and too blatant rattling
of such fashionable skeletons in the cupboard as hereditary alcoholism,
Die Weber has no message. Society here is not the large abstraction of the
social reformer, but a real and ineradicable pattern of human greed,
suffering, unreasoning hope and insensible self-deception. The proclama-
tions of a young rebel are not more affirmed than the Christian resignation
of an old man, and even the small-town tycoon is as much a victim as a
villain. Such is the poetic justice by which Hauptmann, in a series of
naturalist plays, including masterpieces like Fuhrmann Henschel (1898) and
Rose Bernd (1903), bestows the dignity of character and fate upon figures
who are small if measured by the traditional standards of tragedy.

That Hauptmann’s imagination was not bound to any programme is
further demonstrated by his mixture of poetry and prose in Hanneles
Himmeifahrt (1893). The subject and setting of this short drama could not
be more ‘naturalistic’: the last hours in a poor-house of an innocent little
girl who has been driven to suicide by the brutalities of a drunkard foster-
father; yet Hauptmann’s feelings are stirred to genuine lyricism, which
finally dominates the drama in a poetic vision of ministering angels.
Though he grafts the poetic on to the real by that most dubious of devices,
a hallucinatory transformation of ordinary characters into spiritual beings,
he avoids the obvious dangers of sentimentality by sheer effectiveness of
language. Hauptmann experimented at greater length, if less successfully,
with poetic drama in Die versunkene Glocke (1896), a composition in
which light and darkness, spiritual freedom and demonic bondage, fight
their ancient battles through somewhat confused and confusing symbolic
representatives. His later career as a dramatist is characterised by varia-
tions between naturalistic and traditionally poetic subjects.

Just as German naturalism was influenced by its French counterpart, so
the symbolist poetry of Stefan George (1868-1933) was indebted to
Mallarmé and Baudelaire. The closed circle of poets who contributed to
George’s Die Blitter fiir die Kunst (1892-1919: a German Yellow Book in
which the high earnestness of initiates takes the place of dandy exclusive-
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ness) also believed that ‘the worth of a poem is determined not by the
meaning. . .but by the form’. Yet their aestheticism differed from the
French in having about it the air of some militant, quasi-religious cult, of
which George was the high priest. Thus, he and his disciples further
believed that to preserve and serve the pure spirit’ of poetry, called for an
¢lite of wise, disciplined men, who should be strong enough in soul not
only to resist the corruption of the age—its materialism, its spiritual lazi-
ness, its sentimentality—but actually to regenerate the nation. Inevitably,
perhaps, George’s tendency to assume the role of prophet, together with
his insistence on leadership and loyalty, have been misinterpreted as
betraying fascist yearnings, but he is guilty, if at all, only of not realising
that the impulse towards ‘regeneration’, which he sought to arouse,
might be capable of crude political exploitation. The cultural longing
expressed in his poetry is not for any modern country rejoicing in nation-
alistic arrays of power, but rather for that idealised state of Hellenic
perfection of which the German poetic imagination has dreamt in so
many forms. The disturbing difference in George’s case lies in a change of
tone from the traditional harmonies of classical serenity to the aggres-
sively superior accents of Nietzsche’s superman. The prophetic note is
not, however, typical of all, or even the best, of George’s work. Though
his poems form a sequence which devotees revere as a kind of spiritual
pilgrimage—beginning with the early Hymnen (1890) and Pilgerfahrten
(1891), then travelling through the various domains of art (Arcadian,
medieval, oriental, Renaissance: Algabal, 1892; Die Biicher der Hirten und
Preisgedichte, etc., 1895) and exploring the seasonal moods of the soul
(Das Jahr der Seele, 1897) in order to arrive at last at the revelations con-
tained in Der Teppich des Lebens (1899) and a number of later volumes—
they are all short lyrical pieces, and the finest stand alone as independent
masterpieces without regard to their pretentious context. To give an idea
of George by reference to some near English contemporaries, it might be
said that certain of his doctrines (such as the ‘synthesis of mind, soul and
body’) are as vague and dated as those of Meredith, which they some-
times resemble; that his fads about printing suggest the craft-revivalism of
William Morris; but that his vivid use of symbolism and his determina-
tion to avoid the clichés of conventional sentiment or expression rank him
with Yeats.

The measure of George’s achievement is more easily taken in Germany
by a glance at the work of his minor rivals, Detlev von Liliencron (1844-
1909), Richard Dehmel (1863-1920), or Max Dauthendey (1867-1918).
Their problem is manifestly that of late-comers in a tradition, who struggle
for originality in a language ringing with unwanted echoes. Dehmel’s
typographical devices, meaningless syllables, ingenious images and forced
reflections reveal only a more self-conscious awareness of the dilemma
than the ‘impressionism” of Liliencron and Dauthendey, which pretends
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to capture a new freshness direct from things by a studied technique of
detailed touches and glimpses. Against this background, where striking or
felicitous phrases abound but great poems are rare, George’s style stands
out with firm distinction: a pattern imposed, it is felt, upon words by the
same authoritative mind, and shaped by the same assertive will as in-
spired his lifelong crusade against decadence and his search for a high,
godlike standard to affirm.

A more telling contrast is provided, however, by the poetry of Hugo
von Hofmannsthal (1874~1929). The author in later years of libretti for
the operas of Richard Strauss, he had displayed by the age of twenty-five
a lyrical genius of the first order in a brief collection of poems, to which he
never again added and which therefore properly belong to the period
(unlike the work of Germany’s greatest modern poet, Rainer Maria
Rilke (1875-1926), who had accomplished nothing to warrant any similar,
sudden rise to fame during the late 1890’s). The correspondence between
George and this young Viennese aristocrat reveals a striking antithesis of
artistic temperament, despite their concern over common problems and
occasional agreement in theory. Hofmannsthal’s nature seems by com-
parison altogether passive, almost feminine, and although he too is a
symbolist, the pure discipline of art is for him the very reverse of a
discipline of character; it is as if his imagination were adrift along an
endless shore, where he feels drawn to each thing as it passes, but never
sets foot. From the first his inspiration is deeply associated with a sense of
disintegration, which culminates in the famous ‘Letter’ (Ein Brief, 1902)
explaining, through the fictitious character of Lord Chandos, why he has
given up writing poetry. He describes a state of mind in which conven-
tional ideas and ways of thinking, indeed the conventional medium of
language, appear suddenly devoid of coherence and meaning: leaving the
poet with odd bits and pieces of the world that fascinate his attention as
though they contained, despite their inarticulate and fragmentary irrele-
vance, all the vanished meaning of the whole. This is one of the most
illuminating commentaries on the mysterious origin and significance of
much contemporary symbolism; and it complements a theme repeated
and varied in several of Hofmannsthal’s poems and short dramatic pieces
(Der Tor und der Tod, 1893; Das Bergwerk zu Falun, 1899): that the
pursuit of poetry in this subtle modern form, for all that it may create the
illusion of infinite possibilities and profundities of imaginative vision,
loses touch with the simple reality of life. The charm of Hofmannsthal’s
early work lies in his feeling for what has been lost, which inspires its
incomparable lyric strain compounded of melancholy resignation and
some deep fear half dissolved in sadness.

The many bewildering voices of the period are dominated at last by one
who speaks with true authority, having the power to resolve its sophisti-
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cated problems into dramas which touch again the perennial springs of
human motive and reveal the unalterable shape of man’s predicament: it
is the Norwegian poet and playwright, Henrik Ibsen (1828-1906). If he is
the ‘father of the modern theatre’, he has begotten no equals. His plays
were variously hailed or denounced throughout Europe as revolutionary
manifestos, which seemed to make him the ally, if not the founder, of
progressive movements for literary or social reform. His name has
already been mentioned in connection with naturalism, but he might with
equal justification be regarded as a symbolist, or simply as the latest and
most gifted writer of ‘bourgeois tragedy’. For he does not, even in Ghosts
(1881), his play involving hereditary disease, merely exploit the sensational
horrors which naturalists pretended to consider the sole reality. What is
above all real to Ibsen is the salvation of souls, the conflict of good and
evil on the psychological, not the material plane. To read 4 Doll’s House
(1879) merely as a plea for feminine emancipation is to ignore the indica-
tions of an inescapably tragic dilemma in its love story. If there is any
reform which Ibsen thinks necessary, it must take place within the indi-
vidual, engaging him in that ancient struggle through which he comes to
terms with his destiny; this may indeed have tragic necessity, but no
solution.

It has been sufficiently illustrated how uncertain and problematical was
the literary character of the age. This is no mere matter of historical
generalisation, but reflects a real predicament in the lives of so many
individuals. Enjoying unprecedented freedom and knowledge, the con-
temporary mind is so various that it is in danger of no longer knowing
what it really wants or is. Only this problem of establishing for itself a
character might possibly be considered still truly ‘universal’, and in con-
centrating upon it in the lives of his heroes, Ibsen gave to his work that
broadly representative quality, superior to questions of school, which
distinguishes the greatest authors. The theme is most beautifully stated in
Peer Gynr (1867) a masterpiece acknowledged internationally despite the
damage done to its poetry by translation. Its hero is the usually comic
figure of the braggart, and he comes to typify something in the nature of
all mankind as surely as Don Quixote or Falstaff. What is he really? Has
he done, has he been, anything worthy the name of man? It is not neces-
sarily evidence of real goodness that is needed for his justification; real
badness would do as well: only to have a moral character, a soul worth
saving or damning, this is for Ibsen the crucial issue. For the danger is not
evil, but nothingness, a state of humanity so pointless that it deserves
merely to be thrown back into the melting-pot, obliterated without trace.
Is this not the deepest worry of the present day—and intimately connected
with its proudest boasts? Ibsen insists that it is a matter of spiritual
integrity, which must be preserved against sheer dissipation not only of
the flesh, but of the imagination and the mind; while the ultimate enemy
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is a mysterious force which thwarts the soul in its sporadic efforts at self-
assertion, and makes it lose its substance in the toils of circumstance.
Salvation comes, if at all, through the tragic suffering of love.

The need, amounting to a driving passion, to be a ‘real’ person pro-
vides the central idea for two of Ibsen’s finest plays, Hedda Gabler (1890)
and John Gabriel Borkman (1896); and his entire work explores different
aspects of the same struggle of the individual for self-realisation. The
centres of conflict lie where the modern world has chiefly tried to satisfy
its urge for meaning: in its desire to get at some ‘real truth’ which it sus-
pects must lurk behind the comfortable conventions of the past; in its
curiosity, therefore, about the hidden psychology of sex; and in its
absolute claims for art. The ‘revolutionary’ plays, Pillars of Society (1877)
and An Enemy of the People (1882), do not depend for their interest on the
selected examples of social hypocrisy and corruption; their underlying
concern is with the tragic conflict encountered by an idealistic passion for
truth. The conflict would be merely melodramatic were it just a stand-up
fight against falsehood; in fact, it is an inner test of character and en-
tangled with personal affections and loyalties. This theme finds its final
and best expression in The Wild Duck (1884), where Gregor Werle’s
ruthless insistence upon living in full knowledge of the truth is partly
motivated by a deep resentment against his father, and causes nothing
but havoc in the lives of his friends whose existence is inseparable from
cherished illusions, affectionate complicity and innocent love.

Another version of the theme preoccupied Ibsen from Brand (1866) to
the later ‘symbolic’ dramas, The Master Builder (1892) and When We
Dead Awaken (1899). Here it is the artist’s need to be true to his inspira-
tion, and to live up to almost inhuman demands upon his integrity, which
is put to the test. Ibsen’s insight reaches farthest (and borders at times on
obscurity) in his effort to understand the ambiguous nature of the artistic
character. It aspires to the highest standards yet its motives are question-
able; its glory draws near to vainglory, to a glorification of the mind at
the expense of love; and when it is tempted into the service of life, it
ceases to be true to itself. Ibsen reveals the inevitable paradox of art in a
period in which there is no basis in reality for its ideals, and truth no
longer conforms to instinctive feelings and beliefs. Then idealism is bound
to be charged with heroic perversity, and only a miraculous hope can
sustain it from collapse. Ibsen possessed this hope, although it is rarely
more than hinted at or expressed indirectly by symbols and metaphors.
The hint is always the same: that through suffering, and above all through
love, with its ineradicable moral roots in guilt and sacrifice (Rosmersholm
1886; Little Eyolf, 1894), the soul will be ‘awakened’.

How great is the difference made by this metaphorical hint may be seen
from the plays of Ibsen’s younger Swedish contemporary, August Strind-
berg (1849-1912). His characters are irretrievably in hell, which is
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‘described with a realism that seems to preclude all thought of metaphors,
poetical or otherwise’. So it appears, in The Dance of Death (1901), to a
newcomer to the infernal scene, which, as always in Strindberg’s earlier
dramas, imprisons within its narrow circle a human couple condemned to
mutual destruction. As the play progresses he will learn more about this
hell which is the apparent denial of all that has ever been meant by poetry.
Here everything is ‘translated’, as it is called, into evil. The secret of this
translation is, in fact, a perversion of man’s most creative gift: the power
to ‘carry over’ the things of real experience into a world of spiritual
meaning. The power has become satanic because it is now used to destroy,
to undermine the pretences of the soul with some demonic interpretation
of savage purpose or malign significance. Before this psychology of the
jungle, where soul preys upon soul, luring its victim with promises, lulling
it with sentiment, nothing is holy. The external action in Strindberg’s
plays is of secondary importance, resembling so many sham manceuvres
which precede the kill; and once the illusions upon which life depends
have been broken, the death-blow need hardly be delivered. Thus,
Creditors (1889) presents what must surely be the most accomplished dis-
play of slow spiritual torture in literature. A similar, though cruder,
technique is used in The Father (1887) where defeat is acknowledged with
the words: ‘A fatal reality would have called forth resistance, nerved life
and soul to action; but now my thoughts dissolve into air, and my brain
grinds a void until it is on fire.’

There is no escape for Strindberg’s men and women, who are ‘bound
together by guilt and crime’ (The Ghost Sonata, 1907); yet neither is there
any conventional poetic justice in their doom, as There are Crimes and
Crimes (1899) ironically demonstrates with its story of a young dramatist
who believes ‘it is quite simple to figure out a fourth act once you have
three known ones to start from’. Driven by past misdeeds to a desperate
choice between suicide and religious expiation, the last act finds his con-
science happy enough again because of an unexpected theatrical success.
The inconsequence does not have the reassuring form of comedy, but
rather calls into question, like so much else in Strindberg’s dramatic
technique, the very conventions upon which traditional drama has been
founded. The integrity of character and moral coherence of plot, for which
Ibsen had striven, disintegrate into something like a nightmare vision of
existence, where subjective delusions are inextricable from objective fact;
and from this state there is no awakening, because the mind is cut off from
any external standard, any background of reliable truth, against which
experience might, even metaphorically, be judged. Thus, Strindberg’s
‘naturalist’ style develops into the ‘symbolist’ manner of his later dream
plays with no more than a change of emphasis. He goes beyond the
limits of either school and reaches a point where the assumption, which
they had developed to an extreme of difference, that there are entirely

148

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



LITERATURE

separate spheres of reality and consciousness, begins to dissolve. His
affinities are less with Zola or Maeterlinck than with the Expressionist
drama of the next century.

In one of Strindberg’s most famous plays, Miss Julia (1888), the highly
strung, almost neurotic daughter of a land-owning family succumbs to the
valet, whose cruder and stronger nature is not weakened by any ‘life-
endangering superstitions about honour’. The perception that refinement
of mind and manners may be helplessly decadent in the struggle for life
appears frequently in the literature of the period; it was felt with parti-
cular keenness in Russia, where the upper classes were seen to have lost all
contact with the plain concerns and energies of the people. Anton
Chekhov (1860-1904) in his last and finest play, The Cherry Orchard
(1904), also depicts a ruthless servant, the insensitive self-made man of the
future, who supplants a landed family grown incapable of managing its
affairs; and he might have endorsed Strindberg’s view that ‘for happiness
strong and sound races are required’. Occasionally in his stories and
plays speeches are made that look forward to a brighter and better condi-
tion of humanity, yet no critic has ever been sure to what extent Chekhov
himself believed in it. He was a doctor and a liberal, prepared to journey
to Sakhalin to report on prison conditions, and moved to genuine com-
passion by suffering; but he was also an artist of his time, as detached and
ironical in his psychological observation as Maupassant. It is scarcely
possible to decide even whether The Cherry Orchard is intended as a
comedy or a tragedy, and similar doubts exist over the other plays: The
Seagull (1896), Uncle Vanya (1899), and The Three Sisters (1901). Chek-
hov is saved from Strindberg’s exaggerations by innate sympathy and
humour, but his characters are no less disastrously isolated from one
another, no less victims of a situation which they are powerless to control;
in fact, none of the traditional forms of drama remains intact. Dialogue,
for instance, seems often composed of disconnected remarks, and what
takes place resembles rather a sequence of moods and minor episodes than
a plot.

Nothing is more easily ruined on the stage; yet Chekhov was fortunate
in finding in Stanislavsky, the great producer of the Moscow Art Theatre,
an interpreter able to sense and exploit the undercurrent of emotion in
each modest phrase, the ‘atmospheric’ changes which mark the develop-
ment of a scene. For his art depends on a contrast between commonplace
appearances, what people actually do and say or seem to be, and some
deeper meaning. It is an old contrast and has surely been known to every
philosopher and artist in some form; what is remarkable in Chekhov is his
sense that the meaning is of a kind which cannot truthfully be rendered by
building upa conventional plot and assigning roles and characters and con-
secutive speeches. This would be to give life a coherence which it does not
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really possess—except, of course, in philosophy, or in art. Chekhov was
acutely conscious of the familiar paradox, which seems to limit a writer,
determined to be faithful to ‘what really is’, to an ironical attitude towards
everything. This irony haunts the philosophisings that are so dear to his
characters both in the plays and many of the short stories, but it never
deteriorates into cynicism; it gently touches upon the personal frailty in
their thoughts, catches the note of pathos in their memories and hopes,
and sets into grave relief their eccentricities, their follies and their cruelties.
Chekhov well understands the limitation of such an attitude; when his
moral conscience asks for a less aesthetic, a plainer meaning, then he must
reply like the famous scholar of 4 Dreary Story (1889) that he does not
know—though he does know that the ‘condition’ of human happiness
necessitates an answer. For ‘if a man has not within himself something
which is stronger and greater than all external circumstances, then a bad
cold will be enough to upset his peace of mind, and all his pessimism and
his optimism, his big and his little thoughts, have no other significance
than as symptoms’. This knowledge makes Chekhov the most restrained
and sympathetic of the naturalist writers; and although he is a master at
detecting details symptomatic of a decadent society, he does not insist on
any aggressive naturalistic philosophy. His diagnosis can be as grimly
disturbing as anything by Zola or Strindberg (Ward No. 6 (1892)), but it is
softened by real humanity, because he sees that his art does not reveal the
truth, only at best the sad awareness of its lack.

To make literature give an answer, to render truths which have a moral
meaning, this was the major concern of Count Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910)
during the last thirty years of his life. By the end of the century he was
venerated as no man of letters had been since Goethe; ‘pilgrims’ from all
over Europe went to Yasnaya Polyana to see the novelist-prophet who
dressed like a peasant in the blouse which is now called a ‘tolstovka’; and
though it was a police offence to be in possession of certain of his
pamphlets denouncing the iniquities of the regime, the government no
longer dared to interfere with their world-famous author. His fame now
largely rests upon War and Peace (1869)' and Anna Karenina (1877),
although he himself felt compelled to repudiate them after the spiritual
crisis which he has recorded in My Confession (1879), one of the most
intense and moving autobiographical documents ever written and a
turning-point in Tolstoy’s career. It was followed by a series of essays
in which he developed his unorthodox Christian views (What I Believe,
1883, contains the essentials), and a number of simple didactic tales like
What Men Live By (1882) and How Much Land Does a Man Need?
(1886). Although he returned to fiction again with Resurrection (1898) and
Hadji Murat (1904), wrote several short stories including the notorious
Kreutzer Sonata (1886) and the masterpiece Master and Man (1895), and

1 See vol. x, chap. v
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attempted satirical dramas like Fruits of Enlightenment (1889) as well as
more serious ‘problem plays’ like The Power of Darkness (1886), all his
later work is influenced by the upheaval which had taken place in his life
and thought.

Tolstoy had been interested in moral and philosophical questions from
the first, less as matters of intellectual theory than in their bearing on the
way people live. Such an early story as The Cossacks (1862) is clearly in-
spired by an idea which is the dominant theme in his writing until the end:
that a simple, a ‘natural’ way of life brings people closer to the secret of
goodness—and this invariably means for Tolstoy also the secret of happi-
ness—than all the resources of society, culture or civilisation. Both Prince
Andrew and Pierre in War and Peace are led by devious routes to aspects
of the same wisdom, and the vast scheme of the novel is held together by a
conviction that the great issues of history and heroism are an illusion
beside the real values of homely existence. The moral structure of Anna
Karenina is even plainer, where the gradual catastrophe of a romantic
passion, which consumes the souls of the ever more abandoned and
isolated lovers, is matched against the struggle of Levin and Kitty to find
their true selves, and one another, and their place in a genuine community.
Yet before Tolstoy had completed this novel the tension of moral and
religious crisis was beginning to mount; he never properly revised the
book, and in the end he renounced it. It is not altogether easy to see why,
for the actual content of his ideas underwent little change. What seems to
have been involved was the quality of Tolstoy’s belief in them, his belief
in them as a writer and as a man. He had made fiction out of moral
problems, exploited them as part, but no more than a part, of the whole
panorama of life, which he loved above all things in his imagination, ‘both
its darkness and its light’; he had traced the psychology of spiritual
awakening and spiritual downfall, enjoyed its excitements and sorrows,
and indulged in the sublime artistic pleasure of winning resolution out of
tragedy. Yet did he really believe in the truths he told so beautifully, so
wisely? Did they make any difference to him, whose experience was that
of a writer throughout, or to the public which merely read? It was, after
all, only a work of imagination, only art.

‘What is Art?’ This question was almost drowned at first by Tolstoy’s
personal confession of faith, but it inevitably emerged again with his later
writing and was treated systematically in an essay with that title in 1897.
This has shocked by its radical judgements, and was obviously out of
keeping with the ‘aesthetic’ views of the time, although it tries to avoid
the narrow argument over didacticism by considering generally with what
kind of sympathies and emotions a work ‘infects’ the reader. Can the
imagination dwell safely upon the adventures of evil—with all their
colourful detail and fascinating psychology—even if ostensibly they are
condemned? For if they are well written they must surely capture its
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interest. Tolstoy so formulates the problem that even Shakespeare is
rejected, while the biblical story of Joseph remains as a model. It is a
difficult distinction, yet more telling than is usually allowed by critics
outraged by more obviously unacceptable examples. Admittedly, the
essay makes sense only against the background of Tolstoy’s religious con-
victions; but from their extreme standpoint it is possible to see that there
may be something morally questionable about the glorification of vanity
and error. There have been Puritanical objections to art in the past, though
not as a rule from artists. Had Tolstoy simply struggled to put aside the
unrealities of literature for the realities about which he wrote, his story
would have had the admirable simplicity which he admired; but he did
not. He struggled to ‘convert’ his imagination and his art, and he was
never a more scrupulous stylist than when he was writing his Confession.
Biographers have given many hints that Tolstoy never found the inner
serenity which he preached, and have noted occasionally self-destructive
elements in his attacks on social evils. These continued to provide him
with his subjects and his satisfactions (at the time of writing Resurrection
he remarks a return of the creative exhilaration of War and Peace), yet also
with doubts that had to be overcome. Notes of a Madman (1881) gives a
striking account of the fear of death which was so profoundly connected
with his religious crisis and with his obsessive vision of evil devouring
every aspect of contemporary life. The Kreutzer Sonata or The Devil
(1889) are as fearful in their exposure of marriage as anything by Strind-
berg, though they differ by their claim to moral, not merely psychological,
significance. Tolstoy’s absolute condemnation of civilised society, his
intolerance of everything which fell short of his particular ideal, turned
even Chekhov against him, who could not accept these damning philo-
sophies that pretended to offer salvation. Now that the myth of Tolstoy
the prophet has passed, it is less easy to perceive his pride, the hubris of
his genius, which suggested to him that he could and must save the world.
Evil may be overcome by saints, but can it be overcome by writers?
The sentence: ‘Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord’, is
written above the first chapter of Anna Karenina, which begins with the
words: ‘Every happy family is happy in the same way; every unhappy
family is unhappy after its own fashion.” Together they contain Tolstoy’s
dilemma in a nutshell. There can be no great literature without the story
of man’s wandering, without his fall; but equally there can be no fall
without an order of good and evil which is immutably in the hands of
God. Tolstoy was deeply troubled by an inability, typical of the age, to be
convinced by the orthodox assurance of final redemption and rectification.
The biblical quotation may have been intended only as a rebuke to bigots
eagertorejoice at the doom of an adulteress; but the truth it contains began
to appear to him later as a shelving of moral responsibility. The evil
might be left to the hereafter, but what of the injustice, the misery, the
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wrong-living here and now? As a writer he needed the unhappiness, but
there came a moment when he could not bear it; it had to be condemned,
it had to be overcome and put right. And so the struggle with himself and
with the wicked world ensued, from which have emerged such victorious
endings as are portrayed in The Death of Ivan Ilyich (1886), Master and
Man and Resurrection. The irony of Tolstoy’s dilemma is reflected in the
criticism levelled above all at the last novel, that it is spoiled by its
insistence on a solution; and if it is redeemed then it is, after all, by the
imaginative sympathy which it shows for weakness and suffering. The
proclamation of a state of happiness, designed to rectify moral iniquity
and the burden of immemorial guilt, does not make for great literature;
and if it is not realised in saintliness, it can only make for revolution.
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century that art and architecture are kept separate. Admittedly, it is

not easy to see a unity of style between Scott’s St Pancras of 1868 and
Monet’s St Lazare of 1877. Moreover, one is discouraged from any
efforts at formulating such a unity by the crashing drop in aesthetic quality
directly one moves from the most familiar works of painting to the most
familiar works of architecture. No one can deny the truth of this value
judgement, but there is also a fallacy involved. One tends to forget
official painting and non-official architecture, the one as bad as any
insurance company headquarters, the other not as good, but occasionally
nearly as good, as Monet and Seurat. If one is aware of the whole evi-
dence, a treatment can be attempted doing justice to all its aspects. The
only difficulty which remains is that the layman—and in this respect
nearly everybody is a layman—knows much about the Impressionists and
Post-Impressionists, but near to nothing about Philip Webb and Norman
Shaw, H. H. Richardson and Stanford White, and indeed Antoni Gaudi.

This is one reason why painting is taken first in this chapter. Another is
that the nineteenth century was indeed a century of the dominance of
painting, aesthetically as well as socially. The dominance had been estab-
lished before the year 1870. Socially speaking the patron of 1870 was no
longer the patron of 1770. About 1770 the social situation of art had still
been that of the Middle Ages, the Renaissance and the Baroque. The
Church, the courts, the nobility were the patrons, even if the occasional
merchant, banker, brewer ought not to be discounted. Patrons were on
the whole men of leisure, and their education had included some apprecia-
tion of architecture, craftsmanship and the fine arts. A hundred years
later architects built hundreds of churches for mean suburbs; speculators,
in the absence of architects sufficiently interested, built so as to make these
vast new suburbs mean; the nobility had receded or was receding, and the
new commercial and industrial class of patrons had neither had the chance
of an introduction to matters aesthetic nor the leisure to master them later
in life. That determined their attitude not only to the buildings for which
they paid but also to the painting they chose for their houses. But while
an architect cannot build without a patron, a painter, if he is prepared to
starve, can paint without one. The starving painter appears first in the
history of art in Holland in the seventeenth century—that is, in the first
middle-class republic. He becomes the prototype of the worth-while
painter in the nineteenth century. Millet sold six drawings for a pair of
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shoes. Renoir in 1869 wrote: ‘We don’t eat every day’ and Monet in the
same year: ‘Here I am, at a halt, for lack of paints.” Painters ready to
live in this way can wait for the rare patron to turn up who understands
them. So the most convinced of the painters could keep up an aesthetic
integrity and an enthusiasm for exploration which architects had no hope
of matching.

Impressionism is usually seen as starting with Edouard Manet (1832-83)
and such paintings as his Déjeuner sur I’herbe and Olympia of 1863. But
they qualify only with reservations. What shocked critics and the public in
them was more a matter of subject than of treatment. Men in their normal
clothes out for a picnic and a naked girl with them, or a young woman
posing in the Titian tradition but appearing not so much as a nude than as
stripped—Courbet had done as much and worse. Worse in that he,
demonstrative and obtrusive realist that he was, wanted his nudes to
be suggestive, while Manet’s were especially irritating because without
doubt painted with full aesthetic detachment. Courbet in fact was
shocked by Olympia too, but for its lack of realism. He called her a
playing-card, and here something new was indeed involved. If she looks
flat, it is because strong light is focused direct on her, eliminating the
nuances of undulating surfaces. Velasquez had done likewise in the
seventeenth century, but no one else, and it is understandable that Manet
called Velasquez ‘the painter of painters’, when he visited Spain in 1865.
This interest in direct sunlight and its effect on bodies became one of the
chief concerns of the Impressionists. Another—less novel but equally im-
portant—is that of contemporary, everyday subject-matter. A third
comes out in Manet’s Concert in the Tuileries Gardens of 1862 : the prob-
lem of painting a crowd convincingly by letting the frame cut arbitrarily
into the composition and even more by rapid, forceful, sketchy brush-
work, indicating movement of figures by movement of the brush.

Manet was attacked violently. Rossetti called his (and Courbet’s) art
‘putrescence’, Jules Claretie ‘jokes or parodies’. And so the best of the
young began to rally round him. They were Edgar Degas (1834-1917),
Claude Monet (1840-1926) and Auguste Renoir (1840-1919). If Camille
Pissarro (1830-1903) and Alfred Sisley (1839-99) are added to these, the
principal Impressionists have been named. The word was coined some-
what later; but impression had been used occasionally to convey the
intention of landscape painters even of the School of Barbizon and their
contemporaries, that is, painters born before 1820. One critic said of
Jongkind that ‘everything with him lies in the impression’, another called
Daubigny in 1865 ‘chief of the school of the impression’. Of the five men
just referred to, who were all born between 1830 and 1840, three were
indeed landscape painters, and Renoir was at least partly a landscape
painter. Only Degas kept to the figure. All had been impressed by Manet
(and by Courbet), but in one way they soon went beyond him and in their
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turn influenced him. In 1869 both Monet and Renoir painted the
Grenouillére near Bougival on the Seine, and these were open-air pictures,
in the sense that the momentary, rapidly passing effects of sunlight on
foliage and rippled water were caught directly and not filtered through
studio adjustments. Plein air painting became one of the cornerstones of
Impressionism. The others are the ‘impression’, that is the rendering of
what meets the eye as it meets the eye, the translation of movement on to
the still plane of the canvas, and the everyday subject, whether landscape
or still-life or portrait or genre, the latter in the sense of rendering con-
temporary events of no significance beyond their just taking place. It is
true that Manet in 1864 painted the battle between the Kearsarge and the
Alabama, an episode in the American Civil War which had taken place off
the French coast, and in 1867 the Emperor Maximilian of Mexico before
the firing squad; but they are exceptions in his euvre, and in any case, just
like the Olympia, not yet fully Impressionist. Degas was the master of the
everyday occurrence. Vicomte Lepic and his little daughters out for a walk
in the Place de la Concorde (c. 1873)—they are in the foreground and the
frame cuts off their legs. Another gentleman appears on the left, but we
see only half of him because the frame cuts him vertically. The houses
and trees around the square are only lightly sketched in. There is hardly
anything else. Yet this is eventful compared with Degas’ Repasseuses busy
ironing or stretching their limbs and yawning, his girls washing their bodies
in a tub, observed in such unselfconscious and hence such alluringly grace-
less movements, ‘as if you looked through a keyhole’ (so he said himself),
and his innumerable Ballet Dancers rehearsing or performing—all, in spite
of their accidental looking poses, composed on the canvas with wit and an
exquisite taste sharpened by a study of Japanese woodcuts.

Japonisme had begun in the 1850’s and gathered momentum from the
time of the International Exhibition in London in 1862. It means different
things to different people—to Manet, who placed a Japanese woodcut
behind Zola in his portrait of 1868, shadowless clear and light colours; to
Degas a piquant asymmetrical arrangement of figures; to. Whistler, to
Gauguin, to van Gogh qualities we shall have to examine later.

In the five years after 1869 the group, now all men of round about
thirty-five, consolidated itself, and in 1874 a first exhibition was held,
necessary because the official Salon kept its doors closed to most of their
works. In the exhibition there was Monet’s Boulevard des Capucines with
the crowd boldly brushed in as patterns of vertical strokes, the trees as a
hazy mass, except for the branches of those closest to us, and the houses
again only indicated through the cold mist. The distance is a sea of greys
and blues into which the strect merges. Renoir had La Loge, that brilliant
portrait of a couple in a theatre box, a test example of how the Impres-
sionist focuses on the central motif, in this case the face of the young
woman, and turns more and more sketchy the further he moves away
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from the centre. The colours are black and white—early-Renoir colours—
with his unmistakable roses and greyish pinks in the background. Renoir
also showed his exquisite young Ballet Dancer, the tulle of the dress the
airiest greyish white with just a touch of light blue in the ribbons, brown
hair and a piquant black bracelet. The background is here also left
entirely without definition. There were ten Degas, five Pissarros and five
Sisleys. Among Monet’s five, incidentally, one was called ‘Impression,
sunrise’, and from that title Charivari took the idea of discussing the whole
group as Impressionists. This gave them their name for good.

The public and the press still remained hostile for a long time. Figaro
playfully called their second exhibition, held at Durand Ruel’s in the
rue le Peletier, off the Boulevard des Italiens, a disaster second in magni-
tude only to the recent fire at the Opera. But allies began to appear. Zola
had written in their favour already in 1866, prophesying a place in the
Louvre for Manet and also praising Monet and Pissarro, and now, in
1878, Théodore Duret published his book on Les Peintres Impressionistes.
In terms of income the painters themselves, however, did not profit at
once from this change of opinion. They tried to follow their first two
exhibitions by sales of fifty to seventy pictures but did not succeed in
obtaining more than an average of about 160 francs. In 1878 another sale
took place. The average for Monet was 185 francs, for Sisley 115. It was
different when Duret had to sell his collection in 1894. Some of the major
works of Manet then fetched prices between 5000 and 11,000 francs.
Among the first consistent buyers were Americans such as Henry O.
Havemeyer.

The change from hostility to appreciation of a new style in art is always
a change of mind. In the case of the Impressionists it was also a change of
optic habits. When Ruskin called Whistler’s Cremorne Gardens ‘flinging a
pot of paint in the public’s face’, we may grant him that perhaps he really
could not recognise what was represented on the insulted canvas. Yet for
today’s laymen the Impressionists have become the easiest to enjoy of all
works of painting, easier by far than the Old Masters. This is not so sur-
prising; for the Impressionists were not revolutionaries although their
technique made them seem so. They stand at the end of a golden age of
painting, not at the beginning of a new age of doubtful, untried aesthetic
values. Titian in his later works, Velasquez, Rembrandt, Goya, Constable,
all are their ancestors, as all painted the impressions they received and not
images distilled into permanence from many impressions as Raphael or
Poussin or Ingres had done. It is characteristic of Impressionism that one
remembers many familiar pictures yet is unable to single out a few as
representative of all. One Monet landscape, one is tempted to say, is as
good as another, one ballet study by Degas as good as another. One has
one’s favourites, and there are of course outstanding successes and in-
different products of routine; but the skill is breathtaking throughout and

157

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



MATERIAL PROGRESS AND WORLD-WIDE PROBLEMS

the pleasure in all that the eye can take in never ceases to be infectious.
Camille Pissarro, a little older than the others and more of a thinker,
recommended to students when he was about sixty-five that the motif
ought to be ‘observed more for shape and colour than for drawing’, that
one ought not to the end ‘lose the first impression’, that ‘precise drawing
hampers the impression’ and that ‘perceptions must be put down im-
mediately’. Renoir, incapable of systematic thought, wrote: ‘I have no
theories. I paint for the sake of painting.” Monet, not a theorist either,
wrote late in life that he did not claim more than ‘the merit of having
painted direct from nature, trying to convey my impressions in the
presence of the most fugitive effects’. In another context he said that he
could wish ‘he had been born blind and then suddenly regained sight so
that he could paint what he saw without knowing what the objects were’.
This fanaticism of mere seeing and rendering what had been seen forced
Monet immediately after the death of his wife to notice the various tones
of death on her face.

If death could become reduced to a visual experience, it is obvious that
Impressionists would not be interested in the intellectual values of subject
matter. No Adoration of the Shepherds for them, no Perseus and Andro-
meda, no Uncle Toby and Widow Wadman, no Slave Market. The field of
the painter is infinite, but it is most strictly the visual field. The intellectual
field is closed to him. There is a limitation here which was soon to be felt.
Monet had the courage to draw the ultimate consequences. In 1891 he
exhibited fifteen pictures of the same haystack painted in different light
(and sold them at 3000 to 4000 francs each). Let no one, his argument
ran, be distracted from my artistry by irrelevant thought on the subject of
these paintings. Just look and admire the truth of my vision. Realism
thus remained valid as radically as in the days when Courbet had been
proud of being ‘sans idéal et sans religion’, as he had put it in his cruder
way, but it was now a realism evaporating into the immaterial reality of
air and light.

Impressionism in the end spread to all countries and became the
vernacular of the academies, but the spread took time. In England the
change belongs to the generation of Walter Sickert (1860-1942), in
Germany to Max Liebermann (1847-1935). Liebermann had been in
Paris in 1874, Sickert in 1883; an Italian, Giuseppe de Nittis (1846-84)
had gone even earlier, in 1867. He would have to be considered the earliest
foreign convert to Impressionism, if it were not for the Americans who
now begin to appear on the European stage not only as spectacular buyers
of paintings but as spectacular painters—and none was more spectacular
than James McN. Whistler (1834-1903), who reached Paris as earlyas 1855
and decided to live in London in 1859. In the years following the Déjeuner
sur I’herbe and the Olympia and leading to the Grenouilléres he was not
therefore a member of the group which was taking shape, and if his A¢ the
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Piano of 1859, his White Girl of 1862 and his Valparaiso Harbour of 1866
strike one as Impressionist or akin to Impressionism, the reason must lie
in Whistler’s own, unaided endeavour. The dissolution of everything solid
into a blueish-grey haze in the painting of the sea outside Valparaiso
does indeed go beyond anything then attempted by the young Parisians,
and when Whistler started to formulate his views publicly—which was
more than a decade later—a number of them were pure Impressionism.
To quote only one, he commented on a snow-scene of his with one single
black figure: ‘I care nothing for the past, present, or future of the black
figure, placed there because the black was wanted at that spot.’

But other and more significant views of Whistler’s contradict the
doctrine of the Impressionists in a direction already indicated by such
early paintings as At the Piano, which is a composition, as self-conscious
as those that Degas worked on during these early years, that is, before he
ever turned to contemporary subjects. So while Degas was still tied to the
mythology of the art schools Whistler tried to make use of delicately calcu-
lated arrangements of people of his own day for non-academic purposes.
They culminate in his most famous portraits, those of his mother (1872)
and of Carlyle (1874). Moreover, Whistler called his landscapes not
humbly Impressions but more presumptuously Harmonies, Symphonies
or Nocturnes—Symphony in grey and green, Nocturne in grey and gold,
and so on—and with that introduced connotations of musical—that is,
abstract—relevance and of mood, and such connotations were forbidden
to the Impressionists, captives as they were in the territory of the visible.
One would not expect to find Monet or Renoir saying, as Whistler did,
that in the twilight ‘tall chimneys become campanili’, and in the night
‘the warehouses are palaces’, or that ‘painting [is] the poetry of sight, as
music is the poetry of sound’, or more sweepingly, that ‘ Nature is usually
wrong’.

Whistler liked to shock, as did his disciple Oscar Wilde. It is easy to be
funny about Oscar Wilde’s lily and Whistler’s cane and eyeglass, in fact
about all the trappings of the fin-de-siécle aesthete and dandy, but there is
also something positive and forward-pointing in Whistler’s belief in the
supremacy of art over life. The Impressionists, as far as we can see from
photographs, had no taste in their own houses. They painted, and that is
where their relation to art ended. Whistler’s house, the White House in
Tite Street, Chelsea, designed by his friend Edward Godwin (1833-86) in
1878, was a challenge to the historicism of nineteenth-century architecture
and to the ponderous forms and sombre colours in fashion. The fagade
was white, the windows and doorway were placed in piquant arbitrariness,
and the rooms inside were sparsely furnished and painted in white and
pure rich yellow. The walls in Whistler’s first one-man show had been
grey, and there had been blue and white Chinese porcelain to set off the
pictures. Whistler, in his taste in interior decoration, was no doubt guided
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by Godwin who had, as early as 1862, painted the rooms of his house at
Bristol in plain colours and decorated them with a few selected pieces of
antique furniture, some Persian rugs on bare floors and a number of
Japanese woodcuts. Whistler also was fascinated by Japanese art and
painted his Princesse du pays de la porcelaine (Rose and Silver) as early as
1865. It formed the focal-point of the celebrated Peacock Room which he
decorated with peacocks in dark blue and gold in luxuriantly oriental
convolutions for F. R. Leyland, the Liverpool shipping magnate, in
London in 1877. In the same year Comyns Carr opened the Grosvenor
Gallery for the display of modern art, and Gilbert’s ‘greenery-yallery,
Grosvenor Gallery’ will be understandable to readers now.

At the same time it is interesting to note that Godwin must have looked
to Japan for pure, clear colours and delicacy and sparseness of furnishing
-—he designed for the furniture trade quite a number of somewhat spindly
pieces in the mid-1870’s—and that Whistler’s admiration for Japan must
have included the same qualities but also the unfailing sense of exquisitely
dainty composition which delighted Degas at the same time.

The importance of Whistler in our present context lies in his turn from
refined realism to refined decoration, and from the gloom of Victorian
furnishing to the light colours of the post-Victorian style. In this he and
Godwin went beyond the otherwise much more influential work in the
field of the decorative arts which was done during the same years by a
greater man: William Morris (1834-96). Morris had gone to Oxford to
read divinity, but turned to architecture and then, dissatisfied with work
at the drawing-board, to painting. He studied for a while under Rossetti;
and the Pre-Raphaelites and their defender, John Ruskin, became his
heroes. From the writings of Ruskin he learned to love the art of the
Gothic Middle Ages, to respect their craftsmanship, and to develop an
ardent faith in craftsmanship as such. The art of the Pre-Raphaelites—
still young and unsullied—gave Morris in addition an equally fervent
faith in accurate and yet decorative line. Ruskin had preached craftsman-
ship on the one hand, social reform on the other. Morris united the two
and, moreover, endowed them with a burning energy, a robust aggressive-
ness and an artistic genius that had all been lacking in Ruskin. So Morris
got together with his Pre-Raphaelite friends and especially his closest
friend, the architect Philip Webb (1831-1915), and decided in 1861 to
found a firm of, as he called them, ‘Fine Art Workmen in painting,
carving, furniture, and the metals’. They designed furniture, tiles, wall-
paper, stained glass windows, in a style totally different from what was
then current. Furniture, instead of being pretentious, bulgy and in the
so-called Free or Mixed Renaissance—that is, crowded with motifs inspired
by anything from Cinquecento to Jacobean and the various Louis—was
simple, angular, and indebted to the English cottage.

Stained glass, instead of being realistic painting applied to glass,
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returned to simple flat shapes in pure, glowing colours and with the
leading between the individual quarries judiciously used. Wallpaper, in-
stead of favouring bunches of naturalistically drawn and painted flowers
or landscapes in three dimensions or both together, concentrated on
simple floral motifs, developed in two dimensions so as to demonstrate
acceptance of the surface of the wall to be covered by wallpaper, just as
Morris glass accepted the glass surface.

This return to functional fundamentals was a revolution in decoration,
and Morris’s own designs stand out from those of his age as unchallenged
as do the paintings of the Impressionists. The revolution had begun as
early as 1859, when Morris had got married and had Red House designed
for himself and his wife by Philip Webb. The house, at Bexley Heath to the
south-east of London, is unpretentious and informal, not a copy of any
one style of the past, and furnished inside with pieces in which the Morris
doctrine is already fully exposed. There is in particular one fireplace,
inscribed ‘Ars Longa, Vita Brevis’, which is so completely independent of
history, so completely devoid of ornamental enrichment and so function-
ally designed that it must rank as the earliest defeat of historicism. It has
all the freshness and daring which Godwin’s rooms of 1862 must have
possessed, and more of these qualities than Morris’s own work of the
1870’s and 1880’s.

Yet these are the years in which, by lecturing and writing, Morris
formulated his theory of artistic and social reform and thus achieved
universal fame and made converts of artists and architects in England, on
the Continent and in America. His two points of departure were that the
art of our time must be sick, since it is only the self-expression of great
individuals, however valuable, and that architecture and design must be
sick also, since all they produce is ‘tons and tons of unutterable rubbish’
in people’s houses, and houses themselves which are ‘simply blackguardly’
for the rich, ‘hideous hovels’ for the poor. In the Middle Ages, the small
towns had been beautiful and everything made by man had been beautiful.
Why was that so? Morris’s answer is that every artist had been a crafts-
man and every craftsman an artist. ‘Art is the expression by man of his
pleasure in labour.” This must be recovered if art is to survive. The machine
is an enemy, industry is an enemy, the designer for industry is no more
than a ‘squinter at a sheet of paper’. Morris himself was of course a
designer, but he was also a fanatical maker.

The fact that socialism became his creed, followed, as he himself once
wrote, out of ‘the study of history and the love and practice of art’, art in
his mind never being the great individual painting, but design, that is, the
making of things useful as well as beautiful, and making them for every-
body. ‘I do not want art for a few’, he said, ‘any more than I want
education for a few or freedom for a few.” And as he also did not believe
in inspiration but was convinced that there was a craftsman in every man,
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art in the end was both work done as ‘a happiness to the maker and the
user’, and work done—*by the people, for the people’.

Morris never fully made up his mind how this return to a healthy condi-
tion of art and life might come about. Sometimes he took the radical line
of Spengler; for instance when he wrote: ‘ Maybe, man may, after some
terrible cataclysm, learn to strive towards a healthy animalism, may grow
from a tolerable animal into a savage, from a savage into a barbarian, and
so on, and some thousands of years hence he may be beginning once more
those arts which we have now lost.” At other times he took a more evolu-
tionary view and recommended that we ‘do our best to the end of pre-
paring for the change and so softening the shock of it’. In any case he was
much too active a man to sit back and wait for his catastrophe. He
lectured, he wrote his poetry and he ran his shop, and he had also recom-
mendations for useful action to those who were not producers but con-
sumers. What he told them has remained topical to this day: fight the
smoke of factory and domestic chimneys, don’t throw away litter, don’t
fell trees before beginning to build houses and so on. And ‘don’t have
anything in your houses that you do not know to be useful or believe to be
beautiful’. Anyone accepting this principle will find that he can (or must)
give up many things. Morris himself may be believed when he said that he
would prefer ‘living in a tent in the Persian desert or a turf-hut on the
Icelandic hill-side’ to living in the houses buiit today for ‘ignorant, purse-
proud, digesting-machines’.

But there runs a flaw through the doctrine of Morris. Although he was
a fanatical craftsman, most of what he did and what made him famous—
notably his chintzes and wallpapers—were in fact only designed by him
but made in factories. Moreover, his furnishing business was not aiming
at tents and turf-huts but at the creation of very civilised, very self-
consciously contrived surroundings. So what Morris produced did often
not entail ‘ pleasure in labour’, and it was certainly never ‘for the people’.
In short, his was an expensive shop. He knew this. He said once, when
asked on a job what he was doing, that he was ‘serving the swinish luxury
of the rich’, and another time he said more elaborately that “all art costs
time, trouble and thought,...and money is only a counter to represent
these things’.

So Morris’s was more an aesthetic than a social revolution. It is true
that he convinced a number of talented young men to turn to craft as a
job for life, and that the Arts and Crafts movement in Britain in its early
days produced much honest and thoughtful and beautiful work. It is also
true that the aesthetic reform in design would not have had sufficient
impetus if, at the beginning, it had not been in the hands of makers rather
than designers for factories. Yet in the end it was the designer who
profited most, and if the twentieth century achieved at its very beginning
an original, functional style, the credit must go largely to Morris and his
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efforts to make people see that everyday products matter more than easel
pictures.

Morris was exclusively a designer in two dimensions. When it came to
furniture, Philip Webb (1831-1915) designed for the firm. Webb was in
addition one of the two most important English architects of his genera-
tion. His Red House had been the first of a large number of informal,
comfortable houses designed by a large number of architects. The whole
movement became known as the Domestic Revival—a term which of
course includes Morris’s work. Webb did not build much. He was always
honest, never modish, and could be daring in his use of materials and his
blending of motifs from widely different styles. Richard Norman Shaw
(1831-1912) had a livelier imagination and a lighter hand. His houses of
the 1870’s, mostly in Hampstead and Chelsea and for artists, are of brick,
with motifs from the Dutch and English seventeenth century elegantly and
picturesquely mixed. Queen Anne was the name given, not quite accu-
rately, to this style. Elements of it appear already in Webb’s Red House.
Ten years later its possibilities began to be seen by others. Eden Nesfield
built a lodge at Kew Gardens in Queen Anne in 1868, J. J. Stevenson the
Red House in the Bayswater Road in 1871. Norman Shaw after having
left an early partnership with Nesfield discovered it for himself in 1872. It
was he who made it the fashion for the sensitive and the “artistic’. By 1881
Gilbert could write in Patience ‘that the reign of Good Queen Anne was
Culture’s palmiest day’. Whatever the real elements of the so-called
Queen Anne, and they were the Dutch seventeenth century and the
English William and Mary styles, the result was a domestic architecture of
a refinement in full contrast to the grossness of the High Victorian
decades. It is this refinement that links Impressionism in France with the
Domestic Revival in England. Courbet’s realism had been as gross as
High Victorian architecture. Now delicacy, subtlety, the light touch,
became the ideals. Concurrently, in political and social history the un-
questioning optimism of the mid-century declined.

It is never possible to fix an exact date for the beginning of a style. Red
House is Late Victorian, not High Victorian, though it was designed
nearly five years before so High Victorian an effort as Scott’s St Pancras
Station. Late Victorian also are Morris’s designs, Godwin’s buildings and
designs and Norman Shaw’s houses. There is always a time-lag between
the first pioneer work and the consolidation of a style. The 1870’s must be
regarded as the centre-piece of the Domestic Revival, as it is the centre-
piece of Impressionism. Norman Shaw’s New Zealand Chambers, his
house, now the Royal Geographical Society, near the Albert Hall, his own
house in Ellerdale Road, Hampstead, Swan House, Chelsea—all of
1872—-6—are among the best examples, unrivalled at the time anywhere in
Europe and of infinitely greater value and historical significance than his
own late work in a Neo-English Baroque. Socially the most interesting
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job of Norman Shaw’s is the design done in 1875 for Bedford Park,
Turnham Green, London, commissioned by Comyns Carr’s brother
Jonathan Carr. This is the first of all garden suburbs and the pattern on
which—with a typical twist from catering for a cultured middle class to
catering for the working class—Port Sunlight and Bournville were de-
signed in the 1890’s. From them it was only a step to the independent
garden city, complete with its own industrial and civic buildings, and this
step was taken in theory by Ebenezer Howard in his Garden Cities of
Tomorrow, published in 1898, and finally in practice by Barry Parker and
Raymond Unwin’s Letchworth, begun in 1903.

All this had a great influence abroad. Cités jardins, or citta giardini,
began to appear in France and Italy, the Prussian government in 1896 sent
Hermann Muthesius to London for a number of years to study the
Domestic Revival, Morris was translated into many languages, Edmond de
Goncourt in 1896 called the new style of decoration by the English name
Yachting Style, the Grand Duke of Hesse commissioned English archi-
tects to design for his palace at Darmstadt, and artists began to turn
craftsmen on the Continent as they had done in England. However, the
movement remained on the intimate scale of the private house and its
furnishings. Official architecture stayed grand, just as official and highly
paid painting in all countries had remained unaffected by Impressionism.
To remember this, it is sufficient to thumb the illustrated souvenirs of the
Paris Salons or to follow the purchases of the Royal Academy in London
under the Chantrey Bequest—prices of £2000 and £3000 being paid for
the works by Millais and Lord Leighton. Edwin Long’s Babylonian
Marriage Market was bought in 1875 for £1700 and changed hands in
1881 for £6615.

Architecture outside Britain before the turn of the century had nothing
to compare with the Domestic Revival in Britain. It is Neo-Baroque un-
ashamedly, whether one goes to Rome to see the Monument to Victor
Emanuel IT begun in 1884 and the Ministry of Justice begun in 1888, or to
Berlin to see the Houses of Parliament begun in 1884 and the Cathedral
begun in 1894.

Only the United States form an exception. Here at least as much of
importance took place in architecture as in Britain. For the moment only
the domestic aspects of the reform concern us—houses of the 1880’s by
Henry Hobson Richardson (1838-86) and Stanford White (1853-1906), as
freely improvising on motifs of the past as Webb and Shaw and their
partisans, and not uninfluenced by them. These American houses, like the
paintings of Whistler, mark the moment when America jumped forward
from a provincial back seat into the front row of Western art which she
was henceforth not to leave. Even in official architecture the United
States now assumed a distinction beyond other nations. McKim, Mead
and White, the firm to which Stanford White belonged, turned, againin
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the 1880, to an imitation Italian Renaissance (Public Library, Boston,
1888-92) and later, together with others, to a Classical Re-Revival, more
restrained and more disciplined than the Neo-Baroque of Europe (Penn-
sylvania Station, New York, 1906-10).

It is in these works of the Americans that one must look for the parallel
to that noble Classicism which, in opposition to Impressionism, appears
in France in the cool grey murals of Pierre Puvis de Chavannes (1824—98)
and culminates in Germany in the mysterious, sombre and technically
naive paintings of Hans von Marées (1837-87). In these paintings vaguely
mythological figures, placed frontally or in profile, stand or move silently
in sacred groves. Compositions keep to the most elementary axes.
Marées, though only once in his life commissioned to execute mural
paintings, always thought in their terms. In this and everything else the
contrast to the principles of Impressionism is complete. Marées reached
his position from the traditions of ¢lassicism and not in any conscious
opposition to an Impressionism which was hardly noticed by him.

In France a comparable position was established during Marées’ last
years by Georges Seurat (1859—91). His subjects are as different from
Marées’ as can be, his colour is different, his handling of the brush is
extremely different, but faith in strict simplification and axiality connects
Seurat and Marées. Seurat was more discussed during the few years of
his maturity, that is, between 1884 and 1891, for his system of coloration
than for his composition. Yet the latter is more novel and must have been
more baffling than the former. Seurat’s was a clear logical mind and a
cool temperament. He became interested in the optical treatises of
Chevreul and others and found that if one reduced one’s palette to a
limited number of clear, bright, unmixed colours and applied them to the
canvas in dots unmixed the eye would perform the ‘optical mixture’ and
a greater truth to colour in nature would be achieved. Seurat’s scientific
technique made converts at once, Paul Signac (1863-1935) first, and then
others, some Frenchmen and almost immediately some Belgians (inclu-
ding Henri van de Velde). Signac wrote in 1887: ‘Our formula is certain
and demonstrable, our paintings are logical, and no longer done hap-
hazardly.’

This group, called for their technique * divisionists’ or ‘ pointillists’, but
better known as Neo-Impressionists, was so set on the science of painting
that they took an interest also in rules of composition, directions of lines
and their emotional meanings, especially in conjunction with the emotional
meanings of colours. Once this move was made, however, the result was
not greater exactitude in representing nature but a radical departure from
this principle. There is a portrait of Félix Fénéon by Signac which has a
background of circles, stars, bright vortexes, wavy lines in parallel forma-
tions and other, somewhat Celtic looking, shapes. Fénéon had been the
first to write on Neo-Impressionism. Such an abstract background,
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heralding Italian Futurism of about 1910-15, was a compliment to him
who had said that Signac sacrifices the anecdote to the arabesque’. How-
ever, the figure juxtaposed to abstract shapes remained a rarity. Seurat
never went so far. All the same, his figure-scenes are just as artificial and
stylised, painted not to catch a passing moment but to establish a sense of
permanence. The Impressionists, as Fénéon put it, had been fascinated by
the ‘changes from second to second [of] sky, water, foliage’ and had
endeavoured to catch ‘one of these fugitive aspects on the canvas’. In
Seurat’s Afternoon on the Grande Jatte Island of 1884-6 everybody seems
to be fixed in one position. The figures are like wooden toys, simplified in
their outlines, stiff, mostly frontal or in profile and making only the most
elementary gestures. The bright colours and the close dots which form the
surface are the right accompaniment to this self-consciously naive, child-
like or childish treatment of a scene. In his later Circus and Chahut
Seurat went even farther in grotesque and bizarre stylisation.

If one recognises Seurat as a master of stylisation forcing nature into
elementary patterns (as indeed, for instance, van de Velde did when he
singled out Seurat as the artist who ‘returned tostyle’), it becomes possible
to see him as a complementary figure to Paul Cézanne (1839-1906), whom
Pissarro, the wisest of the Impressionists and the only one to understand
their later opponents as well, had called ‘this refined savage’. Cézanne
ever since about 1870 had worked tenaciously on the simplification of the
‘motif’, the ordering of the planes in a landscape, the cubic firmness of
houses, the apple-like solidity of a woman’s face. In all these patient
researches he yet never lost sight of nature. Seurat’s compositions seem a
short-cut compared with Cézanne’s. If the elementary and the essential is
the aim, Seurat’s world of dolls cannot be the answer. Yet he, like
Cézanne, believed in simple geometry as a remedy against the imperma-
nence of the Impressionist vision. Cézanne in an often-quoted letter to
Emile Bernard wrote: ‘All in nature is formed by the cylinder, the sphere,
and the cone.” Cézanne’s art is much more than that, and he continues
this letter indeed by emphasising at once that for the painter all drawing is
colour and all modelling is colour. So his landscapes, still-lifes and
portraits have in the end a calm, reposeful nobility in which no sign of the
effort of concentration was allowed to remain. All the same, if one principle
can be singled out as underlying all these efforts it is faith in geometry as
the ordering force of the cosmos.

Emile Bernard (1868-1941), the recipient of the Cézanne letter just
quoted, was also a correspondent of van Gogh and a disciple of Gauguin.
Bernard for a few years steps into the limelight of history with a few
religious paintings and with work in the decorative arts. They belong to
the years 1888-90 when Bernard spent much time with Gauguin in
Brittany. Bernard was not a strong character, and he sought inspiration
from those more powerful than himself. He lives on more as the
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listener to Cézanne and van Gogh than as an artist in his own right.
Yet, although Bernard’s designing for appliqué and embroidery and for
stained glass was no doubt encouraged by Paul Gauguin (1845-1903),
who in the same years made crude vessels of earthenware and carved
reliefs in wood, Bernard’s religious painting rather inspired Gauguin than
the other way round. Bernard’s Deposition of 1890 has excessively attenu-
ated figures in attitudes of high tension, influenced by medieval tapestry
and stained glass, but the painting as such lacks tension. However,
although the quality of Bernard’s pictures may be vastly inferior to that of
Gauguin’s, the return to subject-matter of emotional value remains a fact
of great significance. In Gauguin’s own religious pictures, the Jacob
wrestling with the Angel, the Yellow Christ and the Deposition, the intensity
of form and colour matches the subjects—and does so although Gauguin’s
sincerity was unquestionably less than Bernard’s. Could he otherwise
have painted that embarrassing Christ in the Garden, where he made
Christ a portrait of himself? In the Jacob wrestling with the Angel, painted
in 1888, the ground on which they stand is a violent red, an early case of
colour chosen in opposition to what he called ‘that damned nature’, and
purely for emotional reasons. Gauguin spent his summers in Brittany
because it gave him, after Paris, the sensation of ‘wildness and primitive-
ness’. The peasant women praying to the vision of Jacob wrestling with the
angel or to the Crucifixus in the Yellow Christ—copied incidentally from a
piece of medieval Breton wood-carving—also signify earthy primitiveness.
The search for a primitive, an elementary, life was foremost in Gauguin’s
mind during these years. It took him for a year to Martinique in 1887, and
then in 1891 to Tahiti. He returned again in 1893, but went for good in
1895. In the tropics he found what he had been longing for, satisfaction for
his senses, a rich generous landscape, and women and girls (he did not often
paint men) blossoming like flowers in this landscape. The modelling is
summary, the colour warm, not hot, the gestures and the settings are
reduced to essentials. The titles of these pictures from Tahiti are painted on
inthe native language and are often symbolicin their meaning: The Spirit of
the Dead watches or Whence do we come, where are we, whither are we going ?
The compositions are reminiscent of those of tapestries, with landscape
backgrounds boldly flattened and simplified and figures quietly standing,
sitting or lying, in frieze-like arrangement. It was Seurat who had spokena
little earlier of ¢ people moving about in friezes, stripped to their essentials’.
But Gauguin’s world is not the toy world of Seurat. It has greater weight
and nobility and in this allows comparison with the nobly ordered uni-
verse of Cézanne. The direct emotional appeal on the other hand connects
Gauguin with van Gogh. He accepted inspiration from Cézanne while
he was in Brittany, because he saw that it could be of use to him, but he
was not influenced by van Gogh although the two men spent a few ill-
fated months together at Arles at the end of 1888.
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The idea of attempting such a companionship had been van Gogh'’s,
who believed in ‘ groups of men gathered together to execute ideas held in
common’ as the redemption for the solitariness of the artist in the nine-
teenth century. Gauguin only toyed with Christian themes for a time and
soon settled down to enjoy his pagan world; Vincent van Gogh (1853-90)
was profoundly religious and essentially Christian. He had for a short
time been a lay-preacher before he became a painter. Van Gogh must be
the least talented of all great painters. Drawing and painting came to him
only after years of stubborn, unpromising efforts. Their intensity re-
mained the intensity of his life and his work during the short three or four
years of achievement. What is called intensity here was already before
these years occasionally called madness by those who knew him. That
van Gogh did go mad at the end of 1888, that he had a number of further
attacks after this first and that he finally killed himself, giving up the battle
against insanity which he had conducted with perfect sanity, concerns us
only marginally. His art is not mad—not madder than that of Griinewald;
his illness only broke down the obstacles in his own protestant mind which
before the year 1888 had prevented his art from coming to full fruition.
There is less than a year between the end of his time in Paris, when he still
learned, and the day when he rushed forward to kill Gauguin in their
room at Arles. The early months at Arles are the months of his happiest
pictures, fully released at last and not yet obscured by the knowledge of
the heavy price he had to pay for his release. In Paris in 1886-8 van Gogh
had discovered the Impressionists, then the Neo-Impressionists, and
Japan as well. If he painted the first dealer who helped him, le pére
Tanguy, against a background of Japanese prints, that meant to him again
something different from what it had meant to Manet, to Whistler, to
Degas and to Gauguin. To him it was shadowless clarity of colour and
incisively drawn outline, and so he could write: ‘All my work is in a way
founded on Japanese art.” As he moved from Paris to Arles, he wrote
home to his brother: ‘I feel I am in Japan.” Even there, however, there is
nothing of the daintiness, the delicate balancing of values, as the Japanese
evolved them; all is impetuous, the result of frantic work in the southern
sun. He painted for twelve hours and slept for twelve hours; every so
often he forgot to eat; he worked ‘like one possessed’, like a reaper
‘fighting in the midst of the heat’, with ‘a terrible lucidity’, ‘wrung with
enthusiasm. . .like a Greek oracle on the tripod’.

Gauguin went to the tropics to find this absorption in elementary
passion, and van Gogh agreed with him so much that he could write
(obligingly): ‘The future of painting is certainly in the tropics.” But he
did not go himself, nor did he feel compelled to search for allegorical,
symbolic or indeed religious themes to express it. Gauguin, whose ruth-
less force and boisterous vitality he envied and admired, influenced him
only for a short moment. He objected to what he called the “abstraction’
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of Gauguin and his circle and insisted that he at least had to keep to the
motif in nature to set off his mind. One Gethsemane he had painted, but
he destroyed it. He wrote to his brother: ‘They drive me mad with their
Christs in the Garden, where nothing is observed’, and he warned Bernard
that his religious pictures might be ‘an affectation’, a ‘mystification’. Can
one honestly try, he asked, to bring back the tapestry of the Middle Ages?

Instead van Gogh made it his job to paint the landscape that surrounded
him, the interiors he saw every day, still-lifes of humble objects and the
portraits of his few friends, but he painted them with a burning sense of
religious mission. He wanted to represent ordinary men and women
‘with that something of the eternal which the halo used to symbolise’,
‘portraits of saints and holy women from life..., and they would be
middle-class women of today and yet would have something in common
with the early Christians’; and he wanted to paint them in an interpreta-
tion and technique ‘as simple as those coarse engravings that you find in
country almanacs’. Van Gogh was a much truer symbolist than the self-
conscious symbolists of Paris and Brittany were. Whatever he drew and
painted has a meaning beyond itself. The elements of composition and
even more the choice of colours are heavy with emotion. When he painted
a café at night he made it, by means of ‘soft Louis XV green and mala-
chite contrasting with yellow green and hard blue greens. . .in an atmo-
sphere of pale sulphur. .., a place where one can ruin oneself, run mad
or commit suicide’. When he painted a book-shop in the evening ‘with
the front yellow and rose’ it became literally and figuratively ‘a focus of
light’. He describes in a letter how he paints a friend, a poet, and how,
after first having obtained a likeness, he set out to ‘exaggerate the fairness
of his hair’ in ‘orange, chromes and pale yellow’, to replace the back wall
of the ordinary room by ‘infinity’ in ‘the richest, intensest blue’ and so in
the end to achieve the expression of all ‘the love that I have for him’. And
in the portrait of Madame Roulin, better known as La Berceuse, he meant
to paint something ‘that would make sailors, who are at the same time
children and martyrs, seeing it in the cabin of their boat. . .feel the old
sense of rocking come over them’.

But while his portraits aim at peace, his mature landscapes are turbulent
throughout—exalted in 1888, of a furious force of perpetual creation
later, and at the end sometimes the expression of ‘the extreme of loneli-
ness’. Nature to van Gogh was not order as it was to Cézanne nor grandi-
osely rich and enchanting fertility as to Gauguin; it was chaos. You
cannot, he wrote to Bernard, ‘force chaos into a vessel; for it is chaotic
just because it cannot be forced into any vessel of our calibre. But what
we can do is. . .to paint one atom of the chaos, a horse, a portrait, your
grandmother, apples, a landscape’. That is why, when he was faced with
any motif outdoors or indoors, his pen strokes or brush strokes forged
ahead, dashing, whipping, hammering, and his colours, put on broad and
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thick, glowed or burned, as pure as those of Seurat but never applied with
scientific reasoning. What he owed to the Neo-Impressionists is patent,
but it is not the essentials of his art. He knew already when he arrived at
Arles that he wanted ‘to exaggerate the essential’ (Gauguin had already
said the same in 1885: ‘There is salvation only in the extreme’) and
achieve colours ‘like stained glass windows’,

Bernard at the same time, as has been mentioned before, did a stained-
glass panel of Breton women, the same composition he used for the piece
of appliqué also already referred to. The rational consideration which at
this time led to the Arts and Crafts movement in England—the English
Arts and Crafts Exhibition Society had been established in 1888—Iled
these French artists less self-consciously in the identical direction. One
universal principle, though one hesitates to use the word in relation to
Cézanne and van Gogh, is the decorative. Yet compared with the ethereal
naturalism of the Impressionists Cézanne’s surfaces, solid as the facing
slabs of a wall, and van Gogh’s mighty brush-strokes, applied in parallel
lines often curved or turning in on themselves, flaming or forming whirl-
pools, are as much decoration as Gauguin’s and Seurat’s ‘friezes’.

These are indeed the two principal aspects of the change in the later
1880’s: from realism to a new faith in subject-matter and expression, and
to a new faith in decoration; that is, to a conception of the painted canvas
as an organism of an intrinsic value other than that of representing some-
thing seen in nature. ‘A picture’, wrote Maurice Denis at the start of his
earliest article, ‘is essentially a flat surface covered with colours in a
certain order.” Even Renoir underwent this change for a short time.
After a journey to Italy he experimented with a strengthening of his out-
lines in an attempt to emulate Raphael and Ingres. The principal outcome
is the exquisite group of Bathers of 1884-7. Nor were the French alone
in desiring to return to expression and decoration. Mystical subjects and
long, disembodied, swaying figures appear in the paintings of the Dutchman
Jan Toorop (1859-1928; Faith Giving Way, 1891, etc.); sharply drawn,
more realistic figures in the forced, excessive attitudes of ritual dancers in
Ferdinand Hodler’s large allegorical panels (1853-1918: The Night, 1890,
etc.); subjects of elementary passion such as Despair, The Kiss, The Cry,
the Morning After in Edvard Munch’s (1863-1944) paintings, lithographs
and woodcuts. The lines may be overcharged with meaning—sperms
actually in the frame of Munch’s Madonna of 1895—or they may repre-
sent just a vague yearning; they always undulate and they always tell of a
tension.

Here lies the parallel to the most interesting movement in purely
decorative art of the last decade of the nineteenth century, the movement
known in English and French as Art Nouveau, in German as Jugendstil, in
Italian as Stile Liberty. It is characteristic that Jugendstil is named after a
magazine, for the artists of book decoration were the first and most
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enthusiastic to turn to Art Nouveau, and that Stile Liberty is named after
the London shop of Liberty’s, which at first dealt largely in Far Eastern
goods and was connected with the British revival of decorative art. Britain
was indeed earliest in the field, and the title-page of Wren’s City Churches
by Arthur H. Mackmurdo (1851-1942), with its writhing, twisting stalks
and leaves and the two excessively elongated cockerels squeezed against the
left and right sides of the frame, is now internationally recognised as the
first work in the Art Nouveau style. Its date is 1883. Its sources lie no
doubt in the Pre-Raphaelites, the Arts and Crafts, Morris wallpapers and
certain decoration of the English Gothic Revival. A parallel of the second
half of the 1880’s is the bronze sculpture and decoration of Alfred Gilbert
(1854-1934), best known as the sculptor of the Eros Fountain in Piccadilly
Circus (1887-93). The ornamental elements here and in other contempo-
rary works of Gilbert’s are as original as Mackmurdo’s and as undulating,
but they are three-dimensional and have a doughy, lava-ish quality derived
from other sources: probably Italian sculpture of Mannerism and Dutch
ornament of the seventeenth century. But Gilbert’s three-dimensional
work found no echo, whereas Mackmurdo’s in two dimensions was taken
up early by illustrators and other graphic artists, especially Aubrey
Beardsley (1872-98). He, for instance, in his Morte d’Arthur of 1892,
brewed of the same elements an exceedingly highly seasoned and not at all
healthy potion, intoxicating continental addicts even more than English.

Beardsley’s work was illustrated in volume one of The Studio. The
Studio started in 1893 and at once assumed the leadership in the propa-
ganda for the English decorative and architectural revival. Similar
magazines followed in France and Germany within less than five years.
They fought, not always in a narrow partisan manner, for the Impres-
sionists as much as the Post-Impressionists, for the sane Arts and Crafts
and the exquisite decadence of the Aesthetes, for a revival of folk-art and
an understanding of the subtleties of Japanese art. Magazines were
backed by exhibitions, those of the Arts and Crafts Exhibition Society
already referred to, those of the Independents in Paris and the equally
important ones of Les Vingt in Brussels (both founded in 1884). At
Brussels in 1892 the exhibition included for the first time stained glass,
embroidery and ceramics—four years after Gauguin and Bernard had
turned their attention to the applied arts. As a result of influences from
the English Arts and Crafts and this little French group the Neo-Impres-
sionist painter Henri van de Velde (1863-1958) turned away from painting
and moved towards design and architecture. His illustrations of 1892
(Dominical) reflect the sinuous or resilient lines of Mackmurdo but
interpret them in an abstract way, without recourse to nature. Art
Nouveau decoration can indeed be vegetal or abstract. The former is seen
especially in the glass of Emile Gallé (1846-1904) and the furniture, etc.,
of the school of Nancy to which he belonged, and also in the German
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book art of Otto Eckmann (1865-1902), the latter in van de Velde, the
Belgian architect Victor Horta (1861-1946), the French architect Hector
Guimard (1867-1942) and the great Scotsman Charles Rennie Mackintosh
(1868-1928). But whether in natural or abstract terms, the line of Art
Nouveau always undulates. It is reminiscent of whip-lash or flower-stalk,
of coral or gristle, of filaments or serpents, of flames or foam.

Its field is predominantly the surface, its job decoration, just as William
Morris’s had been. So Art Nouveau is strongest in the graphic arts, where
it caused a major revolution affecting not only illustration but also typo-
graphy and the poster. Here the best work was that of Henri de Toulouse-
Lautrec (1864~1901) and the Beggarstaff Brothers (Sir William Nicholson,
1872-1949, and James Pryde, 1866-1941). Toulouse-Lautrec, painter
and draughtsman in the wake of Degas but appreciative friend of the Post-
Impressionists as well as of William Morris, whom he once called ‘the
answer to all questions’ about the revival of the art of the book and of all
art for everyday use, draws his stars of the cabaret with all the gusto and
piquancy of Art Nouveau. The Beggarstaffs keep to a soberer, 