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PREFACE

 

Though written by a professional historian, this book is addressed not to other academics, but to all who wish to understand the world and who believe history is important for this purpose. Its object is not to tell readers exactly what happened in the world during the forty years before the First World War, though I hope it will give them some idea of the period. If they want to find out more, they can easily do so from the large and often excellent literature, much of which is easily available in English to anyone who takes an interest in history. Some of it is indicated in the guide to Further Reading.

What I have tried to do in this volume, as in the two volumes which preceded it (The Age of Revolution 1789–1848 and The Age of Capital 1848–1875) is to understand and explain the nineteenth century and its place in history, to understand and explain a world in the process of revolutionary transformation, to trace the roots of our present back into the soil of the past and, perhaps above all, to see the past as a coherent whole rather than (as historical specialization so often forces us to see it) as an assembly of separate topics: the history of different states, of politics, of the economy, of culture or whatever. Ever since I began to be interested in history, I have always wanted to know how all these aspects of past (or present) life hang together, and why.

This book is therefore not (except incidentally) a narrative or a systematic exposition, and still less a display of scholarship. It is best read as the unfolding of an argument, or rather, the tracing of a basic theme through the various chapters. Readers must judge whether the attempt is convincing, though I have done my best to make it accessible to non-historians.

There is no way of acknowledging my debts to the many writers whose works I have pillaged, even as I often disagreed with them, and still less my debts to the ideas I have obtained over the years in conversation with colleagues and students. If they recognize their own ideas and observations, they can at least blame me for getting them or the facts wrong, as I have certainly done from time to time. I can, however, acknowledge those who made it possible to pull a long preoccupation with this period together into a single book. The Collège de France enabled me to produce something like a first draft in the form of a course of thirteen lectures in 1982; I am grateful to this august institution and to Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie who instigated the invitation. The Leverhulme Trust gave me an Emeritus Fellowship in 1983–5, which allowed me to get research help; the Maison des Sciences de l’Homme and Clemens Heller in Paris, as well as the World Institute for Development Economics Research of the United Nations University and the Macdonnell Foundation, gave me the possibility of a few quiet weeks in 1986 to finish the text. Among the people who assisted me in research I am particularly grateful to Susan Haskins, Vanessa Marshall and Dr Jenna Park. Francis Haskell read the chapter on the arts, Alan Mackay those on the sciences, Pat Thane that on women’s emancipation, and preserved me from some, but I am afraid not from all, error. André Schiffrin read the entire manuscript as a friend and exemplar of the educated non-expert to whom this book is addressed. I spent many years lecturing on European history to the students of Birkbeck College, University of London, and I doubt whether I would have been able to envisage a history of the nineteenth century in world history without this experience. So this book is dedicated to them.


 

OVERTURE

 

Memory is life. It is always carried by groups of living people, and therefore it is in permanent evolution. It is subject to the dialectics of remembering and forgetting, unaware of its successive deformations, open to all kinds of use and manipulation. Sometimes it remains latent for long periods, then suddenly revives. History is the always incomplete and problematic reconstruction of what is no longer there. Memory always belongs to our time and forms a lived bond with the eternal present; history is a representation of the past.

Pierre Nora, 19841


Merely to recount the course of events, even on a world-wide scale, is unlikely to result in a better understanding of the forces at play in the world today unless we are aware at the same time of the underlying structural changes. What we require first of all is a new framework and new terms of reference. It is these that the present book will seek to provide.

Geoffrey Barraclough, 19642


I

In the summer of 1913 a young lady graduated from secondary school in Vienna, capital of the empire of Austria–Hungary. This was still a fairly unusual achievement for girls in central Europe. To celebrate the occasion, her parents decided to offer her a journey abroad, and since it was unthinkable that a respectable young woman of eighteen should be exposed to danger and temptation alone, they looked for a suitable relative. Fortunately, among the various interrelated families which had advanced westwards to prosperity and education from various small towns in Poland and Hungary during the past generations, there was one which had done unusually well. Uncle Albert had built up a chain of stores in the Levant – Constantinople, Smyrna, Aleppo, Alexandria. In the early twentieth century there was plenty of business to be done in the Ottoman Empire and the Middle East, and Austria had long been central Europe’s business window on the orient. Egypt was both a living museum, suitable for cultural self-improvement, and a sophisticated community of the cosmopolitan European middle class, with whom communication was easily possible by means of the French language, which the young lady and her sisters had perfected at a boarding establishment in the neighbourhood of Brussels. It also, of course, contained the Arabs. Uncle Albert was happy to welcome his young relative, who travelled to Egypt on a steamer of the Lloyd Triestino, from Trieste, which was then the chief port of the Habsburg Empire and also, as it happened, the place of residence of James Joyce. The young lady was the present author’s future mother.

Some years earlier a young man had also travelled to Egypt, but from London. His family background was considerably more modest. His father, who had migrated to Britain from Russian Poland in the 1870s, was a cabinet-maker by trade, who earned an insecure living in East London and Manchester, bringing up a daughter of his first marriage and eight children of the second, most of them already born in England, as best he could. Except for one son, none of them was gifted for business or drawn to it. Only one of the youngest had the chance to acquire much schooling, becoming a mining engineer in South America, which was then an informal part of the British Empire. All, however, were passionate in the pursuit of English language and culture, and anglicized themselves with enthusiasm. One became an actor, another carried on the family trade, one became a primary school teacher, two others joined the expanding public services in the form of the Post Office. As it happened Britain had recently (1882) occupied Egypt, and so one brother found himself representing a small part of the British Empire, namely the Egyptian Post and Telegraph Service, in the Nile delta. He suggested that Egypt would suit yet another of his brothers, whose main qualification for making his way through life would have served him excellently if he had not actually had to earn a living: he was intelligent, agreeable, musical and a fine all-round sportsman as well as a lightweight boxer of championship standard. In fact, he was exactly the sort of Englishman who would find and hold a post in a shipping office far more easily in ‘the colonies’ than anywhere else.

That young man was the author’s future father, who thus met his future wife where the economics and politics of the Age of Empire, not to mention its social history, brought them together – presumably at the Sporting Club on the outskirts of Alexandria, near which they would establish their first home. It is extremely improbable that such an encounter would have happened in such a place, or would have led to marriage between two such people, in any period of history earlier than the one with which this book deals. Readers ought to be able to discover why.

However, there is a more serious reason for starting the present volume with an autobiographical anecdote. For all of us there is a twilight zone between history and memory; between the past as a generalized record which is open to relatively dispassionate inspection and the past as a remembered part of, or background to, one’s own life. For individual human beings this zone stretches from the point where living family traditions or memories begin – say, from the earliest family photo which the oldest living family member can identify or explicate – to the end of infancy, when public and private destinies are recognized as inseparable and as mutually defining one another (‘I met him shortly before the end of the war’; ‘Kennedy must have died in 1963, because it was when I was still in Boston’). The length of this zone may vary, and so will the obscurity and fuzziness that characterizes it. But there is always such a no-man’s land of time. It is by far the hardest part of history for historians, or for anyone else, to grasp. For the present writer, born towards the end of the First World War of parents who were, respectively, aged thirty-three and nineteen in 1914, the Age of Empire falls into this twilight zone.

But this is true not only of individuals, but of societies. The world we live in is still very largely a world made by men and women who grew up in the period with which this volume deals, or in its immediate shadow. Perhaps this is ceasing to be so as the twentieth century draws to its close – who can be certain? – but it was certainly true for the first two-thirds of our century.

Consider, for instance, a list of names of political persons who must be included among the movers and shapers of the twentieth century. In 1914 Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov (Lenin) was forty-four years old, Joseph Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili (Stalin) thirty-five, Franklin Delano Roosevelt thirty, J. Maynard Keynes thirty-two, Adolf Hitler twenty-five, Konrad Adenauer (maker of the post-1945 German Federal Republic) thirty-eight. Winston Churchill was forty, Mahatma Gandhi forty-five, Jawaharlal Nehru twenty-five, Mao Tse-tung twenty-one, Ho Chi-minh twenty-two, the same age as Josip Broz (Tito) and Francisco Franco Bahamonde (General Franco of Spain), that is two years younger than Charles de Gaulle and nine years younger than Benito Mussolini. Consider figures of significance in the field of culture. A sample from a Dictionary of Modern Thought published in 1977 produces the following result:




	
Persons born 1914 and after


	
23%





	
Persons active in 1880–1914 or adult in 1914


	
45%





	
Persons born 1900–14


	
17%





	
Persons active before 1880


	
15%







Quite patently men and women compiling such a compendium three-quarters of the way through the twentieth century still considered the Age of Empire as by far the most significant in the formation of the modern thought then current. Whether we agree with their judgment or not, this judgment is historically significant.

Hence not only the relatively few surviving individuals who have a direct link with the years before 1914 face the problem of how to look at the landscape of their private twilight, but so, more impersonally, does everyone who lives in the world of the 1980s, insofar as it has been shaped by the era which led up to the First World War. I mean not that the remoter past is of no significance to us, but that its relation to us is different. When dealing with remote periods we know that we confront them essentially as strangers and outsiders, rather like Western anthropologists setting out to investigate Papuan hill peoples. If they are geographically or chronologically, or emotionally, remote enough, such periods may survive exclusively through the inanimate relics of the dead: words and symbols, written, printed or engraved, material objects, images. Moreover, if we are historians, we know that what we write can be judged and corrected only by other such strangers, to whom ‘the past is another country’ also. We certainly start with the assumption of our own time, place and situation, including the propensity to reshape the past in our terms, to see what it has sharpened our eye to discern and only what our perspective allows us to recognize. Nevertheless, we go to work with the usual tools and materials of our trade, working on archival and other primary sources, reading an enormous quantity of secondary literature, threading our way through the accumulated debates and disagreements of generations of our predecessors, the changing fashions and phases of interpretation and interest, always curious, always (it is to be hoped) asking questions. But nothing much gets in our way except other contemporaries arguing as strangers about a past which is no longer part of memory. For even what we think we remember about the France of 1789 or the England of George III is what we have learned at second or fifth hand through pedagogues, official or informal.

Where historians try to come to grips with a period which has left surviving eyewitnesses, two quite different concepts of history clash, or, in the best of cases, supplement each other: the scholarly and the existential, archive and personal memory. For everyone is a historian of his or her own consciously lived lifetime inasmuch as he or she comes to terms with it in the mind – an unreliable historian from most points of view, as anyone knows who has ventured into ‘oral history’, but one whose contribution is essential. Scholars who interview old soldiers or politicians will have already acquired more, and more reliable, information about what happened from print and paper, than their source has in his or her memory, but may nevertheless misunderstand it. And, unlike, say, the historian of the crusades, the historian of the Second World War can be corrected by those who, remembering, shake their head and tell him or her: ‘But it was not like that at all.’ Nevertheless, both the versions of history which thus confront one another are, in different senses, coherent constructions of the past, consciously held as such and at least potentially capable of definition.

But the history of the twilight zone is different. It is itself an incoherent, incompletely perceived image of the past, sometimes more shadowy, sometimes apparently precise, always transmitted by a mixture of learning and second-hand memory shaped by public and private tradition. For it is still part of us, but no longer quite within our personal reach. It forms something similar to those particoloured ancient maps filled with unreliable outlines and white spaces, framed by monsters and symbols. The monsters and symbols are magnified by the modern mass media, because the very fact that the twilight zone is important to us makes it central also to their preoccupations. Thanks to them such fragmentary and symbolic images have become lasting, at least in the western world: the Titanic, which retains all its power to make headlines three-quarters of a century after its sinking, is a striking example. And these images which flash into our mind when it is, for some reason or another, turned to the period which ended in the First World War are far more difficult to detach from a considered interpretation of the period than, say, those images and anecdotes which used to bring non-historians into supposed contact with a remoter past: Drake playing bowls as the Armada approached Britain, Marie-Antoinette’s diamond necklace or ‘Let them eat cake,’ Washington crossing the Delaware. None of these will affect the serious historian for a moment. They are outside us. But can we, even as professionals, be sure that we look at the mythologized images of the Age of Empire with an equally cold eye: the Titanic, the San Francisco earthquake, Dreyfus? Patently not, if the centenary of the Statue of Liberty is any guide.

More than any other, the Age of Empire cries out for demystification, just because we – and that includes the historians – are no longer in it, but do not know how much of it is still in us. This does not mean that it calls for debunking or muckraking (an activity it pioneered).


II

The need for some sort of historical perspective is all the more urgent because people in the late twentieth century are indeed still passionately involved in the period which ended in 1914, probably just because August 1914 is one of the most undeniable ‘natural breaks’ in history. It was felt to be the end of an era at the time, and it is still felt to be so. It is quite possible to argue this feeling away, and to insist on the continuities and enjambments across the years of the First World War. After all, history is not like a bus-line on which the vehicle changes all its passengers and crew whenever it gets to the point marking its terminus. Nevertheless, if there are dates which are more than conveniences for purposes of periodization, August 1914 is one of them. It was felt to mark the end of the world made by and for the bourgeoisie. It marks the end of the ‘long nineteenth century’ with which historians have learned to operate, and which has been the subject of the three volumes of which this is the last.

No doubt that is why it has attracted historians, amateur and professional, writers on culture, literature and the arts, biographers, the makers of films and television programmes, and not least the makers of fashions, in astonishing numbers. I would guess that in the English-speaking world at least one title of significance – book or article – has appeared on the years from 1880 to 1914 every month for the past fifteen years. Most of them are addressed to historians or other specialists, for the period is not merely, as we have seen, crucial in the development of modern culture, but provides the frame for a large number of passionately pursued debates in history, national or international, mostly initiated in the years before 1914: on imperialism, on the development of labour and socialist movements, on the problem of Britain’s economic decline, on the nature and origins of the Russian Revolution – to name but a few. For obvious reasons the best known among these concerns is the question of the origins of the First World War, and it has so far generated several thousand volumes and continues to produce literature at an impressive rate. It has remained alive, because the problem of the origins of world wars has unfortunately refused to go away since 1914. In fact, the link between the past and present concerns is nowhere more evident than in the history of the Age of Empire.

Leaving aside the purely monographic literature, most of the writers on the period can be divided into two classes: the backward lookers and the forward lookers. Each tends to concentrate on one of the two most obvious features of the period. In one sense, it seems extraordinarily remote and beyond return when seen across the impassable canyon of August 1914. At the same time, paradoxically, so much of what is still characteristic of the late twentieth century has its origin in the last thirty years before the First World War. Barbara Tuchman’s The Proud Tower, a best-selling ‘portrait of the world before the war (1890–1914)’ is perhaps the most familiar example of the first genre; Alfred Chandler’s study of the genesis of modern corporate management, The Visible Hand, may stand for the second.

In quantitative terms, and in terms of circulation, the backward lookers almost certainly prevail. The irrecoverable past presents a challenge to good historians, who know that it cannot be understood in anachronistic terms, but it also contains the enormous temptation of nostalgia. The least perceptive and most sentimental constantly try to recapture the attractions of an era which upper- and middle-class memories have tended to see through a golden haze: the so-called ‘beautiful times’ or belle époque. Naturally this approach has been congenial to entertainers and other media producers, to fashion-designers and others who cater to the big spenders. This is probably the version of the period most likely to be familiar to the public through cinema and television. It is quite unsatisfactory, though it undoubtedly catches one highly visible aspect of the period, which, after all, brought such terms as ‘plutocracy’ and ‘leisure class’ into the public discourse. One may debate whether it is more or less useless than the even more nostalgic, but intellectually more sophisticated, writers who hope to prove that paradise lost might not have been lost, but for some avoidable errors or unpredictable accidents without which there would have been no world war, no Russian Revolution, or whatever else is held to be responsible for the loss of the world before 1914.

Other historians are more concerned with the opposite of the great discontinuity, namely the fact that so much of what remains characteristic of our times originated, sometimes quite suddenly, in the decades before 1914. They seek these roots and anticipations of our time, which are indeed obvious. In politics, the labour and socialist parties which form the government or chief opposition in most states of western Europe are the children of the era from 1875 to 1914, and so are one branch of their family, the communist parties which govern the regimes of eastern Europe.i So indeed are the politics of governments elected by democratic vote, the modern mass party and nationally organized mass labour union, and modern welfare legislation.

Under the name of ‘modernism’ the avant garde of this period took over most of twentieth-century high cultural output. Even today, when some avant gardes or other schools no longer accept this tradition, they still define themselves in terms of what they reject (‘post-modernism’). Meanwhile the culture of everyday life is still dominated by three innovations of this period: the advertising industry in its modern form, the modern mass circulation newspaper or periodical, and (directly or through television) the moving photograph or film. Science and technology may have come a long way since 1875–1914, but in the sciences there is an evident continuity between the age of Planck, Einstein and the young Niels Bohr and the present. As for technology, the petrol-powered road-running automobiles and the flying-machines which appeared in our period, for the first time in history, still dominate our landscapes and townscapes. The telephones and wireless communication invented at that time have been improved but not superseded. It is possible that, in retrospect, the very last decades of the twentieth century may be seen no longer to fit into the framework established before 1914, but for most purposes of orientation it will still serve.

But it cannot be enough to present the history of the past in such terms. No doubt the question of continuity and discontinuity between the Age of Empire and the present still matters, since our emotions are still directly engaged with this section of the historical past. Nevertheless, from the historian’s point of view, taken in isolation, continuity and discontinuity are trivial matters. But how are we to situate this period? For, after all, the relation of past to present is central to the preoccupations both of those who write and of those who read history. Both want, or should want, to understand how the past has become the present, and both want to understand the past, the chief obstacle being that it is not like the present.

The Age of Empire, though self-contained as a book, is the third and last volume of what has turned out to be a general survey of the nineteenth century in world history – that is, the historians’ ‘long nineteenth century’ which runs from, say, 1776 to 1914. It was not the author’s original intention to embark on anything so crazily ambitious. But insofar as three volumes written at intervals over the years and, except for the last, not intentionally conceived as parts of a single project, have any coherence, it is because they share a common conception of what the nineteenth century was about. And insofar as this common conception has succeeded in linking The Age of Revolution to The Age of Capital and both in turn to The Age of Empire – and I hope it has – it should also be helpful in linking the Age of Empire to what came after it.

Essentially the central axis round which I have tried to organize the history of the century is the triumph and transformation of capitalism in the historically specific forms of bourgeois society in its liberal version. The history begins with the decisive double breakthrough of the first industrial revolution in Britain, which established the limitless capacity of the productive system pioneered by capitalism for economic growth and global penetration, and the Franco-American political revolution, which established the leading models for the public institutions of bourgeois society, supplemented by the virtually simultaneous emergence of its most characteristic – and linked – theoretical systems: classical political economy and utilitarian philosophy. The first volume of this history, The Age of Revolution 1789–1848, is structured round this concept of a ‘dual revolution’.

It led to the confident conquest of the globe by the capitalist economy, carried by its characteristic class, the ‘bourgeoisie’, and under the banners of its characteristic intellectual expression, the ideology of liberalism. This is the main theme of the second volume, which covers the brief period between the 1848 revolutions and the onset of the 1870s Depression, when the prospects of bourgeois society and its economy seemed relatively unproblematic, because their actual triumphs were so striking. For either the political resistances of ‘old regimes’, against which the French Revolution had been made, were overcome, or these regimes themselves looked like accepting the economic, institutional and cultural hegemony of a triumphant bourgeois progress. Economically, the difficulties of an industrialization and economic growth limited by the narrowness of its pioneer base were overcome, not least by the spread of industrial transformation and the enormous widening of world markets. Socially, the explosive discontents of the poor during the Age of Revolution were consequently defused. In short, the major obstacles to continued and presumably unlimited bourgeois progress seemed to have been removed. The possible difficulties arising from the inner contradictions of this progress did not yet seem to be cause for immediate anxiety. In Europe there were fewer socialists and social revolutionaries in this period than at any other.

The Age of Empire, on the other hand, is penetrated and dominated by these contradictions. It was an era of unparalleled peace in the western world, which engendered an era of equally unparalleled world wars. It was an era of, in spite of appearances, growing social stability within the zone of developed industrial economies, which provided the small bodies of men who, with almost contemptuous ease, could conquer and rule over vast empires, but which inevitably generated on its outskirts the combined forces of rebellion and revolution that were to engulf it. Since 1914 the world has been dominated by the fear, and sometimes by the reality, of global war and the fear (or hope) of revolution – both based on the historic situations which emerged directly out of the Age of Empire.

It was the era when massive organized movements of the class of wage-workers created by, and characteristic of, industrial capitalism suddenly emerged and demanded the overthrow of capitalism. But they emerged in highly flourishing and expanding economies, and, in the countries in which they were strongest, at a time when probably capitalism offered them slightly less miserable conditions than before. It was an era when the political and cultural institutions of bourgeois liberalism were extended, or about to be extended, to the working masses living in bourgeois societies, including even (for the first time in history) its women, but the extension was at the cost of forcing its central class, the liberal bourgeoisie, on to the margins of political power. For the electoral democracies, which were the inevitable product of liberal progress, liquidated bourgeois liberalism as a political force in most countries. It was an era of profound identity crisis and transformation for a bourgeoisie whose traditional moral foundation crumbled under the very pressure of its own accumulations of wealth and comfort. Its very existence as a class of masters was undermined by the transformation of its own economic system. Juridical persons (i.e. large business organizations or corporations), owned by shareholders, employing hired managers and executives, began to replace real persons and their families owning and managing their own enterprises.

There is no end to such paradoxes. The history of the Age of Empire is filled with them. Indeed, its basic pattern, as seen in this book, is of the society and world of bourgeois liberalism advancing towards what has been called its ‘strange death’ as it reaches its apogee, victim of the very contradictions inherent in its advance.

What is more, the culture and intellectual life of the period show a curious awareness of this pattern of reversal, of the imminent death of one world and the need for another. But what gave the period its peculiar tone and savour was that the coming cataclysms were both expected, misunderstood and disbelieved. World war would come, but nobody, even the best of the prophets, really understood the kind of war it would be. And when the world finally stood on the brink, the decision-makers rushed towards the abyss in utter disbelief. The great new socialist movements were revolutionary; but for most of them revolution was, in some sense, the logical and necessary outcome of bourgeois democracy, which gave the multiplying many the decision over the diminishing few. And for those among them who expected actual insurrection, it was a battle whose aim, in the first instance, could only be to institute bourgeois democracy as a necessary preliminary to something more advanced. Revolutionaries thus remained within the Age of Empire, even as they prepared to transcend it.

In the sciences and the arts the orthodoxies of the nineteenth century were being overthrown, but never did more men and women, newly educated and intellectually conscious, believe more firmly in what small avant gardes were even then rejecting. If public opinion pollsters in the developed world before 1914 had counted up hope against foreboding, optimists against pessimists, hope and optimism would pretty certainly have prevailed. Paradoxically, they would probably have collected proportionately more votes in the new century, as the western world approached 1914, than they might have done in the last decades of the old. But, of course, that optimism included not only those who believed in the future of capitalism, but also those who looked forward with hope to its supersession.

In itself there is nothing about the historical pattern of reversal, of development undermining its own foundations, which is novel or peculiar to this period as distinct from any other. This is how endogenous historical transformations work. They are still working this way. What is peculiar about the long nineteenth century is that the titanic and revolutionary forces of this period which changed the world out of recognition were transported on a specific, and historically peculiar and fragile vehicle. Just as the transformation of the world economy was, for a crucial but necessarily brief period, identified with the fortunes of a single medium-sized state – Great Britain – so the development of the contemporary world was temporarily identified with that of nineteenth-century liberal bourgeois society. The very extent to which the ideas, values, assumptions and institutions associated with it appeared to triumph in the Age of Capital indicates the historically transient nature of that triumph.

This book surveys the moment in history when it became clear that the society and civilization created by and for the western liberal bourgeoisie represented not the permanent form of the modern industrial world, but only one phase of its early development. The economic structures which sustain the twentieth-century world, even when they are capitalist, are no longer those of ‘private enterprise’ in the sense businessmen would have accepted in 1870. The revolution whose memory dominates the world since the First World War is no longer the French Revolution of 1789. The culture which penetrates it is no longer bourgeois culture as it would have been understood before 1914. The continent which overwhelmingly constituted its economic, intellectual and military force then, no longer does so now. Neither history in general, nor the history of capitalism in particular, ended in 1914, though a rather large part of the world was, by revolution, moved into a fundamentally different type of economy. The Age of Empire, or, as Lenin called it, Imperialism, was plainly not ‘the last stage’ of capitalism; but then Lenin never actually claimed that it was. He merely called it, in the earliest version of his influential booklet, ‘the latest’ stage of capitalism.ii And yet one can understand why observers – and not only observers hostile to bourgeois society – might feel that the era of world history through which they lived in the last few decades before the First World War was more than just another phase of development. In one way or another it seemed to anticipate and prepare a world different in kind from the past. And so it has turned out since 1914, even if not in the way expected or predicted by most of the prophets. There is no return to the world of liberal bourgeois society. The very calls to revive the spirit of nineteenth-century capitalism in the late twentieth century testify to the impossibility of doing so. For better or worse, since 1914 the century of the bourgeoisie belongs to history.

i The communist parties ruling in the non-European world were formed on their model, but after our period.

ii It was renamed ‘the highest stage’ after his death.


 

CHAPTER 1

THE CENTENARIAN REVOLUTION

‘Hogan is a prophet. … A prophet, Hinnissy, is a man that foresees throuble. … Hogan is th’happyest man in th’wurruld about today, but tomorrah something is goin’ to happen.’

Mr Dooley Says, 19101

I

Centenaries are an invention of the late nineteenth century. Some time between the centennial of the American Revolution (1876) and that of the French Revolution (1889) – both celebrated with the usual international expositions – the educated citizens of the western world became conscious of the fact that this world, born between the Declaration of Independence, the construction of the world’s first iron bridge and the storming of the Bastille, was now a century old. How did the world of the 1880s compare with that of the 1780s?i

In the first place, it was now genuinely global. Almost all parts of it were now known and more or less adequately or approximately mapped. With negligible exceptions exploration no longer consisted of ‘discovery’ but of a form of athletic endeavour, often with strong elements of personal or national competition, typified by the attempt to dominate the most severe and inhospitable physical environments of the Arctic and the Antarctic. Peary of the USA was to win the race to reach the North Pole in 1909 against British and Scandinavian competition; Amundsen of Norway reached the South Pole in 1911, one month ahead of the hapless British Captain Scott. (Neither achievement had or was intended to have the slightest practical consequence.) Railway and steamship had made intercontinental or transcontinental travel a matter of weeks rather than months, except in most of the large land-masses of Africa, continental Asia and parts of the interior of South America, and would soon make it a matter of days: with the completion of the Trans-Siberian Railway in 1904 it would be possible to travel from Paris to Vladivostok in fifteen or sixteen days. The electric telegraph now made the communication of information across the entire globe a matter of hours. In consequence men and women from the western world – but not only they – travelled and communicated over large distances with unprecedented facility and in unprecedented numbers. To take simply one illustration which would have been regarded as an absurd fantasy in the age of Benjamin Franklin. In 1879 almost 1 million tourists visited Switzerland. Over 200,000 of them were Americans: the equivalent of more than one in twenty of the entire US population at its first Census (1790).ii2

At the same time it was a much more densely populated world. Demographic figures are so speculative, particularly for the late eighteenth century, that numerical precision is both pointless and dangerous, but we shall not be far wrong in supposing that the 1500 million or so human beings who may have been alive in the 1880s represented double the world’s population in the 1780s. Much the largest number of them were Asians, as they had always been, but while in 1800 they had constituted almost two-thirds of humanity (according to recent guesses), by 1900 they formed perhaps 55 per cent of it. The next largest block were the Europeans (including Asian Russia, thinly populated). Their numbers had almost certainly more than doubled from, say 200 millions in 1800 to 430 millions in 1900, and what is more, their mass emigration overseas was largely responsible for the most dramatic change in world population, the rise of the Americas from about 30 to nearly 160 millions between 1800 and 1900; and more especially of North America from about 7 to over 80 millions. The devastated continent of Africa, about whose demography we admittedly know little, grew more slowly than any other, perhaps at most by a third in the century. While at the end of the eighteenth century there were perhaps three times as many Africans as Americans (North and Latin), by the end of the nineteenth there were probably substantially more Americans than Africans. The tiny population of the Pacific islands including Australia, though swelled by European migration from a hypothetical 2 millions to perhaps 6, carried little demographic weight.

Yet while in one sense the world was becoming demographically larger and geographically smaller and more global – a planet bound together ever more tightly by the bonds of moving goods and people, of capital and communications, of material products and ideas – in another it was drifting into division. There had been rich and poor regions, advanced and backward economies and societies, stronger and weaker units of political organization and military force, in the 1780s, as in all other ages of history of which we have record. And it is hardly to be denied that a major gulf separated the great belt of the world which had been the traditional home of class societies and more or less lasting states and cities, operating by means of literate minorities and – happily for the historian – generating written documentation, from the zones to the north and south of them upon which the ethnographers and anthropologists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries concentrated their attention. Nevertheless, within this large belt, which stretched from Japan in the east to the shores of the mid- and North Atlantic and through European conquest into the Americas, and in which the bulk of humanity lived, the disparities, though already large, did not yet seem insurmountable.

In terms of production and wealth, not to mention culture, the differences between the major pre-industrial regions were, by modern standards, remarkably small; say between 1 and 1.8. Indeed a recent estimate calculates that between 1750 and 1800 the per capita gross national product in what are today known as the ‘developed countries’ was substantially the same as in what is now known as the ‘Third World’, though this is probably due to the enormous size and relative weight of the Chinese Empire (with about a third of the world’s population), whose average standard of living may at that stage have actually been superior to that of Europeans.3 In the eighteenth century Europeans would have found the Celestial Empire a very strange place indeed, but no intelligent observer would have regarded it in any sense as an inferior economy and civilization to Europe’s, still less as a ‘backward’ country. But in the nineteenth century the gap between the western countries, base of the economic revolution which was transforming the world, and the rest widened, at first slowly, later with increasing rapidity. By 1880 (according to the same calculation) the per capita income in the ‘developed’ world was about double that in the ‘Third World’, by 1913 it was to be over three times as high, and widening. By 1950 (to dramatize the process) the difference was between 1 and 5, by 1970 between 1 and 7. Moreover, the gap between the ‘Third World’ and the really developed parts of the ‘developed’ world, i.e. the industrialized countries, began earlier and widened even more dramatically. The per capita share of the GNP was already almost twice that in the ‘Third World’ in 1830, about seven times as high in 1913.iii

Technology was a major cause of this gap, reinforcing it not merely economically but politically. A century after the French Revolution it was becoming increasingly evident that poorer and backward countries could easily be defeated and (unless they were very large) conquered because of the technical inferiority of their armaments. This was comparatively new. Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt in 1798 had pitted against each other French and Mamelouk armies with comparable equipment. The colonial conquests of European forces had been achieved not by miraculous weaponry, but by greater aggressiveness, ruthlessness and, above all, disciplined organization.4 Yet the industrial revolution, which penetrated warfare in the middle decades of the century (cf. The Age of Capital, chapter 4) tilted the balance even further in favour of the ‘advanced’ world by means of high explosives, machine-guns and steam transport (see chapter 13 below). The half-century from 1880 to 1930 was to be the golden or rather the iron age of gunboat diplomacy for this reason.

We are therefore in 1880 dealing not so much with a single world, as with two sectors combined together into one global system: the developed and the lagging, the dominant and the dependent, the rich and the poor. Even this description is misleading. While the (smaller) first world, in spite of its considerable internal disparities, was united by history and as the common bearer of capitalist development, the (much larger) second world was united by nothing except its relations with, that is to say its potential or actual dependency on, the first. What else, except a common membership of the human race, had the Chinese Empire in common with Senegal, Brazil with the New Hebrides, Morocco with Nicaragua? The second world was united by neither history, culture, social structure nor institutions, nor even by what we today think of as the most salient characteristic of the dependent world, namely mass poverty. For wealth and poverty as social categories apply only to societies stratified in a certain way, and to economies structured in a certain way, and parts of the dependent world were, as yet, neither. All human societies known to history contain some social inequalities (apart from those between the sexes), but if Indian maharajahs visiting the west could be treated as though they were millionaires in the western sense, the big men or chiefs in New Guinea could not be so assimilated, even notionally. And if the common people of any part of the world, when transported away from their homes, were normally turned into workers, and therefore members of the category of ‘the poor’, it was irrelevant to describe them in this manner in their native habitat. In any case, there were favoured parts of the world – notably in the tropics – where nobody needed to lack either shelter, food or leisure. Indeed, there were still small societies in which the concepts of work and leisure had no meaning, and no words for them existed.

If the existence of the two world sectors was undeniable, the boundaries between them were unclear, chiefly because the set of states by and through which the economic – and in our period the political – conquest of the globe was achieved were united by history as well as economic development. They consisted of ‘Europe’ and not only of those regions, mainly in north-western and central Europe and some of their overseas settlements, which plainly formed the core of world capitalist development. ‘Europe’ included the southern regions which had once played a major role in early capitalist developments, but had since the sixteenth century become backwaters, and the conquerors of the first great European overseas empires, notably the Italian and Iberian peninsulas. It also included a great eastern border zone where, for more than a thousand years, Christendom – that is to say the heirs and descendants of the Roman Empireiv – had fought the periodic invasions of military conquerors from Central Asia. The last wave of these, which had formed the great Ottoman Empire, had been gradually expelled from the enormous areas of Europe it controlled in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, and its days in Europe were clearly numbered, though in 1880 it still controlled a substantial belt across the Balkan peninsula (parts of the present Greece, Yugoslavia and Bulgaria and all of Albania) as well as some islands. Much of the reconquered or liberated territories could only be regarded as ‘European’ by courtesy: in fact, the Balkan peninsula was still currently referred to as the ‘Near East’: hence South-west Asia came to be known as the ‘Middle East’. On the other hand the two states which had done most to push back the Turks were or became great European powers, in spite of the notorious backwardness of all or parts of their peoples and territories: the Habsburg Empire and, above all, the empire of the Russian tsars.

Large parts of ‘Europe’ were therefore, at best, on the margins of the core of capitalist economic development and bourgeois society. In some, most of the inhabitants clearly lived in a different century from their contemporaries and rulers – as on the Adriatic coasts of Dalmatia or in the Bukovina, where in 1880 88 per cent of the population were illiterate as against 11 per cent in Lower Austria, part of the same empire.5 Many educated Austrians shared Metternich’s belief that ‘Asia begins where the eastern highway leaves Vienna’, and most north Italians regarded most south Italians as some kind of African barbarians, but in both monarchies the backward areas formed only part of the state. In Russia the question ‘European or Asiatic?’ cut much deeper, since virtually the entire zone from Byelorussia and Ukraine eastwards to the Pacific was equally remote from bourgeois society, except for a thin film of the educated. It was indeed the subject of impassioned public debate.

Nevertheless, history, politics, culture and, not least, centuries of overseas and overland expansion against the second world bound even the backward parts of the first world to the advanced ones, if we leave aside a few isolated enclaves of Balkan mountaineers and the like. Russia was indeed backward, though its rulers had systematically looked west for two centuries and acquired control over western border territories such as Finland, the Baltic countries and parts of Poland which were distinctly more advanced. Yet economically Russia was distinctly part of ‘the west’, inasmuch as her government was clearly engaged on a policy of massive industrialization on the western model. Politically the Tsarist Empire was colonizer rather than colony, and culturally the small educated minority within Russia was one of the glories of nineteenth-century western civilization. Peasants in the Bukovina, in the remotest north-east of the Habsburg Empirev, might still live in the Middle Ages, but its capital, Czernowitz (Cernovtsi), contained a distinguished European university, and its emancipated and assimilated Jewish middle class was anything but medieval. At the other end of Europe Portugal was small, feeble, backward by any contemporary standard, a virtual semi-colony of Britain, and only the eye of faith could detect much in the way of economic development there. Yet Portugal remained not merely a member of the club of sovereign states but a large colonial empire by virtue of her history; she retained her African empire, not only because rival European powers could not decide how to partition it, but because, being ‘European’, its possessions were not – or not quite – regarded as the mere raw material for colonial conquest.

In the 1880s Europe was not only the original core of the capitalist development which dominated and transformed the world, but by far the most important component of the world economy and of bourgeois society. There has never in history been a more European century, nor will there ever again be such a one. Demographically, the world contained a higher proportion of Europeans at the end of the century than at the beginning – perhaps one in four as against one in five.6 In spite of the millions the old continent sent to various new worlds, it grew faster. Though the sheer pace and impetus of its industrialization already made America’s future as a global economic super-power certain, European industrial output was still more than twice as large as American, and major technological advance still came primarily from east of the Atlantic. Motor cars, cinematography and wireless were first developed seriously in Europe. (Japan was a very slow starter in the modern world economy, though faster off the mark in world politics.)

As for high culture, the world of white settlement overseas still remained overwhelmingly dependent on the old continent; and this was even more obviously so among the tiny educated elites of the non-white societies, insofar as these took ‘the west’ as their model. Economically, Russia could not begin to compare with the headlong growth and wealth of the USA. Culturally, the Russia of Dostoievsky (1821–81), Tolstoi (1828–1910), Chekhov (1860–1904), of Tchaikovsky (1840–93), Borodin (1834–87) and Rimsky-Korsakov (1844–1908) was a great power, and the USA of Mark Twain (1835–1910) and Walt Whitman (1819–92) was not, even if we throw in Henry James (1843–1916), who had long since emigrated to the more congenial atmosphere of Britain. European culture and intellectual life still belonged mainly to a minority of the prosperous and educated, and was adapted to functioning admirably in and for such a milieu. The contribution of liberalism, and the ideological left beyond it, was to call for the achievements of this elite culture to be made freely accessible to all. The museum and the free library were its characteristic achievements. American culture, more democratic and egalitarian, did not come into its own until the era of mass culture in the twentieth century. For the time being, even in matters so closely geared to technical progress as the sciences, the USA still lagged not only behind the Germans and the British, but even behind the small Netherlands, to judge by the geographical distribution of Nobel prizes in their first quarter-century.

But if part of the ‘first world’ could have fitted equally well into the zone of dependency and backwardness, virtually the whole of the ‘second world’ clearly belonged to it, except for Japan, systematically ‘westernizing’ since 1868 (see The Age of Capital, chapter 8), and overseas territories settled by large populations of European descent – in 1880 still primarily from north-western and central Europe – except, of course, for such native populations as they did not succeed in eliminating. It was this dependency – or, more exactly, the inability either to keep out of the way of the trade and technology of the west or to find a substitute for it, or to resist the men armed with its weapons and organization – that put societies which otherwise had nothing in common in the same category as victims of nineteenth-century history against its makers. As a ruthless western wit put it, with a little military oversimplification:


Whatever happens, we have got

the Maxim Gun, and they have not.7



Compared with this difference, the differences between stone-age societies such as those of the Melanesian islands and the sophisticated and urbanized societies of China, India and the Islamic world, seemed insignificant. What did it matter that their arts were admirable, that the monuments of their ancient cultures were wonderful, and that their (mainly religious) philosophies impressed some western scholars and poets at least as much as, indeed probably more than, Christianity? Basically they were all equally at the mercy of the ships that came from abroad bringing cargoes of goods, armed men and ideas against which they were powerless, and which transformed their universes in ways which suited the invaders, whatever the sentiments of the invaded.

This does not mean that the division between the two worlds was a simple one between industrialized and agricultural countries, between the civilizations of city and countryside. The ‘second world’ contained cities more ancient than and/or as enormous as the first: Peking, Constantinople. The nineteenth-century capitalist world market generated, within it, disproportionately large urban centres through which the flow of their economic relations was channelled: Melbourne, Buenos Aires, Calcutta, all had about half a million inhabitants each in the 1880s, which was larger than Amsterdam, Milan, Birmingham or Munich, while the three-quarters of a million of Bombay was larger than all but half-a-dozen cities in Europe. Though with a few special exceptions towns were more numerous and played a more significant role in the economies of the first world, the ‘developed’ world remained surprisingly agricultural. In only six European countries did agriculture employ less than a majority – generally a large majority – of the male population: but these six were, characteristically, the core of the older capitalist development – Belgium, Britain, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Switzerland. However, only in Britain was agriculture the occupation of a smallish minority of about one-sixth; elsewhere it employed between 30 and 45 per cent.8 There was, indeed, a striking difference between the commercialized and businesslike farming of the ‘developed’ regions and the agriculture of the backward ones. Danish and Bulgarian peasants had little in common economically by 1880 except an interest in stables and fields. Still, farming, like the ancient handicrafts, was a way of living deeply rooted in the ancient past, as the ethnologists and folklorists of the later nineteenth century knew when they looked for old traditions and ‘popular survivals’ primarily in the countryside. Even the most revolutionary agriculture still sheltered them.

Conversely, industry was not entirely confined to the first world. Quite apart from the building of an infrastructure (e.g. ports and railways) and extractive industries (mines) in many a dependent and colonial economy, and the presence of cottage industries in many backward rural areas, some industry of the nineteenth-century western type tended to develop modestly in dependent countries such as India even at this early stage, sometimes against strong opposition from metropolitan interests: mainly textiles and food-processing. But even metals penetrated the second world. The great Indian iron and steel firm of Tata began operations in the 1880s. Meanwhile small production by small family artisans or in ‘putting-out’ workshops remained as characteristic of the ‘developed’ world as of much of the dependent world. It was about to enter upon a period of crisis, anxiously monitored by German scholars, faced with the competition of factories and modern distribution. But, on the whole, it still survived in considerable strength.

Nevertheless, it is roughly correct to make industry into a criterion of modernity. In the 1880s no country outside the ‘developed’ world (and Japan, which had joined it) could be described as industrial or even on the way to industrialization. Even those ‘developed’ countries which were still primarily agrarian, or at any rate not immediately associated in the public mind with factories and forges, were, one might say, already tuned to the wavelength of industrial society and high technology. Apart from Denmark, the Scandinavian countries, for instance, had until recently been notoriously poor and backward. Yet within a few decades they had more telephones per head than any other European region,9 including Britain and Germany); they won considerably more Nobel prizes in science than the USA; and they were about to become strongholds of socialist political movements specifically organized with the interests of the industrial proletariat in mind.

And, even more obviously, we can describe the ‘advanced’ world as rapidly urbanizing, and indeed in extreme cases as a world of city-dwellers beyond precedent.10 In 1800 there had been just seventeen cities in Europe with a population of 100,000 or more, with a total population of under 5 million. By 1890 there were 103 with a total population more than six times as large. What the nineteenth century since 1789 had generated was not so much the giant urban ant-heap with its millions of scurrying inhabitants – though by 1880 three more million-cities had joined London since 1800 (Paris, Berlin and Vienna). Rather it had generated a widely distributed system of medium and large towns, especially large fairly dense zones or conurbations of such urban and industrial development, gradually eating away the countryside of the region. Some of the more dramatic of these were comparatively new, the product of mid-century heavy industrial development like Tyneside and Clydeside in Great Britain, or only just developing on a massive scale, like the Ruhr in Germany or the Pennsylvania coal–steel belt. These, once again, did not necessarily contain any major cities, unless they also contained capital cities, centres of government administration and other tertiary activities, or major international ports, which also tended to generate unusually large populations. Curiously enough, with the exception of London, Lisbon and Copenhagen, no European state in 1880 contained a city which was both.

II

If it is difficult to describe the economic differences between the two sectors of the world in two or three words, however profound and evident they were, it is not much easier to summarize the political differences between them. There clearly existed a general model of the desirable structure and institutions of a properly ‘advanced’ country, give or take a few local variations. It should form a more or less homogeneous territorial state, internationally sovereign, large enough to provide the basis of national economic development, enjoying a single set of political and legal institutions of a broadly liberal and representative kind (i.e. it should enjoy a single constitution and the rule of law), but also, at a lower level, it should have a fair degree of local autonomy and initiative. It should be composed of ‘citizens’, i.e. of the aggregate of the individual inhabitants of its territory who enjoyed certain basic legal and political rights, rather than, say, of corporations or other kinds of groups and communities. Their relations with the national government should be direct and not mediated by such groups. And so on. These were aspirations, and not only for the ‘developed’ countries (all of which by 1880 conformed to some degree to this model) but for all others who did not wish to cut themselves deliberately off from modern progress. To this extent the liberal–constitutional nation-state as a model was not confined to the ‘developed’ world. Indeed the largest body of states theoretically operating on this model, generally in the federalist American rather than the centralist French variant, was to be found in Latin America. This consisted at this date of seventeen republics and one empire, which did not survive the 1880s (Brazil). In practice it was notorious that political reality in Latin America, or for that matter in some nominally constitutional monarchies of south east Europe, had little relation to constitutional theory. A very large part of the non-developed world possessed no states of this, or sometimes of any, form. Some of it consisted of the possessions of European powers, directly administered by them: these colonial empires were shortly to be enormously expanded. Some of it, e.g. in the African interior, consisted of political units to which the term ‘state’ in the then current European sense was not seriously applicable, though other terms then current (‘tribes’) were not much better. Some of it consisted of sometimes very ancient empires such as the Chinese, the Persian and the Ottoman, which had parallels in European history but were clearly not territorial states (‘nation-states’) of the nineteenth-century type, and were very obviously (it seemed) obsolescent. On the other hand the same ricketiness, if not always the same antiquity, affected some obsolescent empires which were at least partly or marginally in the ‘developed’ world, if only because of their, admittedly shaky, status as ‘great powers’: the Tsarist and the Habsburg empires (Russia and Austria–Hungary).

In terms of international politics (i.e. of the calculations of governments and foreign ministries of Europe), the number of entities treated as sovereign states anywhere in the world was rather modest, by our standards. Around 1875 there were no more than seventeen in Europe (including the six ‘powers’ – Britain, France, Germany, Russia, Austria–Hungary and Italy – and the Ottoman Empire), nineteen in the Americas (including one virtual ‘great power’, the USA), four or five in Asia (mainly Japan and the two ancient empires of China and Persia) and perhaps three highly marginal cases in Africa (Morocco, Ethiopia, Liberia). Outside the Americas, which contained the largest collection of republics on the globe, virtually all of these were monarchies – in Europe only Switzerland and (since 1870) France were not – though in the developed countries most of them were constitutional monarchies or at least made official gestures in the direction of some sort of electoral representation. The Tsarist and Ottoman empires – the one on the margins of ‘development’, the other clearly belonging to the world of the victims – were the only European exceptions. However, apart from Switzerland, France, the USA and possibly Denmark, none of the representative states were based on a democratic (though at this stage exclusively masculine) franchise,vi though some nominal white-settler colonies in the British Empire (Australia, New Zealand, Canada) were reasonably democratic – indeed they were more so than any other areas apart from some Rocky Mountain states in the USA. However, in such countries outside Europe political democracy assumed the elimination of the former indigenous population – Indians, Aborigines, etc. Where they could not be eliminated by expulsion into ‘reservations’ or by genocide, they were not part of the political community. In 1890, out of the 63 million inhabitants of the USA only 230,000 were Indians.11

As for the inhabitants of the ‘developed’ world (and the countries seeking or forced to imitate it), the adult males among them increasingly conformed to the minimum criterion of bourgeois society: that of legally free and equal individuals. Legal serfdom no longer existed anywhere in Europe. Legal slavery, abolished almost everywhere in the western and western-dominated world, was in its very last years even in its final refuges, Brazil and Cuba: it did not survive the 1880s. Legal freedom and equality were far from incompatible with real inequality. The ideal of liberal bourgeois society was neatly expressed in Anatole France’s ironic phrase: ‘The Law in its majestic equality gives every man the same right to dine at the Ritz and to sleep under a bridge.’ Still, in the ‘developed’ world it was now essentially money or the lack of it, rather than birth or differences in legal freedom or status, which determined the distribution of all but the privileges of social exclusiveness. And legal equality did not exclude political inequality either, for not only wealth but de facto power counted. The rich and powerful were not merely politically more influential, but could exercise a good deal of extra-legal compulsion, as any inhabitant of such areas as the hinterlands of southern Italy and the Americas knew only too well, not to mention American blacks. Still, there was a clear difference between those parts of the world in which such inequalities were still formally built into the social and political system and those in which they were at least formally incompatible with official theory. It was analogous to the difference between countries in which torture was still a legal form of the judicial process (e.g. the Chinese Empire) and those in which it did not officially exist, though policemen tacitly recognized the distinction between the ‘torturable’ and the ‘non-torturable’ classes (to use the novelist Graham Greene’s terms).

The clearest distinction between the two sectors of the world was cultural, in the widest sense of the word. By 1880 the ‘developed’ world consisted overwhelmingly of countries or regions in which the majority of the male and increasingly the female population was literate, in which politics, economics and intellectual life in general had emancipated themselves from the tutelage of the ancient religions, bulwarks of traditionalism and superstition, and which virtually monopolized the sort of science which was increasingly essential for modern technology. By the late 1870s any European country or region with a majority of illiterates could be almost certainly classified as non-developed or backward, and the other way round. Italy, Portugal, Spain, Russia and the Balkan countries were at best on the margins of development. Within the Austrian Empire (omitting Hungary) the Slavs of the Czech lands, the German speakers and the rather less literate Italians and Slovenes represented the advanced parts of the country, the predominantly illiterate Ukrainians, Rumanians and Serbo-Croats the backward regions. Cities with a predominantly illiterate population, as in much of the then ‘Third World’, would be an even more convincing index of backwardness, since towns were normally much more literate than the countryside. There were some fairly obvious cultural elements in such divergences, for instance the notably greater encouragement of mass education among Protestants and (western) Jews as distinct from Catholic, Muslim and other religions. A poor and overwhelmingly rural country like Sweden with no more than 10 per cent illiteracy in 1850 would be hard to imagine elsewhere than in the Protestant zone of the world (i.e. most of the countries adjoining the Baltic, North Sea and North Atlantic, with extensions into central Europe and North America). On the other hand it also, and visibly, reflected economic development and the social divisions of labour. Among Frenchmen (1901) fishermen were three times more illiterate than workers and domestics, peasants twice as illiterate, persons engaged in trade half as illiterate, public service and the professions evidently the most literate of all. Peasants heading their own enterprise were less literate than agricultural workers (though not much), but in the less traditional fields of industry and trade employers were more literate than workers (though not than their office staff).12 Cultural, social and economic factors cannot be separated in practice.

Mass education, which was by this time secured in the developed countries by increasingly universal primary schooling by or under the supervision of states, must be distinguished from the education and culture of the generally very small elites. Here the differences between the two sectors of that belt of the globe which knew literacy were less, though the higher education of such strata as European intellectuals, Moslem or Hindu scholars and East Asian mandarins had little in common (unless they also adapted to the European pattern). Mass illiteracy, as in Russia, did not preclude an impressive if numerically very restricted minority culture. However, certain institutions typified the zone of ‘development’ or European domination, notably the essentially secular university, which did not exist outside this zonevii and, for different purposes, the opera house (see the map in The Age of Capital). Both these institutions reflected the penetration of the dominant ‘western’ civilization.

III

Defining the difference between advanced and backward, developed and non-developed parts of the world is a complex and frustrating exercise, since such classifications are by their nature static and simple, and the reality which is to be fitted into them was neither. Change was the name of the nineteenth century: change in terms of, and to suit the purposes of, the dynamic regions along the shores of the Northern Atlantic seas which were at this time the core of world capitalism. With some marginal and diminishing exceptions, all countries, even the hitherto most isolated, were at least peripherally gripped by the tentacles of this global transformation. On the other hand even the most ‘advanced’ of the ‘developed’ countries changed in part by adapting the heritage of an ancient and ‘backward’ past, and contained layers and patches of society which resisted transformation. Historians rack their brains about the best way to formulate and to present this universal but everywhere different change, the complexity of its patterns and interactions, and its major directions.

Most observers in the 1870s would have been far more impressed by its linearity. In material terms, in terms of knowledge and the capacity to transform nature it seemed so patent that change meant advance that history – at all events modern history – seemed to equal progress. Progress was measured by the ever rising curve of whatever could be measured, or what men chose to measure. Continuous improvement, even of those things which clearly still required it, was guaranteed by historical experience. It seemed hardly credible that little more than three centuries ago intelligent Europeans had regarded the agriculture, military techniques and even the medicine of the ancient Romans as the model for their own, that a bare two centuries ago there could be a serious debate about whether the moderns could ever surpass the achievement of the ancients, and that at the end of the eighteenth century experts could have doubted whether the population of Britain was increasing.

Progress was most evident and undeniable in technology and in its obvious consequence, the growth in material production and communication. Modern machinery was overwhelmingly powered by steam and made of iron and steel. Coal had become overwhelmingly the most important source of industrial energy. It represented 95 per cent of it in Europe (outside Russia). Hill streams in Europe and North America, which had once determined the location of so many early cotton mills – whose very name recalls the significance of water power – once again reverted to rural life. On the other hand the new energy sources, electricity and mineral oil, were not yet of major significance, though by the 1880s large-scale generation of electricity and the internal-combustion engine were both becoming practicable. Even the USA did not claim more than about 3 million electric lights in 1890, and in the early 1880s the most modern European industrial economy, Germany, used less than 400,000 tons of oil per annum.13

Modern technology was not only undeniable and triumphant, but highly visible. Its production machines, though not particularly powerful by modern standards – in Britain they averaged less than 20 HP in 1880 – were usually large, being still made mainly of iron, as any visitor to museums of technology can verify.14 But by far the largest and most powerful engines of the nineteenth century were the most visible and audible of all. These were the 100,000 railway locomotives (200–450 HP), pulling their almost [image: image] million carriages and wagons in long trains under banners of smoke. They were part of the most dramatic innovation of the century, undreamed of – unlike air travel – a century earlier when Mozart wrote his operas. Vast networks of shining rails, running along embankments, across bridges and viaducts, through cuttings, through tunnels up to ten miles long, across mountain passes as high as the major Alpine peaks, the railways collectively constituted the most massive effort of public building as yet undertaken by man. They employed more men than any other industrial undertakings. They reached into the centres of great cities, where their triumphal achievements were celebrated in equally triumphal and gigantic railway stations, and into the remotest stretches of the countryside, where no other trace of nineteenth-century civilization penetrated. By the early 1880s (1882) almost 2 billion people a year travelled on them, most of them, naturally, from Europe (72 per cent) and North America (20 per cent).15 In the ‘developed’ regions of the west there can by then have been very few men, perhaps even very few of the less mobile women, who had not, at some time in their lives, made contact with the railway. Probably the only other by-product of modern technology, the net of telegraph-lines on their endless succession of wooden poles, about three or four times as great in length as the world’s railway system, was more universally known.

The 22,000 steamships of the world in 1882, though probably even more powerful as machines than the locomotives, were not only much less numerous, and visible only to the small minority of humans who went near ports, but in one sense much less typical. For in 1880 they still (but only just) represented less shipping tonnage, even in industrialized Britain, than sailing ships. As for world shipping as a whole, there were in 1880 still almost three tons under the power of wind for every ton under steam-power. This was about to change immediately and dramatically, in the 1880s, in favour of steam. Tradition still ruled on the water, and notably, in spite of the change from timber to iron and from sail to steam, in the matter of building, loading and discharging ships.

How much attention would serious lay observers in the second half of the 1870s have paid to the revolutionary advances of technology which were already incubating or being born at the time: the various kinds of turbines and internal-combustion engines, the telephone, gramophone and incandescent electric light bulb (all just being invented), the motor car, made operational by Daimler and Benz in the 1880s, not to mention cinematography, aeronautics and radio telegraphy which were produced or worked on in the 1890s? Almost certainly they would have expected and predicted important developments in anything connected with electricity, photography and chemical synthesis, which were familiar enough, and they would not have been surprised that technology should succeed in solving so obvious and urgent a problem as the invention of a mobile engine to mechanize road transport. They could not have been expected to anticipate radio waves and radio activity. They would certainly have speculated – when have human beings not done so? – on the prospects of human flight, and would have been hopeful, given the technological optimism of the age. People were certainly hungry for new inventions, the more dramatic the better. Thomas Alva Edison, who set up what was probably the first private industrial development laboratory in 1876 in Menlo Park, New Jersey, became a public hero to Americans with his first phonograph in 1877. But they would certainly not have expected the actual transformations brought about by these innovations in consumer society for in fact, except in the USA, these were to remain relatively modest until the First World War.

Progress was most visible, then, in the capacity for material production and for speedy and massive communication in the ‘developed’ world. The benefits of this multiplication of wealth almost certainly had not in the 1870s reached the overwhelming majority of the inhabitants of Asia, Africa and all but a part of the southern cone of Latin America. It is not clear how far they had reached the bulk of people in the peninsulas of southern Europe or in the Tsarist Empire. Even in the ‘developed’ world they were very unevenly distributed as between the 3·5 per cent of the rich, the 13–14 per cent of the middle class and the 82–3 per cent of the labouring classes, to follow the official French classification of the Republic’s funerals in the 1870s (see The Age of Capital, chapter 12). Nevertheless, some improvement in the condition of the common people in this zone was difficult to deny. The increase in human height, which makes each generation today taller than its parents, had probably begun by 1880 in a number of countries – but by no means everywhere, and in a very modest way compared to the improvement after 1880 or even later. (Nutrition is overwhelmingly the most decisive reason for this growth in human stature.)16 The average expectation of life at birth was still modest enough in the 1880s: 43–45 years in the main ‘developed’ zonesviii, though below 40 in Germany, and 48–50 in Scandinavia.17 (In the 1960s it was to be about 70 in these countries.) Still, life expectation had pretty certainly risen over the century, though the major fall in infantile mortality, which chiefly affects this figure, was only just beginning.

In short, the highest hope among the poor, even in the ‘developed’ parts of Europe, was probably still to earn enough to keep body and soul together, a roof over one’s head and enough clothes, especially at the most vulnerable ages of their life-cycle, when couples had children below the earning age, and when men and women grew old. In the ‘developed’ parts of Europe they no longer thought of actual starvation as a possible contingency. Even in Spain the last major famine occurred in the 1860s. However, in Russia famine remained a significant hazard of life: there was to be an important one in 1890–1. In what would later be called the ‘Third World’ it remained endemic. A substantial sector of prosperous peasants was certainly emerging, as was also in some countries a sector of ‘respectable’ skilled or otherwise scarce manual workers capable of saving money and buying more than the essentials of life. But the truth is that the only market whose income was such as to tempt entrepreneurs and businessmen was that aimed at the middle incomes. The most notable innovation in distribution was the big-city department store, pioneered in France, America and Britain and just beginning to penetrate Germany. The Bon Marché or Whiteley’s Universal Emporium or Wanamakers were not aimed at the labouring classes. The USA, with its vast pool of customers, already envisaged a massive market of medium-range standardized goods, but even there the mass market of the poor (the ‘five-and-dime’ market) was still left to the petty enterprise which found it worth catering to the poor. Modern mass production and the mass consumer economy had not arrived. They were to arrive very soon.

But progress also seemed evident in what people still liked to call ‘moral statistics’. Literacy was plainly on the increase. Was it not a measure of the growth of civilization that the number of letters sent in Britain at the outbreak of the wars against Bonaparte was perhaps two per annum for each inhabitant, but about forty-two in the first half of the 1880s? That 186 million copies of newspapers and journals were issued each month in the USA of 1880 compared to 330,000 in 1788? That in 1880 the persons who cultivated science by joining British learned societies were perhaps 44,000, probably fifteen times as many as fifty years earlier?18 No doubt morality as measured by the very doubtful data of criminal statistics and the wild guesses of those who wished (as so many Victorians did) to condemn non-marital sex showed a less certain or satisfactory trend. But could not the progress of institutions towards liberal constitutionalism and democracy, which was everywhere visible in the ‘advanced’ countries, be seen as a sign of moral improvement, complementary to the extraordinary scientific and material triumphs of the age? How many would have disagreed with Mandell Creighton, an Anglican bishop and historian, who asserted that ‘we are bound to assume, as the scientific hypothesis upon which history has been written, a progress in human affairs’.19

In the ‘developed’ countries, few; though some might note how comparatively recent this consensus was even in these parts of the world. In the remainder of the world most people would not even have understood the bishop’s proposition at all, even had they thought about it. Novelty, especially when brought from outside by city folk and foreigners, was something that disturbed old and settled ways rather than something which brought improvement; and indeed the evidence that it brought disturbance was overwhelming, the evidence that it brought improvement was feeble and unconvincing. The world neither progressed nor was it supposed to progress: a point also made forcefully in the ‘developed’ world by that firm opponent of all the nineteenth century stood for, the Roman Catholic Church (see The Age of Capital, chapter 6, 1). At most, if times were bad for reasons other than the vagaries of nature or divinity such as famine, drought and epidemic, one might hope to restore the expected norm of human life by a return to true beliefs which had somehow been abandoned (e.g. the teachings of the Holy Koran) or by a return to some real or putative past of justice and order. In any case old wisdom and old ways were best, and progress implied that the young could teach the old.

‘Progress’ outside the advanced countries was therefore neither an obvious fact nor a plausible assumption, but mainly a foreign danger and challenge. Those who benefited from it and welcomed it were small minorities of rulers and townsmen who identified with foreign and irreligious values. Those whom the French in North Africa typically called évolués – ‘persons who had evolved’ – were, at this stage, precisely those who had cut themselves off from their past and their people; who were sometimes compelled to cut themselves off (e.g. as in North Africa by abandoning Islamic law) if they were to enjoy the benefits of French citizenship. There were as yet few places, even in the backward regions of Europe adjoining or surrounded by the advanced regions, where countrymen or the miscellaneous urban poor were prepared to follow the lead of the frankly anti-traditionalist modernizers, as many of the new socialist parties were to discover.

The world was therefore divided into a smaller part in which ‘progress’ was indigenous and another much larger part in which it came as a foreign conqueror, assisted by minorities of local collaborators. In the first, even the mass of ordinary people by now believed that it was possible and desirable and even that in some respects it was taking place. In France no sensible politician campaigning for votes and no significant party described themselves as ‘conservative’; in the United States ‘progress’ was a national ideology; even in imperial Germany – the third great country with universal male suffrage in the 1870s – parties calling themselves ‘conservative’ won less than a quarter of the votes in general elections in that decade.

But if progress was so powerful, so universal and so desirable, how was this reluctance to welcome it or even to participate in it to be explained? Was it merely the dead weight of the past, which would gradually, unevenly but inevitably, be lifted off the shoulders of those parts of humanity which still groaned under it? Was not an opera house, that characteristic cathedral of bourgeois culture, soon to be erected in Manaus, a thousand miles up the River Amazon, in the midst of the primeval rainforest, out of the profits of the rubber boom – whose Indian victims, alas, had no chance to appreciate Il Trovatore? Were not groups of militant champions of the new ways, like the typically named científicos in Mexico, already in charge of their country’s fate, or preparing to take charge of it like the equally typically named Committee for Union and Progress (better known as the Young Turks) in the Ottoman Empire? Had not Japan itself broken centuries of isolation to embrace western ways and ideas – and to turn itself into a modern great power, as was soon to be demonstrated by the conclusive proof of military triumph and conquest?

Nevertheless, the failure or refusal of most inhabitants of the world to live up to the example set by the western bourgeoisies was rather more striking than the success of the attempts to imitate it. It was perhaps only to be expected that the conquering inhabitants of the first world, still able to overlook the Japanese, should conclude that vast ranges of humanity were biologically incapable of achieving what a minority of human beings with notionally white skins – or, more narrowly, people of north European stock – had alone shown themselves to be capable of. Humanity was divided by ‘race’, an idea which penetrated the ideology of the period almost as deeply as ‘progress’, into those whose place in the great international celebrations of progress, the World Expositions (see The Age of Capital, chapter 2), was at the stands of technological triumph, and those whose place was in the ‘colonial pavilions’ or ‘native villages’ which now supplemented them. Even in the ‘developed’ countries themselves, humanity was increasingly divided into the energetic and talented stock of the middle classes and the supine masses whose genetic deficiencies doomed them to inferiority. Biology was called upon to explain inequality, particularly by those who felt themselves destined for superiority.

And yet the appeal to biology also dramatized the despair of those whose plans for the modernization of their countries met with the silent incomprehension and resistance of their peoples. In the republics of Latin America, inspired by the revolutions which had transformed Europe and the USA, ideologues and politicians considered the progress of their countries to be dependent on ‘Aryanization’ – i.e. the progressive ‘whitening’ of the people through intermarriage (Brazil) or virtual repopulation by imported white Europeans (Argentina). No doubt their ruling classes were white or at least considered themselves so, and the non-Iberian surnames of European descent among their political elites were and are disproportionately frequent. But even in Japan, improbable though this looks today, ‘westernization’ seemed sufficiently problematic at this period to suggest that it could only be successfully achieved by an infusion of what we would today call western genes (see The Age of Capital, chapters 8, 14).

Such excursions into pseudo-scientific quackery (cf. chapter 10 below) dramatize the contrast between progress as a universal aspiration, and indeed reality, and the patchiness of its actual advance. Only some countries seemed to be turning themselves, with varying degrees of speed, into industrial–capitalist economies, liberal–constitutionalist states and bourgeois societies on the western model. Even within countries or communities, the gap between the ‘advanced’ (who were also, in general, the wealthy) and the ‘backward’ (who were also, in general, the poor) was enormous, and dramatic, as the comfortable, civilized, assimilated Jewish middle classes and rich of western countries and central Europe were just about to discover when faced with the ½ millions of their co-religionists who emigrated westwards from their east European ghettos. Could these barbarians really be the same people ‘as ourselves’?

And was the mass of the interior and exterior barbarians perhaps so great as to confine progress to a minority which maintained civilization only because it was able to keep the barbarians in check? Had it not been John Stuart Mill himself who said, ‘Despotism is a legitimate mode of government in dealing with barbarians, provided the end be their improvement’?20 But there was another, and more profound, dilemma of progress. Whither, in fact, did it lead? Granted that the global conquest of the world economy, the forward march of a triumphant technology and science on which it was increasingly based, were indeed undeniable, universal, irreversible and therefore inevitable. Granted that by the 1870s the attempts to hold them up or even slow them down were increasingly unrealistic and enfeebled, and that even the forces dedicated to conserving traditional societies already sometimes tried to do so with the weapons of modern society, as preachers of the literal truth of the Bible today use computers and broadcasts. Granted even that political progress in the form of representative governments and moral progress in the form of widespread literacy and reading would continue and even accelerate. Would it lead to the advance of civilization in the sense in which the youthful John Stuart Mill had articulated the aspirations of the century of progress: a world, even a country, ‘more improved; more eminent in the best characteristics of Man and Society; farther advanced in the road to perfection; happier, nobler, wiser’?21

By the 1870s the progress of the bourgeois world had led to a point where more sceptical, even more pessimistic, voices began to be heard. And they were reinforced by the situation in which the world found itself in the 1870s, and which few had foreseen. The economic foundations of advancing civilization were shaken by tremors. After a generation of unparalleled expansion, the world economy was in crisis.

 

 

i The Age of Revolution, chapter 1, surveys that older world.

ii For a fuller account of this process of globalization, see The Age of Capital, chapters 3 and 11.

iii The figure measuring the per capita share of the GNP is a purely statistical construct: gross national product divided by the number of inhabitants. While it is useful for general comparisons of economic growth between different countries and/or periods, it tells us nothing about the actual income or standard of living of anyone in the region or about the distribution of incomes in it, except that, theoretically, in a country with a high per capita figure there would be more to distribute than in a country with a low one.

iv Between the fifth century AD and 1453 the Roman Empire survived with varying success, with its capital in Byzantium (Istanbul) and Orthodox Christianity as its state religion. The Russian tsar, as his name implies (tsar = Caesar; Tsarigrad, ‘city of the emperor’, is still the Slav name for Istanbul), considered himself the successor of this empire, and Moscow as ‘the third Rome’.

v This region became part of Rumania in 1918, and has since 1947 been part of the Ukrainian Soviet Republic.

vi The disenfranchisement of illiterates, not to mention a tendency to military coups, makes it impossible to describe the Latin American republics as ‘democratic’ in any sense.

vii The university was not necessarily yet the modern institution for the advancement of knowledge on the nineteenth-century German model which was then spreading throughout the West.

viii Belgium, Britain, France, Massachusetts, Netherlands, Switzerland.


 


CHAPTER 2


AN ECONOMY CHANGES GEAR

Combination has gradually become the soul of modern commercial systems.

A. V. Dicey, 19051


The object of any amalgamation of capital and production units … must always be the largest possible reduction in the costs of production, administration and sale, with a view to achieving the highest possible profits by eliminating ruinous competition.

Carl Duisberg, founder of I. G. Farben, 1903–42


There are times when development in all areas of the capitalist economy – in the field of technology, the financial markets, commerce, colonies – has matured to the point where an extraordinary expansion of the world market must occur. World production as a whole will be raised to a new and more all-embracing level. At this point capital begins to enter upon a period of tempestuous advance.

I. Helphand (‘Parvus’), 19013


I

A distinguished American expert, surveying the world economy in 1889, the year of the foundation of the Socialist International, observed that it had, since 1873, been marked by ‘unprecedented disturbance and depression of trade’. ‘Its most noteworthy peculiarity’, he wrote,

has been its universality; affecting nations that have been involved in war as well as those which have maintained peace; those which have a stable currency based on gold, and those which have an unstable currency …; those which live under a system of free exchange of commodities and those whose exchanges are more or less restricted. It has been grievous in old communities like England and Germany, and equally so in Australia, South Africa and California, which represent the new; it has been a calamity exceeding heavy to be borne, alike by the inhabitants of sterile Newfoundland and Labrador, and of the sunny, fruitful sugar-islands of the East and West Indies; and it has not enriched those at the centers of the world’s exchanges, whose gains are ordinarily greatest when business is most fluctuating and uncertain.4

This view, usually expressed in a less baroque style, was widely shared by contemporary observers, though some later historians have found it difficult to understand. For though the trade cycle which forms the basic rhythm of a capitalist economy certainly generated some very acute depressions in the period from 1873 to the mid-1890s, world production, so far from stagnating, continued to rise dramatically. Between 1870 and 1890 iron output in the five main producing countries more than doubled (from 11 to 23 million tonnes), the production of steel, which now became the convenient index of industrialization as a whole, multiplied twentyfold (from half a million to 11 million tonnes). International trade continued to grow impressively, though admittedly at a less dizzy rate than before. These were the very decades when the American and German industrial economies advanced with giant steps, and industrial revolution extended to new countries such as Sweden and Russia. Several of the overseas countries newly integrated into the world economy boomed as never before – thus, incidentally, preparing an international debt crisis very similar to that of the 1980s, especially as the names of the debtor-states are much the same. Foreign investment in Latin America reached the dizziest heights in the 1880s, as the length of the Argentine railway system doubled in five years and both Argentina and Brazil attracted up to 200,000 immigrants per year. Could such a period of spectacular productive growth be described as a ‘Great Depression’?

Historians may doubt it, but contemporaries did not. Were these intelligent, well-informed and troubled Englishmen, Frenchmen, Germans and Americans subject to a collective delusion? It would be absurd to suppose so, even if the somewhat apocalyptic tone of some commentaries might have seemed excessive even at the time. By no means all ‘thoughtful and conservative minds’ shared Mr Wells’ sense of the menace of a mustering of the barbarians from within, rather than as of old from without, for an attack on the whole present organization of society, and even the permanence of civilization itself’.5 Still, some did, not to mention the growing body of socialists who looked forward to a collapse of capitalism under its insurmountable internal contradictions which the era of depression appeared to demonstrate. The note of pessimism in the literature and philosophy of the 1880s (see pp. 97, 258–9 below) can hardly be entirely understood without this sense of a general economic, and consequently social, malaise.

As for economists and businessmen, what worried even the less apocalyptically minded was the prolonged ‘depression of prices, a depression of interest, and a depression of profits’, as Alfred Marshall, the future guru of economic theory, put it in 1888.6 In short, after the admittedly drastic collapse of the 1870s (see The Age of Capital, chapter 2), what was at issue was not production but its profitability.

Agriculture was the most spectacular victim of this decline in profits, and indeed some parts of it constituted the most deeply depressed sector of the economy, and the one whose discontents had the most immediate and far-reaching social and political consequences. Its output, vastly increased during previous decades (see The Age of Capital, chapter 10), now flooded the world markets, hitherto protected by high transport costs against massive foreign competition. The consequences for agrarian prices, both in European agriculture and in the overseas exporting economies, were dramatic. In 1894 the price of wheat was only a little more than a third of what it had been in 1867 – a splendid bonus for shoppers, but a disaster for the farmers, and farmworkers, who still formed between 40 and 50 per cent of working males in the industrial countries (with the single exception of Britain) and anything up to 90 per cent in the others. In some regions the situation was made worse by coincident scourges, such as the phylloxera infection after 1872, which cut French wine output by two-thirds between 1875 and 1889. The decades of depression were not a good time in which to be a farmer in any country involved in the world market. The reaction of agriculturalists, depending on the wealth and political structure of their countries, ranged from electoral agitation to rebellion, not to mention death by famine, as in Russia in 1891–2. Populism, which swept the USA in the 1890s, had its heart in the wheatlands of Kansas and Nebraska. There were peasant revolts, or agitations treated as such, between 1879 and 1894 in Ireland, Spain, Sicily and Rumania. Countries which did not have to worry about a peasantry because they no longer had one, like Britain, could let their farming atrophy: here two-thirds of the wheat-acreage disappeared between 1875 and 1895. Some countries, like Denmark, deliberately modernized their agriculture, switching to profitable animal products. Other governments, such as the German, but especially the French and American, chose tariffs, which kept up prices.

However, the two commonest non-governmental responses were mass emigration and co-operation, the former mainly by the landless and land-poor, the latter mainly by peasants with potentially viable holdings. The 1880s saw the highest ever rates of overseas migration for the countries of the old emigration (omitting the exceptional case of the Irish in the decade after the Great Famine) (see The Age of Revolution, chapter 8, v), and the real start of mass emigration from such countries as Italy, Spain and Austria–Hungary, to be followed by Russia and the Balkans.i This was the safety valve which kept social pressure below the point of rebellion or revolution. As for co-operation, it provided modest loans for the small peasant – by 1908 more than half of all independent agriculturalists in Germany belonged to such rural mini-banks (pioneered by the Catholic Raiffeisen in the 1870s). Meanwhile societies for the co-operative buying of supplies, co-operative marketing and co-operative processing (notably of dairy products and, in Denmark, bacon-curing) multiplied in various countries. Ten years after 1884, when a law designed to legalize trade unions was seized on by French farmers for their own purposes, 400,000 of them were in almost 2000 such syndicats.7 By 1900 there were 1600 co-operatives manufacturing dairy products in the USA, mostly in the Middle West, and the dairy industry in New Zealand was firmly under the control of farmers’ co-operatives.

Business had its own troubles. An era brainwashed into the belief that a rise in prices (‘inflation’) is an economic disaster may find it difficult to believe that nineteenth-century businessmen were much more worried about a fall in prices – and in an, on the whole, deflationary century, no period was more drastically deflationary than 1873–96, when the level of British prices dropped by 40 per cent. For inflation – within reason – is not only good for debtors, as every householder with a long mortgage knows, but provides an automatic boost for the rate of profit, as goods produced at a lower cost were sold at the higher price-level prevailing when they reached the point of sale. Conversely, deflation cut into the rate of profit. A large expansion of the market could more than offset this – but in fact the market did not grow fast enough, partly because the new technology of industry made enormous increases of output both possible and necessary (at least if plant were to be run at a profit), partly because the number of competitive producers and industrial economies was itself growing, thus vastly increasing the total capacity available, and partly because a mass market for consumer goods was as yet slow to develop. Even for capital goods, the combination of new and improved capacity, more efficient use of the product, and changes in demand could be drastic: the price of iron fell by 50 per cent between 1871/5 and 1894/8.

A further difficulty was that their costs of production were in the short run stickier than prices, for – with some exceptions – wages could not be or were not proportionately reduced, while firms were also saddled with considerable quantities of obsolete or obsolescent plant and equipment or with expensive new plant and equipment which, given low profits, were slower than expected to pay for themselves. In some parts of the world the situation was further complicated by the gradual, but in the short run fluctuating and unpredictable, fall in the price of silver and its exchange rate with gold. So long as both remained stable, as they had for many years before 1872, international payments calculated in the precious metals which formed the basis of world money were simple enough.ii When the exchange rate became unstable, business transactions between those whose currencies relied on different precious metals became rather less simple.

What could be done about the depression of prices, profits and interest rates? A sort of monetarism-in-reverse was one solution which, as the enormous and now forgotten contemporary debate on ‘bi-metallism’ suggests, appealed to many, who attributed the fall in prices primarily to a global shortage of gold, which was increasingly (via the pound sterling, with a fixed gold parity – i.e. the gold sovereign) the exclusive basis of the world payments system. A system based on both gold and silver, which was available in vastly increased quantities especially in America, would surely raise prices through monetary inflation. Currency inflation, which appealed notably to hard-pressed prairie farmers, not to mention the operators of Rocky Mountain silver mines, became a major plank in American populist movements, and the prospect of mankind’s crucifixion on a cross of gold inspired the rhetoric of the great people’s tribune, William Jennings Bryan (1860–1925). As with Bryan’s other favourite causes, such as the literal truth of the Bible and the consequent need to ban the teachings of the doctrines of Charles Darwin, he backed a loser. Banking, big business and governments in the core countries of world capitalism had no intention of abandoning the fixed parity of gold which they regarded in much the same manner as Bryan did the Book of Genesis. In any case, only countries like Mexico, China and India, which did not count, rested primarily on silver.
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