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By the middle of the nineteenth century states sought to counteract the differentiation that 

modernity brought by integrating their citizenry; even the Ottoman Empire, a relatively un-integrated 

state vulnerable to outside interference, made steps in that direction. There were vast differences 

between nation-states in terms of internal integration and external prestige.  

Outside the corridors of power and in the sitting rooms of ordinary men and women, changes 

abounded. Suffrage and literacy increased, child mortality lessened, and power became more 

responsive to the governed. Class divisions remained tightly drawn and anxieties as to the efficacy of 

rationality pervaded large and important portions of the population. It must be noted that increasing 

doubts concerning rationality were not simply reactionary reflexes caused by the coming of mass 

society; they were also inspired by new discoveries in science itself. The arts expressed these new 

mentalities.  

 

1. The Great Powers 
A. Great Britain -The Most Successful Nation State of the Time 

1. Modernity and the British self-image 

 a.) The Great Exhibition of 1851 

2. Victorian respectability and middle class identity 

 a.) Work, thrift, family solidity 

3. Charles Darwin’s work (1859) and “vulgar Darwinism” 

 a.) “Survival of the fittest” and the “struggle for life” 

 b.) The virtue of “rugged individualism” 

 c.) Laissez-faire economics 



 d.) Samuel Smiles’, “Self Help” 

  

B.  British Meritocracy 
  1. Reform needed to level the playing field 

  2. Reform movement appealed to the (skilled) working classes 

   a.) Reformist not revolutionary 

   b.) Widespread belief in gradualism 

3. Consensus over the desirability of extending the vote 

a.) Reform Act, 1867: from 1 million to 2 million voters, or, l/3 of adult British 

men). 

4. Contempt and loathing for the ‘lower classes’ endures 

a.) Crimean War and the appalling treatment of British soldiers (“spoiling the 

brutes”) 

b.) Thanks to reformism, this did not evolve into class tension 

c.) Florence Nightingale’s action also offered a window of opportunity for 

middle-class women) 

5. Tensions emerge from Great Depression (1873-1896) 

6. Working-class militancy (but remains gradualist) 

7. Irish discontent (Victorian ‘gradualism’ stretched very thin) with agrarian misery, 

tenant disputes, suspension of habeas corpus - Coercion Act of 1882... 

8. Britain remains a prestigious, prosperous, relatively integrated nation-state. 

C. Russia - Not Marching into Modernity 
1. Decembrist Revolt (1825, Russia’s last chance to catch up to West) 

2. Russian intellectuals in despair 

a.) Pyotr Chaadayev's Philosophical Letters: “Today, we [Russians] do not 

amount to a thing in the intellectual order...” 

b.) Slavophiles question chase to “westernize” 

  3. Little expectation of gradualism 

   a.) Only revolution could redeem Russia 

   b.) Mikhail Bakunin, “Destruction is a creative passion” 

 D. Russian Top-down Reforms 
  1. Emancipation of twenty-two million serfs (5 April 1861) 



   a.) Taxes and dues continued to tie peasants to land 

  

E. France from Empire back to Republic 
1. Napoleon III and the Second Empire 

   a.) Emphasis on stability, prosperity, success 

 F. French Industrialization 
  1. Industrialized at different pace than Britain 

  2. Massive involvement in public works projects 

   a.) Domestic - railway system  

b.) Foreign - Suez Canal (1869) 

  3. Economic growth reduces state’s fear of working classes 

   a.) From 1859 onward Empire became less authoritarian 

   b.) Labor unions free to form 

  4. Money-making and consumption 

a.) Emile Zola’s cycle of 2l novels “A Natural and Social History of A Family 

Under the Second Empire”, started in 1871 comprises a kind of “unauthorized 

biography”' of the defunct Empire. (Nana, l’Argent, Germinal, La Curée, etc.) 

 G. Paris and Baron Georges-Eugène Haussmann (1809-1891) 
  1. Emperor Napoleon III commissioned Parisian reconstruction  

   a.) The city as a source of pride and not a source of rebellion 

2. The “Haussmannization” of Paris creates large, straight boulevards, grand squares, 

symmetrical apartments, awe-inspiring public monuments and an urban structure 

allowing for much more efficient real-estate speculation than had been possible in the 

old, jumbled, partly medieval city  

3. Haussmann’s Paris has the advantage of being a capital from the centre of which the 

“dangerous classes” (i.e., the working classes) were exiled 

 H. Paris Commune (March to May 1871) 
1. End of Franco-Prussian War brings end of Second Empire and initiates the Third 

Republic 

2. Besieged citizens of Paris demand political autonomy 

3. Communards commence social reforms - women’s suffrage and workers’ rights far 

ahead of their time 



4. Brought down by the Versailles Army of Third Republic 

 a.) 25,000 Parisians executed 

5. Demonstrated how the construction of nation-states (and their empires) generated 

fierce conflict even in a complacent, “bourgeois” age 

 

2. Modernity  
I. A Global Economy 

1. More ordinary Europeans start feeling the impact of modernity - industry, city life, 

mass education, railroads, state bureaucracies, and literacy; agriculture produces mainly 

for the market, and so on.  

2. Far-reaching impacts of the global economy 

3. A trade cycle encompasses virtually the entire world.  

4. The European economy between 1870 and l914 goes through a down-cycle and an 

up-cycle 

J. Great Depression  
1. An acute contraction (1873 - mid-1890s) in world’s economy  

2. The bewildering nature of the financial downturn accounts for the disappearance of 

the optimist mood of the mid-Victorian era.  

K. Belle époque.  
1. The next period, that of the big upswing (c1895-1914), is equally impossible to 

explain.  

2. A dramatic shift from worry to euphoria, and the era would be called la belle époque 

(“The good times”) 

a.) After it was over, it was still unclear what caused this upswing. B.) At the end 

of it, the economies of the “developed world” had shifted into a new, a higher, 

gear. 

 L. Irrevocably Intertwined Economies 
1. Clear from both the downturn and the upswing that no economy in the world could 

remain outside of global developments any longer 

2. Within this increasingly tight-knit global economy, the “industrial core” of Europe is 

the powerhouse, with the USA following close behind. 

  



 

 

M. Europe’s “Industrial Core” 
1. Comprised of the “old” industrial countries, Britain, Belgium, France, Germany, 

Switzerland, and Czechia (“Bohemia” & “Moravia”); and a couple of “newcomers”: the 

Netherlands, the Scandinavian countries, northern Italy, Hungary, and, to some extent, 

Russia, too (Petersburg steel). 

2. These countries formed a productive mass at the heart of the world economy, which 

was expanding at a very rapid rate  

3. They made up the bulk of industrial production in the entire world. (two-thirds of 

industrial production was in Europe.) Up to 70 percent of world trade went on there 

 N.  The Labour Market 
1. Europe’s industrial core countries counted a lesser percentage of peasants than 

anywhere else, and the peasants produced more for the money market 

2. More people earned their livelihood in the tertiary sector (services, administration, 

professions) 

3. A dual labor market  

 a.) Not all industrial workers are factory workers 

b.) To an increasing extent, factory work becomes the better type of work 

c.) Workers enjoy more collective leverage 

d.) Women are more likely to work in smaller settings or at home; in these 

settings, their wages are lowest and the income most discontinuous; though it 

was here that the majority of consumer goods were made 

  4. Between 1870 and 1914, life in “developed core” remained precarious 

   a.) Old age still a time of poverty 

b.) Physical failings a disaster 

c.) Working men still very vulnerable, the women more so, the children most of 

all.  

d.) Still, a time of hopes - starvation no longer really on the horizon.  

e.) The condition of common people in the “developed world” improved - every 

generation was taller than the one before it 

f.) Infant mortality reduced; literacy increased 



  

 

O. Demographics and Politics 
1. In 1800, one out of five people live in Europe. By 1900, it is one out of four. (Today, 

it is closer to one out of ten.)  

2. In the first half of the century, the rate of growth of the population had been 7 percent; 

in 1900-1913, it was 13 percent - during a decade of enormous migration out of Europe 

3. France lags far behind in population 

a.) French families had practiced family planning for generations  

b.) Partly due to the Napoleonic code's imposition of division of property 

c.) France is probably the first country in which the concept of choice gets 

deeply rooted 

d.) Prominent radical feminists like Madeleine Pelletier (1876-1939) apply 

French Revolution ideas of the Rights of Man, of individual rights, to issues of 

reproduction 

e.) After the defeat of the French armies at Sedan, severe natalist legislation was 

enacted, with a series of measures called Infant Life Protection Laws; family 

planning was outlawed; abortion providers were given life sentences; pregnant 

women were controlled by neighbourhood overseers.  

f.) Life for the majority, at least in the West, becomes more politicized than ever 

before -  more “modern” 

g.) The Enlightenment “quest for happiness” had become much more of a mass 

quest; a growing notion that working people, too, could partake of progress, 

could make choices 

 P. A World of Wage Earners 
1. With more people working for wages than ever before, it generates a greater sense of 

individual autonomy 

2. Fewer and fewer people work for room and board or engage in subsistence farming. 

Value is expressed in money to an increasing extent. 

3. The introduction of disposable income allows lifestyles, even in the countryside, to 

become more individualist 

4. Young married couples tend to live apart from their in-laws 



5. Collective village kitchens still exist, but women prepare individual meals for their 

own families in them 

6. Social control is on the wane; family choices could be made on the basis of individual 

preferences 

 Q. “Dangerous masses”? 
  1. Many thinkers deplore this new individual space 

2. They figure the end of social control would spell the end of morality 

3. Much agonizing over the sexual threat of the “dangerous classes” 

 a.) Contagious Disease Acts 

b.) Josephine Butler confronts these laws 

4. The “masses” no seething heap of barbaric disruptive energy 

a.) Increasingly literate. (In l8l0, in England, two letters per year per person were 

sent; in 1883, it increased to forty-two.)  

5. Mass schooling generate a literate workforce with a lot of “national” sense 

 R. Cultural Crisis 
  1. A period filled with nervousness 

2. The combination of urban lifestyles, access to wages, access to bars, and the stress 

produced by too-long working hours lead to substance abuse  

3. Escapism was on the rise as was spiritualism and occultism 

4. Increasing doubts about the value of rationality 

 S. Optimist Contenders 
1. Liberal optimism is alive and well - however, its audience had shifted 

2. In the middle of the century, the belief in rationality and progress had been solidly 

upper-middle-class 

3. Elite thinking had become more pessimist and the working classes more optimistic 

4. Socialism spread a belief in science, in progress (Contrast the “People's House” in the 

Belgian city if Ghent in the 1880s with the Catholic masses for workers’ safety in that 

same city in the 1840s) 

5. In the 1840s, misery was seen as something over which workers had no control 

6. In 1850, women’s efforts and talents had been excluded from public life  

a.) At century’s end they became more visible and sparked a sense of optimism 

that the last bastion of privilege would be stormed. 



T. Pessimist Elites 

  1. Doubts about future grow among liberal elite 

  2. Expanding suffrage lead to distasteful politicking 

  3. Exclusive and private parliamentary practices eliminated 

  4. Conservatives still fear the “mob” 

5. Elites share a pervasive sense that the social order was fragile, that differentiation 

threatened social order, that change was risky, that unrestrained change would generate 

strain, violence, decay, and disintegration 

a.) Emile Zola, the left-wing French novelist, said: “We are sick and tired of 

progress.”  

b.) Widespread embrace of the 1858 “Miracle” at Lourdes 

 U. Questioning Reason 
1. Discoveries in the natural sciences broke the previous idea that, the natural world 

made perfect sense 

2. Questions abounded that mankind had discovered the true laws of the universe, and 

that these laws were as simple as in Alexander Pope’s old verse, that all school children 

had to learn: 

“Nature and Nature's Laws lay hid from sight;God said, Let Newton be! And all 

was Light.” 

3. Nature turned out much more complex than Newtonian physics had assumed 

4. Psycho-analysis calls into doubt the actions of the conscious mind 

5. Sociology makes society a subject of investigation 

 a.) Social cohesion no longer taken for granted 

b.) Sociologists saw modem life as dissolving the ties of traditional society, 

without any new form of cohesion taking its place 

 V. The Arts Exalt the Irrational 
1. “Cutting-edge” arts become more incomprehensible to the middle-class audience. 

2. In the middle of the century, Verdi was considered quite radical (both esthetically and 

politically); yet his music had appealed widely (and immediately) to middle-class 

audiences.  

3. “New” artists almost by definition presented work that was jarring 

a.) The discordant tunes of Arnold Schoenberg 



4. At the end of the l9th century, the ‘high’ arts were ill at ease in society 

a.) Cubism, translated the “crisis of positivism” 

b.) The notion grew that reality was not just “out there”, to be discovered, but 

that it is something perceived and shaped by the mind of the observer. 

 


