
ENCYCLOPEDIA OF
EUROPEAN SOCIAL HISTORY

12



EDITORIAL BOARD

12

Peter N. Stearns
George Mason University

Cissie Fairchilds
Syracuse University

Adele Lindenmeyr
Villanova University

Mary Jo Maynes
University of Minnesota

Roy S. Porter
The Wellcome Institute for the History of Medicine

Pamela Radcliff
University of California, San Diego

Guido Ruggiero
Pennsylvania State University



G
12

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF
EUROPEAN SOCIAL HISTORY

FROM 1350 TO 2000

12

VOLUME 3

Peter N. Stearns
Editor in Chief



Copyright � 2001

Charles Scribner’s Sons
An imprint of the Gale Group
1633 Broadway
New York, New York 10019

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilized in any form or by any
electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented including photocopying and
recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from Charles
Scribner’s Sons.

1 3 5 7 9 11 13 15 17 19 20 18 16 14 12 10 8 6 4 2

Printed in United States of America

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Encyclopedia of European social history from 1350 to 2000 / Peter N. Stearns, editor-in-chief.

p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 0-684-80582-0 (set : alk. paper) — ISBN 0-684-80577-4 (vol. 1)—ISBN

0-684-80578-2 (vol. 2) — ISBN 0-684-80579-0 (vol. 3) — ISBN 0-684-80580-4 (vol. 4)
— ISBN 0-684-80581-2 (vol. 5) — ISBN 0-684-80645-2 (vol. 6)

1. Europe—Social conditions—Encyclopedias. 2. Europe—Social life and
customs—Encyclopedias. 3. Social history—Encyclopedias. I. Stearns, Peter N.
HN373 .E63 2000
306�.094�03—dc21

00-046376

The paper used in this publication meets the requirements of ANSI/NISO Z39.48–1992 (Permanence of
Paper).



ENCYCLOPEDIA OF
EUROPEAN SOCIAL HISTORY

12



Section 10

12

SOCIAL STRUCTURE
Social Class 3

Charles Tilly

Social Mobility 19
Hartmut Kaelble

The Aristocracy and Gentry 27
Jonathan Dewald

The Middle Classes 39
Margaret R. Hunt

Professionals and Professionalization 57
James C. Albisetti

Students 67
Keith Vernon

Artists 79
Alexander Varias

The Military 97
Michael S. Neiberg

Artisans 107
Peter N. Stearns

The Petty Bourgeoisie 111
Daniel T. Orlovsky

Working Classes 121
Dick Geary

Servants 139
Bridget Hill

Peasants and Rural Laborers 149
Cathy A. Frierson



S E C T I O N 1 0 : S O C I A L S T R U C T U R E

2

Slaves 165
Richard Hellie

Marginal People 175
Timothy B. Smith



3

SOCIAL CLASS
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Charles Tilly

Social class has attracted a great deal of attention, not
to mention bitter dispute, from social historians. Social
class refers to categorical differences among clusters of
persons when material inequality constitutes (a) the
categorical boundaries or (b) a likely cause of differ-
ences among bounded categories. Social class by no
means exhausts human inequality. People have often
organized large material inequalities around gender,
age, race, ethnicity, religion, and locality, none of which
qualify ipso facto as class. People also vary individually
with respect to strength, size, health, volatility, and a
number of other traits that affect the quality of their
lives. Social class may shape or interact with these other
forms of inequality, but it remains analytically distinct
from them. If the idea of social class has deeply in-
formed the study of social history, it has also generated
profound disagreement among specialists in the field.
As they disagree about class, analysts actually struggle
over the salience, durability, impact, and categorical
clustering of inequality in human life.

As they should, historians generally exclude a
wide variety of human inequalities (for example, by
gender, height, or religion) from social class. Beyond
that minimum agreement, however, they range from
considering class differences as fundamental in social
life at one extreme, to denying the very existence of
social classes at the other. Anyone who uses class terms
to describe unequal positions or social relations makes
a further theoretical commitment. Class terminology
implies that the positions or relations in question clus-
ter into categories having some degree of internal co-
herence and some connection with each other. Pre-
cisely the extent, nature, origins, and consequences of
such coherence and connection remain controversial
and the objects of extensive historical investigation.

HISTORY OF CLASS TERMINOLOGY
AND CLASS ANALYSIS

Contending ideas of class circulated long before social
history formed as a distinctive discipline. The Latin

word classis referred to a vertical division of the Ro-
man population according to property and entered
English with that meaning during the sixteenth cen-
tury. Over the next century the English word ‘‘class’’
applied increasingly to categories of the population;
but ‘‘development of class in its modern social sense,
with relatively fixed names for particular classes (lower
class, middle class, upper class, working class and so
on) belongs essentially to the period between 1770
and 1840, which is also the period of the Industrial
Revolution and its decisive reorganization of society’’
(Williams, 1976, p. 51). By that time writers as di-
verse as James Madison, Hannah More, and James
Mill freely used class terms to describe the world they
saw around them. In the 1840s, when Karl Marx and
Friedrich Engels began treating social classes as fun-
damental divisions under capitalism, they incorpo-
rated common usage into their innovative theory.

So doing, however, Marx and Engels opened an
enduring split between self-consciously materialist an-
alysts of social processes and others who generally rec-
ognized differences among social classes but rejected
marxist explanations of those differences. In the Marx-
Engels account, material relations within every mode
of production generated their own class divisions. As
Marx later put the general point:

It is always the direct relationship of the owners of the
conditions of production to the direct producers—a
relation always naturally corresponding to a definite
stage in the development of the methods of labour and
thereby its social productivity—which reveals the in-
nermost secret, the hidden basis of the entire social
structure, and with it the political form of the relation
of sovereignty and dependence, in short, the corre-
sponding specific form of the state. (Marx, 1972, p.
791)

Accordingly marxists have commonly analyzed
history in terms of distinct modes of production: prim-
itive communism, feudalism, capitalism, and more
(Marx, 1964). Each mode, in this analysis, centers
on a characteristically different opposition of classes.
Marx devoted the great bulk of his attention to capi-
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talism. Although capitalism harbored multiple classes,
he argued, its central processes of exploitation gener-
ated increasing division between capitalists, who owned
the means of industrial production, and wage workers
or proletarians, whose effort fructified those means.
That divided material infrastructure, furthermore,
shaped the basic institutions of social life, including
government, education, and kinship. So ran the strict
marxist view.

COMPETING NOTIONS OF CLASS

Since Marx’s day social historians have repeatedly po-
larized for and against this relational and production-
based conception of social class. Some dispute its exact
application to particular historical settings, some for-
ward alternative conceptions of class, and some deny
the very applicability of class categories to the situa-
tions they study. A characteristic (if slightly disingen-
uous) statement comes from the great student of
France’s Old Regime hierarchies, Roland Mousnier:

Despite beginning with the conviction that social
classes were indeed what Marxists mean by that term,
that classes had started to exist when societies emerged
from so-called primitive communism, and that class
struggle was if not the whole of history at least one of
its most important elements, my research with my stu-
dents on societies and institutions brought us to quite
different conclusions. We are now persuaded the Marx-
ist conception of social class only applies to certain
kinds of societies and has been improperly extrapo-
lated. If we want a general term for the great variety
of social hierarchies, we will do better to use the ex-
pression social stratum, which designates a universal
concept, a family. (Mousnier, 1976, p. 5)

As elements of a social stratum, Mousnier names:

• distinctive part in the social division of labor
• distinctive way of carrying out that effort
• disposition of effort by members of at least one

other stratum
• mentality and style of life
• means of existence resulting from its social role

For location within a system of production, Mousnier
thus substitutes function in society at large. His con-
ception has several powerful consequences. It dis-
places the origins of inequality from relations of pro-
duction to societal function; considers societies to
consist of two or more unequal strata, differentiated
vertically, in virtual isolation from each other; and ex-
cludes the lowest social level (who dispose of no one
else’s effort) from designation as a distinct stratum.

Mousnier goes on to argue that Old Regime
France was a society of orders (honor-differentiated
strata), not of classes, and that French classes formed

only with nineteenth-century industrialization. He
explains that change not as a direct consequence of
alterations in productive relations but as an effect of
shifting values: ‘‘social classes are a type of strata ex-
isting in societies where value judgments place the
production of material goods and the creation of
wealth at the top of the scale of social functions, in a
market economy where capitalist relations of produc-
tion prevail’’ (Mousnier, 1976, p. 7). Mousnier dis-
tinguishes five ‘‘scales’’ of stratification, legal, social
status, economic, power, and ideological, whose rela-
tive prominence varies from society to society and age
to age (Mousnier, 1973, pp. 15–18). Thus, in the
widespread view represented by Mousnier, different
societies value different attributes and rank people ac-
cordingly (compare with Barber, 1957). Class there-
fore represents no more than a special case of a general
phenomenon.

Despite its concessions to other principles of
differentiation, the Mousnier-style analysis clearly pre-
sents class as a particular variety of position, individual
or collective, in a hierarchy of prestige, wealth, or
power. Standard marxist views just as clearly differ.
They identify class as collective location within a sys-
tem of production. They stress inequality but deny
hierarchy in the sense of orderly (and especially con-
sented) precedence. Over the long run these two po-
sitions have contended for dominance within social
history, yet other social historians have dissented from
the two majority positions. Some (e.g., Parkin, 1979)
have emphasized shared relations to consumption mar-
kets, while others (e.g., Stedman Jones, 1983) have
based their conceptions of class on shared conscious-
ness or culture. Later we shall return to these alter-
native views, as well as to denials that class exists at
all.

Before World War II, most western European
social historians used class terms loosely and descrip-
tively, attributing distinctive characteristics to upper
classes, middle classes, workers, peasants, and other
categories but considering problems of class forma-
tion, class consciousness, and class distinction periph-
eral to their enterprise. In economic and political his-
tory, however, questions of class then loomed larger.
There the causes and consequences of poverty, the
origins of capitalism, and the changing power of land-
holders, merchants, and manufacturers became sites
of acute controversy. Within each controversy at least
one party attributed significance to changing class re-
lations. In Great Britain, for example, left-leaning his-
torians, such as R. H. Tawney, Sidney Webb, and Be-
atrice Webb, placed class firmly on the historical
agenda. Soviet historians and non-Soviet marxists also
organized much of their analyses around class cate-
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COMPETING CONCEPTIONS OF SOCIAL CLASS

1. Hierarchical position. A social class is a rank or
stratum defined by recognized and effective differ-
ences in prestige, wealth, or power. For example,
lords, merchants, and serfs are seen as public ac-
tors rather than legal categories. This implies ver-
tical divisions crossing large populations and rest-
ing on widespread agreement, however grudging,
and promotes social history of changing rank or-
ders, their public representations, and their impli-
cations for styles of life.

2. Market connection. A social class is a population
segment defined by distinctive relation to land, la-
bor, and commodity markets. For example, gentry,
farmers, merchants, artisans, and tenants are seen
as owners, producers, and especially consumers.
This implies extensive but differentiated markets
with significant impacts on the well-being of their
participants and promotes social history of material
culture, property, and consumption.

3. Consciousness and culture. A social class is a set of
people who regard each other as social equals or
share a distinctive body of understandings, repre-
sentations, and practices. For example, the aris-
tocracy contrasts with the bourgeoisie as a com-
munity and style of life. This implies well-defined
boundaries, extensive connections, and mutual rec-

ognition within boundaries and promotes social
history of changing understandings, representa-
tions, and practices.

4. Location in production. A social class designates
occupants of a large but distinctive position within
a system of material production. For example, cap-
italists versus proletarians are defined by control of
capital versus dependence on the sale of labor
power. This implies broad categorical divisions
across whole systems of production and the signifi-
cant impact of productive position on overall wel-
fare. It promotes social history linking politics and
social life to the changing organization of produc-
tion and investigating shifts in forms and degrees
of inequality.

5. Chimera. In a particular setting or in general, social
class is an illusion or at best a mistaken description
of inequalities better characterized in other ways.
For example, ‘‘middle class’’ is viewed as a broad
idea about the population majority in contempo-
rary industrial countries. This implies fragmenta-
tion of differences in material inequality and pro-
motes social history of ideas about identity and
inequality as well as investigation of nonclass bases
of inequality.

gories. But it took the populist social history of the
1950s and thereafter to make social class an inescap-
able preoccupation.

Marxist and materialist historians outside the
Soviet Union—for instance, Jürgen Kuczynski, Eric
Hobsbawm, and Georges Lefebvre—led the way. They
highlighted social class from two different angles: as a
general framework for historical analysis and as an ob-
ject of intense empirical study. The general framework
featured the rise, fall, transformation, and conflict of
different classes, with marxist ideas of social develop-
ment its leading impetus. Social historians, however,
spent relatively little effort on general theories. They
concentrated especially on the empirical study of social
classes, more often working classes than any others.

A kind of populism swept over the field: enthu-
siasm for writing social history from the bottom up,
for recovering and broadcasting the authentic vox po-
puli. Populism became even more prevalent as it cou-
pled with the campus mobilizations of the 1960s.
Many students then moved into history with the hope
of giving voice to the powerless and of identifying
historical precedents for current struggles. Some took
up analyses of popular political mobilization and re-
bellion, others reconstruction of workers’ daily lives,
still others detailed investigation of social inequality
and mobility. For a while it looked as though social
history and sociology would form an indissoluble al-
liance. Sociology beckoned as the only social science
discipline prepared to take class seriously.
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Then E. P. Thompson almost single-handedly
changed the field’s direction. No doubt a number of
social historians had already become uneasy about the
formalism, structural reductionism, and methodolog-
ical conventionality of the sociology they saw invading
their enterprise. They were already ripe for a more
literary, ethnographic, and interpretive account of so-
cial life, especially one that offered a larger place to
consciousness than most sociologists allowed. Still, in
1963 Thompson roared onto the terrain like an in-
vading army. Descending from the heights of literary
criticism and biography, he daringly attacked on two
fronts, machine-gunning mechanistic marxism even
as he cannonaded conservative condescension. At least
for England from the 1780s to the 1830s, he swept
the field, persuading a wide range of readers that
something he called the ‘‘making’’ of a working class
occurred through a sustained series of struggles and

convincing the rest that they now had a new, seductive
leftist thesis to combat.

Thompson scored his fellow marxists for struc-
tural reductionism—for assuming that one can read
out people’s motives and states of consciousness from
their location within relations of production. The
formation of class consciousness, he countered, is an
arduous, contingent, struggle-ridden process whose
vagaries historians must retrace in detail. Class, he
objected, does not spring directly from economic po-
sition but emerges from dynamic interaction with
other people. Class is a relation, not an attribute.
Class consciousness, he further claimed, draws cru-
cial parts of its content from available political un-
derstandings—in the case of eighteenth-century
English plebeians, notably beliefs in the rights of
freeborn Englishmen and in the priority of the moral
economy over political economy. Thus he drew
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marxist class analysis toward a much more phenom-
enological, ethnographic, cultural, and idea-oriented
approach than the one previously employed by most
of its practitioners.

A fierce, witty polemicist, Thompson directed
equal scorn toward liberal and conservative analysts
of working-class experience. He attacked two recur-
rent errors: (1) reduction of workers’ actions to ill-
considered impulses generated by sudden hardship or
rapid social displacement and (2) assumption that the
working classes lacked sophisticated understandings of
politics and economics and therefore responded gul-
libly to the exhortations of demagogues. To rebut
these views he poured ample ingenuity and energy
into uncovering popular ideas concerning rights and
obligations; tracing connections among participants
in such activities as machine breaking; and matching
the slogans, symbols, avenging actions, testimonies,
and demands of working-class activists with doctrines
in the literary record.

With a literary historian’s panache, Thompson
mustered an extraordinary range of evidence for his
thesis, drawing connections between political philos-
ophy and popular culture, enormously broadening
conceptions of relevant texts, and giving popular ut-
terances and crowd actions a literary standing they
had rarely achieved before. His victorious vision of
class formation in England inspired numerous histo-
rians of other Western countries to search for parallel
constructions in their own territories and periods, so
much so that the phrase ‘‘making of the working
class’’ acquired the immortality of a cliché.

Thompson never quite escaped the shadow of
teleology. The idea of working class formation—of
‘‘making’’—easily attaches to the teleological notion
that every mode of production assigns a destiny to
each of its constitutive classes (Katznelson and Zol-
berg, 1986). The big historical questions thus become
how and to what degree each class actually fulfills its
destiny. By stressing consciousness, Thompson for-
warded the idea that class formation depends critically
on the developing mutual awareness of people who
already occupy a distinctive location within the system
of production. Indeed Thompson’s The Making of the
English Working Class (1963) stops in 1832, by which
time, in his account, popular struggles during the
1790s had prepared working-class consciousness, post-
war conflict had sharpened it, worker mobilization
around reform had accelerated it, and the exclusion
of most workers from benefits of the 1832 Reform
Act had embittered it. But the full denouement still
lay ahead, presumably in Chartism and its aftermath.

So great a challenge could not go unanswered.
Sociologically inclined critics (e.g., Calhoun, 1981)

objected that Thompson misread the organizational
bases of popular collective action, while critics who
were speeding toward discourse and consciousness
even faster than Thompson himself had (e.g., Jones,
1983) rejected Thompson’s concessions to structural
determinism. Still others (e.g., Anna Clark, 1995;
Frader and Rose, 1996) complained that Thompson
had produced an excessively masculine account of
class formation, quite neglecting the crucial place of
women and gender relations in the process. Since
Thompson, historical studies of class have frequently
formed their battle lines along epistemological and
ontological divides: explanation versus interpretation,
realism versus idealism, practical action versus con-
sciousness, sociology versus anthropology.

The works of Patrick Joyce and James Vernon
on nineteenth-century Britain are representative. Both
sought refuge from marxist realism in linguistic anal-
ysis, Joyce fretfully and Vernon with shrill bravado.
Each proposed his own interpretation of English pop-
ular culture and its creeds as an alternative to the
Thompsonian history of class formation. In the baker’s
dozen of essays that fill his Visions of the People (1991),
Joyce explored a wide variety of materials recording
popular discourse, popular literature, slogans, de-
mands, theater, dialect, and much more, asking to
what extent their uses set workers off from other peo-
ple and to what degree they conveyed direct awareness
of class difference as formative experience and source
of grievances. Joyce concentrated on Lancashire and
the North between 1848 and 1914, eventually con-
cluding with great unease that something like widely
shared class consciousness began to emerge not in
Thompson’s 1790s but toward World War I.

Vernon’s Politics and the People (1993), for its
part, took on all of England from 1815 to 1867 but
used as recurrent points of reference close studies of
public politics in Boston, Lewes, South Devon, Tower
Hamlets, and Oldham. Although his announced pe-
riod overlapped the one examined by Thompson, Ver-
non did not aim his empirical investigation at Thomp-
son’s account of political action between 1815 and
1832. Instead he looked chiefly at post-Reform poli-
tics to document his claim that for ordinary English
people the public sphere, far from opening to demo-
cratic participation, actually narrowed dramatically
between 1832 and 1867.

Despite avoiding direct confrontation with
Thompson’s treatment of 1780 to 1832, Joyce and
Vernon both sought self-consciously to displace Thomp-
sonian analysis of class formation. They did so by
means of three maneuvers: denial that economic ex-
perience shapes class consciousness; insistence on the
variety of economic and social experience; and em-
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bedding of all meaningful experience in language. In
so doing each made two further moves he did not
quite recognize and therefore did not bother to de-
fend. The first was to adopt radical individualism, an
assumption that the only significant historical events
or causes consist of mental states and their alterations.
The second was to doubt the intersubjective verifia-
bility of statements about social life. Together the two
moves brought them close to solipsism, the doctrine
denying the possibility of any knowledge beyond that
of the knower’s own individual experience.

Vernon and Joyce thereby avoided questions of
agency: who does what to whom and with what ef-
fects. Their occultation of agency separates them from
conventional historical narrative, in which limited
numbers of well-defined, motivated actors, situated in
specific times and places, express their ideas and im-
pulses in visible actions that produce discernible con-
sequences. Those consequences typically are the ob-
jects of explanation. Conventional narrative entails
not only claims to reasonably reliable knowledge of
actors, motives, ideas, impulses, actions, and conse-
quences but also (a) postulation of actors and action
as more or less self-contained and (b) imputation of
cause and effect within the narrative sequence. Sol-
ipsism makes most of these elements difficult, and
denial of agency renders them impossible.

Vernon and Joyce also ruled out alternative
modes of social-scientific analysis, which require less
access to other people’s consciousness as well as allow-
ing actors, actions, and environment to interact con-
tinuously but demand strong conceptions of causal
connection (Bunge, 1996; Hedström and Swedberg,
1998). Either solipsism or denial of agency suffices to
command rejection of these forms of social analysis.
In short the Joyce-Vernon philosophical position oblit-
erates any possibility of historical explanation. It also
undermines any grounds they might propose for ac-
cepting the validity of their interpretations in prefer-
ence to Thompson’s or anyone else’s. At this point
social history reaches an impasse ( Joyce, 1995). Yet
the rich, sensitive deployment of textual analysis in
the Joyce and Vernon studies underlines the strong
desirability of uncovering firmer philosophical ground.
The challenge is to incorporate the explanation of
texts, discourse, and changing consciousness into the
ongoing work of social history.

SOCIAL-HISTORICAL
INVESTIGATIONS OF CLASS

Despite many dud grenades hurled across the lines in
both directions, fortunately debate did not much de-

ter historians’ concrete investigations of social class.
Hobsbawm, for example, continued to turn out major
historical syntheses pivoting on broadly marxist class
analyses. In collaboration with social scientists, drawn
from many disciplines besides sociology, social histo-
rians have actually advanced the program of expla-
nation (see Mohr and Franzosi, 1997; Monkkonen,
1994; Morawska and Spohn, 1994). Two develop-
ments look particularly promising: (1) systematic study
of class-relevant language and texts in the context of
their production, transmission, and political deploy-
ment and (2) introduction of network models and
metaphors into the analysis of class relations. Both,
as it happens, draw some of their inspiration from
Thompson, the first from Thompson’s broad treat-
ment of texts and the second from Thompson’s insis-
tence on class as a social relation rather than an in-
dividual attribute.

An excellent example of linguistic analysis in po-
litical context comes from Marc Steinberg’s treatment
of dialogue among workers, employers, and public au-
thorities in Britain’s Spitalfields, Ashton-Stalybridge,
and elsewhere during the early nineteenth century.
Steinberg showed how available forms of discourse
channeled interaction among the parties to struggle but
also changed as a consequence of that interaction, in-
deed in the very course of struggle. Responding more
or less directly to the work of Joyce, Vernon, and other
linguistically sensitive historians, Steinberg concluded:

I have argued that despite recent critiques from the
linguistic turn, theories of historical class formation
and of political process and resource mobilization pro-
vide essential windows on fundamental processes that
have been and continue to be part of great transfor-
mations in the modern world. I have also maintained,
however, that the critics raise compelling issues con-
cerning the centrality of discourse in class formation
and collective action. Although rejecting the linguistic
turn’s alternatives, I have proposed revising Thomp-
son’s perspective on class and the political process/
resource-mobilization model of contentious action with
discourse as a critical intervening process. Rather than
choose between material and discursive analyses, we
need to conjoin the explanatory powers that each per-
spective offers. (Steinberg, 1999, p. 229)

Such inquiries promise to narrow the epistemological
and ontological fissures that have riven studies of class.

The network approach to social relations re-
ceives prominent attention in Don Kalb’s study of
class transformations in North Brabant, Netherlands,
between 1850 and 1950. Both the dispersed shoe-
making industry and the large-scale manufacturing
of the Philips Corporation attracted Kalb’s relentless
curiosity as he combined material from collective bi-
ography, administrative records, governmental corre-
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spondence, and interviews of survivors. Kalb charac-
terized his approach as anthropological:

My case studies of class formation in subregions of
industrializing Brabant tend to illustrate that an an-
thropological interest in popular culture, discourse, and
everyday life can, and indeed should, be wedded to
social power and social process. This is so not only
because power, change, and inequality are central as-
pects of social life that ought not be missed by any
serious analyst of human affairs (that is, unless he or
she accepts political irrelevance), but more importantly
because class-oriented analysis can reveal crucial am-
biguities, contradictions, divisions, limits, obstacles, and
dynamics of culture that cannot be uncovered in other
ways. In short, by consciously elaborating an approach
based on a materialist idea of class with the intention
to study social power and social process, I claim a more
penetrating methodology for explaining and under-
standing culture. (Kalb, 1997, p. 2)

This historical anthropology of class rests not only on
examination of utterances and representations but also
on reconstruction of the dynamic social relations that
constitute class. Both the linguistic and the network
versions of recent class analysis retain an emphasis on
relations of production but make unprecedented ef-
forts to integrate dialogue, daily practice, and social
ties as more than straightforward expressions of pro-
ductive organization.

DEFINING SOCIAL CLASS

What then is social class? As the foregoing discussion
suggests, social historians have generally adopted one
of five answers to the question.

1. Social class consists of position, individual or
collective, in a hierarchy of prestige, wealth, or
power or is a special case of such hierarchical
differentiation.

2. Social class describes a connection, individual or
collective, to markets that produces significant
differences in quality of life.

3. Social class resides in mutual consciousness or
shared culture among sets of persons who col-
lectively regard themselves, however justly or
unjustly, as superior or inferior to others.

4. Social class is or depends on collective location
within a system of production.

5. Social class is an illusion or at best a mistaken
description of inequalities better characterized
in other ways, for example, as variable individ-
ual competence, ethnic culture, or occupational
specialization.

Except for the last, these competing views do not en-
tirely exclude each other. But they imply different pri-
orities. Marxist social historians have, for example,

sometimes combined the first four in the argument
that collective location within a system of production
determines both hierarchical position and relation to
consumption markets while shaping mutual conscious-
ness and culture. Thus arguing, marxists give priority
to production. Other social historians assign priority
to hierarchical location, consumption markets, or con-
sciousness. In line with the first or the fifth alternative,
still others deny the validity of class as description or
explanation of social behavior for particular situations
or even for history in general. Inequalities, even hi-
erarchies, may exist, doubters declare, but they do not
constitute social classes. When social historians do
speak of social class, however, they generally stress one
of the first four competing conceptions. Hierarchical
and productivist ideas (alternatives one and four) have
predominated in social history over the long run, but
the other three positions have all competed at times.

What is at stake in this competition? Social his-
torians who treat class as hierarchical position often
take vertical division as part of a natural order given
by custom, historical accretion, prevailing values, or
social function. Relations among classes therefore play
little or no part in their explanations of class differ-
ences. Changes in class structure, according to such a
view, result from long-term, incremental alterations in
values, mentalities, population composition, or soci-
etal type. In functional versions of the argument, agrar-
ian societies simply require one type of hierarchy, in-
dustrial societies another.

Social historians who emphasize connections to
markets as bases of class distinctions generally consider
classes to be recent social creations. Their existence
depends on the commodification of capital, land,
goods, and services. This commodification can create
distinct classes when two conditions converge: (1) seg-
mented access to markets and (2) variable property
rights according to the kinds of goods in question or
the status of their possessors.

Emphasizing relations to labor and commodity
markets, Max Weber made a famous statement of this
view:

Those who have no property but who offer services are
differentiated just as much according to their kinds of
services as according to the way in which they make use
of these services, in a continuous or discontinuous re-
lation to a recipient. But always this is the generic con-
notation of the concept of class: that the kind of chance
in the market is the decisive moment which presents a
common condition for the individual’s fate. Class situ-
ation is, in this sense, ultimately market situation. The
effect of naked possession per se, which among cattle
breeders gives the non-owning slave or serf into the
power of the cattle owner, is only a fore-runner of real
‘‘class’’ formation. (Weber, 1968, vol. 2, p. 928)
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Weber explicitly distinguished class divisions from
status group and party divisions, which he regarded
as more crucial where labor and commodity markets
were ill developed. Other historians have added mar-
kets for land to Weber’s labor and commodity mar-
kets. In such a perspective class and class conflict be-
come salient under certain special conditions, notably
the predominance of land, labor, and commodity mar-
kets, but classes do not exist everywhere, need not
form regular hierarchies, and often coexist with cross-
cutting divisions by status and party.

To focus class analysis on mutual consciousness
and shared culture articulates well the widespread idea
that social categories matter only to the extent that
people recognize and participate in them. The idea
appeals to an odd assortment of social historians. They
include not only methodological individualists (who
regard rationally deliberated choices as prime histori-
cal motors), but also phenomenologists (who regard
individual consciousness as the seat and source of hu-
man action) and theorists of mentalities (who regard
society-wide shifts of shared understandings as driving
forces in history). In any of these lines of thought,
classes only exist if, when, and because many people
come to conceive of them as existing. Consequently,
for them processes of class formation and transfor-
mation operate chiefly within the cognitive sphere.

Social class as collective location within a system
of production introduces relations among members of
different categories much more explicitly into class
analysis. The view has two contrasting versions, one
aligned approximately with classical and neoclassical
economics, the other identified broadly with marxism.
The economistic version considers that markets link
holders of different sorts of capital, including human
capital, and apportion rewards among them according
to the current value of their capital to productive pro-
cesses. Although Adam Smith argued explicitly that
organizational and power differentials affected what
different classes (for example, merchants and landless
laborers) could gain from market relations, within
those limits he laid down the doctrine of returns pro-
portionate to productive contributions. Smith’s suc-
cessors have portrayed production as built around
freely contracted bargains among holders of different
varieties and quantities of capital. Classes therefore
correspond to divisions with respect to capital. Fol-
lowing this understanding, extensive historical research
has gone into changes in living standards and in ma-
terial inequality. Increasing inequality in income,
wealth, and welfare becomes the evidence of increas-
ing class differentiation (Kaelble, 1983).

Marxists counter neoclassical explanations of
class differences with an interpretation of productive

relations, not as freely contracted bargains but as ex-
ercises of coercion among inherently unequal parties.
The organization of production, in this view, lays the
bases of class divisions; those divisions arise from un-
equal interaction among categories of participants in
productive processes and generally involve struggle.
For either the economistic or the marxist view, then,
change in the organization of production generates
change in class structure.

Finally, some claim that social class is a chimera.
In fact the rejection of class analysis for particular sit-
uations or for history in general arises from several
rather different groups of social historians. Antimarx-
ists (including former marxists) sometimes take the
fully revolutionary proletariat of Marx’s Communist
Manifesto (1848) as their standard for existence of a
class, then set out to prove that workers’ consciousness
or behavior fell short of the standard. Joyce and Ver-
non undertook just such proofs. (This form of argu-
ment provides an ironic counterpoint to the frequent
marxist practice of explaining workers’ failure to act
collectively against their exploiters by the absence of
conditions for class-conscious action sketched in the
Manifesto.) Market enthusiasts sometimes argue that
competition among unequally competent individuals
produces differential rewards but nothing like social
classes. Students of race, ethnicity, gender, religion,
and other forms of categorical inequality often claim
that what other historians see as class differences ac-
tually result from discrimination in these other arenas.

The choice among conceptions of class does not
merely concern the words historians apply to the same
phenomena. It involves profoundly different under-
standings of how history works. Competing views of
fundamental social processes are at stake. Advocates
of hierarchical models, for example, commit to the
existence of an overarching social system or culture
that generates, sustains, and transforms the relevant
hierarchies. Interpreters of class as grounded in pro-
duction relations, however, inevitably attribute coher-
ence and power to material production. Such con-
trasting worldviews have implications far outside the
workings of class.

COMPETING DEFINITIONS OF CLASS
AND SOCIAL HISTORICAL ANALYSIS

To appreciate those implications, it is helpful to ex-
amine a trio of historical phenomena whose expla-
nation depends in part on social class. In these cases
the choice of one class conception or another should
make a difference to the explanation itself. Beginning
with obvious cases, the examination then moves to
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increasingly subtle manifestations of social class: first
the development of capitalism, then popular political
contention, finally demographic change.

Development of capitalism. All accounts of cap-
italist development recognize changing configurations
of work and capital. They differ greatly, however, in
the significance attributed to social classes. Views of
class as hierarchical position generally treat class for-
mation as a significant by-product, but not a signifi-
cant cause, of capitalist development. Causes lie else-
where: in a society’s inevitable differentiation, in
alterations of collective mentalities, or perhaps in the
diffusion of new technologies. Market-connection ac-
counts of class leave somewhat more space for class
formation as a cause of capitalist development, since
changes in the character of merchants and of consum-
ers both affect the organization and extent of markets.
Nevertheless, market-connection models generally por-
tray their major relations with class formation the other
way around: however it occurs, expansion of labor and
commodity markets differentiates participants into dis-
tinct categories—social classes—disposing of contrast-
ing bundles of goods, services, work opportunities, and
life chances.

To argue that social class resides in mutual con-
sciousness or shared culture does not necessarily rule
out origins of class consciousness or class culture in
hierarchy or market position. Yet it does predispose
its advocates to favor ideological and cultural expla-
nations of capitalism as well. (In fact Weber stressed
the influence of a Protestant ethic on the develop-
ment of European capitalism while laying out one of
the most coherent market-connection conceptions of
class.) Such explanations abound; they often pivot
on the assertion that western European culture pre-
disposed its beneficiaries to competitive enterprise,
an assertion that typically gives great weight to cap-
italist entrepreneurs in the creation of capitalism as
a whole.

Analysis of class as collective location within a
system of production likewise typically gives great
weight to capitalist entrepreneurs but in relation, of-
ten in struggle, with other social classes. In such anal-
yses class relations constitute major elements of any
productive system, class interactions alter production,
and class structure responds sensitively to shifts in the
logic of production. Historians who regard class as a
chimera are predisposed to explain the development
of capitalism in terms of autonomous, impersonal
forces, such as science, technology, the market, or
changing mentalities. Thus different conceptions of
social class imply distinct approaches to explanations
of capitalist development.

Popular political contention. Popular political
contention means ordinary people collectively making
claims bearing on other people’s interests when some
government is either the object of those claims or a
significant third party to them. Popular political con-
tention includes collective retribution for moral of-
fenders, intervillage fights, invasions of enclosed fields,
deliberate disruptions of public ceremonies, market
conflicts, strikes, and rebellions, but it also includes
the demonstrations, public meetings, petition drives,
and electoral campaigns that nineteenth-century Eu-
ropeans eventually lumped together as social move-
ments (Tilly and Tilly, 1981). Popular political con-
tention does not involve social classes by definition.
Indeed nonclass categories, such as religion, gender,
ethnicity, and locality, have often figured in European
contention. Nevertheless, differing conceptions of class
have significant implications for the description and
explanation of popular political contention.

Strong marxist views of class imply one of two
positions. Either (1) all popular contention rests at
bottom on class interests and class conflict, in which
case apparent nonclass action stems from false con-
sciousness or indirect effects of class formation; or
(2) in the long run class interests and class conflict
supersede other forms of division, hence other bases
of contention. In the first position, excavating nation-
alism or religious conflict with sufficient care will
eventually expose its foundation in class structure. In
the second position, a variety of solidarities, interests,
and conflicts arise in the short run, but, within any
given mode of production, class polarization eventu-
ally prevails. Indeed that polarization eventually pro-
duces a crisis in which popular contention propels
transition from one mode of production to another.

A competing version of social class as collective
location within a system of production depends on
non-marxist economics. If, as this second version im-
plies, classes form around market-mediated divisions
with respect to capital, popular political contention
may still have a class basis. But two rather different
scenarios apply. One is the case of a class having shared
interests in the production of some collective good,
such as protection of its kind of capital from predation
or erosion, redistribution of returns from capital, or
monopoly control of some market. In this case stan-
dard collective action problems arise.

A second scenario, however, involves collective
reactions to consequences of occupying a common
economic location, as when a labor market segment
shrinks (handloom weavers are a famous European
example), crucial commodities suddenly become more
expensive (bread prices are a famous European ex-
ample), or a productive resource disappears (enclo-
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sures of common lands are a famous European ex-
ample). In contrast to the first scenario, economic
analysts commonly regard the contention involved in
such cases as irrational, since it resists the inexorable
long-run logic of the market and of returns to capital.
Nevertheless, both scenarios call up economistic ac-
counts of class action that differ significantly from
marxist accounts.

Obviously conceptions of social class as hierar-
chy, as market connection, as shared culture, or as
illusion point to still other characterizations of pop-
ular political contention. Social theorists in the styles
of Gaetano Mosca and Vilfredo Pareto have, for ex-
ample, repeatedly spun out hierarchical theories of
class in which political struggles emerge chiefly from
efforts of subordinates to displace currently ruling
classes. Shared-culture theorists of class, in contrast,
typically take several steps beyond Thompson by
making political tradition, altered consciousness, and
response to evocative symbols central to popular ac-
tion (see Herzog, 1998; Hunt, 1984; Sewell, 1980).
Clearly, competing conceptions of social class lead an-
alysts of popular political contention in significantly
different directions.

Demographic change. Each approach to class has
distinctive implications for the study of basic demo-
graphic processes, especially categorical differences in
birth, death, marriage, sickness, mobility, and growth
or decline (for a general introduction to the literature,
see Willigan and Lynch, 1982). Demographers com-
monly think in terms of populations and imagine that
categories are little more than convenient identifiers
for subpopulations likely to have more homogeneous
experiences than the population as a whole (Desrosi-
ères, 1998). The relevant categories then include age,
sex, religion, ethnicity, and nationality, but they also
include representations of class, such as income, oc-
cupation, or estimated social standing.

Social historians who study population pro-
cesses more often take the categories seriously. They
do so on either or both of two grounds: that the sheer
existence of known unequal categories is a social fact
with consequences for social behavior, including dem-
ographic behavior; and that the categories actually
represent inequalities in social ties, culture, and qual-
ity of life more or less accurately.

Still, our competing answers to the question
‘‘What is social class?’’ lead to different expectations
concerning categorical differences and their explana-
tions. Class as hierarchical position lends itself readily
to the expectation of continuous differences in behav-
ior as a function of proximity to elite values and re-
sources. Explanations of such differences may well in-

volve varieties of upbringing and education, but they
also can emphasize social connections or access to re-
sources and opportunities. Discontinuous distribu-
tions and well-marked boundaries—for example, in
types of illness or in contraceptive behavior—then
suggest discontinuous distributions of upbringing, con-
nections, resources, and opportunities.

If social classes consist of population segments
defined by distinctive relations to land, labor, and
commodity markets, continuous distributions appear
less likely as causes or effects of inequality. Segmented
labor markets, for example, bundle interpersonal con-
nections, identities, mobility opportunities, and a wide
variety of resources (Tilly, 1998, chapter 5). Observ-
ing such effects, analysts can plausibly explain cate-
gorical differences in mortality and age at marriage by
delineating clustered and market-driven differences in
exposure to risks and opportunities.

Consciousness and culture? If a social class is a
set of people who regard each other as social equals
and share a distinctive body of understandings, rep-
resentations, and practices, certainly their sharing
should affect their demographic behavior and change.
In fact two different kinds classes of effects should oc-
cur, the first resulting from the existence of a boundary
around equals and the second resulting from shared
culture. The boundary presumably limits sexual rela-
tions, marriage, kinship, mutual aid, and information
flows, all of which affect birth, death, marriage, sick-
ness, mobility, and growth or decline. The shared cul-
ture presumably includes such demographically cru-
cial matters as contraception, abortion, child care,
diet, health care, migration, and sexual practices. These
are not mere speculations; many students of popula-
tion change have bet heavily on class differences in
consciousness and culture for their explanations (e.g.,
Gillis, Tilly, and Levine, 1992; Poppel, 1992).

However, about as many have adopted con-
ceptions of class as depending chiefly on location in
production. Once again a distinction arises between
advocates of neoclassical and marxist approaches to
the problem. For neoclassically inclined analysts,
class effects on demographic change occur through
the formation of similar conditions for individual de-
cision making that affects fertility, mortality, mobil-
ity, and other demographic processes (see Goldstone,
1986; Wrigley, 1987). Although marxist reasoning
sometimes overlaps with neoclassical explanation in
this regard, marxists in general assign more impor-
tance to social relations at production sites. In the
best social history, to be sure, those production sites
include households and neighborhoods as well as
shops and factories (see Hanagan, 1989; Levine,
1984, 1987).
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Some students of demographic change, how-
ever, declare class a chimera. A case in point is Simon
Szreter’s study of fertility change in Great Britain from
1860 to 1940. Szreter organized interpretation of his
voluminous data around an attack on the (common)
idea of nationwide fertility differentials and declines
corresponding to class differences and responding to
diffusion of ideas and knowledge downward through
the class hierarchy. He argued instead (a) that rising
costs of raising children moved couples toward in-
creasingly effective prevention of conception by means
of sexual abstinence and coitus interruptus, (b) that
this happened not class by class but according to
small-scale variations among occupations and locali-
ties, and (c) that changing gender relations mattered
far more than any effects one could reasonably attri-
bute to class. Szreter summed up his findings:

The evidence presented here suggests that falling fer-
tility among this part of the nation was far from a
process graded by neat and identifiable, nationally ap-
plicable status or social class patterns. It was the rela-
tively massive, and highly localised variations between
communities, especially in the degree to which their
labour markets were sexually segregated and divided,
which may well largely account for occupational fer-
tility differentials during this period of falling fertilities.
This was something which was integrally linked to the

history of local industrial relations and work practices
in each of these places. (Szreter, 1996, p. 364)

Szreter rejected class interpretations in the name of
local and occupational particularism. In that respect
he joined the sort of attack on Thompsonian class
analysis mounted by Joyce and Vernon.

Examination of ideas about capitalism’s devel-
opment, popular collective action, and demographic
change establishes that competing conceptions of class
do not matter for themselves alone. They lead to dif-
ferent explanations of major social phenomena. The
same sort of demonstration applies to historical stud-
ies of welfare, of migration, of family structure, of
electoral politics, or of revolution. The conclusion
would be the same: social historians contend about
social class because the experiences those words point
to are fundamental and because competing concep-
tions of social class entail conflicts about the very na-
ture of social processes.

The debate need not remain, however, a battle
of philosophical premises. Social historians are a
skeptical, practical, empirical lot. The synthesis among
production-based, relational, and discursive approaches
to social class promises to give them superior guidance
in actually explaining the processes of change and con-
flict they so painstakingly document.

See also Marxism and Radical History (volume 1); Capitalism and Commerciali-
zation; The Industrial Revolutions (volume 2); Collective Action (volume 3); and
other articles in this section.
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SOCIAL MOBILITY

12
Hartmut Kaelble

A standard theme of social history, social mobility was
one of the topics that inspired modern social history’s
beginnings in the 1960s and the 1970s in Europe and
the United States. Historians approached the topic for
various reasons. One of their central motivations was
to determine the equality of social opportunities in
certain periods and contexts—that is, whether mod-
ern industrial or service societies helped or hindered
chances of upward mobility for men as well as for
women. In an era when the industrial and then the
tertiary societies were becoming predominant in the
United States and Europe, and historians turned to
certain central topics, including increasing openness
or reinforced exclusiveness of modern elites; the rising
or declining chances of social ascent for descendants
from the lower classes or from immigrants or ethnic
groups; and the broadening or reduced access to
channels of social ascent such as education, business
enterprises, public bureaucracies, family networks,
politics, sports, and entertainment. Moreover, social
mobility was frequently discussed by historians in a
comparative perspective. European and American his-
torians explored both the myth of the unique chances
for social ascent in America and the myth of unre-
stricted social mobility in communist countries. They
also started to investigate societies outside the Western
world.

DEFINITIONS AND METHODS

What do historians mean by social mobility? For the
most part their investigations center on the social mo-
bility of individuals rather than the grading up or down
of entire social groups or classes. Thus the heading of
social mobility does not cover the decline of the Eu-
ropean aristocracy or of the urban artisanal elite; the
ascent of the middle class, or of various professions, or
of ethnic groups and groups of immigrants; or the de-
cline or ascent of women. Although the study of social
mobility takes these changes in social hierarchies into
account, they are usually not its main theme.

Moreover, the study of social mobility does not
focus on the geographical mobility of individuals, as
the term might suggest, but rather on mobility within
social structures and hierarchies. To be sure, a good
many studies of social mobility do treat immigration
and geographical mobility as a factor in social mobil-
ity; local studies especially treat the mobile as a group
of historical individuals who are difficult to trace,
hence creating severe methodological difficulties. The
theme of transience has been particularly important
in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century United States
and European history. Wider studies of immigration
have also tested causes (in terms of threatened down-
ward mobility) and results (in terms of comparing
mobility results for different immigrant groups) where
geographic migration was involved.

Another defining feature of the study of social
mobility is its concentration on occupational mobility.
In investigations of intragenerational mobility, histori-
ans trace the mobility of individuals among different
occupational positions or their persistence in the same
occupation throughout their lives. In investigations of
intergenerational mobility, historians compare the oc-
cupations of an individual with that of his or her father,
mother, and ancestors at specific points in their lives.
Occupation is usually seen as the crucial indicator of
the situation of an individual in a historical society. To
be sure, historians are fully aware of the limitations of
this concept of occupational mobility. They are highly
sensitive to the fact that the occupational activity of an
individual in history, more often than today, might
comprise a simultaneous plurality of occupations or in-
clude professions that are still in the making and thus
without a clear position in the society of that time. In
addition, a change in education, religious affiliation, or
social networks might be as important as the change
in occupation. Finally, historians are fully aware that,
the farther back into history a study goes, the less re-
liable and distinct does occupation as an indicator of
the social position of an individual become.

With occupation as the key indicator of social
hierarchies, social mobility studies seek a highly dif-
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ferentiated body of knowledge about societies in the
past. They explore variations in income, properties,
educational training, prestige, and social networks
among occupations by means of linking various his-
torical sources; individuals can be traced through mar-
riage license files, tax files, census materials, last wills,
records of churches and public administrations, and
autobiographical sources. The competence of histo-
rians in linking various sources has shown a marked
improvement.

The study of social mobility has been criticized
for various methodological reasons. Many historians
argue that the sources normally used provide only a
crude idea of the historical reality; they consider data
on only two or three points of time in a whole life
and on only one occupation insufficient and unsatis-
fying. In addition, by focusing on occupations the
study of social mobility excludes large parts of the
population. This is especially true for women, whose
historical mobility until the first half of the twentieth
century mainly involved marriage rather than occu-
pational activity. It is also true in a more fundamental
way for societies in which large parts of the population
did not yet have distinct and single professions. This
type of mobility study therefore has less to say about
peasant societies or early modern urban societies than
about modern industrial societies. Moreover, critics
object that the quantitative study of social mobility
concentrated too heavily on quantifiable aspects of
objective circumstances and neglected entirely the
subjective dimension of experiences, motivations, and
mentalities. Defining status is a cultural matter, and
occupations change in status over time. This variabil-
ity requires sensitivity in mobility assessments.

These criticisms spurred some new trends in the
methods of historical research on social mobility, with
the result that the study of social mobility has achieved
a higher level of sophistication. Individual careers are
explored in micro studies of as many details as pos-
sible, with attention to autobiographical materials that
often cannot be analyzed quantitatively. Studies of a
few individual cases in which source materials are rich
are given priority over quantitative studies of all mem-
bers of a local society. This type of micro study is
rarely limited to social mobility but covers a large va-
riety of social aspects. In addition, studies of social
mobility in which occupation is not predominant are
becoming more important. Thus the study of the so-
cial mobility of women has begun, though only very
few studies on gender differentials exist. It has become
clear that the results are highly interesting, showing
that the history of the social mobility of women is
clearly different from that of men. Some studies also
try to include subjective matters and trace the impact

of mentalities and experiences on social mobility. Fur-
thermore, the number of international and interre-
gional comparative studies of the history of social mo-
bility has increased somewhat, using the rich results
of about thirty years of historical research in this field.

INTERDISCIPLINARY COOPERATION

Social mobility is one of the major fields of social
history in which research comes not only from his-
torians but also from scholars of other disciplines.
This is especially true for three crucial aspects of the
history of social mobility: Political scientists have
sponsored important investigations using the histori-
cal perspective in exploring the recruitment of the
elites, particularly the political and administrative elites.
Educationists and sociologists have participated in the
historical research on educational opportunities in
schools and in higher education. The most important
contribution comes from sociologists in the investi-
gation of the overall trends of social mobility during
the twentieth century.

In the early years of the social mobility field,
historians were strongly encouraged by the work of
major historical sociologists such as Pitirim Sorokin,
Seymour M. Lipset, Reinhart Bendix, and D. V. Glass,
who had published studies of the history of social
mobility. In this interdisciplinary cooperation, quan-
tification became an important bridge between his-
torians and sociologists. Later, a sort of division of
labor emerged between the two fields. Sociologists
usually explore social mobility on the level of entire
countries by means of cohort analysis, which is based
on actual surveys and traces differences between older
and younger age cohorts, assuming that these differ-
ences represent historical changes in social mobility.
They sometimes use separate, often more detailed sur-
veys for different age groups and compare their life
stories, going on to write international comparisons
of historical trends of social mobility. Sociologists also
developed highly sophisticated statistical indicators for
measuring trends and international differences. By
contrast, historians usually explore social mobility on
the local or regional level, using the variety of sources
discussed above. Some historians claim to be able to
study social mobility for entire regions or even coun-
tries from the early modern period onward on the
basis of these sources. In selecting different types of
cities and villages and in comparing local studies on
a transregional and transnational level, historians also
can investigate general tendencies of social mobility.
Historians mostly use simpler quantitative methods
of analysis that are less difficult to understand than



S O C I A L M O B I L I T Y

21

the indicators used by sociologists. As the links be-
tween these two disciplines are disappointingly weak,
the reader is obliged to consult the sociological as well
as the historical literature.

MAIN QUESTIONS

Four major questions have especially attracted the at-
tention of historians of social mobility: Did industri-
alization and modernization produce an increase, de-
crease, or no change in social mobility? Did social
mobility advance in the United States and in com-
munist societies, especially as compared to Western
European societies? How were opportunities for social
mobility different for each gender? What was the dis-
course of contemporaries on social mobility?

Social mobility in modern society. The increase
in social mobility in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries means different things to different authors
in the field. Greater mobility, in the context of in-
dustrialization and modernization, can signify a more
meritocratic recruitment, especially for the few most
prestigious, most powerful, and best-paid positions.
That mobility may occur between occupations; it may
be upward as well as downward; it may apply to job
mobility within the same social class. Increased social
mobility may encompass the chances of both genders
and of minorities. Sometimes it refers specifically to a
clear increase in the opportunities of the lower classes
as compared to the opportunities of the upper and
middle classes, rather than greater mobility across the
board.

The advocates of the view that social mobility
has undergone a general increase often point specifi-
cally to the rising number of upwardly mobile persons
since industrialization. They argue that various major
social changes led to greater social mobility and social
ascent. The general decline of the fertility rate during
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries made
it possible for parents not only to invest more in the
individual help and education of their children but
also to promote their own professional careers. The
rapid expansion of secondary and higher education,
especially since the end of the nineteenth century, en-
larged enormously the chances for better training. The
rapid increase of geographic mobility since the second
half of the nineteenth century led to a widening of
the labor market and to a greater variety of new
chances. Among the active population, the funda-
mental shift from the predominance of agrarian work
up to the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to
the predominance of service work, especially since the

1970s, generated substantial social mobility between
occupations. The distinct increase in the sheer num-
ber of occupations in all modern societies since the
industrial revolution also must have led to more social
mobility. The general change in mentalities; the weak-
ening of the emotional identification with specific
professions, social milieus, and local milieus; and the
rising readiness for job mobility and for lifelong train-
ing further enlarged the number of socially mobile
persons. The rise of the welfare state, the mitigation
of individual life crises, and the guarantee of individ-
ual social security clearly improved the chances for
further training and for the purposeful use of occu-
pational chances. Government policies aimed at en-
hancing educational and occupational opportunities
for lower classes, for women, for ethnic and religious
minorities, and for immigrants also have had an im-
pact on social mobility. The list of factors attesting to
an increase in social mobility in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries is substantial.

Yet there are those who see social mobility as
having remained stable or even declined. They are a
heterogeneous group, with arguments stemming from
very different ideas of social developments. It is some-
times argued that nineteenth- and early-twentieth-
century industrialization led not only to a rising num-
ber and a fundamental change of occupations but also
to a class society in which the major social classes—
the middle class, the lower middle class, the working
class, the peasants, and in some societies also the ar-
istocracy—tended to reinforce the demarcation lines
between classes and hence to reduce rather than en-
large the number of mobile persons. Other advocates
of the skeptical view argue that the fundamental up-
heaval of modern societies during industrialization led
to a unique volatility in social mobility, both upward
and downward, and that modern societies thereafter
became more closed: the generation of pioneers in
business ended, most occupational careers became
more formalized and more dependent on higher edu-
cation, modern bureaucracies emerged, and mentali-
ties adapted to the modern, highly regulated job
markets.

Other scholars argue for the stability of social
mobility rates in a different and much more narrow
sense: they argue that long-term changes in social mo-
bility from the industrial revolution until the present
were mostly structural; that is, they depended almost
exclusively on the redefinition of the active population
rather than on the reduction of social, cultural, and
political barriers. In this view social mobility remained
stable if one excepts the changes simply induced by
alternations in occupational structure; peasants, for
example, became workers, which constituted a real
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change, but not necessarily a case of upward mobility.
Still other scholars posit a stable inequality of educa-
tional and occupational chances for the lower classes,
women, and minorities in comparison with those for
the middle and upper class, the male population, or
the ethnic majority.

Out of this long debate has grown, since the
beginning of quantitative studies of social mobility
after World War II, a large number of historical stud-
ies of social mobility. Their wide range of results can
be distilled to three main points: First, only in very
rare cases was a clear decline in social mobility rates
found. Most studies show either stable or increasing
rates of social mobility, depending upon the type of
community and country and the generation and pe-
riod under investigation. However, there is no over-
whelming overall evidence for either the stability or
increase of social mobility rates. Second, changes of
overall social mobility rates do in fact depend to a
large degree on changes in occupational and educa-
tional structure. Thus one can say that modern soci-
eties became more mobile to a large degree because
education expanded so much and because occupa-
tional change became so frequent and normal. Finally,
much evidence indicates that the increase of educa-
tional and social mobility of the lower classes and
women did not impair the educational and occupa-
tional chances of the middle and upper classes and
men. Except for the eastern European countries in
some specific periods, social mobility was usually not
a zero-sum game.

Social mobility in the United States and the com-
munist bloc. The question of advanced social mo-
bility in the United States dates at least from the early
nineteenth century, when the French historian Alexis
de Tocqueville argued that American society offered
more chances for upward social mobility than did Eu-
rope. For a long time the subject was approached from
a moral perspective, concerning the advantages and
disadvantages of a mobile society. After World War II
some social scientists attacked the notion that Amer-
ican society was in fact more mobile, the American
sociologist Seymour M. Lipset being the most promi-
nent. He argued that industrialization and social mod-
ernization everywhere led to the same basic increase
in social mobility; overall international figures on rates
of social mobility and of social ascent after World War
II did not show any American superiority in those
terms. Lipset’s attack on what was a myth of long
standing provoked a debate among academics and
intellectuals. American influence in the world had
reached its peak, and the model of the American way
of life in general was undergoing intense debate both

in America and in Europe. Skepticism about the
American superiority in social mobility was voiced by
Simone de Beauvoir, the French intellectual, who wrote
in L’Amérique au jour le jour (1948) after travel in the
United States that ‘‘there is almost no hope any more
for the lower class to move up into this [upper] class.’’
Other social scientists as well as writers defended the
notion of advanced American social mobility. Ralf
Dahrendorf, the German sociologist, argued in his
book Die angewandte Aufklärung: Gesellschaft und So-
ziologie in Amerika that ‘‘much direct evidence exists
that [the United States] offers the opportunity of so-
cial ascent also to those who would have been stopped
in Europe by the rigid social hierarchies.’’

Evidence in three areas was put forward to prove
that America was a leader in social mobility. Detailed
empirical studies by sociologists demonstrated that
lead in some crucial aspects, especially mobility in the
professions. American higher education was more ex-
tensive and offered greater access to the professions
than did the European counterpart. Hence the social
ascent from the lower classes into the professions that
are based on higher education was clearly more fre-
quent than in Europe. In addition, comparative his-
torical studies on late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-
century American and European cities showed that in
a special sense a modest American lead existed during
that period: unskilled workers in fact moved up into
white-collar positions in American cities somewhat
more frequently than in European cities. Finally, his-
torians demonstrated that the important difference
between American and European societies could be
found in the idea of social mobility rather than in the
actual rates of mobility. Americans continuously be-
lieved that their country offered more opportunities
than the rigid European societies.

Studies in the late twentieth century tended to
argue that American society no longer leads Europe
in general social mobility. To be sure, international
comparisons show that strong and persistent differ-
ences in social mobility between cities and countries
existed and still exist. Hence it is difficult to accept
the assertion of a worldwide convergence of social mo-
bility through industrialization and modernization.
However, probably because of the fundamental social
changes in Europe since World War II, there is no
clear evidence for a general American lead in social
mobility against the whole of Europe.

Neither as provocative nor as persistent, never-
theless the subject of social opportunities in com-
munist countries, especially in the USSR during the
1920s and 1930s and in the Eastern European nations
in the late 1940s and 1950s, attracted its share of
social mobility studies. During these periods rates of
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upward social mobility into the higher ranks of the
social hierarchy were substantial compared to rates in
Western European societies. This was true partly be-
cause higher education expanded rapidly; partly be-
cause the communist abolition of the business and
landowning elites and the seizure of power by the
Communist Party opened up top positions for social
ascent in industry and agriculture, politics and ad-
ministrations; and partly because employment struc-
ture changed rapidly during rapid industrialization.
However, the rise of social opportunities in commu-
nist countries was, if it existed at all, largely limited
to the period of the initial upheaval. Most compara-
tive studies of the 1970s and 1980s show that rates of
social mobility were not distinctly higher in the east-
ern part of Europe compared to the western part. This
change occurred for several reasons: the communist
political and administrative elite became exclusive and
gentrified; in several communist countries the expan-
sion of higher education slowed down, and hence the
student ratio in Eastern Europe in general fell below
the ratio in Western Europe; and social change slowed
down.

Gender contrasts in social mobility. Except for
a few studies, the history of gender contrasts in social
mobility is largely unexplored. But gender contrasts
undoubtedly will add important new aspects to the
general debate about long-term trends in social mo-
bility. The existing studies point to four conclusions.
First, in a more radical sense than in the study of male
mobility, female mobility raises the question of whether
social mobility should in fact be centered around oc-
cupational mobility or whether other factors such as
marriage and unpaid or partially paid work in emerg-
ing professions are to be taken into account much
more than they have been so far. In the end, marriage
might turn out to be an important channel of upward
or downward mobility for men as well in past socie-
ties. Second, female mobility raises the question of
greater downward mobility during the transition to
modern society, when female activity outside the fam-
ily sphere increased. A study of female social mobility
in twentieth-century Berlin demonstrates that a large
number of active women became intergenerationally
déclassé during the early parts of the century. Further
studies are required to corroborate the results. Third,
the study of the social mobility of women demon-
strates much more clearly than the study of the social
mobility of men the effects of economic crises and
fundamental transitions on social mobility. Oppor-
tunities for women seem to have depended strongly
on economic prosperity, on long-term social stability.
In periods of economic crisis and rapid transitions

such as the upheaval of 1989–1991, women more
than men belonged to the losers. Here again the study
of female mobility might draw the attention of his-
torians to a more general aspect of mobility that was
not sufficiently investigated. Finally, the social mobil-
ity of women also demonstrates that definite changes
in social opportunities can be achieved only in the
long term. Even though important channels of up-
ward social mobility such as education offered equal
chances to women, this did not lead to a parallel im-
provement of occupational chances for women. It is
highly doubtful that the explanation for this gap can
be found simply in the study of institutions and con-
text factors. Historical studies of the experience of so-
cial mobility and the perception of social mobility will
become more important than they have been so far.

The discourse on social mobility. The historical
study of social mobility has begun to be conducted in
the light of another field of inquiry, the history of
identities and the debate about modernity. Unlike the
aspect of social opportunities, this aspect of the sub-
ject is relatively unexplored. One approach to it is by
way of the history of European identity. In the decades
before World War I, Europeans became aware of the
rise of the superior American economy and the more
liberal American society. European self-understanding
was no longer based on an implicit feeling of superi-
ority over all other societies; rather, it was tinged with
a growing uneasiness about modernity. Tocqueville
was a very early example of this worried European self-
understanding. More advanced social opportunities in
America came to symbolize modernity and, therefore,
relative European backwardness. Such opportunities
were welcomed by the more liberal Europeans and
described as a horrifying social scenario without any
fixed hierarchies by the more conservative.

This debate gradually changed when Europe
entered the period of a fundamental crisis of self-
understanding between World War I and roughly the
1960s. The idea of open social opportunities gradually
was shared by all Europeans. However, some Euro-
peans still saw Europe as a backward society with
lower social opportunities than the United States.
Other Europeans argued that one of the last aspects
of European superiority was the greater room for in-
dividuality allowed by European society compared to
the conformity of American society. These Europeans,
among them Simone de Beauvoir, thus saw Europe as
the society with more opportunities for the individual.
When the historical study of social mobility began,
this initial debate was still going on. After the 1970s
or so European self-understanding changed again,
overcoming the period of fundamental identity crisis.
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Social ascent became less important as an element of
European self-understanding and as a theme of the
debate over modernity.

THE DECLINE OF THE TOPIC
AND ITS FUTURE

During the 1980s and 1990s social mobility was
much less frequently investigated by historians. The
major trend of social history was directed to other
themes, other fundamental questions, and other meth-
ods. A variety of factors contributed to this declining
interest in social mobility.

First, the initial wave of studies of social mobil-
ity appeared to be repetitive, and the subject seemed
to have lost its former innovative power. After the
completion of the first twenty or thirty local studies
of social mobility during the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries in the United States and Europe, historians
failed to develop a convincing strategy showing which
type of community in which country and period prom-
ised to open new insights. Historians did not rush to
investigate the seventh industrial or fourth port city
in the sixth industrializing country. In addition, the
more sophisticated the methods and the use of sources
became, the more time-consuming and expensive the
individual study of social mobility grew to be. This
rising standard of the study of social mobility was only
partially compensated by the technical progress of per-
sonal computers. One can say that the quality stan-
dard for social mobility studies by historians rose dra-
matically, while the chance to present additional new
arguments declined. At the same time, the gap be-
tween the quantitative methods employed by histo-
rians and sociologists widened, and thus the study of
social mobility by sociologists was less encouraging for
historians. Moreover, some of the questions that in-
spired the historical study of social mobility—the
more open American society, the effects of industri-
alization and modernization—were asked much less
frequently. These questions lost their former urgency
once it was widely accepted that social mobility rates
were about the same in most societies and that an
upward trend in social mobility in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries in industrializing and moderniz-
ing countries could not be proved. Finally, the the-
matic trends in historical research made social mobil-
ity seem less modern a theme. The quantitative and

social scientific profile of the historical study of social
mobility made it less attractive among the mainstream
thematic trends of historical research, which led to-
ward a return to political history, toward a cultural
history inspired by anthropological questions uncon-
nected with social mobility, or toward a social history
dealing primarily with discourses, mentalities, and
microworlds.

To be sure, it would be misleading to say that
historians abandoned social mobility as a theme. Quite
the opposite, the study of discourses, mentalities, val-
ues, and microworlds often treated the social mobility
of individuals and rendered it a normal topic of the
historian. But the label of social mobility no longer
appeared on the title pages of books, chapters, or
articles.

The future of the study of social mobility is that
of a normal theme among many others in history
rather than a top theme in an expanding branch of
history, as in the 1960s and 1970s. In this more mod-
est but realistic sense, one can expect and hope for
four sorts of studies on neglected aspects of social mo-
bility. The first is the so far neglected study of social
mobility beyond Western Europe and the United
States, leading to international comparisons in a geo-
graphic dimension including Eastern European, Asian,
African, and Latin American cases. The questions of
social opportunities in advanced and developing so-
cieties and of the particularities of Europe will then
be answered in a much more comprehensive way than
they have been so far. Gender contrasts is the second
aspect deserving of future study. Our knowledge of
the social mobility of women, in contrast to that of
men, is still very limited. The subject should be pur-
sued through case studies of contrasting countries,
various activities of women, and contrasting general
conditions such as prosperity and economic depres-
sion, peace and war, stability and transitions. A third
future theme involves specific factors of social mo-
bility such as religion, types of family, immigration,
unemployment and poverty, background in terms of
social milieu, and social upheavals and transitions.
Historians will probably explore these contexts of so-
cial mobility in case studies of a certain number of
individuals rather than in quantitative studies of entire
communities, thus attending to the subjective expe-
rience of social mobility. Finally, the history of social
mobility debates, as delineated here, is itself deserving
of further study.

See also The Industrial Revolutions (volume 2); Gender and Work; History of the
Family (volume 4); Schools and Schooling; Higher Education (volume 5); and other
articles in this section.
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THE ARISTOCRACY AND GENTRY

12
Jonathan Dewald

Implicitly if not always explicitly, privileged groups—
aristocrats and gentry—have long been central to his-
torians’ understanding of European social history. In
part their importance reflects the extraordinary influ-
ence that these groups exercised on society as a whole
through the eighteenth century and to a lesser degree
thereafter. In England the high aristocracy, numbering
about two hundred families, held about one-fourth of
the kingdom’s land; in seventeenth-century Bohemia,
an even smaller nobility held two-thirds of the land.
Political and social influence matched this economic
hold, so that in some regions aristocrats and gentry
enjoyed a near monopoly on high positions in the
church, army, and administration. To a significant ex-
tent, these intertwining forms of domination (and the
ideological justifications that accompanied them) de-
fined Europe’s social order before the French Revo-
lution, and thus helped define the revolution itself:
revolutionary leaders labeled as ‘‘aristocrats’’ even their
non-noble enemies, because they hoped that their
new society would be one without aristocrats, without
even the concept of aristocracy. For similar reasons,
aristocrats and gentry also have considerable impor-
tance in the history of Europe since 1815, although
their social importance declined in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. They pose the question of mod-
ernization, for they had to manage the transition to
an increasingly democratic and industrial social order,
in which claims to privilege had lost much of their
ideological and practical relevance. How they accom-
plished this transition, and with what effects on the
society around them, has important implications for
understanding the larger processes of change in Eu-
ropean society.

The present essay deals mainly with the years
through 1789, when aristocrats and gentry dominated
European society most completely. The final section
examines how the age of revolutions affected these
groups and how they coped with the new world of
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

IDEALS, DEFINITIONS, RANKINGS

The ancient world had bequeathed to early modern
Europe (notably via Aristotle’s Politics) a political and
personal definition of ‘‘aristocracy’’ as the rule of the
best men. Family background and wealth were un-
derstood to contribute to fitness for this public role,
but did not necessarily define it; leading families
might have unworthy descendants, and social new-
comers might have the abilities needed for political
excellence. This understanding of social status stood
in some tension with a second that had developed
during the early Middle Ages and that divided society
into three orders: clerics who prayed, nobles who de-
fended and governed, and commoners who met so-
ciety’s economic needs. This view presented the aris-
tocrat as principally a warrior, and it increasingly
associated social status with birth. Its fullest elabora-
tion came in the eighteenth century, when Henri de
Boulainvilliers, comte de Saint-Saire, described the
French aristocracy of his day as direct descendants of
fifth-century Frankish warriors and argued that they
continued to display the qualities of those remote
ancestors.

By Boulainvilliers’s time, though, a third vision
of the aristocrat had come to dominate most people’s
thoughts, that of the ‘‘gentleman,’’ the ‘‘honnête
homme,’’ who had the education and self-control
needed for constructive social interaction. This vision
had developed first in the courts of sixteenth-century
Europe and received early discussion in Baldassare
Castiglione’s The Courtier (1528). It did not require
military or governmental position, though it was com-
patible with their exercise, nor was it coterminous
with good birth, since it rested so heavily on personal
attainments. Castiglione even asked whether the ideal
courtier needed noble birth at all, though he ulti-
mately answered in the affirmative. Although theo-
retically undermining distinctions of birth, the ideal
of the gentleman ultimately strengthened them, since
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it treated ideals of aristocratic behavior as ethical uni-
versals, desirable in all men and women but best re-
alized by those born into high society and enjoying
the leisure for self-improvement.

All three traditions circulated widely in old re-
gime Europe, their divergences producing significant
instability in ideas about the social order, for each val-
orized different qualities and implied different stan-
dards of behavior. But most contemporaries agreed on
some basic definitions and assumptions. They distin-
guished first between upper and lower nobilities, the
former enjoying great wealth and political influence,
the latter having only local authority, and in some
instances not much more wealth than their peasant
neighbors. In some regions political events embodied
this division. In Austria and England political assem-
blies included special chambers for the lords, setting
them apart from the mass of other nobles, as well as
from the commoners. In France on the other hand
such distinctions were vaguer; a peerage and other
high titles existed, but received little institutional re-
inforcement. Monarchs tended to sharpen these status
distinctions by granting more elaborate titles to leading
families in their realms, often to secure political loyalty
but sometimes for mere cash. In Spain, Charles V
created the order of grandees in 1520, marking off the
highest nobility from the rest, and its numbers in-
creased tenfold over the next two centuries; the Aus-
trian Order of Lords increased fivefold between 1415
and 1818; in Carinthia there was a ninefold increase
between 1596 and 1726. Historians have described
these creations as an ‘‘inflation of honors,’’ which
tended to devalue respect for titles by creating so many
of them; expressions of disrespect can be found in
contemporary commentaries.

Definitions of these ‘‘mere gentry’’ varied widely
from one European country to another. In France all
were designated as ‘‘noble,’’ and they enjoyed most of
the privileges of even the wealthiest lords. In the Holy
Roman Empire distinctions tended to be clearer. There
an intermediate level of knights stood between the
mere gentry and the lords, and in many regions they
were sufficiently organized to enforce for themselves
some special privileges. In England only the peers
(numbering about fifty in the early sixteenth century
and about two hundred in the eighteenth) held formal
titles of nobility, while the great majority of landown-
ers formed a very loosely defined gentry, without any
legal distinctions. In most of continental Europe, the
balance between these two groups shifted decisively
over the early modern period, partly because of the
inflation of honors, which elaborately confirmed the
loftier families’ superiority to the mere gentry, and
partly because of economic changes. Mere gentry

were often unable to meet the obligations of high
status, and the economically successful among them
tended to be absorbed into the higher aristocracy. In
fifteenth-century Austria there had been four families
of knights for every family of lords; four centuries later
there were twice as many lords as knights. In England,
by contrast, the gentry seem to have kept pace, ben-
eficiaries of their society’s growing wealth and wid-
ening social opportunities.

COUNTER IDEALS:
THE TRADITION OF SOCIAL CRITICISM

Already in the Middle Ages aristocrats’ determination
to view themselves as society’s leaders encountered
ideological opposition from a variety of groups, and
complaints continued throughout the early modern
period. In several countries the fourteenth century
witnessed outright violence against aristocrats and
their properties. The leaders of the French Jacquerie
(1358) explained their movement as a response to
the aristocracy’s failure to fulfill its basic function,
that of protecting the rest of society. In the fifteenth
century a successful rebellion of Catalonian peasants
was accompanied by widespread denunciations of
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lords’ greed and improprieties, and in the early six-
teenth century a series of German peasant move-
ments questioned the need for any form of aristocracy.
Seventeenth-century Castilian nobles too complained
of the enmity shown by the commoners around them.
Peasants were not alone in this truculence. In the early
sixteenth century, leading humanist writers like Eras-
mus, Thomas More, and Sebastian Brant mocked
aristocrats’ pretensions and questioned the value of
their social contributions, especially their contribu-
tions as warriors. When Enlightenment writers took
up these themes in the eighteenth century, they thus
expanded on longstanding views, but they gave these
old ideas new coherence and force. They systemati-
cally judged aristocratic privilege against the criterion
of social utility, suggesting that traditional aristocratic
behavior represented a serious drain on society’s pro-
ductive resources. These ideas circulated widely in the
eighteenth century and affected the decisions of ad-
ministrators in several countries.

THE GEOGRAPHY OF
SOCIAL DISTINCTION

Important common traits marked Europe’s experience
of aristocratic society, partly because aristocrats them-
selves moved frequently across national lines. Their
education often involved travel, and often so did their
careers, with both soldiers and administrators moving
across national boundaries, especially among the small
states of central Europe and within the vast Habsburg
orbit. When they moved, such men found essentially
familiar social arrangements, for ideologies and cus-
toms displayed important similarities. At its upper
levels, aristocratic society was European as well as
national.

But there were also important differences be-
tween regions, giving the aristocracies themselves dis-
tinctive characteristics and different relations with the
rest of society. A first distinction separated eastern
from western Europe and centered on differences in
local powers. East of the Elbe River, in central Ger-
many, these might be very great. Aristocratic estate
owners enjoyed extensive rights to demand labor from
the peasants around them and to control their mar-
riages and movements. In western Europe, estate own-
ers had far less power, and even as a title serfdom
survived in few regions, entailing only some economic
disadvantages. A second division separated northern
from Mediterranean Europe. Near the Mediterranean,
aristocrats had lived in cities since the Middle Ages
and saw little essential difference between themselves
and other wealthy city dwellers. This was especially

true in Italy, but even in Spain, which took nobility
very seriously, the title ‘‘honored citizen’’ expressed
the near-noble stature enjoyed by the wealthiest city
dwellers. In northern Europe, in contrast, aristocrats
tended to live in the countryside and visited the cities
rather reluctantly. They saw little common ground be-
tween themselves and urban merchants, and tended
to resist the latters’ efforts to attain higher status.

The most important difference had to do with
the number of aristocrats themselves. Early modern
Europe was divided between regions where even the
mere gentry were rare and regions where they were
much more common. The latter included Poland and
Hungary, along Europe’s eastern frontier, and Castile
in the west, all regions that had been battlefields of
European expansion. Expansionist war against ethnic
enemies had been one cause of frequent ennoble-
ment, tempting peasants and city dwellers to take up
military careers. In all three countries nobles easily
counted for 10 percent of the total population before
the eighteenth century, and in some districts densities
might be higher still: in some Castilian towns the
proportion could reach one-third. In the longer-
Christianized core of Europe, there were many fewer
such possibilities, and nobles were much less numer-
ous, at most 2 percent of the population of sixteenth-
century France, and closer to 1 percent by 1700;
around 1 percent in most regions of Germany and
Bohemia; 1 percent in the Kingdom of Naples; 0.4
percent in early-sixteenth-century Holland.

Some of these differences tended to diminish
over the early modern period, especially during the
eighteenth century. Nobles became better educated
and more familiar with other national cultures. Ger-
man nobles who had the resources were expected to
tour Europe as part of their education, and many Brit-
ish nobles did the same. Northern nobles became
more urbanized, and the profusion of nobles in Spain,
Poland, and Hungary diminished; in late-eighteenth-
century Spain, nobles represented 4.6 percent of total
population. Yet change was not all in the direction of
greater homogeneity, for nobles found themselves more
closely tied to their national cultures in the eighteenth
century, simply because those cultures had acquired
more force and coherence. Many eighteenth-century
governments also controlled their leading subjects’
movements and loyalties more closely than had been
the case before 1700. Prussia represented the extreme
case, with its nobles forbidden even to leave the king-
dom without the king’s approval and never allowed to
seek employment in other kings’ armies. The loose
cosmopolitanism of earlier centuries survived best in
the Habsburg lands, which continued to attract the
ambitious from throughout Europe. Only sixteen of
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the 157 field marshals in the eighteenth-century Habs-
burg army came from its own territories; thirty-nine
came from outside the German-language region al-
together.

PRIVILEGE

According to much early modern social theory, aris-
tocrats and gentry enjoyed special rights because of
the special functions they performed, and notably be-
cause of their military service: French nobles spoke of
paying a ‘‘tax of blood’’ on the battlefield, which ex-
empted them from paying the cash levies demanded
of others. In fact, however, privileges tended to reflect
the political bargains that governments had struck
with these their most powerful subjects. In this prac-
tice France represented the extreme case. In 1439 the
Crown asserted its monopoly over direct taxation but
in implicit exchange exempted nobles and other privi-
leged groups from these impositions. Thus the geog-
raphy and history of privilege tended to vary with the
strength of the government rather than with the ex-
tent of aristocratic services. In England, where royal
government had become strong very early, all subjects
paid taxes, and only the peerage enjoyed some judicial
privileges. In Spain, France, most of the Holy Roman
Empire and Germany, nobles enjoyed freedom from
most taxes, while in Brandenburg-Prussia the nobles
consented to some taxation in exchange for other
kinds of advantage, such as a near monopoly on of-
ficial positions, tax-free grain exports, and a monopoly
on beer brewing. In most of these regions nobles also
had some legal advantages in managing their proper-
ties. Feudal law in France allowed them to avoid di-
viding property among their heirs, thus helping pre-
serve family fortunes over the generations. In Spain
the government allowed noble families to establish en-
tails that performed this function even more effec-
tively, protecting property from both division by in-
heritance and the indebtedness of individual owners.

These circumstances meant that many forms of
privilege tended to diminish over the last century of
the old regime, as governments became more assertive
and effective. Louis XIV set an example in 1695 when,
desperate for funds to pay his armies, his government
introduced the capitation, a direct tax that the nobles
were to pay like everyone else. Initially assessed ac-
cording to social standing, the capitation soon became
simply a tax on revenue, and in the eighteenth century
it was assessed with some fairness. Wealthier nobles
now paid a substantial tax, though they remained ex-
empt from many other taxes. In 1731 the duke of
Savoy completely abolished nobles’ fiscal exemptions

in his realm, and the Habsburgs did the same in 1771.
This scarcely meant the end of all aristocratic privi-
leges, and some new ones emerged in these very years.
In 1751 France established a military academy exclu-
sively for nobles, and in 1781 ruled that only mem-
bers of old noble families could hold military com-
missions. But nobles in these countries had a strong
and justified sense that their special place within so-
ciety was under attack.

SOCIAL MOBILITY

In principle noble families symbolized social stability,
the continued dominance of old family lines. Yet the
nature of aristocratic society itself created some need
for social mobility because old families regularly failed
to produced heirs. In fact they had a strong interest
in limiting the number of their children so as to create
as few inheritance divisions as possible and thus main-
tain familial dignity in the next generation. Family
limitation became especially common in the eigh-
teenth century as methods of birth control became
more widely known and as religious inhibitions on
their use diminished. In addition, by the eighteenth
century large numbers of nobles remained unmarried:
an astounding 50 percent of the children of the upper
nobility in the Catholic Westphalia region of Ger-
many and 25 percent of the peerage in Protestant En-
gland. This lack of reproduction, together with early
modern diseases, against which nobles enjoyed no spe-
cial protection, and the added danger that their sons
might die in battle, meant that many noble families
died out. One historian of France has estimated that
in each generation about 20 percent of families dis-
appeared, and roughly comparable rates have been es-
tablished for other European countries.

If the order was to maintain its numbers, a sub-
stantial flow of new families had to replace those that
disappeared, and this was everywhere the case. A va-
riety of mechanisms governed this mobility, some of
them formal, some informal and even illegal. Sover-
eigns could grant titles of nobility, and some official
positions brought nobility to anyone who held them;
the Roman legal tradition even accorded the status to
anyone who had an advanced degree in the law. Until
about 1600, however, most new entrants to the no-
bility simply assumed the status, their only justifica-
tion being military service or ownership of a fief, both
of which their contemporaries normally associated with
high status. Control over the process was mainly local
and depended on the readiness of other nobles to ac-
cept newcomers’ claims. In Germany, for instance, lo-
cal colleges of knights refused to accept any new fam-
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ilies whose credentials they doubted, and such families
would have difficulty finding noble marriage partners
for their children. Cathedral chapters had similar ideas
and rejected candidates whose ancestry was uncertain.

After 1600, however, the state increasingly in-
tervened in processes of social mobility, from motives
that were both practical and ideological. Contempo-
raries viewed the determination of social status as an
aspect of sovereignty, part of what marked a state as
free from interference by higher authorities and fully
in control of its own population. Thus disputes over
ennoblement offered useful symbolic ground for the
German principalities to demonstrate their indepen-
dence from the Holy Roman Empire by raising new
families to high status without the emperor’s approval.
Conversely, the kings of France insisted that only they,
and not high nobles within the realm or battlefield
commanders, could give out titles. In much the same
way, the practical realities of ennoblement also pro-
duced ambiguous effects, encouraging some princes
to be generous in granting titles, others to be restric-
tive. Already in the 1540s the French king was openly
selling titles of nobility for cash; but such grants meant
enlarging the numbers of the tax-exempt and (in the
thinking of late-seventeenth-century administrators)
of the economically unproductive. As a result, gov-
ernment policy might oscillate wildly during the six-
teenth and early seventeenth centuries, with rulers
shifting between open and restrictive policies as their
immediate financial needs dictated. Even their per-
sonal convictions might play an important role. In
England, Elizabeth I was reluctant to grant high titles,
whereas her successor James I enjoyed granting large
numbers of them and even created a new formal cate-
gory within the British gentry.

On balance, though, the state’s increasing hold
over the process of ennoblement restricted new entries
to the nobility. Indeed, restriction became an explicit
goal of seventeenth-century economic improvers, who
worried that social advancement diminished the num-
ber of society’s producers while increasing the number
of idle consumers. Pamphleteers in Spain and royal
administrators in France both expressed this concern,
and in 1666 the French government took concrete
steps to address it. Louis XIV’s mercantilist minister
Jean-Baptiste Colbert launched a series of investiga-
tions of noble titles, with fines and public embarass-
ment for those who had ‘‘usurped’’ a title. Providing
documentary proof of noble status became a more
common experience throughout Europe in these years.
Some schools, many religious institutions, a growing
number of legal positions, and most groups of mili-
tary officers all asked candidates for proof of their
status before admission. The era of casual usurpation

was over, and the result in most regions was a visible
decline in numbers of nobles; families continued to
die out, probably at greater rates than in earlier cen-
turies, but there were fewer replacements for them. In
eighteenth-century France and Spain, nobles repre-
sented about half the share of population they had rep-
resented in 1600. Only in Britain did numbers actu-
ally increase in these years, apparently a reflection of
British wealth and of the loose processes of social mo-
bility that continued to prevail there. In much of con-
tinental Europe, in contrast, the eighteenth-century
nobility formed a very small group: well under 1 per-
cent of total population in much of Germany, about
1 percent in France, a mere 0.3 percent in Bohemia.
Ordinary people could spend much of their lives with-
out encountering them.

ECONOMIC SITUATIONS

The wealth and financial prospects of nobles, though
varying enormously, everywhere reflected a funda-
mental ideological imperative: they were to be a ruling
class, devoting their energies to public matters and
warfare. Their views of themselves restricted the kinds
of work that they could undertake and raised ethical
questions about many economic activities. Pursuing
money could only interfere with that imperative, draw-
ing their attention from public to private matters and
causing disrespect among those lower in society. In
France and Spain formal rules of derogation required
that any nobles working with their hands or engaging
in most kinds of commerce lose their status and the
privileges that went with it.

Such rules were never followed absolutely, and
they left large zones for calculation and innovation.
Certainly there was no prohibition on the careful pur-
suit of economic interests. Fifteenth-century nobles
had unsophisticated but reasonably effective account-
ing techniques, and they moved quickly when they
thought they were being cheated. Nor did they con-
fine themselves to collecting rents on landed estates.
Geographic accident offered some of them commer-
cial possibilities, and they took full advantage. In the
sixteenth century, as Louis Sicking has shown, the high-
born lords of Vere operated something like a merchant
marine on their island estate off the Netherlands coast.
Prussian nobles took advantage of their easy access to
the Baltic and dominated the grain trade in their re-
gion, using their tax advantages to drive out their com-
moner competition. In Seville sixteenth-century nobles
took a leading role in trans-Atlantic commerce; in
Genoa nobles involved themselves in banking; even in
France, which perhaps took derogation more seriously
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than other countries, seventeenth-century nobles loaned
money to the Crown, employing middle-class front
men for this profitable enterprise, and a few financed
overseas ventures. Above all there was England, whose
aristocracy had never felt much inhibition about com-
mercial activity and whose gentry already in the fif-
teenth century moved easily in and out of London
commerce.

If ideology permitted the nobles a range of eco-
nomic options, most nonetheless confined themselves
to a limited set of these, focusing on their estates and
viewing the market economy with suspicion. Hence
the seriousness of governmental efforts in the later
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries to change think-
ing on the matter of nobility and money. Officials like
Colbert, worried by the French economy’s failure to
match its Dutch and British competitors, sought to
propagate a far wider conception of economic activity,
one that celebrated commerce and encouraged even
those of high status to undertake it. Eighteenth-
century writers took up these themes in France, Spain,
and the German states. Governments now sought to
end the concept of derogation and actively encour-
aged the development of a ‘‘commercial nobility,’’ the
term used by one such advocate. By the end of the
century, such ideas apparently had a significant impact
on nobles’ thinking. Many more now spoke glowingly
of the importance of commerce, and more now par-
ticipated in it.

Until that point, land remained by far the most
important form of aristocratic wealth, the group’s
main source of income and the focal point for most
of its economic calculations. Given the geographic va-
riety of Europe itself, landowning might vary widely
from one region to another. Already in the sixteenth
century some English estates included coal mines, a
natural adjunct to control of land itself. In Germany
late medieval estates derived very significant income
from fish-farming in ponds created for the purpose,
and both German and Bohemian estates produced
substantial amounts of beer. The region around Bor-
deaux in southwestern France included large tracts of
vineyard, much of it in the control of noble estate
owners. More important than this variety, however,
were the basic patterns that gave estates a common
look across much of Europe. In the fifteenth century
most estates consisted of more than acreage; in fact
the direct control of land might play a subordinate
role in the estate economy. Instead, owners depended
chiefly on the rents (usually fixed since the high Mid-
dle Ages) that they collected from peasants within
their estates’ territories and on the powers they exer-
cised. This bundle of rights and powers defined the
estate as a lordship rather than a mere property, and
nobles viewed their status as closely associated with
lordship itself. In feudal theory medieval warriors had
been granted lordships as recompense for military ser-
vice, and both theory and practice gave many lords
real powers over their tenants. Most conferred on their
owners the right to judge minor property disputes,
and a minority had the right of high justice, which
allowed them to try capital crimes.

If the structure of lordship was fundamentally
similar across Europe, so also were the threats that
lordship faced in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.
The plagues and warfare of the late Middle Ages made
it difficult to find tenants and sharply reduced de-
mand for agricultural goods; both rents and estate
values declined as a result. After the damage had been
made good, governmental currency manipulations
and a rapidly growing money supply after 1500
sharply reduced the value of fixed rents. Governments
also tended increasingly to intervene in judicial mat-
ters, making judicial rights a source of expense and
harassment.

By the mid-sixteenth century, lordship was in
severe difficulties in many regions, and in England it
had largely disappeared. Nobles thus had to find new
ways to manage their lands, and enough did so that
lordship itself and the nobles who depended on it
survived into the late eighteenth century. They reori-
ented their estates to focus on the direct control of
land and other resources rather than on permanently
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fixed rents. Mainly this meant acquiring land from
the peasantries, who had controlled most of it in the
late Middle Ages, and across Europe a vast wave of
peasant expropriation, usually by outright purchase,
less often through legal manipulations, marked the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Nobles had other
important opportunities to acquire land during these
years. As lords, they could claim exclusive control over
the woodlands and pastures of their estates, and in
England and Prussia they had the right to expel long-
settled tenants and reorganize their farms into much
larger domains. In regions that became Protestant, the
mid-sixteenth century made church lands available for
nobles to purchase, and even Catholic France sold off
some church land between 1563 and 1586. Aristo-
cratic and gentry acquisitions from these combined
sources went farthest in England, northern Germany,
and eastern Europe, somewhat less far in France and
Italy. Everywhere, though, the process placed nobles
in an excellent position to benefit from the economic
changes of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
With population growing throughout Europe, farm
and forest products enjoyed vigorous markets in these
years, and better commercial networks improved no-
bles’ ability to profit from these opportunities. Estate
owners along the Baltic Sea thus became the principal
suppliers of the fast-growing cities of the Low Coun-
tries, which needed to import most of their grain.

This economic reorientation, from the collec-
tion of feudal rents to domain management, left no-
bles to face the problem of labor organization. Given
their reluctance to involve themselves directly in eco-
nomic activity, and their absolute refusal to work with
their hands, they needed to assemble the labor and
managers that would make their newly constructed
domains profitable. East of the Elbe River, in central
and eastern Germany, Bohemia, Denmark, and Po-
land, nobles found an essentially political solution to
this need by demanding several days’ work from each
farm within their lordships, a move made possible by
the relative weakness of governments in the region, at
least until the eighteenth century. To the west land-
owners had no such ability to use constrained labor,
and most of them turned instead to tenant farmers,
who would manage the land on short-term leases and
take on the problems of organizing production and
marketing produce. The rise of a new class of villagers,
the tenant farmers, thus accompanied the peasantry’s
loss of its properties. In northern Europe these farmers
tended to be wealthy and powerful figures, the prin-
cipal employers within their own villages and allied to
similarly powerful figures in the villages nearby. In
southern France and Italy, the tenant was a less im-
pressive figure. There sharecropping predominated,

and tenants depended on landowners to supply the
capital for running their farms. In turn, the owners
received a much larger share of the harvest—at least
one-half, often more—than in the north.

Whatever the labor system, and no matter how
much power it seemed to accord them, aristocratic
landowners always had to confront villagers’ resistance
to their wishes. Occasionally such resistance might
take the form of mass violence, as in the German Peas-
ants’ War of 1524–1526, or the Breton revolts of the
Red Bonnets in 1675, both of them directed against
the excesses of seigneurial power. Although these re-
bellions were put down savagely, they had the lasting
effect of moderating landlords’ demands. In the long
run, however, much more significant were the smaller
acts of resistance that the economic system itself ac-
corded villagers. Even the servile labor system of east-
ern Europe offered such possibilities, as the most rig-
orous oversight could not turn serfs into enthusiastic
workers; some accommodation with their interests
was needed if they were to work effectively. In the
west the tenant farmer held a much more powerful
position against the landowner. He (and occasionally
she, as many widows took over their husbands’ farms)
had capital and skills that could not be easily replaced,
and few nobles were eager to take on the high-risk
trade in agricultural commodities. Village communi-
ties also turned readily to lawsuits against lords and
landowners.

Such inevitable negotiations with those who did
the actual work of farming were a first limit on nobles’
economic circumstances. The pressures of an increas-
ingly consumer-oriented society were another. During
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, a widening
array of goods appeared in European markets, new
architectural and artistic styles, as well as more purely
material items like foods, clothing, carriages, and fur-
niture. Even some early modern moralists stressed the
propriety of nobles’ spending lavishly, because expen-
diture demonstrated the solidity of their place atop
the social order and rendered visible the differentia-
tions on which that order rested; the less serious-
minded mocked those who fell behind the fashions.
Probably the seventeenth century was the most diffi-
cult period in this regard. Urbanization and the ex-
pansion of courts brought nobles into greater contact
with one another and made divergences from fashion
more conspicuous. It was during these years that the
out-of-touch country gentleman became a stock ele-
ment in French and British comedies. Another literary
theme came equally to the fore, that of the nobleman
who had spent his way into bankruptcy. The lure of
consumption was probably the leading economic prob-
lem nobles faced.
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Relations among different levels within the no-
bility began to change as well, for the need to keep
up with the fashions raised questions about the status
of poor nobles who could not afford these new levels
of expenditure. Poor nobles had always been numer-
ous, if only because inheritance patterns in many
regions favored one son and left his brothers and sis-
ters with inadequate funds. These men and women
were not entirely without resources; they survived as
dependents and servants of the great, and the rapidly
expanding armies of the latter part of the seventeenth
century offered many of them military careers. In-
deed, their fate became something of a public preoc-
cupation in the later seventeenth and the eighteenth
centuries, and wealthy patrons founded special schools
that would prepare young noblewomen for marriage
and young noblemen for military careers. But these
supports could not sustain the mass of poor nobles,
and the difficulties of maintaining their status in an
age of conspicuous consumption forced many out of
the nobility after 1650.

DEALING WITH THE STATE

Their view of themselves as governors and warriors
made nobles especially sensitive to their relations with
state power, and in most regions state institutions ac-
commodated themselves to this sensitivity. Feudal tra-
ditions encouraged princes, however grandiose their
ambitions, to consult with their leading subjects, as-
sembled in formal deliberative bodies. Nobles had at
least one chamber to themselves in these parliamen-
tary bodies; and both the political chaos of the late
Middle Ages and the difficult decisions required by
the Reformation forced even the most autocratic
princes to listen carefully to these political voices. Af-
ter the sixteenth century, however, this need dimin-
ished, and with it princely concern for political con-
sultation. The French government failed to convene
its Estates General after its last session in 1614, despite
frequent consultations during the previous century. In
much of Germany the chronology was similar: parlia-
mentary assemblies had met regularly over the six-
teenth century and had maintained their right to
approve new taxes, but after the mid-seventeenth cen-
tury princes levied taxes without consent, and assem-
blies met much less often.

The decline of political consultation caused im-
portant political tension in the early modern period,
for nobles took seriously their longstanding claim to
guide their princes. Angry at their apparent exclusion
from princely decisions, nobles entered readily into
plotting and occasionally into outright rebellion. Most

European states had to contend with some form of
aristocratic rebellion over the early modern period,
culminating in the wave of rebellions of the 1640s,
the years of the English Civil War, Portugal’s libera-
tion from Spain, the Fronde in France, and rebellions
in Catalonia, Naples, Palermo, and elsewhere. Gov-
ernments won out in most of these contests, for by
this point no private army could hold out against
trained royal troops. But the examples of Catalonia
and England demonstrated that governments could
not take victory for granted, and that aristocratic mal-
contents had to be closely watched.

Traditionally, historians have understood the de-
cline of political consultation in terms of a larger tri-
umph of absolute monarchy, the process by which
princes disciplined their nobles, taught them the fu-
tility of violence, and reduced them to a more or less
prosperous servitude, with few real political functions.
Later interpretations, however, stressed collaboration
between kings and their most powerful subjects and
suggested that, over the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, nobles in fact exchanged one political role
for another, more effective one. Parliamentary mech-
anisms for political consultation weakened, but no-
bles’ share of administrative and military positions ac-
tually grew, allowing them substantial influence on the
government policies they now executed. There were
more military positions in these years of frequent war-
fare and growing armies, though nobles responded var-
iously to these opportunities: in seventeenth-century
Bavaria and the Paris basin, for instance, relatively few
nobles fought, whereas in Prussia and Brittany the
military was both a cultural ideal and an important
economic resource.

Civil positions were also available, as govern-
ments needed many more judges, tax collectors, and
local governors. In the sixteenth century these civil
servants came from varied social levels, mixing some
gentlemen and some men of very humble backgrounds
within a middle-class majority. By the seventeenth
century, however, most European civil services were
becoming more exclusive and less tolerant of lowborn
outsiders. Acutely aware of the powers they exercised
and the wealth their positions conferred, upper-level
civil servants tended to form themselves into dynas-
ties, passing their offices on to their sons, and increas-
ingly claiming nobility on the basis of their offices.
The process went farthest in France, where a distinc-
tive ‘‘nobility of the robe’’ (so named for the robes
that French judges were to wear at all times) acquired
official recognition in the mid-seventeenth century,
but some version of this rise in social status could be
seen in many countries. The results varied substan-
tially from one region to another. In Spain and France
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a fusion of official and military nobilities had taken
place by this time, with frequent intermarriages and
considerable readiness of old noble families to prepare
their sons for official careers. In most of Germany, on
the other hand, official nobles failed to obtain com-
plete acceptance by older families, despite receiving
ennoblement from the princes they served.

Finally, nobles had almost exclusive control over
the courts of early modern Europe, and in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries these institutions
played a crucial role in setting public policy. Like armies
and civil services, courts grew over the period, partly as
a reflection of the growing power of kings themselves.
Kings wanted to make their courts attractive to their
leading subjects and offered a range of frivolous, in-
creasingly elaborate pleasures. But the real business of
the courts was serious, for in them both policies and
careers were shaped. Kings sought advice from their
courtiers, and anyone who hoped to play a leading
military or political role had to make his voice heard
at court. Nobles who came to court had to conform
to standards of self-control and of elegance in behavior
and speech, and they had to show proper respect for
those more powerful than themselves who enjoyed par-
ticular closeness to the king; but these demands did
not imply passivity or domestication. Nobles indeed
gave up their traditions of rebellion after about 1660,
but the change reflected their successful collaboration
with princes rather than a loss of political vigor.

All these new forms of political engagement re-
quired new levels of education, and rising educational
standards applied to even the wealthiest and the high-

est born. Those hoping for careers in administration
or the judiciary needed long training in Latin litera-
ture and Roman law, certified by university degrees.
At court formal education counted for less, and in-
deed courtiers often made fun of the judges’ ponder-
ous Latin learning. Yet educational demands applied
to courtiers as well, for they needed to speak gracefully
and to display a command of the culture around
them; the ideal courtier of the late seventeenth cen-
tury was a writer as well, whose letters and verse might
circulate widely. Even military service required some
education. Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century ar-
mies required much more disciplined training than
their medieval predecessors, and it was now expected
that commanders know enough mathematics to use
firearms effectively. Greek and Roman military theo-
rists also acquired a new relevance because seventeenth-
century tactics accorded such importance to infantry
formations. Nobles had very practical reasons for ed-
ucating themselves, and a series of new institutions
met their educational needs. Some attended the uni-
versities, but in the seventeenth century Jesuit colleges
(and their imitators) adapted much better to their ex-
pectations, teaching not only languages and literature
but also mathematics, science, and social skills like
public speaking and dancing. They intended to form
young men capable of effective social leadership, ex-
actly what nobles wanted. It was a sign of the new
educational standards that in the 1630s Louis, prince
of Condé—heir to a great fortune, destined for a mili-
tary career, and a close relative of the French king—
was sent to the Jesuits for his education.
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THE AGE OF REVOLUTIONS

Nobles confronted severe and unexpected challenges
in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that
brought an end to many forms of social dominance
they had previously enjoyed. The French Revolution
in 1789 was only the most dramatic of a long series
of changes, ending many formal social distinctions
and some forms of aristocratic property as well. Feudal
rents disappeared altogether, along with the offices
whose possession had been an important item in many
nobles’ portfolios. New law codes required equal in-
heritance divisions, making it harder for dynasties to
sustain their position over the generations. Perhaps
most important, the Revolution ended any illusions
nobles might have had as to their hold on the rest of
society. They had witnessed or imagined rebellion in
previous centuries, but few had envisioned an attack
on their very existence as a social category; nineteenth-
century nobles could never escape this consciousness,
and it led them to panicky exaggerations of even small
social challenges. Nor were these experiences (and the
fears they stimulated) limited to France. Before 1789,
indeed, the main assaults on aristocratic power and
privilege had occurred in the domains of the Habs-
burg emperor Joseph II. He had ended nobles’ tax
privileges and limited landowners’ powers over serfs.
The French example gave much greater urgency to
such reforms, for princes hoped that reform might fore-
stall violence and allow effective competition with the
French enemy. In other regions the French imposed
their social models directly, ending privileges, titles, and
feudal powers wherever their armies conquered.

Other challenges were less dramatic but in the
long run even more threatening. The nineteenth cen-
tury was a difficult time for landowners in all cate-
gories because the rules of international competition
so rapidly changed. Grain from Russia and the Amer-
icas now appeared on European markets, and con-
stantly improving modes of transportation intensified
competition even within Europe. Tariff protection
like the English corn laws came under pressure, and
other groups in society were becoming richer and less
patient with aristocratic guidance. Industrialization
and banking rapidly created new fortunes, and new
wealth was visible even among working farmers, who
in many regions could be seen buying land and edu-
cating their children in social graces. Even if their own
economic circumstances remained prosperous, aris-
tocrats knew they were losing ground relative to others
in their society.

The nineteenth century ended the aristocracies’
domination of Europe’s politics and their preeminence
within its economy. Yet until late in the century, this

collection of changes hurt the aristocracies less than was
once believed. Historians have shown that most aris-
tocratic families survived the French Revolution with
their properties intact, enabling a return to social and
political prominence after 1815. Throughout Europe
many actually profited from nineteenth-century in-
dustrial development, investing in enterprises and sit-
ting on corporate boards; in any case the new indus-
trialists were often eager to ally both politically and
personally with old families. Rapid urbanization made
some of their lands much more valuable, and some
were also able to introduce agricultural improvements.
Despite the democratic currents of the age, they also
managed to hold on to political power with surprising
efficacy. Through the mid-nineteenth century, elec-
toral systems tended to favor landowners, as did sup-
posedly meritocratic systems of recruitment to the ex-
panding civil services, which rested partly on the social
skills and classical learning that the old ruling groups
had long commanded. Even courts retained some sig-
nificance, giving members of old families significant
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influence over policies in France, Germany, and Italy
and career advantages as well. Aristocrats even bene-
fited from the new technologies of the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, dominating the newly
founded automobile clubs of England and France and
playing a prominent role in early aviation.

Only at the very end of the nineteenth century
did traditional elites lose their central place in Euro-
pean life, and then the sources of crisis were mainly
political rather than economic or social. An anti-
aristocratic government came to power in England,
and its taxes on inheritance undermined what had
been the aristocracies’ greatest strength, their ability
to accumulate wealth generation after generation.
World War I destroyed the monarchies and courts of
central Europe and discredited aristocratic political in-
fluence. For many families the war was an economic
disaster as well, destroying savings and rendering many
investments worthless. It has been plausibly argued

that 1918 rather than 1789 marked the end of aris-
tocratic society in Europe. And there were still politi-
cal maneuvers: many German aristocrats used support
for conservative politicians to win favorable tariff pol-
icies for their agricultural goods in the 1920s and into
the Nazi era. Even at the beginning of the twenty-
first century, numerous aristocratic families survive,
the 1980s and 1990s having brought them significant
economic advantages. Their lands and houses, even
their bric-a-brac, have increased enormously in value.
Despite generations of republican criticism, they re-
main culturally self-confident, and the society around
them has become more respectful of their values. Aris-
tocratic society has disappeared from Europe, in the
sense that aristocracies no longer place their imprint
on other social groups or determine the values of so-
ciety as a whole. The aristocracies themselves remain,
demonstrating yet again their own capacity for sur-
vival and the tenacious power of social inequality itself.

See also Estates and Country Houses; Land Tenure; Peasant and Farming Villages;
Serfdom: Eastern Europe; Serfdom: Western Europe (volume 2); Revolutions (in
this volume); Gestures; Inheritance; Manners (volume 4); and other articles in this
section.
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THE MIDDLE CLASSES

12
Margaret R. Hunt

‘‘The middle class’’ is a term widely applied in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries to people who oc-
cupy the middle position between those who have to
labor continually in order to survive, and those who
hold ancestral ‘‘blood rights’’ to monopolize political
power, economic resources, and social privilege. His-
torically this ‘‘middle class’’ has displayed great re-
gional variability and much internal complexity and
been highly sensitive to fluctuating business cycles.
Impossible to pin down precisely, the status of being
‘‘middle class’’ is often assumed to inhere most au-
thentically in commercial people (manufacturers, re-
tailers, wholesalers, merchants), though it is frequently
applied to more diverse groupings, which might in-
clude civil servants, ‘‘upper’’ white-collar salary earn-
ers, professionals, teachers and other intellectuals, ren-
tiers (those who live on income from investments),
and even (it has been argued) apparatchiks (bureau-
crats). Common usage by social historians differenti-
ates between the periods before and after industriali-
zation—a phenomenon that occurred at different
times in different European nations. For the period
before industrialization there is a tendency to favor
terms like ‘‘bourgeoisie,’’ ‘‘burgher class,’’ or ‘‘the mid-
dling sort.’’ After industrialization there seems to be a
preference for ‘‘middle class’’ or ‘‘middle classes.’’

Because of this imprecision, some historians
have called for eliminating the term entirely on the
grounds that it is too vague and, due to its central
role in marxist polemic, too overdetermined to be
really useful. Thus an influential group of historians
has also argued that any and all attempts to catego-
rize people, even very loosely, according to their
economic role or market position constitutes rank
reductionism.

Beyond definitional issues, few people are neu-
tral on the subject of the middle class. And it would
be difficult to find a group that has been subjected
either to so much hostility or so much praise. Blamed
for everything from colonialism to environmental
degradation, from sexual repression to twelve-tone
music, from facism to urban blight, the middle classes

are also routinely viewed as people without whom no
nation can rise to distinction: the bulwark of the law,
the engine of economic development, and the bed-
rock of morality and family values.

BEFORE INDUSTRIALIZATION:
THE ‘‘RISING’’ AND ‘‘FALLING’’

MIDDLE CLASSES

The germ of the ‘‘middle class’’ is generally thought
to be medieval town or city dwellers, often members
of crafts guilds, grain or livestock merchants, notaries,
moneylenders, and the like. These individuals (‘‘bour-
geois,’’ ‘‘burghers,’’ or ‘‘citizens’’) could be found most
often in those places blessed with a relative abundance
of towns, most notably in the late medieval and early
Renaissance period, the Italian peninsula, Flanders, or
along the north coast of Germany. It seems likely that
some of these groups’ practices and traditions derived
from those of medieval traders, many of them of Mid-
dle Eastern origin. Nonetheless, the Italians, particu-
larly, invented a number of practices and procedures,
most notably bookkeeping, international banking, and
moneylending, as well as a close attendance on the
law courts, that were to exert a great influence on later
generations. These burghers were also often deeply
committed to local civic or guild prerogatives, which
they sometimes had to work hard to protect from the
depredations of local lords.

The fifteenth, sixteenth, and seventeenth cen-
turies saw a very significant growth in some parts of
Europe in the number and size of cities; an increase
in the power, complexity, and military belligerence of
many early modern monarchies and nation states; the
breakup of the old Catholic consensus; a significant
intensification of extra-European long-distance trade
as a result of the ‘‘discovery’’ of the New World and
of new trade routes to the East; and the passing of
economic dominance from the Mediterranean states
to northwestern Europe. None of these developments
was a distinctly ‘‘bourgeois’’ phenomenon. Nonethe-
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12
DID THE BOURGEOISIE RISE?

‘‘The bourgeoisie, historically, has played a most revo-
lutionary part,’’ wrote Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels in
The Communist Manifesto of 1848. In one pugnacious
phrase they set the terms of the debate for generations
of social historians to come. Who was (and is) the bour-
geoisie? Is it the same as the ‘‘middle class’’? Has it ever
been as unified a group as Marx and Engels seem to
imply? What roles has it in fact played in revolutionary
times? How much responsibility does it bear for the less
dramatic, but in their way ‘‘revolutionary’’ transforma-
tions that have created the world we now inhabit, and
were those transformation inevitable? Does bunching dis-
parate individuals and collectivities together into so-
called ‘‘classes’’ obscure more than it illuminates?

Not surprisingly, historians seeking answers to
these questions have lavished a good deal of attention
upon the great western European political revolutions of
the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries.
Christopher Hill’s English Revolution, 1640 (1940) ar-
gued that the parliamentary side was powerfully aided
and abetted by urban merchants and bankers and cap-
italist estate owners, and that the revolution had the
effect of making England ‘‘safe’’ for capitalism. Marx
himself unequivocally called the French Revolution of
1789 ‘‘the French bourgeois revolution’’ (Marx, Capital,
1984, Vol. I, p. 92), and several generations of French
historians, perhaps most prominently Albert Soboul,
have labored to expose the lineaments of the historic
defeat of feudalism that it is said to have represented.
Similar claims have been made for the long, if inter-
mittent, Dutch war of independence against Spain in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the American Rev-
olution of 1776, the (failed) 1848 revolutions, various
nationalist revolutions against Ottoman rule, and both
the abortive Russian Revolution of 1905 and the first
phase of the Revolution of 1917.

Other historians (Alfred Cobban, François Furet,
Colin Lucas, for France; J. H. Hexter, Hugh Trevor-Roper,
Conrad Russell for England; and many others) have stren-
uously combatted the notion that any or all of these rev-
olutions represent ‘‘bourgeois revolutions.’’ Critics of the
‘‘bourgeois revolution’’ thesis argue that most of these
revolutions were actually initiated by members of the no-
bility, and that they often look more like an ‘‘aristocratic
reaction’’ than they do a revolution against feudalism.
They note that in none of these revolutions can one find

‘‘bourgeois’’ groups lining up on only one side of the
conflict. Moreover, the ideals of most revolutionaries
seem far removed from the mundane concerns of bank-
ers, merchants, or industrialists, and have often had the
effect of retarding economic growth rather than pro-
moting it. Sometimes it is nobles who espouse ‘‘pro-
gressive’’ social and economic policies. These critics
have significantly undermined reductionist identifica-
tions of class status or ‘‘material conditions’’ more gen-
erally with the urge to revolution and indeed with ‘‘ide-
ology’’ more generally.

However, a less desireable tendency of much of
their work has been to detach social and economic issues
entirely from the process of historical change and to imply
that politics and ideology float entirely free of social and
economic conditions. Their revolutions often look like
chance occurrences within a bland world of consensus, or
the outcome of thousands upon thousands of atomized
acts of individual frustration.

Later historians undertook a variety of efforts to rein-
sert social and economic data into a more ideologically
nuanced and causally complex picture of the great and
small European revolutions. Christopher Hill’s writings from
the 1980s, far more than did the English Revolution,
1640, acknowledge the political heterogeneity of men of
trade, and emphasize the long-term results of the revolu-
tion, many of them ‘‘unintended,’’ rather than any uncon-
scious, much less purposeful desire to establish a more
capitalist society. Lynn Hunt’s Politics, Culture, and Class
in the French Revolution (1984) replaces the narrow ques-
tion of the relationship of ideology to ‘‘class’’ with an em-
phasis on region, occupation, and ‘‘insider’’ versus ‘‘out-
sider’’ status. She points out, contrary to Marx’s opinion,
that there was nothing inexorable about the way the rev-
olution unfolded and that it did little either for the health
of commerce or to restore political stability. However, she
also shows that, after a slow start, ‘‘new men,’’ notably
professionals, and to some extent merchants and manu-
facturers, played a very significant role in revolutionary, as
well as counterrevolutionary politics, creating, as well as
seizing, the opportunities presented by the new political
culture of the 1790s. She concludes that ‘‘while revolu-
tionary politics cannot be deduced from the social identity
of revolutionaries, . . . neither can it be divorced from it
. . .’’ (Hunt, 1984, p. 13). Her account thus cautiously
adopts part of the marxist schema, while rejecting historical
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determinism and insisting that occupation is only one
among many variables that influence political ideology and
political participation.

Historians of the middle class have, in the 1980s
and 1990s, been as much if not more concerned with the
differences that divide this class than with the common-
alities that occasionally and inconsistently unite them.
Few have been able to locate a single, unified middle
class. Rather this is a group or groups riven not only by
differences of relative market positioning, but also by
gender, religion, race, nationality, and age. As a result,
some historians have sought to replace the old notion of
a single middle class with two or more classes. Thus R. S.
Neale argues for both a ‘‘middling class’’ and a ‘‘middle
class.’’ Among social historians of Germany it is common
to differentiate between the middle and upper bour-
geoisie, the Bürgertum, and a lower-middle class, the
Kleinbürgertum or Mittelstand. The Bürgertum is often
further differentiated into the Bildungsbürgertum (profes-
sionals, academics, intellectuals, some salaried govern-
ment officials) and the Wirtschaftsbürgertum (entrepre-
neurs, capitalists, managers, rentiers). To these debates
may be added the large and growing literature on the
lower middle class in numerous countries, which often
focuses on the way its members pursue divergent political
paths from other middle-class groupings.

If the bourgeois revolutionary looks less resolute,
less class conscious, and indeed less like a single class
than it used to, the notion of a bourgeois revolution has
experienced something of a comeback, though in sub-
stantially altered form. A particularly influential position
is that of David Blackbourn and Geoff Eley, as articulated
in a number of books and articles focusing upon German
history in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
They argue that, while it is true that the revolutions of
1848 were, in most places, an abject failure in terms of
winning the middle class any significant political power,
nonetheless Wilhelmine Germany experienced what they
call a ‘‘silent Bourgeois revolution.’’ There, in Black-
bourn’s words,

an economically progressive bureaucracy served almost
as a kind of surrogate bourgeoisie, leveling the ground
on which the capitalist order would stand, as well as
undertaking some of the preliminary construction work
on its own account. Secularization removed property
from the ‘‘dead hand’’ of the church; the peasantry was
emancipated and a free market in land confirmed; guild
restrictions were pruned away; and internal tariffs to
freedom of trade were removed.’’ (Blackbourn and Eley,
The Peculiarities of German History, 1984, pp. 176–
77).

Blackbourn goes on to point out that after unification, the
Wilhelmine government established technical schools and
other incentives to innovation, founded a national bank,
improved communication and transportation, and re-
formed commercial law and practice. While the state was
clearly key, capitalists were hardly supine in this period.
They oversaw the emergence of the public limited com-
pany and developed a variety of ways of mobilizing cap-
ital and facilitating exchange. Older industries, particu-
larly heavy industry, recorded considerable gains, while
a variety of new manufacturers came into being. At the
same time modern conceptions of the rule of law gained
widespread acceptance and middle-class people flocked
to clubs, societies, and philanthropic associations.

If Blackbourn’s view of Germany’s development is
more positive than we are accustomed to, his conception
of modernity is more complex than simply ‘‘the rise of
the bourgeoisie.’’ As he shows, enthusiasm for and com-
mitment to the notion of progress was diffused very
widely across society, involving the state, working-class
groups, aristocrats, and capitalists. And those who op-
posed it were similarly diverse, including more traditional
small-scale capitalists (small producers) and sectors of the
working class, peasantry, and nobility.

If one reconfigures one’s vision to see the late nine-
teenth century (as Blackbourn and Eley seem to be urging
us to do) in terms of an embrace of and confrontation with
modernity rather than ‘‘the rise of the bourgeoisie’’ it be-
comes clear why so many middle-class people were deeply
ambivalent about and alienated from both capitalism and
modernity more generally. Undoubtedly one of the more
interesting features of the middle class, particularly in the
modern period, has been its enthusiasm for self-criticism,
as well as the number of self-proclaimed ‘‘class exiles’’ it
has managed to generate. Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels
(1820–1895), the son of a lawyer and the son of a factory
owner, respectively, were only two among many. While
some among the alienated middle class actually came from
declining groups (we need to remember that many middle-
class people were downwardly mobile in the nineteenth
and early twentieth century), it seems likely that many of
them were simply articulating a more widespread and less
class-specific anxiety about the pace and unpredictability
of modernization—an anxiety to which almost anyone
might be prone, but which intellectuals were far more likely
to articulate.

Be that as it may, much scholarly work on the
middle class(es) written since World War II has focused

(continued on next page)
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DID THE BOURGEOISIE RISE? (continued)

on their putative psychic insecurity and the way in
whichthey were perpetually ‘‘creating’’ themselves as in-
dividuals, families, and classes. This problem has espe-
cially appealed to scholars on the left, who have contrib-
uted an important body of work tracing the establishment
of a normatively ‘‘middle-class’’ culture. Thus, to mention
just one among many, Eric Hobsbawm has pointed out
the way that the English middle class not only favored
particular types of sport (tennis, golf) over others marked
as lower class (for example, football) but, in his words,
‘‘made amateurism, i.e. leisure both to pursue sports and
to achieve high standards at them, the test of ‘true’
sportsmen’’ (Hobsbawm, ‘‘The Example of the English
Middle Class,’’ p. 141).

The problem of how the middle class made itself
has been taken up with especial enthusiasm by later
scholars influenced by postmodernism, who, while they
have perhaps been insufficiently critical of the term ‘‘mid-
dle class’’ itself (presumably because the group’s fuzzy
boundaries and mutability lend themselves so well to the
sorts of analysis they prefer), have nonetheless added
many new nuances to our picture of the middle class(es).
They have also made it harder either to make inflated
claims about middle-class hegemony or to engage in
what Lynn Hunt calls ‘‘a mechanistic deduction of politics
from social structure’’ (Hunt, Politics, Culture, and Class,
1984, p. 11).

Particularly important interventions have been
made with respect to questions of gender. The output of
books and articles on women and gender has been huge,
touching on topics as diverse as mistress-servant rela-
tions, fashion, shopping and consumerism, marriage and
divorce, philanthropy, and the women’s rights move-
ments. They paint a complicated picture of a middle
class riven by gender insecurity and conflict, but one in
which women fulfilled a wide variety of ‘‘class’’ func-
tions, from patrolling racial and other status boundaries
to supplying significant amounts of capital and invisible,
unpaid labor.

Race has also emerged as a key factor in the for-
mation of a European middle class. In a book entitled
Race and the Education of Desire (1995), Ann Stoler
argues that in both Britain and the Netherlands ‘‘[the]
cultivation and unique sexuality [of the bourgeois body]
was nourished by a wider Colonial world of Manichaean
distinctions: by Irish, ‘Mediterranean,’ Jewish, and non-
European Others who provided the referential contrast for
it’’ (Stoler, 1995, p. 136). For Stoler, too, the middle
class is a nervous and unstable entity, which, far from
‘‘rising’’ in any definitive way, is forever trying to create
itself at other groups’ expense.

In the late twentieth century, at least in western
Europe, many commentators argue that the middle classes,
have become so fragmented and atomized as to be largely
unintelligible. The disruptions of World Wars I and II; the
triumph of consumption over production; the rise of mass
culture (especially radio, television, and advertising) at the
expense of more localized and class-specific cultures; the
centrality of forms of identity based upon race, religion,
party, and affinities other than social class, and the taxo-
nomic challenges posed by such developments as the sharp
growth of a white-collar ‘‘salariat’’; the expansion of the
service sector; and the migration of many manufacturing
jobs to underdeveloped countries, have, they argue, made
the nineteenth-century language of class and class cultures
obsolete. It must be said though that the end of the cold
war and the apparent world wide defeat of communism
has revived the claim that what we saw in the late twen-
tieth century was the ultimate victory of the entrepreneurial
middle class and the installation of a new universalism of
pure individual self-interest free of traditional impediments,
such as national borders. It may be that the term ‘‘middle
class’’ is a sort of semantic fossil that no longer bears any
relationship to actual social formations. However, the fact
that it remains indispensable in common usage may be a
signal that history and historians have not seen the last of
this hard-to-define, never-quite-rising, yet strangely per-
sistent body.

less, all had a significant impact on trade and con-
sumption and hence the growth of an urban ‘‘mid-
dling sort.’’

The new cities, with their complex provision-
ing needs, offered numerous opportunities for trade
and commerce, while at the same time providing the
locus for a wide range of civic and cultural activities.

The new states provided an unending supply of jobs
suitable to lowborn but literate men, while its wars
helped bring into being a whole new class of army
contractors and middlemen. In these years men (and
occasionally women) of commerce learned how to
work closely, and generally unobtrusively, with city,
provincial, and even national governments in a sym-
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biotic relationship that was, more often than not, to
both sides’ advantage. Not surprisingly, some of the
richest commercial families consolidated their wealth
as well as their social position by moving up into the
nobility, either by marriage alliances or by outright
buying of titles, though the percentage of middling
people who actually succeeded in doing this was
probably small.

Few social historians any longer view the Prot-
estant Reformation as a stealth move by capitalists—
or even a development that necessarily favored them.
Max Weber’s famous claim in the Protestant Ethic and
the Spirit of Capitalism (1904–1905) that Calvinism,
in particular, ‘‘taught’’ its adherents how to be better
entrepreneurs, and hence was more positively corre-
lated with business success than Catholicism, has
fallen before copious evidence about the entrepre-
neurial zeal of Catholics. Historians now argue that
both the Protestant and Catholic Reformations of-
fered an expanded role in culture and politics for lit-
erate non-elites and urban people in general. There
also seems to be a guarded consensus among historians
that the period saw an increased valuation of work
and of secular activities for their own sake, as ex-
pressed in the new attention to natural (as opposed to
supernatural) explanatory frameworks characteristic
of the so-called ‘‘scientific revolution,’’ and later the
eighteenth-century Enlightenment.

At the same time, religious differences (between
Catholics and Protestants, Jews and Gentiles, or even,
in those parts of Europe under the domination of the
Ottoman Empire, Muslims and others) cut a deep
cleavage through groupings that one might, based on
material considerations alone, have expected to make
common cause. This was to be an enduring theme:
while economic issues clearly play a role in group
identity, they very seldom tell the whole story, and
they are often ‘‘trumped’’—or, quite simply, they dis-
integrate—before other allegiances.

The intensification of both long-distance and
‘‘domestic’’ trade ruined many bourgeois people while
drawing others into the new trade nexus: many of the
early shareholders in overseas adventures were mem-
bers of the nobility, a high-living group that has sel-
dom been averse to making money, particularly if it
did not have to get its hands dirty. However, as with
most entrepreneurial activity in the early modern pe-
riod (with the partial but important exceptions of
mineral extraction and, in some parts of Europe, some
capitalist agriculture), the people who actually did the
hands-on managerial work of banking, short- and
long-distance trade, manufacturing, and getting the
grain to market—those who took on the real risk—
tended to be people of bourgeois stock.

Long-distance trade in particular, due both to
the high profits that can come from it and its extreme
volatility, came in some sense to define the upper
reaches of the entrepreneurial classes, men who be-
came veritable merchant princes (and were sometimes
ennobled for their pains), but who manifested a cer-
tain lack of permanence that was characteristic of their
class. These were families who could stand on the pin-
nacle of worldly success only to fall with a suddenness
that seemed to call all human projects into question.
In not a few countries these nerve-wracking roles fell
disproportionately to ‘‘outsiders’’ of one sort or an-
other: Huguenots or dissenters in England; Jews (par-
ticularly the Sephardim) in Holland; Armenians, Jews,
and ethnic Greeks in the Ottoman Empire; ethnic
Germans in Bohemia; various nonnationals in the
Russian Empire. Often these groups were excluded
from more traditional occupations or labored under
various civil disabilities. Those who could, took ad-
vantage of far-flung kinship networks and the pre-
sumed solidarity of co-religionists to ensure account-
ability in a time of slow communication and few
safeguards against cheating or peculation.

The prolonged depression that afflicted south-
ern and central Europe from the 1580s on signals one
of the fundamental realities of middling life, one that
militates powerfully against the vision of these people
as a unified whole. At the heart of entrepreneurial
endeavor is, and has been, competition—between
families, between nations, between regions, between
old and new industries. Moreover, this competition is
played out within a universe that is highly unpredict-
able. Economic trends then and now are far easier to
discern in retrospect than they are while they are hap-
pening. Regions that, in one century or even one gen-
eration, are at the heart of a bustling trade, can go
into full decline in the next as a result of war, a change
of government, trade restrictions, epidemic disease, a
succession of bad harvests, or simply a change of taste.
A once-vibrant center of commerce that formerly sup-
ported large-scale trade in a range of commodities can
turn into a depopulated backwater that supports little
but barter and a few desultory livestock sales. Centers
turn into peripheries, and peripheries become the cen-
ters of new economic systems. The European middle
classes, like their investments, were constantly rising
and falling.

Seventeen-century Holland: a ‘‘bourgeois’’ soci-
ety. By the mid-seventeenth century the particular
alignment of center and periphery that has in some if
not all respects survived in Europe to this day was
already evident. Undoubtedly, the most significant
marker of this was the phenomenal success of the
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United Provinces of the Netherlands. Auspiciously lo-
cated athwart the main land, river, and sea routes link-
ing east and central Europe, the British Isles, France,
and the Mediterranean states, with well-developed
connections to the East Indies via the Dutch East In-
dia Company and the West Indies via the Dutch West
India Company, the Netherlands were well situated
to monopolize a gigantic proportion of seventeenth-
century waterborne commerce. As a result of their
successful war of independence against Spain, the
United Provinces also possessed a republican polity,
and a laudable, if at times somewhat fractured, patri-
otic spirit. In a century almost everywhere character-
ized by economic depression and a declining or stag-
nant population, the Netherlands stood out as the
exception. In so doing it came to represent both for
contemporaries, and for many modern-day historians,
the quintessential early modern bourgeois (or, to use
the Dutch term, burgerlijk) society.

Some of the Dutch provinces boasted local no-
bilities, but they played a far smaller cultural role and
had less political power than in many European
nations. Instead, power lay in the hands of civic elites,
most of whom had risen via mercantile wealth, and
who tended to have strong links to Calvinism. They
oversaw a unique culture that came, in its own time,
to be the talk of Europe. Contemporaries struggled to
define just what made the Netherlands so unusual. By
reconstructing what they saw, we can get a sense of
how complex the problem of the ‘‘middle class’’ is. By

the seventeenth century there was already a well-
developed association between middling urban dwell-
ers (generally traders or masters) and traits like a
strong belief in the power of work, compulsive thrift-
iness, an exaggerated attention to time, high rates of
literacy and numeracy, and a certain lack of both
imagination and martial virtues. Contemporary ef-
forts to explain the ‘‘Dutch miracle’’ by reference to
such characteristics can be seen in printed tracts, plays,
and other cultural productions of the time in a num-
ber of European languages. These characterizations
seem to have derived from empirical observation of at
least some businesspeople (though adherence to these
precepts must have been extremely variable) puzzled
efforts to try to figure out why some prospered when
others failed, a tendency (to which modern historians
are not immune) to identify prescription too closely
with actual behavior, and a desire to cut an overween-
ing group (that is, the Dutch) down to size.

These stereotypes have a very long history in
relation to ‘‘the middle classes.’’ And their sheer ubiq-
uity suggests that they need to be taken seriously at
the level of discourse, if less often at the level of be-
havior. However, as the United Provinces show, they
are far too reductionist to stand on their own as a
credible description of people’s behavior across the
board. Thus, as Simon Schama explains in The Em-
barrassment of Riches: An Interpretation of Dutch Cul-
ture in the Golden Age (1987), the good burghers of
Amsterdam, Rotterdam, and like cities were hardly
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exemplars of Max Weber’s ‘‘worldly asceticism’’; in-
stead they boasted sumptuous houses (many of which
can still be seen gracing the Keizersgracht and Her-
engracht Canals in Amsterdam), and cultivated a taste
for serious eating, drinking, and tobacco consump-
tion. Amsterdam shoppers could find whole streets
and districts devoted to bookselling, nautical goods,
spices, haberdashery, house furnishings, textiles, flow-
ers, and even pets, those decorative little parasites that
were just then becoming de rigueur in respectable
homes. They could also tour a well-developed red-
light district, roughly coterminous with its present-
day location. Seventeenth-century Hollanders’ com-
mitment to work was just as likely to manifest itself
in elaborate civic rituals, or, in the case of women, in
the less-than-profitable activity (in monetary terms)
of housecleaning as it was in the mundane activity of
making money. While the Dutch certainly preferred
peace to war, they could hardly be described as lacking
in martial vigor, not only fighting off Spanish imperial
domination in the Eighty Years’ War (1568–1648),
but repeatedly going to war with other European
nations in defense of their trade.

And whatever else might have been imputed to
the Dutch in the seventeenth century, a lack of imag-
ination was not one of them. Visitors marveled at the
way the Dutch East India Company built its own bevy
of artificial islands in the midst of the harbor, Am-
sterdamers’ ingenious methods for lifting huge ships
over sandbars, the number and variety of the city’s
philanthropic and correctional institutions, the Dutch
distaste for persecuting people on grounds of religion
(though they made an exception for Catholics), their
penchant for covering their walls with pictures from
everyday life, and last, but by no means least, their
remarkable ability to wrest huge tracts of land from
the sea and turn them into lush farmland.

‘‘Middling culture’’ in post-revolutionary En-
gland. In the seventeenth century Holland’s main
competitor (and emulator) was England. England’s
mid-century revolution, as well as the Glorious Rev-
olution of 1688 were, in the first instance, conceived
by political elites, not by bourgeois elements, but the
period of upheaval gave rise to a number of changes
that profoundly affected the climate of commerce and
the lives of middling people. A series of bloody wars
waged against the Dutch by both parliamentary and
royalist regimes significantly reduced that nation’s
control over waterways and key export commodities,
and by the late seventeenth century this had resulted
in a significant increase in the British volume of trade.
A fairly high degree of religious toleration was insti-
tuted under Oliver Cromwell (1599–1658), carried

through into the Restoration, and then enshrined per-
manently in the revolution settlement of 1689. En-
gland, unlike Holland, possessed a genuine aristocracy
and gentry, which wielded real power in the cities and
towns, in the rural areas, and in Parliament.

This fact has led historians to ask whether the
middling sort in England really differed in cultural
terms from their social superiors. The upper echelons
of the middling sort undeniably ‘‘aped’’ the gentry to
some degree; however, most middling people could
not afford to live like the gentry, nor could they con-
template intermarrying with them. These people’s
lives, as is true of commercial people everywhere in
the early modern period, were characterized by a great
deal of insecurity and by a close engagement with
trade and industry—something one seldom finds
among the gentry. At the same time, one characteristic
that the middling shared with their betters, but that
differentiated them from many of their inferiors, was
that by this time the vast majority of urban middling
people, both male and female, knew how to read and
write. One sign of this, a very advantageous one from
the point of view of social historians, is that it became
something of a fashion among middling groups be-
ginning in the late seventeenth century to pen diaries
and autobiographies. As a result we have extremely
revealing diaries from a wide range of middling city
dwellers.

This historical trove makes it possible to devel-
ope a few generalizations about ‘‘middling culture’’ (it
seemed to be much concerned—at least rhetori-
cally—with keeping good accounts; it was quite pi-
ous, though not necessarily more than other groups
we know something about; it was much concerned
about time-management issues), but it also shows how
difficult it is to generalize about middling individuals.
Thus, some middling diarists were more concerned
about the state of their souls than the condition of
their businesses, while others seldom went to church.
Some were disgusted by aristocratic pretension, and
others hobnobbed with them, and so on. Perhaps one
of the few things that drew together the middling sort
was an acute consciousness of risk: unlike their su-
periors there was no cushion between them and the
vagaries of the market.

Economic differentiation and the middle classes
in the eighteenth century. By the end of the sev-
enteenth century, and still more so as the eighteenth
century unfolded, a considerable amount of economic
differentiation was making itself felt in Europe. It was
by no means the case that all of the Northwest was
prosperous. Ireland was already manifesting the results
of British policies aimed at eliminating it as potential
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competition in the realm of finished goods. Large
parts of Scandinavia were too cold to produce much
in the way of agricultural exports. On the other
hand, there were zones of very considerable eco-
nomic strength even in otherwise underdeveloped or
stagnant economies. For example, Catalonia, in north-
ern Spain, developed a robust, urbanized economy.
Istanbul and other Ottoman port towns, despite hav-
ing largely lost the spice trade to Holland, still sup-
ported a very considerable carrying trade around the
Black Sea and the eastern Mediterranean. Parts of the
Balkans, notably Bulgaria, would soon develop a fairly
significant textile industry, fueled both by the Otto-
man army’s need for uniforms, and by a growing de-
mand from central Europe and the Middle East.
Nations lucky enough to possess large mineral and ore
deposits—for example, Sweden and Russia—has-
tened to exploit them. But many parts of Europe re-
mained or became economically marginal or ‘‘trapped’’
in underdevelopment as the North Atlantic econo-
mies’ respective stars rose.

Although at the time it was standard to blame
what was sometimes referred to as ‘‘the productive
classes’’ for the state of affairs (contemporaries often
bemoaned the small size of their local middle class or
complained about their addiction to luxury and idle-
ness), that is only part of the story. Commercial peo-
ple did, in certain times and places, move away from
trade and hole up in ‘‘safe’’ investments, such as coun-
try houses (this is what seems to have happened in
the Venetian republic in the seventeenth century). But
those traders who could afford it have always done
this, particularly when market exposure was very high,
the climate of trade unfavorable, or the nature of com-
merce undergoing alteration. The case of Venice is, in
that sense, instructive, for there were many external
factors influencing the health of the economy. As Jan
De Vries succinctly puts it in Economy of Europe in an
Age of Crisis, 1600–1750:

Beginning in 1602 a rapid succession of new problems
overwhelmed [the Venetian republic]. The spice trade
was lost for good to the Dutch and English who had
now begun their penetration of the Indian Ocean; the
textile industry suffered from high costs and withered
away in the following half-century; the city’s position
as an international center of book publishing became
untenable because of the rejuvenated Catholic Church;
the Thirty Years’ War deprived Venice of her most im-
portant market while the debasement of the Turkish
currency sharply increased the cost of cotton and silk
up to the Venetians.

In an economy like this one it would have taken
a very great innovatory capacity indeed—multiplied
many times over—for the economy to sustain itself at
anything like the levels of the previous century. And it
is very likely that even that would not have worked. In

such an environment, commercial people make choices,
and typically they choose safety rather then risk. (De
Vries, 1976, p. 26)

It is also undeniably the case that some regions
actively discouraged commercial endeavor, and hence
the growth of a self-sufficient urban middling class,
and in some cases any urban centers at all. In Spain
the social hierarchy was top-heavy with nobles, who
disdained commerce, and members of the clergy,
whose profits, at least in theory, were measured in
souls rather than in réals; economic policy-making
through the second half of the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries was famously obtuse. Grazing poli-
cies led to soil deterioration. Rivers were allowed to
silt up. The crown decided to expel Jews and Mus-
lims—both relatively industrious minorities. The
bloated ranks of the clergy, in particular, must have
attracted many a promising youth who, in the Neth-
erlands, would have turned to commerce; the purchase
of noble status, which in Spain was particularly difficult
to combine with commerce, must have claimed many
more.

In the case of the Ottoman Empire, merchant
and banking activity tended to be left to ethnic mi-
norities, while Muslims monopolized official state and
military positions. Different confessional groupings
often lived segregated lives, under largely distinct legal
systems; each millet, as these communities were called,
was overseen by a small, self-perpetuating group gen-
erally heavily dominated by the clergy. Though some
millets were open to outside influence (the Greek and
Jewish communities in particular tended to cultivate
connections to western Europe, particularly from the
eighteenth century on), the system encouraged insu-
larity, inflexibility, and a lack of integration between
the imperial bureaucracy and the main economic ac-
tors, as well as between different sectors of the econ-
omy—since particular ethnic groups tended to mo-
nopolize each trade, manufacture, commercial, or
financial sector. These problems were exacerbated by
the devastating wars of the eighteenth century, fol-
lowed in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
by the social upheavals and political repression that
accompanied the various struggles for independence
against Ottoman rule.

For its part, eastern Europe carried on a boom-
ing but lopsided trade with the northwestern Euro-
pean powers. By the seventeenth century a significant
portion of western and southern Europe’s food needs
were supplied by importing—generally on Dutch
ships—grain grown in the gigantic estates of eastern
Europe. The turn to monoculture for export and the
progressive ‘‘enserfment’’ of much of the peasantry
made for an immobile, impoverished labor force and
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a small, often absentee landowner class. This caused
a marked decline in consumer demand and the result
was that towns in the area east of the river Elbe de-
clined in number, population, and degree of eco-
nomic diversification. Middlemen—the tiny nascent
middle class—tended to be west central Europeans
(especially ethnic Germans), Huguenots, or Jews,
but the latter particularly were often subjected to
popular and state violence, exclusion from certain
trades and professions, special taxes, and confine-
ment to ghettos or delimited territories, such as the
Pale of Settlement. Eastern Europe, in economic
terms, entered into a relation of economic depen-
dency with western Europe.

INDUSTRIALIZATION AND BEYOND

The role of the middle classes in industrializa-
tion. Economic historians disagree as to whether
the technological and productive breakthroughs (of
which factory production was only one part), which
began in England in the second half of the eighteenth
century, warrant the term ‘‘industrial revolution.’’ But
even those who do accept the term agree that this was
an extremely protracted revolution, whose social ef-
fects on the owners of capital, workers, and consumers
came slowly and in very unpredictable and diverse
ways. Most social historians date the onset of a full-

blown middle-class in England from the period ap-
proximately 1780 to 1820 and use the term ‘‘middle
class’’ loosely for those who owned the means of pro-
duction (factories), displayed patterns of consumption
‘‘typical’’ of middle class people, or had middle- or
upper-level managerial or professional positions.

Predictably, there has been much debate about
the extent to which industrialization, and indeed, the
whole process of modernization of which industrial-
ization was only one part, was ‘‘bourgeois’’-driven.
Certainly in the case of England, members of the no-
bility invested in infrastructure improvements, such
as canals and later railroads, just as they had purchased
shares in slave-trading voyages. In some other parts of
Europe economic development had a very dirigiste
character, planned and controlled by the state. State
interventions in the economy were already habitual in
Russia and the Ottoman Empire by the eighteenth
century, and most European states, in both the west
and east, engaged in practices designed to nurture na-
tional industries and penalize foreign competition,
and indeed continue to do so into the twenty-first
century. European modernization did not happen in
a laissez-faire universe.

However, despite the involvement of political
elites (whether by outright government intervention
or via noble investments), it seems fair to say that the
vast majority of people who oversaw the processes of
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modernization and who benefited most directly from
them were middle class. These men and women in-
vested their capital in (and shouldered the risks of )
the new factories, came up with the technical inno-
vations that transformed production, managed the
ever-expanding networks by which new commodities
were spread across Europe, brought in raw materials
from the colonies (sometimes, as in India, after taking
steps to stamp out indigenous manufacturing), and
learned to exploit the labor of much poorer Europeans
(many of them recently arrived from the rural areas)
more efficiently.

As the numbers of the middle class grew, they
formed a key group of consumers. Though the middle-
class people were not the only audience for the new
commodities (urban working-class demand, at least in
countries that supported such groups, was also signifi-
cant, and so was that of older elites), they adopted
lifestyles that allowed them to showcase new fashions,
new styles of architecture, and new patterns of leisure
behavior. At the same time, patterns of behavior and
consumption associated with the more developed parts
of western and central Europe began to be imitated
in other parts of Europe. This process was, however,
very uneven. Thus, in the less integrated areas of the
Balkans, eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century mer-
cantile elites still tended to emulate the style and tastes
of Turkish elites. It was only in the early- to mid-
nineteenth century that they began to imitate central
European (particularly Viennese) middle-class tastes,
and display in their homes such items as chairs, glass-
ware, and candlesticks of Czech and Saxon manufac-
ture. Similar patterns could be found throughout the
more far-flung, inaccessible, economically underde-
veloped regions of Europe, while the nineteenth-
century discovery and valorization of regional differ-
ence also exerted a countervailing influence on the
forces of cultural homogenization.

Politics and the middle classes in the nineteenth
century. The late eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies saw a number of profound changes in the po-
litical and social landscape. The French Revolution
was not a bourgeois revolution in the sense that Karl
Marx (1818–1883) imagined, but it did clear away
some of the tangled system of privilege that charac-
terized the ancien régime. In England, the so-called
Great Reform Bill of 1832 had more warrant to be
called ‘‘middle class,’’ at least in terms of impact,
though it is notable that it had to be voted in by an
electorate of gentlemen and aristocrats. It doubled the
number of men entitled to vote from perhaps one in
ten to one in five, but ensured through a property
qualification that men of the laboring classes and

probably large sections of the lower middle classes
would continue to be excluded.

By the first half of the nineteenth century, many
European nations supported growing intelligentsias.
Especially in central and eastern Europe and within
the Ottoman Empire, these were often partially
(though never slavishly) Western oriented: many of
their members had been educated abroad; they were
disdainful of traditional elites (and especially of the
entrenched power of the clergy and ruling dynasties)
and anxious to modernize. This tendency overlapped
with a series of newly militant nationalist movements,
most of them organized and led by students, intellec-
tuals, and professionals, though often in the face of
widespread hostility, not least by other sectors of the
middle class, (in some cases their own older relatives).
These movements, often more cultural than political,
displayed many common features. Thus, in a number
of the Balkan lands, by the early nineteenth century
movements had arisen that stressed national educa-
tion, tended to adopt romantic conceptions of the
national spirit, and were much given (in good bour-
geois style) to gathering together in clubs, cultural or-
ganizations, and subversive societies. This movement
of the young tended to be highly critical of older,
traditional elites and often the clergy (thus, in Bulgaria
many nationalists objected strenuously not just to the
Ottoman establishment but to what they viewed as
the excessive power of the Greek Orthodox Church).
Similar nationalist movements made up of young,
generally middle-class people, were active throughout
the first half of the nineteenth century and often be-
yond in many of the old imperial regimes of Europe.

In the face of this sort of pressure many of the
most tradition-bound governments made concessions
that, in the long run, favored the growth of a middle
class, such as, in the case of the Austro-Hungarian and
Russian Empires, freeing the serfs and partially re-
forming the law courts. Some governments took steps
to open their bureaucracies to new men; the Otto-
mans, in their dwindling empire, began permitting
non-Muslims to hold government office. Govern-
ments everywhere became more efficient, and many
took up issues of public health and education—long
popular among middle-class people. Some (largely
western) European nations had by this time extended
suffrage far enough down the social scale to cover vir-
tually all middle-class men.

However, it would be wrong to view these signs
of change as a ‘‘rise of the bourgeoisie’’ in any simple
sense; rather we should probably see them as compli-
cated, and in some countries rather tense attempts at
co-existence. Traditional elites, often aristocrats by
blood, continued to wield huge amounts of political
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power and cultural prestige well into the twentieth
century in many European countries, and they were
often quite reluctant to share either commodity. Some-
times they looked down even on the richest industri-
alists. And middle-class groupings were themselves
highly differentiated in terms of income, rank, and
prestige, though not so differentiated that they could
not at times pull together with lightning speed in the
face of challenges by newly militant working-class
groups.

Middle classes and separate spheres. By the mid-
nineteenth century, a middle-class culture with some
at least partially distinctive characteristcs had been es-
tablished in western Europe, and there were numerous
other middle-class enclaves throughout Europe, some
of which emulated what they conceived to be the life-
style of western Europeans; others of which charted
their own course. But what was this lifestyle? A key
criterion often used to distinguish ‘‘middle-class cul-
ture’’ was the existence of the privatized family, with-

drawn from the boisterous street or village culture of
earlier days, and supporting women who, ideally, did
not work for pay. In the case of England, an important
marker of this has been said to be the tendency for
manufacturing families to move their homes away
from their factories or place of work. The equivalent
in the case of city dwellers was to move to the suburbs
then springing up around most major towns. There
is no doubt that this did come to be the pattern in a
number of places and among some occupations and
income groups. However, even in England, profes-
sionals were much more likely to combine home and
workplace, as were small retailers. And in many other
parts of Europe, middle-class people, particularly the
urban lower-middle class, seems to have had neither
the money nor the inclination to withdraw from tra-
ditional patterns of local sociability. To this day, par-
ticularly in southern European towns, but also in the
smaller urban centers of northern and central Europe
one can see patterns of visiting, public ritual, chari-
table activity, and public sociability (for example, pub-
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lic drinking) that belie the claim that the middle-class
family has withdrawn from the public sphere.

Later historians, moreover, tended to reject the
theory of ‘‘separate spheres,’’ which long held such a
prominent place in women’s history. Critics argue that
‘‘separate spheres’’ was always more of an ideological
construct than a representation of reality, and that the
more injudicious uses of this theory have had the ef-
fect of diverting attention from the important ways
in which the sphere of women and the family sup-
ported and intersected with the sphere of work and
politics. Recent research suggests that middle-class
women’s capital and their unpaid labor in and outside
the home was crucial to the maintenance of their class.
Women and men often pursued common class or
group aims, and they shared broadly similar belief sys-
tems. While some middle-class Englishmen were seek-
ing to apply scientific management techniques to fac-
tory work, some middle-class women were seeking to
rationalize the labor of charity-school children so as
to make ‘‘social welfare’’ turn a profit. And no sooner
had some middle-class women left paid employment
than others began agitating for the vote, seeking to
break into male professional monopolies, such as
medicine, and trying to turn women’s philanthropic
activities into paid employment opportunities for
themselves and other middle-class women. If there
ever was a ‘‘golden age’’ of separate spheres, it was
short-lived, at least in the English case.

Middle class associational life. The nineteenth-
century middle class is often associated in people’s
minds with ostentatious religious faith, and much has
been made, especially in Protestant countries, of
middle-class attraction to evangelical and pietistic
movements. Religion, for many groups, became a ve-
hicle to greater personal discipline; a bulwark of family
patriarchy; the seedbed for other kinds of cultural,
philanthropic, and reform organization; and the basis
from which to criticize—as well as to convert—tra-
ditional elites and the poor. There is no doubt that
the nineteenth century saw a number of movements
for spiritual renewal within a variety of denominations
(Catholics, Jews, and others).

However, it does also seem to be the case that,
in a large number of European countries, piety came
to be more and more the province of women, either
because more women than men continued to see re-
ligion as a source of strength, or because secular and
anticlerical (and, in the case of Jews, assimilationist)
tendencies seemed less disturbing when confined to
men. Whatever the reasons for it, this newly secular
mood contributed to the burgeoning of more ration-
alist and scientific approaches to a variety of ‘‘modern’’

problems, including town planning, public health,
education, communications, transportation, the or-
ganization of factory work (for example, the adoption
of the assembly line and of scientific management
techniques), and more efficient methods of mobilizing
capital.

Societies and clubs became a central feature of
middle-class existence in the nineteenth century,
though the roots of this went back quite a bit further
in many countries, and they were never uniquely mid-
dle class. Both men and women entered into these
societies, which many commentators have viewed both
as a crucial stepping-stone to full participation in civil
society and as an indication of the expansion of civil
society as a site of independent community life. The
scale and range of these groups was very wide. They
included freemasonic and other semisecret fraternal
associations, literary societies, chambers of commerce,
societies for suppressing criminals, drama groups,
prayer groups, missionary societies, and both temper-
ance and philanthropic enterprises.

By the late nineteenth century and earlier in
some places, middle-class people were also involved in
a dizzying range of political clubs and societies. Some
of these were broadly ‘‘liberal,’’ perhaps the posture
we associate most readily with the middle-class; how-
ever, middle-class people also flocked to confessional
parties that were often—if not always—deeply con-
servative and respectful of traditional elites and to na-
tionalist parties that were frequently both nativist and
racist. Moreover, a not insubstantial number of them
turned to radical or even revolutionary groups en-
dorsing positions as diverse as anarchism, commu-
nism, bohemianism, and free love. It should also be
noted that the nineteenth century also saw a very sig-
nificant growth in working-class clubs and political
organizations, and, in not a few areas, societies that
sought to appeal to both middle-class and working-
class groups, either by appealing to common confes-
sional or national loyalties, or by taking up common
moral concerns, such as temperance or prostitution.
A great many largely middle-class organizations also
actively sought out aristocratic patronage.

As all this suggests, there no distinctively middle-
class politics in the nineteenth (or for that matter the
twentieth) century. Affiliations varied according to
town, the sector of the middle class from which one
came, religion, nationality, and individual preference,
among other factors. That having been said, there
probably is a case to be made that a less ideological
middle-class politics were to be found at the local
level. Again, it is not to be expected that middle-class
people have always agreed, or ever will. However, there
is a tremendous amount of evidence that middle-class
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people were heavily involved, throughout Europe, in
efforts to bolster local culture and commerce. This
might involve gaining concessions from city govern-
ments in favor of assembly halls or other meeting
places, lobbying for covered markets, better roads,
new bridges, or better public health precautions, ban-
ning the running of livestock from the center of town,
and attempting, with municipal assistance, to suppress
popular customs that were deemed destructive of
property. In eastern Europe, in particular, middle-class
groups often lobbied for tax or trade concessions, or
protection. This was particularly a problem for Jews
who, whether rich, middle-class, or poor, were often
the object of violent attacks or attempts—both legal
and extra-legal—to limit their mobility, confine them
to a narrow group of occupations, or extort money
from them. Civic improvement with its close links to
community policing and—in the case of some mi-
nority groups, community defense—was never the
monopoly of middle-class people, but it was some-
thing they made peculiarly their own.

Middle-class education and its impact. Educa-
tion has long been closely linked to middle-class
status. Middling town dwellers were already highly
literate even in the late sixteenth century in many
parts of Europe. The eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies also saw a significant increase in middle-class
women’s literacy. Historically, middling or middle-
class education had tended to have a more function-
alist thrust than the education their betters received.
There tended to be a good deal of emphasis on skills,
such as bookkeeping (often for both boys and girls),
and the preferred foreign languages were more likely
to be commercial languages, such as French and Ger-
man (or, sometimes in the Ottoman Empire, Ara-
bic), rather than Latin and Greek. Literacy, as well
as accounting skills, were routinely required of clerks
and middle-class apprentices in the nineteenth cen-
tury. Other skills that middle-class parents and teach-
ers sought to inculcate into the children under their
care might include better use of one’s time, careful
oversight of expenditures, a good writing hand, close
attention to detail, and sexual restraint. None of
these was unique to middle-class people, yet one does
get the impression that middle-class parents and
teachers went to unusual lengths to teach their chil-
dren these various ‘‘prudential values.’’ This ten-
dency was perhaps attributable to the strains and
insecurities that characterize this stratum of the
population in most European countries, as well as to
perceived need, in some places, to combat the con-
tinued appeal of aristocratic patterns of leisure and
conspicuous consumption.

One very significant result of the high level of
education accorded to women was the emergence of
several middle-class women’s occupations dependent
either upon literacy or on a fairly high degree of edu-
cation. The eighteenth century saw the establishing
of purpose-built schools for girls, often, at least in
western Europe, owned and directed by middle-class
women entrepreneurs. In some countries such schools
were run by aristocratic women and designed for aris-
tocratic girls. In the eighteenth century, and even
more in the nineteenth, significant numbers of women
began penning novels and other literary productions
for a living. Women journalists, newspaper impresa-
rios, political controversialists, and feminists (such as
Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin [1759–1797] in En-
gland, Olympe de Gouges [1748–1793] in France, or
Eleanora de Fonseca Pimentel [1752–1799] in Na-
ples) began to emerge, though the fact that Wollstone-
craft died in childbirth, Gouges under the guillotine,
and Fonseca Pimentel at the hands of a Neapolitan
anti-Jacobin mob suggests something of the obstacles
in the way of radical women. By the end of the nine-
teenth century there were women physicians in a
number of European countries, virtually all of them
of middle-class stock, and middle-class women also
began to make inroads into government service (par-
ticularly within the emerging welfare or health sec-
tor), teaching, and even—in a few countries and in
a very small way—the military officer corps. By the
first decade of the twentieth century, there were small
or large women’s rights movements in almost all the
European nations—in not a few cases several sepa-
rate movements, broken down (as in the Czech
lands) by ethnicity and religion, or, in Germany and
some other places, by class and religion. Middle-class
women’s exuberant entry into the world of paid work
and politics in country after country further under-
mines the claim that ‘‘separate spheres,’’ if they ever
existed in the full sense of the term, were as funda-
mental a feature of middle-class culture as has some-
times been claimed.

Middle-class morality and sexual behavior. Sex-
ual restraint had long been a central part of middle-
class people’s self-definition, though up through at
least the seventeenth century, it had to compete in
some countries with claims about the out-of-control
sexuality of citizens’ wives. Typically, in the early mod-
ern period, this ideal was linked to a vision of well-
ordered, pious patriarchal households, in which women,
children, and servants deferred happily to the author-
ity of the male head; both women and men respected
their marriage vows; and no woman went to the altar
pregnant. Even a brief perusal of contemporary court
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records, middling people’s own writings, or parish re-
cords confirms that middle-class people were not ap-
preciably more likely than any other group to adhere
to these admonitions in practice, and this may par-
tially explain why they were so commonly accused of
hypocrisy with respect to sexual morality.

A potentially greater problem for social histo-
rians is the great diversity across Europe in terms of
the way institutions like the household, or marriage
were defined. Thus, in some parts of Europe a middle-
class family, particularly within what is sometimes
called the rural bourgeoisie might include three or
even four generations (historical demographers call
this the stem family), while in other parts of Europe
it might look more ‘‘nuclear,’’ along what is sometimes
thought of as the northwestern European model. Sim-
ilarly, in some parts of Europe and in some classes,
both men and women tended to marry in their mid-
to late twenties with only a slight gap in ages, while
in others they did so at younger ages; or women might
marry substantially older or younger men. In some
areas, and within some classes or religious groups,
middling or middle-class marriage alliances came, at
some point in the early modern period, to derive from
the individualistic choice of the bride and groom. In
other areas, classes, or religions, they continued, in
some cases into the twentieth century, to be arranged
by intermediaries. Because so many of the assump-

tions about what constitutes middle-class family cul-
ture have been based on the model of northwestern
Europe, and specifically England, many questions re-
main about the ways other middle-class groups orga-
nized sexuality and family life.

One pattern that seems to have been widespread
after the early twentieth century, though again this
occurred at greatly varying speeds, was the early resort
by middle-class families to the use of birth control.
This occurred in part because of the greater likelihood
of children surviving to adulthood, something that
presumably was easier to achieve in the relatively
clean, well-fed homes of the middle-class than in the
squalid and starved habitations of the poor. Many
commentators also attribute this phenomenon to a
desire to invest greater educational resources in a
smaller number of children, and in some countries it
was bolstered by advocates of sex reform, and by femi-
nists—as well as, in the post–World War II period,
by some national governments. Again, we need to
know more about how this trend spread historically,
and how it conflicted and intersected with different
religions, occupations, regions, and classes.

By the eighteenth or, some have argued, the
nineteenth century, a well-developed discourse had
arisen to the effect that middle-class people were the
most moral, the most industrious, the most ingenious,
and the most orderly of citizens. They were superior
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both to their feckless, idle, and self-indulgent superi-
ors, and their crime-disposed, dirty, and riot-prone
social inferiors. Against this there also developed a
strong strain of criticism that identified the middle
classes with greed, philistinism, narrowness, and hy-
pocrisy. Karl Marx’s Capital probably induced rela-
tively few people to adopt dialectical materialism in
toto (though the notion of the rise of the middle class
did become an ineradicable part of most people’s con-
ception of the West). But it did revive certain older
notions of middle-class philistinism and greed and
present them in a new, modernized form. This posture
of self-doubt became, over the course of the nine-
teenth century, very common among middle-class
people themselves. Dynamic groups often excel at self-
criticism (a tried-and-true form of narcissism), and
the middle classes have always made time for self-
examination.

At the dawn of the twentieth century one of the
most interesting new developments in this vein came
via the theories of Sigmund Freud (1856–1939).
Psychoanalysis, based largely on clinical studies of
middle-class Viennese girls, promised a whole series
of new insights into sexuality, gender, unconscious
drives, and the process of modernization. And it
turned a spotlight on the whole problem of bourgeois
hypocrisy, newly universalized and partially valorized
as ‘‘sexual repression.’’ In the 1930s members of the
Frankfurt school, first in Frankfurt and then in exile
in the United States, developed a series of syntheses
of Freudian, Marxian, and Weberian thought that
helped carry this strain of critical middle-class self-
reflection into the twentieth century, emphasizing,
among other things, a critique of enlightenment ra-
tionalism and technologism, and a new interest in the
imprisoning (and occasionally liberating) possibilities
of culture and consumerism.

The middle classes in the modern era: a balance
sheet. As we have seen, though the nineteenth-
century middle classes at times displayed certain com-
mon characteristics, many factors militated against
their developing a common consciousness. The mid-
dle classes were constantly fragmenting. Middle-class
Protestants disliked the Catholics and winked at or
participated in the persecution of Jews, while middle-
class Jews were often riven by disagreements over as-
similation and regional identity. Groups defined as
‘‘foreign’’ (for instance, Sudetenland Germans in
Czechoslovakia) often saw themselves having little in
common with countrymen of their same class. Middle-
class women and middle-class men were, in many
places, divided over women’s education, the entry of
women into the professions, religion, and sexuality.

More than anything else it was this divided character
that was bequeathed to the twentieth century.

Looking back from the vantage point of the be-
ginning of the twenty-first century, we can see that
the project of making the world safe for business has
had mixed success in the twentieth century. If it ever
had been a distinctively middle-class project, if there
really had been a middle-class ascendancy as complete
as some people assert, and if trade had been the only
things on most people’s minds, neither World War I
nor World War II—both of which did untold damage
to trade and infrastructure, as well as causing the
deaths of millions of people—would have happened
as they did. Clearly the turn to socialism in Russia
after 1917 and of large parts of east central and East-
ern Europe after 1945 did little for private enterprise.
It did much, however, to build up an extensive class
of apparatchiks, many of them thoroughly imbued
with recognizably bourgeois tastes and managerial ide-
als, committed to ideals of universal education and
better public health, and much occupied with infra-
structural development.

Still, the world is undoubtedly safer for some
middle-class people and their investments than it once
was. In the twentieth century, and especially in the
post-1945 period, generations of incremental improve-
ments in commercial law, insurance, management ef-
ficiency, worker-management relations, education, in-
frastructure, communications, and medicine, largely
overseen by middle-class people and offering an op-
portunity for many more to attain that status, have
given rise to an unprecedented degree of prosperity
over large parts of Europe. Even the former Soviet
bloc has not been immune to these changes. There
has been an unprecedented unlocking of consumer
demand, unlike anything seen in previous centuries.

However, one result of this has been to render
the term ‘‘middle-class’’ even more problematic than
before. The vast majority of the population of many
European countries would now be considered middle
class if one went by levels of consumption alone. Uni-
versal education, democracy, welfare states, and rela-
tively cheap goods have revolutionized the ways peo-
ple live and think. Aristocracies and monarchies have
largely disappeared; where they do survive they enjoy
largely ritual functions. To a far greater degree than
was true in previous centuries, there is now a common
mass culture in which most people participate (or in
which they aspire to participate).

At the same time, modernization has led to in-
creasing inequalities in income, while the need for
cheap labor during the postwar economic boom (ex-
acerbated by the fact that rising expectations had per-
suaded many Europeans to refuse the dirtiest, least
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prestigious, and least remunerative jobs) led to a major
influx of people from the former colonies and less
prosperous parts of Europe, such as Greece and Tur-
key, into the more dynamic economies to the north
and west. Some of these immigrants have raised sev-
eral generations in their adopted countries and have
themselves succeeded in achieving a level of success
that might be called ‘‘middle class.’’ Key players in the
new global economy, the more prosperous parts of Eu-
rope now benefit hugely from cheap goods manufac-
tured in less-developed regions, while an ‘‘investing
class’’ supports global free-trade initiatives, multina-
tional mergers, and expansive advertising campaigns
that decimate local industries and already fragile middle-
class groupings in formerly protectionist Third World
economies. Of course, in some fundamental sense,
this is not new.

Social historians often call for the abolition of
the term ‘‘middle class,’’ but it seems to have a life of
its own. The many contemporary projects intended
to overcome the heritage of socialism in east central
and eastern Europe routinely decry the absence of an
entrepreneurial middle class. Few discussions of eco-
nomic development in the Third World can do with-

out a plea for policies designed to build up or offer
support to the ‘‘middle class’’; with the advent of glob-
alization these voices have grown shriller but, if any-
thing, louder. Western European politicians routinely
seek to appeal to ‘‘middle-class’’ groups. Social critics
still blame them implicitly for much that is wrong with
society, though there is a trend toward pointing the
finger more precisely at ‘‘multinational corporations,’’
‘‘polluters of the environment,’’ ‘‘the World Bank and
the IMF,’’ ‘‘The European Union,’’ ‘‘NATO,’’ or the
‘‘energy-wasting First World’’ rather than the old
‘‘middle class.’’ Already claims are being made to the
effect that Europeans (along with North Americans
and a few others) now constitute a new kind of aris-
tocracy, that, in the way of the old aristocracies, mo-
nopolizes the world’s resources, interferes dispropor-
tionately in its politics, and seeks to define its culture,
all by virtue of ‘‘blood rights’’ based upon race, ge-
ography, and history. It remains to be seen to what
extent the passing of the critical torch to developing
nations and their own intelligentsias will result in en-
tirely new conceptions of individuals and collectivi-
ties, and to what extent it will end up recapitulating
the old antinomies in a new context.
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See also The Industrial Revolution (volume 2); Urbanization (volume 2); Suburbs
and New Towns (volume 2); Nationalism (volume 2); Gender and Work (volume
4); Gender and Education (volume 4); History of the Family (volume 4); Sexual
Behavior and Sexual Morality (volume 4); Psychiatry and Psychology (volume 4);
Middle-Class Work (volume 4); Schools and Schooling (volume 5); and other articles
in this section.
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PROFESSIONALS AND PROFESSIONALIZATION

12
James C. Albisetti

The word ‘‘profession’’ in English and its equivalents
in the Romance languages originally had a religious
connotation, as in ‘‘profession of faith.’’ Its second
major meaning was occupation or job, what someone
does to earn a living, as in the distinction between an
amateur and a professional athlete. In the Germanic
languages, words such as Beruf in German and beroep
in Dutch had similar connotations, combining no-
tions of a religious calling or vocation with a more
mundane sense of occupation. Thus all who worked
had a profession.

Yet ever since the later Middle Ages, European
languages and societies have also distinguished certain
professions—especially the clergy, lawyers, and phy-
sicians—as distinct from the rest. Such ‘‘liberal’’
professions did not involve production or trade, as
manual occupations did. Most of their practitioners
obtained advanced education in the liberal arts and in
their specialties at universities, although in the case of
the English common law, training took place at the
Inns of Court, sometimes called the third university
in England alongside Oxford and Cambridge.

Throughout the early modern era, from the six-
teenth through the eighteenth centuries, professionals
played important but far from leading roles in socie-
ties dominated by monarchs and hereditary aristoc-
racies. As will be shown, their authority and autonomy
were circumscribed in many ways. English cartoons de-
picting lawyers as devils and the sharp ridicule that
writers such as Molière and Voltaire directed at phy-
sicians, and in the latter’s case at clergy as well, suggest
both the visibility and the limited respect that they
enjoyed. From this perspective, the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries emerge as the great age of
professionalization, when physicians and lawyers gained
significantly in prestige and power, and other groups—
engineers, architects, dentists, teachers, accountants,
nurses—began to fight for similar positions in society.

The main era of professionalization thus coin-
cided with the transition from an estate-based to a
class-based society, where merit and achievement dis-
placed birth as the major pathway to status and influ-

ence. Yet the professions occupied an ambiguous place
in the classic examinations of the rise of the middle
classes in this era. Adam Smith considered them to do
‘‘unproductive labor,’’ and Karl Marx’s definition of
classes according to their relationship to the means of
production also left professionals in an uncertain po-
sition. Many professionals themselves, with a devotion
to avowedly unpractical classical education and a fre-
quently expressed disdain for ‘‘materialism,’’ did not
identify themselves closely with merchants and in-
dustrialists. Such distinctions have led many German
scholars to divide the middle class into two groups,
the educated and the economic bourgeoisie (Bildungs-
und Wirtschaftsbürgertum).

Modern scholarly attention to the professions as
a whole began with sociologists rather than historians;
the most influential work has probably been that of
Magali Sarfatti Larson. Sociologists tended to build
their models and theories of the professions primarily
on the experience of lawyers and physicians in En-
gland and the United States. A composite picture
drawn from such works would suggest that a profes-
sion is a full-time occupation that brings high status
and a comfortable if not magnificent income. It is
based on formal training in a field of specialized
knowledge that is confirmed by some type of certifi-
cation. The professional provides services to clients,
not products to customers, and earns fees or even hon-
oraria rather than wages or a salary. Members of a
profession follow a code of professional ethics, policed
by associations of professionals rather than the state
or some other outside body. Larson herself suggested
that such professional associations also try to consti-
tute and control the market for their members’ ser-
vices, especially in limiting competition from uncer-
tified practitioners.

Occupations striving to achieve such profes-
sional status thus pursue collective rather than indi-
vidual mobility in what has been called a ‘‘profession-
alization project.’’ Such projects often involve the
aspiration to reach, or not to fall behind, the condi-
tion of another profession (or of the same one in an-
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other country), as several examples from Germany in
the late nineteenth century illustrate. In 1878 archi-
tects in the civil service opposed the admission of
graduates of nonclassical secondary schools to their
ranks because they would be at a disadvantage vis-à-
vis classically trained civil servants with law degrees.
For many years the German Physicians’ Association
resisted admission of young men with Latin but not
Greek, and of women, to the study of medicine be-
cause such a step would lower their prestige compared
to lawyers. Secondary-school teachers fought for many
years, and ultimately obtained in 1909, equal pay with
judges in the civil service who had university training
of equivalent length. A Protestant Pastors’ Association
in the Prussian state church, founded in 1892, sought
pay scales equal to those of secondary teachers for the
same reason.

Larson’s analysis contains elements of both the
benevolent and the conspiratorial interpretations of
professionalization that exist throughout the scholarly
literature. On the one hand, the process appears as the
victory of expertise, honesty, or even disinterested ser-
vice over incompetence, fraud, and quackery. On the
other, it involves the establishment of monopoly, ex-
clusion of nonprofessionals, and limitation of choice
for the public. Whether a regulation such as the es-
tablishment in 1858 of a Medical Register of all medi-
cal practitioners in England did more to protect the
public from incompetents or to protect those on the
Register from competition is an open question. Given
the frequency with which professional associations
tried to limit numbers through increased educational
requirements, in the long run monopoly and expertise
may well have worked together.

Historians and sociologists have offered various
criticisms of this functionalist model of professions.
One is that it treats the professional as defined by
his—rarely her—work, to the exclusion of concerns
of religion, ethnicity, gender, age, or region. It also
views members of professions primarily as united in
common aims rather than as competing with each
other for clients or divided between elites and ordi-
nary practitioners. It ignores ethnic and religious
divisions within a profession, an issue of great signif-
icance in central and eastern Europe, where, for ex-
ample, the creation of a Czech-language university in
Prague in 1883 alongside the venerable German one
reflected divisions in the professions and the popula-
tion at large. In Hungary as of 1910, 49 percent of
doctors, 45 percent of lawyers, and 39 percent of en-
gineers were Jewish, a situation that tended more to
divide than to unite the professions.

Another broad criticism of the functionalist
model is its too narrow focus on the individual phy-

sician or lawyer in practice for himself. Not only does
this focus exclude from consideration the clergy and
military, which generally operate in hierarchical or-
ganizations separate from the market, but from the
perspective of all of continental Europe it seriously
underplays the role of the state in the certification,
regulation, and even employment of professionals.
Among the most striking examples are the creation of
a new legal profession in Russia by decree in 1864 and
the establishment of almost all the professions after
1878 in the newly independent Bulgaria, a country
that had no university for the first ten years of its
existence. Some German scholars have suggested the
term ‘‘professionalization from above’’ to distinguish
this process from the ‘‘projects’’ of existing occupa-
tional groups. Others, accepting the Anglo-American
view of the free professional, have even argued that
German academic Berufen in which large numbers of
practitioners were state employees should not be con-
sidered as professions; they often speak of a process of
Berufskonstruktion rather than professionalization. An
inclusive view of learned professions needs to take into
account their relations not only with clients but also
with the state and with the universities, the transmit-
ters and discoverers of the knowledge on which pro-
fessional expertise relies.

THE EARLY MODERN PERIOD

In this era, the Christian clergy in Europe possessed
some characteristics of a modern profession, even
though in many countries it remained a separate ‘‘es-
tate.’’ Priests and pastors, at least in theory, possessed
special knowledge and some form of certification; they
performed services such as baptism, marriage, and dis-
tribution of communion that others could not. The
Protestant Reformation, of course, fragmented the
clergy, though many regions retained a high level of
religious homogeneity. The Lutheran doctrine of the
priesthood of all believers, along with translations of
the Bible into vernacular languages, reduced to a de-
gree the special expertise of pastors. The rise of dis-
sident sects and even itinerant preachers also under-
mined the clergy’s monopoly.

The hierarchical structure of the established
churches, whether Catholic, Orthodox, or Protestant,
meant that the individual priest or pastor had a very
different relation to colleagues than does a member of
a modern professional association. The extent to which
prominent positions (or sinecures), especially in the
Catholic Church, remained in the hands of younger
sons of royal or noble families suggests how small a
role academic merit played. The dependence for ap-
pointments on patrons, or in the case of dissenting
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sects on the congregations themselves, meant clergy-
men had little self-regulating autonomy. As late as
1835, private individuals controlled appointments to
48 percent of the livings in the Church of England,
bishops 12 percent, the Crown 9 percent, and various
institutions, especially the colleges of Oxford and
Cambridge, the remaining 31 percent.

Lawyers in early modern Europe had more char-
acteristics of a modern profession, although they cer-
tainly did not have a monopoly of legal business or
the administration of justice. The extreme case was
Russia, where until 1864 there were no formal re-
quirements for judges, court clerks, prosecutors, or
attorneys, although the state did employ officials with
legal training. Farther west, in many areas nobles ad-
ministered justice on their own estates, royal servants
without legal training controlled some courts, and
churches ran others.

Most of Europe witnessed the development of
a two- or three-tiered system of legal practitioners in
the early modern era. Holders of law degrees, or in
England those barristers admitted to the ‘‘bar’’ by the
Inns of Court, established a monopoly over verbal
pleading in court and some forms of legal advice. On
the Continent these lawyers were known by such
terms as avocat, abogado, avvocato, Advokat, or Anwalt.
Below them in prestige was a second group, trained
primarily through apprenticeship rather than formal
schooling, men who were experts in procedure and
expedited—or deliberately delayed—the progress of
cases through the courts. The procureur, procurador,
procuratore, or Prokurator was more often an officer of
the court than the representative of a client, in con-
trast to the English solicitor, who also trained through
apprenticeship. The solicitador also existed in Spain,

although with no formal requirements. By the late
eighteenth century, Prussia and much of Switzerland
had moved toward a single type of attorney, abandon-
ing these distinct levels.

Lenard Berlanstein’s study of lawyers in the re-
gion of Toulouse during the eighteenth century sug-
gests the high level of self-recruitment in the legal pro-
fession, as well as the social distinctions between its
levels. Thirty-one percent of avocats were sons of avo-
cats, and a similar percentage of procureurs were sons
of procureurs. Whereas no son of an avocat had entered
the lower branch, about 11 percent of avocats were
upwardly mobile sons of procureurs.

Notaries or scriveners also performed significant
amounts of legal business, especially creation and ver-
ification of documents in societies with low rates of
literacy. They also trained by apprenticeship. The
Company of Scriveners in London claimed a monop-
oly over conveyancing, or legal transfer of property,
from the early 1600s until the mid-1700s, when so-
licitors, newly organized as the Society of Gentlemen
Practisers, succeeded in breaking the guild’s monop-
oly, an early example of a professionalization project
aimed at enlarging the market for attorneys’ services.

Physicians in early modern Europe enjoyed less
of a monopoly than did lawyers, confronting as they
did a wide variety of barber-surgeons, herbalists, mid-
wives, and other purveyors of cures, at least some of
whom could claim as much therapeutic success as
physicians. Medicine functioned more like a trade
than did law, which helps to explain why many fewer
nobles undertook its study than obtained at least some
legal training. For many physicians, the practice of
medicine was not a full-time occupation, if only be-
cause it did not provide a comfortable income. Those
fortunate enough to serve a monarch or wealthy noble
ended up in a client-patron relationship far removed
from the ideal of the autonomous professional.

As in the legal profession, medicine had several
types of practitioners. Physicians, usually with a uni-
versity degree, dealt primarily with internal diseases;
they alone were supposed to prescribe medicine. Sur-
geons, who generally learned through apprenticeship,
treated external wounds and infections and might set
broken bones, thus engaging in manual work that
physicians avoided. In rural areas, such surgeons were
often the only medical practitioners available. Apoth-
ecaries dispensed, but were not supposed to prescribe,
medicine. In England these three different groups de-
veloped as the Royal College of Physicians, the Com-
pany (later College) of Surgeons, and the Society of
Apothecaries. Yet by the early nineteenth century such
divisions were breaking down; what became the Brit-
ish Medical Association had its origins in a move-
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ment of ‘‘general practitioners’’ who possessed mul-
tiple qualifications.

During the eighteenth century, Dutch and Scot-
tish universities were leading centers of innovative
medical education. Between 1750 and 1800 Scottish
medical schools graduated about twenty-six hundred
physicians, ten times the production of Oxford and
Cambridge. On the Continent, advances in practical
medicine also emerged from institutions established
to train army surgeons, such as the Joseph Akademie
founded in Vienna in the 1780s and the Pepinière
established in Berlin a decade later.

The ‘‘profession of arms’’ in this era was a pro-
fession only in a loose sense. Most officer corps were
dominated by, and some were restricted to, aristocrats
and upper gentry. In England, officers’ commissions
could be purchased as late as 1870. Although all of-
ficers underwent special training, formal educational
requirements developed most consistently in the less
prestigious engineering and artillery branches. When
England opened an artillery school at Woolwich in
1741, it was the last major power to do so.

By the late eighteenth century, lawyers, physi-
cians, and clergymen certainly enjoyed a reasonable
amount of prestige on the basis of their specialized
training and their social functions. Yet in societies that
were still predominantly agricultural and where mem-
bers of the nobility still dominated politics and pa-
tronage, they had neither the status nor the autonomy
that many of their successors in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries would seek, and that some would
obtain.

THE MODERN ERA

In the modern era, political upheavals often provided
the opportunity or the necessity to restructure the
professions. Most drastic was the dismantling of the
legal and medical professions in 1791 by the revolu-
tionary French government, hostile as it was to special
social privileges and to symbols of the Old Regime.
In the course of the nineteenth century, the unifica-
tions of Italy and Germany, the Compromise of 1867
that resulted in the Austro-Hungarian Dual Monar-
chy, the great reforms in Russia after the Crimean
War, and even the new Swiss constitution of 1874
brought important changes to the professions. That
so many of these changes occurred during the great
age of laissez-faire liberalism, when guild restrictions
and legal discrimination on the basis of religion dis-
appeared from much of Europe, led to intriguing con-
flicts between defenders of freedom of occupation and
professionals interested in control over the market for
their services.

In the first decade of the nineteenth century,
Napoleon recreated professions of certified lawyers
and physicians in France. The reform of the legal pro-
fession established orders of avocats who controlled
the admission of degree holders to practice through a
system of apprenticeship and the swearing of an oath.
They also enforced professional ethics, but the orders
had no control over the number of students gradu-
ating from the legal faculties. The new system again
included a second tier of attorneys, now known as
avoués, who, though still tied to particular courts,
came to represent clients more like the English solic-
itors. With some modifications, this system also had
lasting influence in areas that had been parts of Na-
poleon’s French empire, including the later indepen-
dent Belgium, German territory west of the Rhine
River, and northern Italy.

When Russia created a legal profession separate
from the state service in 1864, it adopted a mixture
of Western models. It took from Prussia the single-
tier or fused profession, from France and England
the idea of councils of the bar to regulate the pro-
fession, especially apprenticeship after the degree. For
many years, however, such councils existed in only
a few major cities. Shortages of trained lawyers also
led to establishment of other classes of attorneys with
lesser qualifications and fewer privileges. Quotas lim-
iting the number of Jews admitted to the bar, in-
troduced by Alexander III, forced many Jewish at-
torneys to remain in the lower categories, whatever
their qualifications.

The Austrian and Hungarian halves of the Dual
Monarchy adopted new regulations for the legal pro-
fession in 1868 and 1874, respectively. Both lifted
restrictions on the number of attorneys admitted to
practice and provided for creation of lawyers’ cham-
bers. Whereas the Hungarian regulations imitated the
French system of having the chambers control admis-
sion to practice, Austria retained state examinations as
the crucial determinant. In imperial Germany, new
regulations introduced in 1878 brought the single-tier
profession to all of the country and also established
lawyers’ chambers with disciplinary powers. Yet the
German lawyers’ chambers did not have control over
entrance to the profession, and graduates intending to
enter private practice still did the large majority of
their apprenticeship in the civil service.

The Swiss constitution of 1874 allowed the in-
dividual cantons to decide whether to require a proof
of competence for professionals. Shortly thereafter,
several cantons abolished the ‘‘lawyers’ monopoly’’
over pleading in court, in the case of Zurich allowing
anyone with full citizenship rights to do so. Court
decisions in the case of Emilie Kempin-Spyri later
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clarified that a woman, even with a law degree, did
not possess such rights and could not plead. A refer-
endum in the canton of Zurich in 1898 reversed both
decisions, re-creating a closed bar and granting
women access to it. In the late nineteenth century
only Sweden had as open a bar as did these Swiss
cantons.

When Napoleon reestablished certification for
physicians in 1803, he did so without creating any
corporate body like the orders of lawyers; university
degrees sufficed for admission to practice. Nineteenth-
century France also possessed lower-level medical prac-
titioners known as officiers de santé, or officers of
health, in essence replacements for the Old Regime’s
surgeons. Other countries also continued to have
similar less thoroughly trained medical personnel.
Prussia, however, eliminated its schools for such sur-
geons around 1850; Austria followed suit by 1871,
closing even the Joseph Akademie. France eliminated
the officers of health in 1892. That their Russian
equivalents, known as the feldsher, continued to exist
until after the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 suggests
the continuing shortage of trained physicians in rural
Russia.

Perhaps the most controversial regulation of the
medical profession was that enacted in 1869 by the
North German Confederation and extended to the
southern German states after unification in 1871. This
regulation took place in the context of a new Com-
mercial Code (Gewerbe Ordnung), and thus treated
medicine as a trade. The new rules did establish a
uniform four-year university course for prospective
physicians and freed practitioners from an earlier re-
quirement that they had to treat all patients who came
to them. Yet in accord with the Commercial Code’s
general support for freedom of occupation, it allowed
anyone to practice the ‘‘healing arts,’’ within some
limits, as long as he or she did not claim to be a
certified physician. Many physicians would later con-
sider their inclusion under the code as humiliating
and its regulations an invitation to quackery.

Physicians’ chambers with some disciplinary
powers were established in Prussia in 1887, Austria in
1891, and Italy in 1910. These bodies did not control
entry into the profession, however, as some lawyers’
chambers did. Corporate groups of English physi-
cians, even after the creation of a General Medical
Council in 1858, had more control over entry than
did most of their continental colleagues.

The percentage of physicians in private practice
tended to decrease as one moved from west to east.
Even in England, some were employed by Poor Law
Unions to treat the destitute. Many Italian cities em-
ployed physicians for similar purposes; in 1876, Hun-

gary mandated that towns hire physicians for the poor.
A significant number of doctors in Russia worked for
the local government boards, or zemstva. In Bulgaria
as of 1910 only 20 percent of physicians were in pri-
vate practice.

The development of health and disability in-
surance for workers, beginning in Germany in the
1880s, had mixed consequences for the professional
position of physicians. It brought them more patients
as workers had to visit them for verification of claims,
but it also subordinated them to insurance boards that
were often dominated by workers. The issue of whether
insurance boards could dictate which physicians their
patients had to use even led to very ‘‘unprofessional’’
behavior by German physicians—a series of strikes in
several cities in the 1900s.

As mentioned above, the nineteenth century
witnessed drives for professional status by several new
occupations. A common feature was a transition from
on-the-job training or apprenticeship to formal aca-
demic culture, what in the history of engineering has
been called a shift from ‘‘shop culture’’ to ‘‘school cul-
ture.’’ Such academic training seldom took place in
the established universities; when it did, as sometimes
happened with dentistry and pharmacy, entrance re-
quirements could be lower and the course of study
shorter than for traditional fields. More typical was
the experience in Sweden, which founded outside its
universities new technical colleges, schools of busi-
ness, an agricultural college, and institutes for forestry,
veterinary science, social work, and dentistry. The es-
tablishment of a chair in engineering at Cambridge
University in 1875 was an unusual step; even there,
no engineering laboratory existed until 1894.

Engineering and teaching can illustrate some of
the issues involved in professionalization of the less
traditional occupations. In the eighteenth century
some monarchs had created corps of royal servants
trained in technical fields, such as the graduates of the
French École des Ponts et Chaussées (school for
bridges and roads) founded in 1747 and those of a
school of mines opened in 1783. In this area the
French Revolution did not break with the traditions
of the Old Regime; in 1795, it added the École Po-
lytechnique, which in the course of the nineteenth
century became more prestigious than the medical or
legal faculties in France. Yet even this elite institution
provided a striking example of the sense of inferiority
associated with ‘‘practical’’ studies when in the 1850s
it began to award extra points on its notoriously com-
petitive entrance examination to boys who had ob-
tained the baccalauréat, or classical secondary diploma,
that was a requirement for lawyers, physicians, and
secondary teachers.
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Apart from elite groups like the Polytechniciens,
engineers often struggled to establish a clear profes-
sional identity and a controlled field of activity. An
engineer could be an entrepreneur or an employee;
and whatever his training, it was often difficult to say
what an engineer did that an architect, builder, or
skilled mechanic could not do. England saw the crea-
tion of a Society of Civil Engineers as early as 1771
and even a royal charter for an Institute of Civil En-
gineers in 1828; yet the first examinations to certify
engineers did not take place until 1898. In Italy, only
with the creation of a national register of engineers in
1922 were some official functions as inspectors re-
served to those so recognized. Licensing of engineers
came to Hungary in 1923.

In the field of education, teachers in boys’ sec-
ondary schools gained general recognition as profes-
sionals in the nineteenth century, even though most
were salaried employees, often of the state. Gradua-
tion from a university became the normal preparation,
to which many countries added some form of peda-
gogical training and/or practice teaching. England,
where secondary education enjoyed the greatest au-
tonomy from the state, was an exception; headmasters
of private schools resisted the notion that their teach-
ers (or they themselves) needed attestation of peda-
gogical competence.

Elementary teachers often organized earlier and
more comprehensively than did those in secondary
education, yet their professionalization projects usu-
ally fell short of the desired success. Lacking univer-
sity education and often from distinctly lower socio-
economic backgrounds than other nineteenth-century
professionals, elementary teachers could not claim the
income or prestige of the learned professions. Their
work with children replicated what all parents did,
thus did not appear to be based on any special skills,
a perception reinforced by the high rate of turnover
among them. Both a result and a cause of the contin-
uing low status of elementary teachers was that many
of them were women or even teenaged girls.

WOMEN AND THE PROFESSIONS

Throughout most of modern European history the
liberal professions have been male preserves. In med-
icine the advance of professional monopoly in the
nineteenth century involved the exclusion of women
from some areas, especially assistance at childbirth.
The development of obstetrics and gynecology tended
to bring the physician rather than the midwife to the
aid of women in labor.

Sociologists often speak of the ‘‘typing’’ of cer-
tain occupations as ‘‘women’s work’’ and of the ‘‘tip-

ping’’ of an occupation in that direction once women
reach a certain percentage of those working in a field.
Among the less prestigious professions in modern Eu-
ropean history, nursing is an example of the former
phenomenon, elementary school teaching of the lat-
ter. Nursing proved particularly difficult to profes-
sionalize, for several reasons. Well into the nineteenth
century most nursing was little more than custodial
work performed by women of the lower classes. An
alternative model developed as members of Catholic
orders or Protestant deaconesses devoted themselves
to care of the sick, but this made nursing appear as a
charitable activity more than a skilled profession. The
example of Florence Nightingale and the develop-
ment of the Red Cross from the 1860s helped make
nursing a more respectable occupation with formal
training. A British Nurses’ Association formed in 1888
to push for a professional register like that existing for
physicians, an idea opposed by Nightingale. Legisla-
tion authorizing such a register did not pass until
1919, with the register itself being created in 1925.

Women had served as teachers throughout the
early modern period, though most often in family set-
tings or small, private ‘‘dame schools’’ that taught
young children. From the late sixteenth century Cath-
olic teaching orders such as the Ursulines ran both
boarding and day schools for girls. Beginning in the
early nineteenth century, formal training and certifi-
cation of young women to teach in the burgeoning
public elementary schools spread across Europe. The
rate and degree of feminization of the teaching pro-
fession, however, were far from uniform. Around
1900, the proportion of elementary school teachers
who were women varied from about 20 percent in
Germany to nearly 75 percent in both England and
Russia. Such women had less professional autonomy
than did their male colleagues, being subjected at vari-
ous times to marriage bans and often paid noticeably
less for the same work. That many women teachers
left after a few years to get married reinforced the idea
that elementary teaching was not a professional career.

Secondary schooling in Europe remained over-
whelmingly single-sex until the 1960s and 1970s, ex-
cept in the Soviet Union and its satellites. Women
secondary teachers long remained restricted to teach-
ing girls. Yet even in this area, practices varied widely.
Men had virtually disappeared from girls’ secondary
schools in England by the 1890s, and in France few
men taught on a full-time basis in such schools. In
Austria and Russia at that time, however, girls’ schools
tended to employ women only in the lower grades or
in language, music, and sewing classes.

The struggles of women to gain access to the
medical profession have been well documented by
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Thomas Bonner. Broad interest in the admission of
women to medical study and practice emerged in
much of Europe during the 1860s, when the ‘‘woman
question’’ became a hotly debated topic. The Univer-
sity of Zurich, founded only in 1834, gave the first
modern medical degree to a woman, the Russian Na-
dezhda Suslova, in 1867. By the turn of the century
women had gained access to practice across the con-
tinent. In England and Russia, medical training took
place mostly in single-sex environments, but elsewhere
women gained admission to existing universities.

Supporters of women physicians often argued
that they were needed to protect the modesty of fe-
male patients, and many of the pioneers specialized in
obstetrics and pediatrics. In the struggle for admission
of women to the legal profession, however, arguments
about a special need for female lawyers or about spe-
cial female talents for the law played a much smaller
role. That demands for access to the bar rested so
squarely on doctrines of equal rights may well have
contributed to the fact that in every European country
admission of women to the legal profession trailed
their admission to medicine. Success came in some
areas—the Scandinavian countries, the Netherlands,
France, and some Swiss cantons—around the turn of
the century. In most of the rest of Europe, women
gained access to the bar in the years after World
War I. Two holdouts were Hungary and Bulgaria,
which did not allow female attorneys until after World
War II.

DEPROFESSIONALIZATION

Professionals can lose as well as gain status, income,
control of the market, and autonomy. Over the last
two centuries, the process of professionalization has
undergone a variety of reversals. The decline of the
clergy from its position as first estate of the realm to
a profession ignored, if still granted respect, by large
segments of the population is the most obvious long-
term example. The abolition of the legal and medical
professions during the French Revolution was a much
more radical, if less enduring, eradication of profes-
sional status and privilege. The lay competition for
doctors allowed under the German Commercial Code
of 1869 and that for lawyers in the canton of Zurich
under the Swiss constitution of 1874 serve as exam-
ples of loss of control of the market for services. Over-
supplies of new entrants to the professions, whether
caused by booming university enrollments or, as in
Hungary after 1919, by the migration of professionals
from lost territories, have devalued credentials for
many. Legislation mandating the admission of women
to the legal profession, which proved necessary every-
where but the Netherlands, amounted to a partial loss
of control over entrance by the bar associations and
lawyers’ chambers.

Authoritarian governments in the nineteenth
century often made it difficult or impossible for trained
professionals to form associations. In the twentieth cen-
tury, dictatorships have overturned status hierarchies
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and undermined or abolished professional autonomy
in many ways. Perhaps the most insidious occurred in
the first months of the Third Reich, when the Nazi
regime issued decrees aimed at ‘‘restoration’’ of, and
prevention of overcrowding in, the civil service. Un-
der the guise of restoring prestige and limiting com-
petition, the Nazi state expelled communists, social-
ists, Jews, and women from positions in the civil
service, professions, and universities. Although such
measures may have been in line with the profession-
alization project of German nationalist male profes-
sionals, these decrees also obliterated any notion of
professional autonomy as it had been conceived in the
nineteenth century.

In the late twentieth century, two less blatant
processes eroded older ideas of the professions in other
ways. One is the decline, especially in medicine and

law, of the individual practitioner who for many
formed the model of the professional. Members of
large law or engineering firms, or physicians in group
practice, continue to have advanced training and cer-
tification, but they have often become employees as
much as autonomous professionals. The second pro-
cess has been the proliferation of academic credentials
in an age of mass higher education, which has led to
more and more occupations claiming professional
status, not all of which can enjoy significant prestige.
Important as well has been the devaluation of the con-
cept of a professional itself. When a German hotel
advertises the availability of a ‘‘state-certified masseur’’
and German automobile manufacturers show ‘‘pro-
fessional drivers’’ on their test tracks, it appears that
the twenty-first century may see a return to the earlier
meaning of the word as any occupation.

See also Civil Society; Bureaucracy (volume 2); Medical Practioners and Medicine;
Middle-Class Work (volume 4); Higher Education; Teachers (volume 5); and other
articles in this section.
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STUDENTS

12
Keith Vernon

Students occupy a curious social position. They are in
a transitory phase and do not quite make up a socio-
economic, gender, or age group. They are an elite
drawn predominantly from privileged sectors of so-
ciety and destined for positions of authority, yet they
are frequently poor, have few responsibilities, and are
constantly associated with disorder. Until the late
twentieth century students constituted only a tiny mi-
nority of national populations but carried enormous
political, social, economic, and cultural significance.
Inevitably the term has been applied variously at dif-
ferent times, and it has been argued that the student
as an identifiable and self-conscious social role only
acquired currency during the early nineteenth century.
Here the term will be used to refer broadly to people
attending a university or comparable institution of
higher learning. Three aspects of students as a social
group will be considered: First, the question of the
size and composition of the student population; sec-
ond, the nature of and parameters affecting student
life and experience; and finally, the problem of student
movements that have on occasion threatened the so-
cial and political order.

THE STUDENT POPULATION

The dimensions of the student population at any par-
ticular time are not easy to determine. Records are
frequently incomplete, and definitions vary. Enroll-
ment is one thing, attendance at classes another, and
completing a degree something else altogether. Never-
theless, it is important to try to gain some idea of how
large the student body has been and of its social com-
position. Three phases can be identified, the first two
of which have received serious historical attention. Ex-
pansion, beginning in the mid–sixteenth century,
faded to a stagnant period in the eighteenth century;
sustained growth occurred from the early nineteenth
century to the mid-twentieth century; and a rapid
increase followed World War II. The numbers given
below, however, are approximate and indicate scale

only. Students have generally come from a limited if
broadening range of social backgrounds, but student
status has not been simply a function of wealth.

The view of university history as a medieval
golden age succeeded by early modern decline was
challenged by Lawrence Stone, who argued that En-
gland experienced an educational revolution from the
mid-sixteenth century to the 1630s. A number of
new colleges were established, and the student pop-
ulations at Oxford, Cambridge, and the Inns of Court
increased to represent some 2.5 percent of men aged
sixteen to twenty, participation rates that were not
equaled until the twentieth century. Studies of other
European universities revealed similar patterns of in-
stitutional development and student expansion, al-
though with different timings. Student numbers in
Castile peaked in the 1590s with even higher partic-
ipation rates, whereas in the Dutch Republic the rise
started only in the early seventeenth century or, at the
University of Coimbra, in the late seventeenth cen-
tury. Some Italian universities displayed similar trends,
but others did not. The revolution seems to have left
Prague University untouched.

The English educational revolution derived pre-
dominantly from an influx of young gentlemen who
sought places in the expanding and secularizing state
bureaucracies or who wanted the educational skills to
secure their positions in volatile situations. In Castile
changing forms of state patronage put a premium on
degrees, which fueled the growth in universities. Other
investigations suggested that liberally cultivating, hu-
manistic education did have a role, but the concen-
tration on law degrees confirmed the importance of
secular knowledge useful to the state. The participa-
tion of the aristocracy in other European universities
may not have been quite as significant as in England
or Castile, but the social and cultural tone of many
universities undermined the medieval image of the
poor scholar.

Universities and their student populations de-
clined, however, as war and religious controversy made
study more hazardous and new colleges, especially
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those run by the Jesuits, cornered a large slice of the
market. An oversupply of graduates made traditional
forms of place seeking more attractive. Educationally,
the continued scholasticism of the universities failed
to accommodate the new experimental sciences. By the
eighteenth century universities had become just one of
several forms of aristocratic finishing, where a fairly un-
demanding smattering of education was added to tra-
ditional gentlemanly accomplishments. Toward the
end of the century, however, resurgent nation-states
once again recognized the value of a ruling cadre drawn
from a wider base but undergoing uniform accultura-
tion through a more rigorous university education.

The transformation of the university during the
nineteenth century brought about fundamental changes
in the size and composition of the student population.
Across Europe national university systems were re-
formed and expanded. Existing universities grew and
embraced a wider range of functions. More univer-
sities were founded, and novel institutions slowly
achieved recognition at the university level. Altogether
the student population grew fitfully but on a steadily
upward curve, while new entrants turned the aristo-
cratic university into a middle-class institution. Fritz
Ringer, in Education and Society in Modern Europe
(1979), led the way in analyzing these changes. Fairly
detailed studies are available for several European
countries. While the problems of quantification are
multiplied when comparing different countries, a

consideration of Germany, France, and Russia can in-
dicate some of the trends and complexities.

In the German states student enrollments grew
from just under 12,000 in the mid-1830s to almost
16,500 in 1875, to nearly 34,000 in 1900, and to
55,500 in 1911. Technical institutes, which acquired
close to university status by the end of the century,
added almost 5,500 students to the totals in 1875;
10,400 in 1900; and over 11,000 in 1911. The
French faculties and grandes écoles (institutions of spe-
cialized higher learning) saw their populations rise
from just over 11,000 in 1876 to 42,000 in 1914.
These numbers suggest comparable participation rates
for universities, though higher for Germany if the
technical institutes are added, but still tiny fractions
of the population—a rise from less than 0.5 per 1,000
people aged 20 to 24 to 1 per 1,000 in the last quarter
of the century. During the volatile period of university
development in Russia, from the 1860s to 1900,
numbers and participation rates remained much lower
than in France and Germany but nevertheless showed
noticeable increases. In 1836 Russian university stu-
dents numbered only 2,000, which rose to 5,000 by
1859 and to about 8,000 by 1880. Some 7,000 at-
tended specialized institutes. Rapid expansion in the
early twentieth century produced enrollments totaling
some 130,000 by 1914.

The development and reform of university sys-
tems was closely connected to the expansion of state
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administrations and the rising demand for profession-
als in more prosperous industrial and commercial
nations. In France the centralized Napoleonic univer-
sity was geared toward providing experts for the post-
revolutionary state. In the wake of Napoleonic dev-
astation in central Europe, the Humboldtian ideal of
the university as a means of national regeneration laid
the foundations of the modern German university. At
the same time rising prosperity brought the possibility
of university education within the reach of a wider
sector of the population. Concerns about overpro-
duction of graduates, professional overcrowding, and
academic proletarianization, however, were wide-
spread. Attempts to control numbers were most overt
in Russia, where the autocracy initially expanded the
university system in the early nineteenth century but
suppressed it in the 1860s and 1880s. In Germany
state officials discouraged young men from entering a
university in the stagnant mid-century. Later in the
century connections to the state strengthened, which
meant many civil service posts required a university
degree. Student numbers rose rapidly as industrial
prosperity allowed more people to consider the op-
portunities university educations afforded. It is per-
haps surprising that French participation rates kept
pace with those in Germany given that France expe-
rienced little overall population increase and its levels
of industrialization were much lower. Entrance was
extended to applicants from nonclassical schools, and
the service sector for urban populations offered op-
portunities for graduates.

Being a student was the privilege of a small mi-
nority, yet the social spectrum from which students
were recruited widened throughout the nineteenth
century to make universities predominantly middle
class. Technical institutes recruited even more from
the middle classes, and where teacher training was
considered a part of higher education, as it came to
be in Britain, the working class began to be repre-
sented. Access, however, was not simply a function of
wealth. Different countries, different institutions, and
even different faculties reveal idiosyncratic patterns.
Even more caveats are made when addressing ques-
tions of social background, but the available evidence
is interesting.

A striking feature of German students was the
prevalence of those with learned professional back-
grounds. Approximately 50 percent had educated or
professional but not necessarily wealthy fathers, al-
though the proportion declined to 30 percent by the
1880s. Those coming from the commercial and in-
dustrial sectors increased their share to about 30 per-
cent of the total. In France the expense of secondary
education reserved higher education for the affluent,

but the number of students from petty bourgeois
backgrounds grew. Different grandes écoles, however,
attracted different clienteles. The École Polytechnique
during the Second Empire drew almost 70 percent of
its students from upper bourgeois families, 19 percent
from the liberal professions, and only 11 percent from
trades backgrounds. The École Centrale had higher
proportions from the lower bourgeois levels, while the
École Normale replicated the German pattern in at-
tracting more students from the educated classes.
Among the faculties law was the elite, even though
medical fees were higher. It was easier to set up a
medical practice, whereas law required more patron-
age connections. Russian universities were dominated
by the nobility, which comprised over 65 percent of
students in 1865 and remained a significant 35 per-
cent as late as 1914. Middle-class elements increased
their share from 3 percent to 11 percent over this
period, and the petty bourgeois increased from 5 per-
cent to 23 percent. The peasantry had a presence of
between 5 percent and 10 percent, but these students
were from families of some substance.

Variations around the theme were repeated
across Europe during the nineteenth century. Oxford
and Cambridge had aristocratic overtones until the
mid-nineteenth century and remained wealthy pre-
serves thereafter. The new civic universities, however,
drew more from the local middle classes. The Scottish
universities had a reputation for inclusiveness, gener-
ating a powerful mythology of the humble ‘‘lad o’
pairts’’ bringing his barrel of oatmeal and herrings to
sustain him through a term’s study in the city. Swedish
universities were familiar with students from modest
and peasant farming backgrounds, although Uppsala
had a more aristocratic clientele than did Lund. Uni-
versities in southern and eastern Europe remained
much fewer and more like the aristocratic finishing
schools of the eighteenth century. Through the late
nineteenth century Germanic reforms were initiated,
and some countries attempted to create a wider stu-
dent cadre through scholarships, often to foreign uni-
versities. The Serbian government enabled small num-
bers to study at Vienna or in Germany.

Wealthy aristocrats pursued university educa-
tions primarily for cultural refinement, although
younger sons still needed to find careers. Humbold-
tian ideals revived the faculties of philosophy. But uni-
versities were dominated by the professional faculties,
and the new entrants to the universities sought secure
and remunerative employment. How far, though,
could becoming a student lead to social mobility? Pro-
fessional self-recruitment was a significant element,
and university education might be a calculated and
sacrificial investment by the educated classes to main-
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tain their social status. Newly rich industrialists might
seek social and cultural elevation for their sons by pre-
paring them for the professions. The principal form
of social mobility, however, was probably that of mar-
ginal middle-class people striving for greater security
through advancement into the professions or, more
likely, civil service.

The most momentous change to the composi-
tion of the student population came with the admit-
tance of women into the previously male preserve of
the university. Education formed a central issue of
the predominantly middle-class women’s campaigns
of the 1860s as a means both to intellectual self-
realization and economic independence. In the face
of considerable prejudice, women were initially per-
mitted only as auditors on the approval of individ-
ual professors. In the 1870s women were cautiously
granted entry and slowly grew to be a noticeable if
minor presence. A common first step was in medical
education, where traditional arguments allowed that
women should be treated by other women. Even
when women were admitted, however, it was rarely
on the same terms as men, and areas of the curricu-
lum, notably theology and law, remained closed for
some time. Attempts to steer women into feminized
courses were not successful, and women opted pri-
marily for medicine or philosophical subjects that
could lead to teaching or literary work.

Formal admission, however, was not the whole
problem. No particular legal obstacles prevented
women from entering a university in France, but the
lack of female secondary education imposed an effec-
tive block. The universities received the first applica-
tions in the mid-1860s, but by 1882 only nineteen
women had graduated. During the first decade of the
twentieth century female representation grew from 3
percent to 9 percent of French university students. A
royal decree in 1873 allowed women into the Uni-
versity of Lund, but only fifteen enrolled during the
1880s. There, too, numbers increased noticeably in
the early twentieth century. Greater hostility in Ger-
many meant women were only officially allowed into
universities in Baden in 1901 and Prussia in 1908,
although over 4,000 women represented 7 percent of
German students by 1914. In England the civic uni-
versities quietly admitted women in the 1870s, while
Cambridge and Oxford conceded women informal
entry but remained vehemently opposed to women
graduating until well into the twentieth century. The
Russian women’s movement won temporary access to
university teaching in the late 1850s and the 1870s.
From the late 1890s, however, higher courses for
women expanded dramatically, with over 5,000 in
1905; 28,000 in 1912; and around 34,000 by 1914.

This almost equaled the 35,000 men in universities,
although men dominated the special institutes. Higher
courses were officially recognized as equivalent to a
university education in 1911.

During the first decades of the twentieth cen-
tury women helped maintain the steady expansion of
student numbers. As in other areas of life, they proved
more than capable of replacing the men who relin-
quished the university during World War I. Techno-
logical warfare also reemphasised the importance of
highly trained experts in industrialized economic and
military situations. In democratic countries university
systems were consolidated, expanded further, or re-
formed. The totalitarian regimes of the 1930s, how-
ever, introduced a different kind of university plan-
ning and control. The Soviet Union pioneered serious
attempts to introduce the working classes into tradi-
tionally noble universities. Initially the country estab-
lished preparatory courses for workers, but more
forceful proletarianization increased working-class rep-
resentation from about 25 percent of students in 1928
to 58 percent in 1932. The proportion of women also
increased from 28 percent in 1927 to 43 percent a
decade later. Overall numbers rose spectacularly dur-
ing the planning years. Total enrollment stood at
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176,000 in 1928 and climbed to 508,000 at the end
of five years, then slowed to reach 619,000 on the eve
of World War II. By contrast, the Nazi regime brought
stagnation to the universities, and women’s partici-
pation particularly declined as restrictions forced them
back into the home.

The most dramatic increase of the student
population occurred during the second half of the
twentieth century, which witnessed a transformation
from a still primarily elitist conception of the univer-
sity toward mass higher education. World War II fur-
ther emphasized the importance of experts, especially
technologists, while affluence and state subsidies
brought university education within the reach of a
wider range of the population. Student numbers
climbed rapidly after the war, then rose exponentially
during the 1960s in almost every European country.
In Greece numbers rose from 28,302 in 1961 to
53,305 just four years later. In the Netherlands the
total of 40,000 students in 1960 jumped to over
100,000 in 1970. Some 17,000 students participated
in Swedish university-level education in 1950; 37,000
by 1960; but 125,000 in 1970. Participation rates by
1975 reached over 10 percent of those 20 to 24 years
old in many countries and 15 percent to over 20 per-
cent in some. The glaring exception was in Britain,
where universities remained essentially elitist. Higher
education did expand there in the postwar period, but
participation rates climbed slowly to under 9 percent
of the age group. Graduation rates, however, were
similar to those of other European countries.

Women’s representation in Western Europe in-
creased from an average of 25 percent of the student
population in the mid-1950s to 30 percent in the
1960s and some 38 percent in 1975. Rates in Eastern
Europe were 5 percent to 10 percent higher for each
date. Working-class participation, however, remained
well below the working-class presence in the popula-
tion generally. Only the imposed egalitarianism of east-
ern bloc countries approached representative working-
class inclusion, although even there working-class
students took a disproportionate number of evening,
part-time, and correspondance courses. Three-fifths
of Polish students in the 1960s still came from white-
collar backgrounds.

In the economic uncertainty of the mid-1970s,
the belief that ever-increasing student numbers were
necessarily a benefit for either economy or society
evaporated. The optimistic assumptions of postwar
planners were undermined, and growth rates slowed
appreciably. In Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and Poland
student numbers actually declined. Exceptions in-
cluded Italy and Spain, where university reforms led
to large-scale expansion. Economic and political in-

stability combined with frequent educational reform
affected national patterns of student recruitment in
innumerable, specific ways. Through the 1990s, how-
ever, general trends returned to noticeable expansion.
European Organization for Economic Cooperation
and Development (OECD) countries registered in-
creases in enrollment of between 25 percent and 50
percent with extremes of stasis in the Netherlands and
over 150 percent increase in Portugal. Even in Britain
rapid expansion during the 1990s saw participation
rates approach European averages. Concerns for the
importance of the knowledge economy once again put
a premium on higher education. Women took most
advantage of the new opportunities, almost reaching
equal representation, and the need to widen partici-
pation again became an important issue. Working
classes continued in marked underrepresentation among
students, but for large sectors of the population higher
education approached a common experience.

STUDENT LIFE

Experiences of student life are as varied as students
themselves and their particular situations. A poor
scholar in a small college is likely to have a different
kind of experience from a wealthy young man at a
large city university, which will be quite unlike that
of a middle-class woman attending a provincial insti-
tution. Nevertheless, certain underlying structures
shape student life in similar ways. A student’s primary
occupation is in principle to study. Yet academic work
has never constituted the only aspect of student ex-
istence, and patterns of study and recreation organized
daily life. As university courses became more orga-
nized and matriculation required a lengthy period of
preparatory schooling, students became more like
each other, and variations of experience were less ex-
treme. A fundamental distinction in university struc-
ture also had important ramifications for the bound-
aries of student life. Collegiate-style universities
regulated their students strictly. Free universities un-
dertook tuition only, and although not without regu-
lation, their students were at greater liberty to arrange
their own affairs.

Early modern universities defined few educa-
tional requirements for entrance. Students enrolled
when they were ready or were sent and embarked on
a course of study with few set parameters besides pe-
riodic examinations if they wanted to graduate. The
student’s academic day routinely was scheduled around
a series of lectures, private study sessions, and exer-
cises. Teaching centered on the didactic professorial
lecture, although the slow or ambitious might have
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supplementary private lessons. Lectures commonly in-
volved repetition from set texts, and exercises were
their subsequent regurgitation. College scholars had
further supervised study, while free students were left
to their own devices at the end of lessons. The time-
table continued until the student felt ready to perform
the formal oral disputations required for a degree.
These were supposed to be rigorous examinations
of several hours duration, but indications are that
through the period they often degenerated into sham
debates. A large proportion of students, however, did
not and never intended to graduate.

The increased influence of the aristocracy in
universities had important implications for the char-
acter of student life. Wealthier students demanded
better facilities and cultivated more genteel lifestyles,
which further pushed up costs. Italian-style court
dress, including, disturbingly, wearing a rapier, re-
placed the scholar’s gown, but the more barbaric cus-
toms associated with academic and fraternal rituals
also were slightly refined. University authorities feared
that attempts by poor students to emulate their betters
would be ruinous. In the colleges they might eke out
an existence from scholarships or serving their wealth-
ier fellows, but outside they had to negotiate what
terms they could from innkeepers and landladies. The
common distractions of drinking, gambling, and
womanizing could lead to debt, disorder, and disci-

pline from university or town authorities. Students
enjoyed various freedoms from normal civic legisla-
tion, and riotousness was a frequent problem, espe-
cially when highly strung aristocrats with swords were
involved. Collegiate institutions became increasingly
popular options in attempts to supervise behavior
more closely.

While the mendicant scholars of medieval tra-
dition were fast disappearing, students were also be-
coming more sedentary. Academic peregrination was
an important feature of early universities, and a good
deal of mobility survived in the sixteenth century.
With universities still not numerous, students could
travel long distances, often across borders. Students
might study at one place but graduate at another or
move to study with famous professors. Tolerant uni-
versities in northern Italy and the Netherlands at-
tracted Protestant students from central Europe. The
wars that racked Europe in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries, however, made travel more hazard-
ous, and religious conflicts made authorities more sus-
picious of foreign students. In the seventeenth century
universities increasingly divided along confessional
lines and drew more from national or regional pools.

During the scholastic torpor of the eighteenth
century, wealthy students acquired a smattering of
education to complete their genteel training. Little
serious study was undertaken, and few degrees were
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completed. The nineteenth-century reforms that
reemphasised learning and knowledge infused the
ideal of the student with greater seriousness of pur-
pose. Universities increasingly recruited from prepa-
ratory schools, which confirmed the age of entry at
late teenage and made matriculation more of an ob-
stacle. Exercises became more common and rigorous,
with written examinations replacing oral disputations.
Degree courses were shortened to three to five years,
and graduation rates rose as degrees offered more se-
cure routes into professional or administrative careers.

The German principles of Lehrfreiheit and Lern-
freiheit (freedom to teach and freedom to learn) gave
enormous scope to both professors and students. Sem-
inars and laboratory classes were profound innova-
tions in university teaching, although they could have
contradictory implications. At best students could
perambulate to different universities to study with
acknowledged experts. All too often, however, such
opportunities were reserved for the newly emerging
postgraduate student, while the rising numbers of un-
dergraduates were taught by overworked junior staff.
Among the dominant professional faculties dictatorial
lectures remained common to ensure conformity to
external requirements. Lehrfreiheit also affirmed the
right of students to be free from tutelary restrictions,
and as more national university systems followed the
German model, the collegiate tradition declined again.
Although very different in organization, the French
university, too, did not see its role as supervising stu-
dents’ lives. The principal exception was in England,
where the collegiate system retained a powerful influ-
ence. As Oxford and Cambridge colleges were re-
formed academically from their former, seminary-like
existences, the collegiate system was preserved vigor-
ously as central to university education. Even the civic
universities, though much closer to the German aca-
demic style, still fostered a pastoral concern for stu-
dent welfare.

Despite the increasingly academic ethos that
prevailed throughout the nineteenth century, life be-
yond the classroom remained fundamental to the
student experience. Students always gathered for con-
viviality, more freely so in the unsupervised free uni-
versity, where the inn could be literally a home away
from home. Societies, clubs, and fraternities were also
inevitable, combined by region, social or cultural pro-
clivity, or elitist exclusiveness. Forms of student socia-
bility coalesed around several stereotypes, most spec-
tacularly the German dueling corps. These corps were
bound by chivalric codes of honor exercised in ritu-
alistic or seriously harmful sword fighting. Although
often on the edge of legality, the German corps were
tolerated. French student organizations were so effec-

tively proscribed that communal activity failed to de-
velop during the nineteenth century, and sociability
took on bourgeois norms, revolving around café so-
ciety. By contrast, English universities actively fostered
the corporate spirit, especially through team games.
The cult of athleticism that swept the English uni-
versities in the late nineteenth century began to affect
German universities by the end of the century and
even extracted some French students from the cafés.

Unsurprisingly women’s experiences at univer-
sities were somewhat different from their male coun-
terparts’. Women frequently faced hostility, and num-
bers until the early twentieth century were so few that
isolation could be a problem. Many female pioneers
were somewhat older than the average student, and
significant numbers attended foreign universities.
Women students generally, however, tended to go to
the nearest university and to live at home, where tra-
ditional constraints applied. Where women were in res-
idence, behavior was closely supervised, and women
were careful to avoid attracting the faintest scandal.
Even so the opportunity to study was commonly a
deeply significant life experience. Women formed
their own social organizations, which expanded with
growing numbers. As the novelty wore off, grudging
acceptance among men ultimately gave way to more
cordial relations. Observers noted that as the gentle-
man’s club atmosphere was dismantled, male students’
conduct improved, but women pioneers sometimes
were disappointed by their successors’ lack of mis-
sionary zeal.

Mass higher education in the twentieth century
had profound implications for the nature of student
life and the quality of the experience. Being a member
of a university community of twenty thousand people
presented a different prospect from being one of a few
hundred. The diversification of the student popula-
tion helped broaden student culture and began to
break down some of the stereotypes. Many students
shouldered adult responsibilities of work, marriages,
and families, which could supersede identification as
a student. Older students returning to education un-
dermined the notion of a traditional university age
group. Correspondance or evening classes, as in the
Russian and Polish universities or the British Open
University, were essentially an addition to ordinary
working life. More institutions allowed students to
stay at home, which affected the nature of student
communities. Going away from home remained a dis-
tinctive feature of English student culture, but in
other respects British exceptionalism declined as the
university system moved toward mass participation.
European universities in turn developed halls of resi-
dence and student organizations.
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More people had the opportunity to attend a
university, but the experiences of mass higher educa-
tion were often unhappy. While enrollments ex-
ploded, facilities frequently did not keep pace, and
extra numbers of students were squeezed into an es-
sentially nineteenth-century pattern. Class sizes ex-
panded beyond the capacities of both tutors and
physical spaces. Adherence to misplaced ideals of ac-
ademic autonomy allowed professors to retreat into
private research, divorced from the everyday lives of
undergraduates, while the junior lecturing staff strug-
gled to cope with the increased numbers of students.
Library resources failed to keep pace, as did work
spaces and halls of residence. Dissatisfaction with uni-
versity life was inevitable, leading to high dropout
rates, increasingly politicized student movements, and
ultimately outbreaks of frustrated violence.

STUDENT MOVEMENTS

Students and disorderliness have long been associated
and within limits largely indulged. Disputes between
town and gown could cause headaches for civic and
university authorities, but students could also pose
more serious political threats to the state. While the
vast majority of students were readily acculturated to
societal norms, concentrations of intelligent and en-
thusiastic youth free from adult responsibilities could
be breeding grounds of radical ideas and movements.
For the most part student organizations were founded
for purely sociable purposes, but they could develop
wider political directions. These were mostly syndi-
calist, to pursue student interests qua students. Au-
thorities’ fears, however, were also regularly vindicated
when student movements participated in revolution-
ary activities. Interest in student movements was
heightened by the demonstrations of the 1960s, at-
tracting sociological and psychological as well as his-
torical interpretations.

The early modern university continued the me-
dieval tradition of students forming into nations based
on their places of origin. Along with ease of language
and custom or mutual support and protection in po-
tentially hostile environments, nations offered some
home comforts in a strange place. For similar reasons
host states sometimes regarded university nations with
equal suspicion. The early modern student, however,
stood as an apprentice in the community of scholars,
a lowly but integral part of the university establish-
ment who was perhaps less likely to want to overthrow
it. A self-aware student consciousness that emerged
from the romantic ethos and revolutionary move-
ments of the early nineteenth century meant students

identified more with their peer groups and formed
organizations to pursue their own specific interests.

For the most part student organizations were
concerned with everyday matters of student welfare.
They formed credit and welfare unions to help with
finances and accommodations or arranged social
events. By the end of the nineteenth century cor-
porate student unions had formed in most univer-
sities primarily to help with welfare and social issues
but in some countries also to provide a means of
communicating student views to the university au-
thorities. National bodies made up of individual uni-
versity unions organized in the twentieth century,
but attempts to coordinate them into an interna-
tional movement in the interwar period had little
success. Internationalist ideals in the postwar period
were similarly undermined as divisions reappeared
along cold war lines. Student organizations became
increasingly politicized in the postwar period. Syn-
dicalist student trade unionism recast students as in-
tellectual workers and demanded the rights of labor
organizations, but student movements also acquired
a wider political platform.

Nineteenth-century authorities tried to avoid
politicization of student organizations. Political stu-
dent movements arose first in France and Germany,
where idealistic students regarded themselves as lead-
ers of the revolutionary tide. In France the restoration
government successfully contained them, but in Ger-
many the nationalistic Burschenschaften (youth asso-
ciations) garnered sympathy from others who wanted
to see a united Germany. When some students re-
sorted to assassination, the movement was pushed
underground, but it reemerged in the revolutionary
outbreaks of 1830 and 1848. The Russian student
movement engaged in a sixty-year campaign against
the autocratic state that spawned serious confronta-
tions in the early and late 1860s and the early 1880s
and a strike in 1899 involving some 13,000 students
that shut the universities for over a year. In 1905 stu-
dents held mass revolutionary rallies at St. Petersburg
University. Nationalistic student movements operated
in Poland and the Balkans by the late nineteenth
century.

Interpretations of these movements has spanned
the historical and sociological spectrum. Particularly
interesting is the question of generational conflict.
Lewis Feuer in The Conflict of Generations (1969) ar-
gued that student movements include a revolt against
the perceived failures of their fathers’ generation. The
interpretation is difficult to establish historically, and
student movements rarely had wider generational sup-
port, requiring the addition of more prosaic cultural
and socioeconomic factors. In Germany in the 1830s
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and 1840s universities experienced professional over-
crowding, which eased in mid-century with the onset
of industrialization, in time with the rise and fall of
student disturbances. Russian students in the late
1850s reform period saw themselves as the leaders of
national regeneration and opposition to state autoc-
racy, and this ideology was reinforced in subsequent
cohorts as the established student culture.

In the late 1960s universities around the world
were rocked by outbursts of student protest. Virtually
every Western European country was affected, most
significantly France, where demonstrations in 1968
led to a general strike and an election. Violence con-
tinued in Italy into the 1970s but was much more
muted in Britain and the Netherlands. Unrest in
Western countries combined specific student griev-
ances with global political concerns. Conditions for
students had declined with the rapid movement to
mass higher education. Classes were crowded, profes-
sors were distant, and facilities were overburdened,
while the graduate job market was increasingly com-
petitive. Students brought up in the permissive 1960s
chafed against seemingly authoritarian regulations
and restrictions. In a pattern that recapitulated
nineteenth-century conflict, a protest about student

matters that met with overt force commonly triggered
much larger and more violent demonstrations com-
bined with wider economic, environmental, or po-
litical concerns, to which some commentators have
added generational angst. Several countries responded
by revising their university systems to allow greater
rights and freedoms for students, including represen-
tation on governing bodies.

Eastern Europe also experienced outbreaks of
unrest, noticeably Czechoslovakia. In Spain student
protests carried major political implications. To many
in these countries the grievances of Western students
appeared trivial. For them universities and student
bodies offered rare platforms for political opposition
to authoritarian regimes, which could be viciously
suppressed, as in Hungary. In general campuses
calmed down in the late twentieth century, but at the
beginning of the new millennium students around the
world, including in parts of Europe such as the Bal-
kans, continued to lead the opposition to repressive
or one-party states. The combination of intelligence,
energy, and idealism that is the hallmark of students
provided a fundamentally important wellspring of
change in the modern period. The outcomes can
never be entirely controlled.

See also Student Movements (in this volume); Gender and Education (volume 4);
Higher Education (volume 5); and other articles in this section.
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ARTISTS

12
Alexander Varias

Artists have occupied a unique position in European
civilizations. As conveyors of the perceived truths, ide-
als, and values of their societies, they stand among the
elites yet rarely attain positions of political or eco-
nomic power. They either hold people in awe with
their skill and genius or gain contempt through ec-
centrically expressed visions conveyed in oral poetry,
written script, stone, metal, pigments, or music.

THE RENAISSANCE

In the ancient and medieval worlds, artistic creation
was attached to civic and religious architecture,
whether in a temple, an assembly hall, a cathedral, or
a stock exchange. Even so prominent a contributor to
Italian Renaissance art as Giotto created his greatest
works for churches, like the Arena Chapel in Padua
or the Church of St. Francis in Assisi. During the
medieval era, artists were also customarily regarded as
craftspeople in terms of their social status. The
situation changed during the late Middle Ages and
the Renaissance, especially in Florence, when artists
emerged as individuals uniquely expressing visions of
genius and creating works that could stand apart from
architectural structures. While medieval artists’ names
are obscure, the names of Renaissance artists are fa-
miliar. To account for this change, Jacob Burckhardt,
the prominent nineteenth-century historian who orig-
inated the concept of the Italian Renaissance, under-
scored the central importance of individual fame to
Quattrocento and Cinquecento Italy (fifteenth- and
sixteenth-century Italy). Artists perceived themselves
as great individuals, and they were encouraged by
public adulation to do so. Giorgio Vasari, the origi-
nator of art history, went so far as to refer to Michel-
angelo as ‘‘divine’’ (Goldwater and Treves, 1945, p.
98). A survey of names associated with the Italian Re-
naissance seems to confirm such a shift in status:
Giotto, Masaccio, Sandro Botticelli, Donatello, Leon
Battista Alberti, and Leonardo da Vinci to name but
a few.

At the same time the perception of aesthetic
works and the nature of artistic genius, ambition, and
freedom experienced transformations. Artists viewed
freedom as a necessary condition for the execution of
their greatest works. While Renaissance art broke
from medieval traditions in emphasizing bodily bulk,
three-dimensionality, and a general sense of realism,
particular artists diverged in style. Masaccio empha-
sized massive bodies and projected shadows in a set-
ting dominated by perspective, as seen in his great
frescoes in the Brancacci Chapel of Santa Maria del
Carmine in Florence. Andrea Mantegna and Domen-
ico Ghirlandajo followed the rules of perspective while
using color and composition in individual, recogniz-
able manners. Filippo Brunelleschi formalized the pre-
conceptions behind the new approach to painting in
a scientific theory describing the visual perception of
objects placed in varying degrees of distance from an
imaginary observer. His theory became the strict rule
for three-dimensional realism to which painters had
to adhere for at least the next four centuries.

Botticelli and Fra Filippo Lippi gave their works
a harder edge in the cruda e seca (dry) style with pro-
nounced lines as described by Vasari. Vasari seemed
fonder of Leonardo’s use of subtle shadows and toning
to create a smoky ambience summed up as chiar-
oscuro (light-dark).

Yet Renaissance artists participated in a com-
mon reverence for antiquity and nature. Erwin Pa-
nofsky explained the differences between the Italian
Renaissance and earlier, minor ‘‘renascences’’ through
the expanded historical consciousness of the fifteenth
century, which caused contemporaries to view antiq-
uity as a lost world whose pagan gods were no longer
threatening to Christianity. Along with this came a
newfound reverence for nature. Leonardo deemed
painting ‘‘the sole imitator of all the visible works of
nature’’ (Goldwater and Treves, 1945, p. 48), and Va-
sari, of a similar mentality, believed that ‘‘design can-
not have a good origin if it has not come from con-
tinual practice in copying natural objects’’ (Goldwater
and Treves, 1945, p. 95).
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PERSPECTIVE

As artists sought to induce a picture-window effect of
three-dimensionality during the Renaissance, they con-
centrated painterly methods on the development of per-
spective. The technique consisted of utilizing a series of
diagonal lines, as part of the side angles of an object or
scene, to draw the viewer into an imagined distance. It
was as if the observer were seated before a window and
looking through it.

Perspective was developed through a series of in-
novations. Thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Italian art-
ists like Giotto, Cimabue, and Duccio concentrated on the
side angles of thrones on which the Madonna with child
was seated—a scene inherited from Byzantine panels,
but now imbued with more three-dimensional realism.
Nevertheless, the perspective was limited and so offered
a dissonant scale. During the fifteenth century, artists in
Florence especially made additional strides in enhancing
the sensation of ‘‘proper’’ perspective. Masaccio, Andrea
Mantegna, and others clarified vision within the frame-
work of one-point perspective in which people, objects,
and landscapes were depicted in a visual space leading
to a single vanishing point in the distance. Masaccio’s
canvases also revealed an understanding that objects
closer to the viewer were seen with greater clarity while
those in the distance seemed vaguer in outline. Rendering
atmospheric effects by means of shadows and other gim-
micks thus complemented the effect.

Leon Battista Alberti, the great Renaissance archi-
tect, summarized the principles of perspective in his trea-
tise, Della pittura (1436; On painting). The development
of modern art during the late nineteenth and twentieth
centuries involved the dismantling of perspective in favor
of more abstract painterly concerns.

Artists’ expanded sense of freedom collided with
a counterdependence on wealthy and prestigious in-
dividuals who alone could commission their works. It
was obvious, after all, that artists needed monetary
and other forms of support to create their works. In
the process they encountered the enhanced fame and
power of great families in Florence like the Medicis,
the Strozzis, and others who patronized artists. In fact
artistic patronage in Florence, Siena, Rome, Venice,
and other centers became a new claim to fame for

bankers, merchants, and politicians already pushing
themselves onto the public stage of recognition. So
much dependence upon powerful patrons could only
conflict with artists’ growing sense of absolute creative
freedom.

The influence and power of patrons was so pro-
nounced that Renaissance artists often had to paint
subjects dictated to them by their patrons. In one in-
stance, in 1457 Fra Filippo Lippi painted a work ac-
cording to the careful instructions of Giovanni di Co-
simo de’ Medici, who wanted to give the painting to
King Alfonso V of Naples (Baxandall, 1988, p. 3).
One of the most famous Renaissance works, La Pri-
mavera (c. 1478) by Botticelli, concerned a Neopla-
tonic theme emphasized by the famous thinker Mar-
silio Ficino and was intended to instruct allegorically
and pictorially Lorenzo de’ Medici’s second cousin in
the philosophy and art of humanitas (Gombrich,
1978).

Subjects attached to Christianity, Christian
saints, and biblical stories were still as dominant as
they had been during the Middle Ages. Yet Renais-
sance art also included mythological scenes derived
from ancient literature, portraits of prominent social
figures, historical scenes, and still lifes.

Changes in the physical locations of works of
art also underlined contemporary values revolving
around artistic purpose. Previously sculpture or paint-
ing was attached directly to architectural edifices or
common objects like vases. Phidias’s great sculptured
frieze was part of the Parthenon of Athens. Gisleber-
tus’s sculpture depicted Last Judgment scenes on the
tympanum over the central entrance of the French
Romanesque cathedral in Autun. The stained glass
windows of Chartres Cathedral presented scenes from
the Old and New Testaments in Gothic form. Such
works, designed for public display, were civic and re-
ligious in nature and evoked town pride. How differ-
ent it was for individuals to commission artistic works
for display in a Renaissance villa or palazzo, where
they could amuse visitors or provide educational les-
sons to members of the patronizing family. In addi-
tion, small objects can be moved, be sold, be pur-
chased, be stolen, be expropriated, or disappear under
historical circumstances. While sculptural friezes and
remnants of temples have been moved to museums,
such as the sculptures from Pergamum that were
transferred to Berlin, generally the more miniature the
scale of the work, the easier its displacement—a re-
ality conducive to the later creation of museums.

Eventually other figures besides heads of pow-
erful commercial and financial families offered pa-
tronage. Pope Julius II commissioned key works by
Michelangelo in the Sistine Chapel and Raphael San-
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zio in the papal rooms within the Vatican. Artists
north of the Alps during the fifteenth century bene-
fited from monarchical patronage. For instance, Jan
van Eyck was supported by John of Holland, count
of Holland, between 1422 and 1425 and Philip the
Good, duke of Burgundy, from 1425 to 1441.

THE AGE OF THE BAROQUE

Heinrich Wölfflin, in Principles of Art History (1932),
viewed the history of the early modern artistic period
as corresponding to classical Renaissance art and Ba-
roque art. Wölfflin distinguished the two by the
closed style of the former and the open, loose form of
the latter. Scholars adopted this schema, which be-
came a traditional heritage that students scrutinized
in their professional devotion. Wölfflin neglected the
Mannerist movement of Italian painters, who radi-
cally rejected Renaissance stability, calm, and studied
realism and developed a predilection for eccentric
composition, bizarre body positions, and frenzied
emotional states. Parmigianino, Bronzino, and Il
Rosso were among Mannerist artists whose eccentric-
ity defied the popular taste for standard Renaissance
formulas and styles.

During the Counter-Reformation the prominent
sculptor Gian Bernini produced Baroque works with
dramatic swirling, twisting forms. Attracting the pa-
tronage of the papacy, Bernini and his school of sculp-
tors were commissioned to create statues for the inte-
rior and the outside colonnade of the new St. Peter’s.

The royal and aristocratic figures in France
backed works by Leonardo da Vinci and others. In-
deed, political leaders established a tie between state
and religious power and monumental art. Marie de
Médicis continued this trend when she hired Peter Paul
Rubens to decorate a prominent room in the palace
that eventually became the Louvre museum in Paris.
At its most dramatic, art embellished the royal persona
of the Sun King, Louis XIV, and his new residence at
Versailles, the most famous of Baroque palaces.

The seventeenth-century Baroque Age pro-
duced the sculptural and architectural forms in Ver-
sailles, the landscape of Le Nôtre gardens at Versailles,
and the immense scale of sculptural decoration in St.
Peter’s, the most grandiose forms of state and church
patronage. In this obvious equation between art and
power in European society, art was specifically in-
tended to overwhelm observers with the majesty of
the patron who made it possible.

Rubens and Bernini were conscious of their de-
pendence upon powerful political figures and were
proud of the social status they achieved through con-

nections with the world of the elite. Nevertheless, pa-
tronage and commissions did not always work out
satisfactorily, as in the case of Caravaggio. The artist’s
unusual angles, theatrical lighting, and intense natu-
ralism made his patrons uncomfortable, though he
intended for his works like The Supper at Emmaus (c.
1598) and Entombment (1603–1604) to support the
Catholic Church’s positions and dogmas during the
turbulent era of the Counter-Reformation. It did not
help that Caravaggio also was accused of murder and
led a socially scandalous life.

A number of artists of the time carried out their
works in less public circumstances, forcibly or vol-
untarily pursuing independent artistic paths. The con-
text of Protestant culture in Holland made such a
disjuncture with the past especially stark, affecting art-
ists’ social connections. Among the artists in this sit-
uation were Frans Hals, Jan Vermeer, Judith Leyster,
Rembrandt, and Jacob van Ruisdael, who continued
the technique of capturing light that emanated from
a single source. Following Caravaggio’s lead, Hals,
Vermeer, and Leyster represented the trail of an exter-
nal light source illuminating an interior. While Hals
and Leyster developed a more impressionistic style,
Vermeer painted with a detailed, near-photographic
quality. In his later works Rembrandt embued his sub-
jects with an aura-like light projecting outward from
the body, unlike an external spotlight. Rembrandt’s
light envelops his subjects mysteriously and mystically.
In Dutch genre painting of landscapes, still lifes, and
scenes of gathered town burghers, everyday subjects
became popular. Historians scrutinize works like
Rembrandt’s The Nightwatch (1642), Vermeer’s Young
Woman with Water Jug (c. 1660), and Ruisdael’s land-
scapes with an eye to the cultural and social transfor-
mations in historical material life.

These artists’ creative efforts did not reap the
support and security patrons gave to other artists, but
they were at more liberty to portray accurately the
Dutch society in which they lived. Leyster’s career as
a painter reflects how rarely women were able to pur-
sue artistic endeavors in European civilization. A stu-
dent of Hals, Leyster married another contemporary
artist, Jan Miense Moenaer. While she did not paint
much in the last several decades of her life, her early
still lifes and portraits achieved some renown, and
Leyster was considered a precocious outsider to the
world of art. With few exceptions, such as Hilde-
gard von Bingen, artistic callings were restricted to
men, and women who desired to paint, sculpt, design
buildings, compose music, or write faced many ob-
stacles. Leyster and the Renaissance writer Christine
de Pisan paved the way for women’s eventual aesthetic
expression.
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ENLIGHTENMENT AND REVOLUTION

During the eighteenth century, transformations in the
position and status of artists unfolded in a dual man-
ner. In the Age of Enlightenment artists both sought
support from patrons and authorities and assumed a
growing role as social critics of the latter. Philosophes
revealed how intellectuals could foster important re-
lationships with monarchs and yet be outspoken so-
cially. For example, Voltaire established a close con-
nection with Frederick the Great of Prussia but
remained an outcast in France for criticizing the Old
Regime on the Continent. That course was also evi-

dent among painters, sculptors, poets, and musicians,
including Mozart and Antonio Salieri, who both
sought support from the Habsburgs of Vienna.

France under Louis XV was highlighted not
only by the Enlightenment but by Rococo art, as in
the works of Jean-Antoine Watteau, François Bou-
cher, and Jean-Honoré Fragonard. While the Rococo
style has been mocked as frivolous and overly orna-
mental, surpassing the Baroque in swirling designs
and fleshiness by exponents of ten, its artists also con-
veyed many social observations. Boucher’s works de-
pict the apparently ultrasexualized atmosphere of
Louis XV’s inner circle, as in the scandalously erotic
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images of Mme. de Pompadour and Mlle. Murphy,
and a world of hedonistic and epicurean pleasures
matching the range of colors in the rainbow. Frago-
nard’s The Swing (c. 1768) is a toned down but still
vigorous portrayal of the aristocratic lifestyle of the
era. Watteau’s works express more elegiac and wistful
visions of society with both critical representations of
contemporary upper-class mores and reflections of
popular life. Watteau’s The Embarkation for Cythera
(1717) and Gilles, the Jester (c. 1718) in particular
provide social perspective through the decorative Ro-
coco lens.

The eighteenth century also witnessed the dom-
inance of Salons as the state-sponsored, official exhi-
bition centers of paintings for the popular audience.
Salons were artists’ only means of reaching that au-
dience and offered the possibility of bypassing pa-
trons. The philosophe Denis Diderot, who wrote
criticisms of works exhibited in eighteenth-century
Salons, particularly praised the moralistic works of
Jean-Baptiste Greuze and, seemingly sounding an
alarming note, vigorously defended artistic indepen-
dence.

Diderot may have been looking into the future.
The last two decades of the eighteenth century were
a critical point at which painting and political state-
ment converged, in other words the period when the
French Revolution was in the making. Jacques-Louis
David’s artistic career most reflected this convergence.
His work developed from subtle, insinuating critiques
of the ancien régime, as in The Oath of the Horatii
(1784), to open statements of propaganda extolling
the political events of the day. In several instances Da-
vid resorted to outright heroic idolization of revolu-
tionary figures, as in The Death of Marat (1793). Da-
vid’s works reflect the emergence of Neoclassicism as
an artistic, painterly style. Architecturally Neoclassi-
cism updated and synthesized ancient Greek and Ro-
man forms, such as columns, pediments, entablatures,
arches, and domes. Perhaps the most famous Neo-
classical structures are the Panthéon in Paris and
Thomas Jefferson’s villa ‘‘Monticello,’’ both of which
seem to sum up the contemporary belief in reason and
clarity.

In painting Neoclassicism rejected both the Ba-
roque and the Rococo and adopted tighter brush
strokes and a more formal, often austere style. Ancient
life, particularly that of the Romans, was a common
subject for Neoclassical artists, who selected key mo-
ments of ancient history or mythology as subjects to
provide moral commentaries on contemporary mores
and authority. Thus David’s The Oath of the Horatii
extolls Roman republican virtues, while his Lictors
Bringing Brutus the Bodies of His Sons (1789) praises

the assassins of caesars. As an enthusiastic participant
in the French Revolution, David viewed

the arts in the light of all those factors by which they
should help to spread the progress of the human spirit,
and to propagate and transmit to posterity the striking
examples of the efforts of a tremendous people who,
guided by reason and philosophy, are bringing back to
earth the reign of liberty, equality, and law. (Goldwater
and Treves, 1945, p. 205)

In the light of Robespierre’s Reign of Terror, the
commitment of French revolutionary leaders to the
rule of law may be questioned. David’s career, however,
seems an artistic chronicle of the Revolution. He de-
picted many key events of the upheaval, such as the
Tennis Court Oath of 1789, ritual death by guillotine,
and the deaths of key revolutionaries like Marat. Da-
vid’s greatest painting presents Marat as a martyr, mur-
dered in his bath by a political foe, Charlotte Corday,
a letter from whom remains in Marat’s hand. A strong
line dividing light from shadow adds a theatrical effect
to the scene. Surviving the dictatorships by Robespierre
and Napoleon Bonaparte, David proved as adept at
transforming his image as Talleyrand and adapted po-
litically from one regime to another. Not surprisingly
David depicted Napoleon as an emperor crowned in
glory, which contravened his depiction of the heroic,
tragic Brutus, who would have placed the achievements
of Bonaparte alongside those of Julius Caesar.

ROMANTICISM

During the same era artists used their work openly to
attack acts of political oppression. Francisco Goya ex-
plicitly and graphically portrayed the acts of murder
and injustice committed by Napoleon’s troops during
the French occupation of Spain. Goya’s monumental
Third of May captures the gesture of a local villager
about to be gunned down by troops. He adopted the
Romantic style, rejecting the more calculated and re-
strained Neoclassical style he considered no longer ap-
propriate to the age. The increased tone of passion
and the strong color and brushwork accompanied a
marked intensification of the artist’s unique individ-
ualism. Goya’s individualism was especially height-
ened in macabre works of his ‘‘black period,’’ like The
Pilgrims and Saturn Devouring His Children (1821–
1823), depicting morbid and violent scenes caught in
a ghostly atmosphere of fear, mystery, and gloom.

The work of Théodore Géricault exhibits a
similar Romantic trend. His Raft of the Medusa (1819)
represents survivors of a shipwreck stretched out or
standing, desperately adrift on a fragile raft, facing a
threatening sea and sky. Several among them wave to
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AVANT-GARDE

The changes from romanticism to realism to impression-
ism and on to other movements in modern art involved
not only revolutionary styles and subject matter. En-
meshed within the entire processs that originated in
France was a stark confrontation between the artists and
the art audience. Official exhibition galleries and salons
became the center for a clash revolving around visual
expecations.

By and large, the audience was made up of the
bourgeoisie, which carried to the gallery demands for he-
roic and official subjects executed through proper finish
and idealized and realistic at the same time. Rebellious
artists like Gustave Courbet and Édouard Monet and those
who came after them insisted on less accepted subjects
and styles that did not fit the conventional formula. The
response to their work from audiences and critics was
often scathingly hostile. Yet they persisted. The ensuing
battle of tastes and temperaments reflected their ada-
mancy, and the term ‘‘avant-garde’’ denotes the near
military devotion they brought both to their work and to
their confrontation with hostile critics.

As painting became abstract and further removed
from familiar patterns, the contrast between artisitic
trends satisfying to the larger public world and the am-
bitions of the avant-garde grew ever more pronounced
until familiarity and the market transformed the situation
by the early twentieth century. Neverthelesss, countless
instances of bafflement and anger expressed toward an
unusual work or art continue to be found. Frequently,
such art is assumed to be ‘‘avant-garde’’—an interpre-
tation that underlines how much of modern art has as-
sumed the presence of an artistic elite consciously march-
ing to the intrinsic demands of the work of art, which
they feel alone in being able to formulate.

a distant ship, the outline of which can barely be made
out on the horizon. This scene, based on a historical
episode, presents Romantic drama at its highest. Gé-
ricault in his short career also created paintings of the
insane and in his collective work captured the general
Romantic reverence of the awesome, the sublime, and
the grotesque. At various levels those characteristics
describe paintings of Goya, Caspar Friedrich, and Eu-
gène Delacroix and the music of Beethoven and Hec-
tor Berlioz. In another vein J. M. W. Turner used
intense color schemes and loosely applied brush-
strokes to convey a Romantic reverence for the sea
that influenced the Impressionists.

The career of Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres
seemingly indicates a return to art blessed by the acad-
emy. In fact, Ingres’s works are filled with eroticism
and Romantic expressions of individuality. The ten-
dency for artists to pursue their craft beyond the con-
fines of the Salons and through defiance of conven-
tional expectations was still in motion, as evidenced
by Gustave Courbet, who provoked unprecedented
outrage and contempt from critics. Alexandre Dumas
the younger wrote a notorious diatribe:

From what fabulous crossing of a slug with a peacock,
from what genital antitheses, from what sebaceous ooz-
ing can have been generated . . . this thing called M.
Gustave Courbet? . . . With the help of what manure,
as a result of what mixture of wine, beer, corrosive
mucus and flatulant oedema can have grown this so-
norous and hairy pumpkin, this aesthetic belly, this
imbecilic and impotent incarnation of the Self? (Clark,
1973, p. 23)

Courbet’s works departed from the subject matter and
style of Romanticism. Although his individualism re-
flected the ‘‘Romantic rebellion,’’ he was among the
first painters to create in the Realist manner and to
focus on subjects considered neither important nor
attractive. This inclination had a disruptive effect on
the public, and Meyer Schapiro noted (in Modern Art)
Courbet’s revolutionary role in connecting avant-
garde aesthetics with political concerns.

Courbet’s rustic, peasant manner was at odds
with bourgeois ideas of correct behavior. Although he
did not rival Gérard de Nerval’s eccentric behavior
traits, such as walking a pet lobster on a leash, Courbet
exhibited an unpolished Rousseau-like manner that
widened the divide between new artists and the bour-
geois public. This divide was most emphasized by the
Bohemians, who cultivated a lifestyle and a manner
of expression intended to bewilder the bourgeoisie.
The eventual Bohemian slogan, épater les bourgeoisie
(scorn the bourgeoisie), inspired followers throughout
the nineteenth and much of the twentieth century. In
Paris Bohemians congregated in select areas, at first

centered around the Latin Quarter and during the last
two decades of the century around the newly incor-
porated district of Montmartre, known also as ‘‘La
Butte’’ (the Hill). By the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury the two centers of Bohemian activity were distin-
guished as polar opposites. Latin Quarter Bohemians
were considered more intellectual, a trait perhaps de-
rived from the presence in that district of the Sor-
bonne. Montmartre’s Bohemians were, in contrast,
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more outrageous in behavior and were associated with
new sexual mores, exotic dance and music, and the
supernatural. (See Varias, 1996, pp. 20–40, for fur-
ther discussion of the contrasting ambience of Parisian
Bohemian quarters.) At all times they invited and re-
ceived contempt from the middle class and prided
themselves on their great social distance from official
Paris. Ironically, Bohemians tended to be from the
middle class or bourgeoisie, and their individualistic
revolt perhaps is explained by family conflicts.

MANET AND THE IMPRESSIONISTS

Courbet’s defiance of academic, historical standards
inspired upcoming artists to adopt similar individu-
alistic stands and to paint as they wished. Patricia

Mainardi studied the decline of the Salon and in The
End of the Salon (1993) connected that reality to other
social and economic problems. During the Second
Empire of Napoleon III and the first decades of the
Third Republic, Édouard Manet and the Impression-
ists set about obviating the authoritative position of
the Salons. They chose subjects from contemporary
French society and used the style and colors they
deemed most appropriate to that world. Causing as
much outrage and offense as did Courbet’s The Burial
at Ornans (1850), Manet’s Le déjeuner sur l’herbe
(1863) and Olympia (1863) were considered sexually
provocative, banal, and harsh all at the same time.
Manet’s male subjects frequently were dandies with
top hats, black coats, and cravats. The center of Pa-
risian aesthetic life immortalized in the poetry and
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criticism of Charles Baudelaire, these men frolicked
around the streets of Paris as flâneurs (drifters). The
ethos of dandies included a deliberate flaunting of the
self and an obliviousness to public moral standards.
For Baudelaire and other dandies, the use of hashish
was part and parcel of a growing rebellion among aes-
thetes aiming to transcend life’s mundane concerns.
Eventually a conservative reaction became just as
commonplace after the disillusionment of the 1848
Revolution.

While Manet’s use of flat forms and colors re-
ceived critical, caustic rebukes, the casual attitudes to-
ward prostitution and sexuality suggested by Olympia
and Le déjeuner sur l’herbe especially conflicted with
the posture of moral uprightness assumed by bour-
geois men yet belied by their conduct. Manet’s later
works, such as A Bar at the Folies-Bergère (1882), de-
pict the new cafés and cabarets of the boulevards in
the Paris rebuilt by Napoleon III, his planner Baron
Georges-Eugène Haussmann, and their architects. In
the new city interaction among the various social
classes increased, and moral standards relaxed, which
to conservatives suggested decadence or what the so-
ciologist Émile Durkheim later called ‘‘anomie’’ (so-
cial instability).

Manet’s relation to the Impressionists is ambig-
uous. He was a fellow artistic rebel and influence but
not a coexhibitor. In fact the Impressionists wished to
continue and surpass Manet’s stylistic revolution. For
the most part the Impressionists’ work was refused
exhibit space at the Salons, so they formed a Salon des
Refusés (Exhibition of the refused). Camille Pissarro,
Alfred Sisley, Claude Monet, Pierre-Auguste Renoir,
and Mary Cassatt captured the true character of color
as affected by light at different times of the day. As
they followed what they considered a scientific pur-
suit, the artists, scornfully called ‘‘Impressionists’’ by
hostile critics, applied loose and broad brushstrokes,
forcing audiences to decipher a scene by stepping back
from the canvas. Impressionist works represent purely
natural settings, as in Monet’s Impression, Sunrise
(1872), from which the artists obtained their name,
and Pissarro’s View of Pontoise (1868), and scenes of
leisure and social life, as in Renoir’s Le moulin de la
Galette (1876) and Monet’s Argenteuil Basin (1872).
These canvases center on brightly illuminated scenes
and show the reflection and cascade of colors caused
by sunlight on fog-enveloped riverbanks or on snow-
covered villages. Cassatt’s domestic scenes of mothers
with infants also employ the Impressionist method.
Cassatt’s work and that of Berthe Morisot are impor-
tant examples of women’s contributions to artistic
movements. In addition, Camille Claudel, the un-
happy mistress and student of Auguste Rodin, is

counted among the most creative and innovative
nineteenth-century sculptors. As they defied the pub-
lic’s taste for familiar ‘‘uplifting,’’ ‘‘idealized,’’ and
‘‘finished’’ works, these artists created an artistic avant-
garde that identified itself by its dedication to ‘‘higher’’
aesthetic standards.

Along with the striking style, the social settings
and situations depicted in Impressionist works also
stand out. Impressionists delighted in the gaiety and
color in gatherings of people at leisure. Broad vistas
of street life provided momentary glimpses of crowds.
Impressionism focused on transitory views of the frag-
ile natural world, whose never-repeating forms de-
pend on the season, the time, the day, and the
weather. Yet the concern for the momentary also cen-
tered around views of the social world. During the
later part of his career, Pissarro sat behind windows
in rooms several floors above street level, viewing the
diverse patterns of people meandering through the
streets and boulevards of Paris or the marketplace in
Rouen. His excitement in painting such a scene was
evident in a letter he wrote to his son Lucien from
Rouen on 26 February 1896:

I have effects of fog and mist, of rain, of the setting
sun and of grey weather, motifs of bridges seen from
every angle, quays with boats; but what interests me
especially is a motif of the iron bridge in the wet, with
much traffic, carriages, pedestrians, workers on the
quays, boats, smoke, mist in the distance, the whole
scene fraught with animation and life. . . . Just conceive
for yourself: the whole of old Rouen seen from above
the roofs, with the Cathedral, St. Ouen’s Church, and
the fantastic roofs, really amazing turrets. . . . It is ex-
traordinary. (Varias, 1996, p. 157)

Pissarro wrote letters to a variety of acquain-
tances, including his children, fellow artists, and po-
litical subversives, in which he expressed his artistic
sentiments. The artist was born on St. Thomas in the
Virgin Islands, descended from Jewish Portuguese
parents. While at the heart of the Impressionist revolt
in painting, he was also deeply involved in the French
anarchist movement during the last two decades of
the nineteenth century. His commitment derived
from early sympathies with the grievances of the
downtrodden, whose plight he had witnessed during
his first stay in Paris in 1847, the year before the out-
break of a revolution. Pissarro’s political and social
consciousness grew during the years, especially after
the cataclysmic Paris Commune of 1871.

POLITICAL ENGAGEMENT

Other political movements had certainly elicited ar-
tistic engagement. French revolutionary sentiments
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strongly attracted David. Goya angrily gave visual ex-
pression to his sense of outrage at the injustices in-
flicted by Napoleon’s troops on the Spanish people.
Delacroix depicted events during the Greek War of
Independence in his devotion to universal justice and
ideals. Nationalism and socialism also attracted artists’
contributions. Nevertheless, anarchism uniquely en-
ticed artists’ enthusiastic involvement in its vocal de-
fense of complete individual freedom. When Mikhail
Bakunin and other libertarians broke with Karl Marx
at the meeting of the International Workingmen’s As-

sociation held in London in 1864, they complained
about the Marxists’ exclusive concern for the indus-
trial proletariat and their addiction to state power. In
contrast, anarchists were determined to destroy the
state forever. Anarchism appealed to political rebels,
who distrusted the state, but it also drew many artists,
who vowed to further the Romantic goal of individual
creativity and to reject all attempts to confine expres-
sion within certain preordained paths.

Anarchism particularly appealed to Pissarro in
that, unlike Marxism, it held a positive role for peas-
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ants and artisans. Painters such as Pissarro, who de-
picted rural landscape scenes and admired peasants as
a natural part of that charming world, found inspi-
ration in peasants. It was, therefore, natural for Pis-
sarro and other artists to portray scenes deemed
proper to anarchist ideology, that is, social injustice,
revolt, and rural settings. At times they stressed those
subjects on canvas; at other times they gave their ser-
vices to anarchist journals and newspapers in an at-
tempt to reach a wider audience among the discon-
tented masses.

An idealistic formula for freedom and justice,
anarchism was also a movement driven by a variety of
goals, including a vague sense of a larger communal
purpose in which free individuals played key parts.
Anarchist leaders envisioned artistic images as politi-
cally useful efforts to communicate the movement’s
ideas and aims to the people. As such messages were
considered more successful when they were simple
and direct, the line between free expression and prop-
agandistic dictates grew thin. Pissarro found himself
at the center of a conflict pitting politically engaged
avant-garde artists dedicated to unhindered art against
editors and other leaders desiring certain themes con-
veyed in particular styles. In the clash between politi-
cal concerns and aesthetic ends, anarchist leaders
viewed art as a major propaganda vehicle on the same
footing with pamphlets and meetings.

This struggle was difficult for Pissarro, who
seemed equally committed to both art and the anar-
chistic social ideal. While he wished to contribute to
the spread of anarchism, he balked at calls from an-
archists like Peter Kropotkin for subjects stressing
work, revolt, and social justice. Anarchist leaders gen-
erally pushed artists toward a style that was accessible
to the masses, generally realistic, and uncomplicated
by the standards of the avant-garde. Pissarro believed
that artists were in danger of losing their separate
status if they were absorbed into the surrounding so-
ciety and viewed simply as other workers. He wrote,
‘‘Let us be artists first’’ (Varias, 1996, p. 135). Lucien
Pissarro wrote, ‘‘Every . . . work of art is social . . .
because he who has produced it makes fellow men
share the most passionate and purest emotion which
he has felt before the sights of nature’’ (Varias, 1996,
p. 136). Paul Signac, another anarchist and painter,
viewed his own political activism as an expression of
his individual character but not a mandate for paint-
ing in a particular manner.

By the 1880s Pissarro, Signac, and Georges
Seurat created Neoimpressionist or Pointillist works,
which continued experiments in color and light but
reduced the size of brushstrokes to tiny points of
paint. At that time Paul Gauguin and Vincent van

Gogh expressed inner states of feeling and psychic sen-
sations using intense colors and unconventional com-
positions. Paul Cézanne, while maintaining the use of
Impressionist color schemes, tightened his brush-
strokes to create compact geometric planes. Cézanne
achieved an unnatural appearance that seemed to defy
the law of gravity and the truths of perspective that
had stood behind Western painting since the Renais-
sance. These artists, although challenging the conven-
tional perceptions of nature, believed that they ex-
pressed nature’s deepest levels of reality and furthered
the avant-garde’s alienation from official and popular
taste.

During the first years of the twentieth century,
Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque, gaining impetus
from Cézanne’s canvases, depicted still lifes in the
fragmented, multiperspective style known as Cubism.
Roger Shattuck in The Banquet Years (1968) related
Cubism to the cultural forms of the twentieth century
in its emphasis on abrupt juxtaposition. In Cubist
works the avant-garde artists followed their own ar-
tistic inclinations rather than the seemingly iron laws
of nature. Henri Matisse’s Fauvist works, which un-
leashed color and line in even more striking ways,
followed suit. A newly invigorated interest in the
primitive also was seen both in Picasso’s and Matisse’s
works and the later sculpture of Amadeo Modigliani,
who became known more for his colorful, highly styl-
ized erotic paintings of nude women in a long Italian
tradition of painterly focus.

Artists felt that their modernistic works were
more in keeping with the true character of nature.
Nevertheless, any suggestion that they were breaking
from the conventional sense of reality and bewildering
the art audience would have been met with a shrug
of the shoulders. Artists had embarked on their own
subjective course and were attempting to reach posi-
tions that most people could not comprehend. The
public would just have to catch up to them. Other
movements took shape, such as Expressionism in Ger-
many and Austria, influenced by the pathbreaking
works of van Gogh and the color of Matisse. In Aus-
tria jugendstil (young style) attracted the new genera-
tion of artists, including Oskar Kokoschka, and a clash
of values and tastes was unleashed. By 1912 the new
styles crossed the Atlantic and were displayed in the
Armory Show in New York City that made Alfred
Stieglitz and Georgia O’Keeffe American avant-garde
personalities. In all cases the aesthetic revolution
seemingly was promoted by youth, isolated individ-
uals, an enclosed avant-garde, and Bohemians, who
were to some degree or another combined in an un-
stable unit but who always challenged familiar notions
of reality.
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WORLD WAR I AND AFTER

Europeans experienced World War I between 1914
and 1918, and a series of revolutionary movements
erupted in Russia and eastern and central Europe to-
ward the war’s conclusion. As Bolshevism became es-
tablished in Russia and related Socialist movements
nearly succeeded in Germany, the questions asked
during the anarchist-artist convergence in fin de siècle
(end of the century) France resurfaced, albeit in a dif-
ferent vein. These questions again revolved around the
link between art and politics.

In 1917 the outbreak of the revolution in Russia
brought initial euphoria, even among anarchists. Dur-
ing the early 1920s a number of artists converged on
Russia and attempted to create avant-garde move-
ments rooted in the novel ideals and aspirations of the
revolution. While French and German influences
abounded, a particularly Russian movement, Con-
structivism, emerged under the influence of Vladimir
Tatlin, whose enormous metallic, abstract tower statue
was never completed. Constructivists aspired to merge
the abstract principles of the avant-garde with the
technology of the machine age. Even such an appar-
ently revolutionary movement proved too much for

the Bolshevik elite, which viewed social realist art as
more readily able to communicate simple, concrete
messages to the masses. By the end of the decade
avant-garde artists were exiting the Soviet Union in
search of aesthetic freedom in western Europe or the
United States. The filmmaker Sergey Eisenstein, him-
self director of the pro-Bolshevik films Potemkin
(1925) and October (1928), found the climate under
Joseph Stalin inhospitable.

In other areas of Europe the convergence of ar-
tistic goals with political and social goals was equally
evident. Before the war and the Fascist takeover of
power, the Italian Futurists Umberto Boccioni, Fi-
lippo Marinetti, and Giacomo Balla created canvases
that positively conveyed the dynamism of cars, air-
planes, city streets, and the general excitement of the
machine age. The human body itself was portrayed as
a machine in motion, as in Boccioni’s metallic statue
Dynamism of a Soccer Player in Motion (1913). The
Futurist style was influenced by Cubism, parallel ef-
forts by Marcel Duchamp, and the bright, vibrant col-
ors of Fauvism and Expressionism. Futurists height-
ened their revolutionary position by glorifying war,
revolution, and even the destruction of museums
where traditional works of art were displayed. On the
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latter point they shared a position with the Dadaists.
However, the Dadaists rejected traditional culture
out of a hatred for a civilization that had caused
such universal destruction during World War I. Du-
champ’s own Dadaist inclinations led him to offer a
urinal as a piece of sculpture and two renderings of
the Mona Lisa, one with a mustache called LHOOQ
(1919) and the other without a mustache called Ra-
sée. In both instances he relished the chance to mock
the public’s reverential view of art. While Dadaists
tended to be indifferent to politics, Futurists found
Benito Mussolini’s Fascist regime conveniently will-
ing to employ their aesthetic devices in reshaping
Italian society.

Expressionism and other abstract currents cir-
culated throughout Weimar Germany both before
and after the war. From the war years on Käthe Koll-
witz combined modernism with a needed dose of
humanism and compassion in works that depicted
the horrors and pathos of war. Her work emphasized
a pacifistic message that she continued to convey
throughout her life, even as she experienced the
trauma of the Second World War.

Weimar artists, notably the painters Ernst Kirch-
ner and Emil Nolde, also used bright colors and sim-
plified forms to suggest emotional states of exhilara-
tion or disturbance. Wassily Kandinsky, reaching the
logical conclusion of this development, painted works
of complete abstraction, sprawling fields of color en-
titled as such. In sculpture Ernst Barlach paralleled
those simple compositions, although the Romanian
sculptor Constantin Brancusi led the progress toward
abstraction.

The practical arts were also affected by the desire
for change. The German Bauhaus school widened the
divide between the avant-garde and public expecta-
tions regarding artistic form and visual appearance. In
this case, however, the conflict revolved around the
question of whether the shapes and materials of the
industrial world were appropriate for high artistic
status. In his Bauhaus school Walter Gropius envi-
sioned a revolution in architecture, furniture, and in-
terior design that would utilize the lines and materials
of industry. As did Futurists, Dadaists, and Surrealists,
he advocated the elimination of traditional materials.
Influenced by tastes in the United States, Gropius de-
signed buildings from which all ornaments were re-
moved and in which the exterior and interior reflected
each other, promoting the birth of the glass skyscraper
supported by steel girders. Mies van der Rohe later
encapsulated the esteem for streamlined design in art
deco, modern architecture, and other areas of design
when he said, ‘‘Less is more.’’ Functionalist aesthetics
conflicted with the popular preference for traditional

design, which was considered more cozy and warm,
and the Nazis sought to gain political capital by por-
traying the Bauhaus as ‘‘un-German.’’

After he seized power in Germany, Adolf Hitler,
in dealing with the avant-garde, followed Stalin’s pre-
cedent rather than Mussolini’s. While Futurist art was
acceptable to Fascist goals, Nazis regarded Expression-
ism and other modern art movements with suspicion
and labeled them ‘‘anti-Aryan.’’ Hitler, a frustrated
artist, regarded monumental Neoclassicism as the ap-
propriate form for Nazi architecture, sculpture, and
painting and decided artists were to use a pseudo-
Greek style to convey heroic masculinity. In the pro-
cess Expressionism was largely suppressed. In the late
1930s Hitler and Joseph Goebbels championed an ex-
hibition of Expressionist art, entitled ‘‘degenerate art,’’
as a warning to Germans.

Cinema, however, was both acceptable and con-
venient to Nazi propaganda aims of mobilizing mass
enthusiasm. Posters, radio addresses, and mass rallies
using the latest available technology were all impor-
tant to Nazi ends. Most notably, the films of Leni
Riefenstahl successfully linked Nazism with a vision
of dynamism and the promised future. In Triumph of
the Will (1936) and Olympia (1938), depicting the
Nürnberg rally of 1934 and the 1936 Berlin Olympics
respectively, Riefenstahl promoted a Nazi modernistic
vision similar to that of Italian Futurists but with the
benefit of the editing and montage of film. Of course
such works reinforced Nazi power and thus war, ra-
cism, and extermination. Riefenstahl later claimed
that she only worked for Hitler and did not support
his goals.

Avant-garde experiments in art continued
through the 1930s. Surrealism, already evident in
the works of Giorgio De Chirico during the 1920s,
evoked paradoxical images defying ordinary explana-
tions but hinting at the underlying symbolic, dream-
like states of the subconscious described contrastingly
by Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung. Salvador Dalı́ and
Joan Miró of Spain and René Magritte of Belgium
were in the forefront of Surrealism. Dali particularly
lived in the eccentric way that the public had come
to expect of Bohemians.

Avant-garde concepts and political concerns
connected closely in Picasso’s massive mural, Guernı́ca
(1939), which dramatically portrays the bombing of
a Basque town during the Spanish Civil War. The
savagery of the war and the sinister nature of the po-
litical infighting among forces resisting the invasion
of Francisco Franco’s troops were also described by
George Orwell, among others. Picasso’s painting is a
graphic, close-up view of air bombardment’s effects
on life, yet his abstract modern art conveys the anon-



A R T I S T S

93

ymous horror of the twentieth century. The style in
use, after all, was largely Cubist.

At the end of the Second World War the central
artistic scene shifted from Europe to New York, where
Arshile Gorky and Willem de Kooning participated
in the movement known as Abstract Expressionism.
This current was most famously epitomized by Jack-
son Pollock’s drip paintings that originated in myth-
ological scenes and ended in the complete immersion
of the subject in abstraction. The European artistic
world thereafter contended with the arrival of Amer-
ican art as California and other areas emerged as cen-
ters of creativity. Nevertheless, important European
figures, including German artists such as Joseph Beuys
and Anselm Kiefer, retained key positions. Kiefer’s
desolate, barren landscapes are haunting works of art.

In the midst of the war, however, Europeans took
the lead in cinema and bypassed Hollywood. In France,
Marcel Carné clandestinely created Children of Paradise
(1945) during the Nazi occupation. Italian Neorealism
originated in a collaboration between Roberto Rossel-
lini and Federico Fellini. In Open City (1945) and Pai-
san (1946) they used a semidocumentary format to
characterize the desolation and poverty of Italian life
during the closing days of the war. As the term ‘‘Neo-
realist’’ implies, the filmmakers’ aim was to capture the
ordinary world of people by avoiding the entertainment-
oriented methods of Hollywood directors and focusing
on nonglamorous subjects. During the next several de-
cades Fellini, a former comic-strip artist, widened the
scope of his films by stretching the sense of realism to
include psychic states and fantasy. In doing so he in-
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vited the criticism of purists, who objected to his de-
parture from strict realism. Nevertheless, he vividly
portrayed Italian society as it was transformed from the
poverty-laden world of La Strada (The Road) (1954)
to the ultramaterialistic jet-set world of Rome’s Via Ve-
neto in La Dolce Vita (The Sweet Life) (1960), where
the scavenging paparazzi reporters roamed in fierce
pursuit of vapid celebrities. Neorealism also influenced
French directors like Jean-Luc Godard and François
Truffaut, who rendered the surrounding world in novel
cinematic forms.

Western European art after the Renaissance was
created out of the several impulses that shook artists.
The desire to represent reality and yet transform it in
the process was certainly a central motivation, albeit
that the perception of reality could change relative to

the time. Both Renaissance and Cubist art were jus-
tified in such terms. Additionally, European artists
pursued individualism, which encouraged them to
take chances, experiment with techniques, and break
with rules. Restlessness and change became a part of
the development of art, and succeeding artistic move-
ments nearly fit a pattern, although one that could
have taken a different direction if circumstances had
been altered. Patterns are usually imposed by outside
observers. It is tempting to suggest a direct relation-
ship between artistic culture and social change, yet
that bond is questionable because many ongoing aes-
thetic concerns are exclusive to artists. The complex-
ities within art history are vast because the creative
personality itself is a myriad of labyrinths evading cen-
tral definition.

See also other articles in this section.
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THE MILITARY

12
Michael S. Neiberg

The military has been relatively neglected by social
historians. Military history, for its part, has been writ-
ten from either an operational or a top-down model
that leaves little room for issues of interest to social
historians. But the military has played far too impor-
tant a role in European social history to be so mar-
ginalized. Studying the military has value beyond a
general attempt to ‘‘bring the state back in’’ to social
history. As reflections of the societies they serve, mil-
itaries can provide great insight into larger societal pat-
terns. This essay will outline the basic roles and social
implications of military institutions in Europe from
the end of feudalism to the late twentieth century in
four periods: the age of monarchy; the age of nation-
alism; the world wars; and the postwar period.

DEFINITIONS

Military institutions, by definition, have a monopoly
on the legitimate use of organized violence as a means
for realizing the state’s political, social, and economic
objectives. With that definition in mind, one must
understand that no monolithic ‘‘military’’ exists, even
within one state. Navies and armies, for example, have
traditionally differed in their social composition, po-
litical outlook, and place within society. In most Eu-
ropean states, the relationship between the two (after
the creation of air forces, three) main branches of ser-
vice has usually been unequal. In England, for ex-
ample, the navy has always been dominant whereas in
Russia and Germany the army has been dominant.

Because they are bureaucratic and hierarchical,
militaries often look and act like other large public
institutions. Nevertheless they differ in their relation-
ship to the management of violence. Militaries, unlike
many similar institutions, must accept the potential
for high levels of fatalities as a routine part of their
mission. Whereas police and fire departments, for ex-
ample, experience death as an abnormality or an ac-
cident, militaries must accept it as a normal conse-
quence of performing their primary function. They
differ as well in the centrality they have to modern

European nation-states. Military institutions, charged
as they are with defense and power projection, are
often able to make greater demands on the state than
any of their counterparts. Because they are tied to
national interest, they are able to demand more from
citizens than most other national institutions. This
was particularly true after the state became powerful
enough to compel military service from young men.
After the nineteenth-century introduction of con-
scription, the military became a unifying institution
in many European states.

In times of war, militaries often extend control
into areas normally under civilian purview. In peace-
time as well, the size and power of militaries can be-
come a threat to the very societies they are designed
to serve. Because they possess a monopoly on large-
scale violence and have access to advanced weapons
technology, they have the power to threaten other na-
tional institutions if not kept in check. As a result,
European states have developed elaborate systems to
maintain control of their armed forces. The patterns
that emerge from these systems are generally known
as ‘‘civil-military relations,’’ although no single ‘‘ci-
vilian’’ or ‘‘military’’ viewpoint exists within a given
state.

Relationships between civilian and military
spheres operate on several levels. On the highest level,
civilian and military elites can differ in terms of their
value systems, their social background, or their views
on contemporary political issues. On a more general
level a military ‘‘mentality’’ can emerge that separates
the armed services culturally and socially from civilian
society. Without controls to prevent the gap from
growing too large, militaries can become disconnected
from civilian society and lose the support of the peo-
ple. Thus, maintaining good civil-military relations is
vital to the health of a stable political system.

Samuel Huntington identified two models of
civil-military relations: ‘‘subjective’’ control and ‘‘ob-
jective’’ control. Although his model has been criti-
cized, its general outline (with a few modifications to
suit our present purposes) remains a valid starting



S E C T I O N 1 0 : S O C I A L S T R U C T U R E

98

point for discussions of civil-military relations. In the
subjective model, formal constitutional and societal
checks exist to limit the power and influence of mili-
tary systems. These include the right of the citizenry
to keep and bear arms, the creation of civilian min-
istries to oversee military services, and the control of
military funding by parliaments or other legislative
bodies. In most representative systems, the fear of one
political party using the military against another is
often as large or larger than fears of an outright mili-
tary coup. European militaries have traditionally played
a less direct role in politics than, say, their Latin Amer-
ican counterparts. The European fear, then, is that the
creation of large armies could upset internal order by
providing a political opponent with a formidable
weapon. Subjective controls can also include com-
peting and countervailing hierarchies like secret police
(the Nazi Gestapo) or parallel chains of command
(the Soviet commissar system). Of course, if used im-
properly, these controls can help a dictator stay in
power by increasing his control over the military, as
some historians argue Adolf Hitler did in the 1930s.
They can also impair the military’s performance.

The objective model of control involves imbu-
ing a military with a professional value system that
acts as its own check. Huntington argued that this
model produced smoother civil-military relations than
the subjective model. An objective system, he con-
tended, builds on the military’s own emphasis on eth-
ical and behavioral codes. These codes stretch back as
far as the chivalric codes that guided warrior conduct
in the Middle Ages. Their ideal product is a nonpar-
tisan and nonpolitical military that sees meddling in
civilian affairs as antithetical to its own mission. Ob-
jectively controlled militaries are thus kept strong
enough to serve the state’s interest, but pose no threat
to the state itself. By creating this kind of professional
military, however, a society runs the risk of creating a
military that exists as a ‘‘society apart,’’ with values
and beliefs that differ significantly from civilian coun-
terparts. By the late twentieth century subjective and
objective systems coexisted in most developed states.

States have another option for reducing the
threat posed by militaries: they can keep them inten-
tionally small and inept. In the 1930s, for example,
France invested large sums of money into a chain of
defenses on the German border known as the Magi-
not Line. The decision to build the line emanated
from France’s experiences in World War I, but Alistair
Horne and others have argued that it also provided a
way for Third Republic politicians to satisfy the vot-
ers’ desires for security against Germany without cre-
ating a politically unreliable army garrisoned in the
nation’s interior. Third Republic politicians often saw

greater dangers from their countrymen in other par-
ties than they did from foreigners. Creating a powerful
army that could end up in the hands of political op-
ponents after the next election was therefore politi-
cally unpalatable. With both subjective and objective
controls failing, French politicians chose to keep the
army on the frontiers both as a check on Germany
and as a defense against its own army intervening in
French internal affairs. The Soviet Union chose a
similar (though much bloodier) strategy when it re-
moved thousands of officers in the purge trials of the
1930s. Joseph Stalin preferred political reliability in
his officer corps, even if it meant a decline in military
capability. In both cases, a state chose to risk domi-
nation by an outside army rather than risk having its
own army play too large a role in its political system.

Because variants and combinations of these three
models have interacted, military coups are relatively
rare in modern European history. Although the mili-
tary has frequently played important roles in Euro-
pean political and social history, it has rarely domi-
nated. Prussia and Germany in the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries are a clear exception. In the
years before World War I, German chancellor Theo-
bald von Bethmann Hollweg took his place at the
imperial table after the generals, because he had only
attained the military rank of major. During that war,
Europe experienced one of its few military dictator-
ships under Generals Paul von Hindenburg and Erich
Ludendorff; notably, it failed. The German example
scared most Europeans (including the Nazis) into cre-
ating even stronger checks against military influence
in the interwar period.

Militaries are, if not mirror images, then cer-
tainly reflections of the societies they serve. A demo-
cratic state will necessarily produce a different military
than will a totalitarian one. Similarly, a technologically
and bureaucratically sophisticated state will produce a
different military than a developing one. Militaries
can serve as vehicles for modernization, as the Russian
army did under Peter the Great, or they can act as
conservative institutions that resist modernization.
However constituted, militaries play critical roles in
shaping a state’s political, social, and cultural patterns.

FROM FEUDALISM TO ABSOLUTISM

The medieval period left three important legacies for
the role of militaries in European society. First, Eu-
ropean armies were commanded and led by aristo-
crats. In the face of a changing society, the military
became one of the few institutions that the nobility
could dominate, resulting in a conservative outlook
for most European armies. Even otherwise innovative
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monarchs like Russia’s Peter the Great (1672–1725)
and Prussia’s Frederick the Great (1712–1786) were
reluctant to change the social composition of their
officer corps. Peter went so far as to compel noble
service in his officer corps. Aristocratic control prob-
ably slowed the technological development of militar-
ies and certainly reduced their overall level of expertise
by using birth as the prerequisite for entry into the
officer corps. Concentrating the officer corps in the
nobility served as a subjective control by limiting se-
nior positions in the military to the segment of society
seen as being most politically reliable. Despite the lim-
itations it brought about, monarchs saw noble partic-
ipation in the armed forces as critical to the army’s
reliability and stability. The pattern of elite control
over armies continued into the twentieth century in
most European armies. Navies tended to be relatively
less aristocratic and more bourgeois.

Nonnoble, ‘‘common’’ soldiers and sailors gen-
erally came from much lower social strata; they even
included criminals. Mercenaries (defined as men who
serve exclusively for money and are foreigners to the
system they serve) and men paid on retainers or boun-
ties (different from mercenaries because they are usu-
ally subjects of the state they serve) were another com-
mon solution to the problem of filling the ranks.
Keeping such men motivated and reliable presented
its own problems. Sixteenth-century Spain tried to
solve the dilemma by creating permanent regiments
called tercios. Each tercio contained about three thou-
sand men and had distinct insignia, uniforms, colors,
songs, permanent officers, and, over time, traditions.
The tercio system created a small-unit dynamic not
seen in European armies since the Roman legions. It
also created loyalty to individual units and, by focus-
ing men on the problems of their own unit, distracted
military units from political participation, creating an
early form of objective control. France and England
soon developed a regimental system that served much
the same purpose. Many contemporary European mili-
tary traditions date to this period.

Second, feudalism left a legacy that militaries
should have a dignity, an ethos, and a sense of duty.
This code (derived in part from medieval chivalry)
helped to legitimize militaries as institutions and made
possible the creation of laws of warfare. The concept
of a ‘‘just war’’ separated formal military institutions
from other practitioners of violence and gave the mili-
tary a political and religious basis for existence. This
dignity did not, however, necessarily connect the army
to any ideas of a nation-state. Noble control and the
growth of royal authority meant that most subjects saw
the military as an instrument of the king and the ar-
istocracy, not the people. Put simply, when kings were

despotic, the army became an instrument of despotism
(see the example of Oliver Cromwell’s England).

Third, the end of the feudal period saw the rise
of the state’s administrative capacity, in part so that
monarchs could better control their own armies. At
the end of the feudal period, these capacities allowed
some monarchs to broaden the recruitment base of
their militaries and allowed them to rely upon their
own administrations, rather than the capricious com-
pliance of their vassals, to equip their armies. It also
allowed the state to monopolize the right to declare
and legitimate war. Spain and France were early pio-
neers in the creation of larger, less aristocratic militar-
ies directly controlled by the monarch, though the
nobility still dominated the officer corps. This trend
continued throughout Europe, making the aristocracy
more of a royal instrument and less the Crown’s rival.

The introduction of gunpowder weapons helped
to undermine the feudal order and tip the balance of
power toward princes who could afford the new weap-
ons. Gunpowder weapons were expensive and con-
stantly became obsolete, requiring new investments.
Few nobles could afford to continually update their
armies. Many kings, however, could use their admin-
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istrative capabilities and their wealth (itself based in
part on their military success) to buy new weapons
and hire more soldiers. Monarchs could now force
formerly unruly dukes and barons to accept a new, far
less equal, relationship. Large artillery pieces, of course,
rendered tall castles, once an aristocrat’s safeguard
against the king’s armies, much less secure. Armies
thus became connected to the monarch and to his
evolving state apparatus.

The state’s enlarged administrative and fiscal ca-
pabilities led to increasing links with associated civil-
ian fields of expertise. Increased sophistication in bank-
ing and other areas gave states the power to place
armies in the field far from home, but most states still
had financial difficulty keeping those armies in the
field. Mercenaries and men paid by bounty were too
expensive to keep on a permanent or semipermanent
basis, and could turn on the king if he demobilized
them. Much of the destruction of the Thirty Years’
War (1618–1648) resulted from armies seeking loot
or sustenance from local areas when regular payments
from kings failed to materialize. War was no less ex-
pensive in the eighteenth century. French assistance
to the American rebels led to a debt that required the
dedication of almost half of the royal treasury to debt
service.

Although most historians argue that this period
did not represent one of great ‘‘skill transferability’’
between the military and civilian spheres, important
links were created between the army and navy on the
one hand and science and engineering on the other.
Artillery weapons necessitated new siege techniques

and forms of fortification and defense that required
skills outside the army’s own ability. Engineers like
France’s Sébastien Le Prestre de Vauban (1633–1707)
became highly valued in an era of limited warfare and
attempts to limit the impact of war on civilians by
focusing military operations around forts.

Navies also built on links to civilians, especially
in areas like navigation and, of course, shipbuilding.
As European warships grew larger and substituted sails
for rowers, they became capable of carrying more food
and cannon. By the fifteenth century, European navies
were becoming more powerful in African and Indian
waters as well as in the Mediterranean and the North
Seas. By 1518 Portuguese galleys could carry 35 guns,
impressive for the time but soon dwarfed by later war-
ships. By 1759, Great Britain had a ship that carried
104 guns capable of firing 1,100 pounds of iron every
90 seconds.

THE AGE OF NATIONALISM

Though few saw it at the time, Great Britain’s unsuc-
cessful war to subdue a rebellion in the American col-
onies was a watershed. Relying heavily on mercenar-
ies, the British tried to defeat an opponent motivated
more by nationalism (or at least regionalism) than by
money. The French Revolution brought this same
change to the European continent. Throughout the
‘‘long nineteenth century’’ (1789–1914) armies be-
came less an instrument of monarchs and more an
instrument (and reflection) of nations. Militaries also
became larger, more sophisticated, and capable of ex-
tending European imperialism to almost any place the
state wished.

France’s levée en masse, issued in 1792, estab-
lished (in theory at least) the idea that all citizens,
regardless of age and gender, owed service to their
nation’s army because it was a representation of them
and their general will. The Jourdan Law of 1798,
passed to meet the demands of the War of the Second
Coalition, established the principle of conscription in
France and required all young men to register with
the state. By 1815, more than 2 million Frenchmen
had joined the army through conscription. The
French Revolution changed the prevailing justifica-
tion of war as an instrument of society. This connec-
tion between the military and society weakened the
link between the military and the state and created a
new link between the military and the nation. The
difference is critical. Over the course of the nineteenth
century armies became instruments of the citizenry in
ways not seen in Europe since Roman times.

This connection brought fundamental changes.
The logic of mercenaries as both operationally effec-
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tive and cost-effective no longer made sense. The
nation now had to be defended by citizens, not for-
eigners. Few Europeans argued that nonprofessional
citizen-soldiers made better tactical soldiers. The dis-
tinction was more moral than military. The citizen,
Europeans now presumed, brought élan, morale, and
patriotism that more than compensated for any lack
of military discipline or operational skills.

That logic led to another important change: the
further opening of the officer corps to nonnobles. In
most armies, nonnoble officers were concentrated in
technical fields like artillery and engineering. Napo-
leon opened the officer corps much further with a
famous call to his troops that all of them carried the
baton of a marshal in their haversacks. While nobles
still served disproportionately in the officer corps, a
greatly increased number of bourgeois and former en-
listed men became officers. Prussia followed suit in
1808, defining its officer corps by talent instead of
birth and opening new institutions for the training
and educating of officers. Two years earlier, Prussian
reformers attempted to create an army on the ‘‘Jaco-
bin’’ model, based on national devotion generating
close links between the soldier and his society. Napo-
leon and his imitators radically changed the military to
improve its esprit and, they hoped, its battlefield per-
formance. In the process, they radically changed the
connection that militaries had to their nations.

The connection of armies to their societies meant
that they only derived legitimacy when citizens viewed
them as representing the nation. Throughout the nine-
teenth century, various crises diminished that legiti-
macy by making the military again seem like an in-
strument of the state, sometimes against the peoples’
will. We have already seen the Prussian model and the
changing balance of civil-military relations there. In
Prussia, France, and elsewhere, the military’s role in
breaking the revolutions of 1848 and the crushing of
the Paris Commune in 1871 seemed to many to re-
new the links between military and monarchy as did
scandals like the Dreyfus Affair, in which many re-
publicans saw a nefarious military acting to erode the
same liberties it was supposed to defend. The very
term ‘‘militarism’’ dates to French republican oppo-
nents of Napoleon III and his use of the army as a
sword of Damocles to reduce the power of the legis-
lature, control the press, and threaten dissidents.

Fears of the military put the late-nineteenth-
century expansion of continental conscription in a
new light for people on both the right and the left.
Marxists and other leftists saw a larger military as an
instrument of capitalism and imperialism and inher-
ently threatening to domestic liberty. Those on the
right sometimes resisted conscription as well. Prussian

and German Junkers occasionally called for lower con-
scription levels out of fear that a larger army would
mean a larger officer corps, incorporating many non-
nobles. Of all the European great powers, only Great
Britain, due to its geography, its residual fear of stand-
ing armies from the Cromwell era, and its unrivaled
navy, avoided conscription in this period.

European militaries also created general staffs in
this period to coordinate and plan military activity.
Originally devised by the Prussians to manage mo-
bilization, general staff planning and centralization
seemed to show its utility to Europe in the Prussian-
German victory in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–
1871. In the following decades, most major military
systems in Europe created staffs of their own. These
staffs concentrated expertise in a variety of auxiliary
fields from technology to diplomacy. Although most
historians argue that the period before World War I
followed the pattern of relatively little direct skill
transferability between the military and civilian worlds,
the staff system meant that militaries now had large
numbers of officers with expertise in civilian areas.

Armies and navies played central roles in ex-
panding European imperialism. Superior technologies
like steamships and machine guns made imperialism
cheap. In the First Opium War (1839–1842), one
British sloop sank fifty-eight Chinese junks without
suffering a single hit. Most military planners and gen-
eral staffs, however, were much more concerned with
the immediate problems of power projection and se-
curity on the European continent itself. Militaries also
had to deal with the dizzying array of new weapons
systems that European industry provided in the fin de
siècle period. By 1910, these included artillery pow-
erful enough to reduce any existing fort, machine guns
capable of firing 250 rounds per minute, all-big-gun
battleships, and torpedo-carrying submarines. The in-
ability of generals and admirals fully to comprehend
these technologies partially explains the unprecedented
carnage of the twentieth century.

THE WORLD WARS

The two world wars brought nightmares to Europe.
From German devastation of Belgian cities in 1914
to the firestorms and Holocaust of World War II, Eu-
ropean militaries became instruments of a level of vi-
olence that horrified the world. Each of the elements
of the European military system discussed above (and
for that matter the state and cultural systems as well)
contributed to the carnage of World War I. The
vaunted general staff system created inflexible war
plans that did not permit states to respond with levels
of violence proportionate to either the enemy’s per-
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ceived offense or immediate threat. Germany, the
birthplace of the general staff, authored the most cat-
aclysmic of these plans, the Schlieffen Plan. The plan
tried to account for Germany’s unfavorable geographic
position between France and Russia, which were allied
through the Triple Entente. At the moment of hos-
tilities, the plan called for German forces to move
through Belgium (thereby defying Great Britain, the
main guarantor of Belgium’s neutrality), seize Paris in
six weeks, then move east by rail to meet the Russians.
Better than any other single factor, it explains how the
assassination of an Austrian archduke in Bosnia set an
entire continent to war for four years.

The nineteenth-century creation of mass, con-
script armies meant little more than mass targets for
the new weapons at the disposal of World War I ar-
mies. Despite the mass casualties, nationalism kept
nationally based armies like the French, British, and
German in the field. Even a French mutiny in 1917
proves the point. French soldiers refused to attack de-
fended German positions, but they did not fraternize
with the enemy (indeed, somehow the Germans never
found out that a mutiny was in progress) and they
did not leave their positions: they knew that they were
the only force between the Germans and Paris. Armies
that were not nationally cohesive broke down more
fully. These included, most obviously, the Austro-
Hungarian, where training was conducted in eleven
languages and four different religious services were
performed by army chaplains each week. They also
included the multiethnic Ottoman and Russian ar-
mies as well as the Italian army, where northern-
southern identities often overrode still-nascent Italian
nationalism.

World War I also altered the relationship be-
tween the military and society. On the one hand, large
groups of veterans, proud of their service, now claimed
the right to make special demands on the state as a
result of that service. On the other, the war did little
to inspire popular faith or confidence in Europe’s mili-
tary leaders. Even among the victors, few generals
emerged from the war with sparkling reputations. As
a result, the public’s faith in the military to resolve, or
even correctly define, security problems waned. The
widespread disarmament movements of the 1920s were
partly rooted in a desire to keep militaries as small as
possible. In effect, Europeans had come to argue that
smaller, not larger, armies were the pathway to peace.
That logic represented a radical change from the logic
of the prewar period.

The political instability of the interwar period
led to a period of relatively frequent military involve-
ment in European politics. Most famously, army sup-
port was critical to fascist takeovers in Italy, Germany,

and Spain. In the latter case, a former army chief of
staff, Francisco Franco, took power, while in the for-
mer two, Mussolini and Hitler derived much of their
appeal from army support of their cause. In Greece,
a military coup in 1935 restored King George II to
the throne and in France major military appointments
always had an overtly political dimension. Chief of
the General Staff Maurice Gamelin was a political ally
of the socialist Édouard Daladier. His commander-in-
chief, A. J. Georges, was closely connected to Dala-
dier’s political nemesis, Paul Reynaud. The political
rivalry between the generals and their political sup-
porters impeded decision making in the French high
command in the 1930s, with disastrous results. Ga-
melin actively opposed the return of Reynaud to power
after the German occupation of Norway in April 1940.
As a compromise, Daladier stayed on as defense min-
ister. In the tense month of May, Reynaud replaced
both Gamelin and Daladier with men closer to his
own politics.

In both world wars, mass mobilization and mass
suffering blurred the line between military and civil-
ian. Especially in the World War II period, civilian
and military skills ‘‘fused’’ as the formerly sharp dis-
tinction between the two spheres melted. So many
people wore uniforms (including large numbers of
women in Britain and the Soviet Union) that main-
taining a military-civilian dichotomy proved difficult.
Long-range aviation allowed militaries to take war
into their enemy’s heartland. The incredible sacrifices
of the Soviet people underscored how warfare in the
twentieth century affected civilians.

World War II also marked the decline of West-
ern Europe as the world’s main center of military
power. Close links to the increasingly powerful United
States military help to explain the Anglo-Soviet vic-
tory. Germany, on the other hand, was much less suc-
cessful in creating synergy with its non-European ally,
Japan. Throughout the war American industrial ca-
pability and manpower translated into an increasingly
large voice in strategic and operational decision mak-
ing. After bearing the brunt against Germany in 1940
and 1941, Great Britain had to accept second (some
argue third) power status in the Grand Alliance. This
diminution of European military power and prestige
resulted in problems across their empires as well, in-
cluding the ‘‘Quit India’’ movement and the growth
of anti-imperial groups like the Viet Minh.

THE COLD WAR AND AFTER

The dominant theme of the post–World War II pe-
riod is, of course, the cold war. No European military
could escape the reality that their power in relation to
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the Americans and the Soviets had diminished signifi-
cantly. What, then, were militaries to do? Three pos-
sibilities soon emerged: alliance with either the USSR
or the United States; neutrality (usually implying only
defensive military activity); or military action largely
independent from the superpowers. For some Euro-
peans, reestablishing empires (and in some cases, the
nation itself ) was often a higher state priority than
choosing sides in the cold war.

Most European militaries became involved in
one of the two cold war alliances, the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (formed in 1949) and the War-
saw Pact (formed in 1955). NATO involved active
members of the World War II coalition alongside for-
mer enemies of that coalition like Italy and, later, West
Germany. The 1954 decision to rearm West Germany,
under the leadership of many Nazi-era officers, stirred
considerable controversy. In August of that year France
rejected the proposal, but under American pressure
later accepted it. The lingering problems, including
NATO’s 1957 naming of a German general to com-
mand forces in Central Europe, contributed to France’s

alienation from NATO (see below). The militaries of
Eastern Europe, of course, had little choice. Largely
as a response to NATO and a rearmed West Germany,
the Soviet Union codified its relationship with its sat-
ellite states’ militaries in the Warsaw Pact. Austria, Yu-
goslavia, Ireland, Sweden, Finland, and Switzerland
tried to remain outside the superpower alliance sys-
tem, with varying degrees of success.

The existence of nuclear weapons represented a
fundamental change in the logic of alliances and of
military strategy itself. England’s explosion of an atomic
bomb in 1952 (followed by an explosion of a hydro-
gen bomb in 1957) and France’s successful nuclear
test in 1960 did not change the fundamentally un-
equal power relationships between the superpowers
(in this case the United States) and their allies. Amer-
ica’s role in ending the 1956 Suez War against En-
gland’s and France’s wishes underscored the nature of
that relationship. European militaries thus faced very
real credibility problems when they were seen by their
citizens as mere instruments of the superpowers. This
problem particularly plagued Eastern European mili-
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taries as the policies they helped to enforce were so
evidently contrary to the wishes of the people.

Striving to create a more independent military
policy could help to solve the problem of legitimacy.
Of course, this option was simply not open to the
Eastern European militaries until the collapse of the
Soviet Union. Ironically, the end of the cold war may
not have solved the problem, as many Eastern Euro-
pean nations soon applied for membership in NATO.
France typified the model of independent military ac-
tion. In 1959 France withdrew its fleet from NATO,
refused to stockpile American nuclear weapons on its
soil, and asked the United States to remove its war-
planes. In 1966, shortly after revealing its own long-
range nuclear delivery capability, France formally
withdrew from the military operations of NATO. The
alliance subsequently moved its headquarters from
Paris to Brussels and other key facilities to Maastricht
and Rome.

Allegations that national armies were primarily
serving the superpowers combined with several mili-
taries’ unpopular roles in trying to reestablish empires.
The French experiences in Indochina and Algeria tore
the country apart, leading to the collapse of the
Fourth Republic and fears of revolution or even civil
war. The French war in Algeria (1954–1962) led to
ten thousand French casualties, an army mutiny, and
even an assassination attempt on France’s greatest
hero, Charles de Gaulle. Belgium’s experiences in the
Congo, Portuguese operations in Angola, and Dutch
operations in Indonesia also met significant opposi-
tion at home. Depending on one’s point of view, Eu-
ropean militaries looked to be either ineffective in re-
establishing colonialism or antediluvian in trying to
restore empires that properly belonged to a bygone
era. Significantly, European militaries did not support
the American war in Vietnam as they had the war in
Korea. To do so would have further fed charges of
both neoimperialism and inappropriate action as an
instrument of the United States.

The end of the cold war did not end the essen-
tial dilemma of European militaries. Although the
Warsaw Pact dissolved, NATO expanded. Britain and
France both joined the coalition that defeated Iraq in
the Persian Gulf War, though the war was not as pop-
ular in Europe as it was in America. Europeans also

participated in military operations in Bosnia and Ko-
sovo under the aegis of NATO. The latter operation
saw the largest German military effort since 1945.
British prime minister Tony Blair called the operation
in Kosovo an example of a new ideology: the impe-
rialism of morality. European military operations, he
suggested, would derive legitimacy from their defense
of the weak and their protection of human rights. In
doing so he was both addressing the still powerful
need to legitimate the actions of European militaries
and recalling medieval notions of just warfare.

Exactly what role Europe should play in the
military arena of the post–cold war world remains of
great debate. In the absence of an immediate threat,
many European nations have eliminated or greatly re-
duced unpopular universal (male) military training
laws. Relying exclusively on volunteers, including
larger numbers of women, may lead to increased le-
gitimacy, as may European attempts to move away
from American leadership. In 1999 several Western
European nations took final steps toward the creation
of a joint European military force designed to be able
to act independently of the United States. Eastern Eu-
rope’s military future appeared to be in even more
doubt. Some of the former Soviet republics became
important nuclear powers. Several former Warsaw
Pact nations looked to NATO membership as a way
to guarantee their security and gain access to advanced
Western weapons technology.

CONCLUSIONS

War, according to the famous dictum by Carl von
Clausewitz, is an extension of politics by other means.
To paraphrase Clausewitz, militaries are an extension
of their societies by other means. As such, they merit
attention from social historians. Military history ought
to do more than examine generalship and tactics. It
ought also to explore the connections between mili-
tary institutions and the social, cultural, and political
patterns of European history. Here, of course, social
historians have much to contribute. The result of such
a contribution will be a better understanding of the
ways that the military has influenced, and been influ-
enced by, large patterns of social history.

See also Military Service; War and Conquest (volume 2); Social Control (in this
volume).
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ARTISANS

12
Peter N. Stearns

Artisans form a key category in European social his-
tory, from before the early modern period into the
early twentieth century. Many of the most perceptive
studies of workers and working-class movements have
been devoted implicitly or explicitly to artisans. Dis-
tinguishing between artisanal experience and that of
a larger working class, but also relating the two groups,
forms a vital topic in modern European history.

Artisanal history focuses primarily on western
and central Europe. Even in this region, important
studies show contrasting artisanal reactions, based on
distinctive legal and economic contexts, despite shared
components. In eastern Europe, an artisanal category
began to develop in the later nineteenth century, fed
by imported workers from central Europe. Until com-
munist takeovers, this belated artisanal experience rep-
licated some of the features seen in western Europe
earlier on.

Artisans are craft workers. They share a high
degree of skill, the result of substantial and usually
fairly formal training. Depending on the trade, ap-
prenticeships could last up to seven years. Acquisi-
tion of mature skill was often demonstrated by some
kind of exemplary production, a ‘‘masterpiece.’’ After
apprenticeship, most artisans went through a stage
of service as journeymen, working for an artisan
master and receiving wages plus, often, housing and
board. In some cases, the journeyman phase proved
lifelong. In principle, however, journeymen sought
opportunities to become masters in their own right,
by saving to buy a shop or by marrying a master’s
daughter and/or acquiring through inheritance. Mas-
ters were owners, but unlike modern employers they
typically continued to work with their hands, along-
side their journeymen.

Artisanal work depended on rather simple, of-
ten manual technology, which brought the skill com-
ponent to the foreground. Artisans participated in
various stages of production, from raw material to fin-
ished product, and often had a sense of artistry and a

high degree of identification with their work. Tradi-
tionally, artisans sold their own wares.

Prominent artisanal trades included food pro-
cessing (bakers, butchers), fine metal and jewelry work
(smiths, goldsmiths), construction (masons, carpen-
ters, cabinet makers), printing, and clothing (tailors,
shoemakers). While the classic artisanal centers were
urban, rural artisans existed as well—like village
blacksmiths or millers. Rural artisans typically stood
apart from peasants, often playing a key role in or-
ganizing rural protest or taking advantage of new op-
portunities for education and literacy. But the skill
definitions for rural artisans were less clear and their
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group experiences were less coherent than among the
urban cohort.

EARLY MODERN PATTERNS

The European artisanal tradition formed during the
Middle Ages. This is when most crafts emerged
(printing was of course a later development). This is
when the guild organization emerged as well. Artis-
anal guilds, often compulsory for major crafts in a
given city, attempted to defend artisanal status and
economic position on a noncapitalist basis. Guilds
regulated the number of apprentices, to prevent over-
supply and so a reduction of income and also to con-
strain the opportunity for individual masters to ad-
vance too rapidly over their colleagues by employing
too many assistants. The type of training apprentices
were to receive was stipulated as well, although en-
forcement varied. Standards of production were reg-
ulated, which inhibited rapid technological change
but in principle protected the quality of goods pro-

duced. Guilds often wielded considerable urban po-
litical power. They provided a rich associational life,
participating in urban festivals with distinctive cos-
tumes. Many guilds sponsored social events and also
assisted members or their families in sickness or death.
Guilds also facilitated travel, particularly by younger
journeymen. A year or more—the Wanderjahre in
Germany—was often spent wandering from town to
town, with guilds helping the journeyman to obtain
appropriate jobs. Wandering provided unusual expe-
rience for many artisans, even across loose political
boundaries. It also helped prevent gluts in labor, serv-
ing as part of the security protection that artisans val-
ued so highly. Traditionalism and group orientation,
rather than change and individual maximization,
characterized the artisanal tradition.

Within this context, several developments focus
historical attention during the early modern centuries.
Change is one. With an increasingly commercial
economy and some population growth, artisanal ide-
als became harder to achieve. More and more jour-
neymen found access to masterships difficult, if not
impossible—particularly if there was no possibility of
inheritance. Journeymen sometimes organized sepa-
rately from masters in this situation. Strikes occurred,
the first in European history—for example, among
early printers in the sixteenth century. The artisanal
economy was not yet overturned by the eighteenth
century, but it was often challenged. At the same time,
however, opportunities for more distant sales, even
exports to such new customers as the Russian aristoc-
racy after Peter the Great’s westernization, provided
growing opportunities for master craftsmen in such
fields as fine furniture.

Change often had a gender component. In the
Middle Ages, women as well as men participated in
some crafts, even in guilds. This was most common
among widows of master artisans, but there were fe-
male crafts, such as lace making, as well. In early mod-
ern Europe women tended increasingly to be excluded
from the major crafts and from guilds, and a great
deal of misogyny developed among some journey-
men’s organizations. On the other hand, the wives of
master artisans often played a key commercial role,
supervising the sales counter; in some cases they were
more literate than their husbands.

Variety is a final early modern theme. Different
parts of Europe maintained different degrees of guild
cohesion. Guild traditions relaxed substantially in
Britain, permitting unusual rates of technological
change without obliterating the artisanal tradition.
Guild traditions were far tighter in Germany, ulti-
mately promoting a more conservative artisanal ap-
proach in economics and politics alike.
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THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION

Individual artisans contributed to the industrial rev-
olution in various ways. Particularly in Britain and
France, key industrial inventions, like the Jacquard
loom in France, typically emanated from artisan-
tinkerers. Some artisans masters gradually evolved
their operations into more modern, capitalistic forms
of employment, increasing their workforce and sepa-
rating their own managerial activities from manual la-
bor. This was particularly true in textiles. Other artisans
migrated to early factories, adjusting their skills to serve
as machine-installers and other skilled operatives.

On the whole, however, the industrial revolu-
tion was a shock to artisans and the artisanal tradition.
The emphasis on profit, production, and often lower
quality all conflicted with artisanal values. Ironically,
given the gradual installation of industrialization, ar-
tisanal opportunities often continued to increase, par-
ticularly in fields like construction, where urban and
overall population growth was not initially matched
by technological change. But artisans knew or sensed
that they were losing control of the manufacturing
economy. Simultaneously, legal changes, often derived
from the French Revolution, eliminated guilds or at
least weakened their control over technological change
and the size of the labor force. Economic and political
developments in tandem led to reductions in formal
apprenticeship. Many artisans encountered efforts to
speed up work and reduce artistic quality, even when
the factory system had not yet arrived. This was true
in furniture making, for example.

Artisans reacted in various ways. Some opposed
industrialization altogether. Artisans were among the
leading Luddites, protesting and sometimes destroy-
ing new machinery. Many artisans formed the key au-

dience for utopian socialists who urged a return to
idealized cooperative production. Artisans led in the
formation of early unions, using their skilled position,
their frequent literacy, and their organizational expe-
rience. Some unions were purely local, but several na-
tional efforts were ventured under artisanal leadership,
from England to (later) Russia. Everywhere in Europe,
artisans sponsored the first phases of what turned out
to be the modern labor movement. Artisans were key
participants in the great European revolutions, from
1789 through 1848 and the Paris Commune of 1871.
From artisanal ranks came early socialist activists, such
as August Bebel in Germany.

But artisans also sought to improve themselves
individually through education and by imitating some
of the habits of the middle class. Many sought ‘‘re-
spectability,’’ for example, by leading in temperance
movements (against what was usually a heavy-drinking
artisanal tradition). Many artisans picked up the new
middle-class work ethic, which insisted on an unprec-
edented attention to clock time and maximizing pro-
ductivity, in place of older artisanal traditions, such as
taking off ‘‘holy Monday’’ to recover from weekend
revels. Many tried to protect their position by mar-
rying late and/or limiting their birthrates. Many were
vociferously hostile to factory workers, whom they
viewed as degraded and dangerous.

Impulses toward collective and individual im-
provement often combined. Artisans played a key role
in the British Chartist movement, particularly in
southern England, but in it they sought better edu-
cational opportunities and the vote. Artisanal unions
often turned to narrow-group protection at the ex-
pense of larger working-class unity. In the 1860s, New
Model unionism in Britain reacted against Chartist
radicalism by stressing gains based on skill. Craft un-
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ions were often quite successful, locally and even na-
tionally, in winning higher pay and shorter hours and
even pushing back efforts to speed up production
through the spread of piece-rate wage systems. In all
their reactions—radical, conservative, and mixed—ar-
tisans had a key impact on European society through-
out most of the nineteenth century.

Artisanal history fades, however, by the later
nineteenth century. The growth of the factory labor
force equaled and then surpassed artisanal numbers;
in England the parity point occurred as early as 1850.
Labor movements continued to have identifiable ar-
tisan components, but mass unions and marxist so-
cialism increasingly predominated by the 1890s. New
technology cut into artisanal specialties. With new
printing equipment, old skills were displaced and even
semiskilled women workers entered the field. Sewing

machines unseated artisan tailors and shoemakers.
Electric and gasoline motors, plus new materials, de-
stroyed or at least modified artisanal work even on
construction sites. By 1900, distinctions between
skilled workers and other workers remained, but the
skilled workers were not really artisans.

Still, echoes of artisanal separatism and tradition
continued into the early decades of the twentieth cen-
tury. Some artisans turned to the political right in
defense of their identity. Artisanal support for Nazism
in Germany was considerable, and guildlike entities
were revived in response (though without significant
economic powers). This was a last hurrah, however.
Further industrialization, plus the advent of com-
munism in postwar east central Europe, ended all but
the memory of a distinctive artisanal identity in Eu-
rope, once and for all.

See also other articles in this section.
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THE PETTY BOURGEOISIE

12
Daniel T. Orlovsky

In his diaries, Victor Klemperer, a survivor and a re-
markable observer of daily life under the Nazi regime,
from time to time described his commonplace sur-
roundings in a Dresden suburb. He referred to the
banal decoration schemes of his neighbors and their
herdlike passivity in accepting the daily outpourings
and policies of the regime. When he wished to de-
scribe those people negatively, he frequently called
them and their attitudes ‘‘petty bourgeois.’’ Herein
lies a story with deep roots in European history. Klem-
perer was after all a university professor, a professional,
a member of the intelligentsia, and a converted Jew
married to a Protestant. In education and income he
was several notches above the traditional artisans and
white-collar workers who in the twentieth century
were thought of as belonging to the lower middle
class. It has been all too easy to overlook the petty
bourgeoisie or to follow Klemperer and dismiss or
mock them. But the historian does this at great risk.

DEFINING THE PETTY BOURGEOISIE

One of the more fascinating and hard to define topics
of European social history is the role and evolution of
the petty bourgeoisie. This was a social group or
groups that occupied the space between the peasantry
and later the factory wage laborers on the lower end
of the social spectrum and the capital owning, higher
status professionals of the bourgeoisie. It is a hard
group to define precisely because it was composed of
many groups that changed over time, from the master
artisans and shopkeepers of the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries to the white-collar workers, lower- and
middle-ranking civil servants, and technical personnel
of the late nineteenth century and the twentieth cen-
tury. The petty bourgeoisie comprised a variety of oc-
cupations and social and cultural outlooks but was
generally in a precarious economic and social situa-
tion. Generally, however, too much has been made of
this precariousness. The petty bourgeoisie bore the
brunt of industrialization and modernization in all

their forms. Yet at the same time they furthered the
process of industrialization and in the twentieth cen-
tury were essential cogs in the vast projects of Soviet-
style socialism, fascism, the European interventionist
welfare state, and even the conservative, promarket
regimes, such as that in Great Britain in the 1980s
under Margaret Thatcher.

The results of the early challenges of industri-
alization were seen in the politics of the large numbers
of people who filled lower-middle-class occupations.
Most often it was a defensive politics of interest or
corporation that shifted uneasily between left and
right by the mid-nineteenth century. Nonetheless, to
overemphasize the weaknesses of this social formation
misses the important social and political power gen-
erated by the functions of the petty bourgeoisie within
both socialist and capitalist societies. The occupations
of the petty bourgeoisie were crucial to all the major
state-building projects of the twentieth century.
Through these occupations, the lower middle classes
became a powerful social force despite the fact that
they had to fit into the cultural and political hege-
monies of classes to which they were in most respects
alien, that is, the proletariat and the bourgeoisie.

It is hard to study the petty bourgeoisie or
‘‘lower middle classes.’’ Scholarship made great strides
in the late twentieth century, but the groups and layers
have been understudied compared to the more attrac-
tive histories of the workers, peasants, entrepreneurs,
and professionals. The petty bourgeoisie were attacked
vehemently by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, who
predicted their disappearance. Their history does not
seem at first glance to shed much light on the pro-
found historical movements and events of modern
Europe. But that is the paradox, for these middling
people in fact played key roles in the major revolu-
tionary events. Petty bourgeois groups were in the
forefront of the politics of ‘‘antimodernism’’ and hos-
tility to liberalism. They formed part of the electoral
support for fascist parties in Italy and Germany and
fed various right-wing movements in France as well.
In Russia, however, the lower middle strata leaned to-
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ward the left, an essential social base for the Populist
and Socialist Parties, and helped build the world’s first
socialist state, the USSR.

Thus it is no longer possible to maintain the
dominant ideas associated with the petty bourgeoisie
in earlier historical writings. The first idea was that
the group was nonconcrete, that the petty bourgeoisie
had no consistent social or cultural characteristics,
lacked definition, and therefore was not a class in a
marxist or any other sociological sense. The second
idea was that the group emerged out of the concrete
guild institutions of the Middle Ages and the early
modern period and that its trajectory was inevitably
toward a class within ‘‘modern’’ capitalism. Marx and
Engels predicted that, despite its high point in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the petty bour-
geoisie must inevitably lose its confrontation with cap-
ital and disappear. The last image of the petty bour-
geoisie was that its discontents fueled and became a
mainstay of fascism. According to this view, a straight
line existed between the confrontation of artisans and
shopkeepers with late nineteenth-century capitalism
and twentieth-century fascism. However, the petty
bourgeoisie survived and indeed reinvented itself sev-
eral times during the long history of its confrontation
with capitalism. Artisans could and did play an im-
portant role in electoral and corporate politics even in
the twentieth century. Adding the Russian and Soviet
experience to the mix, clearly the lower middle oc-
cupational groups in the right circumstances could
just as well become state builders on the left as well
as active elements of corporatist or fascist movements
and politics on the right.

FROM CORPORATE TRADITIONS
TO INDIVIDUALISM

Beleaguered shopkeepers seeking to defend older forms
of commerce and turning to the right were not the
whole story, however. In Britain the rise of shopkeep-
ers was vital to the consumer revolution of the eigh-
teenth century. There, too, shopkeepers were inter-
mediate between middle and working classes, often
supporting the latter, on whom their businesses might
depend. Concern about department stores and other
innovations developed. But British shopkeepers never
coalesced politically, certainly not on the right. They
hoped for some government protection but with fewer
partisan overtones.

The German term Mittelstand (middle class)
originated in the Middle Ages in the estate society of
central Europe and the orderly world of handicrafts
and artisanship. The meaning changed significantly

during the nineteenth century. The middling or me-
diating nature of these groups was captured in the
definition, yet the Mittelstand increasingly represented
the space between the bourgeoisie and high profes-
sionals on the one hand and the proletariat and peas-
antry on the other. Far from lacking a firm set of
characteristics, the classical petty bourgeoisie derived
their livelihoods from their own capital and labor.
They earned income from small-scale property that
they worked with the help of family or limited wage
labor. As Geoffrey Crossick and Heinz-Gerhard
Haupt put it, petty bourgeois economic activity in
both form and manner of operation centered on the
family. The foundations of the preindustrial petty
bourgeoisie were corporations and guilds of medieval
and early modern Europe. These corporations, which
organized craft production and trade, were powerful
everywhere in Europe except England through the
mid-eighteenth century. Monopoly and order were the
corporate goals, reinforced and maintained by strict
entrance requirements, family origins, and conserva-
tive social norms. It was easier for the sons of master
artisans, for example, to reach that status, though the
typical path was through a formal apprenticeship,
followed by journeyman status, and eventually inde-
pendent practice in the trade as a master, having won
the approval of the jury of the corporation. This ap-
proval was based on expertise in the craft. The path
involved symbolic rituals buttressing the notion of the
corporation as a harmonious community that pro-
tected its members and looked after its member fam-
ilies in time of need. These corporations in turn were
part of the hierarchy of the towns, so citizenship and
a place in the guild and family were part of the social
identity of the master artisan.

Early challenges to this order came even before
the French Revolution and the rise of liberalism and
capitalism. Challenges came from the state, stratifi-
cation within the guilds, and dissatisfied journeymen,
who wished to strike out on their own. Corporate
structures were strongest in Germany. Though weaker
in France, even there small-scale enterprises and arti-
san life persisted into the late nineteenth century. The
corporate traditions were weakest in England, where
individual small-scale enterprises developed and flour-
ished much earlier than on the Continent. The cor-
porate traditions permitted German master artisans to
organize to defend themselves and their idealized way
of life against industrialization, free trade, and liber-
alism in politics.

In France the shopkeepers organized much later
in the century and with volatile, rapid shifts from left
to right in politics. The petty bourgeoisie and lower
middle classes saw the power of organized labor yet
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wanted to maintain their separateness from labor, and
they were susceptible to the appeals of nationalism.
Though French shopkeepers moved to the right, the
shift was by no means simple. It involved a thorough
transformation of shopkeepers’ place socially and po-
litically, their relationship to the state and its various
branches of government, and their relationship to other
interests, especially big business and employees. After
several unsuccessful attempts to organize shopkeepers,
the Ligue pour la Défense des Intérêts du Travail, de
l’Industrie, et du Commerce was created in Paris in
1888. Quickly growing to 100,000 members, it lasted
until the outbreak of World War I. At first the league’s
political view was radical socialist, and its main de-
mands centered around punitive taxation of the threat-
ening department store. Its code word was ‘‘speciali-
zation,’’ summarized in the following 1896 appeal in
the league’s official newspaper, La Revendication:

The money you bring from all over Paris and spend in
those commercial agglomerations is absolutely lost to
you. . . . If on the other hand, the hatter did business
with her neighbor the shoe merchant, and the shoe
merchant reciprocated, then both would make money
and be all the more willing to do business with the
neighborhood butcher, charcutier [pork butcher] and
wine-seller. In helping your neighbors to earn a living,
you are making customers for yourself and creating an
environment of mutual respect. If centralization is bad

in political matters, it is even more harmful from an
economic point of view. (Nord, 1986)

The enemy was defined as all that threatened
the economic independence of the local community—
the department stores, financial institutions, cooper-
atives, and bureaucratic state. In common with rep-
resentatives of the petty bourgeoisie elsewhere in Eu-
rope, the league considered itself a defender of the
family, the locality, and the workplace. Foreign com-
petition and by extension foreigners were viewed with
hostility. French shopkeepers were protectionists, and
as Philip Nord put it, they detested economic liber-
alism and were not in fact individualists. Rather they
saw the family and workplace as ‘‘little communities
organized hierarchically and cemented by ties of sen-
timent,’’ not as institutions of free and equal individ-
uals bound by contractual relations. The league spoke
of ‘‘direct democracy’’ and invoked the traditions of
the revolution of 1789. But the larger political context
came into play as the radical right began to use rheto-
ric that appealed to the shopkeepers.

In addition Christian democracy after 1891
launched a defense of the small shopkeeper as a victim
of the anarchy of free market individualism. Accord-
ing to this view, laissez-faire policies imposed by a
cabal of Jews and Freemasons threatened the family,
small shop, and other natural associations. The cure
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was economic and political decentralization, which
would reenergize local bodies as the source of Chris-
tian values. The move to the right was abetted by the
need to become more effective politicians. The shop-
keepers, insofar as they were small propertyholders,
were caught between the socialist movement and the
bourgeoisie. Shopkeepers as propertyholders and more
importantly as believers in the traditional ideology de-
scribed above did not necessarily support and were not
necessarily supported by the emerging layers of com-
mercial employees and white-collar workers, who saw
collectivism in the form of cooperatives, for example,
as salvation. The Dreyfus affair solidified the shift to
the right. Nationalist electoral victories in 1900 and
1902 were in part blamed by the left on the shop-
keepers, whom they now saw as enemies of the work-
ing class.

Shopkeeper engagement in nationalist politics
had its downside, as the league and other bearers of
traditional values lost leadership of the movement.
The torch passed to syndicates, professional organi-
zations, and new forms of corporatism that persisted
after World War I. The ideology of the movement also
was transformed as the syndicate took precedence over
the local community in the retailer’s life. State pro-
tection became less important than demands for a
consultative role within the executive branch. Finally,
shopkeepers identitified less with the ‘‘people’’ and
more with the classes moyennes (middle classes). Such
notions and the idea of a full-scale mobilization of the
middle classes owed much to the Belgian Catholic
publicists Hector Lambrechts and Oscar Pyfferoen,
who in 1899 and 1901 organized International Con-
gresses of the Petty Bourgeoisie. These congresses in

turn inspired creation in 1904 of the Institut Inter-
national pour l’Étude du Problème des Classes Moy-
ennes, a permanent body, headquartered in Brussels,
to study the problems of the petty bourgeoisie. Inter-
est in the petty bourgeoisie on the part of large capital
and conservative politicians derived from a desire for
stability and a fear of socialism, similar to the moti-
vations behind fascism later in the twentieth century.
The smallholder and artisan were considered virtuous,
and most important they occupied a ‘‘strategic social
location, at the juncture where labor and capital met.
The small shopkeeper, by virtue of his middling rank,
blurred the lines of social cleavage and tempered the
shock of class struggle.’’ This rapid shift in the outlook
and political alignment of the shopkeepers illustrates
the unique characteristics of the petty bourgeoisie as
a whole that cannot be reduced to simple political and
social formulas.

WHITE-COLLAR WORKERS
AND ARTISANS

A quiet social revolution was taking place alongside the
evolution of traditional petty bourgeois social groups.
A new social stratum defined as white-collar workers
organized by occupation developed. The white-collar
workers and the closely related technical personnel
were clearly the offspring of late-nineteenth-century
capitalism and technological changes. White-collar
workers and technical personnel were situated just be-
low the professions in the social hierarchy, though of-
ten they adopted and displayed educational and or-
ganizational characteristics similar to those of the
higher-status professions. The prospects of social mo-
bility for the children of the traditional petty bour-
geoisie were limited. The young rarely made it into
the higher world of the big bourgeoisie or high-status
professions. By the end of the nineteenth century the
sons and sometimes the daughters of the petty bour-
geoisie, however, were drawn into the new white-
collar occupations in commercial or industrial firms,
the government bureaucracy, and lower-status profes-
sions such as elementary and secondary school teach-
ing. This was one more indication of adaptability and
of the new phenomenon of layering within the petty
bourgeoisie itself. Henceforth occupation was a more
defining characteristic, and place in the layered hier-
archy within and among occupations and professions
became the essence of social identity.

The rise of white-collar workers raises a host of
interpretive questions. The group differed from work-
ers, if only in being nonmanual. But they had routine
jobs, often governed by new technologies, such as
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typewriters and cash registers. Yet they valued their
tentative links with the middle class, taking pride, for
example, in wearing business outfits to work. Em-
ployers also made every effort to keep them distinct
from workers, offering salaries instead of wages and
often separate benefit plans. This combination helped
keep white-collar workers from significant unioniza-
tion, though some movements developed. The same
combination explains why marxists often berated clerks
for their false consciousness. The presence of many
women in white-collar ranks, as salesclerks and tele-
phone operators, was another distinctive feature of
this rising segment. Eager to protect their standard of
living, white-collar families were often at the fore-
front in limiting family size by the late nineteenth
century. Finally, many white-collar workers led in
developing novel leisure forms and habits, such as
cigarette smoking, that might compensate for the
routine nature of their work without seeming to pro-
letarianize them.

World War I came as a watershed both for
tradespeople and artisans and for the new lower mid-
dle class of white-collar workers, commercial employ-
ees, technical intelligentsia, and mid- to lower-level
bureaucrats. The petty bourgoisie in Germany and
Russia exhibited the volatility and capacity for chang-
ing allegiances from right and center to left and from
left to right that became the hallmark of the lower
middle classes in the twentieth century. In Germany,
in a major shift during the decades leading up to
World War I, traditional artisans adopted a politics
and culture of ‘‘antimodernism,’’ a term coined by
Shulamit Volkov. Reacting to industrialization and
the growing power of capitalism, the artisans re-
sponded negatively to liberals and socialists alike.
They expressed a mood of hostility to democratic in-
stitutions and politics linked to a capitalism that was
destroying their way of life. These attitudes changed
to some extent during the war, as some artisans iden-
tified more with wealthier factory owners and store
owners under the pressures of the mobilized state.

The ambivalence if not hostility of artisans to-
ward what they loosely labeled ‘‘modernity’’ formed a
ready reservoir of support for antidemocratic and fas-
cist movements in the Weimar Republic, including
the Nazis. White-collar workers, on the other hand,
were more numerous and more powerful as a result
of the war and the expansion of capitalist and govern-
ment institutions. The lower middle classes (or Mit-
telstand ) were split. A good number leaned heavily to
the left and identified with the social and economic
plight of factory workers and organized labor. In fact
organization of white-collar workers was the order of
the day, and numerous large associations were created.

The war pressured white-collar workers with inflation
and stagnant or falling wages.

In France, where the structure of the economy
was more conducive to the traditional petty bour-
geoisie, the artisanat (craftsmen) virtually recreated
their structure after the war in what has been termed
an artisanal renaissance. In March 1922 representa-
tives of artisanal groups met in Paris and formed the
General Confederation of French Artisans (CGAF).
Skilled tradespeople earlier had formed syndicates and
federations that established lines of demarcation from
both unskilled labor and capital, but the creation of
the CGAF was a major shift from a traditional cor-
porate trade consciousness to a class idea that posited
the artisanat as a group with common interests based
on skills and limited property. The Artisanal Charter
of 1923 presented the artisanat as a tampon social, a
‘‘social buffer in a troubled tumultuous time, as a
group based on the quality of work, on individualism
and regional diversity’’ (Zdatny, 1990).

The French artisanal movement was unusually
cohesive. At its core was the notion of the ‘‘profes-
sion,’’ or ‘‘human activity . . . productive as opposed
to speculative . . . manual, full of personality, as op-
posed to anonymous, mechanical and schematized’’
(Zdatny, 1990, p. 123). This was music to the ears of
corporatists who, like the more radical fascists, be-
lieved in the idea of social harmony, an anti–class war
notion of society, based on occupation, ‘‘the shared
skill and holistic labor experience.’’ The occupation
or profession was the antidote to class identity and the
threat of bolshevism. The occupation was, of course,
closely linked to the family. The artisanat in the 1930s
was drawn to both corporatism and syndicalism as
political movements hostile to market capitalism. Al-
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though a significant number of artisans opted in the
late 1930s for the rightist utopias of corporatism, they
never accepted the authoritarianism of fascism itself.

RUSSIA AND THE SOVIET UNION

In Russia the lower middle classes played a crucial role
in the development of economic institutions, in three
early-twentieth-century revolutions, and in building
the world’s first socialist state, the USSR. The Russian
lower middle strata were truly a ‘‘hidden class’’ both
before and after the revolutions of 1917. Their pow-
erful social movement was instrumental in the growth
of capitalism in the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries. The Russian experience combined po-
litical volatility and ambiguity with economic and in-
stitutional staying power, a relevant model for lower
middle strata experiences elsewhere in Europe.

In Russia the lower middle strata leaned heavily
and quickly to the left and saw factory workers and
the peasantry as their natural allies. Russian commer-
cial employees, cooperative workers, shop personnel,
teachers, and medical assistants never formed a solid
alliance with the liberal parties of the left center or
center, such as the Kadets, Progressists, or Octobrists.
The magnetism of bourgeois life remained weak,
largely because the bourgeoisie was small and frag-
mented but also because the antibourgeois ideologies
of the left, both marxism and populism, were strong.
Instead, the Russian or petty bourgeoisie remained
well hidden to historians and even to contemporaries
because of the dominant marxist paradigm of society
that emphasized workers and peasants and their strug-
gles against capital and the nobility. The lower middle
strata were full participants in the social and political
movements that produced the February and October
Revolutions in 1917. They organized according to
occupation and profession in a prolific manner and
assumed leading roles in professional organizations,
congresses, political parties, and the Soviets. The Rus-
sian provisional government leaned on them heavily,
especially the cooperative movement, in its half-baked
attempt to transcend the market amidst the revolu-
tionary turmoil of 1917. This mass of educated and
skilled personnel was largely invisible in political dis-
course, a lesson in how language can obfuscate as well
as shape or create social realities.

When the Soviets came to power in 1917 at the
head of what was loudly proclaimed as a socialist rev-
olution guided by a workers’ and peasants’ state, it
was convenient to de-emphasize the powerful role of
the lower middle strata in the revolution and in build-
ing the Soviet state and society. Yet in fact the entire

infrastructure of administrative and economic insti-
tutions that had grown up in the early twentieth cen-
tury and had reached maturity during World War I
and the revolutions of 1917 was staffed by the bur-
geoning masses of white-collar workers. Vladimir
Lenin and the Bolsheviks seized and maintained power
and built a vast bureaucratic state quickly due to the
organizational prowess of this underrecognized social
group and the social revolution in which they par-
ticipated as equal members with the striking factory
labor, the armed forces, and the peasantry. Through-
out the 1920s the Soviet lower middle class tried to
fit in, to become mediators in the new socialist state
and society, while avoiding the opprobrium of birth
outside the proletariat. Their greatest fear was rejec-
tion as members of the socialist commonweal. They
fit in and became indispensable. The social revolution
continued with the addition of large numbers of
women to the white-collar workforce, a feature of the
new lower-middle-class life and occupations that was
duplicated elsewhere in Europe. Joseph Stalin’s revo-
lution from above at the end of the 1920s and
throughout the 1930s again created great instability
for employees yet increased opportunities in a vastly
expanding industrial economy, collectivized agricul-
ture, and the building of new cities. All required ar-
mies of white-collar personnel.

THE SELF-IMAGE OF
THE LOWER MIDDLE CLASS

Elsewhere in Europe the petty bourgeoisie were influ-
enced by the dominant models of politics emerging
from under the rubble of World War I and the Rus-
sian Revolution. In all countries some visible patterns
were observable and similar questions were framed.
Were the new strata of technical and protoprofession-
als full members of the middle class, or were they
subordinate to those higher up in the professional hi-
erarchies and mediators between capital and labor?

With the Soviets the power of the new lower
middle class in twentieth century history is clearer. For
example, the self-image of the emerging technocratic
lower middle classes was expressed by a twenty-four-
year-old industrial chemist in June 1939:

I belong to the lower middle class. From the financial
consideration, I should limit this to income ranges of
about 200–300 pounds per annum. . . . In a word, the
middle class man must be a black coated worker. . . .
Although I belong to the blackcoated middle class, I
do not think this classification is very hard and fast.
For I belong to another division of the middle class,
what I may call the ‘‘technologically educated’’ class.
This division I consider very important—and interest-
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ing from a historical point of view. Soon after the In-
dustrial Revolution when Marx made his classical anal-
ysis, and it appeared as though society would divide in
the main between the rich capitalist class and the poor,
uneducated, unskilled machine-minding proletariat.
But there has been an increasing growth of this ‘‘tech-
nological class’’ . . . as well as the clerical classes, ac-
countants and the like. This technical class does show
differences from the working class, and also from the
purely ‘‘blackcoated’’ section of the middle class. Its
members are highly trained specialists, with or without
(generally without) wide cultural interests. It is more
independent than the ‘‘blackcoated’’ section . . . but it
has not the independence and social solidarity of the
almost defunct ‘‘skilled artisan’’ class. And it has less
power, and more opportunities for power, than any
other class in the modern world. ( Jeffery, p. 70)

This group’s social parameters are revealing.
This lower middle class of public servants, teachers,
bank and insurance officials, technicians, draftspeo-
ple, and clerical workers in the private sector earned
between 250 and 500 pounds per year and received
pensions, sick benefits and holidays with pay in gen-
erally secure posts. A skilled worker by contrast might
earn 4 to 5 pounds per week and a university professor
1,000 pounds per year. They established a consider-
able social weight and political power by the end of
the 1930s. During the 1920s and 1930s the lower
middle class adhered to the national governments of
the conservatives. The lower middle class was never
proletarianized, nor did it find the fascism of Sir Os-
wald Mosely appealing. A generational shift in the
1930s and threats in the foreign arena radicalized
some younger people.

FASCISM AND NATIONAL SOCIALISM

The social history of fascism in Italy only joined his-
torians’ agendas in the late twentieth century. Nev-
ertheless, the petty bourgeoisie, particularly the lower
middle classes and the intelligentsia, were deeply em-
bedded in the fascist movement. The Italian historian
Luigi Salvatorelli labeled them ‘‘literate illiterates,’’
and Antonio Gramsci applied the term ‘‘monkey peo-
ple’’ to this group. Salvatorelli identified a ‘‘human-
istic lower middle class’’ found in ‘‘bureaucratic of-
fices, scholastic halls and petty professional activities’’
among the supporters of fascism. According to him
these people were half-educated possessors of a ‘‘smat-
tering of formulaic and grammatical culture, the lit-
eracy of the illiterate.’’ They lacked the critical and
synthetic abilities to use their knowledge to evaluate
the contemporary political scene. Gramsci described
fascism as ‘‘the urban petty bourgeoisie’s latest perfor-
mance in the theater of national political life.’’ He
warned that the monkey people ‘‘supply daily news,

they do not create history, they leave traces in the
newspapers, they do not offer materials to write books.’’
Teachers, civil servants and white-collar employees be-
came ardent supporters of Italian fascism, turning to
the rhetorical ideals of the nation and the utopias of
occupational hierarchies directly linked to the state to
overcome the threat of class conflict.

In July 1929 the liberal German newspaper Vos-
sische Zeitung claimed that the National Socialists rep-
resented ‘‘the petty bourgeoisie gone mad.’’ (Crossick
and Haupt, p. 224). Similarly in 1930 the German
sociologist Theodor Geiger called Nazi electoral suc-
cess the result of ‘‘a panic in the Mittelstand ’’ induced
by economic crisis. Indeed many others linked the
petty bourgeoisie, romanticism, and irrationality with
fascism, defined as an ‘‘extremism of the middle.’’
These views repeat the antimodernism arguments of
the late nineteenth century. Insofar as such arguments
are teleological and monocausal, ignoring the role of
other social groups in supporting the Nazis, they can
be dismissed readily. As to actual lower-middle-class
support of the Nazis, the picture is more ambiguous.

As demonstrated above, specific occupations and
trades and their contexts are decisive in determining
the actual political behavior of the lower middle class.
Evidence, especially in local and regional studies, shows
that owners of small retail shops and artisanal enter-
prises were attracted strongly to the Nazi movement
and that the Nazis had entered their organizations by
the end of the Weimar Republic. Although both the
traditional petty bourgeoisie and the new lower mid-
dle class joined the Nazi party in numbers larger than
their share of the laboring population as a whole, the
majority by far remained outside the party. The Ger-
man lower middle class was ‘‘preoccupied with the
power and ritual of voluntary organizations’’ (Koshar,
1990, pp. 34–35). The party had to mobilize the
lower middle class through such voluntary associa-
tions, which were often locally based. Nationalism,
which in Germany also had strong local foundations,
played well into the process of co-optation and mo-
bilization. Still the new lower middle class in partic-
ular was well represented among party members. Dis-
tinctions are necessary. For example, shopkeepers voted
for Nazis more often than did artisans, and Protestant
areas in the north did also compared to Catholics in
the south.

The Nazi Party benefited only from ‘‘shifting
support among white collar and civil service groups;
collectively these groups were not good predictors of
the Nazi vote ‘even after the calamities of the world
economic crisis descended on the Republic.’ ’’ (Ko-
shar, 1990, p. 43). The Nazis had a nucleus of support
among artisans and shopkeepers as noted above, but
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they relied on large votes from elites outside the lower
middle class as well as approximately 3.5 million
workers in, for example, the Reichstag elections of
July 1932.

Nazism used marketing principles to appeal to
particular groups. Lower-middle-class political activ-
ity emerged out of the particular contexts set in mo-
tion by the upheavals of World War I and its after-
math. In a way the Nazis exploited a gap in language.
For the more traditional members of the Mittelstand
the Weimar experience meant neglect from the state
and favors for interest groups representing large eco-
nomic and social blocs. Most parties of the new de-
mocracy did not attempt to win traditional petty
bourgeois support. In ideological terms, social de-
mocracy could not connect with a retrograde Mittel-
stand, the Center Party focused on the Catholic popu-
lation, and the Democratic Party was too weak to
effectively represent them. The Communists tried to
connect with the traditional petty bourgeoisie, but the
latter felt uncomfortable with them because of their
nationalism and because the Communists were too
closely linked to the Soviet Union. The parties and
rhetoric of the right had an open field. The Nazis
exploited the gap, but only through the filter of poli-
tics and only over time.

CONCLUSION

The lower middle class or petty bourgeoisie was clearly
a dynamic and positive force in European history. It
was capable of frequent reinventions and expansions to
include new occupations and skilled, semiprofessional
positions within the technology and information-
driven economies of the twentieth century. Though

their appeal and self-conception often were couched
in traditional language and their values looked to an
idealized ‘‘pre-modern social order,’’ they organized
for modern mass politics and affected the larger po-
litical frameworks in which they operated. Culturally
they readily blended in, sometimes to imitate the pre-
vailing cultural norms, whether bourgeois or prole-
tarian, but also as major components of a mass con-
sumer society. Its members were never just the passive
victims of larger historical forces such as industriali-
zation. Their attraction to retrograde movements such
as fascism was never complete, uniform, or foreor-
dained. Their collective social power in fact grew ex-
ponentially in the twentieth century, as they anchored
regimes and economic and social systems across the
political spectrum. They were, along with the working
class, an important vehicle for labor opportunities for
women, as entire sectors of the clerical workforce, shop
personnel, and professions such as teaching brought in
female labor and became feminized.

Members of the twentieth-century lower middle
class set themselves apart from factory laborers in ap-
pearance, status, and outlook and were located astride
sometimes permeable boundaries in relation to the big
bourgeoisie and high-status professions. Most profes-
sions in fact had lower-ranking analogues, such as
paramedical personnel in medicine; technical person-
nel, draftspeople, or statisticians in engineering; and
elementary teachers in education, whose members fit
securely into the lower middle class. Much remains
undiscovered about these layers of society, their cul-
ture, the relative importance of occupational and pro-
fessional associations and political parties, their rela-
tionship to matters of gender and family, and their
relationship to the dynamics of post–cold war eth-
nicity and nationalism.

See also other articles in this section.
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WORKING CLASSES

12
Dick Geary

FROM WORKERS TO
WORKING CLASSES, 1750–1850

The term ‘‘working classes’’: a modern category.
All societies have depended on the labor of ‘‘workers’’
in various forms, yet the Oxford English Dictionary
records the first use of the term ‘‘working classes’’ in
1789. It only entered into broader parlance after
1815. In the works of Daniel Defoe, Gregory King,
and Edmund Burke, social divisions were categorized
as ‘‘ranks’’ and ‘‘orders,’’ not ‘‘classes.’’ Eighteenth-
century references to ‘‘manufacturers’’ included both
employers and employees in a particular trade, but
by the 1830s ‘‘manufacturer’’ and ‘‘craftsman’’ often
meant ‘‘capitalist’’ and ‘‘wageworker’’ respectively. In
Germany the term ‘‘worker’’ (Arbeiter) was used rarely
before 1800. Arbeitende Klassen (working classes)
was known but denoted artisans, including the self-
employed, domestic servants, agricultural laborers, and
even peasants. From the 1830s, however, the term was
applied more specifically to manual wage laborers, as
the self-employed were gradually excluded, though
this exclusion took several decades. In Britain, France,
and Germany in the 1830s and 1840s the designation
‘‘worker’’ became a form of self-characterization. This
article is concerned with that modern category of
employment.

The late appearance of class terminology re-
flected a social order in which wage labor for life was
far from universal and in most European countries the
exception rather than the rule. Much agricultural pro-
duction in eastern Europe, where serfdom was prev-
alent, was for subsistence rather than the market as in
large parts of France, Spain, and Italy and in southern
Germany. Even where free workers labored for a land-
owner, their remuneration often was nonmonetary,
that is, housing, food, and fuel. In urban Europe, es-
pecially where guild regulations remained in place,
each trade retained a distinct identity, and its members
fought with those of other trades. In England in 1801
many employed in manufacture had double occupa-
tions, weaving and farming, for instance, and others

returned to husbandry at harvesttime. Furthermore
family economies were often mixed, with children and
women tending smallholdings while men worked in
manufacture. Rural trades and industries did not share
a common interest with their urban counterparts, for
the spread of manufacture beyond the control of ur-
ban regulation could be a major source of grievance
for urban craftspeople. A complex pattern of local par-
ticularities further obviated collective identities.

Working classes and the changing shape of pro-
test. The shift to a language of classes corresponded
to changes in the nature of labor and collective action.
Until the 1820s in Britain, the 1850s in France, and
the 1860s in Germany the most common form of
popular protest was the riot or demonstration against
high food prices, conscription, and taxation. These
actions were not shaped by conflict between employ-
ers and their workers but rested on communal soli-
darities, which embraced women and children. They
were joined after 1800, however, by a new repertoire
of protest that both reflected and promoted the crea-
tion of working-class identities. The new repertoire
included the destruction of industrial machinery or
Luddism. In many respects Luddite actions resembled
riots. They were localized, they lacked formal orga-
nization though they often required considerable plan-
ning, and they rested on the use or threat of violence.
However, although Luddite crowds often included
other members of the community, they were primarily
made up of workers from the trades threatened by
industrial machinery, and their actions were against
merchants and industrialists. By promoting the no-
tion that workers had a set of separate and definable
interests, Luddism and other, similar actions helped
create new identifications based on class.

The strike promoted this type of identification
even more strongly. Strikes were far from unknown
in eighteenth-century France and were common in
preindustrial Germany. In Britain industrial action
was relatively frequent before 1800. However, strikes
occurred much more often after 1800. The strike dif-
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fered significantly from earlier forms of protest in its
social composition and its reliance on the withdrawal
of labor as its principal weapon, though violence often
accompanied early strikes. It was clearly a struggle be-
tween workers and their bosses and demonstrated the
increasing importance of wage-dependency in the most
advanced European economies.

The first working class organizations. From the
1820s in Britain and the 1830s in France workers also
developed a rich organizational life of discussion
clubs, cooperatives, trade unions, and in some cases
political organizations. The most common organiza-
tion was the friendly society. England had over 1 mil-
lion such societies by 1815, and France had some
two thousand in the 1840s. Skilled workers founded
friendly societies in most other European countries
later in the nineteenth century, for example in Spain
in the 1840s and in Russia in the 1870s. These so-
cieties provided against the misfortunes of accident,
sickness, and old age in the days before the welfare
state. Sometimes they expressly forbade any involve-
ment in politics. However, they could become a focus
for collective action in a single trade, serve as a cloak
for radical politics in repressive regimes, and on oc-
casion develop into trade unions.

Producer and consumer cooperatives were more
clearly related to dissatisfaction with the prevailing
economic order. These were created not only to pro-
vide workers with cheap and reliable goods but also
to bypass the capitalist merchant in manufacture. In
some cases they aimed to reestablish the craftsperson’s
control over the product and the labor process through
collectivelly purchasing raw materials and selling the
finished goods. By 1832 Britain counted five hundred
cooperative societies with over twenty thousand mem-
bers. Some were only concerned with retailing, though
their contribution to working-class welfare should
not be ignored. Others had more sweeping aims to
combat unemployment and to provide their workers
with remuneration commensurate with their labor. In
France the movement toward cooperative associations
was the principal form of working-class activity in the
1830s and 1840s.

Simultaneously trade unions increased in signif-
icance, especially in Britain. Wool combers, shoemak-
ers, hatters, shipwrights, and tailors had an organiza-
tional history that reached back into the eighteenth
century and was by no means terminated by repressive
legislation after 1800. However, the partial legaliza-
tion of union activity in 1824 led to a proliferation
of trade societies capable of organizing strikes. Until
the 1820s the most common union was formed by a
single trade in a single town. Such unions often func-

tioned additionally as friendly societies, and they usu-
ally attempted to restrict apprenticeship and entry
into a trade. English cotton spinners, for example,
excluded hand loom weavers from their organization.
In the 1830s most British unions remained exclusive,
despite some famous but abortive attempts to found
general national unions. They also remained small.
The masons’ union, which was one of the largest, had
only 5,500 members in 1851. Not until the advent
of the New Model Unions, especially the Amalga-
mated Society of Engineers (ASE) around the middle
of the century, did effective national confederations
of trade unions came into existence, though these too
usually restricted membership.

In France masons, carpenters, tailors, printers,
and engineering workers organized under the July
Monarchy (1830–1848) despite repressive legislation,
and they continued more overtly in the 1848 revolu-
tion. In the Rhineland craft associations came into ex-
istence in the 1840s, while during the revolutionary
upheavals of 1848, German cigar makers, printers, and
engineering workers formed trade associations. Skilled
workers created trade unions in the 1860s and 1870s
in Russia, Italy, Spain, and most of western Europe.

Often these early unions refused to become in-
volved in radical politics. In Britain, for example, un-
ionized miners did not wish to be associated with
Chartist political agitation, and print unions in Brit-
ain, France, and Germany turned their backs on poli-
tics. Though unions were not exclusive to workers in
an economically strong position, most unskilled la-
borers found it almost impossible to sustain combi-
nation in periods of high unemployment or against
employer offensives. Stable unions were created by
those with skills, a strong bargaining position, and
relative job security, whereas the journeymen of the
depressed trades of weaving, tailoring, and shoemak-
ing often provided the fuel for radical Chartism, rev-
olutionary secret societies in Paris, and the Brother-
hood of German Workers in 1848.

Yet union organization and political radicalism
were not necessarily at odds. The state’s frustration of
attempts to form economic unions could force even
moderate unionists into the ranks of political protest.
To a certain extent that was the case in Britain in the
early years of the nineteenth century. In France the
repression of working-class industrial action in the
1830s and the 1840s led to insurrections in Lyon and
Paris as well as the formation of revolutionary socie-
ties. The increase in strikes and trade unions provides
evidence that growing numbers of workers identified
a conflict between their interests and those of their
employers, even though their solidarity usually failed
to extend beyond the individual trade. In some co-
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operatives and political organizations, however, a
broader critique of capitalism and a language of class
appeared.

Between 1815 and 1850 European workers
adopted a discourse of class. Some British workers
espoused the cause of radical Chartism, often because
they came from depressed artisan trades and possessed
little industrial muscle or because other forms of pro-
test, such as petitions and Luddism, had failed or had
been thwarted by laws of association. In the 1840s
radical Chartists, such as Ernest Jones, deployed the
language of class interest and a more diffuse populist
and cross-class rhetoric. Advocates of cooperative
socialism, including Robert Owen, George Mudie,
Francis Bray, and Thomas Hodgskin, developed a cri-
tique of market economics centered on a labor theory
of value and a concept of parasitical capitalism. In
Paris workers read the publications of the utopian so-
cialists, such as Étienne Cabet and Charles Fourier.
Despite the fantastical nature of many of their pro-
jects, these socialists produced a trenchant critique of
capitalism and recurrent economic crisis, although
they did not speak to an exclusively working-class au-
dience. They also had a profound effect on Karl Marx.
In Germany the formation of the Brotherhood of
German Workers in 1848 marked the point at which
many journeymen broke with their masters and cate-
gorized themselves as workers. By 1850 therefore
some workers in the economically advanced econo-
mies of Europe had engaged in strikes, joined unions,
and embraced radical politics, though not necessarily
all three.

Throughout the early industrial period the def-
inition of the urban working class is complicated by
the deep divisions between artisans and the less co-
herent groups of factory workers, only a few of whom
had artisanal backgrounds. Most organized working-
class activity, such as unions, was in fact artisanal.
Only the Chartists and some of the 1848 uprisings
suggested the existence of shared interests and percep-
tions betwen these segments of the working class.

A second issue that runs through working-class
history is the relationship betwen protest history and
a larger but definable working-class experience or cul-
ture. Many workers enjoyed the same leisure interests,
including social drinking. Most held a highly mas-
culine value system that relegated women to domestic
functions, at least in principle. They also shared char-
acteristics as consumers and had some sense of co-
operation, bailing each other out in hard times.
While a few workers strove for upward mobility, the
majority were attached to a more traditional idea of
work that clashed with employer attempts to increase
pace and output. Some of these values were more

widely shared than the ideas promoted by specific or-
ganizational or protest efforts.

The origins of working-class identity. A classic
argument about the rise of Luddism, strike action,
union organization, and the language of class links
these phenomena directly to the growth of an indus-
trial economy and to the resultant material depriva-
tion and social upheaval. This view derives some sup-
port from the fact that the nation with the largest
labor movement in 1850—Britain—was also the
most advanced economically. Whereas France, the
German states, most of the Iberian Peninsula outside
Catalonia, all but the north of Italy, and virtually the
whole of eastern Europe remained predominantly
agrarian at mid-century, almost 43 percent of the Brit-
ish labor force was employed in manufacturing in
1851. Furthermore the chronology of strikes and la-
bor organization tended to follow that of industriali-
zation, with its first appearance in Britain, followed
by Belgium, France, and Germany with eastern Eu-
rope trailing. It also seems perfectly rational to believe
that low wages, long working hours, unsanitary and
dangerous working environments, and appalling and
overcrowded housing conditions explain working-
class protest. The personal upheaval involved in the
transition to impersonal factory labor and migration
to unfamiliar urban environments also has been seen
as alienating workers and causing protests. However,
the relationships among industrialization, living stan-
dards, social upheaval, and class identity are not sim-
ple. Examinations of these different aspects follow
below.

Poverty and the formation of working-class iden-
tity. Regarding impoverishment as an explanation
of labor protest and organization, what was happening
to working-class living standards in the first half of the
nineteenth century is far from clear or uniform. Stan-
dards varied from country to country, from region to
region, and from one occupational group to another.
Most calculations suggest that material conditions in
Britain improved between 1790 and 1850 as average
real wages probably rose by 25 percent. However, this
global figure hid enormous variations. Compositors,
craftspeople in the building trades, engineers, and
boilermakers were especially fortunate, whereas Black
Country nail makers, faced with machine competition,
and Lancashire hand loom weavers, whose livelihood
was threatened by Irish, female, and rural labor, ex-
perienced a dramatic decline in living standards. What
made this situation worse was that earlier economic
expansion had actually benefited these workers. Thus
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changed circumstances rather than simple poverty
generated bitter protest among hand loom weavers.
Clearly factory workers were not always in the worst
circumstances. Factory hours were certainly long, but
they were often less so than in nonfactory and rural
occupations. Moreover, for good or ill, work became
more regular and less dependent on the seasons for
those in manufacture in Britain between 1800 and
1850. Even for better-placed workers, however, the
inflationary crisis of the 1790s and subsequent slumps
in 1815, 1819, 1829 had deleterious effects on real
wages or employment prospects respectively. A crisis
of the scale of 1842, when a downturn in the trade
cycle was accompanied by harvest failure, could not
help but depress the condition of workers. In sum-
mary, British industrialization did not entail any uni-
versal fall in living standards.

In less industrial continental Europe real wages
may have declined more generally. A combination of
cyclical unemployment and harvest failure devastated
the German textile town of Krefeld, where three out
of every eight looms were idle, and Cologne, where a
third of the population was dependent on public as-
sistance in 1847. Both Luddism and political radical-

ism were fueled as much by memories of better days
and traditions of association as by poverty. The per-
manently poor, those who had known nothing but
low living standards, were likely to be absent from
protests. In any case, many strikes and virtually all
stable unions were the product of the strength of
skilled workers with increasing rather than declining
resources. The absence of a necessary connection be-
tween poverty and industrial militancy or political
radicalism will become even more apparent in the sub-
sequent discussion of class identity after 1850.

SOCIAL UPHEAVAL AND
THE FORMATION OF

WORKING-CLASS IDENTITY

One argument states that social upheaval and up-
rooting contributed to alienation, grievance, and pro-
test and that strikes were the result of a pathological
crisis connected with the dissolution of traditional ties
and with a generation of workers unaccustomed to
urban and factory environments. However, strikers
were rarely uprooted outsiders but tended to be well
integrated into their local communities. In addition
the later stages of industrial growth after 1850 exhib-
ited higher, not lower, strike rates. Furthermore the
centers of working-class protest before 1850 were usu-
ally older sites of manufacture, including Paris, Mar-
seille, Berlin, and Leipzig, with strong craft traditions,
not new industrial areas. In Halifax, England, the op-
eratives of the new factories distanced themselves from
Chartism, which had a much greater attraction among
the craft trades of Huddersfield. Family units often
worked together in the textile factories of Lancashire.
In Germany distance migrants rarely traveled alone.
In Russia factory workers in an individual plant often
came from the same village.

Thus the concept of individual uprooting and
anomie needs qualification. Distance migrants and
new industrial workers needed time to adapt to the
rhythms and disciplines of industry, which were pre-
requisites of union formation, and time to learn the
lessons of the trade cycle as to when was the best time
to strike. In many parts of eastern and southern Eu-
rope this learning process was at best just beginning
on the eve of World War I.

Mechanization and the formation of working-
class identity. It may seem more likely that class
identity was a consequence of mechanized factory
labor, which supposedly created a more homoge-
neous working class. However, the language of class
and new forms of protest emerged in Britain, Bel-
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gium, France, and Germany before factory produc-
tion had become widespread. Even Britain had fewer
than 100,000 male factory operatives in 1830. Twenty
years later domestic outworkers and artisans still out-
numbered factory workers. Moreover unskilled fac-
tory labor did not form unions, rally to Chartism, or
join the Parisian societies and the Brotherhood of
German workers. Unions recruited from craft workers
in relatively stable employment, while radical politics
found strong support among the degraded artisanal
trades of tailoring, furniture manufacturing, and shoe-
making.

Some have argued that the centrality of the ar-
tisan experience rather than the factory experience
to the growth of class awareness does not contradict
the significance of industrialization in the genesis of
working-class identity, for supposedly mechanized pro-
duction deskilled artisans. For some workers, includ-
ing nail makers and framework knitters, the problem
indeed was mechanization. However, these cases were
exceptional. Many artisans, wheelwrights, shipwrights,
hatters, watchmakers, jewelers, barbers, and butchers,
were wholly or partially insulated from new tech-
niques. Others, such as Birmingham metalworkers
and Sheffield toolmakers, adapted to factory produc-
tion without a loss of skills and earnings. Even in the
trades most vulnerable to expansion and degradation,
such as tailoring and shoe-making, elite groups of
workers continued to produce for the luxury end of
the market. The trades most strongly represented
among radical Chartists, French revolutionaries, and
the Brotherhood of German workers—tailors, shoe-
makers, and furniture makers—were from trades not
affected by mechanized production.

Merchant capitalism and the formation of
working-class identity. If mechanization, social
upheaval, and poverty did not generate working-class
protest, what factors did? One of the most serious
threats was not industrial capitalism but capitalism in
its merchant form. In Britain, France, and Germany
in the first half of the nineteenth century merchants
began to relocate industries in rural areas and to de-
ploy low-wage outworkers, a process often labeled
protoindustrialization. Dispersion often brought a
greater division of the labor process and the use of
cheaper materials and labor. The growth of outwork
led to substantial overmanning in tailoring, shoe-
making, woodworking, and hand loom weaving. In
textiles, craftspeople, even where they remained nom-
inally independent and worked at home, became in-
creasingly dependent on merchants, who purchased
and supplied the raw materials and marketed the fin-
ished product.

In addition to protoindustry, work simplifica-
tion extended into the urban strongholds of crafts-
people. Large parts of the British woodworking and
clothing trades were taken over by garret masters
and sweating workshops. In Paris artisan tailors were
undercut by sweatshop competition and the pro-
duction of off-the-peg clothing. Shoemaking and tai-
loring were becoming sweated trades in Marseille in
the 1840s, and German cabinetmakers became de
facto employees of large furniture manufacturers.
Many artisans, often with high expectations and tra-
ditions of organization, thus became increasingly de-
pendent upon merchants, who owned the raw ma-
terials, the final product of their labor, and in certain
trades like hosiery, even their tools. This dependence
explains the growth of artisan socialism and coop-
eration and led to the denunciation of capitalists as
parasites.

Political variables and the formation of working-
class identity. The emergence of artisan socialism
and the search for political remedies was no automatic
response to changes in the labor process, however. It
was driven by political variables. The European state,
which previously had regulated the conditions of craft
labor, increasingly encouraged the development of
free market forces after 1800. In several countries be-
tween 1780 and 1850 apprenticeship, entry into a
trade, and the introduction of machinery were dereg-
ulated, and wage controls were abolished. This ex-
plains why major aims of artisan agitation in Britain
in the early nineteenth century were first the strict
observation of the Elizabethan Statute of Artificers
and Apprentices (1563) and, after its repeal in 1814,
its reintroduction. The run-down condition of public
relief in Britain, France, and the German states be-
tween 1800 and 1850 and an increasingly free market
in grain also were perceived as infringements of the
rules of a moral economy and an abandonment of the
state’s duty. German artisans demanded restrictions on
apprenticeship and entry into the manufacturing
trades, especially where guild regulations had been
abolished, as in Prussia.

British political protest and awareness of work-
ers’ common interests after 1800 was also a conse-
quence of increasing repression. The Combination
Acts of 1799 and 1800, the use of the military against
Luddite actions, and the use of yeomanry volunteers
against demonstrators, most infamously in the Peter-
loo Massacre in Manchester in 1819, gave rise to an
acute sense of discrimination and politicized griev-
ances. A French law, the loi le Chapelier, which took
effect in 1791, proscribed combinations and contrib-
uted to the growth of revolutionary societies in Paris
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and to insurrections there and in Lyon. Strikes and
combinations were also illegal in most of the German
states until the 1860s except for the brief revolution-
ary interlude of 1848.

WORKING-CLASS IDENTITY IN 1850

The emergence of a sense of class arose from the in-
teraction of worker expectations, merchant domination
in the workplace, the state’s retreat from paternalism,
and repressive legislation. That identity, however, re-
mained fragile and extremely limited in 1850. Many
workers were unaffected by merchant capitalism, and
factory labor was mostly quiescent. Moreover most of
the skilled workers who formed unions were as anx-
ious to protect their own interests against other work-
ers as against their employers. Industrial militancy and
trade union organization did entail conflict between
the employer and worker and required some degree
of solidarity. In this sense they indicated a degree of
class awareness.

This solidarity was usually restricted to an in-
dividual craft and did not necessarily imply any shared
identity with workers as a whole. What is more, those
who became radical Chartists, joined Parisian clubs,
and went to the barricades in parts of Europe in 1848
were not only journeymen craftspeople but also small
masters. Consequently some historians have preferred
to see radical Chartism in Britain and republicanism
in France as forms of popular rather than class protest.
For Gareth Stedman Jones, for example, Chartism
arose from a populist political discourse rather than
from a new class structure.

As a counterweight to the skeptical position,
John Breuilly has shown that artisan socialism had an
international structure in the 1840s. Workers in dif-
ferent cultures responded in similar ways to increasing
dependence on merchant capitalism, suggesting that
ideas of class arose from the conflict between tradi-
tional artisan expectations and merchant capitalism.
The discourse of class made sense to certain workers
in different countries and cultures precisely because of
the economic reality of dependence and because re-
strictive practices were no longer feasible.

Within this economic framework, the presence
of small masters in radical artisan movements is ex-
plained by the fact that they, like their journeymen,
were losing their independence. Master tailors in Co-
logne and cabinetmakers in Paris were increasingly
tied to a single merchant in the 1840s. The Birming-
ham metal trades carried out their activities in small
workshops, but in the 1830s and 1840s these became
dependent on larger firms. Masters divided into two

groups. Those with capital resources became mer-
chants, but others became increasingly proletarianized.
Channels of mobility for journeymen were blocked by
overmanning, and more capital was required to set up
as a master. Consequently the interests of masters and
journeymen splintered.

As it became increasingly difficult for journey-
men to become masters, issues of journeymen’s rights,
wages, and working conditions set masters and jour-
neymen in conflict. German masters and journeymen
together desired restrictions on the import of foreign
manufactures, entry into a trade, and the introduction
of machinery, but only masters demanded the rein-
troduction or enforcement of guild regulations, which
gave them power over journeymen. This conflict of
interests became apparent in the 1848 revolution,
when Berlin journeymen formed the Brotherhood of
Workers. Similar conflicts had become increasingly
bitter in the London tailoring trades in the 1820s and
1830s. In the 1850s and 1860s a growing separation
of shopkeepers and masters from workers was evi-
denced by increasingly endogamous marriage patterns
and a separate associational life in Britain and France.
By the 1890s in Germany Handwerker (artisan) had
come to mean a self-employed craftsperson, who or-
ganized separately from and often against the bur-
geoning labor movement.

The solidarity between petty bourgeois and
working-class communities took much longer to frac-
ture in some places and in some trades than in others.
In Saint-Étienne, for example, the fracture had to wait
until the last two decades of the century. Small shop-
keepers, master craftsmen, and journeymen often in-
habited a popular rather than a proletarian social
milieu. This common milieu was reinforced by inter-
marriage between working-class and petty bourgeois
groups. Thus the consolidation of separate worker-
employer identities was far from complete in 1848
and remained far from universal in 1914, but it con-
stituted the dominant trend.

THE GROWTH OF WORKING-CLASS
IDENTITY, 1850–1914

Signs of identity. Between 1850 and 1914 ever
more European workers went on strike, joined trade
unions, and supported political parties that claimed
to speak for the working class. France experienced
over five hundred industrial disputes between 1900
and 1914. In Germany 1 million workers downed
tools in 1912. Between 1911 and 1914 a strike wave
of unprecedented proportions hit the United King-
dom. The increase in strike action involved the greater
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mobilization both of more members of the same trade
and of more trades. It was also far from unilinear,
depending partly on the trade cycle and partly on the
learning process of new and less-skilled workers. But
strikes did come to incorporate these groups, includ-
ing match girls and dockers in Britain in 1888 and
1889 and female textile workers in Saxony in 1903.
This extension of strike action to new categories of
employees was especially noticeable in strike waves,
such as those of 1869 to 1871 and 1889 to 1891 in
Germany and Britain, 1910 to 1912 in Germany, and
1911 to 1913 in the United Kingdom. The growth
of strike participation encouraged a massive increase
in the number of trade union members between 1850
and 1914. Britain had over 4 million trade unionists,
Germany had over 3 million, and France had roughly
1 million on the eve of World War I. German Austria
also possessed a high trade union density, but growth
on a mass scale was yet to come in Italy and Spain
and was effectively proscribed in tsarist Russia.

Above all the working classes announced their
presence in political parties that expressly claimed to
articulate the interests of labor. By the end of 1910
the British Labour Party held forty-two seats in the
House of Commons. The French Socialist Party (SFIO)
could count on the support of 1.5 million voters, and
its Italian counterpart (PSI) was making considerable
headway in local elections in the north of the penin-
sula. Most successful of all was the German Social
Democratic Party (SPD) with over 1 million mem-
bers, 4 million voters, and a massive empire of ancil-
lary leisure and cultural organizations by 1914. The
SPD became a model for social democratic parties in
Sweden, Denmark, Norway, Austria, Finland, and
Russia. Workers also made their presence felt in more
dramatic and violent ways in the Russian Revolution
of 1905–1906; in the ‘‘tragic week’’ in Barcelona in
1909, when anarchosyndicalists fought with the au-
thorities; and in armed clashes in Italy in the ‘‘red
fortnight’’ of June 1914.

Explanations of the rise of labor. That more
workers went on strike, joined unions, and voted for
labor or socialist parties between 1850 and 1914 is
indisputable. Why they did so and how typical these
workers were of European labor as a whole, however,
is less clear. It is certain that industrial conflict and
unionization cannot be explained by working-class
impoverishment. Britain continued to witness the
most strikes and to have the largest trade union mem-
bership, yet British real wages were between one-third
and one-half greater than those in France and Ger-
many in the 1860s. A Board of Trade investigation in
1905 concluded that money wages in France were

only two-thirds and in Germany no more than three-
quarters of their British counterparts at a time when
the price of rent, food, and fuel was actually higher
on the Continent, by some 20 percent in Germany.
Moreover the standard of living of British workers
increased substantially between 1850 and the out-
break of World War I. The average length of the work-
ing week declined substantially between the 1860s
and 1914 from over sixty hours to approximately
forty-eight hours. In 1850 workers on average spent
75 percent of their wages on food. By 1914 the figure
had dropped to 50 percent. Their diet became more
varied and included corned beef, cakes, eggs, cocoa,
and even fruit purchased from cooperative and chain
stores. Housing conditions remained deplorable by
later standards but certainly improved after 1850. By
1914, 80 percent of British families with three or
more members occupied at least three rooms, and
many enjoyed the benefits of piped water and gas
lighting. The single-family terraced house enabled a
better-off worker’s family to enjoy a ‘‘modest domes-
ticity’’ (McKibbin, 1990, p. 307), for which virtually
no equivalent existed in the densely occupied indus-
trial cities of continental Europe. Rates of child mor-
tality fell and life expectancy rose, reflecting the gen-
eral improvements in living standards. Most notably,
real wages rose, according to one index from 100 in
1850 to 190 in 1913–1914. This enabled British
workers to travel to the seaside, go to the races and
the music hall, and watch football matches in huge
numbers.

Of course such working-class prosperity was not
universal. Regional variations in wages were vast. Car-
penters earned ten and a half pence an hour in Lon-
don but only four and seven-eighths pence an hour
in Falmouth in 1908. Between 1840 and 1880 the
differential between skilled and unskilled wages prob-
ably increased. Subsequently it declined in some
trades but still remained substantial. Unskilled build-
ing workers received 64 percent of the wages of their
skilled colleagues in 1885. The differential between
male and female wages was even greater. According to
Charles Booth 30 percent of the London population
lived below the poverty line in 1886. Irish immigrants
tended to live in the worst housing conditions, where
typhus, called ‘‘Irish fever,’’ was common. Accidents,
illness, periodic unemployment, and old age remained
sources of insecurity.

The economies of continental Europe exhibited
similarities. The living standards of French and Ger-
man workers rose steadily between 1850 and 1900,
precisely when industrial and political labor move-
ments began to recruit in large numbers. Again the
benefits were spread unevenly. In the fourteen years
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before the outbreak of World War I, however, some
of the gains were eroded in France, and real wages
stagnated in Germany as a result of price inflation.

In addition to uneven prosperity, a set of new
developments created problems for even skilled work-
ers. The emergence of an increasingly numerous class
of white-collar workers standing between manage-
ment and the shop floor produced both more imper-
sonal labor relations and an obstacle to the mobility
prospects of the skilled manual worker. A range of
technological innovations eroded the status and se-
curity of some groups of skilled laborers by facilitating
the employment of semiskilled workers. Mechanical
saws, prefabricated wooden units, and iron and con-
crete building materials revolutionized the construc-
tion industry. Milling machines, specialized lathes,
and mechanical drills and borers intensified the labor
process in engineering. By the 1890s the hand man-
ufacture of shoes was displaced by a new technology.
In general, however, the problem confronted by
skilled workers had less to do with technological in-
novation, which lagged behind that in the United
States, than with an intensification of work stemming
from greater supervision, the premium bonus system
of remuneration, and ‘‘scientific management.’’ Grow-
ing numbers of workers demanded a shorter work-
week, and workers in France, workers at Bosch in Stutt-
gart, and print and engineering workers in the United
Kingdom went on strike against the reorganisation of
production. Some German engineering workers even
complained of nervous exhaustion. The emergence of
engineering workers in the forefront of industrial pro-
test between 1910 and 1920 may well have reflected
these developments. That emergence reinforces the po-
sition that factors other than poverty drove working-
class mobilization.

Skilled workers: the backbone of labor mobili-
zation. Many workers remained poor, and even
skilled workers were not affluent or completely secure
before 1914. Again, however, increasing resources fa-
cilitated widespread strike action, a growth in trade
union membership, and to some extent membership
of labor and socialist parties. This becomes clear when
the timing of strikes at upturns in the economic cycle
and the membership of trade unions is examined.
Trade unions were strongest throughout Europe among
workers who had served apprenticeships and who,
through their skills, had considerable bargaining power,
such as printers, skilled woodworkers and metal work-
ers, masons, plumbers, and bricklayers. Unions were
weakest among the unskilled and poorly paid, such as
agricultural laborers, domestic servants, unskilled tex-
tile workers, and women. This was not true just of

Britain. Most French unionists in the 1870s were
skilled, while printers, engineers, bricklayers, and car-
penters formed unions in Germany in the 1860s. In
Austria typesetters and watchmakers established suc-
cessful craft associations by 1867, while artisans pro-
vided the backbone of labor organization in Milan
and Turin in the 1870s.

In contrast, unskilled factory workers in France
and Germany did not usually join unions or go on
strike. Semiskilled laborers were increasingly involved
in strikes after 1889. General unions formed in the
United Kingdom, and industrial unions formed in
Germany. However, the great majority of members
were still skilled and male in 1914. The membership
of the unskilled was more fragile and often declined
at times of economic recession. The strike waves of
1889 to 1891 and especially 1910 to 1912 attracted
greater numbers of the semiskilled and unskilled
workers to industrial action. Nevertheless, the un-
skilled in general and women in particular, though
capable of strike action, faced much more difficulty
in sustaining organization.

Patterns of political mobilization were slightly
different. Impoverished outworkers often played a role
in the early history of socialist parties. Depressed tex-
tile workers in Roubaix, Reims, Roanne, and Lyon
supported French anarcho-syndicalism. In Germany,
August Bebel, the leader of the SPD, was first elected
to a Reichstag seat not by the factory workers of
Chemnitz, the German equivalent of Manchester, but
by the depressed domestic weavers in Glauchau-
Meerane. By 1913 the scale of social-democratic elec-
toral support was so great in Germany’s large Protes-
tant cities, over 70 percent in Berlin and over 60
percent in Leipzig, that some unskilled and semi-
skilled workers must have voted for the party.

However, from the beginning skilled workers
also took charge, and by 1914 the British Labour
Party, the French and Italian Socialist Parties, and the
German and Austrian Social Democratic Parties were
organizations of skilled men in the building, metal,
and woodworking trades. Parisian artisans formed the
backbone of French anarcho-syndicalism, and skilled
workers in printing, metalwork, and clothing manu-
facture took the lead in the creation of the Italian
Workers’ Party in the 1870s. The Spanish Socialist
Party drew its first support from printers in Madrid.
These skilled workers experienced rising living stan-
dards in the main. They enjoyed a strong bargaining
position against their employers and had the re-
sources, time, and energy to invest in union and party
activities. Their ability to assert their identity thus
stemmed from strength, not weakness. They also pos-
sessed a culture that, through apprenticeships, incul-
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cated the worth and dignity of labor. They had ex-
pectations and aspirations that the unskilled and
impoverished either did not share or could not realize.
They also possessed long traditions of craft association
that sustained industrial militancy and organization.
In many cases, however, these skilled men remained
concerned solely with their own sectional interests and
failed to identify with the working class as a whole.
This was especially so in Britain, where most enfran-
chised working-class voters stayed away from the La-
bour Party before 1914. The politics of class thus de-
pended on factors outside the labor market.

Industrialization and identity. Rising living
standards, the spread of strike action, and the growth
of trade union membership related manifestly to
changes in the occupational and residential structure
of European society. The more rural the society, the
less pronounced these developments were. In general
few rural workers went on strike, joined unions, or
voted socialist between 1850 and 1914. Sometimes
prevented from organizing by repressive legislation, as
in parts of Germany and in tsarist Russia; tied to land-
lords by law or by nonmonetary types of payment,
like tied housing, food, and fuel; with very low wages,
few expectations, and little bargaining power, rural
labor did not possess the resources to mobilize in any
sustainable way.

Significant exceptions existed, however. The
French and Italian Socialist Parties and the Spanish
anarchists had some success at recruiting support from
rural areas. In Emilia and the Po Valley landless la-

borers and some sharecroppers protested against agrar-
ian capitalism and benefited from labor exchanges,
through which the Italian Socialist Party exerted in-
fluence on the hiring and firing of rural labor. In
France agrarian socialism recruited not only from the
landless woodcutters of Cher and Nièvre but also
from landowning peasants in parts of the Midi. These
peasants had access to urban ideas and enjoyed a col-
lective social life around the local bar and cafè. Most
important, they engaged in market agriculture, in par-
ticular viticulture; often experienced conflict with
commercial intermediaries; and were subject to the
fluctuations of the market, as in the agricultural de-
pression of the 1870s and 1880s. In rural southern
Spain anarchists recruited landless laborers who lived
together in large agrotowns. In general, however, the
industrial and political mobilization of European work-
ers was a product of industry and the town.

The growth of wage labor and urbanization. In
1811, 30.2 percent of the British workforce was em-
ployed in manufacture, mining, and industry. A cen-
tury later the figure had risen to 46.4 percent. At the
same time employment in trade and transport in-
creased from 11.6 percent to over 21 percent. In Ger-
many approximately 35 percent of the labor force was
still employed in agriculture in 1907 but by then 40
percent worked in crafts and industry and 25 percent
in the tertiary sector. Dependent wage labor became
the norm, especially in factory employment, though
this development was more extensive in Britain and
Germany than in the rest of Europe. In Germany the
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percentage of wage earners, as distinct from the self-
employed, in industry grew from 57 percent in 1875
to over 76 percent in 1907. Russian industrial labor
also expanded rapidly between 1875 and 1914, al-
though it constituted a small minority within the
population as a whole. In Spain 11 percent of the
labor force worked in industry, rising to almost 16
percent in 1910.

At the same time an ever greater percentage of
the European population moved into towns. In 1800
only 23 European towns housed over 300,000 people.
By 1900 135 such towns existed. In the same period
London grew from a city of 1 million to one of 4.5
million. In Britain urban dwellings outstripped rural
dwellings in 1851, in Germany in 1891, but not until
1931 in France. In Germany, where a strong corre-
lation existed between size of town, trade union den-
sity, and support for the SPD, a large migration of
population from the rural east in to Berlin, Saxony,
and the Ruhr took place. The percentage of the
Reich’s population living in towns of over 100,000
inhabitants grew from 4.8 percent in 1871 to 21.3
percent in 1910. Even in countries with lower overall
levels of urbanization, individual cities experienced
dramatic growth. Thus between 1897 and 1914 the
population of Saint Petersburg rose from 1.26 million
to 2.11 million, though Russia as a whole remained
overwhelmingly rural. In France 16 cities had over
100,000 inhabitants by 1911, and Paris increased its
population by 345 percent between 1800 and 1900,
from 547,000 to 2.8 million.

That some correlation existed between industri-
alization-urbanization and strikes–trade union mem-
bership seems indisputable. However, industrial work-
ers from rural backgrounds, distance migrants, and
workers new to factory conditions took longer to or-
ganize than longer-term factory workers. Where em-
ployers were strong, as in heavy industry in the Ruhr
Valley, or where the labor force was largely unskilled,
industrial organization and strike action were difficult
to sustain. They were also difficult where the state
intervened to repress industrial conflict, obviously in
Russia, to a significant extent in Germany, and much
less in the United Kingdom. On the other hand, un-
ions were strong where labor was skilled and orga-
nized, where employers were relatively small and dis-
organized, and where the state or employers promoted
collective bargaining, as in Britain in the decade be-
fore 1914. Notwithstanding these caveats, the corre-
lation between the chronology of industrial union and
trade union growth seems clearly positive. It is often
overlooked, however, that the uneven development of
the industrial economy fragmented rather than united
labor in a single class.

UNEVEN INDUSTRIALIZATION AND
WORKING-CLASS FRAGMENTATION

Obviously industrial growth and technological mod-
ernization took place at different times in different
countries. Agricultural labor as a percentage of the
total workforce dropped to 8 percent in Britain but
still stood at 31 percent in Germany, 42 percent in
France, and 57 percent in Spain in 1920. It still con-
stituted 46 percent of Russian and 53 percent of Po-
lish labour in 1950. The early but relatively gradual
industrialization of Britain, where craft associations
already existed, facilitated the development of pow-
erful sectional unions and gave rise to a system of col-
lective bargaining. In contrast, later but more rapid and
more capital-intensive industrial change in Germany
after 1850 spawned powerful but intransigent employ-
ers and a labor force that was far less likely to be suc-
cessful in the arena of industrial conflict. Consequently
labor turned to the politics of social democracy.

Equally significant was the uneven development
within national boundaries. In France most of the
Midi was free of modern industry before 1914, and
Languedoc actually deindustrialized. In northern Italy
industry expanded, while the south remained over-
whelmingly agrarian and impoverished. The spectac-
ular economic growth of Saxony, the Ruhr Valley, and
Berlin was not vouchsafed to Germany’s eastern prov-
inces or most of the Reich south of the Main River.
Catalonia and the northern Basque provinces were
much more economically developed than the rest of
Spain, while Austria-Hungary boasted of both dy-
namic industrial cities, such as Prague, Vienna, and
Budapest, and the most primitive rural economies in
the Balkans. In consequence the structure of the labor
force was regionally variable, which may in turn ex-
plain the persistence of regional traditions in working-
class behavior and identity.

Unevenness was also sectoral. In France a large
artisanal sector survived beyond 1914 but coexisted
with the modern exploitation of hydroelectric power,
technologically advanced artificial fiber (rayon) pro-
duction, a modernized automobile industry, and the
most innovative retail sector in Europe. Germany’s
Second Reich housed giant firms in electrotechnology
and chemicals yet still possessed a domestic textile and
shoemaking industry. Even within a single industry
technological modernization did not breed a homo-
geneous workforce. Different sectors of the same in-
dustry, for example, engineering, modernized at dif-
ferent rates.

Such modernization did far less to ‘‘deskill’’ Eu-
ropean workers than is often imagined. The huge ex-
pansion of engineering actually created more, not
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fewer, jobs for skilled engineers, as in Bielefeld, which
became a center of German bicycle manufacture.
Even where modern machines facilitated the deploy-
ment of semiskilled labor, that labor was rarely re-
cruited from the ranks of the formerly skilled. Instead,
as in the case of the French textile industry, labor came
from those new to industry, often from rural back-
grounds. Skilled men still set up and tended the new
machines, but the invention of gas and electric mo-
tors together with the need for bicycle and motorcar
maintenance afforded mechanics new opportunities
for self-employment. On the shop floor labor was
divided further by differential payment systems. As
a result a common identity remained the exception
rather than the rule. In fact factors exogenous to the
labor process created cross-occupational solidarity,
among them the rise of exclusively working-class
residential communities, increasingly endogamous
marriage patterns, and the emergence of a hereditary
proletariat, that is, a generation of workers not new
to the factory and the urban environment. The au-
tocratic behavior of employers, the relative weakness
of middle-class liberalism, and political repression
and discrimination forged a class identity among
some European workers.

The fragmentation of working-class politics. As
demonstrated, economic development did as much to
divide as to unite workers. In creating solidarity, the
state’s role was crucial in the generation of a radical
politics of class. When the state relied on indirect taxes

or agricultural tariffs, it demonstrated its hostility to
urban consumers. When it interfered violently in in-
dustrial conflict, deprived workers of full citizenship
rights, and rested on nonparliamentary foundations,
working-class grievances were often politicized and
marxist parties were likely to be strong, as in Russia,
Austria, and Germany. That liberal and parliamentary
regimes were best able to create legitimacy among
workers was demonstrated at the end of World War I,
when labor overthrew the old autocracies in Russia,
Austria-Hungary, and Germany but not the demo-
cratic polities in Britain and France.

Workers in similar occupations often displayed
similar forms of behavior and identity across national
boundaries, but this correlation did not include poli-
tics. Miners possessed a strong sense of occupational
identity almost everywhere, but printers were almost
always the first to form stable unions and to engage
in collective bargaining. Dockers in Hamburg, Li-
vorno, and Liverpool had difficulty organizing and
often leaned toward direct action. Males dominated
the industrial organizations of labor well into the
twentieth century in virtually all European countries.
In Britain, France, Germany, Austria, Czechoslova-
kia, and Hungary engineering workers rose to prom-
inence in various forms of protest, often involving ten-
sions between cautious trade union leaders and a
restive rank and file.

As noted, however, these international similar-
ities usually were restricted to the sphere of industrial
behavior and did not extend to politics. This is clear
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even in the postulate that ‘‘labor aristocrats,’’ skilled
workers with high earnings and job security, such as
printers and skilled engineering workers, provide a key
to the reformism of the British labor movement. In
England the labor aristocrats dominated the unions
and voted Liberal, but in Germany they joined the
SPD, and in Russia they appeared at the barricades in
1917 and 1918. Thus their politics cannot be ex-
plained by their place in the labor market.

Even the role of the state is not enough to ex-
plain working-class politics. Within the boundaries of
a single state, workers in the same occupation often
displayed marked differences in political outlook and
identity. Miners in Pas-de-Calais, for example, gave
their support to reformist socialism, whereas their
counterparts in the southern Massif tended toward
syndicalism. Syndicalism in Spain was supported by
the workers in small-scale textile production in Bar-
celona but not in Guipúzcoa. Moreover the political
identity of the same group of workers in the same
place could change over time. For example, in Spain
Asturian miners supported primarily reformist labor
organizations until the 1920s then engaged in insur-
rectionary violence. The change was clearly dictated
by shifts in the political conjuncture, perhaps at the
local level, and not at the workplace.

Support for political parties, which spoke the
language of class, was stronger in some states than in
others; but even in imperial Germany, which had the
largest socialist party in the world with a marxist pro-
gram, the SPD could never claim to speak for the
German working class in its entirety. Even among de-
pendent wage laborers, other identities cut across and
fragmented that of class. Women and the unskilled
were largely absent from the membership, as were
Catholics, Poles, and those who belonged to company
unions and voted National Liberal, such as senior
workers at the Krupp steelworks in Essen. In Britain
and France significant numbers of workers preferred
the collaborationist politics of liberalism to class con-
frontation and voted for the Liberal Party or the Rad-
ical Party respectively.

It was also not unusual for workers to give their
support to nationalist or conservative political parties.
That happened in the ‘‘working-class Tory’’ districts
of industrial Lancashire, where hostility to Irish im-
migration and to Liberal mill owners played a role.
This last instance also suggests that class identity and
political conservatism were not invariably incompat-
ible. Indeed the French wool shearers of Mazamet sus-
tained lengthy strikes against their employers but gave
their votes to conservative parliamentary candidates.
At Krupp in Essen workers who belonged to the com-
pany union, sang in the company choir, and lived in

company housing voted National Liberal before 1914,
Nationalist in the 1920s, and Nazi in the depression
of 1929–1933.

A sense of class could also be fractured by reli-
gious and denominational variables. Socialism in
France, Spain, and Italy went hand in hand with an-
ticlericalism, and the parties of the left were weak in
areas of high religious observance. In Germany, Hol-
land, and Flemish Belgium, Catholic workers formed
their own Christian Unions and voted for Catholic
parties. Ethnic differences were as divisive and poten-
tially more explosive than those of religion. In Austria-
Hungary, Czech and German workers split into sepa-
rate organizations. Poles in imperial Germany stayed
away from both the Catholic Center Party and the
SPD, formed their own unions, and voted for the
cause of Polish nationalism. No love was lost between
English and Irish laborers. Workers in the north of
France resented the employment of Belgians, and
Marseille dockers displayed even greater hostility to-
ward North African workers.

Gender and working-class fragmentation. The
European working classes were further fragmented
along the lines of gender. Women were grossly un-
derrepresented in the membership of trade unions and
labor and socialist parties. Even in the SPD, which
had a women’s organization with 170,000 members
in 1914, females only constituted 16 percent of the
total party membership. Significantly these women
were usually not employed outside the home but were
the housewives of Social Democrats. Part of the reason
for female absence from the ranks of organized labor
lay in the distribution of female employment. In Ger-
many in 1907, 4.5 million women worked in agri-
culture, and 3.75 million worked in domestic service.
Only 1 million found jobs in trade and commerce
and 2 million in manufacturing. In Britain in 1911
almost 40 percent of the females in paid employment
worked in personal and domestic services, 16 percent
in textiles, 15 percent in clothing manufacturing, 3
percent in metals manufacturing, and 2.1 percent in
agriculture. Of those employed in manufacturing,
many worked in poorly paid domestic production.
Female factory occupations were usually unskilled and
badly rewarded. Thus women were the archetype of
unskilled labor, and unskilled, poorly paid men did
not form unions or join political parties either.

The difficulties of mobilizing women were com-
pounded by other, more gender-specific factors. A
woman’s time was taken up by labor in and outside
the home, the so-called ‘‘double burden.’’ Further-
more the great majority of women in factory employ-
ment were unlikely to keep their positions for life. In
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Germany in 1895 over 52 percent of employed fe-
males were single, 40.2 percent were divorced, and
only 9.1 percent were married. In the United King-
dom sixteen years later the figures were respectively
69.3 percent, 29.4 percent, and 9.6 percent. Most
women working outside the home would not do so
for the rest of their lives. They were usually young and
single, and at around age twenty-four they left for
marriage or childbirth. Since the home and not the
workplace was the locus of their activities for much
of their lives, investment in factory-based organiza-
tions made little sense.

Religious observance was much higher among
European females than males by 1900. Continued re-
ligious commitment may have kept women away
from ‘‘godless’’ socialist organizations. Women also
faced gender-specific discrimination. They suffered
verbal and physical abuse, low wages, and proletarian
antifeminism, which could become quite vicious in
times of recession. Trade unions often were not inter-
ested in the problems of female workers, who were
considered wage-cutting competitors rather than com-
rads. Also, as women did not yet possess the vote,
many labor politicians in Britain and France showed
little interest in their mobilization.

Of course working-class wives and daughters in-
dispensably supported striking brothers, fathers, and
husbands by caring for their offspring and providing
sustenance on picket lines. The work of women in the
home that created the space and time for the union
and party activities of males. Though relatively few
female workers joined unions, many women went on
strike.

White-collar workers were generally absent from
the unions, and their numbers in the total workforce
increased rapidly by 1910. They constituted 36 per-
cent of all wage earners in France in 1906, though
under 40 percent of the French workforce were wage-
workers at that time, and they were 18 percent of the
total German labor force. In Germany, where the
‘‘collar line,’’ the division between white-collar and
blue-collar workers was especially great, the former
displayed considerable hostility toward socialist orga-
nizations. Most did not organize, but those who did
usually joined the German National Union of Com-
mercial Employees, which was antisocialist, national-
ist, imperialist, and anti-Semitic. The political iden-
tity of white-collar workers, however, was less clear in
many other European societies and underwent signifi-
cant changes during World War I.

Working-class identity in 1914. On the eve of
World War I more workers went on strike, belonged
to trade unions, and voted for labor or socialist parties

than ever before, in part an indication of class identity.
However, that identity was fragile and was not shared
by all. In fact the great majority of European workers,
even in Britain, never went on strike, formed a union,
or voted socialist. Uneven economic development and
religious, ethnic, and gender differences complicated,
obscured, and sometimes undermined the class soli-
darity the socialist parties hoped to create. However,
those who considered their skill, gender, religion or
ethnicity important might still have some perception
of themselves as workers. The Christian (Catholic)
Unions in Germany, for example, were increasingly
involved in industrial action. Polish workers were
proud to be Polish, but they joined the Free (socialist)
Unions in the strikes of 1905 and 1912 in the Ruhr
Valley. In fact to be a Pole in the Ruhr was to be a
worker. National and class perspectives in this case
reinforced one another.

The possibility of the coexistence of different
identities raises another important point. Support for
the national cause in 1914 did not necessarily imply
the demise or absence of class consciousness. Not only
was proletarian patriotism different from the jingoism
of the nationalist right, but the same Welsh miners
who volunteered to fight for king and country in Au-
gust 1914 were back on strike the following year.
Studies of various European cities, including Bruns-
wick, Hamburg, and Vienna, have suggested that
workers did not demonstrate the same nationalist
fervor as their middle-class compatriots in the first
days of the war. Patriotism and a sense of class could
go hand in hand. German workers marching off to
the front sang patriotic and socialist anthems. That
working-class men and women were divided in vari-
ous ways in 1914 is not surprising, but remarkably
many of them had overcome such divisions by 1914.
The story of the European working classes after that
date is also a story of solidarities and divisions.

EUROPEAN LABOR FROM 1914 TO 1950

World War I. World War I is best remembered for
its human sacrifice and its material deprivation that
formed the background to revolutions in central and
eastern Europe at its end. Yet the experience of Eu-
ropean labor during the war was in some ways am-
biguous. In the belligerent nations civilian politicians
and army generals realized they could not sustain the
war effort without the support of organized labor, a
clear statement of how far the working classes had
come since 1800. In the democratic states, France and
Britain, members of the Labour Party and the SFIO
were taken into the war cabinets. Although the semi-
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autocratic German state went nowhere near as far, it
granted some degree of recognition to trade union
leaders and their wishes. Union officials were ex-
empted from conscription and were given a role in
the organization of food supplies and welfare. The
unions were for the first time allowed to recruit rural
laborers and state employees, and a law in 1916 es-
tablished workers’ councils with elected labor repre-
sentatives in all large firms. This effectively obliged
previously authoritarian employers to deal with the
unions and gave a massive spur to the growth of union
membership from 1917.

State recognition of and consultation with trade
union leaders gave the unions greater legitimacy in
other countries too, and national systems of pay bar-
gaining began to erode local particularities. It now
made sense to be in the union because the union
might be able to achieve something. At the same time
shortages of labor in the dominant munitions indus-
tries placed workers in a strong bargaining position.
Government intervention to control prices and rents
and the supply of foodstuffs and raw materials to-
gether with an acceptance of new welfare obligations
brought to the public’s attention the possibility of
controlling private capital and the advantages of plan-
ning. It was no accident that the British Labour Party
first adopted clause IV, nationalization of industry, in
1918.

The consequences of these developments were
paradoxical. Unions benefited from recognition, yet
the collusion of trade union leaders and labor politi-
cians with systems of national wage bargaining gave
rise to shop floor discontent. Radical shop stewards
who were often hostile to the official union leadership
emerged in Clydeside, Berlin, and Turin. The divide
that separated restless workers from trade union bu-
reaucracies was widened by massive food shortages
and high levels of inflation in central and eastern Eu-
rope, above all in Russia. In Austria, Germany, Hun-
gary, and Russia food riots involving women and chil-
dren became common. So did strikes throughout
Europe caused by food shortages and inflation but
facilitated by severe labor shortages in the munitions
industries. On top of all this, the war forced longer
working hours and an intensification of labor with the
suspension of protective labor legislation and a marked
increase in industrial accidents.

The war years also witnessed a restructuring of
the workforce. Increasing numbers of women and
youths were recruited to fill the shortage of labor in
the arms industry. They came to work in the large
engineering and electrical concerns in Berlin, and the
foundries of Krupp and Thyssen in the Ruhr, in large
factories on the outskirts of Paris, in the giant engi-

neering concerns of Turin and Milan, and in the Pu-
tilov munitions factory in Saint Petersburg. The newer
factories, manned by semiskilled workers, employed
serial techniques in production. Trained on the shop
floor to perform a specialized task, the workers had
not experienced apprenticeships but were far less qui-
escent than unskilled workers. They played a major
role in the revolutionary upheavals at the end of the
war in Saint Petersburg, Moscow, Vienna, Berlin, Bu-
dapest, Turin, and Milan, where the focus of indus-
trial militancy shifted to the large factories.

At the same time more workers became involved
in industrial protest and union organizations. Women,
rural laborers, and the unskilled in chemical and steel-
work appeared on the historical stage between 1917
and 1924 but were largely quiescent again after 1924,
by which time political and employer controls had
been reestablished. The deteriorating situation of
white-collar employees in Germany encouraged some
of them to join socialist unions and to vote for the
SPD at the end of the war.

Material deprivation and a restructuring of the
labor force generalized economic discontent. The war
transformed that discontent into a political issue, for
material deprivation was manifestly caused by war
waged and ended by governments. Thus strikers in
central Europe demanded peace and democratic re-
form. They failed to see why they should make sac-
rifices for states that treated them as second-class cit-
izens. The inability of the old regimes to guarantee
peace was the immediate cause of revolutions in Feb-
ruary and October 1917 in Russia and in Austria and
Germany a year later. The war thus had a massive
impact on labor and actually prepared the ground for
the exercise of power by workers’ parties in some states
after 1918 by temporarily demobilizing or destroying
their enemies, especially where the old regimes were
held responsible for defeat.

However, many of the upheavals were not un-
mediated consequences of the war alone. Revolutions
took place where radical working-class cultures had
developed before World War I and were absent in
democratic Scandinavia, Britain, and France. The
years immediately before 1914 had seen waves of la-
bor militancy in Germany, Italy, and Russia, often
associated with conflicts between trade union leaders
and a radical rank and file of engineering workers.
Most of the socialist parties in continental Europe,
such as the SPD, the SFIO, and the PSI, had revo-
lutionary and reformist elements before 1914. In the
course of the war and in the wake of the Russian
Revolution and the foundation of the Third Inter-
national, these split into social-democratic and com-
munist wings. This split therefore had a prewar his-
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tory and was not simply a consequence of war and
inflation between 1914 and 1923. The absence of a
revolutionary movement in Britain before 1914 partly
explains communism’s failure to take hold there after
1918.

Postwar revolutions. The overthrow of autocratic
regimes in 1917–1918, the sacrifices workers made
during the war, the increasing legitimacy of labor pol-
iticians, and the continued shortage of labor at the
end of World War I led to the greatest upsurge in
international working-class industrial militancy and
political radicalism that Europe had seen. The Octo-
ber Revolution brought the Bolsheviks to power in
1917 and saw the first attempts to create a socialist
society. Admired by many workers at the time as a
model of workers’ government, it inspired the crea-
tion of significant communist parties in France, Ger-
many, and Italy. Yet revolutionary socialists did not
successfully seize power anywhere outside of Russia.
Social structure in western Europe lacked a revolu-
tionary peasantry but produced a large and powerful
bourgeoisie, which was effectively absent in Russia
owing to the dependence of its industry on foreign
capital or tsarist initiatives. This Western bourgeoisie
was temporarily weakened in the revolutionary up-
heavals at the end of the war but rapidly reconstituted
its control over labor during the economic downturn
in 1921 in the United Kingdom, France, and Italy
and in 1923 in Germany. Particularly in Germany and
Italy the defeat of the revolutionary left was the work
of armed counterrevolutions by right wing paramili-
tary groups, the Freikorps and the fascist squadristi,
respectively. From 1922 in Italy and from 1933 in
Germany fascist regimes destroyed the industrial and
political labor organizations.

The failure of the revolutionary left to deliver
liberation to the European working classes, com-
pounded by the split between democratic socialists
and communists, most obviously in Germany, should
not obscure the fact that social-democratic welfarism
did much to improve the workers’ lot in several Eu-
ropean states. In the Weimar Republic, national gov-
ernments with SPD participation extended welfare
benefits massively, built public housing, and initiated
a sea change in industrial relations by enforcing trade
union recognition and collective bargaining. In Brit-
ain the fact that the Labour Party was in office only
briefly did not prevent measures to subsidize council
housing and improve unemployment benefits. Social-
democratic participation in the governments of Den-
mark, Norway, and Sweden impressively extended so-
cial welfare. In Sweden the all-socialist government of
Per Albin Hansson established a public works pro-

gram of jobs, created a system of pensions and un-
employment relief, reduced working hours, set up
maternity benefits, and developed a national medical
service. The Popular Front government, a communist-
socialist-liberal alliance, in France in 1936 increased
wage rates, introduced paid holidays, and obliged em-
ployers to recognize trade unions.

The absence of a successful socialist revolution
outside Russia therefore did not mean the abandon-
ment of working-class interests. However, social-
democratic reformism was only possible where it
found allies among democratic liberals and where the
middle class was prepared to tolerate it. It made no
headway against authoritarian regimes in eastern Eu-
rope or against fascist dictatorships. Furthermore the
great upsurge of labor militancy between 1917 and
1920 rested on conditions of economic expansion and
job security. High levels of unemployment after 1921
(1923 in Germany) demobilized and fragmented the
labor movement. The search for jobs or the desire to
keep them set the employed against the unemployed,
factory against factory, men against women, and the
young against the old in disputes regarding who
should keep the jobs. The 1930s were a period of
authoritarian government in eastern Europe, fascist
rule in Italy, and Francisco Franco’s triumph in Spain
but also of Conservative Party domination in Britain.
Left-wing governments in France were shortlived in
this decade.

The European working classes, 1924–1950.
The general models used above to account for varia-
tions in working-class politics continued to hold true
in this period. They varied enormously from country
to country, often depending on earlier traditions, as
in the case of communist party support. It is true that
socioeconomic factors go some way toward explaining
the split between democratic socialists and commun-
ists. Germany exhibited a strong correlation between
unemployment and the size of communist party sup-
port, for example. In Germany, France, and Italy po-
litical radicalism was particularly marked among young
and semiskilled workers in large factories. Yet the Brit-
ish and the Swedish unemployed and semiskilled did
not turn to communism. Again political traditions
and the preexistence of revolutionary labor were cru-
cial. No simple correlation emerged between eco-
nomic position and electoral behavior.

The number of wageworkers increased generally
between 1914 and 1950, from 4.7 million to 6.5 mil-
lion in France, from 17.1 million to 21.4 million in
the United Kingdom, and from 9.3 million to 9.7
million in Italy. Between 1913 and 1950 the average
rate of growth of nonagricultural employment was 1
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percent per annum in Western Europe and 1.5 per-
cent in Eastern Europe, reaching as much as 2.6 per-
cent in Russia, though Eastern Europe was still over-
whelmingly rural. In Britain 70 percent of the active
population were workers in the 1950s. Furthermore
national systems of wage bargaining and decreasing
differentials between skilled and unskilled workers
helped create a working class that was economically
more united than previously. Though union density
increased from 23 percent in 1914 to 44.1 percent in
1950 in Britain, from 17 percent to 39 percent in the
Netherlands, and from 15 percent to 76 percent in
Sweden, the combined vote for the parties of labor
rarely rose above 35 percent in most European coun-
tries. Only infrequently did socialists form majority
governments before 1944, and Sweden was the most
obvious exception to this rule. This may have been
partly because of the enfranchisement of women in
several states between the wars, though Italy and
France did not enact woman suffrage until the end of
World War II and it produced Catholic mass politics.
Women remained less likely to vote for the left in this
period, not least because the division between work
and home remained as complete for married working-
class couples as it was before. In 1931 only 16 percent
of married British women were employed outside the
home, and the evidence is overwhelming that women
placed a positive value on housework and child rearing
at this time. They also voted for parties that pro-
claimed the sanctity of traditional family values.

The increase in waged labor also should not ob-
scure the fact that much of that labor was nonmanual.
By 1933 white-collar workers made up approximately
25 percent of the active population in Germany. In
Britain the proportion of nonmanual workers in the
labor force rose from 18.7 percent in 1911 to 30.9
percent in 1951. Paid by seniority and thus guaran-
teed rising incomes where they remained loyal to the
firm, they often acted as intermediaries between man-
agement and the shop floor, and they were conscious
of their status. Not until the 1960s and 1970s did the
rates of unionization of female and white-collar staff
began to catch up with those of males in manual em-
ployment. Furthermore the unemployment of the in-
terwar years often decimated precisely those sectors of
the economy where working-class militancy had been
strong, such as coal mining.

Again support for the labor parties and trade un-
ion membership were not consequences of impoverish-
ment, except possibly the unemployed, many of whom
fell into apathy and resignation rather than militancy.
For those employed, real wages continued to rise, and
levels of poverty were reduced according to all the Brit-
ish surveys. The life expectancy of workers continued

to improve, but it still did not reach that of the middle
class. Working-class consumption, typified by visits to
the cinema, the dance hall, and sports events, increased
significantly. This was especially true in Britain, but
France and Germany experienced similar developments
between the wars. Extensions of welfare and especially
public housing made a huge contribution to working-
class living standards. However, homogenous working-
class residential areas became more common than be-
fore, while the mobility prospects of even skilled
manual workers remained extremely limited into the
1960s. Hence significant numbers of European work-
ers, increasingly self-confident in the democratic states,
held collective values. The extent of embourgeoisement
before the 1960s was truly limited.

EPILOGUE:
EUROPEAN LABOR AFTER 1950

As early as the 1950s some commentators feared the
demise of traditional working-class culture at the hands
of mass entertainment in Britain. Those fears height-
ened in the recession of the 1970s and the political
triumph of Thatcherism. The postwar welfare state
and massive rises in real wages in the 1950s and the
1960s, the time of economic miracles, stimulated
huge increases in working-class consumerism. From
the 1960s working-class ownership of houses and cars
expanded dramatically. Radio, already popular before
1950, and television enhanced the possibilities of pri-
vate, home-based leisure. Slum clearances sometimes
disrupted working-class residential communities. The
recession of the 1970s and 1980s laid waste to many
of the traditional heartlands of labor and deindustri-
alised large parts of Europe.

Simultaneously white-collar employment out-
stripped that of manual labor. By 1981, 52.3 percent
of the active British population was employed in non-
manual jobs. In Holland 1,042,000 worked in manu-
facturing but 2,943,000 worked in trades and services
at the same date. Simultaneously a feminization of the
labor force occurred. Whereas the number of women
workers in 1950 was 7.1 million in the United King-
dom, the figure rose to 22.9 million by 1990. In 1951,
32.7 percent of women and 87.6 percent men of
working age were gainfully employed, but by 1980
51.6 percent of women and 77.9 percent of men were
working. Working-class support for labor politics
eroded in Western Europe, and socialist parties sur-
vived only where they appealed to the middle ground
and to voters outside the traditional working class.

Historians and sociologists have debated the ex-
tent of embourgeoisement of the working class amid
undeniable affluence in the postwar decades. The
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growth of an immigrant lower working class in most
Western European countries also created internal ten-
sions and disparities within the working class. Many
workers no longer displayed distinctive culture or be-
havior, even aside from the dilution of working-class
politics and the decline in unionization. But the
working class was still less likely than the middle class
to strive for upward mobility or to send children to
universities, reflecting social barriers and distinctive
expectations. Most people of the working class view
their labor in fiercely instrumental terms, judging it
on the basis of earnings, in contrast to those of the
middle class, who usually seek some meaning in the
work. The boundaries of the working class have def-
initely become less defined, but the concept contin-
ues to have some real utility in European social
history.

The lot of workers in Soviet-controlled Europe
was, of course, very different. Workers played a role
in the collapse of Communist regimes, most obviously
in the Solidarity organization in Poland. This was far
from a universal phenomenon, however. Until the
1970s many workers in Eastern Europe enjoyed rising
living standards, though not on a Western scale. Some,

miners in particular, enjoyed special privileges, so it is
not surprising that they supported the old regime in
Romania and did not initially participate in Solidarity
in Poland. The collapse of the old system and the
triumph of market forces created massive inequalities
and a decline in living standards for the great majority.
In western Europe the old working class became only
a shadow of its former self, and in eastern Europe it
seemed powerless.

CONCLUSION

For much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
the working classes possessed a distinct identity, but
that identity was never uniform. In some cases work-
ers did show allegiance to a broad concept of class,
though this was more often the case in autocratic than
in liberal states and was rarely a consequence of eco-
nomic variables alone. Class identity was always fragile
and contested by other loyalties of nation, race, gen-
der, and occupation. Since 1960 it has arguably been
in a state of dissolution. However, the struggles of
working men and women have done much to change
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European society, especially in the form of the welfare
state, though some would see even this achievement
as threatened in the early twenty-first century. Fur-
thermore, cross-national comparisons of working-

class behavior and identity do suggest that much can
still be explained in terms of structures—be they eco-
nomic, social, or political, whatever the postmodern-
ists may tell us.

See also Technology; Capitalism and Commercialization; The Industrial Revolu-
tions; Communism (volume 2); Collective Action; Moral Economy and Luddism;
Labor History: Strikes and Unions; Socialism (in this volume); Gender and Work;
Factory Work (volume 4); and other articles in this section.
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SERVANTS

12
Bridget Hill

For a large part of the period from the sixteenth to
the early twentieth century, servants were ubiquitous
throughout Europe. The largest concentrations were
in the cities and towns, but servants were also found
in rural villages and on farms. In rural France, for
example, between 2 and 12 percent of the population
was in service (Hufton, 1993). It constituted the big-
gest employment after agriculture. Indeed the smaller
proportion of servants in France and Germany as
compared with Britain was the result of a larger num-
ber of women still working in agriculture. Thus, ser-
vants formed a significant occupational group in
Europe. Numbers probably peaked in the late nine-
teenth century, declined steadily in the following
years when in both France and Britain new job op-
portunities opened up for women, and slumped in
the period following World War I. Yet until World
War I, domestic service remained throughout Eu-
rope the largest category of female employment
(Hufton, 1997). As late as 1911 in Britain, 35 per-
cent of working women were employed as domestic
servants.

In part it is the large number of servants in the
population, especially in urban areas, that makes them
an important subject of research for social historians.
In the eighteenth century they constituted something
like 12 percent of the population of any European
city or town (Hufton, 1993). In Paris at the end of
the eighteenth century there were one hundred thou-
sand servants—that is, 15 percent of the population
(Fairchilds, 1984). In France as a whole there were
two million servants, which meant that 8 percent of
the population earned their living in service (Fair-
childs, 1984). According to Patrick Colquhoun, Lon-
don in 1806 had two hundred thousand servants of
both sexes, with twice as many women servants as
men (Hufton, 1993). Given that such a sizable pro-
portion of the population of European countries was
in service, one must ask why. Where did the demand
for servants originate? Where did servants come from
and why did they choose (if ‘‘choose’’ is the appro-
priate word) service as an occupation?

Servants were unique among the lower classes
in their contact with their employers. This was the
nearest most masters and mistresses came to the la-
boring class. Indeed, one function servants performed
was to shield their employers from contact with the
working class. The diaries and journals of employers
tell us a great deal about master-servant relations, the
work servants were expected to do, the conditions un-
der which they carried it out, and the conditions of
hiring and firing. Accounts written by servants them-
selves are rare, but some do exist. Other members of
the working class were suspicious of and even hostile
to the close, even intimate, relations between many
servants and their employers. An analysis of these re-
lations provides a fascinating insight into the com-
plexities of class. Because most domestic servants were
not natives of the town or city in which they worked,
the history of service is also intimately linked to the
history of rural-urban migration and, on a wider scale,
to international migration.

With the exception of France and England,
comprehensive studies of domestic servants are lack-
ing. One reason this subject of research has been ig-
nored is that, as part of the lower orders, servants and
their work were regarded as unimportant. Only in the
late twentieth century did historians see them as a fit
subject for study. Another reason is that from the end
of the seventeenth century servants were increasingly
women, and, some historians would say, therefore of
little significance. That the vast majority never wrote
about their experiences also presents real difficulties
in learning about servants. They constitute an elusive
and nearly silent group of the population. Some were
visible, but most were not. If historians were to rely
only on the many accounts written by employers they
would rapidly conclude that servants constituted a
necessary evil, as they were generally the subject of
criticism and abuse from employers.

Information about servants is also available in
the many courtesy books telling servants how to be-
have toward their mistresses and masters and how best
to perform their tasks, but these tell us little of how
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in fact they did behave or exactly what work was de-
manded of them. Many of these books were written
by men and emphasize the dependent role of servants
and their duty of unquestioned obedience, loyalty, and
absolute discretion. One of the worst sins a servant
could commit was to discuss the lives and behavior of
his master and mistress outside his household.

DEFINITION OF SERVANTS

‘‘Servant’’ is a term that has been used very loosely. In
England in the seventeenth and early eighteenth cen-
turies the term covered all servants in husbandry—
that is, both farm servants and domestic servants. Al-
though now the distinction between live-in servants
and day laborers who lived in their own homes and
worked only part-time for an employer is clear, in
earlier periods people did not distinguish between the
two (Hill). Apprentices were frequently referred to as
‘‘servants,’’ as were undertenants in the seventeenth
century.

In France the term domestique or serviteur could
cover a great range of occupations and people from
very different social backgrounds. Domestique was
used not to describe the work done as much as the
conditions of employment: a domestique lived in an
employer’s household in a state of dependency. Those
considered domestiques might include gardeners, mu-
sicians, teamsters, shop clerks, silk weavers, and law-
yers (Fairchilds, 1984).

WHO BECAME A SERVANT

During the eighteenth century the demand for do-
mestic servants increased as urban development cre-

ated a growing affluence among the middle classes.
Who were the servants who responded to this demand
and from where were they recruited? Most women
entering domestic service came from the countryside.
It has been estimated on the basis of urban censuses
that in the preindustrial period 13 percent of the total
population in any city north of the Loire were country
girls in service (Hufton, 1997). Only a minority of
those employed in cities and towns were natives of the
towns in which they worked.

The link between domestic service, rural pov-
erty, and unemployment for women was a close one.
In southeast England, where agricultural changes had
limited the nature of employment available to women,
the sheer inability of single women to earn sufficient
funds for economic independence made migration an
important option. In France girls living in the poor
and backward agricultural regions of the Massif Cen-
tral regularly made the journey to Montpellier and
Béziers. In Toulouse in the eighteenth century girls
were recruited from the poor agricultural land of the
surrounding hill areas.

In general, women entered service when young.
The censuses of Wurzburg and Amsterdam show a
steady influx of female adolescents. Domestic servants
in Amsterdam came from the northern provinces,
where family poverty forced many girls into service at
a very young age (Hufton, 1993). After 1820 in the
area of the Netherlands, where there was a heavy con-
centration of textile work but where the industry was
in decline, parents decided between factory work or
domestic service for their daughters. Eighteen percent
of domestic weavers’ and 28 percent of factory work-
ers’ daughters decided to enter domestic service and
left home at a very early age ( Janssens). In England it
was normal for girls aged thirteen to fourteen to enter
service, and many started much earlier. In nineteenth-
century Italy children as young as ten or twelve were
brought into a family as maids. They grew up with
the family and lived in intimacy with their mistresses.
Often they were expected to serve all their lives in the
one family (Robertson).

According to Danish landowners the very low
level of wages on farms persuaded maidservants to mi-
grate to the nearest provincial town or to Copenhagen
in the hope of finding better conditions of employ-
ment (Dahlsgård). During the first half of the nine-
teenth century, unmarried girls aged twelve to thirteen
flocked to Antwerp and the other chief towns of Ant-
werp province. Most of them came to be housemaids
of Antwerp families. As the city’s director of poor relief
wrote in 1843, these migrants did not come to Ant-
werp ‘‘in order to set up in business or to carry on
their former trade but quite simply to find in another
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community one way or another the means of existence
denied them in their birthplace’’ (quoted in Lis, p. 45).

The middle classes in towns usually preferred to
recruit their servants from the countryside. They were
regarded as better and more virtuous workers. It is
interesting to note that nearly one in two of female
immigrants to Antwerp left the city in the period be-
tween 1817 and 1830. At least one-third returned to
their places of birth, hoping no doubt that the meager
savings they had made in service would enable them
to marry. Similarly, seasonal migration from Massat,
a village in the Pyrenees, was essential to the survival
of the inmates. Most young girls migrated to Spanish
cities, but however long they were away, ultimately
they tended to return home with the little capital they
had accumulated (Hufton, 1997).

CHANGES IN DOMESTIC SERVICE

During the eighteenth century domestic service was
changing. In the first place it was fast becoming fem-
inized. Increasingly, only wealthy masters could afford
to employ men at twice the wages of women servants.
They did this to display their wealth; also, as the
streets were unsafe for women, men served in public
as pages, coachmen, and porters. This process first
affected urban servants in Britain, Holland, Germany,
and France, and later in Spain and Italy. In addition,
and perhaps most notably in postrevolutionary France,
there was a marked decline in the number of servants
employed by the nobility and an increase in the num-
ber employed by the middle classes. Another change
was the increasing mobility of servants. In response to
the chance of a wider experience, better wages or con-
ditions, or the hope of more sympathetic employers,
domestic servants constantly changed places.

With the expansion of the middle class in the
eighteenth century many more households than for-
merly were able to employ servants. Given the differ-
ential between the wages of male and female domestics
most of these households—some quite humble—
employed a woman. There was a marked increase in
the number of single-servant households. Male ser-
vants tended to opt out of service, resenting the close
personal supervision. There were far more employ-
ment opportunities available to them that allowed
them to live in their own homes. In the massive mi-
gratory flow from country into towns women were
predominant. Many of them ended up in domestic
service, so that cheaper female servants became readily
available.

Thus, noble households became smaller and
more feminine not only because female domestics

were cheaper but because male domestics were in-
creasingly attracted out of service by alternative oc-
cupations. Apparently the proportion of male servants
in noble households peaked around 1750 and then
declined. In England in the mid-eighteenth century,
the duke of Bedford’s household numbered forty ser-
vants of both sexes (Hill). While earlier in the sev-
enteenth century households of over fifty had been
common, by the late eighteenth century they fre-
quently numbered twenty or less.

Even so the hierarchical structure of servant
households often remained. In servant-households in
nineteenth-century Germany, for example, individual
workloads were carefully defined according to gender,
and a rigid hierarchy was maintained between upper
and lower servants both in their work, at mealtimes,
and in periods of rest. A lady’s maid, for instance, was
carefully defined in a German dictionary compiled by
the Brothers Grimm as ‘‘a maiden in the service of a
princess or a noblewoman . . . distinct from the cham-
bermaid, often also from the maids-in-waiting who
are below her in rank, and distinct also from the
housekeeper who runs the household’’ (quoted in Jo-
eres and Maynes, p. 65). On the whole the bottom
of the hierarchy was occupied by women, the top by
men (Fairchilds, 1984).
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By the end of the eighteenth century, most
middle-class households employed one servant, usu-
ally a woman. Increasingly, lowly families could afford
to employ servants. Maids-of-all-work were cheap
enough to attract new employers who wanted help
with the burden of the family wash or someone to
serve in a shop when the mistress was occupied. Ser-
vants had moved into the category of wage earners
and were no longer regarded as part of the families
who employed them. They were contracted to work
and no longer used to denote status or for show. In
consequence service was seen by some as increasingly
menial and the condition of service considered
degrading.

SERVANTS’ WORK

Beginning in the nineteenth century in larger house-
holds, the labels attached to individual domestics de-
scribed the work they did and distinguished them
from other domestics. Thus terms like ‘‘butler,’’
‘‘coachman,’’ and ‘‘postilion’’ bore a close relationship
to the work performed by the servants in these posi-
tions. In the eighteenth century such labels were more
arbitrary. Servants, however they were labeled, moved
between roles in response to their employer’s current
needs. This is reflected in advertisements for servants
that appeared in mid century. In 1755 the Ipswich
Journal, for example, carried an advertisement for ‘‘a
Livery Servant who has been used to wait at Table,
and knows something of Horses, and if he has any
Knowledge of Gardening it will be the more agree-
able.’’ It was the same when it came to employing a
woman servant. One advertisement for a female ser-
vant in the same journal ran ‘‘Wanted immediately. A
Cook Maid in a large Family, who must look after
two Cows’’ (Hill, pp. 23–24). For the majority of
single-servant-employing households the label at-
tached to them was of little consequence. Most were
females, maids-of-all-work, whose range of duties
might have little or nothing to do with housework.

SERVANT HIRING

Normally it was women who both hired servants and
supervised their day-to-day tasks. In Germany, how-
ever, husbands not only did the hiring but sometimes
also the supervising. Similarly, in middle-class house-
holds in nineteenth-century Rome it was common for
the husbands to deal with the servants and even ar-
range for the delivery of supplies (Robertson). In En-
gland hiring fairs were held at the Whitsuntide and
Martinmas fairs when all kinds of servants paraded

before their future employers prepared to hire them-
selves out for six months’ service or a year.

Around the middle of the eighteenth century in
England registry offices were established to provide
exemplary servants with places. Almost immediately
they were accused of fraud and deceit. There were
servants prepared to pay for good references, and the
registry offices responded willingly. In Scotland John
Lawson set up a registry office, calling it Lawson’s In-
telligence Office as early as 1701. He offered to pro-
vide households all over the country with reliable ser-
vants. But employers found that servants recruited
through registry offices did not stay any longer than
those recruited by other means (Plant).

Servants were more commonly recruited through
friends, relations, or tradesmen. Although servants in
search of a position were expected to offer good ref-
erences, it soon became clear that employers could not
trust their authenticity. Employers were urged to seek
out former mistresses in order to inquire about their
past servants. Some mistresses resorted to advertising
for servants, although that method presented difficul-
ties when it came to checking up on applicants. In
Spain it was often the village priest who established a
line of contact with a particular city and would act as
a reference for a girl taken on by a family. Therefore
Galician girls migrating as servants tended to predom-
inate in Madrid (Hufton, 1997).

WORKING CONDITIONS

The conditions of employment varied according to
the size of the household and the individual employ-
ers. Hours were always long—frequently twelve to
eighteen a day. Servants rose early to light fires and
start the drudgery of cleaning the house. While em-
ployers might define their servant’s duties carefully,
there was no set time schedule. Free time was mini-
mal—perhaps one day off a month. Often there was
no clear agreement about off-duty time, so that ser-
vants could be on call every hour of the day and night.
A German essayist, Fanny Lewald, wrote in the mid-
nineteenth century of how the German domestic ser-
vant was ‘‘ ‘in service’ day and night. On workdays
and holidays, at any hour, the master and mistress
have a right to her services’’ (quoted in Joeres and
Maynes, p. 68). This was typical. Samuel Pepys’s fe-
male servants were frequently expected to stay up until
he returned home drunk, and then to undress him
and put him to bed.

Accommodation varied greatly. It could consist
of a space on the kitchen floor, the area under the
stairs, a cupboard, cellar, or by Victorian times, an
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unheated and unlit attic equipped with a trundle bed
and little else. It could consist only of a space in a bed.
In seventeenth-century France, masters and mistresses
thought nothing of having servants of the same sex
sleep two or three to a bed. Often all that was provided
was a space on a landing. Danish servants often occu-
pied minute rooms adjacent to the kitchen and without
windows. A Neapolitan servant maid in the twentieth
century still slept in a dark cupboard under the stairs.
In the larger noble households of prerevolutionary
France, male servants at the top of the hierarchy might
have rooms of their own, but most servants lived in
houses with two dormitories—one for men and the
other for women. Lack of privacy was guaranteed by
the failure to provide any keys to servants’ rooms. This
was just one factor that made female servants vulner-
able to the attention of the male members of the house-
hold. Pepys regularly watched his female servants un-
dressing. Victorian houses were often designed with
separate staircases to separate servants from their master
and mistress and to prevent those unfortunate con-
frontations, but they still occurred.

The standard of food given to servants also var-
ied. Some servants ate the same food as their employ-
ers, although not necessarily of the same quality;

others did not. The British feminist author Mary
Wollstonecraft, visiting Scandinavia in 1795, was hor-
rified to find that employers gave their servants food
different from what they ate themselves. This was,
however, the usual practice in Scotland in large house-
holds. In 1829 Lady Breadalbane ordered that no but-
ter was to be served in the servants’ hall but that all
their pies and puddings must be made with dripping
(Plant, p. 171). On the whole servants’ food in Scot-
land was dull but not unwholesome. In smaller house-
holds the servants ate the same food as their employ-
ers. As there was little meat, most of the week they
lived on porridge, broth, and bannocks.

WAGES

Throughout Europe, the wages paid to servants varied
enormously—both among different areas of each
country, and between towns or cities and the rural
countryside. For example, while in general female ser-
vants’ wages were half those of men in Denmark, there
were wide variations between one manor and another
(Dahlsgård, p. 63). There was also a striking contrast
between wages in Scotland and England in the early
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eighteenth century. Maximum wages were fixed by the
Lanarkshire justices in 1708 at £24 Scots a year or £2
sterling for any male servant able to perform ‘‘all man-
ner of work relating to husbandry’’ (Plant, p. 165). In
England, the equivalent wage could be at least five
times greater.

What has not always been fully appreciated are
the large number of servants who were paid no wages
at all but were taken on to work in exchange for
board and lodging. In Denmark until the late twen-
tieth century it was customary for daughters who
became maidservants on farms to receive practically
no cash wages at all (Dahlsgård). In England many
pauper servants were placed by the parish authorities
with employers. Foundlings who survived tended to
go into service. Unemployed daughters of those
claiming parish relief were liable to be forced into
service on the same terms. Not only were no wages
paid to them, but the parish authorities usually gave
their employers an allowance toward the mainte-
nance of the servant. Young boy-servants, or ‘‘livery
boys’’ as they were called, might be given a suit of
clothes, but rarely, if they were paid at all, were they
paid more than a pittance—more pocket-money
than a wage (Hill).

From the sixteenth to the early eighteenth cen-
tury the wages of French domestic servants are accu-
rately described as ‘‘in general so low as to be almost
nonexistent’’ (Fairchilds, 1984, p. 54). Most servants
were paid à récompense—that is, they received board,
lodging, and some sort of present at the end of their
service. Such a system was widespread among both
farm and house servants. The alternative was hiring à
gages, when servants were in theory paid a yearly wage,
although very often it was paid at least partly in kind.
In 1705 François Louradour was hired by the Che-
valier de la Renaudie at a yearly wage of ‘‘eighteen
livres, two shirts, and one of my old hats’’ (quoted
in Fairchilds, 1984, p. 55). But wages often went
unpaid—sometimes for as long as six years. In
eighteenth-century Madrid, many servants in times of
hardship were prepared to work for their keep alone—
at least until times improved. Most expected to be
able to profit a little from the sale of food, and even
in modest households servants expected to be able to
sell ‘‘dripping from meat . . . to street vendors for can-
dles’’ (Hufton, 1997, p. 86).

In general women servants earned less than
men, often no more than a half, even for the same
kind of work. Wages varied not only according to gen-
der but also by skill and by geographical location. In
France, Paris was by far the highest-paying city for
servants. But all servants, except the most highly
skilled upper servants, earned wages that were uni-

formly extremely low, even taking into consideration
the value of their board and lodging. Things changed
when servants’ wages began to rise gradually in the
period 1730–1750 and then sharply in the 1770s and
1780s. All wages were rising in France in this period,
but servants’ wages rose more than those for other
occupations. The wages of an unskilled female servant
rose 40 percent between the periods 1726–1741 and
1771–1789. For male servants the rise was even
greater. In these circumstances hiring à récompense
died out (Fairchilds, 1984).

If wages of domestic servants were universally
low there were perks from which servants could ben-
efit. We do not know the exact origin of these perks,
but by the beginning of the seventeenth century they
were a firmly established practice to which servants
attached great importance. As the relationship be-
tween employers and servants became less paternalis-
tic and more contractual, such practices came under
increasing criticism, but attempts to abolish them
were met with frenzied opposition. As Samuel Rich-
ardson’s heroine learned in Pamela, it was usual for
employers to pass on clothes to their servants. In En-
gland there were often tea allowances made to female
domestics and beer to males. Some employers gave
special washing allowances to their servants. Cooks
and housekeepers were in a position to benefit from
tradesman’s perks given to confirm their employers’
continued use of their services. But by far the most
valuable of perks were vails or tips. This custom sur-
vived from a time when guests of a household were
expected to tip the servants. Vails amounted to a gen-
erous supplement to wages for those servants who
benefited from them—that is, mainly male servants
who were on public view, such as footmen, postilions,
and butlers.

SERVANTS AND SEX

One thing common to all female domestic servants
was their vulnerability to advances made by their em-
ployers, their employers’ sons, or fellow servants.
Away from their families and friends, in strange
households, these young girls lacked all protection
from sexual exploitation. Absence of privacy in house-
holds (as has been noted, if a servant was lucky
enough to have a room of her own she would not
possess a key) meant frequent cases of pregnant ser-
vant girls. In France ecclesiastical court records reveal
masters who impregnated three maids in succession
but managed to negotiate marriages for each (Hufton,
1997). We know most about the situation in France,
where the déclarations de grossesse (statements required
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by law of unwed mothers detailing the circumstances
surrounding their pregnancies) provide an invaluable
source of evidence. Even so, the threat to servant
maids was almost certainly much greater than the evi-
dence suggests. To many it seemed perfectly natural
that masters should have sexual access to their ser-
vants. It is clear that in France affairs between servants
and masters were commonplace. It seems probable
that most female servants experienced some form of
sexual harassment from their masters at one point or
another (Fairchilds, 1984).

For the majority of the servant girls who became
pregnant, employers had made promises of money or
gifts, or threatened dismissal or the use of force. Often
male servants promised marriage and abandoned the
women when they became pregnant. In eighteenth-
century Nantes, for instance, 40 percent of women
reporting illegitimate pregnancies were domestic ser-
vants. In Marseilles it was as high as 90 percent
(Maza). There is no reason to think the situation in
England was all that different. In France it appears to
have been easy for a well-to-do master to unload the
maid he had made pregnant on some single male in
need of money. Often this was done with the full
connivance of the wife-to-be. Such a marriage cost
one French seducer one hundred florins and a new set
of clothes (Hufton, 1997).

Such marriages notwithstanding, the fate of the
pregnant servant maid was dire. As soon as her con-
dition was known, instant dismissal followed. The op-
portunities for her reemployment were few, particu-
larly if she had the child. Shame and fear of returning
to their families caused many to take to the road. A
town provided more anonymity than a rural village.
But they had to be very careful, for anyone harboring
a traveling pregnant woman in England could find
himself in court and fined (Hufton, 1997). Wherever
they were discovered, they were harassed and moved
on. Occasionally evidence of some humanity toward
such traveling women appears. Anne Frie of Broad
Hinton told the magistrates in 1610 that when she
found ‘‘ ‘a walking woman . . . in travail of child in
the open street’ she took her in ‘for womanhood’s
sake’ ’’ (Hufton, 1997, p. 269).

While there is some disagreement about the
scale of recruitment of domestic servants into prosti-
tution, two groups constituted regular sources. One
was unemployed domestic servants (Fairchilds, 1984).
As Daniel Defoe’s Moll Flanders suggests, in such cases
the choices were simple—either prostitution or star-
vation. Often such prostitution was short-term and
the women returned to regular employment as ser-
vants at a later stage. In France that was the recurring
experience of women employed in the silk manufac-

ture in Lyon. Whenever trade was bad the servantes
would be dismissed. Their only recourse would be a
period in prostitution. The same thing happened in
the lace industry in Belgium when bad trade left
women workers unemployed. They made their way
to Dutch ports and for a spell became prostitutes
(Hufton, 1997). The second source for the recruit-
ment of prostitutes was inn servants, who received no
regular wages but were expected to survive on the basis
of tips. It is not surprising that they attempted to
supplement their earnings by prostitution (Fairchilds,
1984, p. 75). In Amsterdam, where prostitution was
particularly common, most prostitutes were migrants
from the north Netherlands and Germany, and 15
percent of the total number of prostitutes had been
servants (Hufton, 1997, p. 326).

SOCIAL MOBILITY

What chances existed for upward social mobility
among domestic servants? For the minority in larger
households it was possible to ascend the servant hi-
erarchy by learning new skills and accumulating ex-
perience. As Olwen Hufton writes, ‘‘a kitchen skivvy
after a few years might even advance to parlourmaid.’’
She might achieve the status of chambermaid or, more
exceptionally, lady’s maid, but this was far from usual,
and required a large dose of good luck (Hufton, 1993,
p. 21). So for a minority of servants of status there
was some career structure to their lives in service. In
the large houses of the rich, where a strict hierarchy
of servants existed, an experienced servant could enjoy
a measure of autonomy, a comfortable standard of
living, and some authority over others. This was es-
pecially true of male servants. Given the decline in the
number of male servants there was a decreasing op-
portunity to marry men in service. Many female ser-
vants married tradesmen or craftsmen. Others were
lucky if they won the affections of the lowest paid
laborer. Much depended on what dowry a female ser-
vant had managed to accumulate from her earnings.
Real social advancement from marriage, however, was
rare. If the estimate of John Rickman, the chief stat-
istician employed on the early nineteenth-century
British census, was right—that is, that one-third of
servants were upwardly mobile, one-third remained
static, and one-third were downwardly mobile—then
two-thirds of servants experienced no social better-
ment (Hill). For the majority of servants there was no
such career structure. This in part explains the great
mobility of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century do-
mestic servants who were constantly changing places,
to learn new skills, to increase their wages or improve
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their working conditions, and often just to get away
from an unpleasant master or mistress.

Most young girls entering into service had little
or no education. There is evidence that by the eigh-
teenth century in Britain and the Netherlands better-
off employers were demanding a degree of literacy
from servants above the level of kitchen maid. It has
been argued that servants were more literate than the
rest of the working population and that a high pro-
portion married above their social origins (Smith). Of
course literacy varied; in France and the Mediterra-
nean countries, literacy rates were much lower. In the
departments of Provence and Normandy, for example,
the literacy rate in the eighteenth century was barely
30 percent. Employers of servants in Spain did not
expect them to be literate. In northwest Europe in the
eighteenth century, employers demanded some so-
phistication and education in their servants (Hufton,
1997).

What was the attitude of servants to service? Of
eighteenth-century London female servants, D. A.
Kent wrote, ‘‘domestic service was an occupation
which allowed women a measure of choice and rela-
tive economic independence’’ (quoted in Hill, p.
107). In sharp contrast is the comment from a Ger-
man novel of the brother of a German woman enter-
ing service. ‘‘You have no idea of the dependent status
that awaits you, or of the moods to which you will be
exposed’’ (quoted in Joeres and Mayne, p. 66). One
historian confidently states that most French women
employed as domestics would have been anxious to
get out of service as soon as they possibly could. For
thousands of French women service was an unpleasant
but necessary experience that lasted ten years before a
dowry was earned to make marriage a possibility
(Maza). In fact many servants married and left their
employment. At least in theory the head of the house-
hold would expect to be consulted, if not about the
groom, then about when the marriage was taking
place. If the girl hoped to stay on in service the ap-
proval of the head of household was essential. There
is evidence that, by the end of the eighteenth century,
French domestic servants found service more and
more intolerable as it involved loss of independence.
Service at its best was regarded as a temporary bridge
to better things (Fairchilds, 1979).

In their anomalous position between masters
and mistresses and the rest of the laboring class, ser-
vants belonged nowhere. They were an isolated group.

Female domestic servants in particular were consis-
tently objects of hostility, as indeed were unmarried
woman generally. Their unmarried status was seen as
threatening by a society that saw marriage as the foun-
dation of social stability. They were assumed to be
promiscuous, debauched, and wanton, and were often
accused on the barest of evidence of being prostitutes.
Their ambiguous position was seen as menacing and
a threat to social order (Maza).

In the twentieth century, as employment op-
portunities for women increased, the number of
women choosing to enter service declined. Women
wanted better wages than was possible in service, and
more independence and freedom to live in their own
homes and to spend their spare time as they chose
without the close supervision of their employers.

In 1849 the Westminster Review published an
article looking forward to a time when women would
refuse to enter domestic service. The growth of more
attractive alternative occupations for women in the
late twentieth century made domestic service a rarity
except among the very wealthy. But in a subtly dif-
ferent form domestic service thrived in the shape of
home-helps, baby-sitters, and au pairs. These occu-
pations appealed mostly to women, often single par-
ents with young children, who needed part-time em-
ployment. The great difference from domestic service
of the past is that they lived in their own homes and
led lives independent of their employers.

See also Estates and Country Houses (volume 2); Prostitution (in this volume);
Illegitimacy and Concubinage (volume 4); and other articles in this section.



S E R V A N T S

147

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Boxer, Marilyn, and Jean Quataert. Connecting Spheres: Women in the Western World
1500 to the present. New York, 1987.

Bridenthal, Renate, and Claudia Koonz, eds. Becoming Visible. 2d ed. Boston, 1987.
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PEASANTS AND RURAL LABORERS

12
Cathy A. Frierson

From the North Atlantic to the Urals in the 1500s,
peasants and rural laborers made up 80 to 90 percent
of the population. Peasant men and women were part
of a population expansion that began with the ebb of
the Black Death in the late fifteenth century and ex-
tended into the second half of the seventeenth cen-
tury. Geographic location set the first boundaries.
Peasants who lived west of the river Elbe in the Ger-
man northeast were among the more fortunate of Eu-
rope’s rural laborers; those born to the east of the river
Elbe faced limits more restrictive and more persistent.

In western Europe, most peasants lived on small
farms, for which they paid the lord of the manor rents
in money or in kind. Although they were not free of
obligations, they did have some autonomy in devel-
oping strategies for meeting them. They decided how
best to cultivate the land and tend their animals to
produce goods they either paid to the master or sold
at a local market for the cash they then paid as rent.

In France in the 1500s, most peasants were le-
gally tenants of lords, or seigneurs, to whom they
owed monetary payments. There were some peasants
who owned their land outright, but their numbers
diminished in the 1500s and continued to decline
thereafter, especially near urban areas, where popula-
tion increased and wealthier members of society bought
land as an investment. By the middle of the seven-
teenth century, only a very small number of French
peasants owned enough to feed their families, much
less prosper. This made the French peasantry a popu-
lation of renters, who paid rents, taxes, and tithes to
landowners, the state, and the church.

The lord was closest at hand and figured most
prominently in the local imagination, as he exacted
rent on the land and fees for fishing in his streams,
hunting in his forests, or milling grain in his mills.
The lord also controlled the local markets and could
charge fees on peasant trade there. Finally, the lord
controlled the local courts and political system, setting
the parameters for justice and governance in the local
communities that constituted the peasants’ world.
Some French peasants were able to go beyond meeting

the lord’s demands to expand the lands they rented
and become minor employers themselves, hiring less
prosperous neighbors to work in their fields. This
practice increased during the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries, creating a majority population of ag-
ricultural laborers who might dig a fellow villager’s soil
as a hired worker or sharecropper. By the end of the
seventeenth century, agricultural laborers might make
up as much as 90 percent of a village’s population.
Relative opportunity and social differentiation thus
went hand in hand in the early modern French village.

Rural agriculturalists in England in the 1500s
enjoyed a degree of autonomy on the land they
worked and security in their tenancy that would have
been the envy of peasants east of the Elbe. With the
population recovery from the Black Death, lords
needed peasants as much as peasants needed access to
the lords’ land. Lords were constrained not only by
demographic trends and their labor needs, but also by
an emerging royal judicial system that entered into
their relationships with the peasants on their manors.
While lords were certainly the masters of their land
and retained considerable powers to exact fines, fees,
and rents, they found themselves granting forms of
tenancy that enabled a peasant to contemplate long-
term farming on a particular plot of land and not only
the prospect of paying the lord his due, but also op-
portunities for going beyond subsistence and obliga-
tion through successful farming.

Short of outright ownership of the land in per-
petuity, English peasants sought a form of tenancy
termed copyhold in inheritance. A peasant who se-
cured a copyhold in inheritance for the land he tilled
paid an annual rent, but could pass the land to an-
other peasant (not only a family member) who in turn
had to pay an entry fine to the master in order to
receive the copyhold. Both rents and entry fines varied
according to the landlords’ whims, injecting some in-
security in the relationship for the peasant and op-
portunities for revenue and exploitation for the lord.
Manorial court records reveal both that lords’ courts
were mimicking new royal court procedures and that
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The Landed Estate. Adapted from Werner Rösener, The
Peasantry of Europe, translated by Thomas M. Barker
(Oxford and Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell, 1994), p. 104.

peasants were successfully disposing of their land to
individuals of their choice, who received the preferred
tenancy through copyhold in inheritance. Less pref-
erable forms of tenancy were prevalent in the Mid-
lands and the south of England, including copyhold
for lives (not heritable) and beneficial leases, which
gave lords considerably more power over the peasants
and subjected the peasants to more insecurity in their
relationship to the land and the master. All three
forms of tenancy (copyhold in inheritance, copyhold
for lives, and beneficial leases) determined what the
peasants owed to the masters, but the peasants deter-
mined how they met the terms of tenancy.

Even in Spain, where poverty was the primary
experience of the 80 percent of the population who
were peasants, those working on the land were legally
free. The economic condition of the Spanish peas-
antry in the sixteenth century and beyond closely re-
sembles that of agriculturalists east of the Elbe, but
the Spanish retained legal freedom of movement. As
in France, town dwellers bought up land, forcing
farmers who had held their land in tenancies for life
to enter short-term tenancies, with all the insecurities
and periodic reminders of their economic dependency
that entailed. Everywhere, peasants paid taxes, rents,
and dues to noble, church, and royal lords. In the
northern mountains, peasants lived on small plots of
land in miniature villages, paying their dues largely in
kind, but increasingly in cash from the sixteenth cen-

tury forward. In Catalonia, situated on France’s south-
ern border and along the Mediterranean coast, peas-
ants were able to secure long-term tenancies starting
in the sixteenth century; some used these opportuni-
ties to expand their holdings until they themselves
rented their land to other peasants. Further south,
peasants were more likely to be day laborers on large
manors, or latifundia, which dated to the reconquest
of Spanish land from the Moors in the thirteenth cen-
tury. There, fewer peasants could be called proprietors
and most were either renters or hired hands. Over all
of Spain, half of the peasants had to hire themselves
out to their wealthier neighbors for at least part of the
year, either because they had no land at all or too little
to enable them to feed their families from one harvest
to the next. Across Western Europe, as in Europe east
of the Elbe river, those who tilled the soil did so not
only for individual lords, but also for institutional
lords such as religious institutions, the state as a major
landowner, universities, and foundations. Further,
peasants dependent on individual lords might find
themselves transferred from labor on the land to labor
in the lord’s other enterprises, such as mining or ag-
ricultural processing.

Peasants born on the west bank of the river Elbe
in the sixteenth century entered a trajectory leading
some to individual proprietorship, freedom of move-
ment, and expanding expectations for personal pros-
perity beyond subsistence. In the west, peasants had
secured heritable land tenures and fixed rents by the
sixteenth century. While they still had to pay the lords
of the land their due, peasants could plan for a future
because they knew they had the land they cultivated
for as long as they wished, and they knew what their
financial obligations would be. These certainties en-
abled a class of middle peasants to emerge and expand
as they moved onto lands that had been abandoned
during the Black Death. The family farm situated in
a compact village became the peasants’ foundation for
moving beyond subsistence. They were fortunate in
the fertile soil they farmed and the dynamism of towns
and cities, which created both markets for any surplus
they might want to sell and a class of burghers who
kept the aspirations of the landed nobility in check.

These advantages enabled the agriculturalists in
German states west of the Elbe to enjoy a steady re-
covery through the sixteenth century up to the Thirty
Years’ War (1618–1648). A generation of warfare de-
pleted both population and resources, threatening the
gains the west German peasants had made in the pre-
vious century, yet the foundation of those gains seems
to have carried them through to both financial recov-
ery and confirmation of the personal freedom and se-
cure land tenures their forebears had acquired. With
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an eye to tax revenues, rulers in the west German
states intervened on behalf of the middle and more
prosperous peasants, protecting them from noble
lords’ efforts to render them more dependent and less
mobile. As the eighteenth century approached, peas-
ants along the Rhine, Weser, Main, and western
reaches of the Danube owed regular taxes to their po-
litical rulers, but farmed and lived as community
members relatively free of the heavy hand of their no-
ble neighbors and landlords. The most prevalent
forms of tenancy were ownership, for which the peas-
ant still paid rent to a lord; and hereditary leasehold,
so-called ‘‘steward tenancy’’ or Meierhof in the north-
west. Much less prevalent were lifetime leasehold and
tenancy at the will of the lord, who could recall it
without warning. The latter faded from the German
landscape as tenancy became hereditary in practice,
even if not legally recorded as such. This is not to say
that the peasants of west German principalities and
duchies were free of domination. They were still cap-
tives in a web of obligations and hierarchies (Herr-
schaft) that provided channels for the intrusion of
church, state, and nobles into the life of the village.
But in the larger European framework, peasants in the
west had a wider range of possibilities and actions than
their fellows to the east.

Peasants born east of the Elbe in the sixteenth
century entered a downward spiral toward the loss of
mobility, increasing dependence, economic stagna-
tion, and vulnerability to natural and man-made ca-
lamities. From Brandenburg to Moscow, through Po-
land, Hungary, Bohemia, and Romania, noble lords
and ruling princes responded to the demographic cri-
ses of the fourteenth century and the political and
military crises of the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies by joining forces to bind peasants to land and
master, locking them into a series of dependencies and
insecurities. Throughout these regions, noble lords
were able to secure the legal restriction of the mobility
of peasants living on their lands, which they had often
acquired through the beneficence of the ruling prince
or king. The result was large landed estates, populated
and cultivated by plowmen and their families, whose
former freedom to move from one estate and master
to another was criminalized and subject to punishment.

The obligations of peasants in eastern Europe
and Muscovy also became more restrictive, shifting
from payments in money and kind to labor services.
When east European peasants greeted the day, it was
as likely that their activities were already defined and
assigned to the lord’s land and barns as it was likely
that they could work for themselves according to their
own priorities. Lords were not only taskmasters; they
also acquired the roles of local judges, juries, tax col-

lectors, and often human barriers that peasants were
forbidden to pass in order to appeal directly to the
prince or king. Furthermore, as peasants were bound
to lord and land, the lord viewed them as part of an
estate’s inventory, to be bought, sold, or traded as he
saw fit. The estate was the lord’s patrimony; peasants
were patrimonial possessions; patrimonial lords be-
came local petty autocrats over the people who la-
bored beneath them. The reach of the laws that en-
forced these regimes was, of course, limited, and
peasants continued to flee whenever they could in
search of better conditions of life and labor. But the
fact was that fleeing within the eastern half of Europe
usually only led to another master with similar expec-
tations and prerogatives.

COMMUNITY AND MENTALITIES,
1500–1750

Through the early modern period, all peasants and
rural laborers in Europe, from Moscow to Glasgow,
answered to another master or mistress beyond their
earthly superiors in the shape of landlord, cleric, or
state official: nature. Peasants cultivated the land in
the traditions of their ancestors, using implements lit-
tle changed over the previous centuries. The energy
available to them came from the sun, the wind, food,
water, and animals. Their ability to forecast the
weather, to anticipate frost, flood, or drought, rested
on folk wisdom and memory. Their understanding of
diseases that struck human, plant, and animal popu-
lations offered little or nothing that would help them
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prevent or treat them. This subordination to weather,
soil, water, and microorganisms joined their subor-
dination to secular and religious masters to inform the
bonds they created with each other and the belief sys-
tems they embraced and defended in the communities
they inhabited and imagined.

Before the technological age, nature set the pa-
rameters of cultivation and production, determining
which crops to grow, animals to raise, foods to eat,
clothes to wear, housing to construct, and fuel to pro-
vide heat and light. Soils, temperatures, and precipi-
tation created a different set of boundaries in Europe,
cutting across the tenancy line at the river Elbe. Peas-
ants in central Norway and northern Russia were
equally likely to be planting barley; peasants in north-
ern Germany, Poland, Lithuania, and Muscovy shared
in the experience of cultivating rye and oats; while
those around Dijon, Munich, Budapest, and Kiev
were growing wheat. Until the middle of the eigh-
teenth century, peasants largely ate what they grew,
without imported tastes or ingredients from other
regions. Before the advent of railroads, steamships,
and an extensive network of weatherproof roads (still
lacking in late-twentieth-century rural Russia), the
costs of transporting foodstuffs and the risks of spoil-
age over long journeys inhibited an interregional mar-
ket in grains or meat and dairy products, and the dif-
ferentiation of diets, urban or rural.

Peasants in early modern Europe devised social
and agricultural strategies to meet environmental de-
mands, while their belief systems and identities re-
flected their interpretation and attempts to accom-
modate those demands without yielding to them
completely. Scattered plots in open field farming pro-
vided a form of insurance for peasants who recognized
that diversifying their crops and distributing their
fields over relatively broad areas meant that total crop
failure was unlikely in the event of some natural mis-
fortune. From insect infestations and blight to local
flooding, drought, or hailstorm, natural assaults on
cultivated fields were less likely to wipe out one peas-
ant’s or even an entire community’s subsistence when
numerous plots were spread out, usually with strips of
uncultivated land (‘‘balks’’ in England) to act as the
equivalent of a firebreak, protecting each field from
the misfortunes of a neighbor’s. Scattered plots also
enabled peasants to plant multiple crops, as for ex-
ample winter and spring wheat, sequentially, moving
from one to the next while avoiding simultaneous
tasks on all of them.

Family life reflected economic considerations.
In the north and west of Europe, families were nuclear
by the mid-sixteenth century, comprising husband,
wife, children, and hired hands who worked together

as a labor unit on the land they cultivated. On the
southern periphery along the Mediterranean, through
the Balkans and into Russia, the household comprised
extended, multigenerational and multibranched fam-
ilies who likewise constituted a labor unit. In the west
small farms and the relative autonomy peasants en-
joyed in organizing their labor encouraged indepen-
dent households of nuclear families, which took shape
when young people had worked long enough to set
up a separate home. Kin networks continued to be of
primary importance in establishing personal identity,
but the larger social and economic structure of west-
ern Europe made it possible for a nuclear family to
farm on its own and hire hands if its labor needs ex-
ceeded familial capacity. In the east, where peasants
had to render significant labor to their lords, nuclear
families might often be short of the working hands
they needed to meet external obligations and feed
their families. In areas where poor soils joined signifi-
cant labor obligations and premodern technologies,
extensive farming encouraged extended families or the
addition of hired hands to ensure household survival.
The trend toward larger households quickened in the
late seventeenth century as the grip of lords on bound
peasants tightened.

Families were everywhere the primary commu-
nity and source of identity. Through membership in
a family or a household, the individual peasant had
access to the land and its products and to shelter, and
held a position in the next larger community—the
village. Gender, age, marital status, blood ties, and
relationship to the household head established a peas-
ant’s place in the world. In this framework the dis-
tinction between peasants and rural laborers emerged
across Europe. Almost everywhere, peasants within
families whose household head had established ten-
ancy or serf ’s terms with the external lords were both
more secure in fact and in status within village com-
munities. Those whose families did not have an ade-
quate combination of land, equipment, and labor to
support themselves through farming had to hire
themselves out to subsist. In Spain and Portugal, such
rural laborers lost not only autonomy in their farming
lives, but also access to common village pastures and
other lands, which was reserved for peasants who
could support themselves and their families on the
land they cultivated. In southern Iberia, these laborers
had reached 75 percent of the rural population by the
eighteenth century, and for the entire region, 50 per-
cent of the total.

In Germany west of the Elbe, the ranks of the
village poor grew in the sixteenth century, prompting
the development of local systems of poor relief and
charity. So-called ‘‘cottagers’’ had only their houses
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and a small plot of land for a cottage garden. While
not landless, they had to seek subsistence beyond their
land, either through hiring themselves out as workers
for other, more prosperous peasants, or through prac-
ticing some supplemental trade, such as pottery, smi-
thing, carpentry, or cobbling. In the German states
east of the Elbe, the numbers of the rural poor ex-
panded after the Thirty Years War, with more and
more villagers falling into the category of landless la-
bourers or householders with inadequate land, who
had to work for their fellow peasants as well as the
lord to feed self and family. Everywhere in the Ger-
man states and elsewhere in Europe, this was dispro-
portionately women’s fate when they were widowed
with children. At this largely pre-industrial era, strat-
ification in rural communities defined layers of pros-
perity by access to the land and the capacity for house-
hold subsistence. Within peasant society, prosperous
peasants were thus in a position to assume the status
of local ‘‘betters’’ vis à vis their more dependent peas-
ant neighbors.

Stratification within village communities bred
resentment and visions of a social reckoning among
the poorer peasants and rural laborers, as well as fear
and a consequent effort to impose social discipline
among the more prosperous and powerful peasants.
Historians have detected the tensions within village
communities in ‘‘epidemics’’ of witchcraft, court re-

cords of local conflicts, and testimonies before officials
of Christian churches from those accused of heresy.
Accusations of witchcraft fell most frequently on
women, and sometimes men, who lived on the mar-
gins in rural communities. Women living outside the
disciplined order of the patriarchal household fell un-
der suspicion when disorder came to local commu-
nities in the form of human or animal epidemics, fam-
ily disputes, or excessive sexual activity outside the
bonds of marriage. Sometimes church officials joined
with village leaders in the campaign to restrict the
power of women, whose traditional practices in heal-
ing threatened both the monopoly of church doctrine
and local social hierarchies. Similarly, church and local
peasants could join together to bring a maverick in
the community to heel if he or she failed to attend
church services regularly or to take communion while
there.

Rural laborers who challenged the local hierar-
chy or the larger social and political order sometimes
offered tales of personal encounters with angels or su-
pernatural beings who, they said, articulated alterna-
tive visions of a more just and equitable society.
Within these oral traditions, captured for historians
in the testimonies of those accused by their neighbors
or local priests, marginal members of Europe’s early
modern villages left their record of disabilities and dis-
comforts on the edge of their communities.
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EMANCIPATION: FROM BONDSMEN
AND BONDSWOMEN TO FREE CITIZENS:

1770–1861

In the late eighteenth century, princes, kings, emper-
ors, and revolutionary leaders began to set the peasants
of land free from obligations to their lords and bonds
to their land. Emancipation came through a combi-
nation of influences, ranging from the ideals of indi-
vidual liberty and property to revolutionary upheaval
and warfare, which illuminated the hazards of main-
taining an order perceived to be unjust, unproductive,
and a brake on economic development. The decisions
by the prince of Savoy in 1771 and Austria’s Emperor
Joseph II in the 1780s to abolish serfdom anticipated
the watershed resolutions in revolutionary France be-
tween 1789 and 1793. When France’s National As-
sembly and National Convention eliminated all noble
prerogatives and peasant duties to their lords, then
granted peasants the right to divide up the land they
cultivated without any compensation to their former
lords, they set in motion a total program of emanci-
pation without compensation that was not matched
or fully achieved elsewhere in Europe for more than
a century. Individual liberty and rights in property
became the hallmark of the French Revolution’s gains
for those peasants who held land; landless laborers and
tenant farmers gained individual liberty in principle,
but continued economic dependency on their wealth-
ier neighbors. Even so, France set the standard for
emancipation and exported it either on the bayonets
of Napoleon’s soldiers or by example to the rest of
Europe.

Across the German states and into the Russian
Empire, reforming bureaucrats placed peasant eman-
cipation above noble prerogatives in the name of eco-
nomic and military progress. For the Prussians, defeat
at the hands of Napoleon’s army led the Hohenzollern
rulers to launch an incremental process of granting
peasants personal liberty and freedom of movement
in 1809, which expanded two years later to the grant-
ing of rights in land to peasants, who had to compen-
sate their former masters and the land’s former owners
with a third or a half of the land they were cultivating.
By 1838, the process of turning peasant renters into
property owners and full citizens was largely complete
in Prussia.

In Russia, military defeat in the Crimean War
enabled reform-minded bureaucrats to implement Al-
exander II’s decision to emancipate the Russian serfs
who dominated the rural landscape in the empire’s
European provinces west of the Ural mountains.
Through the Emancipation legislation of 1861 for
proprietary serfs and subsequent decrees for state and

crown peasants, tens of millions of Russian peasants
gained their personal liberty from their masters and
property in land, for which they were to pay compen-
sation over the next four decades. They did not gain
full liberty of movement, however, as legislation
bound them to their communities absolutely for the
next decade, and made departure from their com-
munities thereafter contingent upon the granting of
permission by the communal assembly of household
heads. In principle, they gained equality before the
law with other Russian subjects; in fact, the vast ma-
jority of their legal concerns remained within the ju-
risdiction of the caste-specific cantonal court, over
which peasant judges presided and ruled according to
customary law. The compromises evident in Russia’s
emancipation process illustrated on the largest scale
in Europe the challenges emancipation had posed to
rulers everywhere: how to grant individual liberty and
property to the majority population of peasants while
maintaining economic stability and social order.

Behind emancipation lay the rulers’ and bu-
reaucrats’ goal of economic progress, now understood
to be a prerequisite for membership in the European
community of modern states and for military power
to defend the interests of those states. The very con-
cept of modern economic and military power was it-
self in transition during these years, shaped by the
process of industrial revolution in Great Britain, which
coincided with the political and social revolution in
France, and vied with it for influencing both agrarian
policies and the experience of Europe’s peasants and
rural laborers.

PEASANTS UNBOUND: ENCLOSURE,
PROFIT, AND THE LOOSENING OF THE

BOND TO THE LAND

Between 1800 and 1850, Europe shifted from a world
in which roughly 80 percent of the population con-
tinued to live and labor in the countryside to one in
which the push of agricultural reform and the pull of
industrial development and urbanization was displac-
ing, rearranging, and in some cases, destroying the
parts making up the preindustrial village. Great Brit-
ain set the standard for the emergence of the modern
European countryside. Social and economic processes
played out there were repeated across the continent.

The push of agriculture. The new element was
the prospect of steady agricultural surplus, which
could bring both profit to landowners and a ready
food supply to towns and cities. The consolidation
and enclosure of scattered plots from open fields into
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hedged spaces has long been the hallmark of Great
Britain’s shift from early modern to modern agricul-
ture and the rural social relations it engendered.
Hailed initially by agricultural reformers of the Scot-
tish enlightenment, including Adam Smith, ‘‘ration-
alizing’’ the open fields by gathering scattered plots
together, fencing them in, then subjecting them to
profit-oriented farming was understood to be the ab-
solute prerequisite for economic progress. This agri-
cultural transformation was mirrored by a social trans-
formation in which peasants trapped in the narrow
expectations of subsistence were replaced by farmers
who managed their consolidated holdings with an eye
to profit on the commercial market, incorporating
profit-maximizing developments in crops, animal hus-
bandry, fertilizers, and technologies.

In this mix of technological, economic, agricul-
tural, and social transformation, the social group de-
noted by the label ‘‘peasants’’ was a de facto en-
dangered species en route to extinction in Europe’s
development into a modern, industrial, market, con-
sumer society revolving around cities and their activ-
ities. As early as 1896, the French observer Jean-
Gabriel de Tarde referred to the peasant as a ‘‘fossilized
creature.’’ Rural laborers were those countrymen and
women who provided the hired labor to the entre-
preneurial agriculturalists termed farmers. Thus, the

peasantry ceased to be a social group or class bound
by the traditional concepts, practices, and horizons of
the early modern period. While the term and the phe-
nomenon persisted into the second half of the twen-
tieth century from France through Eastern Europe,
both ‘‘vanished,’’ to use Henri Mendras’s expression,
much earlier in Scotland and England. One may still
visit the village of Laxton, a functioning open field
village in Nottingham, to observe peasant practices in
England, but one does so as a tourist or a historian
peering into an archaic social and economic form.

The features of the transformation of subsis-
tence farmers/peasants into farmers, rural laborers, or
urban workers included dispossession, dislocation, and
disintegration both social and moral for the peasants
and rural laborers who were its victims, and conversely
expansion of property, prosperity, and opportunity for
those who became farmers and major landowners. As
land was consolidated and fenced in, rents increased,
labor decreased, agriculture became more intensively
commercial, and animal husbandry grew. Enclosures
were both voluntary and state enforced through acts
of Parliament. In the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies village communities voted through unanimous
decisions required under common law thus, voluntary
enclosure could be frustrated by as few as one peasant
unwilling to relinquish land in his use. In the eigh-
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teenth century acts of Parliament, which required only
majority consent, dominated the process. Enclosure
by Parliamentary decree, therefore, is the more noto-
rious in the literature for compelling unwilling small-
holders to give up their land to the process, and for
granting formal property rights to those who received
consolidated plots.

Enclosure produced one of the great human
dramas of social history. Marxist historians, interested
in distributive justice, have focused on the inequities
in property distribution enclosure produced. Further-
more, because enclosure commissions in individual
communities were typically dominated by large local
landowners, the process itself earned E. P. Thompson’s
sobriquet, ‘‘a plain enough case of class robbery.’’
Among the most damaging aspects of enclosure was
the loss of free access to common lands in pasture and
woods, which deprived the rural poor of traditionally
free fodder for their horse or cow and fuel for their
fireplace or stove. Fences, hedgrerows, and ditches
constructed to demarcate consolidated fields kept out
not only wandering animals, but also the women and
children of the poor who had previously gleaned the
harvested fields for whatever leavings they could find
to add to their meager larders.

When smallholders received lands through the
enclosure process, they also received the obligation to

fence them in at their own expense, primarily to keep
their animals contained, thus to prevent their trespass
and damage on their neighbors’ crops. This cash ex-
pense was disproportionately high by comparison
with fencing expenses for the larger holdings; some-
times it alone was adequate to convince a smallholder
to leave the land altogether. Rural laborers who had
earlier been able to supplement their wages with access
to common lands and perhaps to garden on a small
strip of land assigned to their cottage now found
themselves genuinely landless and reliant solely on the
labor of their hands and backs. Enclosure, meant to
consolidate land and increase production, thus had a
broad effect of alienation for the rural poor in En-
gland, who were separated first from common lands,
then, through the combination of high rents and fenc-
ing prices, from the land itself and the subsistence
farming they had practiced.

This experience was especially bitter when they
observed the benefits larger farmers gained, as enclo-
sure did indeed increase profits for those with land
sufficient to compensate for the costs of enclosures.
There can be no doubt that this social and economic
transformation subjected large numbers of the English
population to harsh psychological, physical, and social
trauma, which surfaced in such rural crimes as arson,
maiming of farmers’ animals, and theft of harvested
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crops. Beyond individual acts of protest and desper-
ation, full-scale rural revolts broke out as the most
striking demonstrations of the human costs of enclo-
sure and the agricultural revolution it represented.
The preponderance of rural laborers among those ac-
cused and convicted of crimes against the property of
the beneficiaries of the agricultural revolution pointed
to their frequent inability to maintain subsistence for
themselves and their families in the new order, as well
as to their profound sense of alienation from the com-
munities that developed around profit-oriented, pros-
perous farms.

Like the witchcraft epidemics of the early mod-
ern era, the epidemiology of rural crimes in the nine-
teenth century pointed to stratification in rural com-
munities. As the village population segregated into
farmers, rural laborers, and those who departed to be-
come urban workers, the farmers and rural laborers
remained on their former lands on transformed terms.
Land and labor were now commodities. Farmers pos-
sessed the land and commanded labor on terms de-
signed to generate profit in the larger market, while
rural laborers became atomized individual labor units,
alienated from both the land and the products of their
labor. Laborers protested their reduced status and
means by seizing goods they needed for subsistence,
or by destroying those same goods through maiming
livestock and torching hayricks when farmers denied
them access to these sources of their income in com-
mercial farming.

And yet, England did not suffer in macroeco-
nomic terms from this process. On the contrary, en-
closure coincided largely with the great leap forward
in England’s economic history, when the industrial
revolution created opportunities for employment and
mobility to compensate for the lost insurance of open
field, community-based farming. When they found
themselves outside the figurative and literal fences of
England’s agricultural revolution, the displaced agri-
culturalists had new occupations to explore, new resi-
dential centers to inhabit, and new forms of trans-
portation to use to get there. Whereas the undeniably
traumatic character of enclosure in those areas where
it was imposed from above constituted the ‘‘push’’ of
this great transformation, external markets, urban em-
ployment, and accelerated economic processes consti-
tuted the ‘‘pull.’’

The pull of industry. The bond to the land was
broken not only by forced enclosure and state decrees,
as in England, but also by the attractions and oppor-
tunities offered by Europe’s shift from the rural and
agricultural to the urban and industrial. Peasants not
only ‘‘lost’’ the rural way of life they had known for

centuries because their way of life was undermined by
state decrees and commercial farming; they also dis-
carded it in search of opportunities beyond the con-
straints of climate, land, family, and local community.

From Laxton in England to Erdobenye in Hun-
gary to Soligalich in European Russia, this push and
pull generated greater mobility for peasants and rural
laborers. Social structures, work routines, and geo-
graphic boundaries gave way, yielding hybrid labor
experiences and social identities throughout the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries. Those who contin-
ued to farm incorporated new crops, production and
processing techniques, and fertilizers, and often com-
bined their agricultural labor with seasonal work for
emerging markets and the industrial sector. Those
who shifted to commercial farming in England and
elsewhere also invested in new technologies to speed
up agricultural labor, simultaneously threatening the
manual skills of the rural laborers and setting new
time standards for the performance of daily tasks.
Timepieces, such as clocks and pocket watches, be-
came markers of the farmers’ higher status and new
expectations, as intensely resented by their laborers as
the farm equipment in their more prosperous neigh-
bors’ barns. Enterprising farmers turned to cash crops
for the market, abandoning traditional crops and crop
rotation, disrupting seasonal cycles and altering fa-
miliar landscapes. The technologies of western Europe
made their way through eastern Europe all the way to
Russia, where British steel plows competed on the lo-
cal market with Swedish steel plows for the purchasing
power of Russia’s most innovative farmers.

Eighteenth-century Flanders provides a particu-
larly vivid example of the combination of agricultural
and nonagricultural pursuits by peasants and rural la-
borers, as well as of the social stratification that accom-
panied that combination. Flemish peasants planted
flax, then transformed it into cloth over the winter
months. Flax farming and linen production through
home-based spinning and weaving enabled peasants
to supplement their agricultural income when popu-
lation increase and the fragmentation of landholdings
threatened subsistence. Family-based linen produc-
tion for town merchants fed an international textile
market, primarily in the American colonies, where
Flemish cloth held coffee beans, covered the backs of
slaves, and decorated windows in colonial homes. La-
bor came from every able family member, but rural
laborers also hired themselves out to families who had
the looms they could not afford on their own. For
both the hired hands and the family weavers, the in-
come their participation in the international linen
market brought was quite low. For many it staved off
indigence, however, while providing a safety valve of
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sorts in the period between the shift to commercial
farming and the full-blown development of industry.

Once industry entered the equation in full force,
such tenuous adaptations to demographic and mac-
roeconomic developments faded before the more stun-
ning prospects and pressures of industrialization and
urbanization. Before the industrial revolution, peas-
ants combined farming and nonagricultural home-
based occupations, such as weaving, smithing, lace
making, pottery, or tanning, producing goods to trade
in their local or neighboring communities largely as a
seasonal supplement to subsistence farming. Once
steamboats and trains opened up broader transporta-
tion opportunities, towns became centers of industry
and commerce, and markets expanded in town for
labor and in the countryside for urban products. Non-
rural locations and occupations exerted a magnetic
pull so forceful that it dislodged many elements in the
rural structure, breaking up old patterns and drawing
people away from the land. The emigrants included
gentry landowners, who sold their land to garner cap-
ital to invest in the commercial, industrial economy.
Peasants thus gained opportunities to become small-
holders themselves. People, products, and information
began to move back and forth between town and
country.

This process displayed great regional variation,
of course, in its tempo, with England and the Low
Countries moving most rapidly away from agricul-
tural dominance toward industrial, capital economies.
In France in the nineteenth century, tenant farmers
leased their lands from wealthy urbanites who in-
vested the capital they had gained in banking and in-
dustry in land in the countryside. These former peas-
ants were able to accumulate extensive landholdings
of their own and become powerful local employers
who hired neighboring peasants. In some regions,
peasants rose above their neighbors not through ten-
ant farming, but through their own labor, prudent
saving and control over expenses, and family plan-
ning. The French village also included peasants who
were able to support themselves and their families on
their own lands, neither expanding their lands with
an eye to profits nor falling behind or risking the loss
of any of their holdings. Still other peasants held onto
their family land only by supplementing their income
with periodic labor through jobs in town or local fac-
tories. Sharecroppers and migrant rural laborers in
France constituted the lower elements in village strat-
ification. They typically had no land of their own and
lived lives of forced subservience as long as they re-
mained in the countryside. In 1892, there were 2.5
million rural laborers in France, who were the group
most likely to contribute to the 650,000 rural inhab-

itants who left for the cities and towns between 1896
and 1901. France and Germany were slower to em-
brace technological changes (from the use of mineral
fertilizers to the purchase of farming equipment), and
Russia lay at the geographic and chronological ex-
treme of the spectrum. But even in imperial Russia,
so late to embrace industrial development and so con-
strained by officials fearful of a landless rural proletar-
iat whom they associated with Europe’s revolutions, the
emergence of industrial centers and a consumer econ-
omy by the 1890s wrought upon the countryside the
same changes experienced as much as a century earlier
on the other end of the European continent.

Four ‘‘types’’ among the peasantry in European
Russia in the late nineteenth century illustrate the ex-
perience, however belated, of the European peasantry
and rural laborers in the transition from agricultural
to industrial societies: the peasant proprietor, the mi-
grant agricultural laborer, the peasant-worker male,
and the peasant woman who departed for the city or
factory town. Peasant proprietors were those who
bought land from the departing gentry, who had given
up farming when they no longer had access to free
labor as they had before the emancipation of their
serfs. Peasant proprietors’ numbers expanded after
1883, when the state established the Peasant Land
Bank, with loans available at affordable rates to the
enterprising agriculturalist. These peasants invested
not only in land, but also in recently introduced
mineral fertilizers and steel plows imported from Swe-
den and England. They hired their less fortunate or
less enterprising fellow peasants, purchased cloth and
factory-made clothes in town or from itinerant trad-
ers, replaced their thatched roofs with tile or tin,
drank tea from samovars, and illuminated their homes
with kerosene lamps. They might well be literate, and
thus able to read both popular chapbooks and the
state’s newspaper targeting the aspiring peasant farmer
with news of agrarian methods and reforms. They
might also join a peasant cooperative, thus entering
an institutional arrangement signifying their larger in-
volvement with the market and state beyond their vil-
lage’s boundaries. In sum, their economic and social
existence reflected a series of choices and decisions
about how to shape their agricultural existence, which
was no longer the product of their involuntary bond-
age to the land, but of their preferences and dreams.

Migrant peasant laborers might well be property
owners, too, who farmed the land they had received
as part of the emancipation settlement, but who
needed to seek income elsewhere to supplement sub-
sistence farming, in order to pay off their various tax
obligations or to purchase items for their households.
Some traveled far to the south of the empire to large
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labor markets where wealthy landowners sent their
stewards to hire enough hands to bring in their com-
mercial crops. They traveled by train and by riverboat,
as well as by cart or wagon, often covering remarkable
distances in their search for cash income. The exis-
tence of an export market in grain was critical to their
employment, however, so they too were involved in
the larger market economy, despite the fact that they
continued to labor on the land. Once in the hiring
markets, they met their counterparts from all over the
European provinces of the Russian Empire, whom
they recognized as fellow laborers, but not as members
of one community.

Peasant-workers were those who left their vil-
lages seasonally to work in cities and towns. Often
they traveled in village groups as a labor cooperative,
hiring themselves out annually to the same employer,
living together in factory barracks or city apartments
in social groupings that resembled village structures.
Like the migrant laborers, they sought cash income,
some of which they sent home to family members still
in the village and some of which they used to purchase
city clothes and goods, which would make them de-
sirable in the eyes of peasant girls when they returned
to the village. They, too, traveled by riverboat, rail-
road, or wagon, part of the Europe-wide movement
of peasants into cities, human agents of the transition
from the agricultural to the industrial society. The
railroads they traveled were themselves funded in no
small part through loans from major French banks,
who had invested the savings of French peasants in
the great Russian construction projects.

The magnet of the city also attracted peasant
women, many of whom followed the men of their
village and assumed traditional roles as housekeepers
and cooks for their transposed community. Others en-
tered domestic service for urban families or became
factory workers, usually in the textile industry, moving
into factory housing or communal apartments. Like
their male covillagers and relatives, many of these
peasant women followed a circular pattern of migra-
tion, moving back and forth between village and
town. Along the way, they gained not only cash, but
also new tastes in clothing and entertainment, a sense
of mobility as they rode the imperial rails, and a sure
knowledge of alternatives to the traditional tasks of
the peasant woman. By 1900 in the central industrial
region of Russia, which comprised seven provinces,
roughly one-fifth of the peasant population requested
and received the internal passports they needed to mi-
grate for labor. Somewhat more than half the peasants
who immigrated to Moscow and St. Petersburg for
labor were women. Thus, at the far eastern reaches of
Europe, the processes of transition away from the in-

voluntary bondage to the land that had marked the
peasant experience 150 years earlier across the conti-
nent had accelerated even in Russia, and had come to
include women as well as men. By the end of the
nineteenth century, former peasants in some countries
were beginning to depart from their insular worldview
by participating in collective organizations, move-
ments, and, to a smaller extent, political parties. Col-
lective organizations included cooperatives for the
purchase and use of farming equipment, mutual in-
surance programs, volunteer firefighting brigades, and
some farmers’ trade unions. There were also parties
founded by members of the intelligentsia who became
advocates for the peasants and encouraged their po-
litical engagement. In Russia, peasant-focused politics
had already gone through several party formations by
1900, from the Populists of the 1870s through the
People’s Will and Black Repartition of the 1880s to
the Socialist Revolutionaries of the turn of the cen-
tury. In Bulgaria the Agrarian Union, formed in late
1899, was on the verge of being the dominant politi-
cal force in the country. These embryonic forms of
economic and political organization would expand in
the twentieth century. Full-blown, they would signify
both the end of the autarkic peasant mentality and
the need for agriculturalists to fight for the preserva-
tion and subsidization of their way of life in an in-
dustrial age.

PEASANTS IN THE
TWENTIETH CENTURY

Most peasants in Europe at the beginning of the twen-
tieth century had a dim concept of the state or of their
identity as citizens of a national political culture. The
expansion of their mental horizons had occurred largely
in the last decades of the nineteenth century through
instruction in churches and schools, military training,
and the reading of newspapers and the popular press.
The very creation of the nation state was recent for
citizens of Italy, Germany, and Serbia, and peasants in
central and eastern Europe had every reason to be
skeptical about any lasting territorial polity. Even in
France, with its long tradition of consciously con-
structed nationalism, peasants often entered the army
uncertain about the identity of their enemies or the
political order they were to defend. Yet the state has
been the critical player in determining the fate of the
European peasantry in the twentieth century. The
state most brutally invaded the lives of rural people
through the failed politics embodied in two world
wars fought across the farmlands of France, Belgium,
Germany, Italy, Poland, Hungary, Yugoslavia, and the
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Soviet Union. The Russian and Spanish civil wars
brought similar visitations of destruction upon the
Russian and Spanish peasants. The trench warfare of
World War I left mines and shells deep in the fields,
still to be located and defused a hundred years later
by state-employed demineurs, or worse, to detonate
under the tractors of French farmers who unwittingly
come upon them during spring planting. Invading
German troops and tanks in World War II laid waste
to the farmlands of Belorussia and Ukraine, when sol-
diers paused long enough to burn hundreds of villages
to the ground. These wars also forced peasant men
into the service of the state through conscription.
From a vague notion associated with a distant capital
city or a local tax collector at the beginning of the
twentieth century, the state became an unavoidable
entity and element in the rural consciousness.

The state became alternately the agent of forced
transformation or the object of political activism.
Most dramatically in the Soviet Union in the late
1920s and 1930s and in the states the Soviet Union
dominated after World War II, the state determined
the nature of agriculture and the socioeconomic po-
sition of the people who practiced it on consolidated
collective farms, forcing a twentieth-century version
of enclosure and binding the peasants to the land
again through a system of internal passports, and elic-
iting popular resistance that repeated the traumas of
a century earlier in England. Collectivization in the
east also reproduced the divisions between the tightly

bound and the relatively free along a line running
through Germany that followed the boundaries of the
early modern era. To the west of that line, states have
stepped in to protect those who farm through state
subsidies, tariff systems, and social welfare programs,
which make it possible for the individual farmer to
prosper in an industrial age. On the eve of World
War II, a distinct minority of the population was en-
gaged in agriculture in western Europe, as the per-
centages for the following countries indicate: France,
32.5 percent; Germany, 29 percent; Belgium, 17 per-
cent; Britain, 5.7 percent. The pull of industry and
the power of market economies ensured that peasants
would indeed ‘‘vanish’’ in the twentieth century. Ev-
erywhere in the West, those who worked the land did
so as part of national and international economies,
with their work experiences and financial lives as likely
to be shaped by regional associations, the Interna-
tional Labor Organization, national ministries and de-
partments of agriculture, import and export regula-
tions, international trade treaties, and state subsidized
grain and dairy prices as by their individual or family
ties to the land. From the crops they plant to the
goods they buy and sell in the marketplace, contem-
porary agriculturalists must reckon with national and
international policies and economic trends far beyond
the reach of household, village, or region.

Enclosure on a massive scale, dubbed agrobu-
siness, made even those independent small farmers
attuned to the market seem irrational vestiges of an
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earlier age. To defend the farming way of life, agri-
culturalists of the twentieth century formed numerous
associations, such as those in France: the Cooperative
for the Collective Ownership of Farm Equipment, So-
cieties for Land Management, Associated Farm Inter-
ests, Movement for the Organization and Protection
of Family Farms, Farmers’ Organization for Com-
munal Land Use, and others. French farmers were the
most notorious for taking collective action to defend
their way of life against international competition and
policymaking, with their tractors processing through
Paris and their assaults on trucks importing cheap pro-
duce from Spain being emblematic of their effort to
command the attention of the state to protect their
interests. In Hungary, independent farmers partici-
pated in post-communist politics with the goal of
prohibiting the sale of Hungarian farmland to inter-
national interests. From tractors to the ballot box,
farming people seized modern technologies and sys-
tems to keep rural interests in play, to maintain some
power in a world defined by cities and industries.

Farming people of the second half of the twen-
tieth century thus abandoned by necessity or choice
much of what sociologists, anthropologists, and his-
torians have described as the ‘‘peasant way of life’’:
insularity; dependency on or forced subservience to
powerful lords; distance from the dominant systems
and values of the larger society beyond the village;
primary bond to the land and localities; a cyclical view
of time; an aversion to innovation and profit; and
profound conservatism in economic, social, and po-

litical decisions. And, yet, the word ‘‘peasant’’ has not
disappeared from the vocabulary of European cultures
or from the mental landscapes of their citizens. Peas-
ants continue to be viewed as the somehow still es-
sential figures in national distinction. Paysans still sell
their grapes, garlic, cheese, and lavendar sachets in the
market at Ferney Voltaire, where the city folk from
Geneva crowd on Saturday mornings to touch base
with the fundament of old French culture. In Buda-
pest, a few genuine people of the countryside sell their
honey and flowers at the Vasarcsarnok, the central
market otherwise dominated by traders. In Moscow,
muzhiki still pass through the major train stations,
with heavy packs on their backs filled with farm pro-
duce in the morning when they arrive and city goods
in the evening when they head home.

While cityfolk may disdain such ‘‘peasants’’ for
their rough ways, urbanites still fill the trains and
highways as they make their own pilgrimages back to
the countryside, where many of them till small garden
plots, gather mushrooms and berries, and thereby
connect with the land of their ancestors’ primary ex-
periences. When asked in the year 2000 if Russian
people would still rush to their summer cottages at
the first moment spring planting becomes possible,
even after a fully modernized system of agricultural
production and distribution is in place in all cities and
towns, two young law professors in their twenties
laughed and said, ‘‘Of course, we will! We go to plant
not just to produce food for our pantry. We go be-
cause of our connection with the soil. It restores us
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and makes us whole after a winter in apartments,
buses, subways, and cars in the city.’’ At the opposite
end of Europe, in England, urban people display the
same impulses and attachment to the earth in their
gardening and lobbying for continued free access to
walking paths across farming properties in the country-
side. Everywhere in Europe, ‘‘peasants’’ are entrepre-
neurial farmers or hired laborers whose insular world

has given way to the industrialized market. But the
peasant past continues to hold emotional meaning
and definition for an urbanized society which main-
tains its tenuous bond with the land. States have also
everywhere provided the infrastructures of commu-
nication and rapid transportation that make the rapid
movement of agricultural goods to market and of in-
dustrial goods to the countryside possible.

See also Land Tenure; Peasant and Farming Villages; Serfdom: Eastern Europe;
Serfdom: Western Europe (volume 2); and other articles in this section.
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Hobsbawm, E. J., and George Rudé. Captain Swing. Harmondsworth, U.K., 1973.
Hoch, Steven. Serfdom and Social Control in Russia: Petrovskoe, a Village in Tambov.

Chicago, 1986.



P E A S A N T S A N D R U R A L L A B O R E R S

163

Holmes, Douglas, and Jean Quataert. ‘‘An Approach to Modern Labor: Worker
Peasantries in Historical Saxony and the Friuli Region over Three Centuries.’’
Comparative Studies in Society and History (April 1986): 191–217.

Johnson, Robert. Peasant and Proletarian: The Working Class of Moscow in the Late
Nineteenth Century. New Brunswick, N.J., 1979.

Jones, Eric L. Agriculture and Economic Growth in England, 1650–1815. London
and New York, 1967.

Kingston-Mann, Esther, and Timothy Mixter, eds. Peasant Economy, Culture, and
Politics of European Russia, 1800–1921. Princeton, N.J., 1991.

Lehning, James R. Peasant and French: Cultural Contact in Rural France during the
Nineteenth Century. Cambridge, U.K., 1995.

Le Roy Ladurie, Emmanuel. The French Peasantry, 1450–1660. Translated by Alan
Sheridan. Berkeley, Calif., 1987.

Melton, Edgar. ‘‘Proto-Industrialization, Serf Agriculture, and Agrarian Social Struc-
ture: Two Estates in Nineteenth-Century Russia.’’ Past and Present 115 (May
1987): 69–106.

Mendras, Henri. The Vanishing Peasant: Innovation and Change in French Agricul-
ture. Translated by Jean Lerner. Cambridge, Mass., 1970.

Parker, William N., and Eric L. Jones, eds. European Peasants and Their Markets:
Essays in Agrarian Economic History. Princeton, N.J., 1975.

Potter, Jack M., May N. Diaz, and George M. Foster, eds. Peasant Society: A Reader.
Boston, 1967.

Rosener, Werner. The Peasantry of Europe. Translated by Thomas M. Barker. Oxford
and Cambridge, Mass., 1994.

Sabean, David Warren. Power in the Blood: Popular Culture and Village Discourse in
Early Modern Germany. New York, 1984.

Schulte, Regina. The Village in Court: Arson, Infanticide, and Poaching in the Court
Records of Upper Bavaria, 1848–1910. Translated by Barrie Selman. Cam-
bridge, U.K., 1994.

Scott, James C. Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human
Condition Have Failed. New Haven, Conn., 1998.

Scott, Tom, ed. The Peasantries of Europe: From the Fourteenth to the Eighteenth
Centuries. London and New York, 1998.

Segalen, Martine. Love and Power in the Peasant Family: Rural France in the Nine-
teenth Century. Chicago, 1983.

Shanin, Teodor. The Awkward Class: Political Sociology of Peasantry in a Developing
Society: Russia 1910–1925. Oxford, 1972.

Shanin, Teodor. Peasants and Peasant Societies: Selected Readings. Harmondsworth,
U.K., 1971.

Simoni, Peter. ‘‘Agricultural Change and Landlord-Tenant Relations in Nineteenth
Century France: The Canton of Apt (Vaucluse).’’ Journal of Social History 13,
no. 1 (Fall 1979): 115–135.

Stichter, Sharon. Migrant Laborers. Cambridge, U.K., 1985.

Weber, Eugen. Peasants into Frenchmen: The Modernization of Rural France, 1870–
1914. Stanford, Calif., 1976.

Worobec, Christine. Peasant Russia: Family and Community in the Post-Emancipation
Period. Princeton, N.J., 1991.

Wylie, Laurence William. Village in the Vaucluse. Cambridge, Mass., 1974.



165

SLAVES

12
Richard Hellie

The slave is typically, with some exceptions, at the
bottom of society. This was true in Renaissance and
later Europe from the Urals to the Atlantic as well as
in nearly all other times and places. Other constants
also apply to nearly all slaves throughout history. For
one, the slave is nearly always an outsider, someone
whose race, religion, or nationality is different from
that of the slaveowner. The slave typically is socially
dead, excluded from participating in society, whether
through voting, office holding, access to the slave-
owning society’s burial rituals, or simply joining in
festive activities. All slaves are legally owned by some-
one or a corporate organization, and the powers of the
state are available to slaveowners to enforce their
claims to their chattel. These state powers range from
registration of chattel to providing court services for
the resolution of disputes over whether a person really
is a slave or over which owner has the right to possess
the chattel. In the eyes of the law, the slave is univer-
sally an object, never a subject.

World history knows basically two types of
slaves: household (domestic) slaves and slaves owned
because they produce value in agriculture, mining, in-
dustrial, or other production for their owners. Pro-
duction slaves are relatively rare in world history, con-
fined to classical Greece and Rome and in the New
World after 1500. Europe after 1250 knew almost
nothing but household slavery until the Nazis en-
slaved ‘‘subhumans’’ to man their factories and the
Soviets enslaved ‘‘political undesirables’’ as well as
common criminals in the Gulag, the vast penal system
of labor camps. Probably even including these two
episodes, slavery was never central for European eco-
nomic development.

Because slavery in Europe is partly a political
phenomenon defined by states in their laws as well as
a nationality phenomenon in deciding who is an ‘‘in-
sider’’ and who an ‘‘outsider,’’ slavery can be discussed
in terms of the major political entity in which the
slaves lived, the country or nation in which they were
enslaved, and under whose laws they were held in
bondage. The discussion is best conducted from east

to west, from Russia to England and Ireland—that is,
from countries with more extensive and enduring
slavery practices to places with less extensive slavery
that was abolished much earlier. Thus this essay begins
with Russia, then moves to the Slavic countries and
the Ottoman Empire; Italy, Iberia, and France; and
northern Europe; and ends with England, Scotland,
and Ireland. It does not deal with Europe’s role in the
slave trade of non-Europeans or in the abolition move-
ment involving non-Europeans.

RUSSIA

From earliest known times in the areas that are now
Russia and Ukraine, slaves were relatively common.
Russia and Ukraine had the most developed system
of slavery in all of Europe; its impact there was the
most prolonged in all of Europe, with the twentieth-
century Soviet system of slavery lasting longer than
any other country’s. After 1132, whatever political
unity in Rus’ had existed in the previous quarter mil-
lennium evaporated as smaller and smaller principal-
ities were created that warred with one another. Slave
raiding became one of the major objects of warfare,
and some of those war slaves were housed in barracks
and forced to farm in an attempt to give value to land
that otherwise had none for the social elite, other than
as a source of taxes on the agricultural population.
This situation was only made worse by the Mongol
conquest of 1237–1240, for the Mongols enslaved at
least 10 percent of the East Slavic population. This
initiated the process of making Slavdom into one of
the world’s two great slave reservoirs, the other being
Africa. Indeed, in many European languages the word
‘‘slave’’ comes from the word ‘‘Slav.’’ The Mongols and
their heirs the Crimean Tatars ‘‘harvested’’ Slavs (Rus-
sians, Ukrainians, and Poles) and sold them throughout
Eurasia, the Middle East, and North Africa, where buy-
ers inspected them along with black Africans.

After Moscow put an end to the anarchy on the
East European Plain by creating Muscovy, a unified
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Great Russian State, in the late thirteenth century,
slavery, perhaps unexpectedly, continued to play a ma-
jor role. A perceived labor shortage was a major feature
of most of Russian history, with the years 1870–1917
being perhaps the sole exception. In such an environ-
ment the demand for slaves and slavelike chattel was
intense. In the mid-sixteenth century a central bureau,
the Slavery Chancellery, was created to record slaves,
slave transactions, and disputes over slaves. Muscovy
was the sole country in the world ever to have a single,
centralized office for the recording of slaves. At least
eight kinds of slavery existed there: for debt (which
was worked off by females at the rate of 2.5 rubles
and by males at the rate of 5.0 rubles per year); for
indenture (a young person, typically male, agreed to
work for an owner for a number of years in exchange
for training and some cash upon manumission, or re-
lease); pawnship (a special category of urban slaves);
special military captives (who had been seized as mili-
tary booty by Muscovite soldiers but might have to
be released upon the signing of a peace treaty); hered-
itary slaves (the offspring of slaves, who could never
look forward to manumission regardless of how many
generations they had been enthralled); reported slaves
(elite slaves who managed estates); military slaves (men
who sold themselves to cavalrymen to accompany and
to assist their owners in warfare—their price was con-
siderably higher than that of other slaves); and limited
service contract slaves.

About half the slaves in Muscovy were limited
service contract slaves, who violated the social scien-
tific norm that slaves were supposed to be outsiders.
Prior to the 1590s, in a limited contract, slaves signed
a contract to work for someone for a year in lieu of
paying interest on a loan (a form of antichresis); upon
default, they became full slaves whose offspring would
become hereditary slaves. After the 1590s they could
not repay the loans—which they almost never did—
and were freed upon the death of their owners. For
the slaves, this was a form of welfare in which the
slaveowners agreed to feed and clothe their chattel. All
of these types of slaves were registered in the books of
the Slavery Chancellery, and they were all treated
alike, for example, in case of flight or ownership dis-
putes. Except for limited service contract slaves after
the 1590s, manumission was rare for Russian slaves.
The numbers of slaves cannot be calculated with any
precision, but they may have composed 10 percent of
the population, certainly a much higher percentage
than anywhere else in Europe after 1300.

In Europe after 1300 slave rebellions occurred
solely in Russia. Khlopko was a slave who led others
on the southern frontier in an uprising against the
government in 1603. Bolotnikov, the leader of the

vast uprising of 1606 under his banner, was a runaway
military slave (many of the rebels were not slaves).
After these experiences the government diminished
the role of elite slaves in the army, thus depriving them
of combat training. After Bolotnikov no slave led a
rebellion in Russia, although fugitive slaves are known
to have participated in the Us and Razin uprisings of
1667–1671. They also participated in the 1682 up-
rising in Moscow led by musketeers against Sophia,
Ivan, and Peter, the sibling trio of rulers, during which
they made sure to burn the records of the Slavery
Chancellery. There were probably no such episodes
elsewhere in Europe because of the low concentrations
of slaves in Christian Modern Europe.

Slavery served as the model for serfdom in Mus-
covy, even more so than was the case in the territories
of the decaying Roman Empire. The major difference
was that the serf was still the subject of the law and
owned things that his owner legally could not claim.
He also had to pay taxes, whereas the slave, as chattel,
generally did not. Serfdom was consolidated by the
Law Code (Ulozhenie) of 1649, after which peasants
began to sell themselves as slaves with increasing fre-
quency so as to avoid paying taxes. After a census was
taken in which the government discovered what was
happening, all farming slaves in 1679 were converted
back into serfs. Being a household slave offered one
other tax dodge. Serfs, peasants, and others began to
convert themselves into household slaves, whereupon
the government in the early 1720s converted all house-
hold slaves into household serfs and, with the new soul
tax (a head tax on every male), put them all on the
tax rolls. This essentially abolished slavery in Russia,
although its impact lived on in the institution of serf-
dom, which after the middle of the eighteenth century
was increasingly slavelike in that the serf owners could
dispose of serfs as though they were slaves: move them
around, sell them without land, force them to work
demesne lands, and control them as though they were
their personal chattel. The Nazimov Rescript of 1857
proclaimed the intention to free the serfs from their
owners’ control, but they were to remain bound to
the land until they had paid for it (over a period of
forty-nine years). The slavelike element of serfdom—
personal dependency on a serf owner—was abolished
in 1861, but the serfs were not fully freed until 1906,
when, with the cancellation of the redemption pay-
ments, they were allowed to move wherever they
wanted and became almost full citizens.

By many definitions the extensive Russian use
of penal servitude was another form of slavery. Exile
for criminals was introduced in the seventeenth cen-
tury with the twin purposes of ‘‘cleaning up’’ the
central areas and populating the frontiers, especially
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the southern frontier south of the Oka and the Siberian
frontier east of the Urals. Classic exile demanded that
a felon, who was either a common criminal or, in-
creasingly, a political dissident resettle involuntarily
from a desired locale to an undesirable locale. After
1700 this typically meant sending someone out of Eu-
rope into Asia. Over a million were so relocated be-
tween 1649 and 1917. A slavery element entered into
the equation when the felon was forced to work. Gold
mining was a frequent occupation chosen for the
forced-laborer exiles in Siberia and the Russian far
east.

The Russian heritage of slavery was revitalized
in an example of path dependency in the Soviet pe-
riod. The peasants were again bound to the land in
1930 as part of the collectivization of agriculture
(sometimes called ‘‘the second enserfment,’’ in which
they were not issued passports, with the result that
they could not move from their collective farms) and
in the Gulag system of forced labor. The NKVD (se-
cret police) got into the business of operating huge
slave labor camps as part of the intensified industri-
alization drive of the Five Year Plans. Soviet central
planners in Moscow relied on the slave miners in Vor-
kuta, for example, for 40 percent of Leningrad’s coal.
Again, this system was unusual from a world perspec-
tive, for most of these ‘‘slaves’’ were not outsiders but
native Soviet citizens who were made artificially into
‘‘outsiders’’ by the heaping on of derogatory apposi-

tions: enemy of the people, exploiter, wrecker, traitor,
scum, insect. (They were supplemented by genuine
‘‘outsiders,’’ Poles and people from the Baltic states,
as the Soviet Union expanded in 1940 and the NKVD
arrested and sent to the Soviet forced labor camps
anyone who was considered capable of opposition.
They were followed by Germans POWs during World
War II.) The Gulag slaves were freed only upon clo-
sure of the concentration camps after the death of
Stalin in 1953. Most were freed by 1957, and alleg-
edly there were few slave laborers in the Gulag when
the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991. The exact total
number of Gulag slaves is unknown, but numbers up
to twenty million are mentioned in the literature. The
Gulag was known for high death rates until Stalin’s
death, which made the Soviet institution look much
like the Nazi dual-purpose camps—extraction of la-
bor until the victim was exterminated.

SLAVIC COUNTRIES
AND THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE

Other Slavic countries in Central Europe also had
slaves. Poland had privately owned slaves in the Mid-
dle Ages, peaking in the twelfth and thirteenth cen-
turies, but they blended into serfs as the ‘‘second
serfdom’’ expanded in the late Middle Ages. Slaves
originated primarily from capture in war but also from
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punishment for criminal activity, indebtedness, and
self-sale. Polish slaves were freed by owner manumis-
sion, by the slave’s working his way to freedom, or as
a punishment of the master (who was deprived of his
property). A slave turned out by his owner during a
famine automatically gained his freedom. Slavery was
abolished in Lithuania by the Lithuanian Statute of
1588.

The Balkans (Byzantium, which fell to the Ot-
toman Empire in 1453, Albania, Bosnia, Bulgaria,
Croatia, Greece, Macedonia, and Serbia) present in-
superable problems for a short essay. About 40 percent
of Byzantium, the Eastern Roman Empire, lay in Eu-
rope; it was Orthodox Christian and used Roman law.
Slavery in Byzantium yielded to serfdom and essen-
tially died out in the Middle Ages, after 1100. On the
other hand, the Ottoman Empire’s faith was Islam,
and slavery was revived there by the Turks. The Ot-
toman Turks by 1500 conquered most of the rest of
the Balkans and imposed the slave norms of the
Qur’an and the Shari’a (the fundamental code of Is-
lamic law) where they could. The result was a revi-
talized system of household slavery as well as military
slavery in the form of the infantry janissaries and gal-
ley slavery in the Mediterranean. In addition to the
janissaries, there were elite slaves—as many as 100,000
in 1609—who belonged to the sultan and worked in
the palace. State slaves were also used in large con-
struction projects such as marketplaces, schools and
mosques, and hospitals. Household slaves fulfilled
their traditional roles—domestic service, cleaning,
cooking, running errands, standing guard, tending
children, and so forth. Islam permitted slave women
to be concubines, which was the assured destination
of almost every young female slave. Slaves were also
used in the silk and textile industries and other small
businesses.

Ottoman slaves were outsiders. Taken by the
Crimean Tatars from the neighboring Russians,
Ukrainians, Poles, and some Hungarians, they were
almost always Christians, sometimes animists, and
typically Slavs. Up to 2.5 million slaves are calculated
to have passed through the Crimean market in Kaffa
(Kefe) alone in the years 1500–1700, most of them
destined for the Ottoman Empire. The Muscovites
set up a special tax to ransom their nationals taken by
the Crimeans into slavery, and individuals paid such
monies as well. Muscovite attempts to keep out the
Crimeans were the major factor motivating the first
Russian service-class revolution and the creation of a
garrison state—in which the autocrat ruled supreme—
that had serfdom as one of its major constituents. The
Polish government did not engage in the ransom of
its subjects, although occasionally individuals did. In

1607 a Polish-Ottoman treaty required that Polish
slaves be returned without the payment of ransom,
but that had little impact on the Crimeans. In spite
of the treaty, Poles continued to be taken into captiv-
ity, especially after the Russians completed in the years
1636–1653 the construction of the Belgorod fortified
line, which kept the Crimean predators out of Mus-
covy and deflected them into the Rzeczpospolita (the
commonwealth). Catherine the Great liquidated the
Crimean Khanate in 1783, which put an end to Cri-
mean slave raiding. After that slaves in the European
parts of the Ottoman Empire were so-called ‘‘white
slaves’’ kidnapped from the Caucasus (Circassians and
Georgians) or black slaves imported through Egypt
from Africa. Turkey increased its number of galley
slaves in the seventeenth century, most being from
Muscovy and some from Italy. Galley slaves had one
advantage over others: while in port, when not chained
to their oars or benches, they could jump ship and
make their way to freedom; but the number who did
was very small. The Crimean War brought the trade
in Christian Georgians to the attention of the British,
who in the 1850s convinced the Ottomans and Rus-
sians to suppress it. The trade in Islamic Circassians
was suppressed four decades later. The Ottoman slave
trade was abolished officially only in 1909. As always,
the abolition of the trade did not signify the abolition
of slavery itself. Slavery in the Ottoman Balkans was
extinguished only by the collapse of the Ottoman Em-
pire after 1878 and World War I. The modernizing
reforms of Kemal Atatürk, who proclaimed the state
of Turkey with himself as president in the early 1920s,
fully brought slavery to an end.

Census records indicate that, in spite of the
huge numbers of slaves known to have been imported,
slaves never exceeded 5 percent of the total population
of the Ottoman Empire because Islamic practice en-
couraged frequent manumission by slaveowners. In
other words, the ‘‘outsiders’’ were considered to be
‘‘insiders’’ after a very brief period of time. On the
other hand, the Islamic world was addicted to slaves.
Social relations were established so that the society
could not function without slaves. Frequent manu-
mission meant that it was necessary to replace those
manumitted either by frequent slave raids or frequent
trips to the slave market. Slavery became a form of
involuntary migration marked by the high death rates
of those who resisted capture into slavery or died en
route to their final destination of enslavement. These
high death rates (often only one in ten reached a slave
destination) prefigured the high death rates in Soviet
and Nazi slave systems.

Roma (Gypsies) comprised an interesting subset
of the slaves in the Balkans, primarily in Romania,
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Wallachia, and Moldova. Many of them were brought
there from India by the Ottomans and remained into
the twenty-first century. As a visible minority, a num-
ber of them were converted into slaves, and their
enslavement was recognized by law. They were prob-
ably first enslaved by the Ottomans, who viewed
them as outsiders. This view was adopted by the in-
digenous peoples as the Turks allowed them signifi-
cant local control. As usual, the slaves can be divided
into field and household slaves. Among the latter the
Roma were valued as slaves in the sixteenth century
as artisans and laborers. A Moldovan law code of
1654 referred to the Roma as slaves. The monarch,
private individuals, and the church all could own
slaves. An Ottoman Wallachian penal code included
all the Roma among the slaves. When the Russians
moved in (1826–1834), they tried to limit Roma-
nian slavery. In 1837 and 1845 some slaves were
freed in Moldova, and in 1847 the church in Wal-
lachia freed its chattel. In 1855 the Moldovan par-
liament and in 1856 the Wallachian parliament voted
to free the slaves, and in 1864 the ruler declared all
Roma to be free people.

After the Ottoman conquest of the Balkans, the
northern part of what was to become Yugoslavia (es-
pecially Croatia) remained Catholic and fell under the
domination of the Habsburgs in Vienna. While slav-
ery was being revitalized south of the Sava River under
the Muslim Ottomans, in Croatia it yielded to serf-
dom and did not reappear again until the Nazi con-
quest. Here Austria set the tone. In Austria slavery
was largely irrelevant in the modern era.

ITALY, IBERIA, AND FRANCE

In Italy the slavery of the Roman Empire merged into
serfdom, but nevertheless Renaissance Italy was well
acquainted with slavery, which persisted at least until
the seventeenth century. In the period 1300–1700
slaves probably composed 5 percent of the population
at any given time. Until the merchants of the Italian
city states were driven out of the Black Sea by the
Ottomans in 1475, a number of them engaged in the
slave trade. Particularly noteworthy were the Genoese,
who dispatched any number of Slavs to Italy. Italian
merchants of the late Middle Ages were the most ac-
tive in the slave trade. Florence in 1363 permitted
unrestrained import of non-Roman Catholic slaves.
Besides Genoa and Florence, slavery flourished in
Venice, where thousands of Slavic slaves were sold in
the first quarter of the fifteenth century alone. In Italy
Slavic slaves were joined by Africans, and both were
employed in domestic slavery, where females were typ-

ically preferred and sometimes used as concubines. A
small minority of slaves were used as artisans in hand-
icraft production, both on estates and in the thriving
towns. Male slaves occasionally were used as business
agents to extend the family firm, and they also traded
on their own account.

Although wars were frequent on the Italian pen-
insula, the losers were rarely enslaved by the victors.
Other factors had a greater impact on slavery prac-
tices. In areas close to Islamic lands of the Ottoman
Empire and North Africa slavery was reinforced by
virulent Muslim slavery, especially in Italy and Spain,
where Islamic merchants with their slave merchandise
and morality had a definite impact. Also important in
the maintenance of slavery in Italy was the heritage of
Roman law, in which slavery was one of the most
evident social institutions. The Black Death of 1347–
1348, following famine in the earlier 1340s, killed up
to a third of the population in much of Europe, cre-
ating a labor shortage and therefore increased demand
for slave labor in Italy. (Elsewhere in Europe the labor
shortage led to the freeing of serfs and other servile
workers as rising wages created an intense demand for
free, mobile labor.) The cultivation of sugarcane in
the Canary Islands prompted transference of slavery
there from the eastern Mediterranean islands. Italian
states with navies employed slaves, primarily pur-
chased in North Africa, in their Mediterranean galleys
into the eighteenth century. Other galley slaves came
from Russia, the Rzeczpospolita, Greece, and from
captured enemy ships.

Spain and Portugal both experienced slavery
during the Renaissance and beyond. Spain was in reg-
ular combat with the Moors, who were subject to en-
slavement upon capture. Both countries also imported
Africans for household employment. During the Re-
naissance and into the modern era, household slavery
continued, as did the use of slavery to retain valued
artisans. Córdoba, the leading city in Spain and one
of the major cities in Europe, had a flourishing slave
trade and slave community. Seville later became Spain’s
leading slave city in terms of slaves’ percentage of the
city’s population. The king of Castile before 1265 or-
dered the law compiled in the Las Siete Partidas, which
was based on Roman law and was confirmed by the
Leyes de Toro in 1505. Thus Roman law entered Spain
and subsequently much of the New World, including
Louisiana. Spain owned the Canary Islands and trans-
ferred slave sugar cultivation from there to the New
World. Given these factors, it was easy for Spain to
develop slavery in its New World possessions. Up to
half of the crews of Spanish galleys in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries were slaves. Slaves were also
employed in agriculture as shepherds, and household
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slavery persisted into the beginning of the nineteenth
century.

Portuguese slavery became significant in the sec-
ond half of the fifteenth century and peaked in the
sixteenth century, when slaves constituted a significant
portion of the population. Subsequently it declined
and by the eighteenth century was reduced to occa-
sional household slavery. Slaves in Portugal originated
in the late Middle Ages from conflicts with Muslims,
but became significant only when the Portuguese be-
gan to play a significant role in Africa after 1450. The
economic pull, as elsewhere, was a perceived labor
shortage resulting from wars and epidemics. Most Af-
ricans were reexported to northern Italy and Spain,
but sufficient numbers remained to compose 2.5 per-
cent of the total population. Besides Africans, slaves
were imported from China, Japan, Brazil, and else-
where. Slaves were primarily an urban phenomenon,
where they were valued for their household service
and their income-generating activities as employees in
the iron and prepared-food industries, as artisans,
clerks, and merchants. As was true in Russia, owners
legally did not enjoy automatic sexual access to their
female slaves, and the church regarded slave marriage
as a sacrament. Slavery was abolished in Portugal in
1869.

France was the European country seemingly least
affected by slavery in this period. It epitomized the
processes at work after the collapse of the Roman Em-
pire. Slavery survived into the twelfth century in the
Loire Valley on a few monastery estates and elsewhere.

The absence of state power had made the enforcement
of slave laws nearly impossible, with the result that
magnates preferred to retreat to their manors and rely
on more tractable sources of labor that needed less
compulsion and were probably cheaper besides. The
demand for slave labor was also reduced by techno-
logical improvements including improved heavy plows,
the horse collar and harnesses that permitted draft ani-
mals to pull heavier loads, and horseshoes, which gave
horses (which were improved by selective breeding)
more traction. Water mills replaced slave labor in such
activities as grinding grain. More effective crop rota-
tion improved yields. These factors combined to make
slaves an inefficient form of rural labor. As was true
in much of western Europe, by the eleventh century
most slaves were assimilated into the class of serfs. On
the other hand, in Marseille both slavery and the slave
trade flourished in the Middle Ages but declined in
the city as they had declined in the countryside.
France had galley fleets in the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries, but no more than 20 percent of the
oarsmen were slaves. When the French jurist Jean
Domat compiled the law in the years 1689–1697,
slavery was not mentioned because it did not exist in
France. In the early modern period in France, ‘‘slave’’
was primarily a derogatory epithet rather than a reality.

NORTHERN EUROPE

In Norway, Iceland, and Denmark, slavery was extinct
by the thirteenth century, in Sweden by the four-
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teenth. During the Viking era, circa 750–1050, the
Norwegians, the Danes, and Swedes went ‘‘a-viking’’
(became pirates) throughout Atlantic Europe in search
of loot and human booty. After that era household
slavery existed in Scandinavia on a very small scale,
with Celts (Irish) being the most common slaves in
Norway and Iceland. The word ‘‘thrall’’ was the Old
Norse word for slave. It is assumed that increasing
population density and church pressure combined to
terminate Scandinavian slavery.

The modern Dutch Republic had no slaves. In
1648 it was explicitly illegal, and attempts to establish
slave markets in the major seaports were vetoed by
local officials. Dutch merchants, however, were promi-
nent in the international slave trade in both Asia and
the New World, and overseas Dutch were prominent
slaveowners wherever Holland had colonies. Intellec-
tually, the Synod of Dort in 1618–1619, a gathering
of Calvinist theologians from northwestern Europe,
was noteworthy for its statement that baptized slaves
were entitled to the same liberties as other Christians
and should not be sold to non-Christians. The dogma
did not require Calvinists to convert their chattel and
thus effectively did not compel the manumission of
slaves. The Synod’s dictum was important in north-
western Europe in holding that anyone was capable
of conversion to Christianity and thus capable of free-
dom. This ran counter to the belief that certain per-
sons, for example because of their race, were suited
for slavery and thus unsuited for freedom.

The Germanies had thriving slave systems in the
High Middle Ages. German eastward expansion, the
Drang nach Osten (press to the east), turned many
Slavs in the conquered lands into slaves. Around the
year 1000 there was a full range of slaves in Germany,
with the majority of course on the bottom as house-
hold dependents. Some slaves, however, were even
‘‘slave ministers,’’ figures who had positions of re-
sponsibility in the government, just as they did in the
Byzantine Empire and in late medieval Muscovy. In
the Germanies slavery where it existed and while it
lasted tended to be a rural phenomenon, for the fa-
mous doctrine Stadluft macht frei (town air makes one
free) put a damper on urban slavery, something that
was not true throughout most of the rest of Europe.
Anyone who was not a native was subject to enslave-
ment in the Germanies. A kinless, ‘‘outsider’’ slave at
emancipation was subject to various forms of clientage
and a transitional status to freedom that might last as
long for his heirs as three or five generations. As else-
where in Central Europe, so in the Germanies slavery
in the productive sphere tended to be pushed aside by
serfdom, especially east of the Elbe. The reason for
this phenomenon was clearly economic: the owner

was responsible for his slave, whereas the serf was
typically expected to fend for himself. In the house-
hold, of course, the situation was different. While the
household slave worked, his or her output was not
monetizable.

Germany shares with Soviet Russia the dubious
distinction of being one of the nation states of the
twentieth century that revitalized slavery in a major
way between 1938 and 1945. Unlike the Soviets, who
preferred to enslave their own, the Nazis had a marked
preference for ‘‘outsiders’’—Jews, Slavs, communists,
Roma, all of whom were called Untermenschen, sub-
humans who were suited for slave labor. French and
other POWs were also added to the millions in the
slave labor force. Over 7.5 million non-German ci-
vilians were transported to the Third Reich to work
as slave laborers. Fritz Sauckel, Hitler’s Plenipotentiary
General for the Utilization of Labor, was the major
organizer of this importation of millions of slave la-
borers. The Nazi choice of occupation for their slaves
was somewhat different from the Soviet choice. Rather
than logging and mining, canal and railroad building,
the Nazis employed their slaves in manufacturing and
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agriculture, wherever there were labor shortages to
meet World War II military needs caused by the draft-
ing of 13 million men into the Wehrmacht. The Hit-
lerite labor shortage was aggravated by the Nazi mys-
tique that women should stay at home and not replace
in field and factory their men who had been inducted
into the Wehrmacht. By 1945 nearly a quarter of Ger-
many’s labor force was non-German, and in agricul-
ture it was close to half. A number of the biggest, most
famous German companies, including I. G. Farben,
Volkswagen, Mercedes, Friedrich Flick, BMW, Bayer,
Hoechst, Siemens, Thyssen, and Krupp, used slave
labor they leased at the bargain rate of four Reichs-
marks per day per slave from Heinrich Himmler’s SS;
survivors in 1999–2000 were still suing those com-
panies in an attempt to gain recompense for their la-
bor. The Nazis in numerous cases followed the same
noneconomic, extermination-through-labor policy that
was employed in the Soviet Gulag. The Nazis also
placed extraordinary priority on making their female
chattel into sex slaves of the Wehrmacht.

ENGLAND, SCOTLAND, AND IRELAND

In both England and Ireland after the year 500, Celtic
and Germanic (Anglo-Saxon) peoples considered each
other fair game for enslavement. Just before 1000 slav-
ery was revitalized, and it endured throughout the

eleventh century. In 1102 a church council at West-
minster forbade the sale of slaves, a sign that slavery
was on the wane. By 1500 it is probably accurate to
say that slavery had died out in England, although not
in Scotland. In 1569 (the eleventh year of Elizabeth’s
reign) occurred one of the most famous legal decisions
of all time. In a suit brought by Cartwright, who was
going to flog a slave he had imported from Russia (the
slave might have been a Russian, Tatar, Pole, or Finn),
it was held that ‘‘England was too pure an air for slaves
to breathe in.’’ After that time, the issue of white slaves
(other than indentured laborers) did not arise in En-
gland. A possible major source of slaves was ruled out
when in 1601 Elizabeth ordered the expulsion of
blacks from England. Early in the eighteenth century
Lord Chief Justice Holt opined that ‘‘as soon as a
negro comes into England, he becomes free.’’ Nev-
ertheless, a few black slaves were brought into England
by their owners.

Throughout most of the eighteenth century En-
glish newspapers contained advertisements to sell slaves
and to recover runaways. Then in 1772 the Lord
Chief Justice Baron Mansfield ruled in the famous
James Somerset v. Charles Stewart case that a slave es-
sentially gained his freedom by landing in Britain. The
plaintiff, a former Virginia slave, could not be shipped
against his will back into slavery in Jamaica. Mansfield
wrote that ‘‘a notion had prevailed, if a negro came
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over, or became a christian, he was emancipated.’’
Henceforth slavery in England was unsupportable by
English law. Although Englishmen subsequently were
the major players in the international slave trade out

of Africa and were the major slaveowners of the sugar
islands of the Caribbean and the tobacco plantations
of the South, slaves themselves had little or no physi-
cal contact with England.

See also The Balkans; Russia and the Eastern Slavs; Roma: The Gypsies (volume
1); Serfdom: Western Europe; Serfdom: Eastern Europe; Military Service (volume
2); and other articles in this section.
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MARGINAL PEOPLE

12
Timothy B. Smith

During the first three quarters of the twentieth cen-
tury, as Europe overcame subsistence problems and
constructed massive welfare states, the problem of
poverty and social marginality seemed to have receded
into the background. Unemployment was down to
1 percent in Germany by 1960, and it remained below
2.5 percent in most of western Europe until 1973.
But during the last twenty years of the century, the
marginal people of Europe once again became visible:
the homeless (an estimated 500,000 in France and
930,000 in Germany alone in 1996), illegal immi-
grants (up to 1 million in France); the unemployed
(20 million unemployed in Europe in the mid-1990s),
and the estimated 6 to 8 million Sinti and Roma
(commonly known as Gypsies) who for so long have
been living on the margins of society. Except for a
brief respite between about 1960 and 1975, during
Europe’s golden age of full employment, vagrants,
beggars, and economic marginals of all sorts have al-
ways been a visible and significant feature of western
European society.

Until the twentieth century, the economies of
Europe were not strong enough to support the vast
majority of the population at a level of comfort on
a regular basis. Plague and famine periodically par-
alyzed the economy, pushing people to the margins
of society. Until the eighteenth century, when Europe
escaped from the Malthusian trap, population ebbed
and flowed according to the rhythms of the harvest
and pestilence cycles. Although England had escaped
from the specter of famine by the early nineteenth
century, France had its last nationwide subsistence
crisis in the 1850s, and in eastern Europe the threat
of crop failure persisted decades longer. Starvation
was still a real threat to the peasants of eastern Europe
and Russia through World War I and, in some cases,
after.

The harvest was the lifeblood of the early mod-
ern economy; when it failed, as it did so frequently
(one in six harvests in England failed during the sev-
enteenth century), a large part of the population would

be forced to scramble to make ends meet. Only when
European populations became more urban and more
commercial and less peasant based and agricultural—
would prosperity increase. Those nations which un-
derwent an agricultural revolution first (Britain)
would be the first to enjoy widespread material pros-
perity. But the processes associated with moderniza-
tion—agricultural improvements, rural exodus, ur-
banization, mechanization of artisanal industry, and
so on—would, in the short (or intermediate) term,
push millions of people to the margins of society. East
of the Elbe River, millions of peasants remained mired
in serfdom until the mid-nineteenth century.

The typical western European peasant family
lived in poverty right into the early nineteenth cen-
tury, but with one unsettling event—a crop failure,
an injury or illness, a rise in bread prices, the death of
a spouse or a child, a foreclosed debt—they could be
pushed from poverty into destitution and would have
to seek charity or public assistance or else take to the
road to beg or steal. For example, during the period
1840–1842, some 84 percent of those entering three
major dépots de mendicité (beggars’ prisons) in Bel-
gium were first-time offenders, members of the casual
labor force who were ineligible for public assistance.

Women would sometimes resort to prostitution
in a last-ditch effort to spare the family from the
shame of seeking assistance, or simply to make ends
meet: ‘‘morals fluctuate[d] with trade’’ (Leeuwen,
1994 p. 601). Minor forms of illegality such as smug-
gling, poaching, and petty theft were common. Ban-
ditry persisted in parts of Europe (Italy) well into the
nineteenth century. Everywhere, the distinction be-
tween poverty and indigence was blurred, and until
some point in the eighteenth or nineteenth century
(depending on the nation) perhaps half of the conti-
nental European population risked falling into indi-
gence or destitution at any given time. Within this
wider context of general poverty, however, it is pos-
sible to identify certain particularly vulnerable and/or
marginal groups.
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SOURCES

For the most part, our knowledge of marginal people
stems from three sources: court and police records,
where the otherwise elusive marginal people left their
scarce and faint traces in the historical record; the ar-
chives of hospitals, poor relief agencies, and charities;
and from the observations of elite contemporaries.
Scholars have been interested in the study of poverty
and marginality not only because of its intrinsic im-
portance, but also because it provides a good window
into many other issues: class relations, trends in reli-
gious observance and practice, political and social ide-
ologies, the growth of state penal powers and social
spending, and so on.

Thanks to several detailed studies of the clien-
tele of hospitals, prisons, and workhouses, we know
that some social groups were more at risk of falling
into indigence than others: casual farm laborers (jour-
naliers, as they were known in France), the elderly,
widows with children, workers with large families, and
casual urban laborers. Child beggars could be seen
everywhere in London. In 1816, Lionel Rose reminds
us, 50 percent of the three thousand inmates in Lon-
don’s twenty jails were under seventeen years of age.
In 1848 Henry Mayhew estimated there were thirty
thousand to forty thousand young ‘‘street Arabs’’ wan-
dering in London.

RURAL MARGINALS

Many rural marginals were attracted to the large cap-
ital cities, as were youth, who were drawn to places
like London and Paris by the thousands. Few young
provincials, Arthur Young noted in 1771, could resist
the allure of London. But the medium-sized regional
centers—Lyon, Grenoble, Turin, Toulouse—were
usually closer to home. Seasonal migration within a
region was also common, especially in Alpine areas.
For example, every year during the period 1780–1820
roughly twenty thousand peasants would leave their
spartan mountain villages in Piedmont (today part of
Italy) to eke out an existence in nearby cities or in
France for six or even nine months.

These people, like their elders, lived in what Ol-
wen Hufton has termed an ‘‘economy of makeshifts.’’
Agricultural laborers, those who lived on the margins
of rural society, with no firm roots or legal claims to
the land, accounted for roughly 40 percent of those
who entered the Charitè hospital in Aix-en-Provence,
France, during the eighteenth century; up to one-half
of those assisted by some charities in the 1890s; and
20 percent of patients in the hospitals of Mantes-la-
Jolie, outside Paris, around 1900. Typically, landless

rural laborers were the largest single component of any
given nation’s floating, vagabond population, but tex-
tile workers, artisans, soliders and sailors, servants and
apprentices were also commonly found among the
wayfaring poor.

Most villages also contained a marginal popu-
lation, as opposed to older images of village solidarity
and rough equality. Many villagers lived hand to
mouth, easily victimized by disease, periodic bad har-
vests, or simply overlarge families. As European agri-
culture became more commercialized, with inroads on
community resources such as common lands, the mar-
ginal village population increased.

The debate over the social consequences of en-
closure (the process whereby the English—and, later,
other Europeans—cleared and enclosed common
lands and forests and set about using the land more
productively, with fewer laborers) has divided histo-
rians for generations. Undoubtedly, enclosure was good
for the economy in the long term, leading to more
productive use of land, but it hurt several social cate-
gories, in particular small owners and casual farm
hands, who drifted to the margins of rural (and urban)
society. The historian Deborah Valenze has argued
that in England women were hurt more than men.
The modernization of agriculture during the eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries eliminated
women’s traditional role in growing and gathering
food as well as other customary activities such as tend-
ing livestock. Women were forced into domestic ser-
vice, factory work, marriage, and quite often into beg-
ging and prostitution. Some enterprising people, like
the English landowner John Warren of Stockport,
were not unaware of the consequences of their actions:
having enclosed a commons in 1716, he set up a
prison and a workhouse in one corner of his lot. As
Roy Porter concludes in his acclaimed survey, English
Society in the Eighteenth Century, the eighteenth-
century agricultural revolution created a landless pro-
letariat, many of whom remained on the margins of
society for decades before being integrated (if they
ever were) into new positions in society.

THE MARGINS OF URBAN SOCIETY

Many cities engaged in significant efforts to help both
the working and the unemployed poor. Between 1829
and 1854 in Amsterdam, for example, a quarter of the
population received assistance on a regular basis. But
as Marco van Leeuwen shows, the elderly and workers
with large families were favored. In an age of limited
resources, a sharp line between different categories of
poor served to ration relief. Poorly paid artisans and
textile workers were among the luckiest of the poor,
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in the sense that their somewhat respectable occupa-
tions gave them a chance of receiving public assistance
from urban authorities. Lyon geared its relief system
to unemployed silk workers; Florence geared its poor
relief system to unemployed shoemakers, textile work-
ers, woodworkers, and the like; and Antwerp favored
unemployed textile workers (27 percent of those as-
sisted in 1855 were in the textile trade).

A wide stratum of urban society was never fully
integrated into the civic fabric or the regular economy
and would have had a harder time getting relief: young
journeymen, apprentices, casual day laborers, hawk-
ers, porters, ragpickers, haulers, dustmen, charwomen,
and domestic servants. These last were particularly
vulnerable. Most were unmarried, and many lived in
damp basements or cramped attic apartments. Many
slipped into prostitution, begging, or vagrancy at some
point in time.

This state of affairs had not changed much by
the late nineteenth century. The lack of full-time, re-
liable, adequate wages was the root of the problem.
When the city of Hamburg was engaged in a public-
health crusade against cholera in the 1890s, it did
background checks on the laborers employed in ‘‘dis-
infection columns.’’ Of some 671 men who had their
backgrounds checked, 82 had criminal convictions,
often several. But most of these convictions were for
minor contraventions, indicating, as Richard Evans
concludes in Death in Hamburg, ‘‘the extent to which
the poor of Wilhelmine Germany habitually broke the
law in order to survive’’ (Evans, 1987 p. 322). These

were working men, not professional vagabonds or
beggars. Catharina Lis observes that the vast majority
of those interned for petty crimes in early-nineteenth-
century Antwerp were of the poorest stratum of the
lower classes.

Surveying a wealth of literature on European
urban and social history since 1750, Peter Stearns and
Herrick Chapman estimate that the typical large Eu-
ropean city in the nineteenth century had a floating,
marginal, casually employed labor force which might
amount to 20 percent of the population. These un-
skilled transient laborers searched for new work every
day or every week—dock work, ditch digging, haul-
ing, carting, construction work. Paid low wages, they
were often hired by the day by a hiring boss in a city
square. Many drifted from city to city in search of
work, and along the way they might be forced into
begging or petty crime. Deprived of the strong neigh-
borhood support networks enjoyed by permanent res-
idents of the city, they lived on the margins in every
sense. And yet their very numbers suggest that they
were indispensable to the running of the cities—they
performed work which no one else would. In a world
without the eight-hour day, with little or no labor
protection, no welfare state, and low expectations,
‘‘marginals’’ could pick up society’s crumbs by taking
on a handful of odd jobs at any given time.

Indeed, Barrie Ratcliffe has argued that to be
marginalized from mainstream society during the nine-
teenth century did not necessarily mean that one was
also alienated and more prone to criminality. Indeed,
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as he suggests, when one adds up the various catego-
ries of ‘‘marginal’’ people even in early-nineteenth-
century Paris, one approaches such a large number
that one may be able to speak of the mainstream.
Certainly these ‘‘marginals’’ were more integrated into
the casual economy than today’s unemployed margin-
als. Still, workers in the early stages of industrialization
were often lumped together in the minds of elites with
vagrants and other unsavory characters. As the French
Journal des débats put it in 1832, ‘‘workers are outside
political life, outside the city. They are the barbarians
of modern society.’’ The same was true, John Merri-
man argues, for workers in the new faubourgs. Sub-
urban workers were relegated, in Merriman’s term, to
‘‘the margins of city life.’’

HONOR, BLOOD, AND RELIGION

In the Germanic areas of central Europe, the loss or
lack of honor, a value enforced by the urban guilds,
was a barrier to entry into society. It could even be a
permanent condition, passed on to one’s unlucky off-
spring. This sort of inherited dishonor was less com-
mon in western Europe. Honor could be lost in the
first instance through illegitimate birth, a criminal rec-
ord, or racial ‘‘impurity,’’ such as having Slavic blood.
Lack of honor might mean permanent marginaliza-
tion, which would force people into a lifetime of beg-
ging, theft, smuggling, and/or vagrancy.

The religious divide was often impenetrable.
Numerous large European cities had important reli-
gious minority communities: Muslims in Venice,
Moors in Spanish cities (until they were expelled),
Protestants in predominantly Catholic cities, and so
on. Of course Jews were marginalized throughout Eu-
ropean history in every nation. Indeed, as Christopher
Friedrichs notes, ‘‘perpetual marginalization was the
norm for non-Christians’’ in Europe in the period
1450–1750—and beyond (Friedrichs, 1995, p. 239).

The Jews were first granted full civil rights in
France during the Revolution, but social and eco-
nomic discrimination continued in the early nine-
teenth century and then increased later in the century,
as the traditional religious recipe for anti-Semitism
was made more virulent with the addition of racial,
biological anti-Semitism. Jews were dispersed
throughout Europe, but everywhere they lived they
were conspicuously marginalized, often as a matter of
local or central government policy. Jews were often
forced to wear markers on their clothing so that they
would not be mistaken for Christians. The concept
of the Jewish ghetto was first introduced in Venice,
but it reached its zenith in Frankfurt, where Jews were
confined to a single street, walled and gated off from

the rest of the city, and restricted in their movement.
If there was one caste-like division in European society
in the early modern period, this was it: the towering
wall between Jews and Christians.

Walled free cities in central Europe usually de-
nied full citizenship rights to foreigners of all sorts.
But money could serve as a passport to social accep-
tance, if not full citizenship. Some foreigners were
prized for their skills or assets (Italian bankers and silk
weavers in Lyon, foreign merchants in Polish cities,
Italian master craftsmen in France); others were feared
as dangerous marginals (Italian peasant migrants in
nineteenth-century Marseille). Impoverished foreign-
ers who arrived in distant cities seeking casual labor
or charity might be lucky enough to be tolerated, but
often they were sent packing with the crack of a whip.
A steady flow of Irish beggars was redirected from
London back to Ireland in the eighteenth century, but
most managed to elude authorities long before their
ship set sail, returning to London to start all over
again. In addition to the usual social and economic
obstacles thrown in the way of immigrants, non-
Christians and foreigners had to cope with hostility
toward their different religion, language, and customs.
They accounted for a large proportion of any given
city’s beggars.

BEGGARS

The problem of begging and vagrancy decreased sig-
nificantly between the two world wars (there were, for
example, only 4,760 prosecutions in Britain in 1934,
as compared with up to 25,000 per year in the period
1900–1914). Still, beggars could be seen in European
cities until the 1950s or 1960s, and in the 1980s they
reemerged in a dramatic fashion. The question, as al-
ways, is one of magnitude. In the early modern era
(1450 to 1750), and in many places right into the late
nineteenth century, beggars could often swamp cities.

German court records from the early modern
period provide a glimpse into this complex and col-
orful underworld: there were Stabülers (professional
beggars with several children); Klenckner (beggars who
positioned themselves near churches and marketplaces
with broken limbs and other deformities, whether real
or feigned); and Grantner (beggars who feigned illness,
often using soap to induce foaming at the mouth).
The fifteenth-century Italian writer Teseo Pini listed
forty different ‘‘occupational groups’’ within the world
of begging in his book Speculum cerretanorum (1484).
The Englishman John Awdeley listed nineteen in his
1561 study of the issue, Fraternity of Vagabonds. Mar-
ginals inspired fear in the minds of many people, and
many imaginary traits were ascribed to them. As Keith
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Thomas has shown, in early modern England vaga-
bonds were often seen as filthy, scavenging dogs,
beasts who lived from one scrap to another, slaves to
their empty stomachs. Often portrayed as subhuman,
marginals were sometimes treated as such.

Despite the misconceptions and fears that sur-
rounded marginals, the image of the ‘‘professional
beggar’’ was in fact grounded in reality: one could cite
the unofficial beggars’ guild in fifteenth-century Co-
logne; the thousands of beggars who paid taxes in Ger-
man cities in the early modern period; or, more re-
cently and specifically, a certain Hubert Nicolourdat,
a sixty-eight-year-old Parisian arrested for begging at
least fifty-six times by 1899, or Louis-René Pasquer,
a sixty-year-old with fifty-four arrests to his credit.
Every European town had its share of occasional and
professional beggars. As is the case today, some had
their fixed spot—on a certain street corner or oppo-
site the church—which they ‘‘owned.’’ In eighteenth-
century Marseille, beggars bequeathed their spots to
their impoverished relatives, who would come in from
the countryside to claim their deceased relative’s cor-
ner. In some smaller cities, like those of Brittany as
late as 1900 or like Aix-en-Provence, in southern
France, the streets were overrun by beggars:

They squatted on street corners, swarmed near the city
gates, and crowded the churches, disrupting services
with their piteous pleas for alms. Once in the troubled
days of of the 1620s, more than 2,000 beggars crowded
the courtyard of the Hôtel-de-Ville [city hall]; when
they tried to climb a staircase to beg outside the cham-
ber of the municipal council, it collapsed under their
weight. (Fairchilds, 1976, p. 100)

This type of scenario was still being played out in the
nineteenth century, for instance in Florence, where
begging and poverty were widespread. A census of
1810 recorded 36,637 poor persons, of whom 22,838

were deemed to be indigent, out of a population of
only 69,000. Vagabonds who hailed from outside the
city were threatened with a prison term of up to ten
years if they were caught by officials. A new work-
house-prison, the Pia Casa di Lavoro, awaited them.

WANDERERS

Socially marginal groups in the early modern period
were often made up of itinerants who practiced a
number of precarious occupations. Some even ped-
dled quack medicine. When this precarious ‘‘economy
of the makeshift’’ failed—as it did so often—they
might resort to other forms of legal activity; failing
that, they would turn to begging, swindling, and theft.
It was in all rural marginals’ best interests to keep their
options open. A typical landless wanderer was Edward
Yovell, a vagrant whose story has been told by the
historian Paul Slack. Yovell was born in London in
the sixteenth century. After an apprenticeship in
Worcester ended, he began wandering. Twice in a two-
year period he took up casual work in London. He
helped out at harvest time at his uncle’s farm in Surrey,
worked at various inns in Chichester, and followed a
circuit leading back to Worcester via Salisbury, Bristol,
and Gloucester, where he begged and took casual
work when he could find it. Like most vagrants, he
often took on work—when it was available.

Many wanderers tended to try to make it on
their own in the summer by foraging, hunting, and
mushroom picking in forests, and by traveling. The
forests were their safety valves. In winter, however,
demands for charity and public assistance would in-
crease significantly, especially in northern Europe.
The roads would become more dangerous at this time
of year. In some countries, such as France, marginals
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would head south for the winter. The city of Nice was
overwhelmed with this type of seasonal migrant in the
late nineteenth century. Hospital admissions would
double in some towns during the winter months and
at the low points of the harvest cycle, when marginal
people would suffer more than others.

Peddlars—a more enterprising lot than simple
vagabonds—roamed the rural roads selling their wares:
repair services, odds and ends, almanacs, chapbooks,
and medical potions. They were at once marginal and
indispensable, in that they helped to spread news and
knowledge.

ILLNESS AND DISABILITY

Edme Gardy, a twenty-seven-year-old from Auxerre,
France, was condemned in 1775 in Paris to stand in
the pillory for two hours, to pay a small fine, and to
be banished from Paris for three years. His crime? He
had been arrested for begging. His road to the pillory
had begun shortly before his arrest, when he had sus-
tained an injury while doing some casual farm work
in the Brie region. He had been forced to beg, he
pleaded to the magistrate, while he nursed his injury.
At a time when Paris was overrun by several thousand
beggars (there were up to eight thousand detained
beggars alone in prisons in the region in 1784), there
was little sympathy to be found. Gardy’s story, re-
counted by Jeffrey Kaplow, speaks volumes about life
at a time when the slightest injury (for a manual la-
borer especially) could spell a trip to the poorhouse
or to prison.

In the absence of effective and widely available
medical treatment, illness, disability, and serious in-
jury were three sure tickets to a life on the margins of
society. Disease and deformity meant shame—and
shame meant marginalization. Lepers are the most ob-
vious example of such a marginalized group. Similarly,
victims of venereal disease were often treated by spe-
cial hospitals, cut off from the mainstream, or even
relegated to the margins of city boundaries. But there
were many others. In Toledo in 1598, for example,
15 percent of arrested beggars and poor-relief recipi-
ents were lame, 12 percent had broken or missing
limbs, 7.5 percent were blind, and most others had
some other form of illness or disability (5 percent were
without a tongue). In Lower Saxony in the period
1659–1799, 24 percent were lame; in Aix-en-Provence
in 1724, the figure was 25 percent. The elderly infirm
without familial support or social patrons often ended
up being dumped into beggars’ prisons in nineteenth-
century France, or else they ended up in the hospital
or hospice. Until the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury, when European governments finally began to

provide meaningful assistance to the physically hand-
icapped as a sort of social right, physical disability
almost certainly led to a life on the margins of society.
In the French city of Saint-Étienne 83 percent of beg-
gars arrested in 1858 had some form of physical dis-
ability. Epileptics and persons with severe skin diseases
formed a disproportionate number of French beggars
and vagabonds into the early 1900s.

STIGMATIZATION

Many marginals were forced to wander because they
had been branded (sometimes literally) as outcasts.
Stigmatization is a product of scarcity and low expec-
tations: stigmata mark off the unworthy from the wor-
thy and ease the claims on public resources. The
branding of vagrants with hot irons is perhaps the
utmost form of stigmatization. It was indeed prac-
ticed, but it was certainly not a routine affair in most
areas of Europe. David Underdown uncovered only
one branding of a ‘‘rogue’’ in an eight-year period in
seventeenth-century Dorchester, England. The prac-
tice appears to have been more common in central
Europe. Nonetheless, the practice of branding—from
England to France to the German lands—suggests
that European elites generally shared the idea that
poor marginals were some sort of subhuman species,
to be treated like livestock. Indeed, in his study Man
and the Natural World, Keith Thomas unearthed much
evidence to suggest that marginal people were often
deemed worthy of the same (harsh) treatment as
animals.

WOMEN, INFANTS, AND THE ELDERLY

Olwen Hufton estimated that among the wandering
poor in eighteenth-century France, men outnum-
bered women by six to one. This figure, as she notes,
is skewed in that men were more threatening and
therefore more likely to be reported to police. Still,
there were fewer opportunities for women to take to
the road. Their safety would be at risk, and the need
to care for children often anchored them to a partic-
ular city, where they might beg or receive charity. Men
forced to live on the margins of society were arrested
at ten times the rate of women in late-nineteenth-
century France.

Despite men’s higher rate of conviction for beg-
ging and vagrancy, few social groups were as vulner-
able as young single pregnant women or elderly wid-
ows. A pregnant village girl might escape to the city
to bear her child far from the watchful eyes of her
fellow villagers, or she might become pregnant by
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some young man (or her employer, if she were a do-
mestic servant) in the city and be left to fend for her-
self. As Rachel Fuchs has shown in her book on child
abandonment in urban France, illegitimate birth and
child abandonment were perhaps the most pressing
social problems of the early nineteenth century in sev-
eral major French cities. In the 1830s over thirty-two
thousand infants were officially abandoned each year,
and the actual figure was much higher. At times up
to one-third of all live births were abandoned. As re-
cently as the 1890s, over thirty-three thousand Italian
newborns were abandoned by their mothers each year.
Similar patterns of child abandonment have been
found in Russia and Spain. By the late nineteenth
century one-third of newborns in Milan and Florence
were left at foundling homes. In Italy and in other
Catholic countries, the Catholic Church deprived il-
legitimate children of a social identity and branded
their unwed mothers as sinners, relegating both to the
margins. Until the advent of child and maternal wel-
fare benefits in the twentieth century, pregnancy for
young, poor, or single women almost certainly spelled
poverty and often social marginalization.

Elderly men and women, especially those who
had toiled away at physical labor throughout their
rough lives, were particularly prone to begging and
vagrancy. The old and retired vineyard workers of the
Gironde, near Bordeaux, are a case in point. As an
inquiry during the French Revolution revealed, when
these men could no longer work, they became pris-
oners of their worn-out bodies, often totally depen-
dent on public charity or begging (or both) to survive.
Elderly, impoverished widows were a common sight
at street corners, as well as in hospitals and hospices
(where they often constituted a majority of residents)
and at charities, many of which devoted as much as
half of their resources to the elderly. A wide but in-
sufficient array of charitable institutions was set up to
assist these people. Elderly journaliers (casual farm
hands) in France and English farm hands dispossessed
by enclosure were overrepresented on the relief rolls
and in the begging and vagrancy statistics.

ATTITUDES TOWARD MARGINALS
AND REPRESSIVE MEASURES

TAKEN AGAINST THEM

Europeans have usually held conflicting views of the
poor and have accordingly prescribed contradictory
measures to deal with poverty. This is as true for the
sixteenth century as it is for the nineteenth. If, on the
one hand, marginals were to be chased out of town
after having their ears bored, their noses cropped, their
backs lashed, or the letter V (for vagabond) or R

(rogue) inscribed on their arms with a branding iron,
the worthy poor served, on the other hand, as what
Hufton called ‘‘the linchpin in the salvation of the
rich’’ (Hufton, 1974, p. 132). They were to be as-
sisted, and those who administered the institutions
which assisted them would gain social, political, and
spiritual capital.

Early responses to begging and vagrancy. A wave
of reform swept across Europe starting in the 1520s,
prohibiting indiscriminate public begging. The con-
cept of the ‘‘deserving’’ and ‘‘undeserving’’ poor gained
ground at this time and was officially incorporated
into many municipal poor-relief systems. Badges were
introduced to distinguish the worthy poor from all
others. This had the effect of further marginalizing
those who were not recognized as the local worthy
poor. Vagrancy and begging were on the rise at this
time, and reform was designed to cope with these
problems, which seemed to be getting out of hand.
Banditry, for example, had become so severe on the
Italian peninsula that in 1572 Milan and Venice con-
cluded a treaty regarding punishment of bandits: They
were not to live within fifteen miles of the places from
which they had been banished. If found within these
limits, they could be attacked and killed without pen-
alty. Bandits were preferred dead to alive; there were
no extradition provisions in the treaty. Authorities
took remarkably repressive measures to combat the
problem of banditry, but bandits and vagabonds also
inspired sympathy among the common people. Some
marginals, such as Cartouche, the legendary French
criminal, or Geronimo Tadino in sixteenth-century
Veneto, became folk heroes, to be revered as well as
feared.

The creation of a rural proletariat in Europe,
beginning (slowly) in England in the seventeenth cen-
tury, in France and elsewhere in the eighteenth cen-
tury or later, exacerbated the problem of vagrancy.
Already in 1688 Gregory King’s crude demographic
study of England (only a rough sketch of reality) es-
timated a population of 400,000 cottagers and pau-
pers as well as 849,000 vagrants. Historians are gen-
erally in agreement that vagrancy and begging became
more acute problems over the course of the eighteenth
century. All statistics point in this direction—arrests,
admissions to hospitals and charities, and so on. Lon-
don and Paris were never more overrun by beggars
than in the period from 1770 to 1820, but the prob-
lem persisted into the twentieth century. Kathryn Nor-
berg provides ample evidence of the increasing geo-
graphic mobility of the population, coupled with the
rise in vagrancy in and around eighteenth-century
Grenoble. Bands of thieves and vagrants terrorized the
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French countryside in the eighteenth century and well
into the late nineteenth. In 1820 thirty-nine thieves
led by a certain ‘‘Bruno’’ wreaked havoc in the Au-
vergne. The notorious vagabond-murderer Vacher ter-
rorized France in the 1890s, killing up to two dozen
people. Bands of so-called apaches terrorized Parisians
at about the same time. These seemingly rootless mar-
ginals from the suburbs, living on the margins of the
city and the world of work, struck fear in the hearts
of polite society. Stern repression was seen as the only
solution.

But official proscriptions against begging were
not always received sympathetically by the general
population. In many parts of Europe, a certain ‘‘moral
economy of begging’’ persisted, whereby people, par-
ticularly the common people who must have realized
that they might one day be forced to beg, recognized
that beggars were not necessarily lazy, immoral shirk-
ers. In her study of Aix-en-Provence, Cissie Fairchilds
found numerous occasions in which the common
people prevented city officials from enforcing the laws
against beggary. In July 1749, for example, an angry
crowd forced the officials of the Charité hospital to
set free a group of beggars they had arrested. The poor
in eighteenth- and even nineteenth-century England
and France embraced the ‘‘moral economy’’ which de-
fended their customary rights, including a notion of
the right to subsistence. Food riots in defense of a
‘‘just price’’ were common.

With the advent of liberal political economy in
the period from 1780 to 1850 (depending on the na-
tion), this old ‘‘moral economy,’’ which provided cer-
tain benefits to the respectable poor, was attacked by
economists and politicians alike. As the market eroded
the old paternalistic society, the tendency to margin-
alize the poor and blame them for their poverty in-
creased. Those who failed to live up to the notion of
self-help espoused by Samuel Smiles (in Self-Help,
1859) were deemed doubly responsible for their lot
in life. Vagrancy laws and urban police forces were
introduced in Britain between 1815 and 1830, which
turned the screws of the law tighter on the nation’s
marginal population. A more concerted approach to
‘‘eradicating’’ mendicity was (once again) introduced
in France in the 1830s. Belgium followed the same
path once it won its independence. In an age which
celebrated individual self-improvement, marginals be-
came less tolerable: they stood as a threat to the ethos
of the age. The penitentiary was born, and beggars’
prisons got a second life in the period from 1820 to
1850.

Attitudes in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries. Late in the nineteenth century, at-

titudes toward marginals hardened in several coun-
tries, as the issue became entangled in the growing
concern over national depopulation and the ‘‘degen-
eration’’ of racial stock. In light of the heightened
military competition that preoccupied politicians and
elite opinion, marginals were seen as a sort of cancer
on the body politic, a threat to the military, economic,
and demographic virility of the nation. This was par-
ticularly the case in France, Germany, and Italy—
three countries whose cities were being overwhelmed
by rural migrants, vagabonds, and beggars at this time.

In the countryside, vagabonds and migrant
workers were a regular sight into the early twentieth
century. There were still an estimated 200,000 to
500,000 vagabonds (up to 1 percent of the popula-
tion) roaming the roads of France in the two decades
before World War I. Guy Haudebourg estimates that
9 percent of Bretons were beggars in the eighteenth
century, and 6 percent of the population still begged
in parts of Brittany in the nineteenth century. The
problem was also acute in Germany, which was in the
grips of a process of rapid and massive internal mi-
gration, with only half of Germans living in the place
of their birth in 1907; in Italy, where the southern
population was being ‘‘pulled’’ up toward the north-
ern cities out of hope for a better future; and in Bel-
gium. Over fifty thousand people were arrested for
vagrancy and begging each year in France during the
1890s.

In the thirty years before World War I, France
took remarkably repressive measures against margin-
als. In 1885 the ‘‘relegation’’ law was passed, empow-
ering judges to deport certain categories of recidivist
and violent vagabonds. France deported over five
thousand vagabonds to its colonial prisons in the trop-
ics each year in the 1890s, and in 1902 alone the
figure topped 9,900. Prussia had an agreement with
Russia to send vagrants and criminals to Siberian pris-
ons. Hamburg sent criminals to Brazil. The Belgians
constructed what was arguably western Europe’s most
draconian beggars’ prison at Merxplas.

Repression toward the Sinti and Roma (or
Gypsy) populations in central and eastern Europe was
stepped up shortly before and during World War I.
Europe’s largest marginal group, at the end of the
twentieth century with a population of up to 8 million
scattered across the continent, the Sinti and Roma
were repressed as a matter of state policy in several
countries. Attempts were made to stamp out their
itinerant culture, to force them to settle down. By
1906 Germany had bilateral agreements to ‘‘combat
the Gypsy nuisance’’ with Austria-Hungary, Belgium,
France, Italy, Russia, and several other nations. The
Danes began to expel them beginning in the 1870s.
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In an age of nationalism, an age which empha-
sized the need for a single unifying national culture
within state boundaries, those who did not belong to
the dominant ethnic group might be further margin-
alized. This was particularly the case in the Austro-
Hungarian empire (with the Romanian minority
population in Hungary, for instance) and above all in
Russia, where a wave of brutal pogroms (public anti-
Jewish campaigns of harassment and often extreme
violence, including murder) was encouraged by au-
thorities in the final decades of the nineteenth century.
Russia’s 5 million Jews were compelled to live in a
region of western Russia and eastern Poland known
as the Pale of Settlement. As repression increased be-
ginning in the 1880s half a million Jews migrated to
western Europe and North America. By 1900 foreign
populations were being harassed out of or even ex-
pelled from several nations: the German government,
for example, forced thousands of ethnic Poles across
the German border into Russia in the 1880s and
1890s. In Russia, a state program of ‘‘Russification’’
attempted to wipe out the Ukrainian language. Poles
in Russia were targeted for discrimination. Russifica-
tion was paralleled by Magyarization, as Hungarians
attempted to spread their language and root out mi-
nority languages in the portions of the Austro-
Hungarian empire under their control.

Since World War I. In many ways World War I
marks the beginning of a new era. It disrupted tra-
ditional seasonal migration patterns, as many margin-
als were drafted into the war effort. After the war, in
France (and possibly elsewhere in the West) the popu-
lation settled down and became more urban. During
the 1920s and 1930s, workers in many countries
made important gains—higher wages, better work-
ing conditions, paid vacations, more bargaining
power, more stable work conditions, and so on. But
the Depression turned the clock back again (especially
in Germany and Britain), and marginal people suf-
fered immensely. Post–World War II prosperity did
not really materialize in western Europe until the mid-
1950s, and cities like Paris and Turin were still encir-
cled by squalid shanty towns into the 1950s, the result
of the rural exodus, the influx of immigrants, and the
deplorable and insufficient housing stocks of France
and Italy. Here as elsewhere the urban poor lived, lit-
erally, on the margins of urban society, banished to
the banlieu (suburb).

After the bloodshed and Holocaust of the 1940s,
the golden age of prosperity which fell upon Europe
during the 1950s and 1960s helped most people fi-
nally to join the economic mainstream—but not per-
manently. The bubble of prosperity burst in the mid-

1970s. Unemployment inched up to as much as 13
percent in the European Community by the mid-
1990s. Hard times affected all, but the marginals of
the 1980s and 1990s were most likely to be young
people: one-third of Italians under the age of thirty
were unemployed, as were one-fourth of French
youth, and almost one-half in Spain. Non-European
immigrants—North Africans and French citizens of
North African descent who live in the suburban ghet-
tos of Paris, Lyon, Marseille, and other large French
cities; Turkish ‘‘guest workers’’ in Germany; Africans
in Italy; immigrants from the Caribbean in the United
Kingdom; and so on—were also particularly vulnera-
ble. They accounted for a disproportionate number of
the long-term unemployed and were often the victims
of racial violence and discrimination.

There were over one hundred suburban housing
ghettos in France, containing hundreds of thousands
of immigrants and their children. Complexes like Sar-
celles and Les Tartarets were plagued by unemploy-
ment rates of over 30 or even 50 percent. In several
European countries, including France, Italy, and Spain,
the long-term unemployed (those without work for
over one year) accounted for up to 40 percent of the
unemployed at times in the 1990s. In Spain and Italy,
the rate of female unemployment was markedly higher
than the average. In the mid-1990s, the unemploy-
ment rate of Italian women under the age of thirty
was over 43 percent. One-half of Arab youth in France
(under age twenty-five) were unemployed.

The existence of marginal populations is of
course nothing new. But there was a new dimension
the situation of the late twentieth century. Before the
twentieth century, most major western European cit-
ies would also have contained a marginalized immi-
grant community or communities, whether it was the
Irish in Liverpool or London or, later, Jews and other
migrants from eastern Europe. But the situation in
the last decades of the twentieth century was in many
ways different. Although historians once argued that
migrants were, by definition, ‘‘uprooted’’ and alien-
ated, research in the 1980s and 1990s showed that
migrants to nineteenth-century cities were often wel-
comed into supportive networks by members of their
community who had already put down roots in their
new homes. Provincials and foreigners alike created
‘‘urban villages,’’ crude mini–welfare states, providing
the charity of the poor toward the poor, with a strong
self-policing element as well.

This world was dying by the end of the twen-
tieth century, especially in suburban ghetto housing
complexes. The separation of home and work, the
uprooting of younger generations from their parents
and grandparents in vibrant, densely populated slums,
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and the advent of high-rise public housing units
eroded sociability and support networks among the
poor. Over the course of the twentieth century, as
work became more structured, routine, and full-time,
falling out of the job market acquired graver, more
long-lasting consequences. The fine gradations of
rank and status and the numerous types of footholds
on the occupational treadmill that accompanied a
more casual labor market disappeared. As Roy Porter
stresses throughout London: A Social History, the wide-
spread availability of casual work until the 1960s and
1970s facilitated the social and economic integration
of most newcomers to the city. This process stopped,

and in the 1990s the city was embarrassed by the sight
of a shanty town erected by the homeless on Lincoln’s
Inn Fields.

Europe’s marginals were, by the end of the twen-
tieth century, a distinct minority, denied the fruits of
consumerism and leisure which most people were able
to enjoy, cut off geographically from the economic
and social mainstream, often denied full citizenship
rights, and shut out of a more stable and formalized
labor market. The integration of economically mar-
ginal peoples into the mainstream of European society
was surely one of the greatest challenges facing Europe
at the century’s end.

See also Roma: The Gypsies; Immigrants (volume 1); Migration (volume 2); Social
Control (in this volume); and other articles in this section.
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COLLECTIVE ACTION

12
Charles Tilly

Collective action applies pooled resources to shared
interests. In European social history, collective action
has ranged from communal bread baking to electoral
campaigns, from idol-smashing to revolution. Much
collective action actually consists of conflict or coop-
eration, which imply two or more interacting parties.
To treat an episode as ‘‘collective action’’ is therefore
an analytic simplification; it singles out the perspec-
tive and behavior of just one participant in complex
interactions. Collective actors sometimes include cor-
porate bodies such as craft guilds and religious con-
fraternities, but on occasion they also include friend-
ship networks, neighbors, and participants in local
markets. Collective action rarely involves all members
of such ongoing social structures at the same time,
but often draws currently active participants dispro-
portionately from one or more existing structures.

Participants in collective action, furthermore,
regularly claim to speak in the name of such struc-
tures—our guild, our confraternity, our lineage, our
neighborhood, and so on—or in the name of more
abstract collectivities such as workers, women, Hu-
guenots, pacifists, or environmentalists. Some of Eu-
ropean social history’s most vivid moments centered
on this sort of claim making: Florentine workers rising
against the oligarchy in the name of crafts excluded
from municipal power; newly converted mountaineers
resisting demands of their Catholic lords in the name
of Protestant sects; Parisian residents attacking the
Bastille in the name of the whole citizenry. Over that
same history, nevertheless, the great bulk of collective
action took less spectacular forms such as local cele-
brations, jury deliberations, or the everyday production
of goods or services by households and workshops.

NARROW VERSUS BROAD DEFINITIONS

Social historians and social scientists often reserve the
term ‘‘collective action’’ for episodes engaging partic-
ipants who do not routinely act together or who
employ means of action other than those they adopt

for day-to-day interaction. Collective action in this
narrow sense resembles what other analysts call pro-
test, rebellion, or disturbance. It differs from other
collective action in being discontinuous and conten-
tious: not built into daily routines, and having impli-
cations for interests of people outside the acting group
as well as for the actors’ own shared interests. When
those implications are negative we can speak of con-
flict, whereas when they are positive we can speak of
cooperation. The narrower definition of collective ac-
tion refers to discontinuous but collective contention,
whether conflict-bearing or cooperative.

No one should adopt the narrower definition
without recognizing four important qualifications.
First, no sharp dividing line exists between ‘‘routine’’
and ‘‘extraordinary’’; demonstrating and attacking eth-
nic rivals, for example, sometimes become everyday
activities. Second, exceptional bodies of participants
and unusual modes of action always depend in part on
previously existing social relations and known models
of making claims. In old-regime Europe, for instance,
the unauthorized popular courts that repeatedly
formed to judge violators of the public interest always
drew their members from previously established po-
litical networks and regularly mimicked routines of
royal courts. Third, even in apparently repetitive, every-
day forms of collective action such as tending a village’s
common lands or establishing defenses against infec-
tious diseases, participants were incessantly negotiating,
improvising, and applying group pressure to reluctant
contributors. Fourth, both exceptional and everyday
episodes of collective action therefore pose essentially
the same problems of explanation.

Nevertheless, social historians who have adopted
the narrower definition of collective action have rightly
sensed that something sets off discontinuous, conten-
tious collective action from its continuous and non-
contentious forms. Discontinuous, contentious col-
lective action always involves third parties, often poses
threats to existing distributions of power, and usually
incites surveillance, intervention, and/or repression by
political authorities. As a consequence, it also gener-
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ates more historical evidence in the form of chronicles,
memoirs, administrative correspondence, judicial pro-
ceedings, military reports, and police records than do
continuous and noncontentious varieties of collective
action. Accordingly, social historians who seek to re-
construct collective action can generally do so much
more easily for its discontinuous, contentious forms.
The following discussion therefore draws dispropor-
tionately on studies of discontinuous collective con-
tention. It also deals primarily with popular collective
action rather than collaboration among the rich and
powerful. Finally, because historians of northern, cen-
tral, and western Europe have so far done the bulk of
European research on popular collective action, the
arguments and conclusions that follow qualify as no
more than working hypotheses for southern and east-
ern Europe.

CONDITIONS FOR
COLLECTIVE ACTION

From the perspective of individual self-interest, col-
lective action (especially its narrower form) presents a
logical puzzle. Much collective action produces goods
from which all members of a group benefit whether
or not they participate in the action. Cleaning up a
local water supply, building a new market, and raising
the minimum wage for a whole category of workers
provide obvious examples. Since participation takes
effort and often exposes participants to risks, any par-
ticular member of the beneficiary category therefore
has an interest in standing by while others do the
essential work and take the crucial risks. To the extent
that collective action is discontinuous and conten-
tious, furthermore, costs and risks generally increase.
In such circumstances, individual costs loom large
compared with likely individual benefits. If everyone
stands by, however, nothing gets done. This collective-
action problem helps explain why many populations
that would have been collectively better off if they had
coordinated their action to produce shared benefits—
for example, most women in cottage textile produc-
tion—rarely acted together on a large scale. One of
the most important findings of social history, early on,
was the necessity of existing community structures
and goals for protests, which means also that the poor-
est sectors of the population can rarely mount collec-
tive action.

Yet Europeans frequently did manage collective
action. Some special circumstances reduced collective-
action problems. If the number of potential partici-
pants and beneficiaries in a collective action was quite
small, for example, each member would gain a sub-

stantial share of the benefits, could easily gauge whether
others would contribute their shares of the effort, and
could readily put pressure on would-be slackers. In
the presence of shared interests, small numbers thus
promoted collective action. At times one of the po-
tential beneficiaries (for example, a merchant house-
hold contemplating construction of a bridge across a
forbidding river) had so much to gain from collective
action that it invested a large share of the resources to
produce the collective good and to reward other peo-
ple’s participation in production of the good. Other
favorable circumstances for collective action included
serious, simultaneous threats to group survival, exten-
sive communication among parties to a shared inter-
est, and opportunities to make substantial individual
gains (for example, through looting or acquisition of
inside information) while serving collective ends.

Europeans still repeatedly acted collectively in
the absence of such favorable circumstances. Why?
Like other peoples, Europeans accomplished most of
their collective action through institutions and prac-
tices they invented, borrowed, or adapted in the course
of historical experience. Some of those institutions
and practices emerged from more or less deliberate
attempts to coordinate collective action; labor unions
and revolutionary associations qualify in this regard.
But many came into being as by-products of local,
routine social interaction, as when unmarried village
males who drank, fought, and played sports together
formed organized bands that also collected wood for
holiday bonfires, conducted shaming ceremonies out-
side the houses of cuckolds, and ritually barred the
way to wedding processions for local brides who were
marrying men from other parishes.

Institutions and practices promoting collective
action varied significantly in their mixes of coercive,
material, and solidary incentives. States, for example,
generally employed significant coercion to produce
collective action; they conscripted soldiers, forced re-
luctant taxpayers to contribute their shares to collec-
tive endeavors, and seized privately held land for pub-
lic purposes. In contrast, although workshops and
factories used plenty of coercion, they generally or-
ganized much more directly around quid pro quo ma-
terial rewards than states did. Meanwhile, kin groups,
religious congregations, sewing circles, and similar in-
stitutions offered substantial solidary incentives to
their participants in addition to whatever coercion
and material reward they dispensed. They provided
opportunities for intimacy, affirmation of identity,
mutual aid, social insurance, information, and partic-
ipation itself—backed by the threat of shaming, shun-
ning, or utter exclusion for those who violated their
fellows’ expectations.
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For most of European history, most Europeans
carried on risky, emotionally engaging, and delayed-
payoff activities such as procreation, cohabitation,
long-distance trade, and pursuit of the afterlife by
means of institutions and practices centering on so-
lidary incentives, with coercion and material reward
playing a lesser part. Kinship groups, neighborhood
networks, and religious congregations figured impor-
tantly in these institutions and practices, but so did
more specialized organizations such as devotional and
penitential confraternities, lodges, and mutual-aid so-
cieties. On the whole, Europeans insulated such struc-
tures from interference by outsiders and public au-
thorities; they did so either by keeping the structures
inconspicuous or by relying on protection from pow-
erful members of the same structures.

SHIFTING REPERTOIRES
OF COLLECTIVE ACTION

One of European history’s greatest changes was a mas-
sive shift from such solidarity-bound structures to-
ward governments, firms, unions, specialized associa-
tions, and other organizations emphasizing coercion
and material rewards as sites of high-risk, emotionally
engaging, long-term activities. The shift occurred in
most of Europe during the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. To be sure, it did not obliterate institutions
and practices centering on solidary incentives. Euro-
peans still find their sexual and marriage partners, for
example, chiefly through networks of friendship, kin-
ship, and neighborhood that are typically homoge-
neous with respect to class, religion, and/or ethnic-
ity. Some groups, like poor housewives and working
women, continued to find it easier to mobilize through
these kinds of daily networks. Still, as compared to the
fifteenth or sixteenth century, the average twentieth-
century European conducted a much wider range of
risky, important business through institutions and prac-
tices centered on coercive and material incentives.

That large transformation of institutions and
practices interacted with substantial shifts in collective
action. To understand these shifts, we must recognize
four profound features of collective action, wherever
it occurs. First, it always takes place as part of inter-
action among persons and groups rather than as sol-
itary performance. Second, it operates within limits
set by existing institutions, practices, and shared un-
derstandings. Third, participants learn, innovate, and
construct stories in the very course of collective ac-
tion. Fourth, precisely because historically situated in-
teraction creates agreements, memories, stories, prec-
edents, practices, and social relations, each form of

collective action has a history that channels and trans-
forms subsequent uses of that form. The form of col-
lective action we call a strike has a distinctive history,
as do the forms we call coup d’état, feud, and sacred
procession. For these reasons, collective action falls
into limited and well-defined repertoires that are par-
ticular to different actors, objects of action, times,
places, and strategic circumstances.

Any collective actor employs a far smaller range
of collective performances than it could in principle
manage, and than all actors of its kind have sometimes
managed somewhere. Yet the performances that make
up a given repertoire remain flexible, subject to bar-
gaining and innovation. Indeed, precisely repetitive
performances tend to lose effectiveness because they
make action predictable and thereby reduce its stra-
tegic impact. The theatrical term ‘‘repertoire’’ captures
the combination of historical scripting and improvi-
sation that generally characterizes collective action.

Europe’s collective-action performances changed
incrementally as a result of three classes of influences:
shifts produced by learning, innovation, and negoti-
ation in the course of collective action itself; altera-
tions of the institutional environment; and interac-
tions between the first two. In the first category,
eighteenth-century Britain’s petition march mutated
from the humble presentation of a signed request
borne by a few dignified representatives of the peti-
tion’s many signers to the clamorous march of thou-
sands through streets to confront authorities with
their demands. The campaigns of John Wilkes on be-
half of rights to public dissent during the 1760s fig-
ured centrally in that change.

Alterations of the institutional environment—
notably suppression of civic militias as national armies
formed—lay behind the widespread disappearance in
western Europe during the sixteenth to eighteenth
centuries of collective action by means of armed local
bands marching under elected captains marching in
military order. (The century beginning in 1789, how-
ever, saw widespread revival of similar performances
by centrally authorized but sometimes independent
militias such as the French National Guard.)

Examples of interaction are more common. An
instructive case is the legalization of strikes in most
western European countries during the nineteenth
century. That legalization typically protected rights of
workers to assemble, deliberate, and withdraw from
work collectively, but simultaneously declared a wide
range of previously common worker actions (such as
coercion of nonstrikers and attacks on employers’
houses) illegal. It also subjected strikers to scrutiny of
governmental specialists in industrial relations. Simi-
larly, governmental interventions in public health,
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education, water control, and other local production
of collective goods generally standardized organization
from place to place, reduced the autonomy of local
institutions, and subordinated local efforts to top-
down control.

The shift from eighteenth- to nineteenth-century
repertoires. Although incremental change in rep-
ertoires never ceased, in some periods interaction
between internal alterations of performances and trans-
formations of their institutional environments accel-
erated. In those periods, massive transformations of
repertoires occurred. The best-documented transfor-
mation of this sort affected much of western Europe
during the century or so after 1780. At least in Great
Britain, the Low Countries, France, Germany, and It-
aly, a large net shift in popular collective action oc-
curred. At the shift’s beginning, we might characterize
prevailing repertoires as parochial, particular, and bi-
furcated: parochial in orienting chiefly to local targets
and issues rather than national concerns; particular in
varying significantly with respect to format from set-
ting to setting, group to group, and issue to issue; and
bifurcated in dividing sharply between direct action
in regard to local targets and requests for intervention
by established authorities (chiefly priests, landlords,
and officeholders) when it came to national questions.
In contrast, we might call the repertoire that came to

prevail during the nineteenth century cosmopolitan,
modular, and autonomous: cosmopolitan because it
covered a wide range of targets and issues, emphati-
cally including national ones; modular because people
used essentially the same forms of action (such the
public meeting) over a broad range of issues; and au-
tonomous because participants addressed objects of
their claims in their own names via interlocutors from
their own ranks.

The last observation requires qualification. The
very changes that produced the new nineteeth-century
repertoire also opened unprecedented opportunities
for a variety of brokers who spoke, or claimed to
speak, for popular constituencies. Those brokers in-
cluded labor leaders, organizers of popular societies,
and substantial peasants, but they also sometimes in-
cluded alliance-making priests, officeholders, and bour-
geois. Such brokers often played significant parts in
popular collective action, especially in connecting in-
teractions of disparate groups. They also frequently
competed with each other for recognition as valid rep-
resentatives of their claimed constituencies.

Table 1 summarizes contrasting principles in the
earlier and later western European repertoires. We
may call them ‘‘eighteenth-century’’ and ‘‘nineteenth-
century’’ with the warnings that transitions from one
to the other took decades everywhere and occurred at
different times in different regions, that each collective-
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action performance had a somewhat different history
and timing from the others, and that various segments
of the population moved from ‘‘eighteenth-century’’
to ‘‘nineteenth-century’’ repertoires at their own paces.
Powerful people and local authorities, for example,
typically assembled at their own initiative long before
the nineteenth century. Some of the repertoire change,
indeed, consisted of generalizing just such elite privi-
leges to ordinary people. Gender also shaped available
repertoires of protest, since rights available to women
expanded on different timetables than those of men,
and expectations of female and male behavior differed
as well.

With these provisos, note how closely western
Europe’s eighteenth-century collective-action reper-
toires adapted to local conditions. They depended
heavily on prior daily connections among participants
in collective claim making. They also drew heavily on
local knowledge of personalities, symbols, and sites.
Well-documented examples include shaming ceremo-
nies (such as ‘‘rough music’’), popular interventions
in public executions (to attack a maladroit hangman,
to jeer at the victim, or sometimes to rescue him),

sacking of houses occupied by persons accused of
wrongdoing, and invasions of enclosed common fields.
In less overtly conflict-filled domains, local celebra-
tions, water control systems, and use of communal
ovens likewise depended heavily on dense personal
connections and local knowledge. The exact forms,
personnel, and circumstances of these performances
varied greatly from place to place. Later repertoires
sacrificed some of that local knowledge and connec-
tion but offered the possibility of coordination among
multiple sites and ready transfer of learning from one
site to another. The public meeting, the demonstra-
tion, the voluntary special-purpose association, and
the electoral campaign all generalized easily from one
place or occasion to another.

As they created the new repertoire, Europeans
were inventing what later generations called social
movements. Although historians sometimes apply the
term indiscriminately to all sorts of popular collective
action regardless of time and place, it refers especially
to sustained challenges of constituted authorities in the
name of wronged populations, challenges backed by
public displays of activists’ worthiness, unity, numbers,
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TABLE 1

CONTRASTING PRINCIPLES OF EIGHTEENTH- AND
NINETEENTH-CENTURY REPERTOIRES IN WESTERN EUROPE

Eighteenth Century Nineteenth Century

Frequent employment of authorities’ normal means of
action, either as caricature or as a deliberate, if
temporary, assumption of authorities’ prerogatives in
the name of a local community

Use of relatively autonomous means of action, of kinds
rarely or never employed by authorities

Convergence on residences of wrongdoers and sites of
wrongdoing, as opposed to seats and symbols of public
power

Preference for previously planned action in visible
public places

Extensive use of authorized public celebrations and
assemblies for presentation of grievances and demands

Deliberate organization of assemblies for the
articulation of claims

Common appearance of participants as members or
representatives of constituted corporate groups and
communities rather than of special interests

Participation as members or representatives of special
interests, constituted public bodies, and named
associations

Tendency to act directly against local enemies but to
appeal to powerful patrons for redress of wrongs
beyond the reach of the local community and,
especially, for representation vis-à-vis outside
authorities

Direct challenges to rivals or authorities, especially
national authorities and their representatives

Repeated adoption of rich, irreverent symbolism in the
form of effigies, dumb show, and ritual objects to state
grievances and demands

Display of programs, slogans, and symbols of common
membership such as flags, colors, and lettered banners

Shaping of action to particular circumstances and
localities

Preference for forms of action easily transferred from
one circumstance or locality to another

Summary: parochial, particular, and bifurcated Summary: cosmopolitan, modular, and autonomous

and commitment. The social movement’s preferred
performances were (and still are) demonstrations,
processions, public meetings, petition drives, print
pronouncements, and interventions in electoral cam-
paigns. Social-movement activists commonly formed
special-purpose associations devoted to promotion of
their causes. They also typically created identifying
names, banners, badges, and slogans.

Little of the social movement repertoire would
have been possible without extensive interaction be-
tween internal changes in collective action perfor-
mances and transformations of their institutional
contexts. Social-movement activists pushed accepted

boundaries of association and assembly but also took
advantage of changes in legal controls brought about
by others. Thus popular associations proliferated in
French cities after the Prussian victory, and the very
bourgeois revolution of 1870 brought down Louis
Napoleon’s empire. Those popular associations then
coupled with National Guard units as frames for ac-
tivism in the 1871 insurrectionary Communes of
Paris, Lyon, and other cities.

Regimes and regime changes exerted significant
influence over collective-action repertoires. At any
given moment each regime made rough, implicit, but
often effective distinctions among performances that
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it promoted (such as participation in public ceremo-
nies), tolerated (petitioning), or forbade (sacking of
toll gates). Regimes backed these distinctions by means
of rewards and punishments for potential and actual
collective actors: honors, entertainment, food, and
drink for promoted performances; imprisonment, ex-
ecution, shaming routines, or military attack for for-
bidden performances. Generally speaking, democratic
regimes tolerated a wider range of collective-action
performances. That toleration actually sharpened the
distinction between tolerated and forbidden perfor-
mances, made forbidden performances the province
of political outcasts, and encouraged a wide range of
actors to make their claims by means of tolerated or
promoted performances. Undemocratic regimes, on
the average, drew sharper lines between promoted per-

formances and all others, with the paradoxical effect
that collective action frequently consisted either of
subverting promoted performances (for example, shout-
ing antiregime slogans during official ceremonies) or
adopting clearly forbidden means (for example, assas-
sinating public officials or collaborators). Undemo-
cratic regimes narrowed the tolerated middle.

While the transition from eighteenth- to
nineteenth-century protest forms is most studied, other
points of change in the history of European collective
action deserve attention. These include the decline of
the great rural revolt against landlord and manorial
controls, which began in the late Middle Ages and
tapered off after the great risings of 1648. The decline
of strikes and unions in the later twentieth century
raises questions about changes in protest goals and
participants.

METHODS OF STUDYING
COLLECTIVE ACTION

Social historians know much more about the detail of
popular collective action in western Europe because
students of that region have more often studied pop-
ular collective action systematically. Elsewhere, most
published information on the subject comes either as
illustrative material in general political histories or as
documentation of major conflicts. Whatever their re-
gion and period of specialization, however, serious
students of European collective action generally adopt
a combination of three rather different procedures:
collection and analysis of relatively homogeneous cat-
alogs of events; reconstruction of one or a few crucial
or characteristic episodes; and recasting of previous
political narratives by inclusion of popular collective
action, often as seen through experiences of one or a
few localities or groups.

Systematic catalogs of collective action episodes
require extensive effort but offer significant rewards
for social history. Because many European govern-
ments started collecting comprehensive reports of
strikes during the nineteenth century, students of in-
dustrial conflict have often concentrated on systematic
catalogs of strikes and lockouts. Other historians,
however, have used administrative correspondence,
periodicals, and other sources to construct catalogs of
events they have called riots, protests, or contentious
gatherings. Catalogs of this kind have the advantage
of facilitating comparison and detecting change, but
they remain vulnerable to reporting biases.

Closely studied episodes offer the possibility of
attaching participants and actions more firmly to their
social settings than most catalogs do. They have there-
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fore attracted many students of crises, revolutions, and
rebellions. Pursued alone, they have the drawbacks of
extracting the event from its broader historical context
(including its relation to previous, subsequent, and
even simultaneous collective action) and of making
comparison more difficult.

The augmented narrative has two signal advan-
tages. First, it makes clear what bearing the study of
collective action has on conventional interpretations
of the political history in question. Second, it provides
direct answers to the question: why should historians
care about these sorts of events? All too easily, how-
ever, it lends itself to the supposition that the ques-
tions built into previous narratives were valid. Since
the questions addressed by existing narratives (for ex-
ample, did people support the regime or not?) often
actually mislead investigators (for example, where par-
ticipants in collective action are strongly attached to
local leaders who maintain only contingent commit-
ment to the regime), it is always prudent to undertake
close examination of collective action for its own sake.

CASE STUDY: THE LOW COUNTRIES,
1650–1900

We can see the advantages of synthesizing catalogs,
specific episodes, and augmented narratives by look-
ing at popular collective action in the Low Countries
from about 1650 to 1900. During those two and a
half centuries, the regions now known as the Neth-
erlands, Belgium, and Luxembourg underwent major
changes of regime and of popular politics. Seen from
the top, the Low Countries moved from dynastic
struggles to intermittently revolutionary politics mo-
bilizing substantial blocs of the general population in
bids for control over central governments.

Suppose we recognize as revolutionary situa-
tions those instances when for a month or more at
least two blocs of people backed by armed force and
receiving support from a substantial part of the gen-
eral population exercised control over important seg-
ments of state organization. By that rough test, likely
candidates for revolutionary situations in the Low
Countries between 1650 and 1900 include the fol-
lowing events:

1650 Failed coup of William II
1672 Orangist seizures of power in many towns
1702 Displacement of Orangist clients in

Gelderland and Overijssel
1747–1750 Orange revolt in United Provinces, after

French invasion precipitates naming of
William IV of Orange as Stadhouder

1785–1787 Dutch Patriot Revolution, terminated by
Prussian invasion

1789–1790 Brabant Revolution in south
1790–1791 Revolution in principality of Liège,

terminated by Austrian troops
1792–1795 French-Austrian wars, culminating in French

conquest of Low Countries, installation of
variants of French and French-style rule

1795–1798 Batavian Revolution in north
1830–1833 Belgian Revolution against Holland, with

French and British intervention

In detail, to be sure, these clustered events consisted
of much meeting, marching, petitioning, confronting,
fighting, sacking, arguing, and organizing. The largest
changes in texture consisted of shifts from the mobi-
lization of aristocratic military clienteles and burgher
militias to the sustained integration of ordinary house-
holders into national struggles for power. In conform-
ity with our general argument, increases in state ca-
pacity promoted shifts toward mobilization on the
basis of detached identities and by means of nationally
standardized repertoires.

Cataloging ‘‘eighteenth-century’’ repertoires in
Holland. Seen from a local perspective, collective
contention occurred far more frequently, and changed
character even more dramatically. Rudolf Dekker has
cataloged dozens of ‘‘revolts’’—events during which
at least twenty people gathered publicly, voiced com-
plaints against others, and harmed persons or prop-
erty—in the province of Holland during the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries. By comparison with
all of Europe’s contentious repertoires from 1650 to
the present, the events in question generally qualify as
small, local, variable in form from one place or group
to another, and bifurcated between (many) direct at-
tacks on local targets and (few) mediated appeals to
higher authorities. Concretely, Dekker’s catalog em-
phasizes four sorts of events: forcible seizures of mar-
keted food or attacks on its sellers; resistance to newly
imposed taxes; attacks by members of one religious
category on persons, property, or symbols of another;
and attempts to displace political authorities.

By and large, qualifying events falling outside
those four categories involved a fifth category: collec-
tive vengeance—for example, sacking of houses—on
figures who had outraged public morality. Sacking of
houses also often accompanied protests against tax
farmers and other public figures targeted in the first
four categories of violent events. In that regard, Dutch
eighteenth-century popular actions greatly resembled
their French, British, and North American counter-
parts. Like students of old-regime contention in these
other areas, Dekker calls attention to the festival at-
mosphere of many such rituals: ‘‘A participant in an
Orangist disturbance of 1787 declared,’’ he reports,
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‘‘‘I’ve never had so much fun at a fair as in tearing
down that sacked house’’’ (Dekker, 1982, p. 92).
More generally, Dekker’s events conformed recogniz-
ably to prevailing old-regime repertoires of popular
contention in western Europe as a whole. Along the
standard range from petitions and parodies through
local vengeance, feuds, and resistance to mass rebel-
lion, they clustered at the edges of prescribed and tol-
erated forms of public politics. Nevertheless, in such
times of general political struggle as the Orange revolt
of 1747–1750, they merged into open rebellion.

So far as Dekker’s catalog indicates, Holland’s
struggles over food concentrated from 1693 to 1768
in market towns and in periods of rising prices when
local authorities failed to guarantee affordable supplies
to the local poor. His catalog’s tax rebellions (which
Dekker worries may only have been ‘‘the tip of the
iceberg’’) focused on farmed-out excise taxes rather
than direct taxation, and clustered in times of general
struggle over political authority such as 1747–1750.
In a Holland where about half the population be-
longed to the established Dutch Reformed Church,
perhaps 10 percent to other Protestant denomina-
tions, 40 percent to the Roman Catholic church, and
a small number to Jewish congregations, ostensibly
religious conflicts often included struggles for voice in
local affairs as well as responses to religiously identified
external events—for example, the duke of Savoy’s per-
secution of Protestants in 1655. Like tax rebellion,
however, religious contention appears to have surged
in times of general political struggle such as 1747–
1750. At such times, every political actor’s stake in
the polity faces risk. As a result, a wide range of place-
holding and place-taking action occurs, regardless of
how the cycle of contention began.

Events that Dekker classifies as openly political
pivoted on the house of Orange. Under Habsburg
rule, the absent king had typically delegated power
within each province of the Netherlands to a Stad-
houder (state-holder � lieu-tenant � lieutenant or
deputy). From their sixteenth-century revolt against
Habsburg Spain onward, Dutch provinces had com-
monly (although by no means always or automati-
cally) named the current prince of the Orange line
their Stadhouder, their provisional holder of state
power; that happened especially in time of war.
Whether or not a prince of Orange was currently
Stadhouder, his clientele always constituted a major
faction in regional politics, and opposition to it often
formed around an alliance of people outside the Re-
formed church, organized artisans, and exploited rural
people. During the struggles of 1747–1750, conten-
tion over the Stadhouder’s claims to rule merged with
opposition to tax farmers and demands for popular

representation in provincial politics. Such events un-
derwent greater transformation between 1650 and
1800 than did food-, tax-, and religion-centered events.

Defining the emergence of ‘‘nineteenth-century’’
repertoires in Holland. During the later eigh-
teenth century, we see emerging concerted demands
for broad participation in local and provincial govern-
ment, so much so that R.R. Palmer’s Age of the Dem-
ocratic Revolution (1959–1964) bracketed the Dutch
Patriot Revolt of the 1780s with the American Rev-
olution (1775–1783) as significant representatives of
the revolutionary current. Wayne te Brake’s systematic
analysis of the Dutch revolution in the province of
Overijssel identifies the 1780s as a historical pivot in
popular claim making. Public meetings, petitioning,
and militia marches did much of the day-to-day po-
litical work, but in company with older forms of ven-
geance and intimidation. In the small city of Zwolle,
te Brake reports, for example, that in November 1786,

A gathering of more than 1,000 persons in the Grote
Kerk produced a declaration that a scheduled election
to fill a vacancy on the Sworn Council by the old
method of co-optation would not be recognized as le-
gitimate. When the government nevertheless proceeded
with the election in mid-December, the chosen can-
didate was intimidated by Patriot crowds and forced
to resign immediately. (te Brake, 1989, p. 108)

When Prussian troops ended the revolution with an
invasion in September 1787, however, the Patriots’
Orangist opponents took their own vengeance by
sacking the houses of Patriot activists. Speaking of
nearby Deventer, te Brake concludes that

the ‘‘People’’ of Deventer had entered politics to stay.
Not simply the rhetorical invention of self-serving Pa-
triot pamphleteers or constitution-writers, ‘‘het Volk’’
had in the course of the 1780s become an armed and
organized reality which proved to be easily capable,
when united, of breaking into the urban political
space. As unity gave way to division and conflict at all
levels of society, however, the force and significance of
the new popular politics was by no means extin-
guished. Thus, as we have seen, the counter-revolution
in Deventer represented the victory of one segment of
a newly politicized and activated ‘‘People’’ over an-
other—not simply a restoration of aristocratic politics
as usual. Indeed, the Orangist counter-revolution in
Deventer unwittingly consolidated two momentous
changes in the politics of this provincial city, the com-
bination of which suggests that the character of urban
politics was forever transformed: the private, aristo-
cratic politics of the past had been shattered and the
foundation had been laid for the public, participatory
politics of the future. (te Brake, 1989, p. 168)

In public politics at a regional and national scale, both
repertoire and participation in contention were chang-
ing noticeably.
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During the later eighteenth century, organized
workers and their strikes also became more prominent
in Dutch political struggles. A significant transfor-
mation of contentious repertoires was under way even
before French conquest so profoundly altered the Low
Countries’ contentious politics. On balance, newer
performances in the Low Countries’ repertoires mo-
bilized more people from more different settings, built
on detached rather than embedded identities, targeted
more regional and national figures and issues, adopted
forms that were more standardized across the whole
region, and involved direct rather than mediated pre-
sentation of claims. Specialized political entrepreneurs
(as opposed to established local and regional author-
ities) were emerging as critical actors in popular
contention.

Cataloging collective action in early Belgium.
In a parallel study to Dekker’s, Karin van Honacker
has cataloged about 115 ‘‘collective actions’’ directed
against central authorities farther south, in Brabant—
more precisely, in Brussels, Antwerp, and Louvain—
from 1601 to 1784. Some actions took place in a
single outing, but many consisted of clusters spread
over several days or weeks. Honacker classifies her
events under four headings: resistance to violation of
local political rights, fiscal conflicts, civil-military strug-
gles, and fights over food supply. The first two cate-
gories overlap considerably, since in Brussels the dom-
inant guilds (the Nine Nations) frequently resisted
taxes on the basis of what they claimed to be their
chartered rights. Religious struggles of the sort that
figured prominently in Holland escape Honacker’s net
because they did not typically set members of the ur-
ban population against authorities. With Brabant un-
der Spanish, then Austrian, control, struggles of civil-
ians with royal soldiers, disputes over their quartering
or payment, freeing of captured military deserters, and
competition of urban militias with royal troops for
jurisdiction all loomed much larger than in Holland.
Fights over food supply, however, greatly resembled
each other in north and south; repeatedly city dwellers
attacked merchants who raised their prices and out-
siders who sought to buy in local markets.

On the whole, Honacker’s catalog of events from
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Brabant reveals
less change in the character of popular demands than
Dekker’s findings from Holland. In the three southern
cities we see repeated resistance to royal centralization
in the name of established privilege, but no obvious
swelling of demands for popular sovereignty. Claim
making followed western Europe’s characteristic old-
regime repertoire; in Honacker’s account it featured
frequent employment or parody of authorities’ own

political means and symbols; participation of people
as members of established communities and corporate
groups; concentration of claim making in holidays
and authorized gatherings; rich symbolism, often in-
cluding shaming ceremonies; and orientation of aveng-
ing actions to dwellings of perpetrators and to places
where alleged offenses occurred.

Defining the emergence of the new repertoire in
nineteenth-century Belgium. The eighteenth-
century repertoire did not last much longer. Gita
Deneckere has assembled a catalog of ‘‘collective ac-
tions’’ in Belgium as a whole from 1831 through 1918
from a wide range of archives, official publications,
periodicals, and historical works. Her catalog includes
about 440 occasions on which people gathered and
made collective demands ‘‘in the socio-economic field
of conflict,’’ which means largely workers’ actions and
actions concerning work. Within that field, her evi-
dence demonstrates a significant alteration in Belgian
repertoires of contention.

Or, rather, two alterations. Up to the revolution
of 1848, Deneckere’s contentious events feature work-
ers’ assemblies and marches to present petitions, at-
tacks on the goods or persons of high-priced food
merchants, and work stoppages by people in multiple
shops of the same craft. Workers’ actions frequently
took the form of turnouts: occasions on which a small
number of initiators from a local craft went from shop
to shop demanding that fellow craft workers leave
their employment to join the swelling crowd. The
round completed, turnout participants assembled in
some safe place (often a field at the edge of town),
aired their grievances, formulated demands, and pre-
sented those demands to masters in the trade (often
through a meeting of delegations from both sides),
staying away from work until the masters had replied
satisfactorily or forced them to return.

Between the revolution of 1848 and the 1890s,
turnouts practically disappeared as demonstrations
and large-firm strikes became much more frequent
and prominent. Although strikes and demonstrations
continued apace into the twentieth century, from the
1890s onward regionally and nationally coordinated
general strikes emerged as major forms of contentious
action. As Deneckere says, workers and socialist lead-
ers designed general strikes to be large, standard in
form, coordinated across multiple localities, and ori-
ented toward national holders of power. These new
actions built on public identities as socialists or as
workers at large. They represented a significant shift
of repertoire.

Of course these changes reflected major
nineteenth-century social changes such as rapid ur-
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banization and expansion of capital-intensive indus-
try. But the changing repertoire of contention also had
a political history. Deneckere sees increasingly tight
interdependence between popular contention and na-
tional politics. In the 1890s,

The correspondence between successive socialist mass
actions and the parliamentary breakthrough to univer-
sal suffrage is too striking for anyone to miss the causal
connection. On the basis of published and unpub-
lished correspondence from ruling circles one can con-
clude that the general strike had a genuine impact, in
fact more significant than contemporary socialists them-
selves realized. Time after time socialist workers’ pro-
tests confronted power-holders with a revolutionary
threat that lay the foundation for abrupt expansion of
democracy. (Deneckere, 1997, p. 384)

Thus, in Belgium, street politics and parliamentary
politics came to depend on each other. Deneckere’s
analysis indicates that both before and during democ-
ratization, major alterations of repertoires interact
with deep transformations of political power. It iden-
tifies confrontation as a spur to democratization.

However, this interaction between protest rep-
ertoires and political transformation was also power-
fully gendered, since both sides of the equation af-
fected largely male citizens. That is, the breakthrough
to universal suffrage in the 1890s in fact applied only
to men, just as the majority of socialist workers in the

streets were also men. Thus a masculine-dominated
form of collective action spurred gendered forms of
political transformation.

Evaluating the catalogs. Methodologically, the
analyses of Dekker, Honacker, and Deneckere offer us
both hope and caution. All three use catalogs of con-
tentious events to gauge political trends and variations
in the character of conflict. Clearly, such catalogs dis-
cipline the search for variation and change in conten-
tious politics. But comparison of the three catalogs
also establishes how sensitive such enumerations are
to the definitions and sources adopted. Dekker’s
search of Dutch archives for events involving at least
twenty people in violent encounters, regardless of is-
sues, brings him a wide range of actions and some
evidence of change, but it excludes smaller-scale and
nonviolent making of claims. Honacker’s combing of
similar Belgian archives for collective challenges to
public authorities nets her plenty of smaller-scale and
nonviolent episodes but omits industrial and inter-
group conflicts. Deneckere’s sources and methods, in
contrast, concentrate her catalog on industrial events.

None of the three choices is intrinsically supe-
rior to the others, but each makes a difference to the
evidence at hand. When trying to make comparisons
over time, space, and type of setting, we must make
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allowance for the selectivity of all such catalogs. We
are, nevertheless, far better off with the catalogs than
without them. The Low Countries are among the few
regions where scholars have inventoried contentious
events on a substantial scale before the twentieth cen-
tury. France and Great Britain are two of the others.
For most of the rest of Europe we must settle for
pickings from general histories and for occasional spe-
cialized studies of particular localities, issues, and
populations.

THEORIES OF CAUSALITY

Significant historical questions are at issue in such in-
vestigations. As figure 1 indicates, historians’ descrip-
tions and explanations of popular collective action
vary significantly along two dimensions: intentionality
and precipitating social processes. With respect to in-
tentions, some authors emphasize impulse: hunger,
rage, or fear. In such a view, ordinary people burst
into public politics only when driven by irrepressible
emotions. Other authors argue that various available
agencies and programs impose consciousness on or-
dinary people, as when churches, political parties, or
local power holders dominate popular views. More
populist or radical historians commonly counter im-
pulse and imposition accounts with the assertion that
popular collective action arises from shared under-
standings of social situations—whether those shared
understandings develop from daily experience or re-
sult in part from exposure to new ideas.

Along the dimension of precipitating social pro-
cesses, historians sometimes emphasize social stress
(for example, famine, epidemic, war, or geographic
mobility) as the chief precipitant of popular collective
action. Their investigations typically explain collective
action as response to crisis. Others single out political
mobilization by organizations committed to change
or by local consultation within dissenting segments of
the population. Their investigations center more di-
rectly on organization and consultation among ag-
grieved people A third group of historians treat pop-
ular collective action chiefly as an expression of group
conflict. Such conflict may align class against class,
but it also forms along religious, ethnic, linguistic,
kinship, gender, or local cleavages. Although the third
group of historians resembles the second in examining
organization and consultation, they also study inter-
group relations in daily contacts.

The two dimensions correlate. Where direct im-
pulse and social stress coincide, we have historians’
analyses of collective action as disorder—as tempo-
rary disruption of the political order maintained by

established authorities. Imposed consciousness and
political mobilization likewise pair with each other in
analyses of social change, where competing move-
ments and leaders articulate changing popular inter-
ests more or less effectively. Finally, historians who see
struggle as history’s motor characteristically attribute
shared understandings to ordinary actors and portray
group conflict as the motive force. Rarely, in contrast,
do historians who consider social stress to be the chief
precipitant of popular collective action also impute
shared understandings—except perhaps in the form
of wild beliefs—to its participants. Similarly rare are
historians who explain collective action as a conse-
quence of group conflict, yet read the consciousness
of participants as unmediated impulse; the largest ex-
ception to this rule is the explanation (almost always
wrong) of intergroup struggle as direct venting of age-
old hatreds.

More is at stake in disputes over the description
and explanation of collective action than mere differ-
ences in opinion among historians. On the whole,
analyses in the disorder zone deny historical effective-
ness to ordinary people; instead, they treat history as
the product of great individuals, slowly changing
mentalities, or impersonal forces. They also treat at-
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tributes of individuals (rather than, say, their social
locations or their relations to other individuals) as the
fundamental causes of their behavior, including their
participation in collective action. Within the zone of
social change, historians typically consider large-scale
social processes such as secularization, urbanization,
or the development of capitalism to cause a wide range
of effects, including transformation of incentives and
opportunities for collective action. Here reorganiza-
tion of everyday social life and of politics plays a sig-
nificant part in explanations of collective action. His-
torians who emphasize struggle commit themselves to
views of individual social life as inextricably embedded
in relations among individuals and groups. In classic
marxist analyses the crucial relations form within the
organization of production, but nonmarxist social his-
torians have also studied relations of conflict and co-

operation based on gender, race, ethnicity, nationality,
and locality.

A dwindling number of social historians treat
Europe’s popular collective action as the expression of
direct impulses incited by social stress. Social histori-
ans have contributed significantly to moving prevail-
ing historical explanations of popular collective action
toward social change and struggle. As they have done
so, they have uncovered increasing evidence of the
influence of existing institutions on the form, fre-
quency, and outcome of collective action. One sig-
nificant contribution of European social historians,
indeed, has been to show how extensively local insti-
tutions mediate between people’s individual impulses,
on one side, and collective action, on the other. Here
the histories of conflict, of cooperation, and of social
institutions converge.

See also other articles in this section.
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MORAL ECONOMY AND LUDDISM

12
John G. Rule

Although the concept of a moral economy has older
uses, in the twentieth century historians’ use of the
term ‘‘moral economy’’ largely followed an influential
article written in 1971 by the English historian Ed-
ward Thompson. In ‘‘The Moral Economy of the En-
glish Crowd in the Eighteenth Century,’’ reprinted in
Customs in Common (1991), Thompson sought to ex-
plain the actions of the English who rioted against
high food prices. Focusing on the eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries, a time of rapid change, he pre-
sented food rioters as resisting the cold logic of the
‘‘market economy’’ by asserting an alternative ‘‘moral
economy’’ based on a sense of justice and entitlement
to procure food at affordable prices. The rioters ap-
pealed to a disappearing tradition of paternalist regu-
lation of the food market by the state.

MANIFESTATIONS OF MORAL ECONOMY

Backed by a powerful sense of legitimacy, the typical
food-rioting crowd indulged in premeditated, con-
trolled behavior against what it saw as unjust, self-
interested attempts to profit from food scarcities. The
protesters especially targeted middlemen, who were
seen as enhancing food prices by imposing themselves
between the food producers and the consumers.
Crowds, which often included women, took direct
action in marketplaces, at fairs, or at bakers’ shops by
seizing food from sellers, publicly selling it themselves
at a ‘‘just’’ price, and returning money and sacks to
the sellers. They usually took wheat or barley in the
form of grain, flour, or bread but sometimes took
meat and cheese. Merchants who transported grain
from areas where it was in short supply, in order to
sell it in markets offering higher profits, especially
London, were also likely to have it seized in this way.
Crowds visited farmers suspected of hoarding grain
while prices climbed even higher and ordered them
to bring their grain to the nearest local market.

Food riots occurred in more than a dozen years
between 1714 and 1815, and they continued sporad-

ically later in the nineteenth century. They were wide-
spread in the so-called wartime famine years of 1795–
1796 and 1800–1801 (see Wells, 1988). With more
than four hundred outbreaks between 1790 and 1801
alone, examples are plentiful with which to illustrate
the patterns Thompson included in the moral econ-
omy. Although some changes emerged, such as the
north was affected later than the south, for the most
part the main characteristics of these protests endured,
and the compact contemporary account of more than
fifty riots in the Annual Register of 1766 provides
models. Not many of these took place in the north,
which that year had a better harvest than the south.

In Gloucestershire and Wiltshire cloth workers
destroyed flour mills, taking grain and distributing it
among themselves. In Exeter, another center of
woolen manufacture, protesters seized cheese and sold
it at a reduced price. Cornish miners forced butchers
to lower meat prices, as did metalworkers at Wolver-
hampton. In Derby a crowd took cheese off a river-
boat before it could be shipped from the town. Sim-
ilarly cheese intended for transport to London was
seized from a wagon. In Devon protesters seized corn
from the barns of farmers, sold it openly at a market
for a fair price, and returned the money and sacks to
the farmers. In Malmesbury, ‘‘They seized all the corn,
sold it at 5s a bushel and gave the money to the right
owners.’’ In Nottingham a crowd seized all the cheese
being sold by the factors (middlemen) but, signifi-
cantly, left untouched that being sold directly by the
farmers.

Such rioting recurred from one place to another
over wide lapses of time, a response from the popular
memory when pressure situations arose. In some places
the proclivity for riot was stronger than in others. For
example, riots intended to stop the outward move-
ment of corn happened at transport networks, such
as seaports and inland waterways. Manufacturing and
mining communities exhibited an especially robust
tradition of food rioting because crowds formed easily
in their dense populations and because, unlike the
farming population, miners bought most of their food
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in markets. Inhabitants of market towns felt invaded
when, for instance, Cornish tin miners entered Pen-
zance, Redruth, or Truro or when colliers from neigh-
boring villages entered Bristol, Coventry, or Newcas-
tle. Often anonymous letters served notice of the
intention to lower food prices, like this one received
by a magistrate at Norwich in 1766, ‘‘This is to latt
you to know and the rest of you Justes of the Pace
that if Bakers and Butchers and market peoppel if thay
do not fall the Commorits at a reasnabel rate as thay
do at other Markets thare will be such Raysen as never
was known.’’

The letter’s eccentric spelling hardly lessens its
impact, and serious rioting did indeed follow. How-
ever, actual violence was rare, whatever threats were
issued. Food rioters deliberately killed no one over the
whole period, although a small number of rioters was
shot by those defending their premises. John Boh-
stedt, in Riots and Community Politics in England and
Wales, 1790–1810 (1983) argued that food riots
worked best in smaller communities, where the mag-
istrates had authority to offer negotiation and even
reciprocation rather than outright suppression. In gen-
eral harsh retributory sentences were not imposed, and
once order was restored magistrates often went some
way toward meeting the wishes of the crowd by en-
couraging lower prices and initiating or participating
in relief measures. Eighteenth-century crowds rioted

over food prices in part because they could expect
some short-term remedy.

Thompson’s article attracted significant critical
response, to which he replied at length in ‘‘The Moral
Economy Reviewed’’ (Customs in Common, 1991).
Some objected that Thompson’s moral economy im-
plied that the defenders of the corn market, especially
Adam Smith and his major discussion in An Inquiry
into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations
(1776), were immoral or at least had no moral vision
about access to food. Thompson’s critics pointed out
that Smith in fact believed that the free operation of
the market was the best defense against food shortages
because it evened supply and, through the rationing
effect of high prices, restrained consumption until the
next harvest.

Thompson welcomed the examination by John
Walter and Keith Wrightson, in their 1976 article
‘‘Dearth and the Social Order in Early Modern En-
gland,’’ of the implementation of regulation of prices
and marketing activities. The government achieved
this regulation through such means as the issuing, at
times of dearth, of the Book of Orders, first done in
1597. The book reminded justices of the peace of
their powers to take action over price and supply (such
actions became the objectives of the eighteenth-
century crowds). The government also resorted to the
prosecution of offending traders, a course of action
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Food Protests in Britain, 1794–1796. Adapted from Andrew Charlesworth, ed., An Atlas of
Rural Protest in Britain (Croom Helm, U.K., and Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 1983), pages 98–99.

that had been part of the response of the authorities
in the seventeenth century. This reinforced the au-
thority of justices in times of dearth. Years of high
prices were more frequent in the eighteenth century,
but rioters drew a sense of a moral economy from a
longer expectation of regulation, much of which was
still part of the common law and statute law, although
it was increasingly disregarded by government. In the
popular memory a belief in regulation remained
strong, and as Douglas Hay demonstrated in ‘‘The

State and the Market in 1800: Lord Kenyon and Mr.
Waddington’’ (1999), it persisted among some of the
more traditional justices.

Thompson cautiously did not extend his con-
cept of a moral economy beyond the English experi-
ence, but to a marked extent the same essential fea-
tures appeared in food protests across Europe. Indeed
the British historians Richard Rose and George Rudé,
who pioneered the study of food rioting in England
ahead of Thompson, both first studied riots in revo-
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Food Protests in Britain, 1766. Adapted from Andrew Charlesworth, ed., An Atlas of Rural
Protest in Britain (Croom Helm, U.K., and Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,
1983), pages 90–91.

lutionary France. In that country, too, the government
abdicated from paternalist control of the food market
and came to believe in laissez-faire. This switch was
especially marked under the finance minister Anne-
Robert-Jacques Turgot in 1775, when disturbances
around Paris were the largest of the pre-1789 period.
But in 1768, an earlier dearth year, France experi-
enced a full medley of food-rioting actions, including
people seizing grain to sell at just prices, known in
France as taxation populaire, or popular price control.

The riots of March and April 1775 were wide-
spread and serious enough to earn the title la guerre
des farines or the ‘‘flour war.’’ The change of regime
brought about by the Revolution did not end food
riots, which continued on a considerable scale in
1789, 1792–1793, and 1795. During these years the
riots were widely scattered. In the provinces, the riots
for the most part targeted grain or flour, as in 1775.
In Paris the main targets were meat, butter, and eggs,
but even sugar, coffee, and soap became the objects
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of riots. The crowds were as insistent on the tradition
of taxation populaire as they had been under the an-
cien régime, but now protest over food prices also
involved political slogans. These protests were at least
partly successful in securing a short-term (fifteen
months) return to the days of regulation as the Con-
vention imposed price controls under the law of the
General Maximum of 1793. After the 1790s food ri-
oting was never again so widespread or so insistent,
but the moral economy of taxation populaire persisted
to some extent into the disturbances of 1848. Protests
in the depression year of 1817 called for taxation po-
pulaire, as did the disturbances of 1845 through 1847,
when the traditional bogeymen of corn hoarders,
grain exporters, and bakers were again targeted and
women led demonstrations to force sales in the mar-
kets at just prices.

In Spain the riots of 1766 followed the removal
of controls over the grain trade in the previous year.
Those protests expressed a sense of a just price with
expectations that authorities would lower prices. But
unlike in England and France, the Spanish riots were
an unusual occurrence in a country where food riots
remained rare. In Germany food riots against the re-
sented commercial operations of grain dealers remained
a feature of the widespread disturbances of the 1840s,
when food riots in Berlin and elsewhere produced
government intervention and the sale of bread and
grain at reduced prices. Prussian Germany experienced
two hundred food riots in 1847.

More than twenty years after his original article,
Thompson remarked that, even if he did father the
term ‘‘moral economy,’’ it had come of age in his-
torical discourse and he was no longer responsible for
its actions. He had misgivings about its application
away from the special moral and entitlement context
of the food supply. He was uneasy, for example, about
extending it generally to expectations from traditional
systems of poor relief, such as the pre-1834 Old Poor
Law in England. He conceded that in carefully con-
sidered contexts some actions of industrial protest
could have a moral economy dimension.

In this regard Thompson approved the work of
Adrian Randall, who analyzed both the food riots of
1766 and the industrial dispute of 1756 within the
same woolen-working communities of Gloucester-
shire in ‘‘The Industrial Moral Economy of the Glou-
cestershire Weavers in the Eighteenth Century’’ (1988).
Both protests were informed by the same values and
displayed the same community solidarities and sanc-
tions. Industrial protestors, like food rioters, appealed
both to custom and to the regulative legislation of the
labor market in Tudor and Stuart statute law. They
appealed also to the authority of magistrates, seeking

their intervention as conciliators and arbitrators. No
firmly bedded reactionary opposition to the market
economy as a whole, these disturbances reflected re-
sistance at points where the market operations broke
down or threatened to break down customary stan-
dards and expectations.

Other historians, equally influenced by Thomp-
son’s insight, have presented eighteenth-century in-
dustrial disputes as legitimized within assumptions of
rights and entitlements. William Reddy in The Rise of
Market Culture (1984), his important study of French
textile workers in dispute, even suggested that ‘‘some-
thing like a moral economy is bound to surface any-
where that industrial capitalism spreads’’ (Reddy,
p. 334), developing as much from lived experience as
from traditional culture. Yet viewing any version of
the moral economy as capable of generally embracing
early forms of industrial protest presents problems. It
implies resistance to a particular set of capitalist mar-
ket operations affecting wages or employment, but
not all and possibly not even most industrial disputes
in eighteenth-century and early-nineteenth-century
Europe were defensive. Smith, discussing English
workers’ strikes in 1776, recognized the existence of
‘‘offensive’’ strikes intended to take advantage of fa-
vorable situations in the labor market to increase wages
or otherwise improve workers’ conditions. In such ac-
tions allied artisans frequently employed strategies
more explicable in the modern language of industrial
relations than in that of an industrial moral economy.
However, that not all disputes can be explained by
moral economy does not mean that the concept does
not apply in some measure to a significant population
of conflicts at points where innovating capitalist em-
ployers were breaking down the ingrained traditions
and expectations of occupational communities and
trades. No more than in the food market was custom-
ary culture in the labor market the simple antithesis
of market culture. The culture of the wage-dependent
artisan, cloth worker, or miner presumed that the la-
bor market was not fully free but operated under the
restraints of custom and claimed rights. In short, the
workers understood as ‘‘fair’’ a market that recruited
only from those with an entitlement to a particular
trade and that employed neither unskilled labor, es-
pecially female, nor machinery simply to enhance the
profits of capital.

LUDDISM

In England. The best-known example of such
community-based resistance is the Luddite distur-
bances of 1811–1813. The machine-breaking activi-
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The Luddite Riots. Adapted from George Rudé, The Crowd in History: A Study of Popular
Disturbances in France and England, 1730–1848 (New York: John Wiley, 1964), page 82.

ties of workers across much of England’s industrial
north and Midlands seriously alarmed the govern-
ment and gave a new word, ‘‘Luddism,’’ to the lan-
guage. Luddism can be linked to the moral economy
in at least two ways. First, it was based on the resis-
tance of occupational communities, where networks
of kin and neighborhood interlocked with those of
employment to provide a rich texture of customary
expectations about ways of working and living. Sec-
ond, it came at what Thompson, in The Making of
the English Working Class, called the ‘‘crisis point in

the abrogation of paternalist legislation and in the im-
position of the political economy of laissez-faire upon
and against the will and conscience of the working
people’’ (1968, p. 851).

Machine-breaking and other attacks on em-
ployers’ property had a long history in the repertoire
of workers’ actions against employers in times of dis-
pute. Eric Hobsbawm called this ‘‘collective bargain-
ing by violence’’ (1964, p. 7) in his article ‘‘The Ma-
chine Breakers.’’ At times the attacked machinery was
seen as a grievance for bringing unemployment to
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skilled workers and hunger to their families. At other
times machines were broken as a means of putting
pressure on employers or as acts of revenge.

The English disturbances of 1811–1812, how-
ever, were without precedent in their extent and se-
riousness. They seemed to pose a threat not just to
capitalist employers but to government itself. A pre-
lude had succeeded in the woolen industry of the west
country, the same area of manufacturing where Ran-
dall claimed to identify an industrial moral economy
behind the strike of 1756. The shearmen, who cut the
nap from a woven piece of cloth with heavy hand
shears, a vital role in finishing cloth, had attacked the
newly introduced shearing frames that threatened to
displace their skill. Their action effectively deterred
clothiers in that region from persisting with their
innovations.

The name ‘‘Ludd’’ first appeared in the stocking
manufactures of the East Midlands, where framework
knitters produced hosiery on stocking frames. In 1811,
a time of market contraction due to the war with Na-
poleonic France, the capitalist hosiers, who employed
the framework knitters by putting-out the yarn to
their homes, began a series of measures to reduce labor
costs. Essentially they resorted to ‘‘colting,’’ that is, to
the employment of young unskilled labor to make
stockings by the cheaper method of ‘‘squaring.’’ Squar-
ing is knitting on wide frames a square of cloth from
which stockings were subsequently cut and sewn in-
stead of knitted in the traditional fully fashioned way.
Work was the issue, not new machinery as such. A
Nottinghamshire folk song of the time, ‘‘General
Ludd’s Triumph,’’ expresses the grievances of the trade
and of the community in which it was enmeshed
along with the determination to continue the struggle:

Till full-fashioned work at the old fashioned price
Is established by Custom and Law.
Then the Trade when this arduous contest is o’er
Shall raise in full splendour its head.
And colting and cutting and squaring no more
Shall deprive honest workmen of bread.
(Hammond and Hammond, 1979, p. 212)

At first the knitters concentrated on traditional
action within the context of a paternalist state. They
petitioned Parliament for an act of regulation to pre-
serve just wages and fair employment. This produced
nothing, and local magistrates refused to intervene
when hosiers continued to cut wages. Attacks on knit-
ting frames began. The framework knitters were no
more indiscriminate in their targets than were the
food rioters. Their attacks by night were said to be led
by a mythical ‘‘Captain’’ or ‘‘General Ludd,’’ whose
name appeared at the bottom of a host of threatening
letters. But as another verse of the ballad points out,

‘‘His wrath is entirely confined to wide frames/and to
those that old prices abate’’ (Hammond and Ham-
mond, 1979, p. 212). At its most active phase in Not-
tinghamshire and Leicestershire, from March 1811 to
February 1812, the movement destroyed one thou-
sand wide frames in one hundred separate attacks. A
worried government reacted, making machine break-
ing a capital offense and dispatching six thousand
troops to Nottingham.

The name ‘‘Ludd’’ appeared elsewhere. It spread
to woolen manufactures of the West Riding of York-
shire, where shearmen, or ‘‘croppers’’ as they were
known locally, began a series of attacks on newly in-
troduced shearing frames. As conflict intensified, an
organization formed that was capable of attacking
larger mills, and lives were lost. The fears of the skilled
croppers were not unfounded. By 1817 only 860 out
of 3,625 croppers had full employment. Ludd also
appeared in Lancashire and adjacent parts of Cheshire,
where the development of cotton weaving by power
looms created a machinery issue. But few manufac-
turers were at that time attempting power cotton
weaving, and the disturbances were part of a medley
of protests that included the food riots of 1812.

Luddism is not an easy phenomenon for his-
torians to accommodate within traditional labor his-
tory. Its early historians, especially J. L. Hammond
and Barbara Hammond in The Skilled Labourer
(1927), called it a regrettable but understandably des-
perate response by workers who, in the face of the
growing influence of the economic ideology of laissez-
faire, had failed to persuade government to redress
their grievances by invoking paternalist regulation.
Machine breaking was the final act in the traditional
craftsworkers’ struggle to maintain or revive customs
and laws that the new breed of capitalist employers
was eager to evade. Increasingly the state seemed on
the side of capital rather than labor. For the Ham-
monds and some others the true line of descent for
the labor movement in Britain was through the ‘‘con-
stitutionalists,’’ who had organized the petitioning of
Parliament. Without any strong evidence, they in-
sisted that the constitutionalist movement developed
parallel to but entirely separate from the direct actions
of the machine breakers.

Such compartmentalization of protests works
even less well for Yorkshire and Lancashire than for
Nottingham. Government spies reported that the
Luddites in the northern counties were moving be-
yond industrial protest into political action and were
even linking to an underground Jacobin revolutionary
movement. The Hammonds dismissed these reports
as the fabrication of self-interested professional spies.
In 1964 Thompson, in The Making of the English
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Working Class, was the first modern historian to argue
that the government was right to take the threat of
revolution in the Luddite districts seriously.

Some historians agree that Luddism or its failure
convinced at least some of the artisan population that
the old regime was no longer willing to play a pater-
nalist role and intervene to redress the balance of
power between employer and worker. This view was
reinforced by actions outside the Luddite areas. Calico
printers, cotton workers, and others petitioned fruit-
lessly over working and hiring conditions. Possibly the
Luddism of 1811–1813 was the last major episode of
industrial protest that can be accommodated within
the idea of an industrial moral economy and hold
parallels to actions in the food market. Indeed in The
Question of Class Struggle (1982) Craig Calhoun sug-
gested that the events of 1811–1813 were in essence
a ‘‘populist reaction’’ legitimated by the senses and
beliefs of community rather than a revolutionary move-
ment based on the concept of class conflict. The in-
novating capitalist was viewed less as a person exploit-
ing labor than as a person breaching the norms of the
occupational community. In fact the protest had ele-
ments of both.

The community basis of resistance to machinery
was evident in earlier periods. The introduction of
spinning jennies into the cotton districts, threatening
the traditional cottage-based wheel spinning, led to
attacks on the machinery of the inventor James Har-
greaves at Blackburn as early as 1768. Much more
widespread and serious were the disturbances that
erupted across Lancashire in 1779, when not only the
jenny but carding and roving machinery were coming
into use. The most notable attack was on the factory
at Chorley of the inventor and industrialist Richard
Arkwright. An idea of the social justice expectations
of the moral economy clearly emerges in this episode
in the protesters’ distinction between large jennies of
twenty spindles or more, which were taking the site
of yarn production from the cottage to the workshop
or factory, and the smaller, hand-operated jennies,
which were considered fair. Although smaller jennies
displaced the wheel, they had been accommodated
within the cottage economy and had offered enhanced
earnings. What was fundamentally at issue was the
viability of the family economy, which was the eco-
nomic and moral building block of the community.

Women carried out domestic spinning, and as
the ratio of spinners to weavers was 6 to 1, more
women than just the wives of hand-loom weavers were
employed. In addition to male and female cloth work-
ers, colliers, nail makers, joiners, and general laborers
were among the eight thousand or more who partici-
pated in the disturbances of 1779.

In France. Moral economy protests and equiva-
lents of Luddism characterized many early industrial
settings. In 1788, when the spinning jenny was intro-
duced into the Rouen district of France, the resulting
disturbances suggested the existence of an industrial
moral economy. The reduction of the rates paid for
hand spinning had severely lowered family earnings
when food prices were beginning a rapid rise. Protes-
tors claimed that ‘‘machines had stolen the bread.’’
Industrial protests merged with food riots by the sum-
mer of 1789. In July a mob composed mainly of
women attacked a grain store at Rouen, then attacked
the workshop of an English artisan where jennies and
carding machines were manufactured. After it was
fired on, the angry crowd scattered the broken parts
of the machinery in the same manner that food rioters
sometimes scattered seized grain. In the following
weeks protesters frequently attacked workshops where
new jennies were in operation in Rouen, Paris, Lille,
Troyes, and Roanne. Attacks continued sporadically
until 1791. Another round of protests against ma-
chinery occurred after 1815, when French industri-
alization was gaining speed.

The machine breakers of the English north and
Midlands gave a generic word to the language with
revealing speed. ‘‘I have not been able to discover any
symptom of ‘Luddism,’ ’’ the mayor of Preston ad-
vised the government in 1816. The following year the
cutlery workers from Sheffield were reported to have
a ‘‘complete system of Luddism.’’ By then the mean-
ings had been conveyed to France, where the prefect
of a woolen-manufacturing district urged that man-
ufacturers should consult with him before introducing
shearing frames, saying, ‘‘It is prudent to spare our-
selves the disorders which the Luddites have commit-
ted in England.’’ To some extent the events of 1811
and 1812 in the West Riding were repeated in the
older woolen districts of France, including Sedan,
Reims, Carcassonne, Lodève, and Clermont, in 1816
and 1817. A few manufacturers were introducing
shearing frames and gig mills, and they expected the
support of the authorities. Earlier the threat of violent
protest had been a deterrent, as it had been in the
west of England. In 1803 a Sedan merchant explained
that the authorities would undoubtedly punish work-
ers who resisted machinery, but ‘‘who will return to
us our murdered families and burned workshops?’’

The more determined introduction of shearing
frames in 1816 and 1817 brought resistance from
shearmen and from the woolen-working community
as a whole. Women again were prominent, reportedly
urging the men to be even more vigorous. According
to a Vienne police report the crowd shouted ‘‘down
with the shearing machine’’ as they removed one from
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its crates and threw it into the river. Ballads expressed
the same moral outrage that had legitimized English
Luddism. A petition to the government accused the
machinery of offering the ‘‘pernicious means of shear-
ing, glossing and brushing 1000 ells of cloth, while
being directed by only four men.’’ It was an ‘‘evil’’
that would destroy and divide the community because
it would be ‘‘beneficial only to the owners.’’ The pre-
fect of Hérault, while recognizing his duty to suppress
riots and protect manufacturers’ property, called the
machines ‘‘an inevitable and almost irreparable evil.’’
Whether as part of a strategy or as a persistence of
belief in the old moral, regulated economy of the an-
cien régime, the protestors appealed to the recently
restored king, hoping, ‘‘If he knew this machine would
reduce many of us to begging he would not let it be
introduced.’’

The episodes of 1816–1817 involving shear-
men and established woolen centers are the closest
parallels in French labor history to English Luddism.
However, attacks on machinery remained endemic if
sporadic in France for another three decades, whereas
in Britain, with the noted but idiosyncratic exception
of the attacks on threshing machines in the name of
‘‘Captain Swing’’ by the agricultural laborers through-
out southern England in 1830–1831, machine break-
ing did not pose a significant threat in the years after
1820. The slower pace and different character of in-

dustrial change in France allowed both artisan atti-
tudes and domestic manufacturing to persist longer,
underpinning notions of traditional entitlements to
work and to bread.

From the episodes of 1816–1817 to the Revo-
lution of 1848, more than one hundred major inci-
dents of Luddism were recorded, with distinct peaks
at times of high food prices and political upheaval,
such as 1828–1833 and 1846–1848. Both urban
and rural workers were involved. As well as serious
food rioting, for example, Paris in 1830 and 1831
experienced Luddite-type actions among female shawl
workers and tobacco workers as well as an attack on
printing machines at the government’s Royal Print
workshops. In 1830 around two thousand cutlers
were involved in destructive disturbances in Saint-
Étienne, as were other workers in Toulouse and Bor-
deaux. In the period of the political and hunger crises
of 1848 silkworkers and tobacco makers attacked ma-
chinery in Lyons. River boatmen attacked steamships
in Lyons, while at Rouen they damaged railway lines.

In Germany. Such early forms of industrial protest
persisted at least as long in Germany, although fre-
quency there was affected by the fact that German
states were policed more effectively and determinedly.
Traditions went back to the early modern period with
attacks on ribbon mills by embittered laceworkers.
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Other Luddite outbreaks included those of the met-
alworkers of Solingen in 1826, the silk weavers of Kre-
feld in 1827, Saxon weavers and Leipzig printers in
the 1830s, and most serious and best-known, the
linen weavers of Silesia in 1844. During 1848, the
‘‘year of revolutions,’’ Germany had episodes with tex-
tile workers, as did Italy, especially in Campania.

In The Rebellious Century (1975), Charles Tilly,
Louise Tilly, and Richard Tilly argued that food ri-
oting, machine breaking, and the protection of rights
over woodlands or commons belong to a ‘‘reactive’’
era of European popular protest due—after the mid-
nineteenth century, or two decades earlier in
Britain—to give way to a ‘‘proactive’’ modern era of
organized trade unions and political movements ready

to negotiate in different ways with the power of the
state. How far notions of moral economy assist in
understanding a transitional stage associated with re-
sisting the increasing encroachments of capitalism is
debatable. What is clear is that, wherever groups feel
traditional entitlements, whether to food or to the
right to work as a resource controlled by the members
of a particular trade or community, they inevitably
legitimized their protests in moral terms. Usually
those terms pose at least some measure of opposition
to the workings and rhetoric of the ‘‘market.’’ It is far
too easy to offer the moral economy as a simple an-
tithesis of the market economy, but to a significant
extent the former only has meaning when considered
against the growth of the latter.

See also Modernization; Technology; The Industrial Revolutions (volume 2); and
other articles in this section.
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URBAN CROWDS

12
Michael P. Hanagan

Urban crowds comprise a large number and great va-
riety of human social interactions. A broad survey of
European history reveals that crowd behavior has been
shaped by transformations of the state system, the
character of urbanization, and the composition of ur-
ban populations. Urban crowds have been one of the
oldest objects of social analysis. Generally theorists
have condemned the crowd as prone to irrationality
and violence, although this view has never gone
unchallenged.

THEORIES OF CROWD BEHAVIOR

The dominant classical view, based on philosophers
such as Plato and the historical accounts of Tacitus
and Procopius, portrayed the crowd as an unthinking
mob. Almost all the conceptions of crowd behavior
articulated by nineteenth-century crowd theorists can
be found in Tacitus’s analysis of the Roman mob. In
the late 1880s the conservative historian Hippolyte
Taine’s monumental history of contemporary France
(Origines de la France contemporaine; Origins of con-
temporary France) drew the attention of the devel-
oping social sciences to crowd phenomena. Appalled
by the Paris Commune of 1871, Taine delighted in
presenting the gruesome details of crowd atrocities
during the French Revolution and argued that such
behavior was endemic in democracies. Within a de-
cade, the French sociologist Gustave Le Bon had ran-
sacked the writings of a host of innovative predeces-
sors to create the field of ‘‘crowd psychology.’’ Le Bon
listed three characteristics of crowd behavior: a psy-
chic unity giving the crowd a sense of almost unlim-
ited power, a collective mentality yielding suddenly to
powerful emotional appeals, and a very low level of
intelligence sinking to the level of the lowest common
denominator of its participants. While urban crowds
were Le Bon’s prime example of crowd behavior, he
believed his principles applied to all human assemblies
from juries to legislatures. In 1960 Elias Canetti at-
tempted a reconstruction of this intellectual tradition

by emphasizing the crowd’s transcendence of individ-
ualism, but Canetti’s ignorance of historical context
and penchant for facile generalization limited his in-
fluence in the contemporary reshaping of theories of
crowd behavior.

A more favorable view of crowd activity origi-
nated in the Renaissance in Niccolò Machiavelli’s Dis-
courses on the First Ten Books of Titus Livy. Machiavelli
portrayed the uncorrupted Roman crowd as the last
repository of civic virtue and the only recourse against
tyrants and a degraded aristocracy. His views influ-
enced Montesquieu, who celebrated the English
crowd’s role in maintaining that country’s mixed con-
stitution. In the nineteenth century, the great French
historian Jules Michelet was a foremost exponent of
the Machiavellian view. Posing the rhetorical question
of who participated in the siege of the Bastille, Mi-
chelet responded, ‘‘The people, the whole people.’’

Only in the twentieth century did historians
and sociologists such as George Rudé and E. P.
Thompson introduce a new perspective on crowd
behavior based on the actual study of crowds, pri-
marily in turn-of-the-eighteenth-century England and
France. The result was a striking early achievement of
the ‘‘new’’ social history. Uncovering a variety of re-
cords about the individual identity of crowd partici-
pants, Rudé examined the composition of protesting
crowds, while Thompson concentrated on crowd de-
mands and their social context. Their investigations
challenged images of the crowd as primal and irra-
tional and also the view of the crowd as the collective
conscience of an entire society; instead they portrayed
protesting crowds as composed of relatively better-off
members of popular communities responding to spe-
cific threats to their communities and acting accord-
ing to widely shared popular cultural assumptions. So-
ciologists studying contemporary crowds have also
challenged some of the basic postulates of earlier
crowd theorists. Questioning images of the ‘‘lonely
crowd,’’ Clark McPhail has shown that crowds are not
generally composed of isolated, atomistic individuals
subject to the manipulation of talented orators; rather,
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small groups of friends generally join together in the
formation of crowds. Small group ties persist within
crowds and condition an individual’s response to
speakers and the actions of other crowd components.

THE CROWD IN HISTORY

Begun by Rudé and Thompson, the study of historical
crowds became an important theme of historical anal-
ysis, and works at the end of the twentieth century
have enabled historians to discover secular patterns in
crowd behavior. For a survey of some of the findings
of crowd historians, a few definitions are helpful. An
‘‘urban crowd’’ refers to a number of people, say ten
or more, who are not part of government, assembled
for some common purpose in a publicly accessible
place within a densely settled site of three thousand
or more inhabitants. The three chief types of crowds
are extrinsic, claim-making, and commemorative.
‘‘Extrinsic crowds’’ are the unintended but inevitable
consequence of time- and space-restricted services,
usually connected with commerce, entertainment, or
routine religious observance. Crowds thronging to
markets, fairs, or balloon ascensions are examples, as
are concert audiences and attendees at Sunday reli-
gious services. With an extrinsic crowd the services in
question could be provided privately without serious
decline in the value of the services. Thus, in the nine-
teenth century the replacement of open stalls by pri-
vate shops lessened the crowd character of many grow-

ing market towns without affecting the fundamental
purpose of commercial exchange. A Catholic mass re-
tains its full meaning with only the celebrant present.

In contrast, numbers are necessary to claim-
making and commemorative crowds, and poor atten-
dance amounts to failure of the claim. ‘‘Claim-making
crowds’’ make claims on at least one person outside
their own number, claims that if realized would affect
the interests of their object. Claim-making crowds
have taken many different forms. At one time or an-
other, the seizure of grain, cessation of work, pulling
down of houses, mass demonstrations, invasions of
common land, rough music, and naval mutinies were
all recognized forms of claim making. Recognizing a
claim-making process required familiarity with the so-
cial and cultural context on the part of both claim
makers and the objects of their claims. When em-
ployers first saw most of their workers withdraw in
concert from work, often leaving unfinished material
to ruin in stilled machines and, subsequently, march-
ing around factory gates with signs, shouting insulting
names at loyal workmen, these actions struck many
of them as personal betrayal, criminal disruption, or
attempted extortion. Only in time did the ‘‘strike’’
become a recognized form of claim making, with laws
distinguishing legal from illegal actions and with both
employers and workers carefully scrutinizing each
other’s behavior to distinguish routine from nonrou-
tine behavior in order to gauge relative strength or
weakness.
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‘‘Commemorative crowds’’ pay tribute, witness
events, or assert an identity openly. Examples are
sports rallies, religious revival meetings, and corona-
tion processions. Because the political purposes of
commemorative crowds are not always explicitly
stated and the intentions of their organizers may differ
considerably from the mass of participants, they de-
serve special attention. Commemorative crowds often
demonstrate the extent of support for a particular
identity and may implicitly support political claims;
insofar as it discusses commemorative crowds, this es-
say deals with implicitly claim-making commemora-
tive crowds.

The ritual actions of commemorative crowds
and authorities’ attitudes toward them may implicitly
express claims more effectively than explicit claim
making. In Northern Ireland in the 1990s, sectarian
Protestant determination to preserve a ‘‘Protestant
state for a Protestant people’’ was asserted publicly
through parades commemorating battles such as those
of the Boyne (1690) and the Somme (1916) and Prot-
estant holidays such as Reformation Day. To dem-
onstrate their predominance, hard-core Protestants
insisted on their right to march through both Prot-
estant and Catholic communities, and Northern Irish
authorities generally supported their claims. Mean-
while Catholics, who emulated the Protestants in the
use of parading, were allowed to celebrate such holi-
days as St. Patrick’s Day and the anniversary of the
Easter Rebellion (1916) by marching only through
Catholic areas. In an effort to resolve the conflict re-
sulting from Catholic resistance to Protestant parades
through their neighborhoods, British politicians at-
tempted to work out impartial procedures for grant-
ing parade permits. In turn, this led to confrontations
between political authorities and sectarian Protestants
who opposed both the limitations on their parading
and, much more important, the concept of a nonsec-
tarian political administration in Northern Ireland.

As in the case of Northern Irish parades, a clear
line cannot always be drawn between various catego-
ries of crowds. Until the nineteenth century, almost
all claim-making crowds emerged from extrinsic and
commemorative crowds. Market days, fairs, Sunday
church, processions, and carnivals were the only le-
gitimate public assemblies and offered the best op-
portunities for the development of claim-making
crowds. In early modern European marketplaces,
Monday was often a favorite day for bread or grain
riots. Grievances were discussed and participation
pledged after Sunday church services that brought to-
gether community members; the actions were carried
out the next day, which many urban workers took off
or on which they worked irregularly.

From 1500 on, population growth combined
with urbanization increased both the average size and
frequency of extrinsic urban crowds. Nineteenth-
century social theorists proclaimed their own time as
preeminently the ‘‘age of the crowd’’ and insisted that
the crowd was becoming the dominant force in mod-
ern society. Yet such claims cannot be sustained, for
in fact crowds played an important political role at
almost all stages of European history after 1500.

Perhaps the single most important factor affect-
ing the character of claim-making crowds was the na-
ture of the political regime. Since commemorative and
claim-making crowds are significantly shaped by state
transformation, this essay examines their characteristic
features in the era of composite monarchies, sovereign
states, and consolidated states. It also looks at how
changes in urban population and its distribution
caused by commercialization and industrialization af-
fected the character of crowds.

COMPOSITE MONARCHIES
AND CROWDS

In 1500 composite monarchies dominated Europe.
These were cobbled-together unions of previously
separate political units that retained the important po-
litical institutions of preceding regimes and were typ-
ically territorially dispersed. Fragmented sovereignty
and overlapping jurisdictions were characteristic fea-
tures of composite monarchies. The claims to legiti-
macy on the part of the central authority were fre-
quently weighed against the competing claims of
regional or local authorities, and small territorial units
often strengthened their positions by playing off the
rival claims of king and emperor.

Already by 1500 the European state system was
characterized by permanent military competition, and
military success was strongly affected by economic de-
velopment; money fueled western European war ma-
chines, and the search for money inevitably brought
tax collectors and royal financial agents to town. In
the sixteenth century, towns in western Germany,
northern Italy, the Netherlands, and the Baltic used
their financial power to mobilize troops and maintain
a large degree of independence from the territorially
large but capital-poor states surrounding them. The
autonomous power of many cities combined with
conflicts among rival polities about their respective
rights led to the emergence of political spaces for di-
rect negotiations between authorities and crowds.
These spaces tended to disappear with the rise of the
sovereign state in the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies, but were revived and expanded with the growth
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of consolidated states in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries.

In the era of composite monarchies, the dis-
tinctive features of claim-making crowds, both com-
memorative crowds with implicit claims and explicitly
claim-making crowds, were their origin in non-claim-
making crowds combined with their ability to nego-
tiate directly with rulers or to take independent au-
thoritative action.

For a look at a commemorative crowd, Mardi
Gras 1580 in the Dauphiné region of southeastern
France, as described by Le Roy Ladurie in Carnival in
Romans (1979), offers a representative case. At the

time France was in the midst of its seventh religious
war since the accession in 1560 of ten-year-old
Charles IX under the regency of his grasping mother,
Catherine de Médicis. In the chaos produced by the
confrontation between Catholics and Protestants,
normally quiescent popular forces organized to influ-
ence power. In the Dauphiné peasant leagues mobi-
lized to protest unjust taxation, and in the city of Ro-
mans, urban artisans challenged the oligarchical elites’
monopoly of urban political power and also protested
the incidence of urban taxation. The monarchy’s pre-
occupation with the religious wars forced local elites
to act directly on their own behalf; to reassure the king
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about the propriety of their own actions, they exag-
gerated the Protestant ties of their artisanal enemies.
Elites used the Mardi Gras crowd to articulate a re-
sponse to popular demands. Mardi Gras provided a
public forum for assembling their party, expressing
their concerns, and declaring their intentions. Antoine
Guérin, royal judge and political boss, organized the
celebrations; by means of parade floats and dramatic
performances, he expressed the elite’s hostility to re-
bellious artisans, their fear of artisan cooperation with
rebellious peasants and local Protestants, and their de-
termination to use violence against the insubordinate
artisans. Toward the end of Mardi Gras, the elites
called on their henchmen to put into practice the
murderous intentions expressed initially in carnival.

Turning from western Europe in the midst of
religious wars, one finds a good example of a claim-
making crowd in eastern Europe and the Baltic region
in the period immediately after the Thirty Years’ War.
Although the situation of divided allegiances that
marked Mardi Gras in Romans represented a thirty-
five-year break in the continuity of the French mon-
archies’ drive toward centralized power, dual alle-
giance was a permanent condition in the independent
city-state of Reval (modern Tallinn) in the second half
of the seventeenth century. In terms of everyday poli-
tics, a mercantile oligarchy ruled the city but recog-
nized the Swedish king’s overlordship. Oligarchical
rule was far from absolute. Public petitions presented
to the city council were the normal method for pre-
senting artisanal demands, and artisans had real bar-
gaining power. City rulers generally depended on the
urban population to enforce the law, and adult males
often possessed arms as members of the city militia.
Artisanal petitions were seriously considered and re-
jected only when they conflicted with the interests of
the merchant oligarchs, which they often did. Mer-
chants were willing to loosen or remove restrictions
on the entry of nonguild, migrant workers to the ur-
ban market, a move that would make the goods that
merchants sold cheaper by reducing the cost of labor.
Serious divisions arose due to the merchants’ stance,
and artisans rioted. In 1662 a group of artisans at-
tacked twenty soldiers that the city council had
brought in to repress such riots. Artisans also appealed
to the Swedish king, who, in response, made conces-
sions to them as a way of retaining popular support
in the distant city.

Together, the commemorative Mardi Gras crowd
in Romans and the claim-making artisans in Reval
capture essential features of crowd action in the com-
posite monarchies of early modern Europe. Claim-
making crowds generally emerged only from extrinsic
or commemorative crowds, and the conditions of

their emergence powerfully shaped the character of
their claims. Claim-making crowds frequently em-
ployed violence. Mardi Gras parodies hardly encour-
aged compromise, and petitioning often assumed the
character of an ultimatum because it was unconnected
with the give and take of daily political interaction.

The dual sovereignty of Reval, with an urban
oligarchy close at hand and a distant but powerful
Swedish king, represented a very common feature of
European urban life; in such situations, crowds were
able to manipulate competing sovereignties. The di-
versity of structures and the fragmentation of sover-
eignty within composite monarchies allowed for the
creation of ‘‘political spaces’’ in which popular crowds
could actually negotiate with authorities and extract
political concessions; but the possibility of popular
political power contained a threat that might move
elites to respond with terrible violence, as evidenced
by the incidents in Romans. Even in France, local
elites’ control of the most powerful administrative po-
sitions allowed them a great deal of room for inde-
pendent maneuver, especially when the monarch was
occupied elsewhere. While the conditions for the
emergence of claim making did not promote com-
promise or conciliation, the political context for
claim-making crowds provided favorable opportuni-
ties for concessions; these contradictory situations
often resulted in violence and, in the long term, cre-
ated pressures for the limitation of popular claim
making.

SOVEREIGN STATES AND CROWDS

Under the pressure of war, conflicting claims to sov-
ereignty were resolved by the emergence of sovereign
states, mainly constitutional or autocratic monarchies
but also confederations and independent city-states.
In these states, sovereignty tended to be concentrated
in a single geographic and institutional location, al-
though the central power continued to operate
through a variety of intermediary institutions, auton-
omous municipal councils, freewheeling legal insti-
tutions, and quasi-independent clerical establishments
that all acknowledged the central power’s ultimate
dominance but still possessed a great deal of decision-
making leeway. Major political thinkers of the period
such as Jean Bodin and Thomas Hobbes championed
the view that sovereignty should be located unambig-
uously in a single institution, preferably a monarchy.
Their insistence that sovereignty could not be divided,
however, was easily refuted by a simple survey of the
contemporary European state system. Thus their
views were not so much assessments of what existed
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as the founding propositions of the ascendant sover-
eign state.

As composite monarchies collapsed, the for-
mation of the Dutch republic and the Swiss confed-
eration represented the triumph of confederations of
independent cities and small autonomous regions.
But if cities dominated the Dutch and Swiss territory,
territorial states dominated cities in England and
France. Ultimately, territorial states proved more suc-
cessful in mobilizing troops than were city-states or
confederations. Although they succeeded in dominat-
ing cities, however, English and French monarchs also
had to come to terms with urban financial elites. The
power of these elites grew as an expanded interna-
tional trade linked urban consumers to colonial mar-
kets and encouraged the growth of urban networks
linking cities throughout states.

The development of networks of cities in west-
ern Europe provided a dramatic contrast with eastern
Europe, where cities were few and urban elites weak
both politically and financially. The weak commer-
cialization of the eastern European countryside and
the orientation of eastern European landlords toward
selling their grain directly on international markets
gave eastern European urban elites much less of a
commercial role and consequently much less bargain-
ing power than their western European counterparts.
The military monarchies that emerged in the area de-
pended on the forced recruitment of serf labor, not
on paid mercenaries or conscripts; lacking wealthy ur-
ban bankers, these monarchs depended on coercion.
The annexation of Reval in 1710 by Peter the Great
ended that city’s dual sovereignty and lessened the op-
portunities for independent crowds. In England and
France commercial ties and financial concerns tightly
connected cities, and channels of communication that
served commerce could also effectively transmit po-
litical information throughout the nation and indeed
throughout all western Europe.

In the era of sovereign states, commemorative
and claim-making crowds changed in important ways.
Claim-making crowds were less likely to negotiate di-
rectly with rulers; instead they allied with or sought
to enlist powerful intermediaries who might intervene
on their behalf. Crowd action typically focused on
remedying immediate grievances and often employed
violence, but having carried out their actions, crowds
typically appealed humbly to powerful local figures to
confirm their actions.

Harris’s study, London Crowds (1987), presents
a splendid example of a commemorative crowd used
in implicitly claim-making ways. He studies attempts
to rally support for and against the Exclusion Bill, a
proposal to deny the royal succession to the Catholic

duke of York, later James II. In November 1680, on
a day celebrating the accession of Elizabeth I, a Lon-
don crowd, supported by a Whig club, carried an ef-
figy of the pope seated in his chair of state through
the City. At Temple Bar the effigy was burned on a
giant bonfire. Urban crowds were able to carry out
such symbolic actions because urban policing largely
rested with part-time, unpaid local officers, consta-
bles, beadles, and watchmen, who served in rotation.
In theory these officers were property holders, but
some hired replacements. As a result many local offi-
cers represented the poorer rather than the richer ur-
ban population. In an emergency these officers were
entitled to call on any passerby for support. If worse
come to worst, six regiments of trained men could be
called on; in practice, however, it was impossible to
coopt passersby to repress a procession with which
they sympathized, and even the regiments’ loyalty was
far from totally reliable. In the weavers’ riot of 1675,
some regiments even seem to have gone over to the
weavers.

Although urban crowds acknowledged the mon-
arch’s sovereignty, they still reserved the right to ex-
press their opinion. But the issues at stake were no
longer demands that could be settled directly by ne-
gotiations between crowds and rulers; the fate of the
Exclusion Bill proposed in Parliament depended on
divisions within the English elite. While crowds could
not exert their influence directly, crowd opinion still
represented a legitimate expression of opinion as ac-
knowledged even by its opponents. The Tory response
to Whig efforts to mobilize crowds against the duke
of York was to mobilize crowds in his favor. A variety
of crowds and popular political perspectives existed in
the City of London. While many in London were
disappointed by the restored Stuart monarchy’s failure
to reduce taxes, the London population was not no-
tably sympathetic to religious sectarians. As the gov-
ernment tightened its grip on the government of the
City of London, Tory crowds mobilized. In 1681 at
Westminster, a crowd organized by the scholars at St.
Peter College dressed up and burned ‘‘Jack Presbyter’’
in effigy.

In 1795 in Exeter, Devonshire, an English
claim-making crowd can be seen in action as described
in Bohstedt’s Riots and Community Politics (1983). On
market day forty or fifty people assembled and forced
a farmer to sell wheat and potatoes considerably below
market price. Two days later, at the next market day,
the crowd reappeared to seize wheat and potatoes; but
this time the mayor intervened, and under his auspices
the commodities were sold at compromise prices
somewhere between their market price and that set by
the previous crowd. In the same region, other crowds
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mobilized during this period and events like those in
Exeter were repeated.

Bohstedt’s study locates the Devonshire crowd
in the larger framework of English popular protest and
reminds us that crowd action depended on far more
than a shared sense of popular grievances—it hinged
as well upon the existence of social and political struc-
tures that facilitated popular mobilization. Bohstedt
shows that southwest England was the favored loca-
tion for such food riots. The area was heavily com-
mercialized and was the major supplier for the English
fleet. Thus, at a time when food prices were rising,
the inhabitants of the area’s small towns, who pur-
chased their food in the markets, witnessed large food
convoys supplying the fleet. More important, the
prosperity of the small-town economy of the area was
a product of a population of prosperous farmers who
served as an intermediate social layer between day la-
borers and artisans and the great landlords who leased
land to the farmers and controlled the local admin-
istration. Food riots presented an opportunity for
landlord officials, the mayor, or the justice of the peace
to intervene and secure local popularity by champi-
oning the people against gouging farmers and urban
traders. Such tactics depended crucially on the pres-
ence of an urban economy and of middle-class buffers
between great landlord and landless laborer. In the

Yorkshire countryside dominated by villages and lack-
ing strong intermediary classes, landlord justices of the
peace could not condone food riots because such ac-
tions would directly challenge their rule. Accordingly,
repression of riots was fierce, and agrarian discontent
was liable to manifest itself in anonymous letters
rather than food riots.

While rulers increased their control over terri-
torial states, crowds were confined to the margins of
state politics. In the era of composite monarchies
crowds could find political space to bargain directly
with authorities; in the era of the sovereign state such
possibilities dwindled. As in London, the closest a
crowd could come to challenging politically the cen-
tral authorities was in the great capital cities, the seats
of centralized sovereign power, but even here the chal-
lenge was indirect, confined to demonstrations of im-
plied approval or disapproval, and strongly influenced
by powerful elites.

Although the relationship between crowds and
central authorities had become attenuated, crowds
still played an important role in local politics where
political authorities yet possessed considerable leeway
to respond independently to crowd demands. In Eu-
rope and the Americas, much protest involved at-
tempts to take on-the-spot action to put right a per-
ceived violation of popular morality; violence was
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often an implicit or explicit element in such actions.
Hungry urban crowds invaded bakeries to sell bread
at a just price. Crowds protesting tolls destroyed toll-
gates. Unpopular administrative actions resulted in at-
tacks on administrators. Protest was typically bifur-
cated, with vigorous popular action at the local level
combined with humble appeals to higher authorities
to support crowd actions. At the local level crowds
acted militantly, but the crowd’s political role was usu-
ally restricted to local struggles for traditional rights;
crowds were seldom in a position to raise completely
new demands or to seek the incorporation of their
demands into the law.

CONSOLIDATED STATES AND CROWDS

Finally, after 1700 consolidated states developed that
were territorially continuous, centralized, and differ-
entiated and that monopolized coercion within their
borders. These enjoyed a new and more direct rela-
tionship with their populations. The consolidated
state abolished intermediary institutions and governed
directly through its own officials. Initially, the con-
solidated state came into the daily life of ordinary Eu-
ropeans in the form of the tax collector and the re-
cruiting officer, but it slowly established itself as
educator, health officer, and caretaker. In return for
the increasingly heavy burden of taxation and con-
scription, the state conferred citizenship on its popu-
lation and bestowed a whole series of new rights as
well as a new sense of national identity. As states ex-
panded their fiscal demands and widened conscrip-
tion, citizens in turn demanded expansion of their
rights. Among the most important rights that citizens
demanded was the expansion of suffrage.

Meanwhile the character of cities was changing;
industrialization created new cities and transformed
the artisanal and commercial core of many old ones.
A casual proletarian labor force emerged, permanently
settled in the city. This growing proletarian labor force
lacked both the personal and collective resources of
the artisan; they often did not even own their tools
and lacked guild organizations. While artisanal protest
dominated most of the period under consideration,
the problems of urban proletarians came to the fore
in the twentieth century.

Consolidated states affected profoundly the char-
acter of commemorative and claim-making crowds.
Unlike the crowds previously discussed, crowds within
consolidated states were able to constitute themselves
and to take action on their own initiative. They had
considerable freedom to select the conditions under
which they would mobilize and an increased ability

to select their tactics. They also were able to make
demands directly on those in power. At the same time,
crowds were less likely to be able to act autonomously,
and their actions were limited by the political parties
and formal organizations that were often instrumental
in organizing them.

May Day represents an important example of
the commemorative crowd in the era of the consoli-
dated state. In 1889 the founding meeting of the In-
ternational Socialist Congress in Paris set the date as
an international labor day. Like so many of the affairs
of the ‘‘International,’’ May Day celebrations were or-
ganized at the national level by national political or-
ganizations. The earliest May Day celebrations also
involved claim-making crowds, as formal demands for
the eight-hour day and other socialist reforms figured
heavily in the celebration. Strikes for an eight-hour
day often were launched on 1 May and settled in the
days and weeks following. Legal enactments in the
wake of World War I made the eight-hour day a reality
in many countries. Long after their original demands
had been won, however, labor organizations and so-
cialist parties continued to organize massive demon-
strations on 1 May to demonstrate working-class
strength. So powerful had May Day become in pop-
ular consciousness that rivals of the socialist move-
ment sought to coopt it. The Catholic Church pro-
claimed 1 May the Feast of St. Joseph the Worker,
and in Germany the Nazi regime proclaimed it Na-
tional Labor Day to encourage the incorporation of
workers into their own ranks.

Strikes and demonstrations are the best exam-
ples of claim-making crowds in the era of the con-
solidated state. In August 1969 Italy was on the eve
of its ‘‘hot autumn’’ of massive working-class upheav-
als. As analyzed in Tarrow’s study, Democracy and Dis-
order (1989), production workers in the industrial
zone of Mestre, Venice’s link to the mainland, went
on strike against the petrochemical giant Montedison.
They demanded reorganization of the company’s in-
centive plan and an equal pay increase for all grades
of workers. Students joined workers on the picket line
to demonstrate their support. New tactics were intro-
duced: workers struck every second day, thus avoiding
a loss of pay, but at the same time totally disrupting
the plant’s integrated functioning. When the com-
pany finally resorted to a lockout, a huge column of
workers and students occupied the train tracks and
the station, proclaimed a general strike, and an-
nounced their intention of closing off railway access
to Venice. Within a day the company settled the strike
with a generous across-the-board pay increase.

May Day crowds in France and the petrochem-
ical strikes in Venice illustrate the new features of
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crowd activity in the era of the consolidated state.
Tilly has labeled the characteristic features of modern
protest as autonomous, cosmopolitan, and modular.
Neither May Day parades nor strikes typically origi-
nated in extrinsic crowd celebrations or in commem-
orative crowds formed for other purposes, but rather
were autonomous protests in that the protesters took
the initiative in setting the time and place of their
action. The form of the protest was also different from
that of earlier crowds. Both May Day and the strike
were cosmopolitan forms of claim making in that
their participants regularly exceeded a single locality.
In the form of general strikes, the protest form could
extend through an entire nation, and the range of the
May Day parades was international. Both strikes and
May Day parades were also ‘‘modular’’ forms of pro-
test in that they could represent a variety of kinds of
claims. Where grain riots were almost inevitably as-
sociated with a rise in bread prices, the new forms of
protest could be used to demand extensions of the
suffrage or an end to imperial rule in European col-
onies, as well as to demand higher wages and the
eight-hour day. Indeed, one of the first challenges
faced by authorities and trade union leaders con-
fronted with the French general strike of May–June

1968 was to find out exactly what it was the workers
wanted.

A key element of both May Day parades and
strikes that distinguishes them from previous mani-
festations of crowds was the presence of an organized
police force. No longer relying on unpaid watchmen
recruited from the population to enforce the law,
states instead hired professionals who began to de-
velop tactics of crowd control. Police having become
the urban authorities charged with handling crowds,
policing profoundly affected the character of crowd
activity. The difference can be seen partly in the of-
ficial responses to the revolutions of 1848 and to the
mass protests of 1919–1921. In 1848 most European
cities lacked a large professional police force. When
large crowds gathered demanding reform, the only
force large enough to respond was the army. Unfor-
tunately, armies were not trained in crowd control.
Shoot or do nothing were pretty much the options
available to them. Almost always, the soldiers shot,
and the resulting deaths produced the revolution’s first
martyrs as well as the proximate cause for building
barricades. Police handling of general strikes and mass
demonstrations in 1919–1921 was often brutal, but
in western Europe it lacked the murderous violence
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of 1848 and helped to prevent revolutionary situa-
tions from becoming actual revolutions.

If claim-making crowds gained enormous free-
doms within consolidated states, they were also con-
strained in entirely new ways. Increasingly, formal or-
ganizations served to coordinate crowd protests and
to formulate collective demands. Legally recognized
trade unions, social movements, and socialist parties
often possessed independent connections to power
that helped to protect crowds from threats of police
brutality; yet crowds also lost a great deal of freedom
to articulate their own demands. More and more,
crowds served as the mute witness for the popularity
of claims formulated by others. The negotiations be-
tween the political leaders standing on the balconies
of city halls and the crowds assembled below—either

roaring their approval or bellowing dismissal, as was
characteristic of 1848—was replaced by disciplined
demonstrations, previously coordinated between for-
mal organizations and police authorities and limited
in their political expression to slogans and posters
preapproved by sponsoring formal organizations. In-
sofar as claim-making crowds continue to play an im-
portant role in modern politics, they are relatively do-
mesticated crowds, quite different from those of Reval
in 1662 or Paris in 1848. Having acquired new rights
vis-à-vis the state, crowds have increasingly been sub-
ordinated to the purposes of formal organizations.

Every European age has been the age of the
crowd. Over five centuries, crowds have played an im-
portant role in European history; it is only their struc-
ture and orientation that have changed.

See also Absolutism (volume 2); Festivals (volume 5); Police (in this volume); and
other articles in this section.
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REVOLUTIONS

12
Michael D. Richards

Revolutions form one of the principle elements of Eu-
ropean history after 1500. If they generally begin with
issues of political power, they nearly always quickly
come to include social, economic, and cultural issues,
and have contributed in fundamental ways to the
transformation of European politics and society.

Under the influence of Karl Marx, many social
historians approached revolutions as examples of class
struggle. Social classes were the major actors and the
outcome of a revolution affected the composition of
society, as well as distribution of economic and po-
litical power within it. In the 1960s historians chal-
lenged the use of class. Did all bourgeois, for example,
see life the same way? What led some factory workers
to join unions and support political parties and others
to concentrate on personal interests? Also, social his-
torians sometimes neglected the political entirely in
their concern with describing and analyzing the way
people lived.

Later scholarship emphasized an analysis of po-
litical culture, ideology, representation, symbols, and
images. It often presented ideas about the origins and
results of revolution in terms of social class, but in
ways different from the Marxist analysis. Some of the
revisionists stressed the futility of revolution and the
danger that its attempts at reform would lead to a
powerful and oppressive state. By the turn of the cen-
tury, the state of the historiography of revolution was
quite fluid. The Marxist position had been under-
mined but not eliminated. The revisionists, not a par-
ticularly united group to begin with, faced numerous
different approaches, which had in common an in-
terest in reconnecting the political and the social.

The impact of revolution on society, of course,
varied from revolution to revolution. Challenges to
the existing social order appear in each of the revo-
lutions under consideration. As a generalization, it
might be asserted that these challenges were unsuc-
cessful in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and
only partially successful in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries. One result is that after the Revolu-
tions of 1848, most members of the middle classes

believed revolution was no longer a useful tool for
reform or change. In the twentieth century, revolu-
tionary challenges to the social status quo, beginning
with the Russian Revolution of 1917, frequently re-
sulted in a fundamental reordering of society. These
massive attempts at social engineering, associated in
nearly every case with Communism, without excep-
tion resulted in appalling social disasters.

Three European revolutions in particular stand
out: the English in the seventeenth, the French in the
eighteenth, and the Russian in the twentieth century.
Each created a revolutionary tradition that heavily in-
fluenced revolutions that followed. The English Rev-
olution furnished an example of the ways in which
religious issues and political questions came together
in explosive ways in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries. The French Revolution brought to the fore
not only questions of political arrangements but also
issues concerned with social structure. However, the
ways in which people lived did not change much, al-
though for women the Revolution was undoubtedly
a step back. Perhaps the most important result of the
Revolution was to unleash the force of nationalism, a
force that did more to change how people lived over
the following two centuries than any other. Finally,
the Russian Revolution, as already noted, produced
an expanded idea of revolution, which called for re-
making every aspect of life. It is perhaps not accidental
that the utopian tradition began at the same time as
the revolutionary tradition. At the heart of revolution
is an aspiration toward utopia.

There is no agreement on what a revolution is,
but a minimal definition includes calls for substantive
change in the political system. A change in personnel
is not sufficient. A revolution can also entail changes
in economic arrangements, social structures, or cul-
tural assumptions. The use of force or at least the
potential for the use of force is necessary but, again,
not sufficient. Finally, a revolution need not involve
innovation. Attempts to preserve what is in existence
or what people believe once existed can have revolu-
tionary repercussions. There are also failed revolutions
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12
EUROPEAN REVOLUTIONS, 1500–2000: A SHORT LIST

Italian City-State Revolutions (1494–1534)
Spanish Comuneros Revolt (1520–1521)
German Peasant War (1524–1526)
Netherlands Revolt (1568–1609)
The Bohemian Revolt (1618–1648)
British Revolution (1638–1660)
The Catalan Revolt (Spain) (1640–1659)
The Fronde (France) (1648–1653)
Revolution of 1688 (Britain)
Dutch Patriot Revolution (1785–1787)
Brabant Revolution (Belgium) (1789–1790)
French Revolution (1789–1799)
Italian Risorgimento (1789–1870)
Polish Revolt (1794–1795)
Batavian Revolution (Netherlands) (1795–1798)
Revolutions of 1820
Revolutions of 1830
Revolutions of 1848
Greek War of Liberation (1821–1832)
Decembrist Revolt (Russia) (1825)
Belgian Revolution (1830–1833)

Polish Revolt (1863–1864)
Paris Commune (1871)
Revolution of 1905 (Russia)
Irish Revolution (1916–1923)
Russian Revolution of 1917
German Revolution (1918–1919)
Hungarian Revolutions (1918–1919)
Spanish Civil War (1936–1939)
Yugoslavian Communist Revolution (1941–1945)
Hungarian Revolution (1956)
‘‘Prague Spring’’ (Czechoslovakia) (1968)
‘‘Events of May’’ (France) (1968)
Irish Revolt (Northern Ireland) (1969–1998)
Portuguese Revolution (1974)
‘‘Solidarity’’ (Poland) (1980–1989)
Bulgarian Revolution (1989)
‘‘Velvet Revolution’’ (Czechoslovakia) (1989)
German Revolution of 1989 (German Democratic Republic)
Romanian Revolution (1989)
Albanian Anticommunist Revolution (1990–1992)
Implosion of the Soviet Union (1991)

The list does not include the extensive involvement of European countries in colonial liberation movements and revolutions outside
Europe. Based on tables in Goldstone, ed., 1998, pp. xxxix and xl; and in Tilly, 1993, pp. 74, 82–83, 94–95, 114, 151, and 203.

or revolutionary situations that never develop further.
And, finally, the line is often quite thin between rev-
olution and many other phenomena that have char-
acteristics in common with it.

REVOLUTIONARIES BEFORE
THE CONCEPT OF REVOLUTION

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, even though
the concept of revolution as a radical way of doing
politics did not exist, there were events that should be
seen as revolutions. A combination of religious and
political issues drove most of the revolutionary events
of the sixteenth century. Religion and politics contin-
ued to be major factors in the seventeenth century. In
addition, economic, social, and demographic issues
added fuel to the revolutionary fires. While most of
the events had limited results, the Netherlands Revolt

and the British Revolution had important conse-
quences for those two nations.

The Netherlands Revolt (1568–1609). Partici-
pants in the Netherlands Revolt against the Spanish
crown did not begin with the intention of gaining
independence. Like many other revolutionary move-
ments in this period, the Netherlands Revolt devel-
oped mainly out of religious conflict and political dis-
agreement. It resulted in the establishment of the
Dutch Republic, which enjoyed world-power status
in the seventeenth century.

Important Dutch leaders were appointed to the
Council of State under the regent, Margaret of Parma,
but they had little influence on the formation of pol-
icy. Instead Philip II of Spain reorganized the church
to increase royal control and to continue attempts to
stop the growth of Calvinism. The form of opposition
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varied according to the group involved. The Confed-
eration of Nobles in 1565 was a protest against royal
policies, while the sacking of Catholic churches by
lower-class crowds the following year was directed
against religious policies.

The duke of Alva, sent to repress the rebellion,
was successful militarily, but he was not able to con-
vince the States-General to grant new taxes. Attempts
in 1571 to collect taxes by force led to revolt in 1572.
By July 1572, the rebels had conquered many of the
towns in Zeeland and Holland and others had joined
the revolt voluntarily. The States of Holland offered
William, prince of Orange, military command. Wil-
liam, the mainstay of the revolt, emphasized the rights
of the provinces and the wrongs committed by the
Spanish authorities. Where revolt in the south had
largely ended, revolt in the north took positions on
political and religious matters that made compromise
difficult. Also, by this time the Netherlands Revolt
had become part of international conflicts involving
France, England, and Spain.

The Pacification of Ghent, approved by the
States-General on 8 November 1576, attempted to
assert the leading role of the States-General in the
affairs of the Seventeen Provinces of the Netherlands
and religious freedom for Protestantism. It was not
possible, however, to hold all the provinces together.
In the Union of Utrecht, January 1579, the Dutch-
speaking areas of the north separated from the south-
ern provinces. The latter reconciled with Philip II. In
part this was in reaction to radical Calvinism among
the lower classes. The northern provinces formed the
United Provinces of the Netherlands.

William the Silent worked to keep the Neth-
erlands together in the early 1580s. On 10 July 1584,
however, he was assassinated. English intervention the
following year proved crucial in preserving the United
Provinces. Additionally, Spanish preoccupation with
England and France helped the Dutch survive. In
1609 Spain agreed to the Twelve Years’ Truce. Formal
recognition of Dutch independence came only in
1648.
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Areas of the Netherlands in Revolt, December 1572. Adapted from Geoffrey Parker, The
Dutch Revolt, p. 143.

The Netherlands Revolt led to a society tolerant
of religion and favorably disposed to commerce and
manufacture. The large number of refugees from the
south added greatly to the success of the Dutch Re-
public. Although urban elites continued to dominate
politics, the bourgeoisie found ample scope for busi-
ness. The lower classes also enjoyed some of the fruits
of the seventeenth-century golden age.

The British Revolution (1638–1660). The Brit-
ish Revolution, as it is now called in recognition of
the importance of the overall British context, also in-
volved a mixture of political and religious issues. Un-
like the continental revolutions it was not affected by
external problems or by widespread peasant revolts.

By the twenty-first century, historians no longer
saw the British Revolution as a long defense of English
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12
DRIE OKTOBER

Drie Oktober (3 October), a municipal holiday in the uni-
versity town of Leiden, celebrates the relief of the siege
of the town in 1574. The relief of Leiden not only had
considerable military significance but probably even more
psychological impact in the struggle of the Dutch to regain
political and religious freedoms.

The Spanish forces took up positions during the
night of 25–26 May and sealed off the city from outside
aid. They planned to starve Leiden out as they had done
earlier with Haarlem. If successful, they would drive a
wedge between supporters of the Dutch Revolt in the
northern part of Holland and the main concentration of
strength in Zeeland.

Most in Leiden were loyal to William the Silent and
the Dutch cause, but the town had failed to reprovision
after an earlier siege. Compounding this, town officials
did little to ration provisions the first two months.

On 30 July, the States of Holland, meeting in Rot-
terdam, decided to flood two water control areas to the
south of Leiden in the hope of eventually flooding the
area around Leiden itself and drowning ‘‘la vermine Es-
pagnole.’’ There were many reasons why the plan would
not work. Nevertheless, the slogan advanced was ‘‘Liever
bedorven dan verloren land’’ (better a drowned than a
lost land).

As preparations began for the fleet that was sup-
posed to rescue Leiden, the town questioned its ability to
hold out. It even sent messengers to William toward the
end of August to ask him to release its citizens from their
oath to him if he could not come to their aid. The mes-

sengers returned on 30 August with news that help was
being readied and the town celebrated by parading mu-
sicians through the streets.

Reduced in September to a ration of 1,000 grams
of meat (bones included) every four days, the citizens of
Leiden seriously considered accepting Spanish offers of
mercy and amnesty. The fleet was on its way, however,
as people in Leiden learned on the 15th. Two weeks later,
however, although the fleet was close, the water had not
risen sufficiently for it to relieve Leiden.

The night of 29 September, a gale drove the North
Sea into the mouth of the Maas River, sending it back
in floods through the cuts in the dikes. By 1 October the
water had risen high enough for the fleet to move to-
ward Leiden. On the 2d there was only one more strong
point to be taken. Early on the 3d a party of men left
Leiden, determined to attack the strong point from their
side. The story goes that an orphan went ahead to see
what he could see and found the Spanish had aban-
doned the fort and even left behind a pot of Hutspot,
an unbelievable feast for anyone who had not eaten well
in weeks.

The fleet moved into Leiden and distributed food
to the starving inhabitants. Afterwards all went to the
Pieterskerk for prayers and hymns. The town had suffered
greatly, with the death of some 6,000 of the 15,000
inhabitants, but it had endured. Observing the way in
which nature itself seemed to have intervened, the God-
fearing Dutch could hardly help but interpret it as a sign
of favor for their cause.

political rights against royal tyranny. Some profess to
see little political conflict before 1638 and the emer-
gency situation created by the Scottish uprising. Oth-
ers see political opposition forming in the 1620s and
coming to a head in the Petition of Right in 1628
and in the dissolution of Parliament by Charles I in
1629. Although no revolutionary group formed after
these events, the policies of the crown were unpopular
and widened the gap between the court and the coun-
try. The ship money tax (a special tax that had pre-
viously been levied only on coastal areas to help pay

for defense) in 1638 was especially unpopular. Com-
plicating the matter was the Scottish Revolution, which
forced Charles I to call in 1640 first the ‘‘Short Par-
liament,’’ which, however, refused to vote funds for
war with Scotland, and then the ‘‘Long Parliament.’’

The immediate goal of the parliamentarians was
the end of measures associated with the Crown’s
eleven years of rule without the help of parliament.
The parliamentarians benefited from the support of
both merchants and the poor. By 1642 opposing sides
had formed, each claiming to defend the true English
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political system and the Protestant religion. Both fac-
tions were similar in social composition: support from
the gentry with leadership furnished by aristocrats. In
the civil war between 1642 and 1647, the parliamen-
tarians (or Roundheads) defeated the royalists (or
Cavaliers) at Marston Moor and at Naseby.

The parliamentarians favored disbanding the
army as soon as possible. Soldiers worried not only
about pay but also about the religious and political
settlement proposed by Parliament. The Putney de-
bates in 1647 showed the influence of the Levellers,
a middle-class group interested in popular sovereignty
and social equality. This group, moving away from
doctrines that looked to the past, looked toward uni-
versal ideals and revolutionary change.

Civil war broke out again in 1648, but this time
the royalist cause was quickly crushed and a republic
established. Charles was tried, sentenced, and then be-
headed on 30 January 1649. In December of the pre-
vious year, the military command had carried out a
purge of the House of Commons, leaving ‘‘The
Rump’’ to carry on.

The new Commonwealth survived the popular
unrest of the early 1650s and Oliver Cromwell rees-
tablished control over Ireland and Scotland. In 1653
Cromwell forcibly removed ‘‘The Rump’’ from office.
After the failure of the ‘‘Barebones’’ Parliament, he
became lord protector. In effect a personal dictator-
ship, it collapsed soon after Cromwell’s death in 1658.
Following an interval of confusion and crisis, Charles
II was invited to return.

The British Revolution was not a bourgeois rev-
olution in the Marxist sense of a revolution produced
by the growth of a capitalist economy. Nor can it be
said it was caused by a ‘‘crisis of the aristocracy’’ or by
rising or declining gentry. Cultural changes associated
with Puritanism played a prominent role, but these
cut across the lines of social division. Social discontent
helped generate radical democratic movements during
the Revolution, but these did not triumph. Late
twentieth-century historians emphasized continuity
and also argued against any decisive victory for con-
stitutional monarchy. It is true, of course, that it took
the Revolution of 1688 to make Parliament supreme.
One can even argue that a process of political evolu-
tion continued into the nineteenth century. None-
theless, the British Revolution of the mid-seventeenth
century was an important step in the creation of a
durable political system, a constitutional monarchy
based on widespread participation and recognition of
political and civil rights. It played an important role
in establishing a political culture that many British
took for granted by the beginning of the twentieth
century.

The Revolution of 1688. Was the Revolution of
1688 actually a revolution? It may have been little more
than a coup against the government of James II, but it
did what the earlier British Revolution had been unable
to do: establish the supremacy of Parliament and put
Britain on the road to constitutional monarchy.

Although much of the political nation stood
ready to support James II when he came to the throne
in 1685, he squandered that support by engaging in
what was perceived as a weak foreign policy, that is, a
foreign policy that favored Louis XIV. He was also
seen as conducting a domestic policy that did not ap-
pear to respect the law. Many distrusted his attempt
to promote religious toleration, which was seen as
threatening the Church of England. By 1688 many
Whig and Tory politicians, ordinarily opponents,
united behind the idea of inviting William, prince of
Orange, stadhouder (chief executive) of the United
Provinces of the Netherlands and also the son-in-law
of James II, to invade England. According to some
historians, this plan had widespread support among
merchants, gentry, and aristocracy.

After James II and his family fled to France, a
Convention was elected, and in February 1689 de-
bated what should be done. It was agreed that James
II had abdicated and that Mary and William had in-
herited the throne. The Convention further issued the
‘‘Declaration of Rights,’’ essentially a restatement of
English law. This document underlined a position
that had not been fully accepted before, the concept
that the nation, not the monarch, was sovereign.
These were, as one historian has it, ‘‘reluctant revo-
lutionaries.’’ In fact, John Locke’s Two Treatises of Gov-
ernment (1690) was largely ignored at the time as too
radical.

The Fronde (1648–1653). Under the heading of
‘‘The Fronde’’ (from fronde, French for slingshot), his-
torians have grouped protests by royal officials, aris-
tocratic revolt, urban disorders, and rebellion in the
countryside. Contemporaneous with the British Rev-
olution, the Fronde lacked an institution such as Par-
liament to serve as a focus for opposition to the crown.
Also, no leader of the same caliber as Cromwell or
William the Silent emerged. The situation of the
monarchy was precarious, with a regent, Anne of Aus-
tria, ruling for the boy king Louis XIV with the help
of an unpopular first minister, Cardinal Mazarin.
Nevertheless, the Fronde failed because of a lack of
unity, purpose, and leadership.

The Fronde began in the summer of 1648, but
it was the product of years of high taxes and attempts
to establish an absolutist form of monarchy. Almost
all groups in France, from the great nobles to peasants
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in the countryside had grievances. The breakthrough
came when the regent and Mazarin attempted to end
the ability of the Parlement of Paris (a judicial body,
not to be confused with the English Parliament) to
obstruct royal business by arresting two of its judges.
This led to the ‘‘days of the barricades,’’ 26–28 Au-
gust, when officials, merchants, artisans, and other ur-
ban dwellers took to the streets.

The Treaty of Reuil in the spring of 1649 settled
many of the issues with the Parlement of Paris and
other bodies of officials, but not with the nobility,
who wanted Mazarin dismissed and their right to par-
ticipate in governmental affairs recognized. In the first
part of the Fronde, the commander of the royal army
had been Louis, prince of Condé, a royal cousin. In
the civil war beginning in 1649 Condé switched to
the side of the Frondeurs and became their main leader.
Although a talented military leader, he lacked political
skills. The Fronde became increasingly fragmented.

When Louis XIV declared his majority in 1651,
this created a dilemma. Most of the protest had been

directed against Mazarin, and not the king. Now that
he was ruling directly, it was no longer possible to
claim to be rebelling against the regent and Mazarin.

In fact, much of France did not rebel. Of ten
parlements, only four rebelled. Many cities remained
quiet. Nonetheless, the concessions the Parlement of
Paris gained initially from the crown might easily have
led to a very different style of monarchy in France.
France after the Fronde took a path quite different
from that of Britain or the Netherlands.

THE ERA OF THE FRENCH REVOLUTION

The French Revolution dwarfed the other events as-
sociated with it. It also inspired or made possible some
of those events. Nonetheless, it is useful to consider
the period from roughly 1770 to 1850 as an era of
rebellion and revolution, a time of rapid change and
dislocation. Whether one looks at demographic trends,
price series, intellectual currents, political develop-
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ments, or diplomatic events, change rather than con-
tinuity is the prevailing theme. The French Revolu-
tion introduced the main elements of modern politics,
including the idea of constructing the political system
from the ground up. It also raised many social issues.
For some the revolution became an instrument for
refashioning men and women into citizens.

In the decades after the Napoleonic Empire
there were three successive waves of revolution. The
first, in 1820, was relatively minor. The second, in
1830, had significant repercussions. The last, in 1848,
involved most European nations and initially ap-
peared to introduce fundamental changes to Euro-
pean politics. In the end, however, it led only to com-
promise and reaction.

In addition to the waves of revolution, there
were individual revolutions of some note. These in-
cluded, among others, the Decembrist Revolt of 1825
in Russia, the Greek liberation movement (1821–
1832), an ensemble of events in Britain in the early
1830s, and the Risorgimento in Italy. Theorists as well
as activists abounded. The most important theorists
of the period were Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels.
The anarchists were also prominent in this period. By
the end of the century, hundreds of thousands of Eu-
ropeans were organized in revolutionary parties or
groups, but, paradoxically, only a relatively small
number actually looked forward to revolution.

The French Revolution. The beginnings of the
French Revolution lie in the fiscal problems of the
monarchy. Where the nation as a whole was prosper-
ous, the government was deeply in debt because of its
involvement in past wars. A reform of the tax system
seemed the obvious solution.

The ministers of Louis XVI hoped an Assembly
of Notables would agree to the new taxes, but this
group deferred to the Estates General, an institution
that had not met since 1614. As soon as it was decided
the Estates General would meet, a controversy broke
out that split those planning to use tax reform to
widen the governing process. The group identified
with the aristocracy appeared to want to monopolize
political influence. The other, identified with a na-
tional or patriotic position, seemed to want broader
participation in the political process. Voting in the
Estates General had been by estate, the first being the
clergy, the second the nobility, and the third everyone
else. The ‘‘patriots,’’ drawn from the liberal aristocracy
and the bourgeoisie, wanted to double the third and
vote by head. This opened the possibility of obtaining
a majority. In the pamphlet war before the elections,
Abbé Sieyès argued forcefully in ‘‘What Is the Third
Estate?’’ that the third estate, as the backbone of the

nation, deserved to be an important part of the po-
litical process.

During the elections, voters composed cahiers,
lists of grievances. The cahiers, while noting many par-
ticular complaints, also expressed loyalty to the mon-
archy and satisfaction with the established church and
hierarchical society. Delegates expected change, but
within the confines of the established system.

A series of events in the summer of 1789
plunged France into revolution. When the crown
failed to lead, the third estate declared itself on 17
June the National Assembly and invited members of
the other estates to join it. It planned to write a con-
stitution, which implied sovereign political power
vested in the people. This was the first move toward
revolution.

The next was mostly symbolic. On 14 July, a
crowd composed mostly of the lower-middle class and
lower classes, stormed the Bastille, long a symbol of
royal tyranny. This action was part of a municipal
revolt that overturned governing bodies in many cities
around France. It may also have forestalled plans by
the monarchy to disperse the National Assembly.

In response to peasant disorders in the country-
side, the National Assembly abolished nearly all privi-
leges on the night of 4–5 August, providing a new
meaning for the word ‘‘Liberty’’ (which, not capital-
ized, had been a synonym for privilege) and also cre-
ating a situation of equality before the law. Finally, on
26 August, the National Assembly enshrined ‘‘Lib-
erty’’ and ‘‘Equality’’ in the ‘‘Declaration of the Rights
of Man and Citizen,’’ a statement of principles meant
to be attached to a constitution.

When a mob composed mostly of women forced
the king and his family to move to Paris in October,
the first part of the revolution was complete. The Na-
tional or Constituent Assembly followed the monar-
chy to Paris and worked there on defining a consti-
tutional monarchical system.

Attempts to construct a constitutional monar-
chy floundered because of two major problems. One
was the place of the church in the new revolutionary
system. The Civil Constitution of the Clergy (1790),
which established a state church, divided the clergy
into those who refused to take an oath of loyalty (‘‘Re-
fractors’’) and those who took the oath (‘‘Constitu-
tionals’’). This created a dilemma for many French.
How could they support the Revolution and remain
Catholics?

The other major problem concerned the mon-
archy. Louis XVI, uncomfortable with the arrangement
for constitutional monarchy, was under pressure from
his wife, Marie Antoinette, and many nobles to bargain
for more power. The attempt by the royal family to
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flee the country in June 1791 effectively ended the pos-
sibility of constructing a workable system.

By 1792 the major groups opposing the Revo-
lution were the aristocracy, large numbers of clergy,
and many peasants. The latter often took their cue
from the local notables and the clergy and were nat-
urally suspicious of anything originating in the towns.
The main support for the Revolution came from the
urban middle and lower-middle classes. Many be-
longed to revolutionary societies of which the Jacobin
club was the best known and most powerful. The Jac-
obin club in Paris, which met in a former monastery,
was connected to Jacobin clubs throughout France.
The urban lower classes also supported the Revolution
and intervened sporadically.

France went to war in April 1792 as both op-
ponents and supporters of the Revolution maneu-
vered to gain advantage. On 10 August, the war going
badly and the king’s loyalty uncertain, a crowd
stormed the royal residence in Paris and overthrew the
monarchy. With the election of a new representative
body, the Convention, the Revolution moved into a
more radical phase. Initially, the main question was
what to do about the king. Eventually he was placed
on trial and by the narrowest of margins—one vote—
sentenced, and later executed. The execution took
place on 21 January 1793.

Although there were no political parties, fac-
tions developed in the Convention. The execution of
the king eliminated any reason for monarchists to re-
main in the Convention. Among the supporters of
the republic and democracy, almost all middle class,
two groups stood out. The group associated with
Jacques-Pierre Brissot, the Girondins (several came
from the department of Gironde), had been reluctant
to vote to execute the king. It also had difficulty meet-
ing the demands of the lower-middle and lower class
Parisians, the so-called sans-culottes (those who wore
trousers and not the knee breeches favored by the ar-
istocracy). The Mountain, which sat up high on the
left in the Convention, favored property and order
just as the Girondins, but found they could make
those decisions the Revolution seemed to require.
Most deputies were part of an unorganized mass
known as the ‘‘Plain’’ or the ‘‘Belly.’’ Even those iden-
tified as part of the Mountain or the Girondins by
their opponents did not always see themselves as
members of one or the other group.

By the middle of 1793, France was fighting a
coalition of European powers and a civil war. Fur-
thermore, the lower and lower-middle classes in Paris,
now the driving force of the revolution, demanded a
maximum on prices and a minimum on wages. In a
tense atmosphere such as this, some saw the reluctance

of the Girondins to take radical measures as traitorous.
At the beginning of June, Girondins were driven from
the Convention and arrested.

Over the next few months, the Committee of
Public Safety, formed that April, became the main
locus of power in France. Maximilien de Robespierre,
who became a member of the committee in July,
quickly became the leading figure, and was responsible
for much of the Reign of Terror (1973). But a number
of others, including Georges Danton, Lazare Carnot,
and Louis-Antoine Saint-Just, also played important
roles.

In the late summer and the fall, several extraor-
dinary measures were passed. First, the nation was
called to arms in August with the levée-en-masse. In
September a maximum on prices was enacted. More
draconian measures followed. Still, some historians ar-
gue that the Terror was mostly an effort to preserve
France and the revolution. Much of the horror asso-
ciated with the revolution actually took place in the
civil war. Also, some of the representatives-on-mission
went far beyond their orders, as was the case, for ex-
ample, in the mass drownings at Nantes.

Robespierre and other revolutionaries wanted
to use revolution to transform humanity and spent
time discussing various architectural and educational
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12
SANS-CULOTTES

The sans-culottes saw themselves as simple and hard-
working, loyal to the revolution and ready to defend it
with their last drops of blood. In political terms they might
be considered the victors of the great revolutionary jour-
nées, the storming of the Bastille on 14 July 1789, the
overthrow of the monarchy on 10 August 1792, and the
removal of the Girondins from the Convention on 31 May
1793. For historians influenced by Marx, they were the
forerunner of the working class, who were playing their
role in the classic bourgeois revolution.

In social terms, the sans-culottes were broadly
representative of the Parisian lower-middle and lower
classes. They were likely to be shopkeepers or artisans,
less likely to be wage-earners or domestics. They were
certainly not marginal figures, although often portrayed
as such in nineteenth-century accounts of the revolution,
not people without sources of income or fixed residences.

The sans-culottes were, above all, social animals.
Fraternity was the watchword and they customarily pre-
sented themselves as part of a group or committee or as
speaking for their section. They despised those who
wanted to set themselves apart, whether through manner
of speaking, dressing, or behaving. One dressed as ev-
eryone dressed, in pantaloons, sabots (wooden shoes), a
red cap, and a tricolor cockade. The opposite of the sans-
culottes were the aristocrats, by definition proud and self-
ish and not fully human.

In economic terms, the sans-culottes did not be-
lieve in absolute equality but rather in social justice. Ev-
eryone should have enough on which to live. Prices of
the most necessary items as well as wages and profits
should be fixed.

The sans-culottes were most prominent in the
Year II (1793). In part, this was due to the radicalization
of the revolution. But it must also reflect the increasing
political involvement of some of the sans-culottes. The
overthrow of the monarchy in August 1792 and the new
circumstances this created resulted in more continuity in
political involvement than before. The execution of the
king in January 1793, an economic crisis that spring,
and the division between the Girondins and the Moun-
tain increased the significance of popular militancy. By
the fall of 1793, the sans-culottes had gained two im-
portant goals: the maximum, or price controls; and the
revolutionary armies, a people’s militia. Many sans-
culottes could read and write or were in any case influ-
enced by revolutionary publicists and even by some of
the philosophes, especially Jean-Jacques Rousseau. They
saw themselves more and more as playing a historical
role.

It has been estimated that only five to ten percent
of those eligible to participate in the political life of the
forty-eight sections of Paris actually did so. A small mi-
nority of this group, perhaps 3,000 to 4,000, made up
the functionaries of the sections. It was this small group
that worked with the Mountain to channel the political
energy of the sans-culottes, to make that energy more
regular, formal, and predictable. By the time Robespierre
was executed on the 10th of Thermidor (July 1794), the
sans-culottes had lost much of their revolutionary power.
Or perhaps they were only exhausted from their revolu-
tionary labors. In any case, they had lost the power to
push the revolution forward. For the time being, they
stepped back out of politics.

schemes. Little came of this, however. The sans-
culottes, long in the habit of sending delegations and
petitions to the Convention, were gradually cut out
of political life. They still exerted considerable influ-
ence, however, on dress, behavior, language, and
forms of entertainment, emphasizing the plain, the
simple, the sentimental, and the moralistic.

Robespierre and his fellow revolutionaries were
constantly on the alert politically in the first part of
1794. Robespierre turned first on Jacques-René Hé-

bert and the Enragés, once hugely popular with the
sans-culottes. He then ordered Danton put on trial. By
the early summer everyone in the Convention worried
about Robespierre’s next move. Several representatives-
on-mission, fearing prosecution for their crimes, helped
organize an opposition. Robespierre, taken into cus-
tody on the 9th of Thermidor (27 July 1794), was
guillotined the next day.

The Revolution ended with the death of Robes-
pierre. No one had the energy after years of intense
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12
INTERPRETING THE FRENCH REVOLUTION

For much of the twentieth century, historians viewed the
French Revolution from a marxist perspective. They saw
it as the classic example of a bourgeois revolution clearing
the way for the development of capitalism. The high-
water mark of the marxist approach came with Georges
Lefebvre’s study of 1789, published in 1939, the ses-
quicentennial of the French Revolution.

The first important challenges to the marxist view
came in the 1960s. Historians focused on the early lead-
ers of the revolution, the definition of the word bourgeois,
and the extent to which the revolution cleared the way
for the development of capitalism. Alfred Cobban was one
of the most prominent revisionists. He and other histori-
ans showed that many of the early leaders were aristo-
crats, that many bourgeois identified with and aspired to
become aristocrats, and that the revolution actually re-
tarded the growth of capitalism.

Although no longer a marxist interpretation, the
revisionist position remained a social interpretation. It
now featured a crisis of social mobility. More people
within the ranks of an elite of aristocrats and bourgeois
sought to improve their social positions. The elite split,
creating the opportunity for revolution, but later reap-
peared as notables after having learned the high price of
revolution.

Revisionists concentrated on learning more about
political culture. This ranged from festivals and images to
the use of language. The new concentration on the po-
litical recognized that political activities shaped social re-
lations and identified the development of a new political
culture as the most important result of the revolution.
Even if society seemed much the same after the revolu-

tion, the new political culture was not forgotten and con-
tinued to influence social development.

The person most prominently associated with the
revisionist interpretation in the latter part of the twentieth
century, François Furet, believed the French Revolution led
unavoidably to the Terror. Politics in the revolution was,
according to him, simply a means for reshaping society.
Many revisionists, however, do not take that view.

The bicentennial marked the peak of the revisionist
interpretation. Observers in the 1990s saw a fluid situ-
ation in which neither the revisionist position nor the
marxist position was dominant. By 2000, much of the
work being done focused on connections between the
political and the social. For example, one approach em-
phasized the idea of apprenticeship or political accultur-
ation. What kinds of networks, previous associations, and
local circumstances helped to draw one into revolutionary
politics? What is involved in the actual practice of politics?
The result is a political interpretation informed by an ex-
tensive knowledge of social history.

It may be that these approaches seek to extend the
work on ideology, representation, imagery, and symbol-
ism of the revisionists. Or it is possibly a more pragmatic,
local approach to politics that makes reference to social
history. It is no longer possible to interpret the revolution
in terms of large social categories. By the same token,
the revolution cannot be understood in political terms
alone. Social conditions place certain parameters on po-
litical action. In turn, political action and the development
of a political culture change social conditions. How these
interactions work will likely be the focus of much historical
scholarship in the near future.

political activity to restart the machinery of the Terror.
The Thermidorian Reaction, a gaudy reaction to the
puritanism of the Revolution, replaced the Terror.
The Convention gave way to the Directory, a com-
plicated system that, over the next four years, worked
mostly through occasional coups. Finally, Napoleon
carried out one last coup on the eighteenth Brumaire
(November 1799). The Directory began the work of
consolidating the revolution; Napoleon finished it in
brilliant style in the first years of his rule. While there

is dispute over how much social tensions, as opposed
to political and ideological issues, generated the
French Revolution, there is little doubt about some
key social results. While revolutionary chaos disrupted
economic development, revolutionary legislation—
for example the abolition of the guilds—favored a
more capitalist economy in the long run. The end to
manorialism and the establishment of equality under
the law undermined the position of the aristocracy.
The legal context of peasant life also changed sub-
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stantially. Attacks on the church created new social
and cultural divisions. The revolution’s impact on
family life was less dramatic, though divorce was
briefly tolerated. Disparities between revolutionary
ideas and a rather conservative approach to gender had
important consequences in the nineteenth century.

Revolution had spread to other parts of Europe
even before Napoleon began his string of conquests.
In some instances revolution took place either before
or at the same time as the French Revolution. Even
countries such as Prussia, opposed to Napoleon and
the tenets of the Revolution, changed considerably in
order to preserve its independence. Modifications of
guild and manorial systems spread throughout Europe.

Dutch Revolutions (1780–1800). The Dutch
Revolutions at the end of the eighteenth century pro-
vide a good example of the other revolutionary events
occurring around the time of the French Revolution.
The initial Dutch Revolution, the Patriot Revolution
from 1786 to 1787, grew out of involvement in the
American Revolution. This led to war with England
and criticism of the government for its handling of
the war. A Patriot group formed in opposition to
Prince William V, the stadhouder of the Netherlands.
The Orangists organized to defend the prince. In
1781, J. D. van der Capellen, one of the Patriot lead-
ers, called on the Dutch to imitate the Americans in
seizing control of their affairs. In 1783 the Patriots
organized citizens’ committees and militias. Even the
regents, powerful figures on the municipal level,
joined the anti-Orangist popular movement.

By 1787 the Patriots had succeeded in gaining
power on the municipal level in Utrecht. Then the
movement, radically democratic and revolutionary,
took control of the provinces of Overijssel and Hol-
land. Just at the point of success, however, artisans
and shopkeepers, worried about new regulations passed
by municipal councils dominated by the Patriots,
switched allegiance to the Orangists. The Orangists
also imitated the Patriot organizational efforts. Prus-
sian intervention in 1787 sealed the fate of the revo-
lution and restored William V to power.

If the first Dutch Revolution anticipated the
French Revolution, the second came largely as a direct
result of the French Revolution. Popular forces had
remained concentrated in the voluntary associations
and militias. With the help of French forces, the Pa-
triots came to power again in the mid-1790s. The
Batavian Republic, however, experienced increasing
problems with the French, especially after Napoleon
came to power. Finally, in 1813 the Patriots were
driven from power and William I, son of the last stad-
houder, became king.

The Revolutions of 1830. Of the several revolu-
tions in 1830, by far the most important took place
in France. The origins of the revolution owe some-
thing to the effects of the economic crisis of 1826–
1827, but it was largely a product of the provocative
policies of Charles X and his reactionary aristocratic
allies, the ‘‘Ultras.’’ The liberal opposition disliked
what it viewed as an alliance between ‘‘throne and
altar.’’ It also believed the electoral franchise was too
narrow. The July Ordinances of 1830, which dis-
solved the newly elected and liberal Chamber of Dep-
uties, disenfranchised three-quarters of the electorate
and provided for new elections, was meant to produce
a pliable Chamber. It also called for a harsh policy of
press censorship. This brought apprentices and jour-
neymen from the print shops out into the streets of
Paris. The demonstrations on 26 July 1830 escalated
the following day to barricades and battles with troops.
Charles abdicated 2 August and Louis-Philippe, duc
d’Orléans, became ‘‘king of the French.’’ The tricolor
again became the national flag and in April 1831 the
franchise was doubled. A variety of groups, peasants,
artisans, workers, and socialists, viewed the revolution
as permission to voice grievances. The first few years
after the revolution were marked by disorder and re-
pression and in the 1830s and 1840s republicanism
and socialism developed rapidly.

The July monarchy was considered liberal and
more favorably disposed to business than Charles X’s
government had been. Land, however, was still the
main basis for wealth and the bourgeoisie, if more
prominent than before, were divided into groups with
differing interests.

Elsewhere, the Belgian revolution was success-
ful in defeating the Dutch and creating an indepen-
dent state. Great power interest in the strategic im-
portance of Belgium played an important role. The
reverse was true in Poland. An uprising in November
in Warsaw created popular support among artisans
at first. The Polish nobility, however, hesitated to ally
with the peasantry, the only real chance for the rev-
olution to succeed, and it collapsed in August. In this
case, some great powers, namely France and Great
Britain, had no particular reason to intervene, while
others, Prussia, Russian, and Austria, had every rea-
son to suppress the revolution. There was also some
activity in Italy, which the Austrians dealt with easily,
and in Germany.

The Revolutions of 1848. The Revolutions of
1848 formed the major instance of revolution in Eu-
rope between the French Revolution and the Russian
Revolution. They began in France, where for several
reasons they took on a character different from revo-
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lutions elsewhere. Eventually, most of the continent
was involved in revolution.

Three factors helped create the possibility of
revolution in 1848. First, economic crises in 1846–
1847, stemming from bad harvests and leading to
high prices and unemployment, produced tensions in
much of Europe. Next, the transition to an industrial
economy brought problems for many, particularly
among artisans, priming a large number of people for
protest. Finally, the legacy of the French Revolution
and unfinished business from the Revolution of 1830
created a particular situation. Political banquets meant
to press for the expansion of the franchise easily spilled
over into violent confrontation.

In Paris the government decided in February
1848 to ban a demonstration supporting electoral re-
form but could not control the protest that followed.
Louis-Philippe and his prime minister quickly lost
support. A provisional government formed after the
collapse of the government and established a demo-
cratic republic. Almost immediately a gulf appeared
between the moderate republicans making up the gov-
ernment, mostly drawn from middle-class profes-
sional men, and those who had supported it on the
street, drawn largely from the artisans and skilled
workers and from the lower-middle class. The latter
groups often wanted simply to return to the old ways
of living and working, ways that economic change was
destroying.

The Second Republic’s major response to the
needs of the lower classes was the National Work-
shops, basically relief measures for the unemployed.
This was not what Louis Blanc, an important French
socialist and member of the government, wanted. He
favored something closer to producers’ cooperatives.

Since France was already an independent na-
tion, the social question appeared almost immedi-
ately. For their part, the moderate republicans feared
the electoral power of urban artisans and workers
under the new arrangements for universal manhood
suffrage. The situation finally came to a head in June
when the government ruthlessly used the army,
the National Guard, and the Mobile Guard to sup-
press protests against the dismantling of the National
Workshops.

The social question existed in Germany as well,
but the more pressing question was national unity.
When Frederick William IV refused the Frankfurt
Parliament’s offer to head a new German Empire, this
ended the major thrust of revolution in Germany.
Frederick William, having recovered his confidence
and reestablished support in Prussia, easily defeated
the revolution in Prussia and in several other German
states as well. By 1849, the Austrians, too, had re-
gained the initiative in Vienna and had crushed
Czech revolutionaries in Prague and Hungarian rev-
olutionaries in Budapest, the latter with the aid of the
Russian Empire. They had also prevailed in the Italian
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peninsula, where Italian revolutionaries had been tem-
porarily successful.

The most important results from the Revolu-
tions of 1848 were negative. France failed once again
to find a workable political system, either in the Sec-
ond Republic or in the Second Empire of Napoleon
III that followed. The direction that Italian unifica-
tion took over the next two decades, however, owed
much to experiences in 1848–1849. Finally, while the
movement toward German unification owed little to
1848, it may be argued that many German liberals
responded to unification as they did because of their
perceived failure in 1848.

After 1848 the middle classes ended their inter-
est in revolution, even in a moderate political revo-
lution for a constitution and representative govern-
ment. Already fearful of the urban lower classes, the
lesson they learned from 1848 was that revolution was
too unpredictable a phenomenon to be safely used.
The urban lower classes, especially the emerging pro-
letariat, were now wary of allying with the middle
classes in a revolutionary movement. Some were at-
tracted to the idea of proletarian revolution that Marx
and Engels put forward after 1848 or the ideas of the
anarchists, but many others preferred reform and
trade-union work. As for the countryside, in Ger-
many, Austria, and Italy, the end of manorialism
tended to reduce peasant discontent.

The Paris Commune (1871). The Paris Commune
was the last major revolutionary event of the century
and an isolated one at that. It ended the tradition of
the French Revolution. It was mainly a product of mu-
nicipal pride, the bitter experience of the siege of Paris
by the Prussians between September 1870 and January
1871, and the possibility that the royalist National As-
sembly elected in February 1871 would attempt to re-
store the French monarchy. The catalyst was the at-
tempt by the French government to disarm the Parisian
National Guard on 18 March 1871.

The Paris Commune was meant to recall di-
rectly the revolutionary Paris Commune of 1792. It
even adopted the revolutionary calendar, which meant
it was now Year LXXIX. Those who made up the
Commune were largely socialists and neo-Jacobin rad-
icals drawn from the middle classes and white-collar
and skilled workers. The main ideas were to defend
the republic against the return of the monarchy and
to protect the autonomy of Paris. The Commune was
also against the church, the army, police, and bureau-
cracy. Relatively few social changes were made, how-
ever, since the overwhelming reality was the civil war.

On 21 May, French troops broke through the
defenses and began a week of street fighting. Many

prisoners were slaughtered or executed after a perfunc-
tory court-martial. Estimates are that 20,000 Com-
munards died. Marx and Engels hailed it as the dawn
of an age of proletarian revolution. Late twentieth-
century historians saw it more as the end of an era of
revolution and the product of a particular location
and circumstances.

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. Once the
French Revolution established the idea of revolution
as another way of doing politics, many sought to de-
velop theories of revolution. The two most prominent
nineteenth-century theorists were Karl Marx (1818–
1883) and Friedrich Engels (1820–1895). They de-
veloped a theory of scientific socialism to distinguish
their ideas from those of the Utopian Socialists. His-
tory, they stated in the Communist Manifesto (1848),
consisted of class struggles. At mid-century, they saw
economic life dominated by the bourgeoisie. As the
bourgeoisie changed all aspects of European life, it
created the class—the proletariat—destined to de-
stroy it, according to Marx and Engels.

Underlying the class struggle was economic life
itself, which involved the means for carrying on eco-
nomic life, that is, the forces of production, and the
ways in which economic life was organized, that is,
the relations of production. All else was superstruc-
ture, a reflection of economic life. Invariably, the
forces of production developed to the point where the
relations of production constricted them. Marx and
Engels thought this would soon result in conflict be-
tween the proletariat and the bourgeoisie. Eventually,
the proletarian revolution would usher in a new his-
torical situation, a classless society in which there was
no longer a conflict between the means of production
and the relations of production.

Marx and Engels played a role both in the
founding of the First International, a grouping of so-
cialist parties and trade unions, and in its destruction,
rather than see it controlled by the anarchists. They
also oversaw the founding of the German Social Dem-
ocratic Party (the SPD). After Marx’s death in 1883,
Engels played a prominent role in SPD politics for
more than a decade.

Although Marx and Engels believed in the his-
torical inevitability of their ideas, they continued to
emphasize organization of the working class. Histori-
cal conditions had to be ripe for a revolution to take
place, but, in the meantime, workers achieved class-
consciousness through activism and prepared for the
new era after the revolution. They speculated that
revolutionary change might come through peaceful
means. Engels, in his introduction to Class Struggles
in France, wrote about the possibility of achieving



R E V O L U T I O N S

241

power through the ballot box and the difficulties of
mounting the barricades. Even so, he was unsure the
bourgeoisie would surrender power peacefully and
warned social democrats to be prepared if necessary
to defend the revolution.

Marx and Engels strongly influenced revolu-
tionaries in Europe and beyond in the last part of the
nineteenth century and throughout the twentieth cen-
tury. Their understanding of revolution had a pow-
erful, even fateful, impact.

Anarchism. Anarchism, a major rival to Marxism
in the second half of the nineteenth century, advo-
cated abolition of the state and formation of cooper-
ative institutions. Anarchists, however, differed over
means. The major current thought in terms of peace-
ful change through the power of the example of co-
operatives. The person most closely associated with this
tendency was the Russian, Pyotr Kropotkin (1842–
1921). Another important current stressed the need
to use violence to destroy the state and found its most
important advocate in another Russian, Mikhail Ba-
kunin (1814–1876). A wave of terrorist violence at
the end of the nineteenth century led to the stereotype
of the anarchist as a bomb-throwing, heavily bearded
madman.

Anarchism found a good reception in France,
Switzerland, Italy, and Spain, particularly among
peasants in large-estate regimes, as in Andalusia, and
among artisans. In the twentieth century it was briefly
prominent in the Russian Revolution and Civil War.
It also had many supporters in the Spanish Civil War.
Finally, it enjoyed something of a revival in the 1960s
among student radicals.

THE ERA OF THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTION

There is no comparison between the Russian Revo-
lution and similar events in twentieth-century Eu-
rope. The German Revolution of 1918 and other rev-
olutionary events in central Europe after World War I
were minor events. Italian Fascism and German Na-
tional Socialism proved to be major factors in
twentieth-century history, but it is difficult to consider
either a genuine revolution. Each contained revolu-
tionary elements, but it would be more accurate to
see the two phenomena as parasitical. German Na-
tional Socialism challenged the established order in
Europe because it controlled the resources of the Ger-
man nation.

The Russian Revolution, although measuring
itself against the French Revolution, set the new stan-
dard for revolution in the twentieth century. Espe-

cially in the form of the Stalinist Revolution of the
1930s it appeared to offer a blueprint for indepen-
dence, freedom, urbanization, and industrialization.
Its influence continued nearly to the end of the cen-
tury and declined only with the collapse of the Soviet
Union.
The Russian Revolutions of 1917. The February
Revolution ended the Romanov dynasty. Over the
next few months, the Provisional Government strug-
gled to solve Russian problems. Its failure led to the
October or Bolshevik Revolution that brought V. I.
Lenin and his party to power.

The February Revolution was more a collapse
of the Russian Empire than an organized effort to
seize power. Russia, battered by defeats in World
War I, was close to economic disintegration early in
1917. For a variety of reasons, large numbers of people
thronged the streets of Petrograd (St. Petersburg) on
23 February o.s. (8 March). Over the next few days,
the crowds grew larger. Eventually the soldiers, sent
to control the crowds, made common cause with
them.

A Provisional Government was organized at the
end of February to deal with the political vacuum
caused by the government’s disintegration. Its most
influential members were Alexander Guchkov, an Oc-
tobrist and minister of war, and Paul Miliukov, a Con-
stitutional Democrat (Kadet) and foreign minister. At
the same time, the Petrograd Soviet of Soldiers and
Workers appeared. People spoke of ‘‘dual power,’’ the
idea that the Soviet represented public opinion and
therefore had considerable leverage on the Provisional
Government.

The Provisional Government overestimated the
patience of average Russians and insisted on contin-
uing the war effort. To do this, it was necessary to
postpone decisions on the form of government and
land reform. Eventually, the government’s failure to
end Russia’s participation in the war and to take ac-
tion on major questions doomed it.

For several months, however, the Provisional
Government maintained power in Russia. Alexander
Kerensky, a moderate socialist, quickly became the
most powerful figure in the government, becoming
prime minister in the summer of 1917. Kerensky
seemingly had no rivals by the summer of 1917.

Lenin returned to Russia in April and set out in
the April Theses a position that distinguished his party,
the Bolsheviks, from all others in Russia. He called
boldly for a peace without annexations or indemnities,
land to the peasants, and all power to the Soviets. The
Bolsheviks at this point were a very small party.

By the fall of 1917 Lenin believed Russia was
ripe for revolution. The Central Committee (CC) of
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the Bolsheviks was reluctant to take action, but Lenin
persuaded them to put the idea of revolution on the
agenda. Leon Trotsky, a major figure in the Bolshevik
Party and also an influential figure in the Petrograd
Soviet, made preparations to protect the revolution.
Red Guard units, workers’ militias, and soldiers and
sailors in the area overthrew the Provisional Govern-
ment in October when it appeared it was beginning
a counter-revolution. The Second All-Russian Con-
gress of Soviets, meeting then in Petrograd, approved
a Bolshevik government. The seizure of power was
accomplished with relatively little bloodshed, but the
civil war that followed was bloody and cruel. For

many historians, the civil war period shaped the party
and its leaders in important ways. Institutions such as
the Cheka (the secret police), state control of the
economy, and political dictatorship were products of
the civil war. Communist leaders also dealt with in-
tervention by several great powers.

Socially, the Russian revolution depended heavily
on discontent among factory workers and urban ar-
tisans, heightened by the pressures of early industri-
alization and rapid urbanization, and among peasants
angered by the existence of large estates. Marxist lead-
ers meshed readily with worker groups, but ultimately
bypassed some of the main peasant demands. With
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regard to social structure, however, the revolution af-
fected countryside and city alike, with the expropri-
ation of foreign owners, the abolition of the aristoc-
racy, and a host of new educational and political
opportunities for members of the former lower classes.

The Stalinist Revolution (1928–1938). A little
more than ten years after the October Revolution,
Stalin took the Soviet Union through what was, in
effect, a revolutionary experience. The first two Five-
Year Plans (the third was interrupted by war) were
heroic efforts to industrialize the Soviet Union. The
plans, which emphasized heavy industry and central-
ized economic planning, were intended to create the
economic basis for socialism. Stalin also wanted to
prepare the Soviet Union for the possibility of war.

The First Five-Year Plan, officially dated from the
latter part of 1928, called originally for difficult but
not impossible goals. Stalin insisted on raising the al-
ready high targets. He emphasized large-scale projects
and speed. Magnitogorsk, a new metallurgical complex
near the southern end of the Ural Mountains, is a good
example of the Stalinist approach to industrialization
in that its goals were raised repeatedly.

The Soviet Union became a major industrial
power in the 1930s. The labor force more than dou-
bled, from about eleven and a half million to nearly
twenty-three million. A large number of peasants left
the new collective farms to work in factories in the
cities. One of the main features of the Stalinist Rev-
olution was rapid social mobility. Consumer goods
were scarce and housing crowded, but many Soviet
citizens took great pride the new Soviet Union.

Collectivization, which began in 1928, resulted
in approximately fifty percent of peasant families join-
ing collective farms by early 1930. Many had been
forced to join. The level of resistance was so high Sta-
lin was forced to retreat. His article in March 1930,
‘‘Dizzy with Success,’’ blamed problems on overzeal-
ous subordinates and reassured peasants they would
not be forced to join. Many left at that point, but
continuous pressure meant that by 1933 over ninety
percent of peasant families had joined collective farms
or state farms. One feature of collectivization was the
hunt for kulaks, so-called rich peasants. Often these
were simply the most independent peasants in a vil-
lage. They were sometimes summarily shot, or they
might be shipped to some desolate spot.

Collectivization was a failure as an economic
policy. In 1932 there was a massive famine in the
Ukraine and the northern Caucasus region. About
seven million peasants died. Intended to mechanize
agriculture and to increase productivity, collectiviza-
tion became the Achilles heel of the Soviet economy.

The Stalinist Revolution also included the great
purges, a series of show trials and purges of various
institutions. It is conventionally dated from the assas-
sination of Sergei Kirov in December 1934. The
purges are the most controversial part of the Stalinist
Revolution. The heart of the purges, the Yezhovsh-
china (after Nikolai Yezhov, the head of the NKVD,
the secret police) was in 1937 and 1938 when the
army was purged and two of the three main show
trials took place. The issues in dispute concern, first,
who was responsible and what were their motives,
and, second, how many died in the process. Stalin and
some of his associates clearly played major roles, but
there is also evidence that many subordinates went
beyond orders either because they were zealous, fear-
ful, or simply opportunistic. The numbers are difficult
to sort out, but it appears the NKVD executed less
than a million prisoners during the purges. Labor
camps in the Gulag (the acronym for the NKVD
prison system), while harsh, were not comparable to
the Nazi death camps during World War II.

Finally, the Stalinist Revolution has also been
seen as a ‘‘Soviet Thermidor’’ (Leon Trotsky). The Sta-
linist Revolution industrialized the Soviet Union, but
it also created a group of privileged bureaucrats who
adopted many aspects of life from the tsarist period.
This may be seen most strikingly in the educational
system, where experimentation was dropped in favor
of rote learning, school uniforms, and other trappings
of the tsarist educational system. Workers, while far less
privileged, did have access to free education and health
care and low-cost housing and food. Those who re-
mained in the countryside were the major losers.

The postwar fear of the Soviet Union and the
development of the cold war encouraged the accep-
tance among social scientists of the concept of totali-
tarianism. Supposedly, the Soviet Union, Nazi Ger-
many, and Fascist Italy were comparable in the desire
of each to control all aspects of life. The Soviet Union
had done far more than Nazi Germany or Fascist Italy
to change the way its citizens lived, but even it did not
succeed in creating a totalitarian society. Although there
was some political value in emphasizing the similarities
of the three regimes, comparison invariably broke
down on close examination of actual conditions and
practices. Totalitarianism eventually came to be seen as
a social science construct of limited explanatory value.

Post-war Revolutions. The German Revolution
was the most important of the postwar revolutions. It
began in November 1918 with the refusal of sailors
at the naval base in Kiel to take part in a last engage-
ment against the British navy. In Kiel and several other
cities in northwestern Germany, sailors, soldiers, and
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12
ROSA LUXEMBURG, MARXIST REVOLUTIONARY

In 1898, Rosa Luxemburg moved to Berlin to seek her
fortune in the German Social Democratic Party (SPD).
New to the SPD, she was, however, no novice. The year
before she had earned a doctor of law degree from the
University of Zurich with a thesis on the development of
capitalism in Poland. She was also one of the founders
and leaders of the Polish Social Democratic Party
(SDKPiL).

The SPD wanted Luxemburg to work in the Polish
areas controlled by the German Empire, but she almost
immediately began playing a prominent role in the Re-
visionist controversy. Revisionists, particularly Eduard
Bernstein, stressed the importance of bringing Marx up
to date. Luxemburg defended marxist orthodoxy, particu-
larly in her pamphlet Social Reform or Revolution? A brief
quotation may sum up her argument:

The legislative process and revolution are . . . not
various methods of historical progress that one can choose
at the buffet of history like hot or cold sausages according
to inclination, but various factors in the development of
class society that qualify and complement one another.

Virtually an overnight success in the SPD, Lux-
emburg spent the next several years writing articles and
giving speeches on the necessity of working toward the
eventual outbreak of revolution. At the same time, she
worked to create a personal life, with a comfortable
apartment, a few close friends, and, most important, the
companionship of her lover and coleader of the SDKPiL,
Leo Jogiches.

The Russian Revolution of 1905 seemed to offer a
new political direction. She succeeded in traveling to War-
saw, in the Russian part of Poland, only in December
1905, when the main part of the revolution was over.

Nevertheless, for a few months, she lived the life of a
full-time revolutionary. In March 1906, she and Jogiches
were arrested. Her health deteriorated alarmingly in
prison and friends and family worked to secure her release
on bail. In August she was allowed to leave the country.

She wrote a pamphlet, The Mass Strike, setting out
her ideas on revolution, but by the time it appeared the
SPD and most other European social democratic parties
had lost interest in the possibilities for revolution. The
SPD showed little interest in Luxemburg’s idea that the
working class would gain class consciousness through his-
torical experience in mass strikes. Luxemburg found the
period between the Russian Revolution of 1905 and the
outbreak of World War I very difficult in personal terms
as well. She broke with Jogiches after hearing he had had
an affair with another woman.

Rosa Luxemburg spent most of the war in prison.
From there she hailed the Russian Revolution as ‘‘the
mightiest event of the World War,’’ but she believed its
fate depended on what the countries of the West did.

Luxemburg was released from prison on 9 Novem-
ber 1918, the day the German Revolution began. She
and her friends had little influence on German politics
over the next two months. She participated in the for-
mation of the German Communist Party (KPD), but this
changed little more than the name. In January 1919 she
became involved in the so-called Spartacist Rebellion.
Arrested on 15 January, Rosa Luxemburg was beaten,
shot to death, and tossed in the Landwehr Canal in Berlin.
Her body was recovered in the spring. And so ended the
life of a brilliant, orthodox marxist revolutionary, someone
who likely would have made an important difference in
the interwar period had she lived.

workers formed the equivalent of the Russian soviets
in 1917, Workers’ and Soldiers’ Councils. A second
center of revolution appeared in Munich when social
democrats formed the Bavarian Republic on 8 No-
vember. The following day the Kaiser left Berlin for
exile in the Netherlands and social democrats formed
a coalition government.

When the Congress of Workers’ and Soldiers’
Councils met in mid-December, it supported govern-

ment efforts to provide food and oversee the demo-
bilization of the army. Radical elements formed the
Communist Party of Germany (KPD) late in Decem-
ber of 1918. Early in January 1919 some members of
the KPD tried unsuccessfully to overthrow the gov-
ernment. The main result was the arrest and murder
of two prominent leaders of the KPD, Rosa Luxem-
burg and Karl Liebknecht. Sporadic attempts from
the left and the right to overthrow the government
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characterized the period from 1919 to 1923, but the
Weimar Republic survived and seemed to take on new
life by the mid-1920s.

Elsewhere, a radical center of revolution emerged
in Hungary, now an independent state. In March
1919 a coalition of left socialists and communists pro-
claimed a Soviet Republic. The most prominent figure
in the regime, Béla Kun, immediately began establish-
ing socialism in Hungary. The regime lasted only until
1 August 1919, however. Beyond Germany and Hun-
gary, there were few echoes of 1917 in Europe.

The Hungarian Revolution (1956). Most of the
revolutionary activity after World War II took place
in the Soviet bloc. As was the case with the Hungarian
Revolution, it provided clear indications of how deeply
unpopular the Soviet-style regimes were. In 1956
Hungary, like Poland, questioned the failure to ad-
dress consumer needs, the practice of police terror,
and the reasons for the show trials of the early 1950s.
Unlike Poland, however, Hungary could not find a
path that would provide it autonomy without pro-
voking the Soviet Union.

On 23 October 1956, Imre Nagy, a popular,
reform-minded communist leader, was again ap-
pointed prime minister. His appointment led to a
surge of popular enthusiasm. In the next several days,
Hungary moved toward a more democratic political
system, a mixed economy, and neutrality. The Soviet
Union, particularly once the Suez Canal crisis began
to preoccupy the United States and its allies, decided
to send in troops. Despite weeks of resistance, it
crushed the Hungarian Revolution. Some 2,700 died
fighting or were executed. More than 200,000 fled
the country. The Soviet Union demonstrated the nar-
row limits of experimentation it would accept. The
United States and NATO showed their unwillingness
to risk nuclear war in order to help the Hungarians.

Student Revolts in Europe (1965–1968). In the
last half of the 1960s, students and intellectuals ques-
tioned every aspect of the established system in what
appeared to be a new wave of revolutions. They ac-
cused governments of ruling in an authoritarian style
at home and aiding counterrevolution abroad. Some
saw themselves as part of a worldwide revolutionary
movement. Others had more limited aims, the reform
of elitist educational systems. The impact varied. Brit-
ain and the Netherlands had important movements,
but limited results. Germany and Italy contended
with larger movements, but escaped major crises.
Only in France did student radicalism lead to the pos-
sibility of revolution.

May 1968 in France occurred because of dis-
satisfaction with the authoritarian style of government
and uneasiness with rapid and uneven change, but
mostly because of complaints about conditions at the
new University of Nanterre. It began almost acciden-
tally. On 22 March a meeting to protest the arrests of
students for protesting the involvement of the United
States in Vietnam produced the 22 March movement.
On 2 May, members of the movement, locked out of
Nanterrre, went to the Sorbonne, part of the Univer-
sity of Paris. The next day, police broke tradition by
coming into the Sorbonne and arresting hundreds of
students. This began a series of demonstrations be-
tween students and police in the Latin Quarter. By
the 13th, in support of the students, hundreds of
thousands of people demonstrated in Paris against the
government. The next day workers seized the Sud-
Aviation plant. Eventually ten million workers all over
France went on strike. The French government seemed
in serious trouble.

Toward the end of May, the French government
finally took hold, dissolving the National Assembly
and setting a date for new elections. Charles de
Gaulle, president of France, appealed for ‘‘civic ac-
tion’’ against a ‘‘totalitarian plot.’’ The possibility of a
communist takeover frightened many. Parisians, ini-
tially sympathetic to the students, had tired of disrup-
tions. Workers generally only wanted modest changes.
Student radicals themselves were divided as to goals.
Faced with a choice between stability and revolution,
most voters opted for the former.

The ‘‘events of May’’ were never close to suc-
ceeding. The ‘‘system’’ was the enemy, but no one
could agree on what to put in its place. Daniel Cohn-
Bendit, a German studying in Paris, caught the imag-
ination of many, but most radicals distrusted leaders.
Operating mostly on the level of tactics, the students
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were lost once the government seized the initiative. In
addition, labor organizations impeded potential links
between students and factory workers.

Radicalism continued in the 1970s and led to
the formation of terrorist organizations in Germany
and in Italy. These groups were the source of much
drama in the 1970s, but the fulcrum of politics moved
back toward the right-center in the 1980s.

The Prague Spring (1968). The Prague Spring
encompassed efforts to create a ‘‘socialism with a hu-
man face’’ in Czechoslovakia. Although crushed by
the August invasion of troops from the Warsaw Treaty
Organization (WTO), it left a legacy that was revived
in the revolutions of 1989.

By the mid-1960s, Czechoslovakia was ripe for
change. Reformers in the Czechoslovak Communist
Party called for reform in the neo-Stalinist party and
for new economic policies. Writers, filmmakers, and
people working in theater had already begun daring
artistic experiments.

In January 1968, Alexander Dubček replaced
Antonı́n Novotný as first secretary of the party. Dub-
ček represented the moderate reform element in the
party and also spoke for Slovak interests. Reforms be-
gan cautiously. An ‘‘Action Program,’’ announced in
April, called for concentration on consumer-goods
production and the expansion of political freedom.

The pace of events was too rapid for many in
the party. Quasi-political clubs appeared and the So-
cial Democratic Party was revived. A radical declara-
tion, ‘‘2,000 words,’’ signed by many intellectuals and
cultural figures, appeared in June. By then, not only
students and intellectuals but also the working class
supported the reforms. Conservative elements in the
Czechoslovak Communist Party, however, began to
wonder if the party could maintain its political
monopoly.

The WTO also grew nervous. Czech leaders
met with their counterparts from the WTO in July
and again in August. Dubček believed he had suc-
cessfully convinced the WTO the Czechoslovak Com-
munist Party had the situation under control. On the
night of 20–21 August, WTO troops and tanks
crossed into Czechoslovakia. The Czechs followed a
policy of nonviolent protest, but this did not stop the
invasion. Over the next few years the ‘‘normalization’’
of Czechoslovakia took place. Some half million mem-
bers of the Czech Communist Party were thrown out
of the party. People who had been officials or doctors
now worked as janitors, construction workers, or win-
dow washers.

In the west the invasion was seen by many as
one more example of counterrevolution destroying

the hopes of reformers and revolutionaries in a year
filled with disappointments. The Prague Spring was
also presented as a lost opportunity for Communism
to show what it could do. Leonid Brezhnev, head of
the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, asserted
in the ‘‘Brezhnev Doctrine’’ that the USSR had an
obligation to intervene in Czechoslovakia to preserve
the continued existence of socialism.

The East European Revolutions of 1989. By
1989 the ‘‘Brezhnev Doctrine’’ was a dead letter and
the Soviet bloc faced a period of change and reform.
Mikhail Gorbachev, secretary-general of the Com-
munist Party of the Soviet Union, was largely respon-
sible for the new situation. Gorbachev had begun a
process of reform in the Soviet Union that, while
unsuccessful, influenced reformers and dissidents
throughout the Soviet bloc. He had stated pointedly
that the Soviet Union would no longer intervene in
domestic affairs of other Soviet bloc nations. Finally,
Gorbachev opened a new era in the cold war, resulting
in much better relations between the Soviet Union
and the United States.

The reemergence of Solidarity, the trade union
movement begun in 1980, as a major factor in Polish
politics in 1989 added to the new situation. In the
elections in the summer of that year, Solidarity won
a stunning victory. The first non-Communist premier
in more than forty years headed the new coalition
government. In Hungary, too, there were important
changes in 1989. That summer Hungarians candidly
discussed the Revolution of 1956, and in a moving
ceremony they reburied martyrs from that event.

In each of the countries that experienced revo-
lution in 1989, domestic factors played important
roles. The German Democratic Republic (GDR) be-
gan to collapse first simply from a hemorrhage of peo-
ple. Thousands of East Germans crossed the border
between Hungary and Austria, which Hungary opened
in mid-summer. East Germans also crowded into the
West German embassies in Prague and Warsaw and
eventually traveled to West Germany on special trains.
Finally, the uncontested march on the ring road
around Leipzig on 9 October began a process in which
the government responded to events rather than ini-
tiated them. Each week demonstrations in Leipzig,
Berlin, Dresden, and other cities grew larger and
bolder. The attempt by the government to regain its
footing by dumping party leader Erich Honecker was
insufficient. The more-or-less accidental opening of
the Berlin Wall, long the symbol of the standoff be-
tween communism and democracy, doomed the gov-
ernment. By this time, thousands of ordinary East
Germans had decided they no longer were interested
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12
LEIPZIG AND THE BEGINNING OF THE GERMAN REVOLUTION OF 1989

On Monday, 9 October 1989, rumors abounded in Leip-
zig, the ‘‘Second City’’ of the German Democratic Re-
public (GDR). The authorities were stockpiling medical
supplies. Police and militia groups were taking up posi-
tions near the Nikolaikirche in the city center. All signs
pointed to a showdown between the government and the
demonstrators, who planned to march around the city
after the weekly peace prayer services that evening. Now
that the official ceremonies marking the fortieth anniver-
sary of the founding of the GDR had taken place, the
government had no reason to avoid a confrontation.

For many years, there had been a weekly prayer
service at the Nikolaikirche. In the fall of 1989, when the
services started up again after a summer recess, a new
element appeared. After the service, people met outside
the church to talk about current events, including the
large number of East Germans who had crossed the Hun-
garian border to Austria and, subsequently, to West Ger-
many. Many people talking outside the church after the
service had not attended it, but knew they could find
people to talk with after the service. In September and
the first Monday in October there had been demonstra-
tions. The weekend before the 9th, during the celebra-
tions of the fortieth anniversary of the founding of the
GDR, people had been arrested. Everyone expected that
this Monday there would be some kind of confrontation
between demonstrators and the authorities.

On Monday, 9 October, in addition to the usual
peace prayer service at the Nikolaikirche, several other
services were scheduled to accommodate the expected
crowds. At each service someone read an appeal from six

prominent citizens of Leipzig. The appeal noted the need
for discussion of the serious questions now facing the
nation and called for all in attendance to refrain from
provocative behavior.

After the services, the demonstrators began walk-
ing the ring road that encloses the center of the city.
Unlike the week before, the police, the militia, and the
Stasi (the political police) merely watched. The crowd
chanted Wir sind das Volk (we are the people, that is, the
people for whose benefit the government was supposed
to be ruling) as it walked around the city center. And also,
very important for that particular moment, it chanted
Keine Gewalt! (no violence).

It is still not clear why the government chose not
to confront the demonstrators that evening. Probably the
decision was made on the local level to avoid violence.
On whatever level the decision was made, it was of tre-
mendous importance. The peaceful demonstration by thou-
sands of ordinary people that Monday evening marked the
beginning of the German Revolution of 1989. From then
on, no matter how quickly and radically the government
responded to a particular initiative of the crowds of dem-
onstrators in Leipzig, Berlin, Dresden, and other cities of
the GDR, it always found itself one step behind. Exactly
one month after the successful demonstration in Leipzig,
the Berlin Wall opened on November 9th. Over the next
few months, the revolutionaries moved from a desire to
reform the GDR to the idea of merging the GDR and the
Federal Republic of Germany (FRG). Negotiations for uni-
fication moved rapidly and in 1990 the GDR and the FRG
came together as a united Germany.

in reforming the socialist system. To the dismay of the
activists in the civic movements, they embraced the
appealing idea of entering the social market economy
of the Federal Republic of Germany. The elections of
18 March 1990 made it clear that most East Germans
wanted unification with West Germany.

In Czechoslovakia, demonstrators in Prague
filled Wenceslaus Square in November. At first, police
tried to break up the demonstrations, but over the
next few days the crowds swelled to overwhelming
numbers. The Czech government remained always a

step behind. The center of political gravity shifted to
the Magic Lantern Theater, where Václav Havel and
others worked to direct the revolution. In December,
the old government resigned and a new government
headed by Havel formed. Alexander Dubček, hero of
the ‘‘Prague Spring,’’ returned from years of obscurity
to take part in the ‘‘Velvet Revolution.’’

The revolutionary wave swept away the Com-
munist government in Bulgaria without violence. In
Romania, however, Nicolae Ceauşescu, who had ruled
in an increasingly arbitrary way since the 1960s, tried



S E C T I O N 1 1 : S O C I A L P R O T E S T

248

to stay in power. Captured by revolutionary forces, he
and his wife were tried, declared guilty, and shot. Tele-
vision pictures of the dead couple flashed around the
world.

In a few short months, the unthinkable had
happened. The ‘‘Iron Curtain’’ was no more. New
governments began experiments with market econo-
mies and democratic political systems.

CONCLUSIONS

The dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991 marked
the end of the long Russian Revolution. Gorbachev’s
attempts to reform the system had inadvertently caused
its demise. It was not likely it would have survived
much longer in any case. It was ironic that Gorbachev,
a true believer in the communist system, was the
prime mover in its dissolution. It was also fortunate
in that he ended the system in a way that caused little
damage.

Five hundred years of revolutions did much to
shape European political, economic, and social sys-
tems. Paradoxically, one major conclusion may be that
failure leads to success. Those revolutions that even-
tually resulted in enduring systems—for example, the
Dutch, the British, and the French—each involved a
series of revolutionary efforts to achieve a consensus
durable and flexible enough to sustain itself into the
future. The Russian Revolution of 1917, however,
turned into a system that, while hardly ideal, worked
well enough for a time, but lacked any capacity for
dealing with new circumstances.

In politics, systems capable of responding to
changing circumstances have the best chance to en-
dure. Revolutions seem prone to create systems that
resist moderation and compromise. Nonetheless, in
the future change may still come through revolution.
Almost no one foresaw the Revolutions of 1989. That
series of events also calls into question any easy con-
nection between revolution and the desire for utopia.
The temptation in revolutionary situations has been
to want to change human nature dramatically, but
there are examples of revolutions where the moderates
have not moved in the direction of large-scale social
engineering. So much depends on circumstances and
the weight of the past. In the end there are no iron
laws of revolution.

See also other articles in this section.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

General
Billington, James H. Fire in the Minds of Men: Origins of the Revolutionary Faith.

New York, 1980. An intellectual history of the concept of revolution from
the late eighteenth to the early twentieth century. Wide-ranging and author-
itative.

Brinton, Crane. The Anatomy of Revolution. Rev. and expanded ed. New York, 1965.
First published in 1938. A highly influential comparative study of revolution.
Brinton, an expert on the French Revolution, used it as the basis for his
paradigm of revolution.

Cohn, Norman. The Pursuit of the Millennium: Revolutionary Millenarians and Mys-
tical Anarchists of the Middle Ages. Rev. and expanded ed. New York, 1970.
The classic study of millenarianism. It covers sixteenth-century millenarianism
and the medieval background as well.



R E V O L U T I O N S

249

Forster, Robert, and Jack P. Greene, eds. Preconditions of Revolution in Early Modern
Europe. Baltimore, 1970. Very useful essays by experts on the Netherlands
Revolt, the English Revolution, and the Fronde.

Goldstone, Jack A., ed. The Encyclopedia of Political Revolutions. Washington, D.C.,
1998. A well-organized resource with contributions from leading experts in
the field.

Goldstone, Jack A. Revolution and Rebellion in the Early Modern World. Berkeley,
Los Angeles, and Oxford, 1991. A wide-ranging study of revolution that
suggests demographic pressures on limited resources as the primary cause of
revolution.

Moore, Barrington Jr. Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy: Lord and Peasant
in the Making of the Modern World. Boston, 1966. A highly original and
influential study that focuses on reactions by aristocracy and peasantry to
changing economic and social circumstances as a means for explaining the
transition to a modern political and economic system.

Skocpol, Theda. States and Social Revolutions: A Comparative Analysis of France,
Russia, and China. Cambridge, U.K., 1979. The most important comparative
study since Brinton. Skocpol stresses the central role of the state and the
importance of the international context.

Tilly, Charles. European Revolutions, 1492–1992. Oxford, 1993. A study of revo-
lution over the long term, primarily in the Netherlands, Britain, France, and
Russia. Highly recommended.

Todd, Allan. Revolutions 1789–1917. Cambridge, U.K., 1998. An introduction to
various aspects of revolution including origins, ideology, and personnel. In-
cludes brief excerpts from relevant documents.

Van Creveld, Martin, ed. The Encyclopedia of Revolutions and Revolutionaries: From
Anarchism to Zhou Enlai. New York, 1996. Comprehensive coverage chron-
ologically and geographically.

Zagorin, Perez. Rebels and Rulers, 1500–1660. 2 vols. Cambridge, U.K., 1982. A
comparative discussion of the Netherlands Revolt, the British Revolution, and
the Fronde, among others, by a scholar thoroughly familiar with the era.

Studies of Particular Revolutionary Periods
Agulhon, Maurice. The Republican Experiment, 1848–1852. Translated by Janet

Lloyd. Cambridge, U.K., 1983. A thorough study by one of the leading ex-
perts on the period.

Banac, Ivo, ed. Eastern Europe in Revolution. Ithaca, N.Y., 1992. Scholarly studies
of the various revolutions.

Berlin, Isaiah. Karl Marx: His Life and Environment. 3d ed. Oxford, 1963. The best
biography of Marx.

Carsten, Francis L. Revolution in Central Europe, 1918–1919. Berkeley, Calif., 1972.
A good introduction to the topic.

Chartier, Roger. The Cultural History of the French Revolution. Durham, N.C., 1991.
Chartier stresses the importance of cultural practices in shaping the ideas of
the participants in the French Revolution.

Conquest, Robert. The Harvest of Sorrow: Soviet Collectivization and the Terror-
Famine. New York and Oxford, 1986. A careful study of the famine of 1932
and collectivization policies.

Cust, Richard, and Ann Hughes, eds. Conflict in Early Stuart England: Studies in
Religion and Politics, 1603–1642. London, 1989. An important series of stud-



S E C T I O N 1 1 : S O C I A L P R O T E S T

250

ies intended to revise the revisionists without, however, returning to a class-
based analysis of the English Revolution.

Doyle, William. The Oxford History of the French Revolution. Oxford, 1989. A
knowledgeable synthesis of the history of the French Revolution.

Ferro, Marc. October 1917: A Social History of the Russian Revolution. London and
Boston, 1980. A readable and solid history by a leading French scholar.

Fink, Carole, Philipp Gassert, and Detlef Junker, eds. 1968: The World Transformed.
Cambridge, U.K., and New York, 1998. Wide-ranging and excellent scholarly
essays on 1968.

Fitzpatrick, Sheila. Stalin’s Peasants: Resistance and Survival in the Russian Village
after Collectivization. Oxford, 1994. An examination of peasant response to
collectivization based on new archival material.

Furet, François and Mona Ozouf, eds. A Critical Dictionary of the French Revolution.
Translated by Arthur Goldhammer. Cambridge, Mass., 1989. A very useful
and authoritative reference work, the book is divided into sections on
‘‘Events,’’ ‘‘Actors,’’ ‘‘Institutions and Creations,’’ ‘‘Ideas,’’ and ‘‘Historians
and Commentators.’’

Garrioch, David. The Formation of the Parisian Bourgeoisie, 1690–1830. Cam-
bridge, Mass., 1996. An ambitious study that indicates the Parisian bour-
geoisie may have been in some sense ready to support an event like the French
Revolution and were further shaped by their experience in the Revolution.

Gati, Charles. Hungary and the Soviet Bloc. Durham, N.C., 1986. Places the Hun-
garian Revolution in the context of the experience of the Soviet bloc.

Gelderen, Martin van. The Political Thought of the Dutch Revolt, 1555–1590. Cam-
bridge and New York, 1992. A thorough study of an important topic.

Hill, Christopher. Century of Revolution, 1603–1714. Wokingham, U.K., 1980.
Although Hill’s marxist interpretation of the seventeenth century is no longer
widely accepted, his study of the period is nevertheless interesting and highly
readable.

Hunt, Lynn. The Family Romance of the French Revolution. Berkeley, Calif., 1992.
An original study dealing with ways in which the French understood the
Revolution by references to family dynamics and images of mothers and
fathers.

Israel, Jonathan, The Dutch Republic: Its Rise, Greatness, and Fall, 1477–1806. Ox-
ford, 1995. A massive and indispensable survey of the history of the Dutch
Republic.

Jones, J. R. The Revolution of 1688 in England. New York, A useful overview of the
revolution.

Keep, John L. H. The Russian Revolution: A Study in Mass Mobilization. New York,
1976. One of the few books that looks at 1917 outside of Petrograd and
Moscow.

Kotkin, Stephen. Magnetic Mountain: Stalinism as a Civilization. Berkeley, Calif.,
1995. An important study of Magnitogorsk, on of the show projects of the
First Five-Year Plan.

Kusin, Vladimir. The Intellectual Origins of the Prague Spring: The Development of
Reformist Ideas in Czechoslovakia, 1956–1967. Cambridge, U.K., 1971. An
excellent source for tracing the roots of the reform movement.

Landes, Joan B. Women and the Public Sphere in the Age of the French Revolution.
Ithaca, N.Y., 1988. An important study that demonstrated that the French



R E V O L U T I O N S

251

Revolution actually provided less room for women in the public sphere than
the Old Regime had.

Maier, Charles S. Dissolution: The Crisis of Communism and the End of East Germany.
Princeton, N.J., 1997. The best single book on the topic.

Parker, Geoffrey. The Dutch Revolt. Rev. ed. New York, 1988. A recent survey by
an expert in the period.

Pilbeam, Pamela. The 1830 Revolution in France. London, 1991. A recent scholarly
study of 1830 in France.

Price, Roger. The French Second Republic: A Social History. Ithaca, N.Y., 1972. An
excellent book on French society in the Second Republic.

Ranum, Orest. The Fronde: A French Revolution, 1648–1652. New York, 1993. A
useful overview of the Fronde.

Rosenberg, W. G. and L. H. Siegelbaum, eds. Social Dimensions of Soviet Industri-
alization. Bloomington, Ind., 1993. Scholarly essays on workers and work-
places in the 1930s.
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LABOR HISTORY: STRIKES AND UNIONS

12
Michael P. Hanagan

Labor history studies the history of class relationships
in societies where wage labor predominates. It is in-
evitably bound up with strikes, the major forms of
wage-labor protest, and trade unions, the major or-
ganizations for mobilizing wage laborers. One scholar
noted, ‘‘Strikes and unions appear to be the only uni-
versal characteristics of industrial societies’’ (Roberto
Franzosi, unpublished paper, 1992).

EUROPEAN LABOR HISTORY
BEFORE THE 1960s

Labor history has flourished in countries with some
perceived anomaly in labor movement development
requiring explanation. For a long time most scholars
viewed labor movement growth as following a nec-
essary path of development from the foundation of
the first local trade unions to the organization of na-
tional unions, culminating in socialist parties com-
posed of class-conscious workers. Expectations about
the ‘‘necessary path’’ of labor development were pow-
erfully shaped by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels’s
Communist Manifesto. Marx and Engels portrayed
economic concentration and mechanization as pro-
moting a movement from dissatisfaction with local
conditions on the part of workers within specific
trades, to a generalized class consciousness. For early
generations of labor historians a glance around the
Continent seemed to warrant such a generalization.
By 1914 national trade unions and socialist parties
had formed in almost every continental European
state and were making rapid electoral progress wher-
ever workers possessed the suffrage. France and Ger-
many, where class-conscious labor movements began
to emerge in the late nineteenth century, did not see
the first growth of serious labor history. Instead, labor
history developed in England, where the moderate
Trades Union Congress gradually rallied to a Labour
Party that adhered, very tentatively, to socialism in
1918. For some time the most important questions
in labor history were implicitly comparative. Why did

the labor movement in an individual country not fol-
low a path pursued by labor in other countries?

British labor history. Among the first classics of
labor history were the study of British trade unions
by Sidney and Beatrice Webb published in 1894 and
the series of studies of laborers and skilled workers
between 1780 and 1840 by John and Barbara Ham-
mond, the first of which appeared in 1911. The
Webbs’ trade union history emphasizes the demo-
cratic character of trade unionism and its commit-
ment to bargaining at a time when the enfranchise-
ment of a substantial section of the male working class
worried many middle-class Britons. In Russia the
newlywed Vladimir Ilich Lenin and his young wife,
Nadezhda K. Krupskaya, celebrated their honeymoon
by translating the Webbs’ history. The Hammonds’
much-reprinted portraits of the industrial revolution
as a catastrophic visitation on the proletarianized la-
borers shocked many Britons, who gloried in their
pioneering industrial role. The Hammonds portrayed
Chartism as a native English variety of radicalism.
They set off a controversy about the standard of living
in the industrial revolution that endured into the
twenty-first century and lastingly concentrated the at-
tention of British labor historians on this period of
the nation’s history.

The Hammonds and the Webbs produced an
analytical labor history based on archival research that
dealt with broad social conditions of the population
and the effects of industrial change on their daily lives
as well as with trade unions as institutions possessing
unique organizational characteristics and capacities.
They brought social history concerns into labor his-
tory from the outset. Although neither the Ham-
monds nor the Webbs were traditional academics,
their arguments developed according to academic
standards and almost immediately stimulated aca-
demic debate. They were extremely fortunate that
their successors in the interwar years included histo-
rians as remarkable as G. D. H. Cole and R. H.
Tawney.
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In the 1950s and 1960s British scholarship in
labor history was brilliantly advanced by historians of
the caliber of Eric Hobsbawm, George Rudé, and E. P.
Thompson. Like their predecessors these historians
did not occupy prestigious academic positions but still
exerted major influence within academia. Surely the
Hammonds and the Webbs would have been sur-
prised to discover that their successors apprenticed in
the Communist Party Historians Group between 1946
and 1956. They would also have been surprised by
the transformations in labor history these scholars
wrought. Hobsbawm and Thompson particularly ex-
panded the Hammonds’ focus on the changes in the
daily life of workers caused by the industrial revolu-
tion and stressed the influence of violent protests
against capitalism in the formation of broader reform
movements instead of democratic integrationism.
Hobsbawm advanced some basic ideas that labor his-
torians debated in the 1960s and 1970s. His elabo-
ration of the role of the ‘‘labor aristocracy’’ in labor
movements, debated by Lenin and other socialists at
the turn of the century, and his conception of the
‘‘rules of the game’’ as a set of standards, mutually
understood by workers and employers and subject to
change over time, were widely influential.

Still more important was Thompson’s emphasis
on the role of popular culture and political conflict in
the development of a worker identity. In his classic
account The Making of the English Working Class
(1963), Thompson acknowledged the marxist argu-
ment that economic forces created a new industrial
proletariat but insisted on the importance of popular
culture and social conflict in the development of class
consciousness. Unlike earlier labor historians, Thomp-
son portrayed class consciousness and class conflict as
more than reflections cast by economic structures. He
insisted on their independent roles in class formation.
In particular Thompson challenged the view that Brit-
ish class formation in the early nineteenth century was
incomplete because it did not achieve the kind of so-
cialist consciousness found in France. Thompson de-
nied that consciousness could be ranked and insisted
on its variety and complexity.

Thompson’s work provoked a great deal of con-
troversy among British labor historians, but even those
who challenged him betrayed his influence. Scholars
such as Gareth Stedman Jones increasingly focused on
the role of cultural and ideological factors in the mold-
ing of popular identity, stressing that class was only
one possible construction of popular experience and
arguing for the independent role of ideology and cul-
ture in identity formation. Only a minority of histo-
rians pursued Thompson’s emphasis on the role of
conflict in shaping identity formation.

French labor history. The contrast between the
timing of the evolution of labor history in Britain and
in France is remarkable. In 1913 the scholar Maxime
Leroy published a pioneering work, La coutume ou-
vrière, dealing with labor’s influence in the regulation
of nineteenth-century French industry. It found no
echo in academia or in the labor movement. Never
reprinted, Leroy’s book survives in only a handful of
libraries around the world. Pre-1914 France produced
popular narratives recounting the history of the labor
movement from the point of view of particular so-
cialist factions or by concerned middle-class outsiders.
These histories were seldom based on extensive re-
search, simply reinterpreted familiar events, and never
paid attention to the condition of the great mass of
French workers or the transformations in the labor
force under way as the country industrialized in the
late nineteenth century.

As a field of academic study, French labor his-
tory began at least a generation later than English
labor history. Founding figures like Maurice Dom-
manget, Georges Duveau, and Jean Maitron moved
easily between socialist movements and historical re-
search projects. Dommanget possessed a prodigious
knowledge of the history of the French Socialist
movement, Duveau’s studies of working-class life
and educational theories under the Second Empire
prefigured the later turn toward social history, and
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Maitron was personally familiar with many labor ac-
tivists. French labor history tended less toward com-
parison, either explicit or implicit, than did English
or German labor history. France’s revolutionary heri-
tage and early embrace of socialism often was taken
for granted, as if that country followed a predestined
path of development. French historians perhaps re-
mained unaware of the unique features of their coun-
try’s evolution.

As in England the growth of labor history in the
French academy resulted from a need to explain un-
expected developments within the labor movement
during World War I. Despite the denunciation of war
by the Socialist Party and the revolutionary preten-
sions of the Confédération Générale du Travail (Gen-
eral Confederation of Labor), the main French trade
union, both party and union entered into the war
effort with hardly a demurrer. Why did French leftists
follow one course of action and Russian leftists an-
other course? After World War I the movement split
into communist and socialist factions, and as the split
hardened historians sought to understand the basis of
this profound division within the working classes.
Why did French intraclass political divisions prove so
irreconcilable? Responding to these questions was an
important problem facing French labor history. To
understand why revolutionary political rhetoric had
concealed nationalist sentiments, French labor histo-
rians examined the social conditions of trade unions
and political parties. In the 1960s and 1970s France
produced a brilliant constellation of academically
trained labor historians to address these questions, in-
cluding Claude Willard, Annie Kriegel, Michelle Per-
rot, Rolande Trempé, and Yves Lequin.

German labor history. In Germany the advent of
dictatorships delayed or interrupted the growth of la-
bor history scholarship until the post–World War II
period. In the 1950s and 1960s German historians,
preoccupied with the rise of fascism, explored Ger-
many’s ‘‘special path,’’ the particular mixture of tra-
ditional institutions and rapid industrialization that
produced both mass socialism and fascism. German
historians were particularly interested in comparative
history, focusing in particular on comparing German
development with that of England. Like French his-
torians German historians were interested in why self-
proclaimed revolutionary socialists had embraced the
war so eagerly. Of course, marxist East Germany was
especially concerned with labor history. East German
labor historians typically concentrated on the history
of socialism and trade union organization, but inno-
vative historians drew on Western labor history, which
was interested in broader social and cultural aspects

of workers’ experiences. Perhaps the best-known labor
historian of the immediate post–World War II period
was Gerhard Ritter, who produced an important
study of the labor movement in Wilhelmine Ger-
many. In the 1960s and 1970s a large number of tal-
ented German historians emerged, including Werner
Berg, Dieter Groh, Jürgen Kocka, Klaus Tenfelde, and
Hartmut Zwahr.

EUROPEAN LABOR HISTORY
AFTER THE 1960s

The 1960s and 1970s were a period of rapid growth
in labor history throughout Europe. In these years,
the growth of politically independent radical youth
movements and spontaneous explosions of worker
protest led to a reappraisal of labor movement history
by many militant young historians. In general these
young historians sought new approaches to answer old
questions. Addressing the classic question of why the
London working classes became quiescent in the late
nineteenth century, historians abandoned their focus
on the character of marxist leaders and studied the
deindustrialization of the London urban economy in
the second half of the nineteenth century. To answer
why French trade unionists supported the war effort
in World War I, historians rejected the old emphasis
on traitorous leaders and looked at the undermining
of artisanal militancy by waves of industrialization. To
explain the German socialists’ participation in the war,
historians explored the cultural isolation of socialist
workers and the wholesale acceptance of mainstream
cultural assumptions by German socialist organiza-
tions. Young scholars began to label themselves ‘‘labor
historians’’ and, though established historians remained
doubtful, to explore the social and political bases of
class formation. Almost every European country pro-
duced serious works of labor history, and some aca-
demic traditions, such as those of the Netherlands and
Sweden, yielded their own distinctive historical ap-
proaches to the field. Americans, too, contributed sig-
nificantly to European labor history, but they often
were as much influenced by American labor histori-
ography, an interesting subject in its own right. They
are not discussed in this essay.

Increasingly, current events mocked attempts to
claim ‘‘exceptional’’ status for a national labor move-
ment or to argue that any nation had followed a ‘‘spe-
cial path.’’ The dominant questions in labor history
lost their significance as the sense of labor as an in-
ternational movement declined. Everywhere in Eu-
rope labor movements adapted to the national politi-
cal environment. Although this accommodation began
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during the interwar and war years, its reality became
clear after World War II, as European labor move-
ments developed different patterns of strike militancy
and varied relationships with states. Strikes dimin-
ished in some countries, while worker militancy con-
tinued in others. Some trade unions participated in
industrial planning alongside employers, while other
national unions balked. Some trade unions gave so-
cialist parties considerable leeway to negotiate labor
demands, while others refused or kept party leaders
on a tight leash. In the 1970s labor union membership
declined in many European countries, and the bar-
gaining positions of trade unions almost everywhere
deteriorated. Many labor historians shared Hobs-
bawm’s sense of The Forward March of Labour Halted?
(1979). Few any longer saw labor as an international
movement with a common strategy and an incon-
testable claim on the future. The marxist paradigm
that privileged workers as the ‘‘world-historical’’ class
seemed less convincing.

Faced with the dissolution of old assumptions,
the decline of labor movements, and labor’s varied
efforts to adapt to national politics, labor history re-
configured itself. Some historians argued for a more
institutional labor history that would place labor or-
ganizations more precisely within national political
structures. Most labor historians chose to cast their
nets more broadly, looking at class and the ways in
which class interacted with culture, gender, and race—
a vital contact with social history generally. No longer
preoccupied with manifestations of class conscious-
ness, historians stressed how class interpenetrated,
shaped, and was shaped by other social and cultural
contexts. Other labor historians, focusing on dis-
course and the ways language constructs meaning,
sought to look at how class was discursively con-
structed and deconstructed. The 1980s and 1990s
witnessed an explosion of exciting labor history and a
dramatic expansion of research agendas. Scholars such
as Anna Clark, Patrick Joyce, Alf Lüdtke, Hans Me-
dick, Gérard Noiriel, and Pascal Ory indicated the
continuing richness of this research tradition. How-
ever, it became increasingly difficult to locate them
within a unified field of study because labor history
entered a postparadigm fluidity.

As labor history gave up its concern with ‘‘ex-
ceptionalism’’ or ‘‘special paths,’’ it also abandoned
its concern with internationalism. But in an age
when trade unions confront globalization and states
come under pressure from both the European Union
and international organizations, it may be necessary
to consider international issues again without the tel-
eological blinkers of common paths and shared
strategies.

STRIKES

One of the oldest concerns of labor history has been
the study of strikes. More than any other, this area
has produced interdisciplinary exchanges between his-
torians and social scientists, but these exchanges have
not been as complete as they might. A look at studies
of strike propensity by sociologists and economists
may bear more on debates among historians than is
generally realized.

While the origins of the strike can be traced to
far antiquity, strikes did not become a routine form
of protest until the nineteenth century. The rise of the
strike form of protest is roughly correlated with the
growth of the wage labor force that became the focus
of labor historians. In all European countries the col-
lective cessation of work became the universal weapon
of labor protest. Whether demanding higher wages,
the eight-hour day, the suffrage, or the end of colo-
nialism, workers struck.

While labor historians have studied strikes ex-
tensively, most research on the rhythms of strike ac-
tivity is by sociologists or economists. Unlike many
other aspects of labor history, strikes are susceptible to
precise measurement in terms of participation, dura-
tion, and length, and many scholars have detected a
tendency for strikes to occur in waves. Systematic rec-
ords of strikes maintained by national governments or
culled from other sources have been subjected to
quantitative analysis. While willing to consider the
findings of social scientists, labor historians have, with
only a few exceptions, generally proven reluctant to
undertake anything but the most elementary quanti-
tative analyses.

Theories of strike causation abound. Some schol-
ars stress the role of supply and demand for labor,
others see strikes as dependent on the interactions of
workers and employers, and still others emphasize the
need to place strikes within a political context. Early
social scientific explanations of strike activity sought
a single universal cause, either searching for a single
general principle that explained all strike activity or
positioning labor movements within a comprehensive
stage theory of development. While some once-
prominent theories of strike causation have been se-
riously challenged, a sophisticated theory of strikes
probably depends less on accepting or rejecting com-
peting theories than on combining various theories
and specifying the circumstances in which different
explanations apply or refining them to take into ac-
count additional factors.

Strikes and business cycles. One of the most com-
monly employed explanations of strike activity is an
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economic model that links strikes to business cycles.
In good times, when labor markets are tight, workers
are likely to strike for higher wages, while in bad
times, when unemployment makes it easy to replace
workers, they are less likely to strike. Such explana-
tions depend on a highly instrumental interpretation
of labor relations, but strike waves are loosely corre-
lated with economic cycles. More intriguing is the
relationship of strikes to longer Kondratieff waves, cy-
cles of approximately fifty years’ duration. James Cro-
nin has argued their importance in understanding
large-scale changes in the structure of the British labor
movement.

While most scholars agree that business cycles
play a role in strike activity, much remains that eco-
nomic conditions cannot explain. Most notably they
cannot explain international variations in strike pro-
pensity, and these differentials have become more
important with time. The variations in strike propen-
sities among leading European countries increased sig-
nificantly during the twentieth century. Because strikes
vary along national lines, the development of different
regimes of industrial relations or political factors are
liable to be of more importance.

Strikes and unions. The presence of trade unions
is another factor associated with strike activity. By pro-

viding workers with collective resources and experi-
enced organizers, trade unions increase the likelihood
of strikes. Undoubtedly trade unions contribute to
strike propensity, but on some occasions unionization
increases after strike activity rather than before it as
trade union theories of strikes would suggest. Trade
unions are sometimes the products of strikes rather
than their causes.

While unions may facilitate strikes, they also
play an important role in shaping them. Michelle Per-
rot’s study of strike activity in France explores the era
of spontaneous strikes. Between 1870 and 1890 most
strikes occurred without prior notice. Frequently the
notification of a paycut resulted in an unannounced
strike. Upon reading the posted notifications, a band
of workers might roam the shop floor, singing revo-
lutionary songs and calling their fellows out on strike.
Next a committee of workers would be elected to rep-
resent workers’ grievances to their employers and to
report their employers’ responses to general assemblies
of workers. These workers’ assemblies made all the
basic decisions, often unanimously. Gradually, Perrot
argued, trade unions took over the strike, requiring
workers to propose concrete demands and organizing
them in disciplined demonstrations. In the process,
Perrot suggested, strikes often lost touch with the sen-
timents of the rank and file.
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While most students of strike activity agree that
business cycles and trade unions encourage strike ac-
tivity, stage theories of trade union development that
once enjoyed considerable support generally have been
abandoned. In the 1950s and 1960s a well-known
American study by Clark Kerr, John T. Dunlop, Fred-
erick Harbison, and Charles A. Myers emphasized the
existence of a variety of forms of evolution beginning
with societies controlled by dynastic elites. They con-
tended that under special circumstances revolutionary
intellectual elites used worker militancy to take power.
But revolutionary elites were only temporary custo-
dians of power. In the long run only middle-class elite
regimes proved really stable and compatible with the
requirements of modern industrialization. Middle-
class elites were willing to bargain collectively with
workers if necessary to accomplish their economic
goals. For Kerr and his collaborators, 1960s America
was a model of advanced industrial relations, while
European unions with their communist and socialist
affiliations were only hindrances to the development
of genuine industrial relations. Supporters of this view
may take comfort from the collapse of the USSR but
only cold comfort, since American collective bargain-
ing collapsed almost as completely. Most European
trade union movements remained more vital than those
in the United States at the end of the twentieth century.

Strikes and industrial relations. Other interpre-
tations relying on industrial relations stress interna-
tional variations in factors such as employer organi-
zation, repression, or the organization of labor. The
component factors of industrial relations may differ
in degree across Europe and are better candidates for
explaining the manifest variations in the character of
strikes. Although labor history is based on the study
of class relationships, workers have been studied far
better than employers. Only in the late twentieth cen-
tury did historians begin to analyze employers’ roles
in labor conflicts. Much can be learned. For example,
the mysterious short-term cycle of Italian strike activ-
ity that had puzzled some scholars is explained by the
three-year contracts that prevailed in large-scale Italian
industries. Over time the ability of employers to or-
ganize and collectively oppose strikes has varied greatly.
Peter Stearns demonstrated that French strike activity
declined in the years before World War I, as employers
successfully organized to resist militant unionists. Ro-
berto Franzosi showed that the anticommunism of
immediate post–World War II Italy allowed the state
and employers to carry out repressive actions against
communist activists.

Franzosi offered the most daring argument of
all and presented well-documented evidence about the

ways class conflict influences the formation of the
working class and industrial organization. He posited
that labor militancy in large factories resulted in the
transformation in the character of Italian heavy in-
dustry. Responding to the waves of strikes that swept
Italian industry in 1969, industrialists reconfigured
their industrial sites, abandoning the strike-prone,
large, continuous-process plants operating under in-
tense time discipline. They trimmed the workforces
at large factories and subcontracted to more flexible,
smaller plants that were also less likely to unionize.
Franzosi argued strongly that labor militancy influ-
enced the choice of technology and plant selection at
the highest level.

Strikes and the political context. Another series
of powerful arguments contributing to the under-
standing of strikes and strike waves stresses the politi-
cal context of labor relations. In this literature political
parties are seen as shaping strike militancy and thus
as influencing the character of class conflict. Among
the best-known arguments in this vein are those that
contrast countries like Germany, Sweden, the Neth-
erlands, and Switzerland, where strikes have been in-
frequent, with countries like Belgium, France, Italy,
and the United Kingdom, where strikes have been
common. According to this interpretation, countries
with large Social Democratic Parties that have close
relations with trade unions incorporate trade unions’
demands into political bargaining and, by exerting
pressure at the national political level, avoid strikes.
In contrast, countries such as the United Kingdom,
where trade unions and the Labour Party are not in-
timate, or France, with multiple trade unions and po-
litically marginal left-wing parties, have been unable
or unwilling to diminish strikes.

A more sophisticated political interpretation of
the origin of strikes is that of Edward Shorter and
Charles Tilly. Like Franzosi they maintain that indus-
trial conflict produces unique repertoires of protest
and that such repertoires can have enduring influence
on class antagonisms and their expression. A ‘‘reper-
toire’’ of protest is a cultural creation that describes
how people act together in pursuit of shared goals.
Shorter and Tilly described how a particular type of
political strike became a part of French workers’ rep-
ertoire. They suggested that the precarious political
position of the Third Republic led republicans to in-
tervene to protect workers, who were generally repub-
licans, from large employers, who were often antire-
publican. Eventually republican intervention shaped
French industrial relations. Instead of gathering re-
sources for long strike struggles, French workers en-
gaged in temporary but massive strikes to win the at-
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tention of politicians. They were most likely to strike
when prolabor administrations took power. The mas-
sive strikes of June 1936 that followed the election of
the Popular Front can be seen as the climax of this
tendency.

Strike outcomes. While theories about the causes
of strikes proliferate, much less work has evaluated the
primary concern of strikers and employers, that is, the
outcomes of strikes. The most important work in this
area is that of Samuel Cohn. Looking at French strikes
between 1890 and 1935, Cohn found that unions
engaged in frequent strikes produced higher wages,
even when strikes failed. In addition strikes over work-
ing conditions and political issues won more in the
long run than strikes over wages. Short strikes yielded
greater gains than long strikes, and bureaucratized,
centralized unions produced smaller gains than de-
centralized unions. But strikes only yielded these re-
sults when unions competed against one another, as
they frequently did in pre-1914 France, to establish
their militancy. Once a trade union established its
identity as reformist and decidedly moderate, trade
union competition discouraged militancy. Employers
channeled benefits to the moderate trade unions to
reward them and to punish radicals. In such circum-

stances radicals could be made scapegoats and pun-
ished when strikes occurred.

The analysis of strike conflicts has produced a
rich and diverse literature concerned primarily with
the causes of strikes. Much of this debate was con-
ducted by social scientists using quantitative methods
to analyze strike behavior. The full weight of their
findings has not yet been integrated into mainstream
labor history. Certainly, social scientists have been
more willing than labor historians to suggest that la-
bor conflict plays an important role in shaping in-
dustrial organization and protest repertoires. More
fully than many labor historians realize, the work of
social scientists suggests that industrial conflict is an
important determinant of class formation and identity.

TRADE UNIONS

In every European industrial country workers orga-
nized into trade unions, which played an important
role in generating strikes. Trade unions are legal in-
stitutions regulated by governments, economic insti-
tutions that claim jurisdiction to represent different
sections of the labor force, and political organizations
that often have formalized relations with national po-
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litical parties and sometimes with organized industri-
alists. Trade unions are one of the characteristics that
distinguish labor movements from other social move-
ments seeking to influence government for social re-
forms. They have a base in ongoing organizations that
represent workers in their everyday work life. Because
they usually have a professional staff, organize at the
national level, and control substantial resources, trade
unions provide the sustained support to working-class
social movements that enables them to endure the
inevitable ebb and flow of popular support character-
istic of many social movements.

Trade unions vary considerably according to

1 the type of workers they seek to organize,
2 their power to establish an organizational mo-

nopoly in an occupation or an industry,
3 state regulation, and
4 their ability to develop a centralized national

structure.

Although students of industrial relations recognize the
importance of different forms of labor organization in
collective bargaining, the full range of causes of inter-
national differences in the structures of trade union
organizations has been studied little.

Origins of trade unions. The earliest trade unions
organized highly skilled workers, and some historians
have argued that early trade unions were shaped by
the ideological perspectives of the failing guilds or cor-
porations. Both organizations sought to regulate trade,
and early trade unions often provided death benefits
and sometimes pension plans reminiscent of the ser-
vices that guilds provided for their members. William
Sewell Jr. suggested that in France early mutual aid
societies inherited guild traditions and transmitted
them to the nascent trade union movement. Sewell’s
view has been challenged by French historians who
found little relationship between the first mutual aid
societies and collapsing guilds, and not much evidence
indicates that elsewhere in Europe mutual aid societies
perpetuated guild outlooks. In any case the demo-
cratic character of western European mutual aid so-
cieties in contrast with typical guild practices should
raise doubts about the continuity of their views. In
Germany, where guilds retained a legal or semilegal
basis into the mid-nineteenth century, the influence
of guild spirit may have shaped attitudes. Scholars
have suggested that the provision for elected workers’
representatives to supervise the insurance funds that
Otto von Bismarck incorporated into his insurance
laws was a response to the older practice of guilds
controlling and supervising their members’ funds.

While they may not have inherited the practice
from guilds, highly skilled urban artisanal trades, in-
variably the earliest centers of craft trade unionism,
were everywhere dominated by males. The strength
of trade unionism has always depended on informal
solidarity among workers created and maintained in
the social world outside the workplace. The first
unions were invariably unions of highly skilled work-
ers based on male recreational networks formed in
cafés, bars, and taverns and shared residence in
working-class neighborhoods. Mary Anne Clawson
described these informal male ties as constituting a
‘‘fraternalism’’ that, while underwriting worker soli-
darity, also preserved gender discrimination within the
working class. Gender discrimination in early craft
trade unions also reflected a desire to preserve skilled
craft jobs, especially in the textile industry, from ‘‘de-
skilling,’’ a frequent synonym for feminization.

Industrial unions. Although the industrial revo-
lution threatened the positions of many craft unions,
the sense of shared interests that produced industrial
unionism took much longer to develop, in contrast to
Marx’s original expectations. The industrial revolu-
tion influenced artisans by bringing many of them
into large factories, but even behind factory walls these
workers maintained their characteristic independence.
In many instances they remained a self-conscious elite,
separate and independent from the majority of factory
workers. The industrial revolution also increased the
numbers of coal miners, who represented a new group
of workers, the semiskilled workers. Unlike artisans,
most miners acquired their skills by assisting or work-
ing alongside older, more experienced workers. But
like artisanal labor, underground coal mining de-
pended on the spirit of teamwork and off-the-job rec-
reation. Such images of camaraderie aboveground and
belowground could only be accepted in a gendered
form, usually as masculine characteristics.

Eventually the second industrial revolution,
with its large-scale capital accumulation and new dis-
ciplinary techniques, brought new opportunities for
women. But progress was hardly immediate. At first
the great power accumulating in the hands of em-
ployers enabled them to remake the labor force, and
by and large they made it in their own image, mas-
culine. A new family economy arose around the fledg-
ling industries of the second industrial revolution.
This family economy was based on increased earnings
of male workers in heavy industry and decreased op-
portunities for female employment, as homework de-
clined and unskilled factory work grew more slowly
than semiskilled. Working-class males increasingly
found stable, long-term employment, while their
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wives performed domestic labor at home but not
commodity production.

As the militancy of workers crested during the
1920s, a result of the vast expansion in metalworking
during World War I, trade unionists attempted to
embed the assumptions of this new family economy
within the bargaining process by demanding a ‘‘family
wage’’ sufficient for adult males to adequately support
a family. The significance of the demand for a family
wage differed from nation to nation and from occu-
pational group to occupational group. In some nations,
such as Great Britain, many male skilled workers ac-
tually attempted to maintain nonworking wives even
though budgetary constraints often foredoomed their
goals. In France male coal miners demanded a family
wage on the assumptions that women’s work was un-
steady and subject to more fluctuations than men’s
work and that family maintenance depended on the
preservation of a stable, high male wage. In both cases
male workers based wage demands on assumptions
about males’ predominant responsibility for wage earn-
ing, but such assumptions did not always require mar-
ried women’s absence from the workforce, even as an
ideal. The family wage model justified a dual wage
structure for men and women whether or not women
were in fact supplemental earners.

The vision of the male proletarian breadwinner
did not prove prophetic. Partly as a result of war
work during both world wars but also because of
recurrent labor shortages, employers were forced to
accept a growing number of female workers in heavy
industry. Many of these organized women rejected
the assumptions behind the family wage and its im-
plications for trade union action. As the twentieth
century wore on the division of labor once more
changed. By the late nineteenth century white-collar
unions formed in some European countries, and
their expansion was general in the post–World War
II period. White-collar work always had a larger pro-
portion of women than artisanal or semiskilled labor.
At first a rough equality prevailed among male and
female clericals. As the number of clerical workers
grew, most women were tracked into gender specific
pools of female secretaries, while male workers oc-
cupied better-paid positions with chances for pro-
motion. In the twentieth century the gendered di-
vision of labor within many areas of white-collar
work and the associated unions began to break down.
When schoolteachers, engineers, designers, or bank
clerks organized, women were as likely to organize as
men. Fraternalism was least likely to dominate in the
expanding white-collar unions, although a gendered
division of labor remained characteristic of many
trade unions in most industrial countries.

Competing union movements. The preceding dis-
cussion of unions as bargaining agents presumes that
unions successfully established their claims to repre-
sent workers. In many European nations rival unions
competed for workers’ allegiances. In some cases em-
ployers or repressive states tacitly supported the crea-
tion of company unions to prevent the growth of in-
dependent trade unions or as vehicles to enhance
surveillance of workers. Paternalistic unions some-
times offered financial inducements for membership.
After the encyclical Rerum Novarum (1891), Catho-
lics organized their own trade unions, and in Belgium,
France, the Netherlands, Germany, and Italy these
unions became minorities to reckon with. Originally
many of these religious unions adopted paternalistic
principles and sought to conciliate employers, but
over the long haul they became more militant and
independent of employers. As they did so Catholic
units also tended to become more secular and some-
times provided militant competition for established
socialist or communist trade unions. In addition Cath-
olic unions often successfully organized women work-
ers. The church’s original insistence that men and
women workers meet separately sometimes fostered
the growth of Catholic female trade union activists
more successfully than did secular socialist unions,
with a few exceptions, like those associated with the
Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (German So-
cial Democratic Party) when socialist women also or-
ganized separately. In France in the 1960s and 1970s
the formerly Catholic Confédération Française Dé-
mocratique du Travail (French Democratic Confed-
eration of Labor) often criticized the communist CGT
from the left.

While leftists denounced the division of the
trade union movement between religious and secular
unions, in the end the most serious divisions in the
European labor movement were produced by leftist
factions. Before 1919 socialist unions were the ma-
jority unions in almost all European countries. Ex-
ceptions included France and Spain, where revolu-
tionary syndicalists or anarchists were dominant, and
England, where after 1906 the Labour Party, not at
that time socialist, was the official party of most trade
unions. Although trade unionists publicly expressed
opposition to war, the enthusiastic participation of the
majority of trade union organizations in the World
War I war effort and divergent responses to the Rus-
sian Revolution of 1917 split the trade union move-
ment in many countries right down the middle.
Communists won the majority of the trade union
movement, at least temporarily, in France and Italy
and possessed a substantial minority in German and
Austrian trade unionism. Until 1989 communists re-
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tained a powerful hold over the major unions in
France and Italy, and opposition between socialist and
communist trade unionists proved divisive in national
trade union movements. In one of the most dramatic
examples, the socialist-communist divisions in Ger-
many in the 1930s contributed to the Nazi Party’s rise
to power.

Unions, parties, and the state. The spread of rad-
ical ideas into the trade union movement or in some
cases the ideological resistance to radicalism has at-
tracted much attention. Trade unions as institutions
regulated by the state have received less attention.
Strikes in Europe became legal but also subject to
greater regulation. The same laws that recognize some
strikes prohibit unauthorized, sit-down, and wildcat
strikes. The modern strike is powerfully influenced by
legal regulations. Long after trade unions were rec-
ognized legally in Great Britain, judges found it dif-
ficult to distinguish between unions and criminal con-
spiracies and awarded civil damages to employers that
would have resulted in a prohibition on strikes. Laws
passed in 1859, 1871, and 1875 to legalize peaceful
strikes were invalidated by court decisions declaring
strikes breaches of contract and, as such, conspiracies
against employers. These decisions forced trade union-
ists to intervene politically to protect their organiza-
tions. The Taff-Vale decision of 1901, which held that
trade unions were conspiracies of civil law, was the

breaking point that stimulated British trade unionists
to form the Labour Party to obtain relief. The French
law of 1884 that seriously restricted the right of
unions to own property and forbade unions to have
relations with political parties encouraged the growth
of a revolutionary syndicalist movement stressing mil-
itancy rather than building strike funds or performing
social insurance functions.

The relationship between trade unions and so-
cialist parties also powerfully influenced the bargain-
ing strategies pursued by trade unions. Countries where
trade unions developed early, in advance of or separate
from socialist parties, often found it difficult to con-
struct industrial unions. The United Kingdom and
Denmark had early trade union movements, and craft
unionism retained significant strength. When socialist
parties played an important role in the construction
of trade unions, they almost always built industrial
unions and favored centralized trade union organiza-
tions. Socialists preferred centralized industrial unions
because they facilitated relationships with national so-
cialist political parties.

In the 1960s and 1970s the presence of such
organizations was practically a precondition for labor’s
participation in ‘‘neocorporatism.’’ ‘‘Neocorporatism’’
refers to the extraparliamentary cooperation between
the state and private interests by which the state con-
fers legal authority to private groups in return for their
self-regulation. According to Colin Crouch, Austria,



L A B O R H I S T O R Y : S T R I K E S A N D U N I O N S

263

the Netherlands, Sweden, and West Germany were
among the leading neocorporatist states. While the
study of the neocorporatist phenomenon was a favorite
research topic of the 1970s, interest subsequently
slackened because of the phenomenon’s decline in the
face of global competition.

Just as important for the evolution of industrial
relations was the trade unions’ formal relationships
with socialist parties. Perhaps the most striking posi-
tion on their relationship is that first taken by Sey-
mour Martin Lipset. He argued that in countries like
Great Britain and the United States, where suffrage
expanded before the growth of socialist parties, craft
unions developed ties to liberal parties, inhibiting the
growth of socialist parties and ties between trade
unions and socialist parties. In contrast, in countries
like Germany and Scandinavia, where mass socialist
parties developed in advance of national trade unions,
socialist parties dominated the trade union move-
ment, encouraged industrial unionism, and coordi-
nated economic policies with trade unions.

In a work comparing Britain and Sweden, James
Fulcher stressed the importance of the relationship
between trade unions and socialist parties. Fulcher ar-
gued that in countries like Sweden, where socialist
parties dominate trade unions, it is much easier to
develop an active labor market policy. In countries like
Britain, where relations between trade unions and so-
cialist parties require negotiation and bargaining, it is

politically difficult to impose an active labor market
policy and possible only to secure pledges of support
for wage-price guidelines. Because active labor market
policy is a flexible and efficient economic tool, it tends
to win public support and to sustain cooperation be-
tween party and union. In contrast, because wage-price
guidelines tend to incite union hostility, these policies
maintain the tense relationship between party and
union characteristic of Britain. Thus the party-union
relationship in both countries has a self-sustaining char-
acter, but the equilibrium status is more favorable to
workers in Sweden than in Britain.

Unions in national and international perspec-
tive. In the late twentieth century the focus among
students of labor history shifted from a preoccupation
with explaining national peculiarities or ‘‘exceptional’’
behavior to a concentration on the adaptation of labor
movements to national environments. Scholars began
to recognize that differences in political contexts and
the relationships between industrialization and de-
mocratization exerted long-standing influences on
trade unions and class formation. Much work has
stressed the open-ended character of the interaction
between politics, industrialization, and trade union
organization. At any given point in time militant
workers must chart their course within a context of
labor movement structures, party and labor relations,
and political alignments inherited from the past and
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not easily changed. To understand this interaction, it
is necessary to examine historical processes.

Considerable evidence points toward another
shift within labor movements that poses important
questions for labor history. The collapse of Commu-
nist regimes in Eastern Europe in 1989 revealed that
the Eastern European working class had abandoned
its long-standing socialist commitments. That tradi-
tion produced revolution in Russia and greatly facili-
tated the Soviet takeover of Eastern European govern-
ments in the post–World War II period. Although the
USSR is gone, socialists and communists have re-
mained split, and relatively little has been done to
overcome the internal division of the international la-
bor movement.

The persistence of this division when it seems
to lack all justification has been particularly puzzling
given the widespread recognition of the new impor-
tance of an international organization. Increasingly la-
bor movements are concerned about global economic
trends and the effects of European Union policies on
their members. Such concerns are ironic. In the nine-
teenth century the labor movement was the most in-
ternational of movements. Labor leaders were among
the first concerned with establishing international ties
to prevent the importation of strikebreakers and to
discourage cheap foreign labor by helping laborers or-
ganize. In the nineteenth century business leaders
questioned the loyalty of socialist leaders because of

the socialist connection to international organizations.
In late-twentieth-century Europe matters were almost
reversed. Capital took the initiative in forming the
European Union and in enrolling European states in
international organizations from the World Trade Or-
ganization to the International Monetary Fund. In
contrast, European labor leaders were notably slow to
organize internationally. Increasingly students of labor
movements have sought to understand how the most
international of social movements has become so na-
tionally oriented.

Labor history has revealed the multiple ways la-
bor movements have interacted with national govern-
ments and national employers’ organizations. A press-
ing issue is the extent to which adaptation to national
environments has incapacitated labor for international
organization. The varying structures of trade union
organizations, the array of national strike repertoires
and strike frequency, and the different cultural prac-
tices of national trade union movements pose serious
problems for effective international coordination and
collective action. In the past class conflict served as a
potent force for mobilizing workers to recognize new
circumstances and to adapt to new organizational
forms. Will the advent of globalization and the greater
transnational organization of capital produce a new
sense of transnational class identity? Addressing this
question may well become the next major item on the
agenda of labor history.

See also Marxism and Radical History (volume 1); The Industrial Revolutions;
Communism (volume 2); Social Class; Working Classes (in this volume); Gender
and Work; Factory Work (volume 4); and other articles in this section.
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SOCIALISM

12
Eric D. Weitz

Socialism is a word that has inspired great hopes and
dread fears. It became the preeminent ideology of the
labor movement in the industrial age, even if it never
won the majority support of workers, let alone the
rest of the population. Amid the harsh realities of in-
dustrial society, when poverty and insecurity were of-
ten the fate of workers, when society seemed riven by
intense class conflict and an obsession with produc-
tivity and material success, socialism’s promise of a
world infused with liberty, equality, and prosperity
proved immensely appealing. Socialism gave to its
largely working-class advocates an enhanced sense of
identity as workers, the opportunity to improve them-
selves through education and political activity, orga-
nizations through which they could fight for their ide-
als, and associations in which they and their families
could enjoy their leisure. In many countries in Eu-
rope, the socialist movement played the key role in
establishing or widening the democratic system and
contributed greatly to the expansion of the social wel-
fare state. It promoted women’s participation in poli-
tics and the economy and gave a more open and
liberal tenor to society.

At the same time, socialists fostered the en-
hanced discipline and regulation of modern society,
both through the expanded role of the state that most
socialists demanded and through the ideal of the self-
disciplined, dedicated, male socialist militant. Social-
ists were often blind to forms of oppression that were
only partly rooted in the class character of industrial
society. In the heyday of the socialist movement,
roughly from 1880 to 1960, women were accorded
secondary status and socialist parties rarely challenged
the gender division of labor or even the overt discrim-
ination against women in the labor market and in
wage scales. Too often, the socialist movement degen-
erated into sterile controversies over what precisely
constituted ‘‘true’’ socialism. Factionalism—one group
leaving to form a new party, another group expelled
by party leaders—became a fixed feature of modern
socialism. In its worst forms, the belief that the future
society would come about through armed revolution

and a vigilant state resulted in authoritarian systems
in central and eastern Europe that systematically vi-
olated democratic liberties and, at times in the Soviet
Union, engaged in mass killings of defined population
groups, all in the name of socialism.

Socialism has been most commonly studied from
the standpoint of intellectual or political history. So-
cial history has also made important contributions, by
turning its attention to the movement’s social com-
position and its significance for working-class life and
culture. In their studies, social historians have exam-
ined the variety of social groups that were drawn into
the movement—artisans in the utopian socialist phase,
students, discontented professionals, and, certainly in
some cases, peasants. The social history perspective
has illuminated the fact that socialism has never been
a purely working-class phenomenon, and it has helped
to explain why the movement failed to attract some
workers, such as British textile workers, long drawn
to the Conservative Party. Social history has also sought
to assess what socialism meant for the workers in-
volved, both in terms of practical politics and individ-
ual and group identities. For many workers, socialism
was a means of reinforcing their efforts to improve
wages and working conditions—a view of the move-
ment which tended to promote a revisionist, rather
than a revolutionary, ideology. Others, however, found
real meaning in socialist revolutionary ideology, which
sustained them in agonizing work situations and mo-
tivated them for political action when they could find
no other place within the existing political system.

ORIGINS AND IDEOLOGIES
OF SOCIALISM

The words ‘‘socialist’’ and ‘‘socialism’’ appeared first
in German in the eighteenth century and have Latin
roots. The immediate derivation of the words lay with
the natural-rights philosophers of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, notably Hugo Grotius, Samuel
Pufendorf, Thomas Hobbes, and Christian Wolff, who
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made ‘‘society’’ or the ‘‘social’’ an object of rational
investigation and a source of sovereignty. The term
‘‘socialist’’ was first used as a pejorative, especially by
Catholic philosophers who attacked natural-rights the-
orists as heretics. By the 1790s, ‘‘socialist’’ had become
a more neutral term of description for them, chiefly
for Pufendorf and his intellectual descendants. Often,
they were called interchangeably ‘‘naturalists’’ or ‘‘so-
cialists.’’ In 1802 came the first recorded instance of
the word ‘‘socialism,’’ again in reference to Pufendorf
and his teachings. Around the same time, the philos-
opher G. W. F. Hegel used the term ‘‘antisocialist,’’
by which he meant, oddly enough, the same group of
thinkers whom others had labeled socialist. For Hegel,
natural-rights theory, especially in its French variants,
was individualistic, hence antisocialist.

Into the 1830s, the terms were only common
in the intellectual discourse of the very few members
of the educated elite, especially in Germany and Italy.
Conservative philosophers and theologians would con-
tinue to see a direct line of descent from Grotius,
Pufendorf, and Hobbes and their concern with the
social to the socialist thinkers and organizers of the
modern period. But around the 1820s and 1830s,
the meaning of the words became transfigured, and
their usage became vastly broadened. The sources for
the change were the French and industrial revolutions
of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the
great transformations that ushered in the modern era.
Both revolutions gave an entirely new meaning to the
social. In the first half of the nineteenth century, the
word ‘‘social’’ conjured up images of masses in mo-
tion, the popular classes going to the barricades in
Paris and Lyon or joining the revolutionary and Na-
poleonic armies as they crossed the Continent, spread-
ing the ideas of liberty and fraternity. ‘‘Social’’ also
signified the new factory system, with scores and hun-
dreds of workers toiling away behind the gates in a
factory and giving a new density to urban life. The
‘‘social question’’ emerged, signifying a new realiza-
tion of the poverty and the dangers to the social order
that industrialization brought in its wake.

‘‘Utopian’’ socialists. For the first time in the
1820s, ‘‘socialist’’ was used self-consciously and in a
positive sense by a political group, namely, the follow-
ers of Robert Owen in England. They seemed to have
no knowledge of the word’s usage in German, but
obviously adopted it from the term ‘‘social,’’ now
widely current to designate both English versions of
natural-rights theory and the entire complex of trans-
formations associated with the French and industrial
revolutions. In the 1840s Karl Marx and Friedrich
Engels would pin the term ‘‘utopian socialists’’ on the

Owenists and their French and (a few) German coun-
terparts, notably the writers, ideologues, and organ-
izers Charles Fourier, Étienne Cabet, Flora Tristan,
and Claude Henri de Saint-Simon and their followers.
The term has stuck ever since, though not always with
the disparaging sense used by Marx and Engels. These
first socialists were by no means all alike; a number of
them postulated ideas that definitely ran toward the
wild (and sometimes endearing) end of the political
spectrum. Fourier’s belief that men and women in the
future socialist society would live among oceans of
lemonade is only one of the more bizarre examples.

Still, it is possible to identify certain common
elements among the utopian socialists. All of them
believed that industrialization had created a crisis in
human existence that required radical solutions. As
heirs of the Enlightenment and the French Revolu-
tion, they believed that the new society could be cre-
ated by self-conscious acts of will, by human beings,
rational in nature, dissecting the problems around
them and conceiving the correct course of action. In
opposition to the conflict and anonymity of the new
industrial society, people would live in small-scale,
face-to-face, self-governed communities. Production
would still be largely artisanal in nature (though Owen’s
communities were based on factories). The early so-
cialists did, indeed, imagine their solutions to be uto-
pian in the sense that they would solve for all eternity
the problems of human existence. The mutual own-
ership of wealth would unleash great prosperity, pre-
cisely because wealth would not be squandered by the
excesses of the few who could afford to indulge their
whims and desires. Common ownership would also
abolish the jealousies that arose from social inequali-
ties, which had caused so much conflict and so many
wars in all of past time. But the utopian socialists
firmly believed that their promised society was not
only about economics. It would also be about liberty
and the creation of a true fraternity (and, in the minds
of a few, like Tristan, a new sorority as well) that had
been promised by the French Revolution but that had
gone unfulfilled. Socialism would be the stage of the
‘‘loving and productive society,’’ in the words of the
Saint-Simonians. Warm and affectionate relations would
emerge among people, perhaps underpinned by the
recognition that their interests lay in harmony with
one another. Artistry and innovation would flourish,
and true liberty—self-government and individuality—
would at last prevail.

A number of the utopian socialists also engaged
in a radical critique of the patriarchal family and were
among the first to articulate a call for the equality of
women and men. A few of them, like Fourier, also
envisaged more open and experimental sexual lives in
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their communities. Particularly in the sphere of family
and gender relations, the utopian socialists promoted
more diverse and radical ideas than the marxist parties
and trade unions that came to dominate the socialist
movement later in the century. In this sense, marxism,
while playing a key role in the explosive growth of the
movement, also represented a narrowing of the social
critique and of the political possibilities represented
by socialism.

Alongside the emancipatory strains, there was,
no doubt, also a strong tenor of control and regula-
tion in utopian socialism. The Owenite communities
in Scotland and the United States, notably New Lan-
ark and New Harmony, were carefully supervised by
Owen, who was, after all, an industrialist, albeit an
atypical one. The Icarian communities, founded by
Cabet and his followers in France and the United
States, were more completely collectivist than the Ow-
enite ones, but by their very nature they too were not
exactly amenable to expressions of individuality. Fou-
rier thought each socialist community should house
precisely 1,620 members.

But even organization and control could prove
appealing to people whose lives were being battered
by the advance of the market system and the factories.
Both the timing and the message of the utopians held
particular appeal for anxious urban craft workers. The
utopian socialists began to attract popular support in
Britain and France between the 1820s and 1840s, and
somewhat less so, but also significantly, in Germany.

They were tireless organizers and thereby helped cre-
ate the pattern of ceaseless political activism that
would be a major characteristic, for good and bad, of
the socialist movement well into the twentieth cen-
tury. Much of their energies (and resources) went
into the establishment of model autonomous com-
munities, which they believed would become repli-
cated throughout society. Utopian socialists also en-
gaged in political activism in the existing systems.
Owen, Cabet, Tristan, Fourier, and others lectured,
wrote pamphlets and books, and published news-
papers. Their followers agitated around the country,
distributing the printed word and learning to speak
whenever an audience could be found. They formed
the first trade unions and producer and consumer
cooperatives in working-class communities. They
helped generate the climate of opposition to the pre-
vailing order that fed into the revolutions of 1848.
The cause in 1848 was not theirs alone, by any
means, but the early activists inserted a minority, so-
cialist strain into the agitation surrounding the re-
volts that spread all over Europe.

These engagements generated intense hostility
from the forces of order, governments, industrialists,
and the churches. The dreary run of arrests, prison
sentences, exile, and, sometimes, execution became a
feature of the activist life. For the representatives of
order, the utopian socialists represented dangerous,
even perverse, ideas, and they went to great lengths to
paint the socialists as destroyers not just of the politi-
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cal and social order but of the family and morality as
well.

The marxian impulse. The utopian socialists suf-
fered in the widespread repressions that followed the
revolutions of 1848. But there were inherent weak-
nesses in their ideas that also contributed to their de-
cline (though not disappearance) in the second half
of the nineteenth century. The biggest problem was
the small-scale orientation of utopian socialism at a
time when industrial units were becoming ever larger
and the wave of nationalism was superimposing na-
tional upon local and regional identities. By 1880 or
so, utopian socialism seemed somewhat quaint, the
product of an earlier, now largely surmounted, era.
Marxian socialism could meld far more easily with
nationalism than could utopian socialism. Moreover,
the Owenite and Icarian communities suffered the
fate of so many communal organizations that set them-
selves apart from society. A kind of sterile infighting
set in, along with severe economic difficulties. A few
of the communities would survive into the twentieth
century, carrying along traces of their original egali-
tarian ideas. But almost no one could imagine them
to be the pioneers of new forms of social and political
organization.

Instead, over the course of the second half of the
nineteenth century, the ideological direction shifted
to marxism. One should not imagine that marxism
became easily and completely the single or even dom-
inant expression of socialism. Various strands of an-
archism had strong followings, especially in the Med-
iterranean regions of Europe and in Russia. Moderate
socialists, especially in Great Britain, explicitly rejected
marxism. Even in Germany, syndicalist-type social-
ism, rooted in the trade unions and contemptuous of
politics and the state, had significant support in par-
ticular regions and trades, notably in the Berlin con-
struction trades, among others. The supporters of Marx
and Engels fought long and hard in France and Russia
to establish their own parties and their domination
over other groups, and they were never completely
successful. The majority of workers all across the Con-
tinent remained outside the socialist camp and affili-
ated with Catholic, conservative, or liberal parties.

Nonetheless, it was marxism that became the
dominant ideology of the socialist labor movement.
Marxism offered militants and workers a clear perspec-
tive on contemporary society and a sense of history.
For those who engaged the ideas, even on a cursory
level—and Engels’s ‘‘Socialism, Utopian and Scien-
tific,’’ was probably the most accessible and widely
read summation—marxism gave people an under-
standing of how capitalism had emerged and how it

would be, inevitably, superseded. By accepting and
even promoting industrialism and the nation-state
and, at the same time, ruthlessly critiquing them,
marxism accorded with the lived realities of many
workers, who lived within these structures yet chafed
at their oppressions. Marxism also promised, in es-
sence, a developmental dictatorship to the more back-
ward parts of Europe—that is, a system that would
bring more underdeveloped areas into the era of the
factory and the nation-state, and then would go be-
yond them.

Still, marxism retained many of the impulses of
the utopian socialists who both preceded and were
contemporaries of Marx and Engels. Like the utopi-
ans, marxism promised an end to history, a point at
which all the bloody, ceaseless conflicts that had de-
fined history would truly be surmounted. Society
would be harmonious, egalitarian, and democratic.
Self-government in a world of equality would create
the substratum that would allow individuals to de-
velop freely their own talents and interests. The clash
between individual and society would be forever erased.
And that essential contradiction of capitalism—social
production coupled with private ownership of the
means of production—would also be surmounted,
leading to unparalleled riches for all.

Marxist arguments continued to appeal to many
artisans, who, along with intellectuals, often provided
the leadership for the political movements that re-
sulted. (The German socialist leader August Bebel, for
example, was from an artisanal background.) But the
ideology and above all the strong emphasis on solid
political organization also attracted factory workers
and miners, many of whom, by the last third of the
nineteenth century, became durable supporters. Fi-
nally, it was at this point that peasants in certain
regions, because of tensions over landownership or
traditions of regional dissent, moved toward socialist
commitment. This was the case in the countryside
around Bologna, Italy, for example, and also in south-
eastern France.

THE SOCIAL HISTORY OF SOCIALISM

Marxism provided a heady vision, and it helps explain
why a new surge of the socialist movement began in
the 1860s and then took off, especially from the 1880s,
and continued well into the twentieth century.

Organization and the movement before World
War I. The socialist upsurge began more or less
concomitantly in all the countries of central and west-
ern Europe and then spread more slowly into eastern
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Europe, where the economies were less developed and
the political systems more repressive. The socialist up-
surge did not occur easily, and it was not a simple
creation of political ideologues. Socialism as a move-
ment was shaped not just by the ideology of marxism
but also and very profoundly by the proletarian milieu
in which it was anchored.

Around the 1860s in central and western Eu-
rope, that milieu was still largely artisanal in nature
despite the tremendous growth of factories. The first
socialists tended not to be factory proletarians, those
idealized by Marx, but skilled, male craft workers who
labored in small shops, some of which they owned.
They had not been subject to the difficulties of fac-
tory labor, but had very definitely felt their livelihoods
and ways of life threatened by the advance of factory
production and the capitalist market. Some of these
people became the key rank-and-file militants of the
socialist movement, those who spread the word, or-
ganized cooperatives and trade unions, and helped
found, in the 1870s, the first marxian socialist parties
that would last long into the twentieth century. In-
creasingly, they began to attract factory workers to
their side as well, though many of those workers first
entered the trade unions, especially when the so-called
‘‘new unionism’’ of the 1890s emerged, with mass
unions in large-scale enterprises like the docks, coal
mines, and steel factories. New unionism was clearly
tied to the contemporaneous ‘‘second industrial rev-
olution’’ based on very large-scale production and on
the high technology of the day and typified by chem-
icals production, electric-power generation, steel manu-
facturing, and deep-shaft mining.

Germans succeeded in creating the largest so-
cialist party in this era, the Social Democratic Party
of Germany (SPD). This feat alone would warrant
attention to the SPD. In addition, the SPD became
the model party of the Second International, the as-
sociation of socialist parties formed in 1889. Because
of its size and ideological sophistication, and because,
after all, Marx and Engels were German, the SPD was
seen as their filial descendant.

Around 1900, the model socialist in Germany,
as well as in Britain and soon also in Russia, was a
male skilled worker, self-disciplined at work and at
home and dedicated to the cause. In this period the
‘‘cradle-to-grave’’ concept—the notion that one would
be involved in the party through the entire life course,
and that the party would also take care of its mem-
bers—became firmly ensconced. Children and youth
would spend their free time in the libraries and clubs
accommodated in union or party halls. They would
distribute party leaflets and sell its newspapers on
street corners. As apprentices, they would be prepared

to enter the union along with learning a trade. As
adults, they would distribute party writings; demon-
strate in support of free suffrage, higher wages, and
peace; wander to different localities and workplaces as
agitators for the party; stand for election as union del-
egates; and, if they lived in a country where demo-
cratic norms prevailed, run for the local city council.
They might also learn to administer the arcane rules
of state-supervised health plans, or learn how to coun-
sel workers to obtain their accident insurance or old-
age pensions. Their free time might be spent in the
socialist choir or bicycle club. After a Sunday outing
with the family, they might retire to the party hall for
beer and a hot meal.

The situation for women was more complex,
and everywhere women were a distinct, and some-
times minute, proportion of the organized socialist
movement. Despite the socialist call for equality be-
tween men and women, the male ‘‘family wage’’ had
become a fairly common ideal in the socialist move-
ment. By demanding that working-class families be
able to live on male wage earning, the socialist parties
absorbed the common dual-spheres rhetoric of the
age, which charged women with maintaining and de-
veloping the domestic sphere. In this manner, social-
ism supported patriarchal power. Moreover, socialists
were enamored with heavy metal, the coal and steel
industries that were the very epitome of industrialism
and that employed few female workers. Socialists could
not imagine a movement that organized only textile
and commercial food workers, sectors in which women
were much more prevalent, let alone those in domestic
service. Yet at the same time, socialists sought to or-
ganize women into the movement, most successfully
when women were allowed to join separate female
groups. Some women, like Clara Zetkin and Adelheid
Popp, countered the intense male prejudice of the
movement. Like male militants, they found in social-
ism a setting where they could develop their talents
and interests and give meaning to their lives.

Socialism was never, then, simply a political
movement. It became inscribed in the social and cul-
tural life of workers and militants, male and female,
in very profound ways. There were towns and neigh-
borhoods in Germany, France, Britain, and Scandi-
navia that acquired a pronounced socialist tone by the
time of World War I. Clearly, the movement itself
depended upon the tight intertwining of workplace
and community that marked the age of high indus-
trialization. There were always competing and over-
lapping identities—of religion, region, gender, and
nationality. But an identification with class was prob-
ably strongest in Europe between 1880 and 1960,
when workers encountered one another in the factory,
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on the streetcar or train commuting to work, and on
the sidewalks and in the courtyards and pubs of the
neighborhood. Upon that social reality, socialism pro-
vided an added layer of identity, one that gave ideo-
logical meaning to the status of worker.

Farther east on the Continent, socialism was far
less rooted in society, if for no other reason than that
industry was much less developed. Still, significant so-
cialist parties had emerged in Bulgaria, Macedonia,
Poland, and Russia, and they too won at least a few
pockets of support. The harshly repressive political
conditions, especially in Russia, resulted in a more
militant, still angrier tone to the socialist parties. Al-
most every leading socialist in the Russian Empire en-
dured the horrendous conditions of tsarist prisons and
Siberian exile. They had little opportunity and fewer
resources to provide the recreational programs and
representation that socialists gave to workers in the
western countries. They also competed with more
peasant-based parties that represented a nonmarxian,
populist form of socialism. A more typical form of
contact between socialist militants and regular work-
ers in these areas was literacy groups, in which so-
cialist militants, often intellectuals, strove to teach
workers, many of them only weeks removed from the
villages, to read, and thereby introduce them to so-
cialist teachings. Surreptitious trade unions were an-
other form of organization, as was the establishment
of underground couriers, who would distribute pam-
phlets and other literature.

Sometimes the rigors of underground life brought
out the worst aspects of conspiratorial mentalities—
sterile ideological conflicts, authoritarian dealings with
others, arrogant confidence in the righteousness of
one’s own cause, and acts of terror against opponents.
Indeed, in his famous tract What Is to Be Done? (1902)
Vladimir Ilich Lenin turned many of the aspects of
party life specific to the authoritarian conditions of
Russia into the model organizational form for all so-
cialist parties. Lenin wrote rhapsodically about the
most severe discipline and most complete devotion
required of party members, who were to be profes-
sional revolutionaries. Going further than most con-
temporary socialists and sharply modifying standard
marxism, Lenin also argued that workers would not
automatically develop revolutionary class conscious-
ness. Instead, the revolutionary socialist party had to
bring class consciousness to the proletariat.

Lenin’s views were by no means universally ac-
cepted even within the marxian wing of the Russian
socialist movement. Nor were the conflicts restricted
to the east. The socialist movement, always diverse,
faced severe internal dissension in the two decades
before World War I. The ‘‘revisionist controversy,’’ be-

gun in the 1890s, can be seen as the precursor to the
great divide that would open up between socialists and
communists in the wake of World War I. Initially
fought out within the SPD, the conflict soon spilled
over to the other member parties of the Second In-
ternational. Eduard Bernstein, a leading figure in the
SPD, argued that capitalism was not dividing into two
classes, the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, as Marx
had predicted. Instead, the middle class was expand-
ing. Socialist parties had to win the backing of the
members of the middle class as well as proletarians if
they were ever to come to power with majority sup-
port. Socialism would then be implemented gradually
and democratically. An accumulation of reforms, not
armed revolution, would create the socialist future.
Bernstein was opposed by Karl Kautsky and Rosa
Luxemburg, who would later have their own differ-
ences, but for a time at least were united in upholding
the marxian orthodoxy of revolution against Bern-
stein’s more accurate sociological analysis of capitalism.

Most socialist workers, it can safely be esti-
mated, were closer to the revisionist than the revolu-
tionary position. Despite all the fire and brimstone of
marxian rhetoric, which the socialist parties happily
reproduced, in Germany, France, Britain, and Scan-
dinavia socialists were increasingly drawn into the ad-
ministration of the state. If not at the very top levels,
at least in the municipalities, welfare agencies, and
state-supervised labor markets, socialists worked ar-
dently to improve the daily existence of the working
class. They had successes, and the revolutionary im-
pulse waned, at least in central and western Europe.
At the same time, in the years just before World War
I, class conflict grew exceedingly intense. Strikes and
demonstrations became ever more prevalent, inspiring
great unease among the upper classes, great hopes
among workers and socialist militants. Luxemburg
gave voice to this view with her idealization of mass
spontaneous strikes, which was based on her obser-
vations of the 1905 Revolution in the Russian Empire.

World War I and socialist movements. On the
eve of World War I, socialism had become a powerful
movement in many countries. As political and dip-
lomatic tensions accelerated in Europe in the summer
of 1914, socialists made concerted efforts to prevent
the advent of war. In every country they held great
rallies in favor of peace, and the national leaderships
convened for deliberations under the rubric of the
Second International. But the SPD, attracted by the
force of nationalism, fearful of government repression
and a Russian invasion, voted in support of war credits
in the German parliament—in contradiction to the
antiwar position that both the German party and the
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International had expressed for years. With very few
exceptions, the other socialist parties followed suit.
Contrary to long-held opinions, however, the most
recent research has shown that workers did not all
march enthusiastically off to war. The vote for war
remained controversial among the rank and file, and
many went off to war bitter at their own leaders and
fearful of the realities of warfare.

World War I, the first total war in history, had
unprecedented consequences for the working class and
the socialist movement. As states directed resources,
human and material, into the war-related industries,
the working class became more concentrated in heavy
industry and the more urbanized industrial areas. By
and large, this was not the first time that women were
drawn into the industrial labor force, as the most
recent research has shown, revising another long-
standing myth from the war era. But there were im-
portant sectoral shifts in women’s labor, out of textiles,
commercial food processing, and small-scale produc-
tion generally and into the metalworking and muni-
tions factories. Female workers were also becoming
more highly skilled. The working class became more
concentrated, accentuating those links between com-
munity and workplace, the sense of a common destiny,
that underpinned the rise of the socialist movement.

This restructuring occurred in the midst of the
enormously high death rate suffered by soldiers at the
front and the intense losses and hardships endured by
the population at home. Moreover, the state, since it
had assumed such enormous powers during the war,
became the object of hatred and the target of protests.

With increasing breadth moving west to east across
Europe, a chasm opened up between populations and
governments and between workers and their socialist
representatives who supported the war effort. In many
places, notably the metalworking and munitions fac-
tories of Düsseldorf, Berlin, Turin, Petrograd, and
elsewhere, incremental change seemed a rather unsat-
isfying program as food supplies and official rations
plummeted, the number of working hours grew inces-
santly, and increasing numbers of soldiers never re-
turned or came back physically and psychically
wounded.

The result of popular discontent was a wave of
strikes and revolutions on a scale not seen since 1848.
Typically, strikes broke out first over wages and food
rations. Workers were often able to extract concessions
from employers and the state. Quickly, though, strikes
became more overtly politicized as workers raised de-
mands for an end to the war and for democratization.
In Russia, the strikes in February 1917 led almost
seamlessly to revolution when the troops began to fol-
low the sentiments of workers, many of them female,
and Tsar Nicholas II realized that he had virtually
no support. Elsewhere, in Germany and the Austro-
Hungarian Empire, revolution would erupt more or
less concurrently with the end of the war.

Two critical factors emerged out of this vast
wave of popular protest. In the course of strikes and
revolutions, workers invented the ‘‘council’’ (‘‘soviet’’
in Russian), a democratic form of representation ini-
tiated in the workplace during mass demonstrations.
Typically, at the end of a great rally workers would
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elect delegates to represent their interests to employers
and the state. The councils from different factories in
a city would convene and constitute the city council.
Usually workers elected well-respected local leaders,
shop stewards or other union representatives, to the
councils, and most of those elected were members of
one or another socialist party. The councils presented
an often chaotic and confused form of governance and
could not easily be assimilated into the existing state
structure. Leon Trotsky famously labeled the situation
in Russia between the February Revolution and the
October Bolshevik Revolution as the period of dual
power, when the executive of the councils and a more
regular state ministry existed side by side. At first, the
councils were rather submissive to the government,
but in the course of the year they became far more
assertive, and each body began jockeying for power.

However chaotic the situation, however unful-
filled the leaders’ promises went, the councils repre-
sented the potential for a more democratic form of
governance than that which prevailed both in the So-
viet Union and in the West. The councils represented
a distinctively twentieth-century model that emerged
out of the disastrous conditions of war, out of the
long-term process of capitalist development that con-
centrated a good segment of the working class in the
heavy industries, and out of the decades of socialist
organization that had intensified the sense of class
identity and promoted the ideas of democracy and

socialism as the solution to the travails of life under
capitalism.

But the struggle over the councils, which lasted
in many countries until 1921, also revealed the limits
of socialism’s democratic promise. Men were not the
only workers who went out on strike, nor were strikes
the only manifestation of workers’ protests in the
World War I era. Women initiated strikes in many
factories, and they launched demonstrations and riots
designed to force merchants and government officials
to lower food prices. Yet all across Europe, women
were forced out of the factories at war’s end as the
men returned from the front. Socialists, trade union-
ists, employers, government officials—all were united
in the belief that men deserved priority in the job
market. The vain, desperate search for a return to
‘‘normalcy’’ meant that women were to return to home
and hearth and men were to regain their supposedly
rightful place at the workbench. All of the politically
active groups could envisage, with hopes or fears, de-
pending on the perspective, a new order arising out
of the workplace and the councils. None of them
could imagine the contours of a future society based
on female drill press operators or demonstrations and
riots in the marketplace.

The Bolshevik Revolution. The second enormous
consequence of World War I was the fatal, irreparable
division of the labor movement into communist and
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socialist wings. The February Revolution that had
toppled the tsarist system had inspired nearly universal
support among socialists and great hopes for a future
democratic Europe. The Bolshevik Revolution aroused
almost immediate criticism, which became ever more
fervent as the Bolsheviks undertook antidemocratic
measures, such as dispersing the Constitutional Con-
vention because Bolsheviks were in the minority of
those elected to the body. When counterrevolution-
aries launched a civil war that lasted from 1918 to
1920, the Bolsheviks responded with the organization
of the Red Army and the open advocacy of terror
against political opponents. To many Western social-
ists, the Bolsheviks merely mirrored the traditional au-
thoritarianism and violence of tsarist Russia. ‘‘Russian
conditions’’ became a watchword for avoiding exper-
iments like the council system and a term that con-
jured up images of chaos, violence, and backwardness.
A good deal of prejudice against Slavs, so deep that it
approached a racialized hostility, was bound up with
these views. To many well-schooled marxists, the Bol-
sheviks had violated the laws of history by trying to
push Russia from its peasant-based underdevelopment
to the socialist future without bothering to linger in
the intermediary stage of bourgeois capitalism.

Yet to many workers and socialists, the Bolshe-
vik Revolution became a great rallying point. After
the long, dreary, miserable years of war, a war that so
many socialist leaders had supported, the audacity of
the Bolsheviks, their willingness to seize and defend
power in the name of socialism and their unbridled
opposition to the war, proved inspiring. The Bolshe-
viks promised the socialist future in the here and now,
and that was enough for many people. Many of these
hopes would be dashed over the course of time—the
disillusionment with communism is a pronounced lit-
erary genre of the twentieth century, resulting in shelf
loads of epochal novels and memoirs. Arthur Koest-
ler’s Darkness at Noon (1940) is simply one of the most
famous, but it was hardly the first of its kind.

Nonetheless, communism would continue to
draw powerful support, even in its most undemo-
cratic, murderous periods under Joseph Stalin. Like
the socialists before them, communists proved dedi-
cated and tireless organizers. In particular neighbor-
hoods and towns all over Europe—in Wales and
Scotland, in Berlin, in the Paris suburbs, in Turin—
communism became a part of everyday culture, struc-
turing and giving meaning to the lives of its support-
ers. Despite a few lapses, notably the period of the
Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact from 1939 to 1941,
in the 1930s and 1940s communists proved the most
consistent opponents of Nazism and fascism. Their
prominent and effective roles in the resistance against

German occupation led to the high tide of commu-
nism from around 1943 to 1956, when the Soviet
leader, Nikita Khrushchev, revealed publicly the im-
mense crimes of Stalin. In that same year, the televised
images of Soviet tanks crushing the Hungarian revolt,
combined with the impact of Khrushchev’s revelations,
destroyed for many people the allure of communism,
although communist power remained in place for an-
other thirty-five years.

Despite the virulence of the communist-socialist
split and the growing competition from mass con-
sumer culture, the 1920s were the high point of a
specifically socialist culture in Great Britain and the
German-speaking countries. ‘‘Red Vienna’’ became a
model socialist municipality. Socialists implemented
extensive social-welfare and cultural programs, orga-
nized giant festivities, and built well-run city housing
for workers. On a smaller scale, similar programs were
initiated in a number of German cities that had sig-
nificant socialist representation in the municipal gov-
ernments. Socialist ideals were woven through daily
life, which also now became the object of discipline
and reform by socialist leaders who found the unruly
aspects of working-class life distasteful and an expres-
sion of the moral degeneration of life under capitalism.

The social democratic model. Socialist culture in
central Europe was effectively quashed by the rise of
Nazism. But in Sweden socialists came to power in the
1930s in alliance with the rural population and estab-
lished a successful system that combined an extensive
social welfare program with democratic participation.
This was the archetypal social democratic model that,
in one fashion or another, was followed by other so-
cialist parties that came to power after World War II.
Its attraction was so great that even conservative parties
modeled some of their programs along similar lines, if
only to outcompete their socialist rivals.

The success of the social democratic system went
hand in hand with the decline of socialism and the
working-class subculture that had sustained it. So-
cialists in central and western Europe were now deeply
entwined with liberal capitalism. By the 1960s, the
utopian impulse of socialism had all but disappeared.
Socialism now meant trade union officials who ne-
gotiated wage increases and improved benefits and
government leaders who raised old-age pensions. The
progress here should not be underestimated. After the
upheavals of two world wars, worldwide depression,
and fascist violence, the postwar decades offered work-
ers, for the first time, a measure of economic security
and material improvement. Without the force of so-
cialism, these improvements would never have oc-
curred, certainly not on the scale that enabled work-
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ers, by the 1960s, to enjoy four-week vacations and
the pleasures of the automobile.

Yet the mobility offered by the automobile sym-
bolized the breakup of working-class communities.
Since World War II capitalist expansion has displaced
the once-tight linkages between residency and work-
place. Highways, automobiles, and urban renewal dis-
persed working-class populations. Most recently, work
itself has sometimes been dispersed into cyberspace by
computers and all over the globe by the hyperactive
mobility of capital. The influx into Europe from the
late 1950s onward of large numbers of immigrants
from Africa and Asia has sometimes made ethnic and
national identities seem far more salient than class
identities. Consumerism and mass, popular culture
have provided alternative sites of leisure and enter-
tainment and, most definitely, values different from
those invoked by the socialist and communist parties.

Historians and sociologists continue to debate
what socialism or communism meant to workers in
affluent European consumer societies. Proclamations
about the ‘‘end of ideology’’ in postwar Europe seemed
premature. But it is true that the lives of workers
moved beyond the confines of socialist organizations
and that attention to consumer goals diluted political
activism. These pressures pushed for greater pragma-
tism in socialist and communist parties alike.

Socialism, then, grew in tandem with industri-
alization and nation-building, two central features of
Europe’s modern epoch. Socialism’s tide ran high in
the period from roughly 1840 to 1960; its decline is
symptomatic of Europe’s move into a postmodern
age. Work and workers remain, but a specifically so-
cialist class consciousness is ever harder to find. Yet
socialism’s past provides a storehouse of democratic
ideas and promises that may still find its advocates.

See also Marxism and Radical History (volume 1); The Welfare State; Communism
(volume 2); Social Class; Artisans; Working Classes (in this volume); Gender and
Work; Factory Work (volume 4); and other articles in this section.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Barclay, David E., and Eric D. Weitz, eds. Between Reform and Revolution: German
Socialism and Communism from 1840 to 1990. New York, 1998.



S O C I A L I S M

277

Berlanstein, Lenard R., ed. Rethinking Labor History: Essays on Discourse and Class
Analysis. Urbana, Ill., 1993.

Cole, G. D. H. The History of Socialist Thought. 5 vols. London, 1953–1960.

Daniel, Ute. The War from Within: German Working-Class Women in the First World
War. Translated by Margaret Ries. Oxford, 1997.

Eley, Geoff. ‘‘Reviewing the Socialist Tradition.’’ In The Crisis of Socialism in Europe.
Edited by Christiane Lemke and Gary Marks. Durham, N.C., 1992. Pages
21–60.

Frader, Laura L., and Sonya O. Rose, eds. Gender and Class in Modern Europe.
Ithaca, N.Y., 1996.

Gruber, Helmut. Red Vienna: Experiment in Working-Class Culture, 1919–1934.
New York, 1991.

Gruber, Helmut, and Pamela Graves, eds. Women and Socialism, Socialism and
Women. New York, 1998.

Hobsbawm, Eric. Workers: Worlds of Labor. New York, 1984.

Joll, James. The Second International, 1889–1914. Rev. ed. London, 1974.

Katznelson, Ira, and Aristide R. Zolberg, eds. Working-Class Formation: Nineteenth-
Century Patterns in Western Europe and the United States. Princeton, N.J.,
1986.
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GENDER AND POPULAR PROTEST

12
Anna Clark

Eighteenth-century observers of popular protests of-
ten characterized food riots as female. As popular pro-
test evolved into more organized forms, such as strikes
and political demonstrations, did the female presence
fade? Indeed, late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century crowds were depicted as a masculine sea of
sober dark suits and hats. But a closer look reveals
women’s persistent presence. Food riots reerupted in
the years around World War I, a time of crisis. As
historian Temma Kaplan argues, women expressed
‘‘female consciousness,’’ drawing on neighborhood
bonds to defend their families and communities. Does
this mean that personal, local, and familial ties mo-
tivated women, rather than the impersonal, formal,
organizational bonds that attracted men? The histori-
cal record shows that domestic obligations kept many
women from joining trade unions or other political
organizations, but male hostility also deterred women.
Even without formal organizations, however, women
did not riot only as mothers of families; they went on
strike as workers, joined radical processions, and even
triggered revolutions.

THE SYMBOLISM OF GENDER

Eighteenth-century observers often dismissed riots as
the work of disorderly ‘‘women and boys.’’ It is im-
portant therefore, when analyzing popular protest, to
consider masculinity as well as femininity in a gender
analysis. The association of women and boys with dis-
orderliness derived, in part, from the fact that both
groups were excluded from the formal power struc-
tures of towns and villages. Indeed, young men could
threaten a community’s order by rioting and carousing
simply for entertainment. But young men also played
an important role in the informal means by which
small communities regulated themselves, such as
‘‘rough music’’ and other moral rituals. In ‘‘rough mu-
sic,’’ villagers would rebuke those who violated com-
munity norms—for instance, by inflicting domestic
violence—through congregating at their house at

night, banging pots and pans. Popular protests often
adopted rough music’s repertoire.

Women also played an important symbolic role
in popular protests when they drew upon the carni-
valesque tradition. In carnival, the world could be
turned upside down for a day: women could rule men,
the young the old, and servants the master. Protests
also borrowed the ritual and display of carnivals, such
as processions bearing effigies of hated authorities or
celebrated heroes. In more organized community pro-
tests, such as mass processions, young girls dressed in
white and carrying flowers often served as symbols of
family, purity, and unity. But women were also em-
blematic of defiance, female nature being seen as more
disorderly and irrational than the male: sometimes
men who rioted or engaged in nocturnal terrorism
would take on a female persona, such as ‘‘Queen
Sive,’’ the mythical queen of the fairies in eighteenth-
century Ireland, or ‘‘Lady Lud’’ in the Luddite riots
against machinery in Nottingham in 1811–1813.

Popular protests were not, of course, simply ir-
rational, carnivalesque outbursts of disorder. Rather,
popular protests occurred when authority failed to live
up to its obligations, or even disintegrated. Women
defended their communities alongside men when out-
side forces threatened them. For instance, during the
sixteenth-century Peasant Wars, women went on mass
deputations to plead for the freedom of husbands who
had been conscripted or captured; in 1522, fifty
women invaded Basel’s city hall demanding recogni-
tion for a Lutheran preacher. During wartime, villages
might send out women to confront soldiers, hoping
that the military men would hesitate at shooting
females.

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ries, contemporaries often identified food riots with
women. In food riots, inhabitants of a community
would protest the high prices or scarcity of food.
Rather than just rampaging and seizing food, however,
they often appealed to authorities to enforce old laws
against hoarding or profiteering. If such protests went
unheeded, crowds would appropriate grain or bread;
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the ringleaders would then sell the food at what they
considered to be a ‘‘just price.’’ E. P. Thompson iden-
tified this practice as the defense of a ‘‘moral econ-
omy,’’ in which prices were based on need, against an
encroaching market economy. Women played an es-
sential role in the moral economy because they were
chiefly responsible for feeding their families, and be-
cause they daily went to market to purchase provi-
sions, thus easily assembling for protests. But as the
historian John Bohstedt has pointed out, most food
rioters were not women; in eighteenth-century En-
gland, for instance, it is estimated that they composed
between 14 and 33 percent of food rioters. And
women did not only participate in riots as consumers
but also as workers and as members of communities,
alongside men. For instance, women were more likely
to participate in food riots in industrial towns, where
they were often employed in new industries.

FOOD RIOTS AND
THE FRENCH REVOLUTION

Food riots could also have a wider impact when they
occurred in the context of a breakdown in state au-
thority, as in the French Revolution. Food riots were
endemic during subsistence crises in eighteenth-
century France; in fact, women’s right to protest food
shortages and high prices was implicitly recognized,
although authorities would arrest women who at-
tacked persons or destroyed property, as in the Flour
War in Paris of 1775. Such riots acquired a political
dimension in 1789. Women were excluded from the
Estates General, the formal assemblage of represen-
tatives of the clergy, the nobility, and the people,
which was called in 1789, but as the third estate (the
people) transformed itself into the National Assembly,
the common people of Paris became more and more
interested in political affairs. Orators denounced the
king in Paris streets and cafés, and blamed his foreign
mercenaries and aristocratic hoarders for the food cri-
sis that plagued the city. While women played only a
minor role in the fall of the Bastille prison on 14 July
1789, they helped to transform the position of the
monarchy in October. On 5 October, the fishwives,
market women, and female consumers of Paris, ac-
customed to spreading the news of the day as they
bought and sold provisions, decided they needed to
take action to ensure that the people of Paris were fed.
A huge crowd of five to six thousand women marched
from Paris to Versailles, sweeping up passersby in their
wake. Once the weary and footsore women arrived in
Versailles, they crowded into the palace and sent a
delegation to the king. Fearing for their lives, the next

day the king and queen and their children returned
to Paris, their coach led by a crowd of women who
chanted that they were bringing back the baker, the
baker’s wife, and the baker’s children.

The women of the sansculottes played a pivotal
role when crowds erupted and changed the direction
of the Revolution. They spread rumors, incited hos-
tility to aristocrats, and attended not only club meet-
ings but executions with enthusiasm. In 1793 women
of the popular classes joined male sansculottes in call-
ing for an insurrection against the moderate Giron-
dins. They also protested and even rioted to enforce
a maximum on the price of bread, sugar, soap, and
candles; by conceding to their demands, the Jacobins
gained sansculotte support in their struggle to attain
power. Female revolutionaries organized women’s
groups in thirty cities around the country, most no-
tably the first feminist organization: the Society of
Revolutionary Republican Women, founded by Pau-
line Léon and Claire Lacombe, a chocolate maker and
actress respectively, in 1793. This society discussed
women’s rights, but their public political protests
mainly stemmed from their militant Jacobinism. They
vehemently supported the war effort, and even pa-
trolled the streets of Paris, allegedly in trousers, urging
women to sacrifice for the war, forcing passersby to
don the tricolor, denouncing aristocrats, and demand-
ing a maximum on prices. However, the Society of
Revolutionary Republican Women clashed with other,
less militant women, especially the market women,
who did not support the price maximum. And their
fierce feminism clashed with the Jacobins’ domestic
ideology, derived from Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Jaco-
bins denounced the revolutionary women as harridans
who had no place in politics; women, they pro-
claimed, should remain in the home and raise good
republican citizens. Some prominent feminists, such
as Olympe de Gouges, were executed in the Terror,
and Léon and Lacombe were imprisoned. After the
Terror, poor women increasingly turned against the
Revolution, instead rioting in support of the Cath-
olic Church, which they saw as consoling them for
the hardships that the Revolution had failed to
ameliorate.

NINETEENTH-CENTURY LABOR ISSUES

By the early nineteenth century, popular protest fo-
cused on labor issues. Women sometimes participated
in labor protests as workers and as members of
working-class communities, but trade unionism tended
to be dominated by a tradition of male bonding and
a concomitant hostility to female workers. Trade un-
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ions descended originally from the artisanal associa-
tions of the early modern period. As guilds disinte-
grated and the interests of masters, apprentices, and
journeymen diverged, male workers formed their own
associations. Journeymen, especially, formed groups
known in France as compagnonnage and in Germany
as Wandervogels; in Britain they were often called
friendly societies. As members of such groups, men
could find work in any city. As they traveled, they also
transmitted a heritage of song, legend, and resistance
to masters’ work discipline through drinking customs
and labor organization. They based their identity as
workers on fraternal bonding and often on a hostility
to women, which had roots in both personal and labor
relations. Journeymen could no longer expect to attain
the status of mastership in their late twenties, acquir-
ing a wife and a workshop at once; instead, they were
condemned to a perpetual adolescence, marrying or
cohabiting without earning enough to support a wife.
Their ties to their fellow workmen competed with the
claims of home. In addition, journeymen traditionally
kept up their wages by insisting that all craftsmen go
through a strict apprenticeship, but they faced increas-
ing competition from unapprenticed labor, especially
from women. During the late eighteenth century,
journeymen often struck against the competition of
female labor, especially when women ran machines,
which undercut male skill.

Textile workers, however, followed a different
pattern of popular protest, since their labor process
was based on the family rather than the masculine
workshop. The father might weave and the wife and
children card and spin. As the handloom weaving in-
dustry expanded once mechanization increased the
supply of yarn, women increasingly wove as well. Tex-
tile workers, such as weavers, sometimes attempted to
follow artisan traditions in keeping out unapprenticed
workers, such as women, but the artisan tradition was
not particularly suited to an industry in which over
half the workers were women and children. Weavers
therefore had to organize on the basis of community
as well as workplace bonds.

As textile processes became mechanized, first in
spinning, then weaving, this gender division of labor
translated into factories. Skilled men, such as cotton
spinners or power loom mechanics, would oversee the
work of women and children, who usually composed
over half of the workforce. To strike effectively, there-
fore, male workers also had to draw upon kinship and
neighborhood ties, and gain the support of female and
child piecers and power loom weavers. When they did
so, their strikes could be quite formidable. For in-
stance, in 1818 a strike wave broke out in Lancashire,
England, as male and female factory workers violently

protested against the introduction of lower-paid fe-
male workers who were used to undercut the wages
of skilled men. Male and female workers viciously at-
tacked the rival female workers, threatened to burn
down factories, and also rioted against high food
prices.

In areas where women worked as wage earners,
they were also much more likely to participate in col-
lective political action. To be sure, radical republican
ideology regarded men as more rational, disciplined,
and suited to public life, while women, it was thought,
should look after home and family. However, radical
women could turn these notions to their own ends,
claiming that as wives and mothers they had a right
to protest, to strike, to appear on platforms, to speak
in radical causes, in order to defend their families.
While the middle-class notion of domesticity re-
stricted women to their homes, working-class women
could combine a domestic identity with participation
in popular protest. Their bold actions belied their
modest words. For instance, in 1819 in northern En-
gland, women formed Female Reform Societies to
support the cause of male suffrage and radical reform.
They embroidered banners and carried them in the
great reform procession to Manchester on 16 August
1819. When the yeomen cavalry charged the crowd,
women fell alongside men in the massacre known as
Peterloo.

REPUBLICAN IDEOLOGIES
AND INSURRECTIONS

In general, radical organizations defined republican
ideologies and worker consciousness in masculine
terms. However, radicals espoused varied visions of
masculinity. For instance, the British Chartist move-
ment for the vote split into ‘‘moral force’’ and ‘‘physi-
cal force’’ wings in the late 1830s and early 1840s.
Those who advocated ‘‘moral force’’ believed that rad-
icals must denounce violence and organize in a peace-
ful, disciplined manner to prove their respectable
manhood. Although the ‘‘moral force’’ wing also usu-
ally denounced women’s wage earning as destructive
to the working-class family, their moral reform efforts
also opened up some space within the movement for
women. Chartists often tried to create alternatives to
the pub, sponsoring Chartist churches, temperance
societies, and soirees that could appeal to women as
well as men.

Yet frustrated by peaceful efforts for reform, rad-
icals sometimes turned to a more insurrectionary tra-
dition in which physical, military prowess took prec-
edence and excluded women. Men could imagine
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themselves as conspiratorial heroes fomenting revo-
lution. In the Chartist movement for the vote of the
1830s and 1840s, for instance, the ‘‘physical force’’
wing often marched and drilled, and mounted a few
abortive insurrections. They justified their activities as
defending their wives and families, proclaiming, ‘‘For
child and wife, we will fight to the knife!’’

The early nineteenth-century French republican
tradition also celebrated revolutionary violence, seen
in masculine terms as the brave citizen able to fight
on the barricades. Often driven underground by mo-
narchical repression, republicans covertly congregated
in cafés, largely frequented by men. So even when
repression forced radical organizations to base them-
selves on informal community networks rather than
legal organization, this informality did not incorpo-
rate women. Instead, republican ideology celebrated
fraternal bonding and ignored women.

When open insurrections broke out, however,
as in 1848, a few women fought on the barricades,
and more incited men to action or planted flags on
cobblestones, especially in areas where women were
very active in industry, such as Rouen’s textile mills.
And 1848 stimulated the formation of women’s po-
litical clubs such as the Société de la Voix des Femmes.
The 1848 revolution in France, of course, triggered
radical and nationalist uprisings in Germany and else-
where. In Germany, the insurrection had been pre-
ceded by the potato riots of 1847, in which women
took a significant part. In October 1848, democratic
women presented a petition demanding women’s
right to vote. Wearing revolutionary colors, women
fought on the barricades in Dresden. The year 1848
also witnessed the formation of many women’s po-
litical and charitable associations, including newspa-
pers and schools, but the repression of the 1840s
crushed the women’s movement in the German states
until the 1860s.

Women also played a highly visible role in the
Paris Commune of 1870–1871. The Prussian army
came to the brink of invading Paris in 1870; Napo-
leon III had capitulated to the invaders, quickly of-
fering peace terms. But the working people of Paris,
organized along anarchist and socialist lines, refused
to surrender to the Prussians. Instead, they seized the
cannons of the national army and took over the
government of Paris themselves. The working-class
women of Paris either fraternized with government
soldiers to distract them or threw rocks at troops and
cut the traces of horses’ harnesses. Rumors spread that
prostitutes urged a mob to lynch two French generals
at the inception of the Commune. During the Com-
mune’s regime, hundreds of women evoked the heroic
role played by women in the October Days of 1789

by marching to aid the Commune and the National
Guard. As in the earlier revolution, they also assem-
bled in a few debating societies, discussing issues such
as divorce, women’s rights, and peace. However, the
national army attacked and overcame the Commune
in May 1871. Many women perished as thousands of
Communards died defending the city, or were exe-
cuted as they were captured. The press denounced the
women of the Commune as bloodthirsty, anarchistic
harridans, depicting them as pétroleuses who set Paris
alight as the Commune collapsed. Women thus sym-
bolized the threat the Commune posed to bourgeois
France.

In Britain during the same era, workingmen’s
protests became much more disciplined and con-
trolled, as skilled men organized themselves into legal
associations and trade unions. They would assemble
in large, peaceful demonstrations with elaborate trade
union banners, demanding their political rights as
manly workers. However, when moderate action
failed, occasionally the hint of disorder could impel
the government to act. In 1867, when Parliament de-
layed passing the Second Reform Bill, enfranchising
urban working men, working men illegally assembled
in Hyde Park, breaking down iron railings and tram-
pling on flower beds. Parliament quickly passed the
bill.

WOMEN’S SUFFRAGE

Women agitating for female suffrage in Britain emu-
lated the workingmen’s campaign for the vote. After
decades of lobbying, pamphleteering, and organizing,
to no avail, feminists were told by politicians that they
must prove that large numbers of women wished for
the vote. To do so, by 1905 the suffragettes (militant
advocates for the vote) began more public, mass dem-
onstrations of women and their supporters. As had
male trade unionists, they marched with banners and
adopted their own iconography of colors (purple,
green, and white), as emblematic of the purity and
righteousness of their cause. Workingwomen, espe-
cially in Lancashire, also began organizing for suffrage.
But when peaceful protest failed by 1912, suffragettes
turned to more violent means of popular protest,
blowing up postboxes, smashing windows, hectoring
politicians, and chaining themselves to railings. They
intended to gain attention for their cause, to force
politicians to act, and to court martyrdom. In prison
they went on hunger strikes to demand the status of
political prisoners, only to be force-fed. Released
when dreadfully ill, their gaunt faces declared their
determination to gain the vote.
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On the Continent, the women’s movement for
the vote faced much more formidable obstacles. In
France, the Radical Party believed female suffrage
would lead to clerical dominance, but a few feminists
nonetheless engaged in spectacular activities, such as
burning the discriminatory Civil Code in public,
overturning ballot boxes, and breaking the windows
of polling booths, although the feminist movement
never engaged in widespread property destruction as
in England. In Belgium, sections of the socialist move-
ment had supported women’s rights, but when so-
cialists abandoned protest politics and entered the
government with the Liberals in 1902, they gave up
their support for women’s suffrage. In Germany,
women were prohibited from joining political parties
or indeed from attending political meetings altogether
until 1908 under the Prussian Law of Association.

WOMEN AND TRADE UNIONS

During the late nineteenth century, socialist and trade
union movements were quite hostile to middle-class
feminism. Although some socialists wished to orga-
nize and support women as workers or mothers, labor
movements generally refused to acknowledge women
as workers. Male trade unionists often assumed that
women were unorganizable as workers because work
did not provide the center of their identities, being
only an interval before marriage and child rearing.

Especially in areas such as Russia, they often depicted
women as ignorant, illiterate, and in thrall to priests.

In the mid to late nineteenth century, trade
unionists all over Europe increasingly adopted the
ideal of the breadwinner wage, the notion that a man
should be able to feed his family; concomitantly, they
often demanded that girls and women be excluded
from the workforce, or at least from factories and
mines, to preserve the working-class family and keep
up male wages. Did this notion of the breadwinner
wage lead to women’s exclusion from popular protest?
Male workers feared that employers would use cheap
female labor to undercut their wages. For instance,
after Milanese ribbon weavers successfully struck
against wage cuts in the 1860s and 1870s, employers
substituted female for male ribbon weavers. But the
male ribbon weavers did not try to incorporate the
women into their trade union organization or to im-
pel them to go on strike. As a result, the trade became
low-waged and feminized.

Some historians, however, have argued that
working-class women went along with demands for
the exclusion of women workers and for the bread-
winner wage for men because they wanted their hus-
bands to earn enough so that they could stay at home
instead of working long days in a noisy factory. Even
if wives and mothers did not work for wages, they
joined in protests for their husbands, brothers, and
fathers because their family survival depended on it.
For instance, in 1869, the women of La Ricamarie,
France, rallied around their husbands, brothers, and
sons, who were coal miners striking against wage cuts.
Crowds of frenzied women insulted and even threw
rocks at the soldiers who defended the mines, stirring
the men to further militance. As they shared in the
community mobilization, the women also shared in
its vulnerability, as soldiers shot two women and a
baby as well as ten men.

Women workers in late nineteenth-century in-
dustry, furthermore, were not necessarily passive and
quiescent. Although women tended to compose a very
low percentage of unions and socialist organizations,
they often struck spontaneously not only over wage
grievances but against sexual harassment and other is-
sues. For instance, Dundee jute workers occasionally
engaged in wildcat strikes against unfair labor prac-
tices, but male trade unionists never supported their
actions. In trades where married women continued to
work, such as tobacco in Spain, Russia, and France,
and textiles in Germany and France, they were more
likely to engage in strikes or even to join unions, since
they had longtime ties to their workplaces and com-
munities and a sense of pride in their skill. Tobacco
workers were especially known for their militance. In
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1895, when thirteen hundred ‘‘cigarette girls’’ struck
the Laferme factory in St. Petersburg against new ma-
chines that took away women’s jobs, the women broke
windows and threw the tobacco and even furniture
out of the building. But female tobacco workers’ mil-
itance differed from their male counterparts. While
willing to strike, they hesitated to join unions, in part
because their identities were bound up in their neigh-
borhoods and communities, not just in their work;
they were just as likely to act as consumers in the
marketplace, defending their families, as they were to
act as workers in the factory and union. German
women textile workers also built upon their identities
as both women and workers to engage in collective
action. They sometimes rioted against sexual harass-
ment or engaged in wildcat strikes in solidarity when
a sick woman was fired.

By the 1890s, however, some trade unions and
socialist organizations did attempt to harness women’s
willingness to engage in collective action. Many
women joined trade unions in Germany after the
Prussian Law of Association was repealed in 1908.
The Social Democratic Party supported women work-
ers in 1903, when they struck at Crimmitschau de-
manding ten-hour days on the basis that they needed
an extra hour for home life. In the 1890s Milan tai-
lors, realizing they could not restrict access to skill in
their trade, admitted women to their union, and both
men and women struck in 1892. A union also orga-
nized women in a Pirelli rubber plant in 1898, a year
when Italy was wracked by strikes, demonstrations,
and food riots.

Male trade unionists sometimes tried to take ad-
vantage of women’s energies for their strikes, but they
often found them difficult to control. For instance, in
1913 men and women joined together in the Con-
stancy textile strike in Barcelona, protesting low pay
for women both in factory and sweated labor. For the
first time, a leftist trade union group, the National
Confederation of Labor (CNT), demanded higher
wages for women, not just the breadwinner wage for
men. But unlike male workers, women organized
themselves by neighborhood, not by trade, and de-
fined their demands to include cheaper food prices as
well as higher wages. They battled authorities at the
workplace and in the streets. Appalled, the men of the
CNT asked them to stop, but the women kept on
confronting the authorities.

WORLD WAR I

The era of World War I witnessed an upsurge of
women’s strikes and food riots. During World War I,

women entered the workforce, especially in muni-
tions, to substitute for the men at the front. During
the first years of the war, most trade union, socialist,
and suffrage organizations, with some significant ex-
ceptions, supported the war effort, exhorting all to
sacrifice. But by 1916–1917, long hours, food short-
ages, and the endless slaughter of their men at the
front increased discontent among women workers. In
1916 women in the war industries often engaged in
spontaneous strikes. They would first meet outside the
factory, in halls, even movie houses, to organize them-
selves into committees, to write their grievances, and
to raise strike funds, and only then would they contact
syndicalist trade union leaders. (Syndicalists believed
that a general strike would enable labor unions to take
over government and society.) Once they struck, their
actions would often take on a festive, carnivalesque
atmosphere as they marched around cities turning out
women in other factories. As Laura Lee Downs points
out, these were not just parochial strikes over local
concerns, but soon linked up to wider issues as the
general crisis spread. Food riots broke out, and vast
crowds demonstrated against the war. Similarly, in
Milan in 1917, women workers in textile factories first
struck over sexual harassment and piecework, but
soon broadened their concerns as they rioted for food
and closed down munitions factories to protest the
war.

The persistence of food riots in a time of crisis
belies the conventional chronology that food riots dis-
appeared with modernization. Rather, their reappear-
ance signified the fragility of the modern state. When
Germany faced food shortages in 1915, housewives
mounted peaceful demonstrations simply requesting
that the government intervene to lower prices and en-
sure supplies, but when local governments failed to
respond, housewives began to articulate more explic-
itly socialist goals, demanding that the state take over
all food and clothing supplies and distribute them
equally to all, especially the poor. Governmental re-
sponses to these demands, while inadequate, staved
off revolution. In France, just after the war, women’s
agitation over food combined traditional and modern
elements: they drew upon their traditional neighbor-
hood networks, but they also cooperated with syndi-
calists and socialist organizations and set up their own
committees.

In Russia, however, women’s strikes and food
riots became symptomatic of a general crisis that re-
sulted in the Bolshevik takeover of 1917. As early as
1905, women participated in the huge strike wave
that swept through both peasants and workers in the
context of political agitation and war. Along with their
men, women workers and housewives demonstrated
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before the Winter Palace to petition the tsar on
Bloody Sunday. As the Russian polity broke down
under pressure of war, women and men began dozens
of protests all over Russia against shortages of bread,
soap, and other essentials. Peasant women also used
their status as mothers to defend their communities,
using their children as shields in demonstrations so
that soldiers would not shoot. But by 1913–1915,
women became more confident and assertive as work-
ers as well; textile workers, predominantly female,
actually became somewhat more apt to strike than
workers in male-dominated industries such as metal-
working. Women’s actions on International Women’s
Day, 23 February 1917 (Russian calendar), are widely
seen as triggering the February revolution. Defying
instructions by labor unions and social democrats to
remain calm, both housewives and women workers
demonstrated against high prices and shortages of
food, pouring into the streets to urge workers to strike.
This strike wave soon erupted into a massive protest
against the war, which soldiers refused to suppress.

Immediately after the Bolshevik revolution, how-
ever, the Communists remained ambivalent about the
place of women. They gave women legal equality and
promised to collectivize childcare and housework. But
some male Communists depicted strikes and dem-
onstrations by discontented women workers and sol-
diers’s wives as counterrevolutionary, regarding them
as babas, ignorant and conservative peasant women
who hindered the revolution. But women themselves

could exploit this stereotype, drawing upon the tra-
dition of the bab’i bunty, or peasant women’s riots.
These were outbreaks of violent peasant opposition,
which authorities viewed as irrational and hysterical.
When the Communist Party introduced collective
farms in the late 1920s and early 1930s, women were
especially opposed to collectivization of livestock be-
cause women raised cows and hens to provide eggs
and milk for their children, and to sell. Peasant
communities often thrust women to the forefront of
their protests against collectivization, knowing that
women enjoyed a certain, if limited, immunity from
punishment.

THE INTERWAR PERIOD

In some ways, gender tensions increased in the in-
terwar years. Hardened by their service at the front,
frustrated by the failure of abortive socialist insurrec-
tions, and embittered by wage cuts, inflation, and un-
employment, German men, especially communists,
tended to organize in a militaristic, confrontational
style, marching in formation in uniforms through the
streets and engaging in street battles with fascists.
Women had misgivings about this increasingly violent
form of politics, writes Karen Hagemann, and pre-
ferred organized cultural activities such as parades, fes-
tivals, International Women’s Day, and agitation
around reproductive rights.
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In postwar France, conventional politics still
marginalized voteless women. To make the French
suffrage campaign even more difficult, all street dem-
onstrations were banned in Paris in the early 1930s,
a time of great political instability. So feminists carried
out spectacular, symbolic actions, such as secretly en-
tering the Senate public gallery and tossing pamphlets
onto the politicians, hoisting banners on buses and
taxis, silently demonstrating, and postering Paris. Al-
though few women joined trade unions and the So-
cialist and Communist Parties (they were not even
allowed to join the Radical Party until 1924), many
women workers, such as factory workers and even
clerks in department stores, participated in the strike
wave following the election of the Popular Front in
1936. Contemporary pictures showed women work-
ers knitting as they occupied factories, while men
smoked and played cards. Even as women workers
struck, however, Popular Front parties focused on a
maternal, pronatal feminine image.

The Spanish Civil War between 1936 and 1939
provoked an unusual efflorescence of women’s politi-
cal activities. Enfranchised by the republic in 1931,
anarchist, socialist, communist, and republican women
leapt to its defense when the civil war began. The
anarchist group Mujeres Libres (free women) com-
bined militant support for the republic with a demand

for female emancipation. In the first months of the
civil war, the armed militia woman even became a
potent symbol of republican resistance, even though
she was more important as a symbol than as a repre-
sentation of the number of women fighting at the
front. In fact, after the initial outburst, those women
who were fighting at the front were sent back to sup-
port the men through working in munitions, nursing,
and propaganda. However, in 1937, when the Na-
tional Confederation of Labor took over Barcelona
factories in the name of the workers, female workers
resisted labor discipline and protested food shortages.
The fascist triumph pushed women back into the
home, as in Germany and Italy.

WORLD WAR II AND AFTER

Fascist regimes and occupying forces banned trade
unions and socialist organizations, of course, but the
abolition of formal politics made space for women’s
participation in the resistance in Italy and France.
Women could smuggle and spy for partisan groups,
but they also overtly demonstrated against food short-
ages and protested against the deportation of their
husbands, brothers, sons, and neighbors to labor
camps in Germany. During the 1950s, however, both
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left and right parties espoused a domestic role for
women, once again marginalizing them in politics.

During the 1960s the New Left criticized tra-
ditional social movements for their emphasis on the
workplace as the only locus of struggle; instead, the
New Left engaged in spontaneous, theatrical, nonvi-
olent protest suited for a media age. While the New
Left appealed to women, it also romanticized the mas-
culine rebel’s defiance of authority. In response, the
women’s liberation movement invented its own form
of spectacular protest, such as disrupting the Miss
World contest. One wing of the women’s movement
also declared that women were more nurturing than
men, and should therefore engage in their own au-
tonomous protests against war. Most notably, between
1981 and 1991 women encamped around Greenham

Common, a cruise missile base in England, surround-
ing the base with thousands of women linking hands
and blowing whistles in a form of ‘‘rough music’’
against nuclear missiles.

From the sixteenth century to the twentieth
century, as popular protests became more organized
into formal associations such as trade unions or po-
litical parties, women faded from view. But the per-
sistence of women’s strikes, food riots, and feminist
actions in the twentieth century undercuts the notion
that women were reluctant to engage in public po-
litical protest because of an essential feminine nature,
a preference for fluid, spontaneous, personal actions.
Instead, when popular protests became formalized,
political actors were defined in masculine terms,
which marginalized women.

See also other articles in this section.
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NEW SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

12
Gisela Kaplan

Social movements in Europe are a phenomenon of
the modern era. Indeed, although there were many
movements before the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies, they were not called movements or analyzed as
such because they generally failed to be based on im-
portant seminal ideas or ideologies. Instead, they
tended to focus on specific grievances or specific goals.
Such actions lacked any conscious intention of over-
turning the status quo. It is worth remembering that
the Latin word revolutio signified the restoration of or-
der, not its overthrow (as turning about, a return of
the same). The term gained its new meaning only after
the French Revolution. Nevertheless, in social history
it can be very important to ascertain when and how
a new idea started and so be able to answer the ques-
tion why it became relevant and significant at a certain
time in history.

The French Revolution (1789–1791) created
an important baseline for modern social movements
because of two very important ideas. One revolution-
ary idea argued that vested interests were not in the
interest of the people and therefore should not be the
foundation of the state. While the French Revolution
did not succeed in overturning class divisions it suc-
ceeded in challenging the interests of the aristocracy
and, in particular, their political power. It also chal-
lenged the church, which provided the other most
powerful representatives of parliament. The ‘‘third es-
tate,’’ the people, were hence to be considered as gain-
ing new status in the politics of their nation. The
second important idea, originating in seventeenth-
century England, discredited, then to be later sup-
ported by the French Revolution, was to issue a Dec-
laration of Human Rights. The important element of
this declaration was the assumption that people had
rights rather than just duties and that they had equal
rights, no matter what their status might have been at
birth. Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s point well before the
Revolution that ‘‘man is born free but everywhere he
is in chains’’ referred to the social and political ills of
his time, as he perceived them. However, to ‘‘un-
shackle’’ each individual, as revolutionary idealism de-

sired, proved to be difficult in practice. This was so
partly because vested interests are not given up with-
out a fight and partly because the broad restructuring
of Europe in the nineteenth century favored a politics
of oppression, domination, and imperialsim, fought
out also in two world wars and driven by fascism. It
took well into the second half of the twentieth century
before democracies in western Europe were on a firm
footing and the ideals proposed before and during the
French Revolution could be raised again.

THE ROOTS OF SOCIAL MOVEMENTS:
SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY REVOLTS

The first events that we may see as precursors of so-
cial movements occurred in the seventeenth century,
a century of great instability and of a particularly
long-drawn-out war (the Thirty Years’ War, 1618–
1648). These first movements of the 1640s and
1650s questioned the authority of the aristocracy and
the kings. Sometimes more generally referred to as
the ‘‘seventeeth-century crisis,’’ they affected England,
France, the Spanish Empire, the Ottoman Empire,
and Poland. They had in common that, for fleeting
and yet impressive moments, the world turned upside
down and traditionally accepted social orders were
suddenly overturned. When, in Catalonia and Naples,
the populace took to the streets to fight against the
aristocracy, led in Naples by a mere fisherman (Mas-
aniello), contemporaries felt that these disturbances
were qualitatively different from the riots of years
earlier.

More ominous to the aristocracy (and even the
common people) of Europe than this were the events
simultaneously taking shape in England. Here it was
not just a revolt but a battle cry by radical clergy and
learned burghers, who claimed that great changes were
required in England, not just in politics but across the
entire spectrum of society. The rebellion succeeded
insofar as it led a king to the executioner’s block. The
beheading of Charles I of England in 1649 stirred an
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immediate controversy, in which completely new con-
cepts were debated by a small but powerful minority.
Groups like the Diggers and the Levelers advocated
something akin to a public health insurance system,
maintenance of common land, communal life as op-
posed to individual ownership, and a participatory de-
mocracy based on the idea of equality. Between 1647
and 1649 the Levelers drafted an Agreement of the Peo-
ple, a type of constitution that was to form the basis
for the American Declaration of Independence (1776)—
perhaps the best index of the ‘‘modernity’’ of their
ideas. By 1660 the Levelers and their ideas had been
driven underground, but they would find an echo in
the ideals of the French Revolution, which would
change social and political thinking in Europe forever.

THE AGE OF SOCIAL MOVEMENTS:
1789–1945

Large-scale unrest arose again with the Enlightenment
period and the French Revolution. In the eighteenth
century the French philosophes as well as English and
Scottish thinkers developed the confidence to think
that everything could be ascertained and explained by
reason. The belief that human institutions and sys-
tems of government could be rationally analyzed, as-
sessed, and reformed gave new justification for over-
turning the status quo. One group receptive to these
ideas was the bourgeoisie, which emerged along with
a new economic system and thinking: capitalism. In
England and France, in particular, economic devel-
opments had led to the strengthening of a group of
people who did not fit well the traditional three–
tiered society composed of the king, the church, and
the people. The ‘‘third estate’’ had consisted of pow-
erless peasants, but the growth of cities and of trade
in western Europe saw the rise of a class who were city
dwellers, businessmen, merchants, traders, profession-
als (particularly lawyers). Increasingly they felt ignored
by a political system entirely run by church and aris-
tocracy. The bourgeoisie demanded more space, more
freedom, and greater participation.

While some scholars no longer view the French
Revolution as primarily class-based, in the classic in-
terpretation it was led and motivated by the bour-
geoisie while the common people of Paris and rural
France were coopted to secure the numbers. A charter
of human rights was declared, embodying the prin-
ciples of the Liberté, Egalité, and Fraternité that were
the catchwords of the Revolution. Maximilien de
Robespierre, later executed, pronounced the right to
work, and the first feminists argued for equal rights
for women. Despite countless backlashes after the

Revolution, the brief revolutionary Reign of Terror,
and Napoleon’s dictatorship, the idea and expression
of individual rights were to become the ethical bench-
mark for Europe and later for the industrialized world
in general. Moreover, the forms that political action
took during the Revolution defined the shape of social
movements for the next century and more.

Several European uprisings and revolutions took
place after the French Revolution—one set between
1830 and 1831 and another, involving large numbers
of people across all of Europe, in 1848, fought over
the principles of individual and national rights. These
revolutions were crushed, but the social movements
associated with them began to address new issues, no
longer just those of a politically frustrated bourgeoisie.
By the mid-nineteenth century the industrial revolu-
tion had taken off in many western European coun-
tries and, in the advanced case of England, had shown
its first stark fatalities. A new social group made its
entry into the history books: the factory workers.
Their often appalling living and working conditions
were described by Karl Marx’s collaborator, Friedrich
Engels, in The Condition of the Working Class in En-
gland in 1844. The labor movement coalesced around
the struggle to improve these conditions and establish
basic rights for workers. This movement, influenced
by the writings of Marx and Engels and fanned by the
socialist parties of western Europe and then Russia,
put forward the most popular and powerful program
for political and social change between 1870 and
World War I. Its influential powers as a liberatory
force for the working classes and as an advocate for
an experimental egaliatrianism in Europe began to de-
cline in the 1920s, due to rising fascism and, in the
East, to Stalin’s totalitarianism.

One other major movement developed in the
nineteenth century—the women’s movement. Women’s
movements emerged at various times and in various
places throughout Europe, culminating in most west-
ern European countries (led by England) in the suf-
fragette movement toward the end of the nineteenth
century. Suffragettes demanded the vote, as Olympe
de Gouge had during the French Revolution, changes
in property laws and marriage laws, and a right to
work.

For most Scandinavian countries, the cause of
women’s rights was associated with an almost contin-
uous agenda of social change throughout the nine-
teenth century. In Sweden in 1810, well before any-
where else, women gained permission to enter trade
and sales occupations. In 1845 they obtained the right
to inherit property. Other milestones followed, in-
cluding the right to attend universities as fully en-
rolled students in 1873. Although many of these
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rights were implemented before the rise of a signifi-
cant social movement, its emergence in the late nine-
teenth century spurred even more change. Before it
died down in the 1920s, divorce by mutual consent
was made possible (1915), women gained the vote
(1919), and a new family law of 1920 abolished the
husband’s guardianship of wife and children. Norway
was the first sovereign state in Europe to give full cit-
izenship rights to women, a process that began in
1901 and ended with full suffrage for all women in
1913. As early as 1908 the country passed a law grant-
ing women equal pay for equal work. Many of these
improvements, including amendments to family law
that granted women rights to control and inherit
property, were the result of a widespread suffrage
movement which had been active since the mid-
1880s.

Another noteworthy case of very early consid-
eration of women’s rights and issues was Italy, despite
its strict Catholicism. Italy had developed a strong
bourgeois city culture during the Renaissance, when
women filled with distinction several of the most im-
portant chairs in the universities of Italy. This past
became a model for Italian women much later. After
the unification of Italy in 1870, women played an
active role in politics, whether in grassroots workers’
movements or (usually) on the political left, even be-
fore the existence of an organized women’s movement.

Before the elections of 1897, the socialist Anna Ku-
liscioff gained fame by calling for an end to the de-
humanizing working conditions of 1.5 million Italian
women. Anna Maria Mozzoni, by contrast, stressed
the need for the liberation of women. As early as 1864
she advocated the right to divorce, and in 1881 she
founded a league for the promotion of women’s in-
terests. In 1897 the first National Women’s Union
was formed in Rome, followed by other local and na-
tional organizations. One organization, Unione Donne
Italiane, founded in 1944, existed throughout the
post–World War II years and retained an important
voice even at the time of the ‘‘new’’ women’s move-
ment of the 1970s.

Since universal suffrage was eventually achieved
in all European countries, the issue of citizenship re-
ceded into the background, even though its impor-
tance was not entirely lost. Almost naturally, because
of the idea of women’s moral superiority that was
common among the movements, many of the na-
tional women’s movements joined together prior to
World War I and became internationally associated in
peace movements. Renewed feminist and libertarian
ideas were proposed between the world wars, but they
were largely confined to the brief period between the
end of World War I and the rise of fascism. Renewed
feminist and liberationist ideas were proposed long
before the two world wars. Although their expression
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was driven underground by fascism, ideas of earlier
generations never died and resurfaced in the second-
part of the twentieth century. Historically, then, with
a couple of exceptions, it is rather incorrect to con-
ceive of the women’s movements of the late 1960s to
1980s in Europe as ‘‘second’’ or ‘‘new’’ women’s
movements. It is possible to trace back feminist ideas
to the nineteenth century or even earlier.

Europe has had a dual legacy of revolutions and
authoritarian traditions, and throughout the modern
era these forces have been played out against each
other. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries tra-
dition prevailed more often than radicalism, but pro-
gressive ideas and the social movements associated
with them flourished in particular periods. It is im-
possible to understand how the ‘‘new’’ social move-
ments after World War II would have taken place
without the humanism of the Renaissance and the
revolutions attempting to unshackle the chains that
traditions, vested interests, and even the church had
foisted upon the individual. It is especially difficult to
think of the new social movements without the En-
lightenment and the rise of the ideological left, with
its dreams of equality, liberty, and a social contract to
gain and maintain personal freedom. In a sense, the
new social movements are the logical extension of the
long-drawn-out Enlightenment projects. The En-
lightenment and the French Revolution made slavery
and serfdom unsavory, inequality problematic, and a
self-sustaining wage a basic right.

POST–WORLD WAR II LIBERATORY
MOVEMENTS AND IDENTITY POLITICS

The ‘‘newness’’ of the social movements after World
War II has to do with the focus of their grievances.
There had always been uprisings by poor farmers and
poor urban dwellers in times of famine but their revolt
was usually not aimed at the political and social fabric.
By the early twentieth century, Europe had also be-
come familiar with protests by workers against bosses
and by the working class against the ruling classes.
However, it was entirely new to see protests for spe-
cific issues forging alliances across class and even po-
litical parties. The old revolutionary dictum of justice,
equality, and liberty for all was supplemented by a new
awareness of one’s neighbor, community, and world.
Indeed, the new movements forged, temporarily at
least, a new sense of community and new identities.
The threat of nuclear armament, the many problems
of the environment, and, since the beginning of the
twenty-first century, the perceived threats of globali-
zation, repeatedly gave rise to strong protests and to

protest movements. Other new concerns of the late
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries were move-
ments concerned with celebrating and wishing to pro-
tect individuals and individual differences. Laws were
challenged as unjust if they were found to discriminate
against individuals on the grounds of sex, age, able-
bodiedness, sexual orientation, ethnic background, re-
ligion, or any other social markers. In other words,
from the 1960s to the 1980s, in particular, but also
thereafter, the new movements were concerend with
turning the table on society and its norms and values.

After World War II, a number of movements
arose that some thought were qualitatively different,
to be discussed in their own right, and thus should be
labeled ‘‘new.’’ Others have claimed that these new
movements were really continuing and concluding
unfinished business of the nineteenth century. The
emphasis on historical processes characteristic of social
history would support the latter view, at least to some
extent. The French Revolution and the European
working-class movements were certainly precursors of
the various women’s movements in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries. Most autonomous women’s
movements of the postwar era were associated with
the left. Some called themselves marxist and others
socialist. The Korean War and the Vietnam War also
brought into sharp relief the role Western societies
played in the affairs of people far from their own le-
gitimate bases of power. Through their activities, the
new movements addressed questions of citizenship,
the possible trajectory of personal freedom, and the
nature of the communal good to which they hoped
to contribute.

The first set of these movements of the 1950s
and 1960s involved the labor movement, the anti-
Vietnam War movement, nuclear disarmament, and
the student movements. These movements were char-
acterized by claims concerning class, race, anti-
imperialism, and the power of the state. Later they
were to be called the ‘‘classical’’ movements, while the
movements of the 1970s and 1980s are generally re-
ferred to as the ‘‘new’’ social movements. The new so-
cial movements included the peace movement, the en-
vironmental movement, the women’s movements, and
the disability movement. While these two sets of move-
ments have been distinguished by different names, cer-
tain continuities in social criticism, driven by a desire
for a new orientation of society at large, can be ob-
served. All ‘‘new’’ movements went through several
phases, from a preparatory incubatory stage (usually
in the mid-1960s) to a revolutionary phase (from the
end of the 1960s to the mid-1970s), ebbing to re-
formist phases thereafter and to a diffuse phase of
pragmatic politics from the mid-1980s to the present.
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The features specific to the new movements in-
cluded, first, a new identity politics that was defined
not by class but by the self-identification of the move-
ments’ members as women, as gay, as disabled, and so
on. Second, such identity politics made it possible to
combine forces with groups whose individuals were
formerly separated across class lines and at times also
across political affiliations.

The economic and welfare context was also im-
portant. Notably, the new movements occurred within
a context of full employment. For the fifteen years
between 1948 and 1963 unemployment in most Eu-
ropean countries averaged around 1.9 percent or rose,
at the most, to about 5 percent. In short, this period
was one of ‘‘entrepreneurial euphoria,’’ uninterrupted
by crises. The postwar years also saw an expansion of
the welfare state. Service industries underwent a boom
period and heralded the growth of the service sector
throughout the remaining decades of the twentieth
century. Sweden was hailed as the model welfare state,
and most European countries had some policies in
place to protect the individual from personal hardship
and to offer support services of some kind for specific
life situations. There were two additional factors, at
least for the onset of the postwar women’s movements.
One had to do with the fact that during World War
II women were asked to fill men’s places in manufac-
ture and most other civilian positions once thought
to be the prerogative of men. The same women were
not always entirely satisfied with returning to home
duties. Their daughters were well aware of the ten-
sions and conflicts and took up the fight that their
mothers could not or would not fight. A second de-
cisive factor was provided by an unlikely source: the
pharmaceutical industry. The invention and sale of
birth-control pills in the early 1960s delivered into
women’s hands freedom from worry about unwanted
pregnancies. A side effect of the pill was a promise for
women of greater social freedom, even the option of
having careers without premature pregnancies. Family
planning became a new field of service support for
women and young couples.

The impetus for the movements hence did not
arise from hunger and want. Germany experienced an
economic ‘‘miracle’’ and was for many years in a state
of boom. Even economically troubled Spain experi-
enced its own ‘‘Spanish miracle’’ in industry. Between
1950 and 1956 its industrial production tripled, and
in the 1960s Spain’s industrial growth rate was ex-
ceeded only by that of Japan. Not all European coun-
tries were in quite such a privileged position. Portugal
was still poor. Greece was also predominantly an
agrarian society, with more than 50 percent of the
labor force still employed in agriculture in 1960. But

here and in Portugal the new movements were con-
siderably weaker. In that sense, the movements were
the last vestiges of an unusually long and comforting
economic summer. The quest for careers, indepen-
dence, and fulfillment of one’s abilities fell on fertile
ground. Shortages of labor, expressed in guest-worker
conscription and a rising demand for female labor,
created favorable circumstances for discussions of
women’s equality with men in the workforce.

However, crises fell upon the movements in al-
most all countries with a change of economic for-
tunes. By the early 1970s inflation was the chief con-
cern, having jumped from 2 or 3 percent in the
immediate postwar decades to over 10 percent in most
and over 20 percent in some European countries.
These increasing signs of an imminent crisis were cou-
pled with fiscal disasters in 1973 and 1974, caused by
the oil embargo. Stock-market declines greater than
those in the Wall Street crash of 1929–1932 were
recorded. From 1976 to 1983 unemployment for
women in member states of the European Economic
Community rose by 15 percent, as compared to a rise
in unemployment for men of only 0.6 percent. In all,
a total of 7 million women in eighteen western Eu-
ropean countries lost their jobs in less than a decade.

Student movements. The influential American
civil-rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s had
substantial repercussions throughout Europe. Then,
in the 1960s, student movements and hippies created
an atmosphere of general upheaval against the state.
The entire basis of western European life came under
review. Student demonstrations took place in Madrid
and Barcelona as early as 1965. Like other countries,
Spain had massively enlarged its educational institu-
tions, opening eleven new universities since the 1950s.
Britain had opened a total of twenty-eight, and
throughout Europe the number of student enroll-
ments had risen astronomically, growing by more than
sevenfold in some countries in the span of less than
fifteen years. The student movement, particularly in
France, was strongly associated with the union move-
ment and to some extent (as in Italy) with political
parties of the left. Ironically, the German student up-
rising of 1968 originated from the Free University of
Berlin, the one West German university which had
been founded after the war as an explicitly democratic
institution. The students understood that the ideals
were not translated into practice.

The student uprisings in France, Italy, and West
Germany were not just campus revolts but uprisings
against the establishment and the state generally. Ul-
timately, they were not just ‘‘student’’ uprisings but
represented the discontent of an entire generation, the
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generation mostly born after World War II and the
Holocaust. They were not going to take the lead from
their parents and grandparents, who, they felt, had
given them no reason for pride. They wanted to see
substantial changes, not just at the level of university
administration, but in society at large so that they
would see democracy in practice, transparent politics,
and a complete abolition of traditional social hierar-
chies. Their influence on other movements was sig-
nificant, partly because some of the same people who
had been active in the student movement would later
emerge in one of the other movements.

The ‘‘new’’ women’s movements. The new wave
of women’s movements arose simultaneously in Eu-
ropean countries, as in the United States, Australia,
and Canada, often within just a few years of each
other and, at times, without knowledge of the others.
In national analyses, one finds quite often that specific
triggers for the mass-scale movements were unique to
one country. For instance, Norway had the resistance
movement of the Lapps, who were fighting for self-
determination (as they were also in Finland and Swe-
den). Denmark had a movement against joining the
European Community that led to the so-called peo-
ple’s movement against the EEC in 1972. Finland’s
first movement for women’s liberation occurred in the
context of Finnish nationalism and calls for secession
from Russia. In Berlin, it was the visit of the shah of
Iran, general imperialism, and the fight against out-
moded institutions that gave rise to the student move-
ment there, and this merged almost seamlessly into
the autonomous German women’s liberation move-
ment. In all the above-named cases women actively
participated in these movements and hence learned to
organize politically. It was easier to shift people from
one cause to another than to mobilize politically in-
active or inexperienced groups. But such a national
analysis cannot account for the enormous similarity
and the timing of movements across national and
continental boundaries.

It is generally agreed that the so-called new
women’s movements in western Europe began in
France and West Germany around 1968. By the end
of the international Decade of Women (1985), every
western European country had had some exposure to
women’s protests and demands, sometimes leading to
a drastic revision of thinking on individual liberty and
political participation. In 1988 leading women de-
clared that the European Community was, legisla-
tively, the most progressive political community for
women in the world. Credit for these advances was
primarily due to the tens of thousands of women who
developed a keen eye for strategy, for the impact of

protest, and for political organization. They mobilized
in sometimes spectacular protest events (Reclaim the
Night, smile strikes, or the dramatic strike actions by
90 percent of Icelandic women, refusing to do their
chores). However, the European political powers were
also keen to take some credit for this apparent achieve-
ment. They argued that the foundations for gender-
fair legislation were laid in 1957 in the Treaty of
Rome, which sealed the formation of the EEC. The
Treaty of Rome espoused the principle of economic
parity and fair competition, and this included the
rights and costs of female employment. Equalization
was to avoid any distortion of competition stemming
from a lower-paid female workforce. The second wave
of the movement happened well after these politico-
economic European networks were in place. Although
grassroots movements did not at first take much no-
tice of this European framework, nor did officialdom
take note of grassroots movements, both levels of ac-
tivity moved in the same direction of change.

All women in western Europe are now formally
equal before the law, a right that in most countries
existed before the second-wave movements started.
They all have a right to equal opportunity in educa-
tion and to careers once thought to be the sole domain
of men. The problem was, and partly still is, that the
gap between formal legal and political equality and
daily practice has not been entirely bridged. Thus a
culture of dissent and protest spread throughout west-
ern Europe and, to a point, became respectable. Such
a culture of dissent was stronger in central Europe
than in the Scandinavian countries, where much had
been achieved in a quiet step-by-step program of re-
form over most of the twentieth century. The protests
were nearly absent in countries behind the Iron Cur-
tain because women’s demands so much fought for in
the West had already been fulfilled, in a fashion.

Abortion and the women’s movement. Abortion
was clearly the issue around which the greatest support
in the women’s movement was collected in the 1970s.
Women marched in their tens of thousands, including
many women who otherwise took no active part in
the women’s-movement activities. Abortion and re-
productive technologies have been themes since the
nineteenth century. New antiabortion and anticon-
traception regulations, perceived as necessary to boost
populations, were enforced either toward the end of
the nineteenth century, or at the beginning of the
twentieth. Most western European countries intro-
duced antiabortion laws for the first time in the twen-
tieth century. Antiabortion laws occurred at a time of
nationalism and racism, fascism, and preparation for
war. Many countries had criminalized abortion by the
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time World War I broke out in 1914, and several
others, such as Germany and Italy, had tightened the
laws by the 1920s or 1930s, introducing strict pen-
alties and long prison sentences for offenders and for
those who volunteered to become accessories.

In such areas as sexuality, contraceptives, and
family counselling, the Scandinavian countries, except
for Norway, were in general far ahead of other West-
ern nations, both in legislation and in policy initia-
tives. The issue of abortion was also decided earlier
there and usually with far less public uproar than in
other countries. Thus, in Scandinavia, abortion never
became the catalyst for women’s movements that it
did in other western European nations. Iceland, Swe-
den, and Denmark liberalized their abortion laws in
the interwar period (1918–1939), Finland in 1951,
and Norway in 1965. Abortion on demand was in-
troduced in Denmark in 1973 and in Sweden in
1975. One of the main reasons, one suspects, why
Sweden never developed a strong new feminist move-
ment is that most demands that brought women to-
gether in other countries had actually been met in
Sweden.

Elsewhere in Europe, the case was different. Al-
though the abortion issue was hardly new in Europe,
it was ‘‘novel’’ again in the 1960s and 1970s because
the issue began to acquire new meaning through the
rise of the women’s movement, which viewed the right
to abortion as a necessary condition for the liberation
of women. Eastern European countries provide a use-
ful contrast. Abortion was freely available and en-
couraged, but in the absence of methods to prevent
conception.

Gay liberation. The new gay liberation movement
started some years after the women’s movements in
Europe, but it, too, had a long history of struggle.
Broadly, in western Europe the existence of libertin-
ism among the European aristocracy had traditionally
enabled the maintenance of a permissive subculture.
In this sphere secret expressions of a sexual diversity
were possible and not uncommon, especially in a
bawdy and celebratory court culture of the seven-
teenth century and thereafter. There were rituals and
occasions both for women and men to seek and main-
tain same-sex lovers. The aristocracy generally deemed
itself to live above the strict moral laws of its age. Such
practices and favors were occasionally extended to
members of the bourgeoisie, usually when these were
either wealthy or beautiful. The most famous of these
affairs became scandals not because they existed but
because they had been flaunted in public, as in the
case of George Sand (1804–1876), especially in her
affair with Marie Dorval, which Sand conducted

while dressed in male attire. Then the full force of
nineteenth-century French laws, written largely by the
aristocracy for the ‘‘lower classes’’ (including the bour-
geoisie), had to descend on her. In another famous
case, which led to the conviction of Oscar Wilde for
homosexual offenses in 1895, Wilde’s unforgivable er-
ror had been to have stepped outside his class. But
these scandals aside, a gay subculture never stopped
flourishing. An openly gay woman like Rosa Bonheur
(1822–1899) or Collette (1873–1954) would have
been unthinkable in Australia or the United States.
Women such as Sylvia Beach (1887–1962), Gertrude
Stein (1874–1946), and her lifelong companion Alice
B. Toklas (1877–1967) moved from the United
States to Paris in order to live a life that was possible
in Paris but still rather unlikely or impossible in New
World countries.

Legally, homosexuality was not always forbid-
den. The situation was extremely uneven between
countries, and policies changed within countries from
one regime to the next. For instance, the French crim-
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inal code of the Napoleonic era permitted any sexual
activities between any consenting adults. Repression
occurred only with the Vichy government during
World War II, when the age of consent was raised to
twenty-one. Prosecutions for anyone below that age
were then conducted on the basis of pedophilia, and
women were usually not prosecuted. In the Soviet Un-
ion of the 1920s homosexuality was considered nor-
mal, and Soviet legislation stated so explicitly. How-
ever, with the Stalinist reaction also came severe
repression. Likewise, the Netherlands had persecuted
and executed hundreds of homosexuals in the earlypart
of the eighteenth century. But following the French
Revolution, the law penalizing sodomy (under which
any male homosexuality fell) was abolished in 1811,
removing all restrictions on consenting adults.German
occupation of the Netherlands under the Nazis im-
posed a brief reign of terror, but immediately after the
war (1946) there was a Dutch campaign to liberate gay
people from the oppression. As early as 1944 homo-
sexuality was decriminalized in Sweden, and about ten
years later the High Court ruled that sexual preference
was an irrelevant criterion for parental fitness. Unpar-
alleled anywhere else in the world, the SwedishRiksdag
actually decreed in 1977 that two people of the same
sex living together ‘‘shall be fully accepted by Swedish
society.’’ Between 1951 and 1960 there existed an In-
ternational Committee for Sexual Equality, which
many western European countries joined.

Explicit mention of lesbians occurred much
later, largely because it was believed that homosexual
relationships between women either did not exist or
were not possible. Lesbians suffered from the veil of
invisibility so completely that they often did not come
to the attention of the public and very little was
known about them. Radclyffe Hall’s novel The Well
of Loneliness (1928), which dealt openly with lesbi-
anism, was widely translated into European languages
in the late 1920s, and it had a major impact on local
subcultures by testifying to their existence.

Despite the ongoing existence of a gay subcul-
ture in the large cities of Europe, the degree of op-
pression against homosexuality should not be down-
played. In the 1950s and 1960s homosexuality was
considered a perversion within internationally defined
disease models. When offenders were not sent to
prison, they came to the attention of the medical pro-
fession for treatment, which usually entailed an at-
tempt to ‘‘cure’’ them. Aversion therapy was practiced
in most Western countries from the 1950s to the
1970s, using electric shock or administering emetic
agents that caused prolonged bouts of vomiting.

Surprisingly, despite the long French tradition
against criminalizing homosexuality, France did not

lead the way to gay liberation. The Stonewall riots of
gays against police in New York in 1969 gave the
impetus for change throughout the entire Western
world. In France, the beginning of the gay liberation
movement is commonly identified as the protest on
1 May 1971 that interrupted the May Day celebra-
tions. A small group of people participated in that
protest, but a decade later, in 1981, there were mass
demonstrations (over 10,000) against legal discrimi-
nation. A gay liberation movement began in Spain in
1977. In Italy the most successful gay and lesbian or-
ganization was ARCI-Gay, a wing of ARCI (Associa-
zione Ricreative Culturale Italiana), a cultural associ-
ation affiliated with the Communist Party. By 1989
they had a national office in Rome.

However, the fight for rights of gays and lesbians
was not without severe problems and violent reprisals.
The first (post-Stalinist) underground gay organiza-
tion in Leningrad lasted for just two years (1984–
1986) before the KGB disbanded it, exiling, firing, or
imprisoning its members. But Stalinist draconian laws
were dropped between 1991 and 1993 in Latvia, Es-
tonia, Lithuania, the Ukraine, Kazakhstan, Moldova,
Uzbekistan. In 1993, under Boris Yeltsin, the criminal
penalties against homosexuals in Russia were dropped,
freeing over a thousand prisoners convicted on ho-
mosexual charges. In Greece, it was found that the
Greek gay organization AKOE and its journal ‘‘of-
fended public morality,’’ and in 1991 the editor was
sentenced to imprisonment. In Cyprus and Turkey
the laws on sodomy were declared invalid in 1992,
but gay organizations had suffered police attacks, bash-
ings, systematic beatings, and prosecution (1987–
1992), and not only there. Gay bashings were on the
increase through the early 1990s in other countries
that had decriminalized homosexuality.

The HIV and AIDS crisis of the 1980s and early
1990s gave new impetus to the movement, which was
becoming increasingly international. The gay liberation
movement was never a uniform or politically clearly
demarcated group. It was diverse in social composition
and consisted of competing schools of thought, na-
tionally and internationally. Since 1995 gays and les-
bians have obtained full legal rights throughout Eu-
rope, although social rights have not been achieved
everywhere, let alone with the same breadth as in Swe-
den or Denmark.

Environmentalism. Environmentalism encom-
passes not just conservation but also broad issues of
lifestyle. From the mid-1990s onward, for instance,
urban activism sought to reclaim cities from the car.
It is generally agreed that the oil crisis of 1973 sparked
the European environmental movement, although
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other events were important. In 1972 the Norwegian
philosopher Arne Naess began the ‘‘deep ecology’’
movement, and Greenpeace staged its first major ac-
tion against whaling. Rachel Carson’s book Silent
Spring (1962) alerted the public to the dangers of
DDT and the rampant use of pesticides. The rise of
the environmental movement is reflected in the sub-
stantial shift from traditional to nontraditional asso-
ciations that occurred in the period from 1980 to
1994. Membership in unions and in established po-
litical parties declined, while organizations working
for third-world countries, refugees, and human rights
increased their membership twofold in this period.
Organizations dealing with nature and the environ-
ment experienced a fourfold increase. In 1994 Green-
peace had 600,000 members, Amnesty International
164,000, Medecins sans Frontier 500,000, and World
Wildlife Fund 600,000 members.

Like the women’s movements, the green move-
ment consisted of many different groups and political
persuasions. It is difficult to speak of ‘‘left’’ or ‘‘right’’
political positions or to assign a specific class profile.
Under the single heading of environmentalism we
may find strains as diverse as pop ecology, mysticism,
and economic rationalist approaches to ‘‘resource
management.’’ There were deep ecologists, supporters
of Earth First!, spiritual Greens, bioregionalists, spir-
itual ecofeminists. And like the women’s and gay
movements, they too resorted to unconventional, ex-
traparliamentary forms of mobilization.

In most countries ‘‘green’’ ideas were readily
translated into political parties. The Greens, founded
as a party in Germany at the beginning of 1980 and
in Austria and Switzerland in 1986, quickly gained a
respectable number of seats in Parliament. The Greens
argued for an entire renewal and revision of society,
economy, and politics. They argued that the ideology
of profit and the economic principles of growth had
inbuilt the seeds of its own destruction because, if
proceeding unchecked, this thinking was destroying
the physical basis on which economic success was
built. With hindsight, the Greens have been extremely
successful insofaras modern economies have at least
introduced the concept of sustainable development
and have begun to seriously deal with a series of en-
vironmental problems. Their founders were former
leaders of the student movement and thus represented
an ambivalent mix of a traditional leftist revolutionary
orientation and a new ‘‘catastrophism.’’ The new ca-
tastrophism was fanned by people who believed that
the planet was doomed unless something was changed
very quickly. They argued that human societies came
perilously close to destroying their own world by or-
chestrating the largest wave of extinctions since the

age of the dinosaurs and the wholesale destruction of
forests, particularly rain forests. They were usually re-
garded as doomsday prophets and dismissed as too
radical although, today, we know their predictions
were largely correct. They revealed the potentially di-
sastrous consequences of a bigger-is-better philosophy
and urged societies to revise their destructive practices.
Increasingly, however, the Greens acquired a mandate
from the population to deal with environmental issues.
By the late 1990s they were no longer regarded as al-
ternative lifestyle and marginal. The Green Party of the
United Kingdom made the sudden ‘‘greenness’’ of Eu-
ropean politics visible when, in 1989, it won over 14.5
percent of votes in the elections for the European
Parliament.

While in Britain the movement was aided spe-
cifically by people with a concern for the remaining
wildlife, in Eastern European countries it contributed
to a sense of liberation from overbearing state power.
In Eastern European countries the environmental
movement started to become a cause célèbre, largely
because environmental protest could be closely iden-
tified as a protest against the power of the state. A
Bulgarian environmental group called itself Ecoglas-
nost. Charter 77 in Prague, a human-rights dissident
organization, turned green. The Polish Ecological
Club became active in 1980, and demonstrations were
held in Hungary in 1988. Mikhail Gorbachev’s re-
pudiation of the Brezhnev Doctrine led to a rapid
liberalization throughout the countries of the com-
munist bloc. With the disintegration of communist re-
gimes in 1989, nongovernment organizations rose to
new prominence in the East. In short, by the late 1980s
the environmental movement had spread throughout
all of Europe. Moreover, it had become a recognized
international concern. In 1987 the Brundtland Re-
port, called Our Common Future, was published by
the World Commission on Environment and Devel-
opment. In 1992 Rio de Janeiro hosted the world’s
first global environmental summit.

The peace movement. If the environmental move-
ment makes it difficult to tease out the political and
class affiliations of its members, the peace movement
adds a problem of categorization as ‘‘new’’ or ‘‘classic’’
movement. The modern post–World War II peace
and antiwar movements began their mobilization in
Europe in the 1950s and were generally very active
throughout the 1950s and early 1960s but then died
down, to reemerge as a strong ‘‘new’’ movement in
the 1980s. Antiwar sentiments were directed against
actual military interventions (Korea, later Vietnam)
and oppression (the 1956 uprising in Hungary), while
peace movements tended to look closely at security
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policies and the nature and purposes of armament.
There were also marked differences between East and
West. In Eastern Europe, peace movements were at
first undifferentiated and broadly anti-imperialist, di-
rected against those outside the Soviet bloc. Western
movements, by contrast, put their own governments
and policies under scrutiny.

In the late 1950s Britain was one of only three
nuclear powers in the world. By 1957 there was no-
ticeable opposition to the path that Britain had cho-
sen, evident in the formation of a National Com-
mittee for the Abolition of Nuclear Weapons Tests
(NCANWT) and a British Peace Committee, which
presented a case against any use of nuclear weapons
at the Stockholm Peace Appeal. The important Cam-
paign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND) was formed
in 1958, with the philosopher Bertrand Russell as its
first president. In 1972 the first Strategic Arms Lim-
itation Treaty (SALT 1) between the United States
and the Soviet Union was signed. Although it was

considered a flawed agreement by many, it drained the
peace movement and the CND of some of their ur-
gency and momentum.

The rekindling of the peace movement’s con-
cerns in the early 1980s followed two very different
routes and was sparked by different events. One was
the 1979 election of Margaret Thatcher, who, in con-
cert with President Ronald Reagan, publicly expressed
her belief in increased arms spending. Then there was
the war between Britain and Argentina over the Falk-
land Islands in 1982, with its inevitable military
rhetoric. Another source of revitalization came from
the women’s movements, particularly from Germany,
where the government proposed in 1978 that women
should be conscripted into the army in the same way
as men, for a compulsory military service of eighteen
months. In May 1979 this resulted in a series of dem-
onstrations. In Germany it signaled, in fact, the be-
ginning of a new peace movement. By 1980 the West
German contribution to the international women’s
peace movement was substantial.

During the United Nations world women’s con-
ference in 1980, ‘‘Women for Peace’’ organizationspre-
sented General Secretary Waldheim with 500,000 sig-
natures of European women against nuclear weapons
and militarism. This opposition, particularly tonuclear
power stations and nuclear weaponry, steadily drew
wider support and began to spread across Western Eu-
rope, involving men and women alike. The largestmass
demonstrations against nuclear weapons and the arms
race were held in October 1981 and again in October
1983. From Helsinki to Brussels, from London to
Rome, and from The Hague to Madrid, vast numbers
of people took to the streets at the same time. Over 3
million participants were estimated to have taken part,
clearly suggesting that the environmental and peace
movements had become truly European rather than
just national events. It is important to add that the end
of the cold war ushered in a period in which the tense
‘‘stand-off’’ tactics between East and West diminished.
The processes that led from the Stockholm Peace Ap-
peal to the 1992 environmental summit in Rio de Ja-
neiro indicate the long road that had to be traveled
from local and national protest to mainstream inter-
national summit meetings.

The twentieth century saw humanity degener-
ating into practices of large-scale planned elimination
of human life and into the most destructive warfare
in human history. Yet in response there emerged
strong liberatory movements that remembered the
Renaissance, humanitarianism, the individual con-
science, and the French Revolution. At no time, as at
the beginning of the twenty-first century, have the
peoples of Europe enjoyed so much personal freedom.
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STUDENT MOVEMENTS

12
Brendan Dooley

When French students took to the streets once again
in October 1998, they brought to a close a thirty-year
period of academic unrest that has left an indelible
mark on modern culture. To the extent that students
as a group and student movements as a category of
social action can be identified throughout European
culture from the Renaissance to the present, this most
recent period in the history of student movements has
been unique. Nonetheless, coordinated behavior on
the part of those enrolled in educational institutions
has always played an important role in larger processes
in society. Students alone, as a social elite with specific
requirements and specific connections to the institu-
tions of power, have created episodes of protest with
a lasting impact on the lives of subsequent generations
of students as well as on their societies at large. And
students as intellectuals have contributed a crucial
ideological element to larger movements for social
change.

To be sure, the demands of the students in
1998, mainly of high-school age, were far more mod-
est than those of the student protestors in both Spain
and France in 1986. All they wanted were more teach-
ers and better school facilities; whereas their prede-
cessors demanded modifications in university entry re-
quirements and other reforms aimed at leading their
societies ever farther along the path to democracy.
Similar to the latter were the protests of Italian uni-
versity students in 1977–1978, sparked by grievances
concerning plans for changes in university curriculum
that were then before the government.

All these student protest movements in western
Europe paled by comparison with the movements in
Eastern Europe in 1988–1989, in Czechoslovakia,
Hungary, Poland, East Germany, and Yugoslavia,
which helped bring about the collapse of their Soviet-
backed regimes. Closer in kind to the movements in
Eastern Europe, at least from the standpoint of the
link between academic grievances and more or less
profound social and political ones, as well as from the
standpoint of the depth of the impact on contem-
porary culture, were the student movements of 1968.

These were briefly brought to mind in the waves of
antinuclear protest that hit Western Europe in 1980
and 1983.

Social scientists have offered several explanatory
models for the recurrence of student protest through-
out European history. Some have given a prominent
role to generational conflict. For instance, Lewis Feuer
states that members of a rising generation imbued
with notions of modernity and change may wish to
vent on the one preceding it all the frustrations ac-
cumulated during their young lifetimes. Some ob-
servers have pointed to identity and personality crises
due to problems of socialization affecting large groups
of individuals. According to Erik Erikson, especially
in periods of social upheaval, many young people may
refuse to enter adult roles on the terms set for them
by adult society. Others such as Kenneth Keniston
have seen the presence of alienated and at the same
time talented leadership types as a major factor deter-
mining whether a student population will be given to
revolt. Still others such as Gianni Statera have turned
attention to class conflict, pointing out that even stu-
dents from privileged backgrounds may for a time
share a status of dependency with, for example, fac-
tory workers.

As elements in a larger society, some theorists
have pointed out, students may share in generalized
social pathologies like the anomie described by Émile
Durkheim or the various new threats to individual
autonomy that go under the names of ‘‘iron cage’’
(Max Weber) or ‘‘the colonization of the Lifeworld by
system imperatives’’ ( Jürgen Habermas). Work on po-
litical opportunity structures has tried to show how
the political and social consistency of a whole society
may lend itself more at some times than at others to
the expression of widespread discontent, taking into
account variables such as social cleavages, institutional
stability, and strategies within the movement and the
regime.

For the more remote history of student move-
ments, however, it should be kept in mind that almost
all explanatory models have been elaborated on the
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basis of events in the last several decades for which
accurate survey data has been available. Moreover,
there are some problems with pinning down the spe-
cific historical characteristics of students as a group.
They share their status for a far shorter period of time
than categories like laborers or mothers. Only in the
beginning of the nineteenth century did they begin
to develop a self-conscious identity. In every case and
in every period, the vastly different circumstances
make long-term generalizations an imperfect way of
analyzing the phenomenon.

THE EARLY MODERN UNIVERSITY

Social historians have shown how universities evolved
in the Renaissance into mainly elite degree-producing
institutions for entrance into the professions of med-
icine, law, and the church. It is important to remem-
ber that students before the mid-twentieth-century
were for the most part not only a social but a gender
(male) elite. Typical student organizations at this time
included brotherhoods, drinking clubs, and dueling
fraternities, intended mainly to extend to students the
same corporate protections guaranteed to other groups.
These organizations have so far received no more
scholarly attention than have the sporadic eruptions
of ‘‘town versus gown’’ violence. Disputes with a town
were caused as often by ordinary bread riots as by
perceived acts of disrespect for the honor of the citizen
or noble families to which the students belonged. Oc-
casionally a translatio studi resulted, that is, the move-
ment of an entire student body away from a town,
the last of which was from Göttingen to a nearby
woods in 1790. Especially at Padua, the contested elec-
tion of a rector could bring about rioting between stu-
dent factions. As universities came under the control
of political officials in the various states, the imposition
of discipline was accepted in return for guarantees pro-
tecting the universities’ privileges and immunities.

By the sixteenth century, governments began to
regulate what had been the most common ‘‘student
movement’’ of the time, namely, the so-called peregri-
natio academica, or academic peregrination, whereby
students in France, for instance, tested the waters in
no less than three universities, on the average, before
getting their degrees. Due to religious disputes and,
especially in the less-popular places, fears of a decline
in the numbers of students, governments began to
insist on restricting the exercise of the professions in
their states to those who had received their degrees
locally. Unwittingly, they set the stage for local orga-
nizational activity in the centuries to come.

More incisive student actions affecting religious,
intellectual, and political life in the period usually be-

gan outside the university and found echoes within,
so they cannot be analyzed as products of a particular
student culture or ideology. In the religious category
may be mentioned the Little Germany organization
in early sixteenth-century Cambridge, in support of
the Lutheran Reformation. Intellectual movements
included the formation of academies, a typical ex-
pression of the Renaissance ideals of polite conversa-
tion, usefulness, and pleasure, to which university stu-
dents in Italy made significant contributions. Most
likely in order to increase patronage opportunities, law
students at the University of Rome founded debating
clubs where they gave harangues and disputations in
preparation for their exams, inviting prominent local
personages to listen in or take part. Political move-
ments were exemplified by the factions at Oxford in
the support of the dynasties of Lancaster and York
before Edward IV’s decisive victory in the Wars of the
Roses. Two centuries later, political sympathies at Ox-
ford remained largely with the king even while civil
war was going on and Puritan religious ideas had
made serious headway among students.

STUDENTS AND REVOLUTION

During the French Revolution, students imbued with
late Enlightenment ideas and perhaps less reconciled
than their elders to the ancien régime began playing
a more radical role in pushing events in new direc-
tions. An organization called the Society of Law Stu-
dents at Rennes devoted itself to studying the deteri-
orating political situation of the country and engaged
in violent protests against the local nobility, side by
side with the unemployed laborers in the Young Cit-
izens’ society. And after the University of Paris was
drastically reduced by the legislation of February
1792, a considerable number of students enrolled en
masse as volunteers in the People’s Army, proclaiming
their adherence to the ideals of equality and freedom.
The French Revolution attack on ancien régime cor-
poratism raised serious questions about future univer-
sity organization even in areas where guilds and cor-
porations were not abolished. Without immediately
doing away with the brotherhoods, drinking clubs,
and dueling fraternities of old, students began casting
about for new forms of organization.

Modern student organization began in Ger-
many with the so-called Burschenschaften, founded
in Jena in 1815 but rapidly diffused throughout the
country. In this case, for the first time, social historians
have identified a real youth crisis, as students began
defining a specific public sphere for themselves, dis-
tinct from the political establishment of Restoration
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Europe. Students often shared a radical nationalism
drawn from writers such as Johann Fichte, as well as
an anti-régime fervor galvanized by disappointment
in the Napoleonic wars. And although they often
agreed with Wilhelm von Humboldt’s new concept
of university education as forming civilization rather
than imparting mere encyclopedic knowledge, they
did not find this ideal embodied in any existing in-
stitutions. The Burschenschaften offered an oppor-
tunity for self-reform. Against what was viewed as the
political and intellectual establishment’s effete Fran-
cophilia, they set the new image of the physically fit,
self-disciplined, and Teutonic youth.

An expression of the new movement was the
first student festival at Wartburg in October 1817,
where some fifteen hundred students gathered to ex-
press their ideas about freedom and fatherland. At
Giessen, a radical right-wing version of the movement,
called the Giessener Schwarzen (Giessen Blacks), was
formed by Karl Follen, whose program supported an
interpretation of German nationalism that excluded
French, Slavic, or Jewish elements in the country.
When certain acts of violence attributed to members
of the student organizations brought about their sup-
pression under the Carlsbad Decrees in 1819, they
began a more radical and subversive career under-
ground. In Poland, where libertarian and patriotic ide-
als inspired by the Burschenschaften combined with
opposition to the Russian regime, official decrees
banned all secret student societies in 1821. To drive
home the point, students were arrested and some exe-

cuted in Wilno in 1823 in connection with anti-
Russian statements.

All over Europe, students contributed signifi-
cantly to the unrest that built up in the 1830s and
1840s, and social historians so far have not distin-
guished student motivations from the motivations of
other elements of the populations involved. Students
were as deeply affected as anyone else by the heady
mixture of socialist ideas and romantic patriotism that
had no room for expression under the prevailing so-
ciopolitical system. In France they took part in the
agitation that led to the fall of the Restoration mon-
archy and the establishment of the July monarchy in
1830. In Göttingen the following year, they were
largely responsible for the creation of a communal
council that briefly stood ground against the Hanover
government of William II in Münster. In 1832 over
thirty thousand students and other participants cele-
brated patriotism and future German unification at
the Hambach festival. In 1833, prefiguring the revo-
lutions of 1848, students at Frankfurt belonging to a
group called the Vaterlandsverein unsuccessfully sought
worker and peasant support in a failed attempt to seize
the federal treasury and bring about a universal up-
rising. Even in Switzerland, a student group known
as the Radicals formed in 1839 to advocate a closer
union of the cantons and democratic political reforms.

In Paris one of the triggers of the 1848 revolu-
tion was the suppression by Louis-Philippe’s govern-
ment of a politically motivated course by Jules Mi-
chelet at the Collège de France, which brought the
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students out in force one month before actual fighting
began. Here as elsewhere, what encouraged student
participation in the events that were to follow, besides
constitutional ideals, was the specter of intellectual
unemployment raised by rapidly increasing enroll-
ments in a time of economic stagnation. In Germany
the Eisenach Festival was intended to provide a forum
to discuss democratically these as well as more specif-
ically German issues. Some twelve hundred delegates
from all over Germany presented their resolutions to
the National Assembly then meeting in Frankfurt to
draw up a constitution for a new German empire.
Although no answer was given, the students were
somewhat mollified by the establishment of demo-
cratic bodies like the Prussian Landtag and by the
suppression of the Carlsbad Decrees.

RUSSIAN POPULISM

The failure of the 1848 revolutions in Europe and the
defeat of Russian militarism in the Crimean War com-
bined to set the stage in Russia for some of the
farthest-reaching student movements of the age. Of-
ten from provincial backgrounds, students were quickly
acculturated to the latest trends on their arrival at the
universities of Moscow and St. Petersburg. Imbued
with the ideas of Marx, the French socialists, and Al-
exander Herzen, they rebelled against what they per-
ceived as the failed modernism of their elders. Rather
than capitalism and state authoritarianism, they turned
to agrarian socialism as the solution to society’s ills,
seeing in the countryside, where many of them orig-
inated, the seeds of a more complete rebirth than any
possible in the rest of Europe. This populist philoso-
phy seemed all the more utopian considering the dis-
mal conditions most peasants in Russia continued to
endure, but its promise grew increasingly attractive as
students from poor backgrounds poured into the uni-
versities under Nicholas I’s new enrollment policies.
For thirty years it formed a powerful undercurrent in
student life, surfacing from time to time in more or
less violent conflicts with the imperial authorities, and
included many brilliant theorists and activists, from
Mikhail Bakunin to Pyotr Kropotkin.

Organizational activity reached fever pitch with
Alexander II’s liberation of the serfs, but expectations
were soon disappointed. The banning of student or-
ganizational activity in 1861, together with a reduc-
tion in the number of government scholarships, oc-
casioned a major strike at the University of St.
Petersburg. As strikes spread to Moscow and else-
where, many students were jailed and the university
was closed for two years. The government’s apparent

lapse into political intransigence drove the movement
toward more desperate measures. Pyotr Zaichensky at
the University of Moscow published the secret paper,
Young Russia, calling for violent revolution as the only
way to bring about constitutional reform, land re-
form, emancipation of women, nationalization of fac-
tories, and the abolition of inheritances. Other stu-
dents there and elsewhere set up ‘‘Sunday schools’’ to
disseminate such ideas among workers and peasants.
Dmitri Karakozov, a member of a terrorist faction at
the University of Moscow called Hell, advocated and
eventually attempted the assassination of the tsar in
1866. The government reaction, known as the White
Terror, led to the arrest of the ringleaders and staved
off further terrorist action for a time. Soon, frustrated
by peasant indifference and plagued by government
repression, some participants turned again to terrorist
tactics, attempting and actually carrying out assassi-
nations of several public figures. Disagreement about
these tactics created a rift within the movement that
led to the formation of the People’s Will, the group
responsible for the assassination of Alexander II in
1881.

The years before the 1905 revolution may be
taken to exemplify the way responses to student de-
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mands can turn isolated incidents into a rationale for
more incisive organizational activity. The disastrous
Russo-Japanese war had hardened the students’ re-
solve, although they were not chiefly involved in the
1905 Bloody Sunday event, where soldiers fired on a
crowd of about three thousand demonstrators gath-
ered at Moscow University to begin a strike that was
to last nine months. In a huge meeting, they drafted
the Second Moscow Resolution committing the stu-
dent movement to ‘‘revolutionary’’ politics. They or-
ganized public propaganda programs and encouraged
fellow students to do the same at the universities of
Odessa and Kiev. When railway and other workers
joined the students in a general strike, Nicholas II
finally issued the October Manifesto granting freedom
of conscience, speech, and assembly and promising
franchise and more powers to the Duma. His subse-
quent reassertion of autocracy set the stage for the
Bolshevik Revolution.

WORLD WAR

In Bosnia and Herzogovina too, but slightly later than
in Russia, a new intelligentsia began to emerge, and
the Russian revolution of 1905 inspired hopes for
change. As students, they were exposed to ideas in
sharp contrast with the realities of peasant life. Social
historians have identified two distinct groups. A few
went to university in Vienna or Paris, where they im-
bibed advanced ideas about universal brotherhood
and the socialist future. Typically, though, they stayed
at home and never got beyond local high schools,
where intellectual prospects were dominated by less
sophisticated notions of heroism against the tyrannical
oppressor. To the latter group belonged Gavrilo Prin-
cip, a student member of the Black Hand movement,
who assassinated the Archduke Franz Ferdinand on
the eve of World War I.

In western Europe, student movements were
also changing by the late nineteenth century, particu-
larly with the rise of student support for right-wing,
anti-Semitic movements. Concerns about job pros-
pects and a sense of competition from Jewish students
help explain the new divisions in student politics, par-
ticularly in some professional schools in countries
such as France. Other students retained more tradi-
tional leftist attachments.

After the war, the most active student organi-
zations were in Germany. The most effective leaders
were as much repelled by the chaotic world of com-
munist revolution immediately to the east as they were
by the indecisive Weimar government in their midst.
When Weimar called for international cooperation to

resolve the issue of war reparations imposed by the
Versailles Treaty, they called for a stronger Germany
in opposition to the rest of Europe. Their sentiments
were confirmed as Germany slid deeper and deeper
into economic chaos and the communist revolution
began threatening from within. In 1919 the Deutsche
Studentenschaft (DS) began to provide a system of
representation for students and, through a program
called Studentenhilfe, to finance poorer members. Its
ideology of pan-Germanism and anti-Semitism, how-
ever, came in conflict with the liberal programs of the
Weimar government. The anti-Semitic sections, es-
pecially those based in Austria, were eventually forced
out, but not before the whole organization began to
take on a radical nationalistic character.

In analyzing the German movement at this
time, social historians have focused on explaining the
climate in which Nazism eventually flourished. Even
more radically nationalistic than the DS was the
Fichte Hochschulegemeinde, formed in 1919 to cel-
ebrate the ideas of Johann Fichte. Along with other
groups, it went on to form a part of the Hochschul-
ring Deutscher Art (HSR) aimed at promoting the
ethnic community. As the leading voice in student
politics throughout the 1920s, it represented anti-
parliamentarianism, anti-marxism, and authoritari-
anism. A major influence within the HSR came from
the so-called Young Conservatives, especially strong
in Berlin, who added the elements of irrationalism,
anti-intellectualism, assertiveness in foreign relations,
and nationalistic revolution to this heady mix. Some
of the more radical members of the HSR were in-
volved in the failed Nazi beer hall putsch of 8 No-
vember 1923. In 1924 a militant fragment broke off
to form the Deutschvolkische Studentenbewegung,
which, allied with an Austrian sister organization,
spoke through a newspaper called Der Student. In
1926 a Catholic group seceded from the increasingly
radical and militaristic HSR, calling itself the Gorres
Ring. However, it too swerved increasingly to the
right in the 1930s, advocating the Mussolini govern-
ment as an acceptable alternative to Weimar, and pro-
claiming ethnic nationalist concepts.

The first Nazi student groups emerged in Mu-
nich in 1922 and in Weimar in 1925, but a veritable
national movement began only in 1926. Originally
founded by the students themselves, they soon came
under Nazi party leadership. By 1928 party leaders
appointed Baldur von Schirach to lead them and
opened recruitment to all elements of the university
populations, from disenchanted proletarians to the
members of the older dueling fraternities who had
already been espousing right-wing political ideals. Soon
the Nazi student network began organizing violent
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demonstrations against the left. Older groups like the
HSR began to lose ground, and soon the Nazis took
control over leadership of the DS as well. On 12 April
1933 the DS issued twelve theses ‘‘against the un-
German spirit,’’ denouncing Jewish and liberal literary
works, and it organized the book burnings that took
place at German universities between April 26 and
May 10. Eventually the DS was placed under the di-
rect authority of a Reichsstudentenführung headed by
Gustav Adolf Scheel, who coordinated it with the
Nazi German Student Union.

To be sure, the German movement was not en-
tirely Nazi at this time. In the midst of the war effort,
students at the University of Munich staged the only
public protest against the party since its rise to power
in 1933. Led by Hans Scholl and his sister Sophie,
they maintained contact with anti-Nazi sympathizers
throughout Germany by way of a correspondence net-
work later dubbed the ‘‘White Rose Letters.’’ To en-
gage support for a wider uprising they printed and
distributed pamphlets. When the pamphlets were
discovered by the authorities, the Scholls were ar-
rested, beaten, and hanged, as were many of their
correspondents.

In occupied France, social historians have shown,
anti-Nazism could become a student ideology. Stu-
dents staged the Arc de Triomphe demonstration on
11 November 1940, celebrating the World War I ar-
mistice and protesting German occupation of Paris.

Demonstrators were either killed or deported to Ger-
many. Later, in 1943, students played an important
part in the Forces Unies de Jeunesse Patriotique or-
ganized to protest the occupation and to call for egal-
itarianism and democracy in the universities.

TOWARD 1968

The first postwar movements were provoked by
Soviet-backed repression in Eastern Europe, and at
first they were isolated reactions to specific circum-
stances rather than generalized protests. Supported
by the Allied occupation forces, students objecting
to manipulation and isolation within the Friedrich-
Wilhelm University, located in Soviet-occupied Ber-
lin, in 1948 formed the Free University in the Allied
zone, with a radical new program and a new anti-
hierarchical structure.

As students became more aware of the gap be-
tween political rhetoric and reality in their countries,
they contributed to the workers’ uprisings in East
Germany and Czechoslovakia in 1953, which occa-
sioned the first armed Russian intervention in the sat-
ellite states. Fearing a workers’ uprising in Hungary
that year, the Soviets replaced the repressive Mátyás
Rákosi with the more moderate Imre Nagy. What fol-
lowed has presented social historians with a typical
case in which bungled policies provoked a wider move-
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ment. When Nagy immediately freed eighty thousand
political prisoners and revealed the terror tactics util-
ized by the previous regime, the Soviets restored Rá-
kosi to power in 1955. As opposition to Rákosi grew,
members of the Petöfi club, the university wing of the
Communist Youth League, were among the most vo-
ciferous. By July the Russians moved in, replacing Rá-
kosi with the even harsher Ernö Gero. Nonetheless,
inspired by the October 1956 revolution in Poland,
students began organizing for an independent, dem-
ocratic, socialist Hungary. About five thousand met
on October 22 to adopt the Budapest Technical Uni-
versity Resolution, spelling out demands for peaceful
change and demanding reinstatement of Nagy and the
withdrawl of Russian forces. Some 300,000 demon-
strators, led by students, assembled on October 23.
But when security forces fired on the students, Hun-
garian soldiers called in as reinforcements joined the
demonstrators, and the Soviet-backed government
took flight. Nagy thereupon took over and formed a
cabinet, promising freedom and independence from
the Warsaw Pact. Soviet control was reestablished only
after a full-scale attack on Budapest and severe retal-
iation, in which some 20,000 rebels were arrested,
50,000 died, Nagy and 2,000 others were executed,
and more than 80,000 were wounded. Nearly 230,000
Hungarians escaped to the West, and 10,000 students
were deported to Russia.

The last episode of 1950s student activism in
the Eastern bloc was the protest at the University of
Warsaw occasioned by the closing of the student paper
Po Prostu, which had taken a liberal line since the
October Revolution of 1956, advocating political lib-
eralization. Protesters who called for reinstating the
paper were ambushed and beaten by police after a
grant of safe conduct. Those who presented the pe-
tition to the government of Prime Minister Wladys-
law Gomulka were arrested.

Several episodes, isolated at first, led to the mas-
sive student unrest unleashed in both east and west in
1968. All involved leadership structures were per-
ceived to be more interested in global security issues
than in promoting democratization at home. At times
the protest was mainly confined to university-related
issues. For instance, during the Week of Action in
November 1963, French students belonging to the
Union Nationale des Étudiants de France (UNEF)
and several teachers’ unions struck to demand better
facilities, more scholarships, and larger research ac-
counts. There was also concern about placement pros-
pects in disciplines like sociology, and these could fuel
attacks on the social order. At times university issues
combined with wider ones connected with differences
in worldview between governments and students.

In this period, for the first time, echoes from
the United States had an important effect on student
action in Europe. Student involvement in the Free-
dom Summer in Alabama in 1964 and in the Berkeley
student revolt that followed, showed the potential of
mass action. The Vietnam War, hotly contested in the
United States from 1965, seemed to symbolize for
many Europeans the worst effects of Western milita-
rization and colonialism. At the same time, young
people of both genders were affected by social and
cultural trends that had been transforming modern
life on both sides of the Atlantic. In spite of increasing
affluence, democratic ideas tended to advance beyond
the democratizing potential of even the most open
societies. Movements that once concerned a tiny van-
guard now became part of mass youth culture, not
only in politics, but also in other areas of life. Intel-
lectual liberation was inspired by the Situationists, the
neoexistentialists, and Jean-Paul Sartre. Artistic liber-
ation was inspired by the Beat poets and by abstract
expressionism. Sexual liberation, meanwhile, intro-
duced behavioral patterns that conflicted with the tra-
ditional structure of the family. Attacks on modern
consumer society highlighted the lifestyle components
of the student movement.

A pattern of confrontation emerged and spread
rapidly from place to place. In 1964 students at the
Free University in Berlin protested the arrival of the
Congolese Prime Minister Moise Tshombe, thought
to be a pawn of Belgian mining interests. When the
administration refused student requests to invite Erich
Kuby, a noted left-leaning critic of West German poli-
tics in general and of the university in particular, stu-
dents staged a protest focused on issues ranging from
the tenure case of an activist instructor to the Vietnam
War.

In France the rift between the government of
Charles de Gaulle and student politics had begun to
grow from 1960, when the UNEF declared its support
for Algerian independence and officially requested
that the government begin negotiations with the reb-
els. After two years of confrontations on this issue, the
government banned student public protests. Finally
in 1963 rumblings of discontent culminated in the
Sorbonne explosion, ostensibly sparked by the break-
down of university structures in the face of growing
enrollments. After a day of struggle between 10,000
Sorbonne students and 4,500 police, some 300,000
students in the nation’s twenty-three universities went
on strike, along with half the professors. The follow-
ing year, on the occasion of a university tour by the
Italian president, accompanied by the intransigent
French education minister Christian Fouchet, Uni-
versity of Paris students and the UNEF organized
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protests calling for democratic reforms within the
universities.

In Britain protests in 1965 at the London
School of Economics were concentrated against the
white community in Rhodesia, which had declared
independence from the black nationalist federation.
In Italy the first protests, centered at the University
of Turin in 1965, began with the question of official
recognition for a degree in sociology, and spread out
to include student governance, curricular reform, and
the relevance of instructional programs to contem-
porary affairs. Likewise at Turin, a seven-month oc-
cupation of the university buildings in 1967 began by
focusing on university issues and broadened out to
include social issues of national concern.

Student activism in German universities began
to reach critical mass in June 1967, when students
protesting a state visit by the shah of Iran were sub-
jected to a previously planned police attack involving
brutal beatings and the execution of a bystander.
About twenty thousand students from throughout
West Germany attended the funeral in Hanover on 9
July. The Hanover meeting produced a manifesto
connecting police brutality to the authoritarian and
exclusionary structure of German government as well
as to the general crisis of the university. The meeting
and its outcome propelled the student leader Rudi
Dutschke and the Sozialistischer Deutscher Studen-
tenbund (SDS) into prominence. The same year, stu-
dents formed the Kritische Universität in West Berlin
as an alternative to the increasingly bureaucratized
Free University by offering student-taught courses.

1968 AND BEYOND

The 1968 season of student unrest opened in Czecho-
slovakia. In January an unpopular neo-Stalinist sec-
retary of the Czech Communist Party was replaced by
Alexander Dubček, who introduced far-reaching re-
forms including democratization within the party,
freedom of movement, and freedom of expression.
Students played an important role in the Prague
Spring of discussion and protest that followed, with
calls for a continuation of the reforming line and the
dissolution of Communist Party rule. Encouraged by
the Prague movement, students in Warsaw took the
occasion of the banning of a nationalist drama to
demonstrate for more freedoms and democratization
in Poland. The brutal repression of both movements
would be a point of reference for student leaders in
1989 during the Velvet Revolution.

In the West the power of the student movement
in Prague inspired actions chiefly motivated by such
issues as NATO demands on Europe, the Vietnam

War, and the effects of U.S. policies in the Middle
East. In Rome the via Giulia protest led to 250 stu-
dent arrests. Next came Germany, where Rudi Dut-
schke was shot and severely wounded during the sup-
pression of the Easter riots, crippling the movement.

In France the expulsion of the student leader
Daniel Cohn-Bendit from the University of Nanterre
for his organizational activities moved the center of
protest once more to the Sorbonne. On May 3 the
rector called in police to remove the demonstrators,
who responded by erecting barricades and flinging
cobblestones. A week-long battle ensued, in which
hundreds of students and police were injured and six
hundred students were arrested. Police brutality and
government intransigence brought the workers over
to the side of the demonstrators, though direct con-
tacts were limited in part by union leaders’ uneasiness
about bourgeois students, and a season of strikes en-
sued. By late May some ten million workers were on
strike, joining labor issues to the political ones, and
the De Gaulle government seemed on the verge of
collapse. Only quick concessions by De Gaulle on la-
bor issues, weakening the workers’ support for the
student movement, avoided political disaster; and a
successful appeal brought conservative elements in the
country to the government’s side in new elections.
Inspired by the May events in Paris, outbreaks oc-
curred on June 3–10 in Zagreb and Belgrade, Yugo-
slavia, in Zurich later that month, in London, and
still later in Warwick, where students discovered doc-
uments showing university administrators’ investiga-
tions into student political activity.

The significance of the two-year period of pro-
test is still a matter of debate among social historians.
Most have agreed that the immediate results were less
important than the long-term consequences. At least
in the West, the movements produced few concrete
gains besides more open enrollments and fewer en-
trance requirements. Over the long term, some studies
have blamed the movement for driving the radical
leftist fringe toward a drastic change in tactics. Dis-
appointed by the failure of the movement to bring
about a general revolution, these studies say, some or-
ganizers resorted to forming a tiny vanguard of violent
operatives dedicated to subverting the system—the
Red Army Faction in Germany, Direct Action in
France. In Italy the rise of the Red Brigades made the
student movement of 1977–1978 all the more radical
and violent. On the positive side, studies have sug-
gested that the movement drew attention to the per-
sistent class divisions that seemed to prevent realiza-
tion of the democratic dream, as well as gender
divisions that helped create the women’s movement,
while the postwar political parties began to abandon
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ideology in the general enthusiasm that accompanied
the economic boom. It drew attention to the negative
side of capitalist development and modern technol-
ogy, emphasizing the limits to economic growth and
bringing environmental concerns to international at-
tention, culminating in the Greens movement (begun
by students in late-1970s Germany). Intellectuals,
many of whom had been students or professors in the

1960s, including Michel Foucault and Jacques Der-
rida, in questioning the very concept of modernity,
looked to the emergence of a new intellectual move-
ment that was eventually dubbed postmodern.

From this standpoint, social historians were less
stunned than political scientists when workers who
had lived through the 1970s in Eastern Europe as well
as students who were just coming of age in the 1980s



S E C T I O N 1 1 : S O C I A L P R O T E S T

310

began questioning the technological and economic
utopia of socialism, first in Poland and then elsewhere.
For two decades, the movements for reform, democ-
racy, and pluralism had run up against increasingly
intransigent and entrenched administrations in these
countries. Even convinced socialists saw that some-
thing had to change.

The Solidarity movement in Poland from 1981
showed that the regimes were not entirely invulner-
able; and Gorbachev’s reforms sent shock waves
throughout the Eastern bloc. Inevitably, students be-
came involved in what followed. They were on hand
when the Honecker government crumbled and the
Berlin Wall came down. They were in the vanguard
of the Velvet Revolution in Czechoslovakia. Prague
Spring veterans who had organized themselves in early
1989 spearheaded a large commemorative demonstra-
tion that August. Government repression of a large
student demonstration the following November

pushed the protest over into revolt. The unofficial op-
position party thereupon threatened a general strike.
When the government realized Russian aid would not
be forthcoming, it resigned. Here as elsewhere, the
Soviet era was over.

Although the 1989 movements signaled the de-
cisive end of an epoch in European history, they did
not signal the end of student protest movements. The
long view of university history suggests that the most
recent flare-ups are merely foretastes of what may hap-
pen when genuine issues join the interests and the
passions of the mass of students, sending them into
the streets once more, proclaiming the power of
youth, the oppression of the generations and of par-
ents, and the desire for change. The long view also
suggests that there is no guarantee that the future en-
visioned by student movements will always necessarily
correspond to the liberal ideals of equal opportunity,
multiculturalism, and freedom for all.

See also Students (in this volume); Higher Education (volume 5); and other articles
in this section.
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MODERN PROTEST POLITICS

12
Marco Giugni

Social protest is a permanent, though discontinuous,
feature of European society since the dawn of history.
It occurs when ordinary people act together to defend
threatened collective interests and/or identities or to
promote new ones. Historically it has taken various
forms: antitax revolts, struggles against conscription,
food riots, land occupations, seizures of grain, insur-
rections, strikes, barricades, public meetings, and many
others. At times social protest cascaded into larger cy-
cles of contention involving dense interactions among
various groups using different forms of action (Tar-
row, 1998). These phases of generalized contentious
activity gave rise to revolutions when multiple centers
of sovereignty were created, which turned the conflict
into a struggle ending in a forcible transfer of power
(Tilly, 1993). Most often, however, social protest oc-
curs at a lower scale, involving a limited number of
actors who lack regular access to institutions and en-
gage in confrontations with elites, authorities, and op-
ponents. When these actors engage in sustained chal-
lenges to power holders based on common purposes
and social solidarities, we have a social movement.

European social movements emerged as two
large-scale social processes—the emergence of an
urban-industrial economy and the consolidation of
the national state (Tilly et al., 1975)—interacted to
produce fundamental structural changes in history.
On the one hand, capitalism—the concentration of
the means of production and the separation between
those who control these means and those who provide
labor—produced new conflicts and oppositions, most
notably between capital and labor. On the other hand,
state formation—the creation of autonomous, differ-
entiated, and centralized governmental organizations
that are territorially bounded and have the monopoly
of the legitimate use of violence over that territory—
created a concentration of power and of coercive
means in the hands of state authorities. Such infra-
structure was needed, among other things, to collect
taxes and to engage in wars. In due time, the state and
its representative institutions such as the parliament
became the main target of social protest as national

politics and local contention intertwined to an in-
creasingly larger extent (Tilly, 1995).

The concentration of capital and coercive means
that marks the expansion and consolidation of the
European national state implied a transformation of
the structures of power in society. New collective in-
terests and identities emerged, new opportunities arose,
and new forms of group organization (such as the
class) appeared. This, in turn, contributed to the birth
of modern social movements by remodeling the forms
of collective action (see Figure 1). Charles Tilly (1986,
1995) has shown in his masterly accounts of popular
contention in France and Britain how the repertoires
of contention changed under the influence of these
two large-scale processes via the restructuring of in-
terests (and identities), opportunities, and organization.

Social movements are a special form of social
protest and contentious collective action, one that
emerged out of the shift from the old to the new
repertoire of contention as the concentration of cap-
ital and coercion transformed its modalities. Sidney
Tarrow (1998, p. 30) has described this shift as
follows:

In the 1780s, people knew how to seize shipments of
grain, attack tax gatherers, burn tax registers, and take
revenge on wrongdoers and people who had violated
community norms. But they were not yet familiar with
acts like the mass demonstration, the strike, or urban
insurrection on behalf of common goals. By the end
of the 1848 revolution, the petition, the public meet-
ing, the demonstration, and the barricade were well-
known routines, employed for a variety of purposes
and by different combinations of social actors.

The national social movement of the late twentieth
century was born, indeed invented by Europeans as
they created the new collective-action repertoire, as
Tilly puts it (see his article on collective action in this
volume), and can be defined as:

a sustained challenge to powerholders in the name of
a population living under the jurisdiction of those
powerholders by means of repeated public displays of
that population’s numbers, commitment, unity, and
worthiness. (Tilly, 1994, p. 7)
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Social movements are organized efforts, based on a
shared identity, to reach a common goal mainly,
though not exclusively, through noninstitutional
means. This clearly distinguishes them both from po-
litical parties (which engage in elections) and interest
groups (which act mainly within the existing institu-
tional channels by way of lobbying and negotiations
with the power holders), although at times they make
use of forms of action usually adopted by the latter.
This definition also emphasizes the action side of
movements rather than their organizational basis or
their ideology, although the latter two aspects allow
us to distinguish between movements and enter the
explanation of their mobilization. It therefore ex-
cludes purely cultural-ideological movements such as
the Nouvelle Droite (New Right) in France or cultural-
spiritual experiences such as the New Age, as well as
religious movements insofar as they do not express
themselves through political challenges.

This article deals with social movements as a
particular form of the broader category of contentious
politics, which includes related phenomena such as
riots, rebellions, terrorism, civil wars, and revolutions,
and which can be defined as collective interaction
among makers of claims and their objects involving
government as mediator, target, or claimant and bear-
ing on the interests of claimants (McAdam et al.,
1996; forthcoming). Given their origin in the for-
mation of the modern national state, this article fo-
cuses on the emergence and mobilization of in west-
ern Europe from the mid-nineteenth through the
twentieth century, drawing from the work of social
historians, sociologists, and political scientists.

SOCIETAL CLEAVAGES AND
EUROPEAN SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

The nineteenth century: Traditional lines of con-
flict. Social movements are the overt expression of
latent social conflicts. Their mobilization rests upon
societal cleavages, that is, social and cultural dividing
lines that oppose the interests and identities of differ-
ent groups in society. Capitalism and state formation
did not only produce a reorientation of the repertoires
of collective action. They also modified the structure
of dominant conflicts in society and hence the social-
structural foundations of social movements. Tradi-
tional cleavages constitute the condition for the mo-
bilization of many contemporary movements. In his
fundamental geopolitical mapping of Europe, Stein
Rokkan (1970) stressed four traditional cleavages,
which are particularly important in this respect: the
center-periphery, religious, urban-rural, and class cleav-
ages (see Kriesi et al., 1995, ch. 2, for a discussion in
relation to social movements).

The center-periphery cleavage forms the basis
for the mobilization of regionalist and nationalist
movements. Examples are countless: Northern Ire-
land, Scotland, and Wales in Britain; Catalonia,
Galicia, and the Basque country in Spain; Alsace, Brit-
tany, Corsica, Occitania, and again the Basque coun-
try in France; Friuli, Sardinia, Southern Tyrol, and
the Val d’Aosta in Italy; Flanders and Wallony in
Belgium; Jura in Switzerland; and many others. Most
of these movements claim have as their final objective
the political control over a given territory and are
coupled with an ethnically based identity. As such
they are ethnic-national movements. The example of
the Italian Northern League, however, indicates that
this is not always the case. Its claim for an indepen-
dent or autonomous Padania (the final goal varied
over time, shifting back and forth from the quest for
more autonomy to full independence) did not rest
upon an ethnic identity. It is sometimes framed as
such, but there is no basis for a collective identity of
the people of Padania in ethnocultural terms. How-
ever, regionalist or nationalist claims are typically re-
lated to a specific territorial identity and are facili-
tated by two kinds of cultural resources: religion and
especially language. In addition, the strength of this
cleavage depends very much on the structure of the
state, specifically on its degree of centralization. Re-
gionalist and nationalist claims historically were more
frequent in centralized states like France and Spain
than in federalist ones like Germany and Switzerland,
where the devolution of power to the peripheral mi-
norities tends to institutionalize the conflict between
the center and the periphery. They occurred especially
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when the minority in question has been or felt dis-
criminated against.

The religious cleavage in Europe refers to the
opposition between Catholics and Protestants that
emerged out of the sixteenth century Reformation. It
took different forms in countries where one of the two
religions predominates, like France, Italy, and Spain,
and in countries that were religiously mixed, like Ger-
many and Switzerland. In predominantly Catholic
nations, this cleavage refers to the conflict between
the church and the state. In religiously mixed nations
it historically opposed Catholics and Protestants. By
the late twentieth century the religious cleavage had
lost much of its strength and did not often give rise
to contentious collective action, although from time
to time in predominantly Catholic countries, popular
upsurges of protest occurred, typically with regard to
education issues. France is a well-documented case in
point. Elsewhere, the religious conflict was largely in-
stitutionalized into the party system. To be sure, on
the world scale the main opposition of the late twen-
tieth century was that between Judaism and Chris-
tianity (especially Catholicism) and Islam. Thus, the
religious cleavage may be seen as returning in certain
western European countries, such as France and Brit-
ain, that hosted high numbers of immigrants from the
Muslim world. This displacement of the traditional
religious cleavage may have facilitated the mobiliza-
tion of Muslim immigrants in those countries, and
indirectly provoked the reaction of racist and extreme
right groups.

The urban-rural cleavage opposes Europe’s ur-
ban and industrial regions to the rural areas where
agriculture and the peasant economy prevailed. This
line of conflict was dominant during the nineteenth
century, forming the basis for the social protest carried
on by farmers. In the course of the twentieth century
it weakened considerably as the number of farmers
shrunk everywhere in Europe and as they became in-
creasingly integrated into national politics. However,
in many countries they maintained a strong organi-
zation and collective identity, and were able to mo-
bilize in important ways—as they often did in
France—often in reaction to the threats posed on
them by the process of European economic integration.

The fourth and last of the traditional cleavages
is certainly the most important. The class cleavage
refers basically to the opposition between the working
class and the bourgeoisie. Thus, it obviously under-
pins the mobilization of the labor movement. The
transformation of the class structure that took place
with the industrial revolution made this cleavage cen-
tral from the mid-1800s to at least World War II. The
growing role of the service sector in West European

countries, however, eroded a large part of the social
basis of the labor movement. Furthermore, increased
living standards and the expansion of the welfare state
weakened the culture and collective identity of the
working class. On both these counts (the structural
and the cultural underpinnings of labor movements),
the strength of the class cleavage diminished in the
course of the twentieth century, but kept nevertheless
an important mobilization capacity. This holds true
especially in countries like France and Italy, in which
the industrial conflict between labor and capital was
not pacified and therefore remains politically salient.

Twentieth century: New lines of conflict. If the
rise of labor and other European social movements
stems largely from the profound transformations of
the societal conflict structure inscribed in the process
of modernization, the same can be said of movements
of the second half of the twentieth century. At least
in western Europe, the four traditional cleavages
highlighted by Rokkan weakened during the twenti-
eth century. At the same time, the weakening of tra-
ditional structures and the centrality of the class con-
flict brought to the fore a new cultural and social
cleavage that opposed different sectors within the new
middle class (Kriesi 1989): those with a ‘‘postmateri-
alist’’ value system, stressing individual participation,
emancipation, and self-fulfillment; and those with a
‘‘materialist’’ value system, emphasizing socioeconomic
needs as well as social order and security. Increased
social mobility, the development of a mass education
system, and above all the post–World War II eco-
nomic growth with the related expansion of the wel-
fare state resulted in economic well-being, and may
have provoked what Ronald Inglehart (1977) called
the ‘‘silent revolution,’’ that is, a shift from materialist
to postmaterialist values in western societies, leading
to the emergence of what came to be known as the
new social movements.

New social movements, mobilized around de-
mands for cultural rights and a better quality of life,
had three main thematic foci: (1) the criticism ad-
dressed to the new risks and threats engendered by
economic growth and technological progress; (2) the
rejection of all sorts of bureaucratic control over the
individual; and (3) the assertion of the right to one’s
own lifestyle and the right to cultural difference.
Thus, the new social movements were situated at the
crossroads of the criticism of modern civilization
and the search for the cultural emancipation of mar-
ginalized minorities. Some prefer to call them left-
libertarian movements (della Porta 1995). They are
‘‘left’’ because they mistrust the marketplace, private
investment, and the ethic of achievement, and they
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are committed to egalitarian distribution; they are
‘‘libertarian’’ insofar as they reject the regulation of
individual and collective conduct by both private
and public bureaucracies in favor of participatory de-
mocracy and the autonomy from market and from
bureaucratic dictates. This label refers to a social
movement family that includes the New Left, which
prevailed in the 1960s and 1970s; the new social
movements, which took the upper hand in the 1980s
and 1990s; as well as student movements.

Although there is no clear-cut demarcation be-
tween ‘‘old’’ and ‘‘new,’’ most observers would call
‘‘new’’ the following movements: peace, ecology, an-
tinuclear, women’s, solidarity (humanitarian, antira-
cist), squatters’, and other counter-cultural move-
ments, as well as movements mobilizing for the rights
of often-discriminated minorities such as gays and les-
bians. Some would add student movements to this
list. Others, however, consider them a precursor of the
new social movements, which are seen as more prag-
matic and less tied to the ideology and organizations
of the New Left.

Labor movements (and their ramifications within
institutional arenas, most notably social-democratic
parties and labor unions) and the new social move-
ments are two dominant areas of social protest—bet-
ter yet, two political families—of twentieth-century
Europe. Both can be classified as leftist forms of social

protest. A third area, located at the opposite end of
the political spectrum, comprises conservative and ex-
treme right movements. But, is this a real political
family? Can we find a common denominator that al-
lows us to place them in one and the same category?
Piero Ignazi (1994) finds at least three different
streams within the ideology of the Right: (1) a con-
servative stream that stresses order and tradition but
accepts modernity; (2) a ‘‘counterrevolutionary’’ stream,
basically antimodernist and nostalgic for the ancien
régime; and (3) a fascist stream, profoundly anticom-
munist but in its own way revolutionary. (This dis-
tinction is only in part drawn from the classical di-
vision proposed by René Rémond, which posits a
legitimist and traditionalist right, an Orleanist and
liberal right, and a Bonapartist and authoritarian
right, which is the precursor of fascism.) However,
while we may identify certain traits that unite rightist
groups and clearly distinguish them from the Left, in
particular with respect to the notions of social justice
and equality, it is very difficult to put in the same field
liberal, conservative, and authoritarian currents. On
the one hand, fascism is clearly opposed to liberalism
as it emphasizes the superiority of the state over the
individual and poses limitations to individual free-
doms. On the other hand, with its stress on the crea-
tion of a new order and its nationalistic populism, the
fascist tradition is also profoundly anticonservative
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and revolutionary, and hence clearly distinct from the
moderate (conservative) right. Furthermore, the fas-
cist ideology is antisystemic, for it displays a funda-
mental opposition that undermines the legitimacy of
representative democracy.

The legitimist (monarchist) and Bonapartist
traditions singled out by Rémond form the initial,
nineteenth-century ideological underpinnings of the
extreme right in the European context (Ignazi, 1994).
While the former only rarely gave rise to forms of
social protest and was for the most part confined to a
marginal space, the latter has been sadly important as
it was at the heart of the rise of various fascist move-
ments and regimes in several European countries,
most notably Germany, Italy, and Spain, between the
two world wars. In addition, various neofascist and
neonazi groups, have, explicitly or implicitly, referred
back to this ideological tradition. (Whether we can
speak of social movements in these cases is doubtful,
at least following the definition used here.)

The ‘‘traditional extreme right’’ stems from the
conflicts underlying the development of the industrial
society and is therefore, in a way, the other side of the
coin represented by the class cleavage. Another type
of right surfaced in the 1980s and 1990s, which some
have called the ‘‘postindustrial extreme right’’ (Ignazi,
1994) and others the ‘‘new radical right’’ (Kitschelt,
1995). Like the traditional extreme right, the new rad-
ical right is basically antisystemic. Yet it does not stem
from the fascist tradition, and sometimes is even op-
posed to it ideologically. It is better seen as a response
to the transformations that characterized Western Eu-
rope after World War II. The weakening of traditional
bonds and the emphasis on self-determination and
individual freedom are among the outcomes of these
transformations. In a way, the structural transforma-
tions that have characterized western society during
the twentieth century gave rise to new social and cul-
tural cleavages which came to underpin both the new
social movements and the new radical right. The
movements of the extreme right, in this view, express
a deepening conflict between the ‘‘winners’’ and the
‘‘losers’’ of the modernization process (Kriesi, 1999).
People adhering to the extreme right would be the
‘‘losers,’’ as they would have poor social and cultural
resources to cope with rapid social change (accelerated
by globalization processes).

While the value system carried by the new social
movements was basically social-democratic, libertar-
ian, and emancipatory, that of the extreme right was
antisystemic, authoritarian, and antiegalitarian. The
discontinuity of the new radical right with the tradi-
tional extreme right is seen in the fact that it often
has a neoliberal view with regard to economic issues.

According to Kitschelt (1995), the new radical right
combines an authoritarian ideology, a market/liberal
position toward the allocation of resources, and a par-
ticularistic conception of citizenship and membership
in the national community. It is therefore not sur-
prising that it has found in immigration and the mul-
ticultural society, which it resists on the basis of an
ethnocultural conception of the national identity, one
of its main grounds for mobilization. Indeed, one of
the main characteristics of the new radical right in
western Europe, together with its populist appeal, is
its xenophobia, which often leads to overtly racist at-
titudes and behaviors.

The European extreme right, both in its tradi-
tional and new radical variants, has usually been chan-
neled into parliamentary politics, taking the form of
a party. At the same time, however, these parties have
often behaved as social movements, mobilizing people
in the streets and challenging the established author-
ities by means of unconventional protest actions. In
addition, especially in the last part of the twentieth
century, violence by small extreme right groups sur-
faced in various countries. Such violence basically
took three forms: (1) planned and organized terrorist
acts (especially during the 1960s and 1970s, for ex-
ample by rightist anarchists); (2) more spontaneous
activities by various groups of skinheads and naziskins
(often addressed against immigrants and asylum seek-
ers, especially during the 1980s and 1990s); and (3),
less often, attacks by radical right religious fundamen-
talists (such as antiabortion activists).

THE HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF
EUROPEAN SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

Those who do not fear simplification may think of
different historical periods as being characterized by a
dominant social conflict that gives rise to a specific
type of social protest. According to Alain Touraine
(1984), for example, if the labor movement is the cen-
tral movement of industrial society, the new social
movements express the new conflicts inherent in in-
dustrial society, whereby symbolic rather than material
goods are the crucial stake. In a more systematic fash-
ion, the German sociologist Joachim Raschke (1985)
has described as a succession of three political para-
digms the shift in the focus of conflict that has taken
place since the second half of the nineteenth century.
The forms of resistance that characterized Europe in
the ancien régime, such food riots and tax revolts, are
centered around the ‘‘authority paradigm’’ and reflect
the struggle against an unequal distribution of power.
The closer we get to the French Revolution, the more
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this kind of protest concerns the fundamental rights
of people and—if these rights are met—citizens: free-
dom of speech and assembly, voting rights, and so on.
In the course of the nineteenth century, and especially
after 1848, the crucial conflict shifted toward class
conflict, centered around the ‘‘distribution paradigm’’
opposing the owners of the means of production
against the labor force. Social rights became the cru-
cial stake, and the main issues had to do with the
distribution of wealth in society. More or less since
the 1960s, finally, the dominant conflict has come to
reflect the ‘‘lifestyle paradigm.’’ The centrality of class
conflict is undermined, as the defense of interests and
identities linked to traditional cleavages, typical of the
old politics, has lost significance in favor of nonma-
terial issues addressed by the new politics, such as the
quality of life, minority rights, unconventional life-
styles, environmental protection, and so forth. Cul-
tural rights and individual autonomy have become the
crucial objects of contention.

To be sure, some of the themes raised by the
new social movements were already present in the nine-
teenth century. This holds especially for the women’s,
ecology, and peace movements, which are among the
most important, both quantitatively in terms of po-
litical mobilization and qualitatively with regard to the
relevance of their claims for twentieth-century. Not
incidentally, these precursors of the contemporary
new social movements emerged at a time when the
national social movement was slowly forming as a ma-
jor collective actor. Thus, the roots of the women’s
movement can be found in the cahiers des doléances of
women during the French Revolution, in which they
complained that the only choice left them was be-
tween misery and gallantry. The first organizations to
defend the interests of women began their activity in
Britain in the first half of the nineteenth century. Cu-
riously, French feminists remained quite marginal for
a long time. Contemporary environmentalism was pi-
oneered by German romanticism, and the first envi-
ronmental organizations in Europe were established
in the late nineteenth century. These small circles of
ecologists ante litteram were mainly concerned about
the need to protect and conserve certain natural
spaces.

The most persistent precursor to the new social
movements formed around the issues of peace and war.
The origins of modern pacifism can be found in the
Enlightenment, or, from an organizational point of
view, at the time of the Napoleonic Wars; perhaps the
first peace association in Europe, the London Peace
Society, was formed in 1816. Similar organizations
were created across Europe in the following decades.
Their efforts to prevent war, which often contained a

strong internationalist dimension, became stronger
concomitantly with the intensification of interna-
tional conflicts, most notably at the end of the nine-
teenth century and during the two world wars. After
the Russian Revolution, the pacifist movement inevi-
tably suffered a split between a radical, communist-
oriented wing and a moderate, most often religiously-
based wing. This split became most visible during the
years of the cold war, when the issue of nuclear arms
took center stage.

Just as the repertoires of contention had changed
in the shift from the ancien régime to modernity,
women’s, ecology, and peace issues were transformed
in the twentieth century as a result of the ‘‘silent revo-
lution’’ described by Inglehart. Initially, in their ar-
chaic forms, the new social movements were generally
restricted to small circles of scientific, social, and in-
tellectual elites. Furthermore, issues they were con-
cerned with were not yet anchored in a larger, structural
social conflict. The 1960s and 1970s both radicalized
and popularized those issues, leading to mass mobili-
zations on behalf of women’s rights, the environment,
the maintenance of peace, and other themes related to
new societal risks and cultural lifestyles. This shift re-
vived the movement for women’s liberation and gender
equality, political ecology and opposition to the use of
nuclear energy, as well as antimilitarism and the fight
against the arms race. They did not, however, fully re-
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place traditional feminism, nature protection and con-
servation, and peace reformism.

If taken in a synchronic rather than diachronic
perspective, Raschke’s distinction of three political
paradigms lends itself nicely to a simple classification
of European social movements according to the claims
they articulated. To do so, however, we must add a
further distinction, namely that between movements
challenging the established authorities and counter-
movements, which defend established rights and
privileges against those challenges (Kriesi, 1988). This
yields six distinct categories of movements (see table
1). Movements asking for more regional autonomy or
for the right to a separate state are the most typical
expression of the authority paradigm in Western
Europe. Racist movements and various forms of re-
sistance to political autonomy can be seen as their
corresponding counter-movements, as they defend
traditional privileges by denying fundamental political
rights to others. Labor movements are at the core of

the distribution paradigm. Indeed, the greatest impact
of the transformation from the old to the new rep-
ertoire of contention described by Tilly lies in the
creation of the conditions for the political mobiliza-
tion of workers. Antitax and farmers’ movements that
defend traditional material privileges are examples of
counter-movements acting within this paradigm. Fi-
nally, the claims articulated by the new social move-
ments concern the lifestyle paradigm. Within this
paradigm, they are distinguished, for example, from
antiabortion movements, insofar as the latter defend
traditional lifestyles.

CYCLES OF CONTENTION

Political conflicts are ultimately rooted in structural
and cultural cleavages. These dividing lines, however,
create only the potential for social protest and con-
tentious collective action. They remain latent as long
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1848: THE FIRST MODERN CYCLE OF CONTENTION

The first modern cycle of contention peaked in 1848, as
insurrections spread across Europe in the spring, facili-
tated by crop failures of 1846–1847, widespread politi-
cal repression, and the emergence of nationalism. These
insurrections combined a variety of claims and aspira-
tions: from the civil war between Catholic and Protestant
cantons in Switzerland to the renewed fight against mon-
archy and for liberal rights in France; from demands for
constitutional reforms in Vienna to Sicily’s quest for in-
dependence from Naples; from the political and social
claims of an emerging working class in Britain to the
struggle to end Austrian rule in Serbia, Croatia, Hungary,
and northern Italy. By the middle of 1848, all major
European regimes were threatened or had been over-
turned under the push of crowds organizing, marching,
and erecting barricades in the streets.

The seeds of this phase of generalized social unrest
lie in the French Revolution of 1789 and the July revolution
of 1830. Strictly speaking, however, this cycle of conten-
tion covers the period from March 1847, when the first
open conflicts occurred, to August 1848. The peak was
reached in February to April 1848 (see Godechot, 1971).

The 1848 revolutionary upsurges represent the
crossroads of the two driving forces of the nineteenth
century and of modern European history: liberalism and
socialism. It was above all a liberal and bourgeois revo-
lution, focusing on political rights, but in which an emerg-
ing and increasingly self-conscious working class was

gaining its place in history and addressing social issues.
These two fronts were fighting to defend different interests
and against different enemies, but their destinies were
intimately interrelated within the logic of industrial and
capitalist society. In addition, nationalistic aims and as-
pirations, embodied by demands for autonomy, indepen-
dence, and adhesion to other states, intersected with the
class struggle.

The cycle had its highest point in France with the
February revolution, but it started at Europe’s periphery,
most notably in the Swiss civil war (Tarrow, 1998). Ech-
oes from the Parisian July Revolution of 1830 gave rise
to a struggle for power in Switzerland, which resulted in
a series of political and military conflicts in the cantons.
The liberal Protestant cantons wanted to strengthen the
central power and impose their will on the mainly Cath-
olic rural cantons, which in response formed the Sonder-
bund (separate alliance), a mutual defense league, in
1845. Civil war was declared in August 1847, after the
federal Diet had ordered the dissolution of the Catholic-
conservative alliance in July of the same year, which re-
fused to comply and was defeated by before the end of
the year. In 1848 the now strengthened Swiss Confed-
eration adopted a new federal constitution, which in-
cluded the democratic principles declared by French rev-
olutionaries some fifty years earlier.

There had been various revolutionary attempts in
the Italian states during the 1830s and 1840s, most of

as they are not politicized—that is, until people de-
velop a collective identity, a sense of solidarity, and a
political consciousness, all aspects constitutive of a so-
cial movement. When and where these processes have
occurred, Europeans engaged in challenges to the con-
stituted authorities in the name of their collective in-
terests or identities. While these challenges often
emerged and evolved on their own, sometimes they
clustered in broader waves of generalized social unrest
which we may call cycles of contention. A cycle of
contention is

a phase of heightened conflict across the social system:
with rapid diffusion of collective action from more mo-
bilized to less mobilized sectors; a rapid pace of inno-

vation in the forms of contention; the creation of new
or transformed collective action frames; a combination
of organized and unorganized participation; and se-
quences of intensified information flow and interaction
between challengers and authorities. (Tarrow, 1998,
p. 142)

Social movements form broader cycles of contention
as changes in their external political environment
present themselves, affecting the mobilization of sev-
eral challenging groups, and as different movements
influence each other, some providing incentives and
opening the way to others.

George Katsiaficas (1987) has identified four
periods of crisis and turmoil on a global scale—what
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them led by secret societies such as the Carbonari, the
Filadelfi, or Giuseppe Mazzini’s Young Italy (see Tilly et
al. 1975). Revolts broke out across Italy in 1848 and
included attempts by peasants and workers to make their
claims heard (especially in the south and in Sicily), as
well as temporarily successful bourgeois revolutions in
Sicily, Naples, Lombardy, Venice, Tuscany, and the Papal
States. In the north, just as in the rest of the Habsburg
empire, people fought the Austrians, helped there by King
Charles Albert of Piedmont-Sardinia. Although the con-
stitutional and republican experiments were cut short af-
ter 1848, this period of unrest paved the way for the
Italian Risorgimento, which eventually led to the unifi-
cation of Italy in 1861, after the previous year’s spectac-
ular conquest of the Kingdom of Two Sicilies by Giuseppe
Garibaldi.

In Germany, liberal revolutions led to the conven-
ing of the Frankfurt Parliament (1848–1849), a national
assembly whose members were popularly elected and
whose aim was the unification of Germany. In the short
term, however, the most straightforward effects of the
1848 unrest occurred in France, most notably in Paris,
where the ‘‘February revolution’’ of 1848 led to the ab-
dication of Louis Philippe, the overthrow of the monarchy,
and the establishment the Second Republic. General dis-
satisfaction with the reactionary policies of the king and
his minister François Guizot had been growing in the pre-

ceding years. Furthermore, the poor conditions of workers
worsened in the crisis of 1846–1847, which induced so-
cialist Louis Blanc to propose the ateliers nationaux (na-
tional workshops), factories managed by the state to pro-
vide the unemployed with jobs, to counteract these
worsening conditions.

The conflict began within institutional circles and
then spread outward (Tarrow, 1998). When the regime
rejected the parliamentary opposition’s demand for suf-
frage reform, moderates and republicans allied to launch
the campaign of ‘‘banquets’’ to promote reform, and took
the issue to the streets, not only in Paris but also in the
province. The protest turned to overt rebellion as the ini-
tiative passed into the hands of the National Guard and
the urban poor, and repression provoked an escalation of
violence, especially when protests by workers and radical
socialists, known as the June Days, were crushed by the
government. The new republic inaugurated in February
1848 lasted for less than five years, as conflicting class
interests facilitated the coup d’état by Louis-Napoléon in
December 1852 and the establishment of the Second
Empire under his lead one year later. In France as else-
where in Europe, moderates pulled back, eventually al-
lowing military force and conservative reaction to gain
the upper hand over popular contention, putting an end
to the first major European cycle of contention.

he calls ‘‘world-historical social movements’’—that
have occurred since the historical phase that embraced
the American and French revolutions: 1848–1849,
1905–1907, 1917–1919, and 1967–1970. Each had
its ascending social class, emergent organizations,
dominant social vision, and privileged tactics (see ta-
ble 2 on page 317). At least two of them qualify as
major European cycles of contention. The uprisings
that broke out all over Europe in the winter and spring
of 1848 represent the first modern cycle of protest.
This revolutionary period combined issues pertaining
to political rights and claims about social rights with
large doses of nationalism. In a way, 1848 was at the
same time a bourgeois liberal revolution against the

last gasps of an abdicating monarchy and a proletarian
revolution of a nascent labor movement struggling for
a place on the stage of history. By the time of the Paris
Commune in 1871, the latter had fully gained that
place. Another major cycle of contention, with fewer
consequences, had its peak in 1968. Student and labor
movements were at the core of this phase of unrest.
Yet, if traditional cleavages and claims typically un-
derpinned the 1848 cycle, the events of 1967–1970
represent the rise of the New Left and of movements
based on new—‘‘postmaterialist’’—cleavages; in brief,
the shift from old to new politics.

Of course, other moments of generalized social
unrest have occurred in Europe, like the post–World
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1968: STUDENT PROTEST AND THE NEW LEFT

France in May 1968 symbolizes and represents the peak
of a cycle of contention that saw students and workers at
center stage, but involved other social groups, issues, and
claims as well, such as peace, nuclear arms, women’s
liberation, and other calls for social and cultural eman-
cipation. In brief, a whole political sector known as the
New Left contributed to produce a major phase of turmoil.
Students across Europe organized assemblies, held sit-
ins, and went into the streets to show their dissatisfaction
with the higher education system as well as with political
institutions and the functioning of society at large. The
mobilization of the student movement was particularly
significant in Germany, Italy, and France.

Although the most dramatic memories of 1968
come from Paris, the European wave of student unrest
began in Germany. In the early 1960s, the German stu-
dent movement paved the way to the outbreak of protest
by providing their counterparts in other countries with
ideological tools and a model for a new type of action
based on the separation from institutionalized politics and
greater autonomy. West Berlin can be considered the
birthplace of European student protest, both chronologi-
cally and ideologically (Statera, 1975). There, the protest
transcended issues pertaining to the university system,
first denouncing the Vietnam War and then imperialism,
the repressive nature of capitalism, the authoritarian
character of society, the lack of real democracy, and so

forth. Students were massively repressed by the German
authorities after December 1966, thus facilitating the rise
of a strong extraparliamentary opposition starting from
mid 1967. The New Left staged a variety of activities
during 1967 and 1968, including a series of attacks
against a hostile national newspaper monopoly (Katsiafi-
cas, 1987). The unrest became particularly strong when
the parliament passed emergency laws aimed at social
control on 20 May 1968. A series of actions, blockades,
and mass demonstrations were held that month through-
out the country, and included a call for a general strike
that was endorsed in several cities.

While the major mobilizations in Germany occurred
in 1967, in Italy student masses actively participated only
in 1968. Yet in both countries the protest radicalized and
spread across the nation during 1967 to peak in spring
1968. The Italian student movement began above all at
the Universities of Trent and Turin, where in November
1967 students occupied the headquarters of the arts fac-
ulties nearly uninterruptedly for about seven months. The
unrest took a broader dimension in spring 1968, involv-
ing thousands of people all over the country and leading
in March to serious clashes with the police at Valle Giulia
in Rome. By the end of the year, the student movement
had developed ties with workers, who joined the protest
with their own grievances and claims. The mobilization
of the labor movement peaked in the so-called ‘‘Hot Au-

War I period, with the strike wave and the Popular
Front in France, the rise of nazism in Germany, and
that of fascism above all in Italy and Spain. Another
cycle of contention, this time with tremendous social
and political impact, occurred at the end of the 1980s
in eastern and central Europe. Spurred by the move
toward liberalization made by the Soviet party secre-
tary Mikhail Gorbachev through glasnost (openness)
and perestroika (restructuring), the powerful mix of
claims for civil rights and democracy and together
with nationalistic aspirations produced one of the
more dramatic geopolitical changes of the twentieth
century. The democratic ‘‘revolutions’’ that in 1989–
1991 led to the fall of the Berlin wall, the collapse of
the Soviet Union, and eventually to the birth of a

number of new states also show how processes of dif-
fusion may help social protest spread from one place
to another, from one country to another. This, to-
gether with diffusion from one sector of society to
other sectors, contributes to the creation of a cycle of
contention.

Cycles of contention have various outcomes.
The radicalization of social protest, which can lead to
the overt use of violence, is one; its institutionalization
is another. Often radicalization and institutionaliza-
tion both occur at the same time at the end of a cycle
of contention as a result of the selective repression
exerted by the political authorities, which exploit and
exacerbate the split between radicals and moderates
within the movements, and of the dynamics of com-
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tumn’’ of 1969 as major strikes threatened to block the
Italian economy and as contention was transforming into
class struggle. Students, the New Left, and organized
workers all contributed to a major cycle of contention,
which declined as various groups of the New Left became
increasingly active outside the factories, some turning to
terrorist activities.

Student unrest in France was the most intense but
at the same time the most short-lived within this cycle
of contention. The protest both started and ended more
abruptly than in Germany and Italy. Although signs of
agitation and dissatisfaction with the educational system
had already been present before, the effective rise of
collective action began in the fall of 1967 and continued
sporadically through the winter and early spring of the
following year. It then took an upward turn in March
and April 1968, not only in France but in various Eu-
ropean countries. In France, the turning point occurred
on 22 March, following the occupation of the adminis-
tration building of the University of Nanterre, which be-
came the center of the protest under the leadership of
student activist Daniel Cohn-Bendit. The protest turned
into revolt and a near insurrection starting from the night
between 10 and 11 May 1968, when barricades and
clashes with the police in Paris as well as in other cities
nearly led to the collapse of the French government, as
President Charles de Gaulle, rumored to be considering

resignation dissolved the parliament. As in Italy, the la-
bor movement joined the protest and engaged in a series
of large-scale strikes. The cycle was turning into a near
revolution, but de Gaulle’s party won the elections in
June. After its abrupt rise in May and June 1968, the
student movement rapidly demobilized and the working
class returned to work with the signature of the Grenelle
agreements on 27 May 1968, which closed the crisis as
far as industrial relations were concerned. Factory mil-
itancy continued, but the May events largely exhausted
the mobilization capacity of the other major sectors of
the French society.

The student and New Left cycle of contention of
1968 also touched Eastern Europe. The student move-
ment was particularly active in Poland, where it showed
characteristics similar to those of its West European coun-
terparts, although its mobilization there did not deal with
issues pertaining to the academic structure (Statera,
1975). Protests rapidly spread from Warsaw to the rest
of the country in March 1968. The most dramatic images
in that part of the Continent, however, come from
Czechoslovakia, where the most important popular move-
ment for reform in the East since the one that occurred
in Hungary in 1956 was brutally repressed by Soviet arm
in August 1968. The Prague Spring thus finished before
it could keep its promises, and it was twenty years before
revolutionary change came to Eastern Europe.

petition among the groups involved in the protest
(della Porta 1995; Tarrow 1989). Yet collective vio-
lence is also an outcome of collective action in general,
which usually comes in periods of national struggles
of power (Tilly et al., 1975).

Terrorism, a special case of violence used for
political purposes, is carried out by small, organized,
underground organizations. It is not a social move-
ment, but often arises as a result of cycles of conten-
tion that involve social movements. In twentieth-
century Europe there were three main sources of this
highly delegitimized type of political violence: left-
wing organizations, right-wing or extreme right or-
ganizations, and ethnic-nationalist organizations. Ger-
many and Italy witnessed impressive levels of political

violence in the wake of student and labor unrest that
occurred across Europe in the late 1960s and early
1970s (della Porta, 1995). Clandestine armed orga-
nizations such as the Red Army Fraction in Germany
and the Red Brigades in Italy—to mention only the
most famous left-wing terrorist groups—made them-
selves known during the 1970s. Italy, in particular,
suffered from the actions of both left- and right-wing
underground organizations. There, the escalation of
left-wing violence seems indeed to have been a prod-
uct of the 1968 cycle of contention. However, this
effect is likely to have been exacerbated by a strong
left-right polarization and the reminiscences of the
harsh confrontations between these two political fronts
under the fascist regime in the 1920s and 1930s.
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1989: THE DEMOCRATIC MOVEMENTS IN EASTERN EUROPE

When Mikhail Gorbachev became the general secretary
of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in March
1985, no one could imagine that a few years later the
Berlin wall and ‘‘real socialism’’ would be only history.
Gorbachev’s glasnost and perestroika were a series of
reforms and a policy of liberalization that provided new
opportunities for people to organize and mobilize. These
policies triggered a wave of democratization movements
that formed a major cycle of contention, with truly rev-
olutionary outcomes, in east and central Europe in the
late 1980s and early 1990s. The symbolic peak of the
cycle occurred on 9 November 1989, when East Ger-
many’s government announced the opening of the Ber-
lin wall. Although at times and in some places, as for
example in Romania, the protest took violent forms,
most of this cycle of contention involved peaceful dem-
onstrations, strikes, and protest marches, which has led
some to speak of a ‘‘soft revolution’’ or, specifically re-
ferring to the case of Czechoslovakia, of the Velvet Rev-
olution.

This cycle of contention was carried in the first place
by claims for civil rights and democracy from below. In
addition, as in 1848, liberal revolutions intersected with
nationalist strife, and the weakening of the Soviet control
stimulated nationalist feelings and aspirations that led to
civil war, first in parts of the Soviet Union and later in
the Balkans. Gorbachev’s cycle of reform, especially the
proposal to introduce real elections and the removal of
the threat of Red Army intervention, spurred protests for
more autonomy in several republics of the Soviet Union.
The first open signs of revolt appeared in Estonia and
Armenia in February 1988 and proliferated in the course

of 1989, when in the three Baltic republics (Latvia, Lith-
uania, and Estonia) people went to the streets to call for
independence from Moscow. Social protest remained sus-
tained in the former Soviet Union through 1990 and
1991, and continued even into 1992 (Beissinger, 1998).
Indeed, although at the same time, participation dimin-
ished, violence increased dramatically in 1992, also as a
result of the military intervention of the government in
Moscow. The three Baltic republics proclaimed their in-
dependence in 1990. Georgia followed in 1991. The So-
viet Union collapsed in the wake of the attempted coup
d’état by party hardliners in August of that year.

Also in the spring of 1989, conflict emerged in
Yugoslavia between the ruling Serbs and the country’s
other ethnic groups, who demanded more autonomy from
Belgrade. This conflict led to the civil wars that shook the
Balkan area in the 1990s. First Slovenia, then Croatia
and Bosnia fought for and eventually obtained their in-
dependence.

Social protest played an especially significant role
in East Germany and Czechoslovakia. Concerning the for-
mer country, the decision by the Hungarian authorities to
open the east-west border and hence to create a breach
in the Iron Curtain in the summer of 1989, with the
resulting exodus of people from East Germany, precipi-
tated the crisis and further encouraged people to dem-
onstrate first for political reform and then for German
reunification (see Oberschall, 1996). The key events oc-
curred in Leipzig, the second-largest city, in fall 1989.
In spite of initial repression, increasingly larger crowds
staged a series of demonstrations and marches, some-
times with many thousands of people, which peaked in

Other countries were touched less by left- and
right-wing terrorism but dealt with violent actions
taken by the armed branches of nationalist move-
ments. Britain, France, and Spain certainly suffered
from this type of political violence. Terrorist acts re-
spectively by the Irish Republican Army, the ETA
Basque organization, and Corsican nationalist groups
filled the pages of newspapers for many years. In these
cases, terrorism appears less as an outcome of a given

cycle of contention than as an endemic feature of
those societies, although the pace and intensity of ter-
rorist acts may vary according to the ebb and flow of
nationalist protest more generally.

Cycles of contention sometimes evolved into
full-fledged revolutions, as in 1789 France, 1917 Rus-
sia, or in 1989–1991 Eastern Europe. Historians have
identified the major factors that may produce a rev-
olution: the weakness of the state (due to either in-
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October of that year. Shortly, thereafter, a weakened gov-
ernment was forced to announce the opening of the Berlin
Wall.

The protest spread rapidly from East Germany to
Czechoslovakia and the Balkans. The Velvet Revolution
that eventually led to the division of Czechoslovakia into
two separate countries (the Czech Republic and Slovakia)
was successful in short order. Although a peak in mobi-
lization and clashes with the police occurred in January
1989, the democratic movement took a real popular di-
mension only in the fall of 1989. The strongest mobili-
zation had its center in Prague and lasted only six weeks,
including a general strike on 17 November, which proved

to be a crucial event in the challenge to the Communist
regime (see Oberschall, 1996). The dissident alliance
Civil Forum was founded in Prague on 20 November. By
the end of 1989, Václav Havel, the leader of the demo-
cratic opposition to the regime, was the new president of
Czechoslovakia.

At more or less the same time, in Romania the
Communist regime shot at people demonstrating in Tim-
işoara. Previously this would probably have meant the
retreat of demonstrators and the ‘‘reestablishment of or-
der,’’ but in the changed international context of the late
1980s the inevitable result of this harsh repression was
an escalation of violence that led to the arrest and the
execution, in December 1989, of president Nicolae Ceau-
şescu and his wife. These events strongly contrast with
the changes that occurred in Hungary and in Poland. In
Hungary, social protest in 1988 and 1989 found a di-
vided Communist party, and opposition was facilitated by
the erosion of its authority from within. In Poland, ne-
gotiations between the government and the free union
Solidarność (Solidarity) began at the end of 1988, eight
years after the latter was outlawed in 1981. The first
noncommunist government was freely elected in a Com-
munist country on the following year.

The democratic movements of the late 1990s pro-
duced profound changes in Europe’s social and political
landscape: more than seventy years of applied commu-
nism came to an abrupt end as the Soviet Union collapsed
and the Warsaw Pact broke up; new states were created,
in some cases after bloody civil wars, and Europe’s geo-
political configuration was revolutionized with the end of
the bipolar system.

ternal or external pressures, or both), the creation of
a situation of multiple sovereignty, and the responses
by the state to the claims for the control of power
made by an increasingly strong and radical collabo-
rative effort to overthrow the state (Tilly, 1993). In
brief, revolutionary situations (i.e., open divisions of
sovereignty) occurred when a deeply fragmented state
was unable to fulfill its basic functions and when there
were at least two contenders struggling for power.

These situations produced revolutionary outcomes
(i.e. a forcible transfer of power from one contending
party to the other) when a weakened state responded
to challengers with inconsistent repression. Further-
more, state repression was all the more likely to lead
to a revolutionary outcome to the extent that it—and
those who perpetrated it—was perceived and evalu-
ated as illegitimate by a large number of people in
society.
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POLITICAL OPPORTUNITIES AND
CROSS-NATIONAL VARIATIONS

State fragmentation and repression thus appear as ma-
jor determinants of the shift from social movements
to cycles of contention and revolutions. This suggests
that contentious collective action is not simply the
product of grievances or perceived threats. Indeed,
among the major contributions of research since 1970
is the idea that, contrary to what breakdown and col-
lective behavior theories postulated, social change
impinges only indirectly upon social protest through
a restructuring of existing power relations, not directly
by creating social stress and deprivation to which pro-
test would be a collective response. Students of social
movements have elaborated the concept of political
opportunity structures to account for the emergence
of contentious collective action and to explain its ebbs
and flows. Political opportunity structures capture
those aspects of the political context of movements
that mediate the impact of large-scale social changes
on social protest and either encourage or discourage
mobilization.

Doug McAdam (1996) has made an attempt to
summarize the numerous dimensions of political op-
portunity structures found in the extant literature. He
came up with the following four kinds of ‘‘signals to
social or political actors:’’ (1) the relative openness or
closure of the institutionalized political system; (2) the
stability or instability of that broad set of elite align-
ments that typically undergird a polity; (3) the pres-
ence or absence of elite allies; and (4) the state’s ca-
pacity and propensity for repression. Some of these
aspects of the external environment of social move-
ments are rather stable (e.g. the institutional structure
of the state); others are more volatile and subject to
shifts over time (e.g., political alignments). All of them
affect people’s expectations for success or failure of
collective action and either increase or decrease the
social and political costs of mobilization.

Political opportunities, however, do not single-
handedly produce social movements. Other factors
concur to give rise to this form of contentious collec-
tive action once processes of large-scale social change
have created the structural and cultural cleavages that
provide the conditions for their political mobilization.
European social movements have emerged due to the
interplay of the mobilizing structures by which groups
seek to organize, the cultural framing processes by
which people define and interpret situations and
events, and the political opportunities that provide
them with the incentives to act collectively. Tarrow
(1998) has aptly summarized the process of move-
ment emergence as follows:

contentious politics is produced when political oppor-
tunities broaden, when they demonstrate the potential
for alliances, and when they reveal the opponents’ vul-
nerability. Contention crystallizes into a social move-
ment when it taps embedded social networks and con-
nective structures and produces collective action frames
and supportive identities able to sustain contention with
powerful opponents. By mounting familiar forms of
contention, movements become the focal points that
transform external opportunities into resources. Reper-
toires of contention, social networks, and cultural frames
lower the costs of bringing people into collective action,
induce confidence that they are not alone, and give
broader meaning to their claims. Together, these factors
trigger the dynamic processes that have made social
movements historically central to political and social
change (p. 23).

There are few studies that compare the mobi-
lization of European social movements across coun-
tries by means of systematic empirical evidence. One
of the reasons is that this is a costly and time-
consuming endeavor. This state of affairs, however, is
changing. Hanspeter Kriesi and his collaborators
(1995), for example, have provided a comparative
analysis of social movements for a short but significant
historical phase. We can use their work to show the
extent to which the mobilization of contemporary so-
cial movements resembles or varies across nations as a
function of different sets of political opportunities.
Table 3 shows the distribution of protest actions in
four European countries from 1975 to 1989. Even
without going into too much detail, we can stress a
certain number of interesting patterns. First of all,
movements that rest upon traditional cleavages are
much stronger in France than in Germany, Switzer-
land, or the Netherlands, both in percentages and in
the numbers of people mobilized. In the latter three
countries, traditional cleavages had to a large extent
been pacified, whereas in France they kept much of
their political salience. As a result, the types of move-
ments and issues based on the four cleavages stressed
by Rokkan (regionalist movements, education, peas-
ants’, and labor movements) play a greater role in the
French context. This, according to the authors, leaves
less space for the mobilization of the new social move-
ments; their findings largely confirm this hypothesis.
Furthermore, if we look at the number of participants
involved in strike activity—the typical means of ac-
tion used by the labor movement—we realize how
strong the class cleavage in France was, compared to
the other three countries. In general, a cross-national
comparison of both the relative and absolute strength
of European social movements shows that, at least for
the four countries included in the study by Kriesi et
al., their mobilization varies strongly across nations as
well as across movements. Such variations depend
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TABLE 3

DISTRIBUTION OF PROTEST ACTIONS IN FOUR COUNTRIES, 1975–1989

Percentage of actionsa Number of participantsb

France Germany Neth. Switz. France Germany Neth. Switz.

New social movements
Peace movement 4.4 18.7 16.9 6.0 14 111 92 25
Antinuclear energy movement 12.8 12.8 5.1 7.2 9 26 15 24
Ecology movement 4.4 11.3 8.0 10.6 2 11 5 16
Solidarity movement 9.2 15.0 17.7 16.0 15 13 19 19
Squatters’ movement 3.0 13.4 14.1 18.4 0 6 5 14
Gay movement 0.8 0.3 2.0 0.7 1 0 4 0
Women’s movement 1.5 1.7 1.6 2.1 2 1 3 3

Total new social movements 36.1 73.2 65.4 61.0 43 168 143 101

Traditional movements
Student movement 4.8 1.5 2.2 0.2 23 4 7 0
Civil rights movement 1.5 1.3 0.6 2.7 0 2 0 3
Foreigners 2.5 4.2 7.1 8.5 1 2 3 8
Regionalist movements 16.6 0.1 0.0 10.6 4 0 0 11
Education 4.0 1.5 1.0 0.2 62 2 2 0
Peasants 6.6 0.3 1.3 0.8 3 2 1 1
Labor movement 10.1 4.3 9.2 3.7 33 19 19 15
Other left-wing mobilizations 2.0 3.9 2.4 2.4 1 3 14 4
Right extremism 3.3 3.8 0.7 0.6 1 0 0 0
Other right-wing mobilizations 2.6 1.9 1.0 2.0 1 7 2 4
Other mobilizationsc 9.7 4.0 9.2 7.5 9 2 6 9

Total traditional movements 63.9 26.8 34.6 39.0 135 43 55 55

Grand total 100% 100% 100% 100% 178 211 198 156
(n) (2132) (2343) (1319) (1215) (2076) (2229) (1264) (1027)

Strikes — — — — 225 37 23 2

Grand total including strikes — — — — 403 248 221 158

Source: Adapted from Kriesi et al. (1995), pp. 20, 22.
a Figures for the labor movement do not include strikes.
b Sum of the number of participants in all unconventional actions per million inhabitants. Missing values have been replaced by the

national median of the number of participants for a given type of event. Petitions and politically motivated festivals are excluded.
Figures on strikes are based on statistics by the International Labor Organization (ILO).

c Also includes countermobilization to new social movements (e.g. all actions directed against them).
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very much on the specific political opportunity struc-
tures available at a given historical moment, but also
on the organizational strength of movements (mobi-
lizing structures), and on the resonance of their claims
in the society at large (framing processes). In addition,
the level of mobilization of single movements also de-
pends on their relationship with political institutions
over time. Certain contemporary movements, such as
women’s movements, have followed a pattern of in-
stitutionalization that has robbed them of much of
their mobilization capacity and they therefore either
become latent or tend to act through more conven-
tional means, which are not captured by the kind of
data gathered by Kriesi and his collaborators.

The prevailing structure of political opportu-
nities in a given nation does not only affect the
amount of collective action and the levels of mobili-
zation of social movements; it also encourages the use
of certain forms of action while discouraging others.
We have an illustration of that by looking again at the
data provided by Kriesi et al. (1995). Table 4 shows
the distribution of protest in the same four countries
broken down by form of action, ranging from the
more moderate and conventional actions (the use of
direct democratic instruments, petitions, and politi-
cally motivated festivals) to demonstrative actions
(street demonstrations, rallies, public meetings, etc.),
confrontational actions (boycotts, occupations, block-
ades, etc.), and violent actions (violent demonstra-
tions, destruction of objects, bombing, etc). The ac-
tion repertoire of social movements is decidedly more
radical in France and, conversely, more moderate in
Switzerland. This difference, according to the authors,
is largely explained by the different opportunity struc-
tures in the two countries as yielded by the combi-
nation of two of four dimensions highlighted by
McAdam (1996): the degree of openness of the insti-
tutionalized political system and the state’s capacity
and propensity for repression. The closed and rather
repressive (exclusive) French state has led social move-
ments to make more frequent use of radical and often
violent forms of action, while the open and facilitative
(inclusive) Swiss state has channeled the protest into
more moderate and conventional actions. In this pic-
ture, Germany and the Netherlands provide two in-
termediate cases, as they combine institutional open-
ness and a propensity for repression. The action
repertoire of social movements in these two countries,
therefore, is more radical than in Switzerland but
more moderate than in France.

Although limited to four European countries,
this example shows that social movements and the
power structures of the national state, which grew to-
gether in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, re-

main intimately linked. After World War II, as the
world became increasingly interconnected and pro-
cesses of economic globalization and cultural homog-
enization accelerated, several international and su-
pranational institutions emerged. Like national ones,
these institutions provide opportunities and incentives
for contentious politics, and scholars have begun to
document forms of transnational collective action and
transnational social movements (see among others
della Porta et al. 1999; Keck and Sikkink 1998; Smith
et al. 1997). At least a part of this collective action
transcends national boundaries to become transna-
tional social movements, which have recurrently
formed in Europe. The creation first of a European
Economic Community, then of the European Union
undoubtedly opened new opportunities for the mo-
bilization of transnational actors and organizations.
Yet, by the late twentieth century, such opportunities
remained rather limited and did not stimulate the
kind of popular contention that characterized the ac-
tivity of earlier social movements. National states re-
mained strong in most policy areas and still controlled
their borders and exercised legal dominion within
them; most mobilizing structures, collective action
frames, political opportunities, and repertoires of con-
tention were therefore available at that level. These are
resources that even the controversial process of glob-
alization was hardly able to counteract.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

European social movements must be studied as part
of a broader spectrum of contentious political actions
which includes other forms such as cycles of conten-
tion and revolutions. These are related phenomena
that originate in similar circumstances but evolve in
different patterns as a result of the interaction between
social protest, state response, and the larger social and
political environment. Jack Goldstone (1998) has el-
egantly formulated this idea as follows:

Contentious collective action emerges through the mo-
bilization of individuals and groups to pursue certain
goals, the framing of purposes and tactics, and taking
advantages of opportunities for protest arising from
shifts in the grievances, power, and vulnerability of
various social actors. But the form and outcome of that
action is not determined by the conditions of move-
ment emergence. These characteristics are themselves
emergent, and contingent on the responses of various
social actors to the initial protest actions. (p. 143; em-
phasis in original)

As Charles Tilly has shown in his many publi-
cations on the subject, during the past few centuries
Europe has witnessed a long-term structural transfor-
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TABLE 4

DISTRIBUTION OF PROTEST ACTIONS BY FORM OF ACTION IN FOUR COUNTRIES,
1975–1989

France Germany Netherlands Switzerland

Conventionala 2.6 4.9 4.2 21.7
Demonstrative 41.7 60.6 49.7 52.5
Confrontational 24.5 19.3 35.0 13.4
Violent 31.2 15.2 11.1 12.4

Total 100% 100% 100% 100%
(n) (2132) (2343) (1319) (1322)

Source: Adapted from Kriesi et al. (1995), p. 50.
a Direct democracy, petitions, and politically motivated festivals.

mation that involved at least two interrelated pro-
cesses: the rise of capitalism and the success of the
national state over other forms of government and
social organization. This transformation fundamen-
tally affected the interests, identities, opportunities,
and organizations of Europeans, with two major con-
sequences. On the one hand, the ways Europeans have
engaged in contentious collective action, as well as its
very targets, have been modified, leading, at some
point during the nineteenth century, to the emergence
of modern social movements. This change took place
in close conjunction with the rise of electoral cam-
paigns and interest-group politics at the national level
(Tilly, 1995). On the other hand, the large-scale trans-
formation of European society created a number of
structural and cultural cleavages, which underpinned
the mobilization of these movements and affected that
of later movements.

We may identify four main movement families
typical of twentieth-century Europe, most promi-
nent in western Europe, but in part also in evidence
in eastern Europe: (1) labor movements, (2) left-
libertarian and new social movements, (3) move-
ments of the extreme right, and (4) regionalist and

nationalist movements. The lines of conflict under-
pinning these areas of contention translated into ac-
tual social protest when political opportunities gave
Europeans the incentives to mobilize and encouraged
them to use their internal resources to form social
movements. Sometimes the emerging challenges to
the constituted authorities clustered into broad and
widespread cycles of contention, as in 1848, 1968,
or 1989. Sometimes such waves of generalized social
unrest produced revolutionary outcomes. Most of-
ten, however, people’s engagement to defend or pro-
mote their interests and identities remained within
the boundaries set by the existing cultural and insti-
tutional parameters, the very same parameters that
account for the similarities and variations in the mo-
bilization of social movements across countries. In
either case, by their actions Europeans have shown—
and continue to show—that social protest is not an
irrational response to situations of strain and depri-
vation, but is just one of the ways people have to
defend or promote their interests and identities,
sometimes the only way available. Indeed, as Karl
Marx has forcefully shown, conflict is inscribed in
the very structure of society.

See also other articles in this section.
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In the past, no less than today, crime has been seen
as a problem and contemporaries have expressed con-
cern about it. Notions of what is criminal and what
is not, however, vary over time. These variations are
related to changes in both social structure and the
material environment. Obviously, an offense like reck-
less driving can only exist in a world with cars. Sim-
ilarly, sorcery can only be a crime in a society in which
belief in magic is widespread. And the variability of
the content of crime extends further. The definition
of morals offenses changed as ideas about sexuality
and gender and notions of privacy changed. Homo-
sexual activities involving adult men, for example,
ceased to be illegal in most European countries since
the nineteenth century. Although stealing another’s
property and assaulting a person are unlawful in al-
most any society, the meaning and context of these
actions greatly differ with time and place. In less de-
veloped, feudal regions, for example, cattle rustling
was not primarily a means to enrich oneself but a
challenge to the power of a rural patron and a test of
his capacity for protecting his people and goods.
Crime, then, is not a single, straightforward social
category but rather a multifaceted phenomenon. Con-
sequently, the historical study of criminality is not just
about what some people actually do but also about
perceptions, attitudes, and cultural stereotypes.

DEFINITIONS AND SOURCES

Most historians adopt a practical definition of crime,
which reflects its diversity. With minor variations in
terminology, they define crime as illegal behavior
which, if detected and prosecuted, can be punished
in a court of law or by some other official agency of
law enforcement. Thus crime is simply anything for-
bidden by the secular authorities. When they deter-
mine that blasphemy can be prosecuted and punished
in court, it is a crime; should they decide that burglary
is no longer punishable, it would not be a crime. Any
other definition would be based on the investigator’s

own sense of right and wrong, bringing the danger of
anachronism. Of course, contemporaries never un-
equivocally agreed with the authorities’ demarcation
of the range of punishable offenses. Investigating the
extent to which various social groups had different
views of what is wrong and what is not is an important
subject within the historiography of crime. Finally,
our definition is not restricted to behavior actually
prosecuted: it includes those acts which remain un-
detected, the so-called dark number.

This practical or institutional definition means
that illegality is the sole characteristic all crimes have
in common. Criminality is a ‘‘container concept.’’
Hence few studies deal with total crime, and if they
do, they break it down into categories again. This
applies to qualitative as well as quantitative studies. It
is not very meaningful to add up figures for theft,
fornication, and insulting policemen and present them
as a total crime rate. This would be like adding, with-
out specification, corn prices and tax returns and call-
ing them an ‘‘economic figure.’’ The diversity of crim-
inal activities also has a distinct advantage: there is a
very broad range of historical studies which all, in one
way or another, belong to the historiography of crime.
Because of the broad range of criminal activities, it is
impossible to present a neat chronological account,
with crime being like this in the sixteenth century in
Scandinavia, Germany, or England, like that in the
seventeenth, and so on to the twentieth. The treat-
ment must necessarily be thematic, pointing at change
along the way.

By definition, crime is intimately related to the
state. Through criminal legislation and court action,
the state demarcates the borders of lawful and unlaw-
ful behavior. Historically, this implies a parallel rela-
tionship between processes of state formation and
criminalization. It is only when stronger states emerged
that the perception of wrongful acts changed. A num-
ber of harmful activities were gradually redefined as
being not merely conflicts between private individuals
but directed against the state as well. Henceforth they
were a breach of the peace, offending the sovereign.
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While ‘‘classical offenses’’ like theft and assault were
thus redefined, a number of newly created offenses—
smuggling, begging, prostitution—were included in
this category. Consequently, the activities in question
came to be listed under the same heading as crimes.
This process extended over a long period, but for most
of Europe the sixteenth century was the crucial period
of transition. We can term this the beginning of crim-
inalization: the creation of the category of crime itself.
From the beginning of the period with which this
encyclopedia deals, then, crime was a reality, albeit a
reality defined from above.

Crime is what you find when you study court
records. In the tradition of legal history, criminal rec-
ords are studied, if at all, as a supplement to legisla-
tive sources. To the legal historian, laws and statutes
are of primary interest, and the courts’ activities are
merely the application of the rules. Social historians,
by contrast, are interested in court records because
crime is a mirror of society. It reflects, among other
things, relations between social classes, submerged
tensions, the position of immigrants versus natives,
gender relations, and structural change over the long
term. More particularly, court records are one of the
few sources dealing almost exclusively with common
people. They reveal things about the way of life of
ordinary men and women, not just of the lawbreakers
among them but also their families and neighbors.
From the beginning, therefore, the study of historical
crime received an impetus from the fashion of writing
‘‘history from below.’’ Whereas the first generation of
crime historians (from the mid-1960s to the early
1980s) was especially concerned with either the quan-
titative analysis of property crime or particular of-
fenses which revealed social tensions, the second gen-
eration (from the late 1980s) preferred violence over
property crime, focusing on issues of ritual, honor and
shame, and gender.

The extent to which such issues can be studied
in depth depends on the quality of the sources. Much
of the earlier work on England, for example, has been
done with so-called indictments: brief statements in
which the defendant’s offense is defined in legal terms
and not much more. The prevalence of these docu-
ments follows from a peculiarity of the English crim-
inal trial, which remained largely accusatory (allowing
only private prosecution by a wronged party) until the
early nineteenth century and was based on a jury sys-
tem. Whereas continental procedure was largely based
on written records, the oral element remained more
important in England. The main part of the English
trial was public and oral before the jury. Examination
documents merely served to bolster the prosecution’s
case at this oral trial and were considered of little

worth afterward. Few of these documents have sur-
vived. However, later British historians discovered that
extensive trial papers have been preserved of some of
the lower courts, dealing with neighborly conflicts in
urban neighborhoods and rural communities. On the
Continent, interrogation protocols have been pre-
served for many of the higher courts as well, due to
the greater importance attached to the written dossier
in countries such as France, Germany, and the Neth-
erlands. Incidentally, a Dutch sentence of the early
modern period is the opposite of an English indict-
ment: it says what the defendant actually did, often
without legally defining the offense.

The records of criminal trials are not the only
sources for the historical study of crime. Prison rec-
ords exist in several countries from the seventeenth
century onward, but these are primarily valuable for
the history of punishment. When we deal with per-
ceptions of criminality, the contemporary crime lit-
erature is an important source, available from the late
seventeenth century. From the nineteenth century on-
ward, newspaper accounts inform us about individual
cases, but they can also be used to provide supple-
mentary data for quantitative studies. In the twentieth
century, finally, police records constitute a source of
major importance.

Although no standard categorization of crimes,
approved by all scholars, exists, it is common to dis-
tinguish four general categories: (1) violence, or crimes
against the person; (2) crimes against property, from
theft and fraud to robbery; (3) morals offenses, pun-
ished either by secular or church courts; and (4) a
residual category of offenses against authority, the
state, or public order. Historians whose research goes
back further in time often add a separate class of re-
ligious offenses, such as heresy and blasphemy. With
the exception of the third category, especially when
prosecution for prostitution was intense, men consti-
tuted the majority of offenders. It should be stressed,
however, that male preponderance in criminality is
much greater in the twentieth century than it was
before. In early modern Europe, women often made
up 30 to 40 percent of offenders; their share in theft
could be considerable. From the late seventeenth cen-
tury onward, the proportion of women tried in court
gradually declined.

PROPERTY CRIME AND
THE PROBLEM OF QUANTIFICATION

Quantitative studies of crime mainly deal with vio-
lence, in particular homicide, and various types of
property offenses. Major issues include the propor-
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tional share of categories of offenses, temporary peaks
and lows in criminality, trends in property and violent
crime, and urbanization and crime. The first of these
issues led to the oldest thesis in the historiography of
crime. It was developed in the 1960s and early 1970s
by French historians, who spoke of a shift de la vio-
lence au vol, from violence to theft. They argued that
the feudal code of honor led to a preponderance of
violent offenses, while the central place of the market
in bourgeois society produced a larger share of prop-
erty offenses. Society still was rough and rife with
emotions in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
but in the eighteenth a more pacified and commer-
cialized society emerged. In this view, the moderni-
zation of crime took place during the eighteenth cen-
tury, as a concomitant of the transition from a feudal
to a bourgeois society.

Since the late 1970s, the thesis of a shift from
violent to property offenses has been under attack.
Although the data from France appear to be congru-
ous with it, a later generation of French historians
doubted whether these data reflected a shift in real
crime. For one thing, the violence-to-theft thesis refers
to the ratios of criminal categories rather than the
absolute rates; it is about the share of the two cate-
gories of offenses in the total criminal caseload of par-
ticular courts. This share is mainly the outcome of
decisions at the judicial level; it has to do with the
priorities of courts. The courts of prerevolutionary
Paris, for example, eagerly prosecuted theft of even
the smallest item of food, while they cared less for
fights among men and women of the lower classes. It
is more likely, therefore, that late-eighteenth-century
France witnessed an increase in concern for the pro-
tection of property than a peak in real property crime.

Finally, the violence-to-theft pattern has not been
found in other countries of early modern Europe. In
England property offenses accounted for a large share
of the courts’ business already in the 1590s, in some
cases amounting to three-quarters of all indictments.
The proportion of property offenses declined as the
seventeenth century progressed, and it remained low
during most of the eighteenth. Only in the last de-
cades of the eighteenth century did the prosecution
of property offenses again reach the level of the late
sixteenth. In Amsterdam the proportion of property
offenses rose steadily from about 30 percent in 1650
to about 45 percent in 1750. However, since total
prosecuted criminality dropped sharply in this period,
the rate of property offenses actually declined. It rose
again, also elsewhere in the Netherlands, at the very
end of the eighteenth century. With converging data
from France, England, and the Netherlands, this last
trend appears international: ratios and rates of prop-

erty offenses peaked toward the end of the early mod-
ern period.

Determining crime rates. The French studies
upon which the violence-to-theft thesis was based re-
mained confined to the the ancien régime. However,
for the quantitative study of crime in Europe, the
main historical dividing line is between the prestatis-
tical and the statistical periods. During the first half
of the nineteenth century, most European countries
began to compile criminal statistics. Only from then
on is it possible to investigate crime rates on a national
scale. Before that period, research is largely restricted
to individual courts. The geographic scale constitutes
the main difference, rather than the origin of the fig-
ures. Well into the twentieth century, national statis-
tics were generally based on figures for prosecuted
crimes. This was the case, for example, with the Prus-
sian criminal statistics from 1836 to 1850. From 1857
English criminal statistics included information on
main indictable offenses and figures for summary tri-
als before a magistrate; the larger category of crimes
known to the police was not reported nationally. The
Swedish police did not keep statistics until 1949. Yet
most historians accept the opinion of criminologists
that every stage of the criminal justice process repre-
sents a distortion of the figures and that hence the
figures at the first stage, crimes known to the police,
are best.

With regard to the quantitative study of crime
in both the early modern period and the nineteenth
century, then, one methodological problem looms
large. How do we know if the level of prosecuted
crime reflects the level of real crime? Apart from hav-
ing police reports available, modern criminologists
supplement their statistics with data from victims’ sur-
veys. Historians, on the other hand, only have figures
based on prosecuted cases. The problem is not the
existence of a dark number as such, but the question
of whether it remains constant. If the ratio of prose-
cuted to undetected thefts is always 4 to 2, for ex-
ample, any increase or decrease in prosecuted theft
represents a proportionate increase or decrease in real
theft. However, such a situation is unlikely to prevail.
If the number of prosecuted thefts rose in a year of
hardship, for example, was this because people stole
more often or because police and courts were particu-
larly attentive in that year?

One of the earliest answers to that question was
based on a negative argument: short-term fluctua-
tions, if not too insignificant, may be taken as mean-
ingful reflections of actual criminal activity, provided
that they cannot be due to any legal, administrative,
or other change taking immediate effect. This only
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applies to major fluctuations in crime and in years
when the cited counterforces are absent. For the rest,
there are two main tools for tackling the problem pre-
sented by the dark number. The first is a careful as-
sessment of the influences upon the level of prosecu-
tion. For example, English historians emphasize that,
in the course of the eighteenth century, concern among
the public about the appropriateness of the death pen-
alty for minor crimes against property increased, with
a growing reluctance to report and prosecute these
offenses as a consequence. This made the rate of in-
dicted property crimes a poorer sample of actual prop-
erty crime as the century wore on. The second tool is
the attempt to look for other indicators to make one’s
assumptions about the incidence of real crime more
plausible. During the crisis years 1771–1772 in Am-
sterdam, for example, the number of property offenses
peaked. Simultaneously, the total amount spent by the
various churches on poor relief and the total value of
goods brought to the municipal pawn shop were con-
siderably higher than in the years immediately pre-
ceding and following.

The two most systematic attempts by historians
so far at counting real crime each elaborate one of the
tools just mentioned. They refer to the prestatistical
and the statistical period, respectively. In his 1982 ar-
ticle ‘‘War, Dearth, and Theft in the Eighteenth Cen-
tury,’’ Douglas Hay examined the impact of war and
dearth upon the level of property crime, based on an
analysis of Staffordshire cases in the eighteenth cen-
tury. To distinguish the level of prosecuted from that
of real property crime, he referred to the latter as ‘‘ap-
propriation.’’ The analysis focused on the influence of
two factors, fluctuations in food prices and the alter-
nation of periods of war and peace, upon the level of
indictments for larcenies. The data clearly showed
peaks in the level of indicted larcenies during the af-
termath of war and in years of excessively high food
prices.

To show that these peaks reflected increases in
the amount of appropriation, Hay argued by way of
deduction. In hard years, he noted, poverty was an
acute affliction rather than a routine experience for a
greater number of people. Consequently, he expected
not simply more appropriation in those years but also
a change in the nature of the offenses and the offend-
ers. These expectations proved true. Among the of-
fenders, for example, the proportion of women in-
creased in years of high prices, suggesting that more
people who did not otherwise run the risk of appear-
ing before the courts stole in those years. The offenses
included a disproportionate amount of lesser charges,
rather than capital crimes, and the sort of appropria-
tion committed without much planning increased in

frequency. A parallel argument pertained to the alter-
nation between war and peace. Demobilization in-
creased the number of men who were likely to resort
to appropriation. In the aftermath of war, then, one
would expect the proportion of serious property crime
to rise, and indeed professionally committed thefts
predominated and the number of women decreased.
The traditional factors influencing the level of in-
dicted offenses, such as the formation of associations
for the prosecution of felons, were unlikely to have
operated to any special extent in years of dearth or
following wars.

This analysis has a wider relevance. Studies done
in other European countries have revealed similar pat-
terns with respect to peaks and lows in property crime.
Even though the data precluded a refined methodo-
logical analysis along the lines just described, we may
assume that, parallel to the English case, peaks in pros-
ecuted property offenses reflected peaks in appropri-
ation. Generally, years of dearth were years of in-
creased property crime throughout Europe, well into
the nineteenth century. Regarding the aftermath of
war, matters were a little more complicated. Unlike
England, continental countries did not simply send
away soldiers and navy men and take them back again.
Notably in regions where military operations were
held, war itself could equally lead to increases in vag-
abondage and appropriation, in particular by desert-
ers. For the local population, to be sure, it may have
made little difference whether they suffered from rob-
bery by deserters or pillage by regular soldiers.

For the statistical period, V. A. C. Gatrell (1980)
assessed the influences upon the level of prosecution
over a longer term rather than in peak years. He dealt
with property crime and serious violence, two types
of offenses about whose heinous character and the
desirability of a reaction there was widespread consen-
sus during the period he investigated. In England and
Wales, prosecutions for these crimes peaked in the
1840s, but from about 1850 until 1914 the rates,
relative to the population, steadily declined. The na-
tional scale and longer term of this decline ruled out
any influence of incidental or local circumstances.
Only two important factors remained: the efficiency
and determination of police and courts on the one
hand and citizens’ cooperation with the law on the
other. Both factors had a steadily increasing impact
throughout the nineteenth century. As a consequence,
the dark number must have steadily decreased, or, as
Gatrell put it, recorded and real crime converged. For
the period from 1800 to 1850, when recorded crime
rose sharply, this convergence can be consistent with
either an increase or a decrease in real crime. For the
period from 1850 to 1914, however, it necessarily im-
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plied that actual crime rates declined even more rap-
idly than the statistical record indicated. Although the
method is adequate, Gatrell’s ‘‘convergence principle’’
has a limited applicability. It only works when the
efficiency and determination of police and courts and
citizens’ cooperation with the law are increasing, and
it only leads to a meaningful conclusion when re-
corded crime rates decline or at least stay constant.

Again, these British findings have a clear rele-
vance for other European countries, several of which
appear to have partaken of the decrease in prosecu-
tions for property crime since the middle of the nine-
teenth century. In Prussia, for example, prosecutions
for theft started to decline in the 1850s. The rates for
simple theft declined further in the statistics of im-
perial Germany from 1882 until 1914, although this
trend was offset somewhat by a rise in other property
offenses like embezzlement and fraud. In most of Eu-
rope, the second half of the nineteenth century was a
period of expanding industry and rapid urbanization.
Hence the data about criminality in this period are
relevant for a debate about the ‘‘modernization’’ of
crime, in which historians have engaged for long. The
English and German figures contradict earlier notions
that urbanization and industrialization brought about
a greater preponderance and rising rates of property
crime. Hence Eric Johnson (1995) argued against the
thesis of Howard Zehr (1976), who stated that mod-
ernization led to an increasing preponderance of prop-
erty crime, not only in Germany but also in France.
Johnson believed that his own thesis, that moderni-
zation did not necessarily bring an increase in property

crime, holds for Europe generally, but he admitted
that more research, in various countries, is needed.

Informal handling of crime. This debate about
‘‘modernization’’ and crime refers to an early phase of
urbanization and industrialization, roughly from the
1840s until the 1920s. In the course of the twentieth
century, levels of crime, in particular property crime,
increased again, especially since the 1960s. Through-
out Europe, the level of prosecuted property crime in
the second half of the twentieth century was much
higher than in the early modern period, in absolute
numbers of course but also relative to the total popu-
lation. Part of the difference probably is real, as the
opportunities for theft and fraud are so much greater
in the modern world. Another part of the difference,
however, is due to a combination of two factors char-
acteristic of the early modern period: the lesser grip
of police and courts on illegal behavior and the ten-
dency of private individuals to solve their own prob-
lems. The result was that a lot of illegal behavior was
dealt with informally at the community level. Histo-
rians commonly refer to this world of partly hidden
crime and the reactions to it as the infrajudiciary.

Researchers discovered the world of the infra-
judiciary because it occasionally surfaces in the judicial
records themselves. Some defendants were charged by
their neighbors with a long series of offenses, most of
which dated back years. The last theft had finally
prompted the victim to take legal action. Alterna-
tively, it was simply mentioned that the defendant had
a longer history of wrongdoing, which up to then the
community had dealt with informally. A particularly
illustrative example comes from a nonlegal source, the
chronicle which the seventeenth-century yeoman Rich-
ard Gough wrote of his parish, Myddle:

But I must not forgett John Aston, because many in
the Parish have reason to remember him. Hee was a
sort of silly fellow, very idle and much given to stealing
of poultry and small things. Hee was many times
catched in the fact, and sometimes well cajoled by
those that would trouble themselves noe further with
him. Butt at last hee grew unsufferable, and made it
his common practice to steal henns in the night and
bring them to Shrewsbury, where hee had confederates
to receive them att any time of night. Hee was att last
imprisoned and indicted for stealing twenty-four cocks
and henns. (Gough, 1981, p. 145)

John Aston’s neighbors finally took him to court be-
cause he had become ‘‘unsufferable,’’ but they did not
want him to run the risk of hanging, so they fixed the
worth of the stolen poultry at eleven pence.

The example from this chronicle highlights a
common practice: a complaint to the court often was
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a last resort. Before it came that far, the neighbors dealt
with the offender in an informal manner, as they also
did with occasional thieves. Sometimes victims were
able to recover their stolen property. Or they acquiesced
when, for example, a poor neighbor had stolen their
chicken and eaten it. In such cases they might give the
thief a beating, as happened to John Aston. These types
of informal reaction to crime were typical of an agrarian
world in which villagers knew each other well. Well
into the nineteenth century, the majority of Europe’s
population lived in such villages, which means that the
informal system was a very common one. Moreover,
even in a metropolis like Amsterdam it happened oc-
casionally that victims came to the house of a thief to
demand back their stolen goods. The pattern by which
charges against fellow villagers often were the culmi-
nation of a series of complaints has been found in
France, England, the Netherlands, Germany, and Scan-
dinavia, from the beginning of the seventeenth century
until the early nineteenth. Although the list of prior
complaints can be included in crime figures, these cases
are only the tip of an iceberg. For one thing, they only
involve habitual malefactors, tolerated for some time
but finally prosecuted.

Informal handling explains part of the differ-
ence in levels of prosecuted property crime between
the early modern and the modern age. Although in-
dividual victims of crime were capable of acting on
their own, historians assumed, upon discovering the
infrajudiciary, that specific persons or institutions were
involved in out-of-court settlements. French histori-
ans, for example, found that socially recognized ar-
biters such as the seigneur of a village or the parish
priest sometimes acted as mediators. Notaries could
be involved, too. In a sample of Parisian notarial acts
from the first half of the seventeenth century, 153 acts
concerned infrajudicial settlements. However, the over-
whelming majority of cases concerned assault or verbal
attack, not theft. Similarly, in Dutch notarial archives
of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries one finds
depositions about conflicts among neighbors and mar-
ital quarrels but hardly anything about stolen property.
In three-quarters of the Parisian cases, moreover, the
wronged party had started judicial proceedings. With-
drawal of the complaint usually was one of the pro-
visions of the settlement. These cases were not purely
infrajudicial; rather, one of the parties had used a ju-
dicial complaint as a means of forcing the other to
agree to an extrajudicial settlement. Thus, as far as
mediation is concerned, we are left with the verbal
intervention of local notables and clergymen, which
left no trace in written records.

One type of ecclesiastical institution remained
where historians hoped to find informal handling of

illegal behavior: Protestant associations exercising dis-
cipline over church members. In particular, Calvinist
consistories were active to promote harmony within
the religious community. These institutions dealt with
a broad range of activities deemed undesirable, in-
cluding matters of doctrine, church attendance, mor-
als, sexuality, marital harmony, and the maintenance
of friendly relations between neighbors. Sometimes
they dealt with violent conflicts among church mem-
bers, especially in the late sixteenth and early seven-
teenth centuries. However, studies done so far on
Protestant discipline in several countries have hardly
disclosed any cases of conflicts arising from theft. In
the case of Lutheran Sweden we know that the agen-
cies involved in parish justice were interested in prop-
erty crime, but the parishioners refused to cooperate.
When the ecclesiastical committee visiting the village
of Riklea in 1752 inquired about it, the villagers re-
sponded that a number of thefts had been committed
during the previous year and that they had some idea
who were guilty, but they refused to mention names.
To conclude, the bodies exercising church discipline
in the early modern period were important agencies
of social control, but they hardly dealt with crimes,
certainly not with property crimes. We know that the
subterranean stream of property crime existed, but it
is almost impossible to quantify.

VIOLENT CRIME

Whereas most of the important work on property
crime was done in the 1970s and 1980s, violence, in
particular homicide, is a central concern of today’s
crime historians. They consider homicide rates as an
indication of the level of serious violence generally.
Homicide is an attractive subject because the prob-
lems of method are less serious than in the case of
property crime: it is difficult to hide a dead body, and
records exist of bodies found (called coroner’s reports
in England). Hence in this case it is feasible to count
real crime, with only an insignificant dark number. As
with property crime, the count is always relative to
the population, the homicide rate being defined as the
annual average, over a specified period, per 100,000
inhabitants in a specified area.

Yet there is no universal agreement about how
to count killings. For one thing, some historians still
accept rates of prosecuted homicide instead of only
taking figures based on body inspections into consid-
eration. This can make a difference. In early modern
Amsterdam, for example, the ratio of detected to pros-
ecuted homicide varied from 9:1 to 3:1. Therefore the
homicide rate should always be calculated from re-
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ports about bodies found. For scholars investigating
recent periods, this is the standard procedure. In most
European countries, medical statistics about the causes
of death are available from the end of the nineteenth
century or the beginning of the twentieth. A second
disagreement concerns the figures for infanticide, com-
monly defined as the killing of a baby at birth or
shortly after. Some historians insist that infanticides
should be included in the homicide rate, whereas oth-
ers reserve the latter concept for the killing of adults
and adolescents. This, too, can make a difference, no-
tably for the sex ratio among the killers. The solution
adopted by most historians is to present both homi-
cide and infanticide rates. Third, there is the problem
of counting homicide in small towns and regions, es-
pecially acute for the period before 1500. Because of
low population figures, the homicide rate depends too
much on chance. For example, if a town has four
thousand inhabitants, six killings per decade already
make a homicide rate of 15. Because of this, and the
great variation in the English medieval rates, J. S.
Cockburn (1991) advocated discarding all figures prior
to 1500. Twentieth-century rates, on the other hand,

are somewhat less comparable to earlier ones, due to
the influence of increased medical expertise and medi-
cal infrastructure such as fast ambulances. As a con-
sequence, more people survive an attack, who, in an
earlier period, would have died from their wounds.

Trends in homicide rates. The method adopted
influences one’s conclusions on the long-term trend
of homicide, although, in all cases, this trend turns
out to be one of decline. England was the first country
for which a graph down the centuries could be con-
structed. The homicide rate in England declined from
about 20 per 100,000 in 1200 to about 15 in the later
Middle Ages, between 6 and 7 in the Elizabethan pe-
riod, and then further down (with the most dramatic
fall from the late seventeenth to the late eighteenth
century), until the figure stood at 1 around 1900.
These figures are averages in a double sense, repre-
senting the combined rates of several towns and
regions, and, moreover, they are partly based on stud-
ies which counted prosecuted cases only. If these stud-
ies were discarded, the pre-1500 figures, in particular,
would end up higher. The available data for the Con-
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tinent in this period are suggestive. Towns in Italy, the
Netherlands, Germany, and Sweden had homicide
rates of 50 or more in the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries. In Amsterdam, the rate still approached 30
in the sixteenth century. Thereafter, both the Dutch
and Swedish trends resemble the English one. In
Dutch cause of death statistics, kept since 1911, the
homicide rate was under 0.5 until 1970, except in the
1940s.

For the statistical period, figures are available for
all European countries. By the late nineteenth century
the long-term decline in homicide had affected the
whole of western, northern, and central Europe. The
Prussian rates, for example, fluctuated between 1 and
2, and the French rate was under 2 as well. The de-
cline set in later in southern and eastern Europe. The
Italian homicide rate still stood at 9 around 1880. In
Rome alone, the figure was 12.3 in the years 1872–
1879, but then it declined to 4.8 in the years 1910–
1914. Throughout southern and eastern Europe, hom-
icide rates declined until they were mostly under 5 in
the 1930s. After World War II the rates in most Eu-
ropean countries tended to converge, which implied
a slight rise for some. Since about 1970, however,
homicide has been on the rise throughout Europe
(and in the United States), reversing an agelong trend.
This rise affects the big cities in particular. In Am-
sterdam, for example, the figure was 6 in the late
1980s and 1990s, and if correction is made for greater
medical expertise it increases to 8. This nearly ap-
proaches the figure for the early eighteenth century.
It is unclear yet whether the contemporary European-
wide rise in homicide is temporary.

Most historians explain the downward trend in
homicide from the thirteenth century to 1970 with
reference to Norbert Elias’s theory of civilization. Ac-
cording to this theory, the increasing differentiation
and complexity of society forced people increasingly
to control their impulses, violent and otherwise. Sev-
eral historians paid attention to the social context in
which homicide took place in different periods. In
every period, this context includes gender. Homicide,
and serious violence generally, took place in a male
world. In periods of high rates, such habits as knife
fighting among men accounted for the majority of
cases. Killers as well as their victims were overwhelm-
ingly male. In periods of low rates, on the other hand,
while the great majority of killers still were men,
women got greater prominence among the victims.
The few existing studies counting killer-victim rela-
tionships over a longer term confirm this pattern. In
Amsterdam a shift occurred by the middle of the eigh-
teenth century, when homicide rates were dropping
rapidly: the share of female victims rose, as well as the

proportion of victims involved in an intimate rela-
tionship with the killer. In England, the long-term
decline in homicide was accompanied by a parallel
increase in the proportion of cases taking place within
the biological family: from 8 percent in the fourteenth
century to 45 percent in the second half of the twen-
tieth. As still another way of placing homicidal vio-
lence in context, one can distinguish two axes, one
with the opposite poles of impulsive versus planned
violence, the other with poles of ritual versus instru-
mental violence. These axes show that the long-term
decline in homicide was accompanied by an increas-
ing prominence of instrumentality and planning in
violence.

Violence and gender are linked in another way
in infanticide. Rather than reflecting aggressive im-
pulses or revengeful desires, this crime tells the story
of shame and desperation. The criminal records from
England, France, the Netherlands, and Germany con-
firm that infanticide was committed almost exclu-
sively by unmarried mothers, often servant girls. The
interrogation protocols reveal that most of the women
involved saw no way out, because of shame but also
because of the material consequences. A servant girl
who bore a child was dismissed right away, left with-
out a legal income for herself and her baby. The courts
considered infanticide a serious offense against Chris-
tian morality in a double sense: illicit sexuality and
the taking of human life. They were especially severe
from the middle of the sixteenth until the middle of
the eighteenth century. Then it was even a punishable
offense, capital in France and England, for a woman
to give birth to a dead baby if she had concealed her
pregnancy and refrained from calling upon a midwife.
There was no need to prove actual killing. Later, the
male judges gradually became more merciful, often
paternalistically seeing the accused as poor misled
women. In the course of the twentieth century, as the
social acceptance and material possibilities of raising
children outside marriage increased and, finally, with
increased availability of contraceptives, infanticide be-
came a marginal crime.

Arson and minor violence. The attack on and
destruction of a person’s property is usually classified
as a violent offense. Arson occupied a prominent place
in the criminality of preindustrial Europe. It was a
typically rural crime, facilitated by the material envi-
ronment. A farmer’s house, his barns and haystack,
highly flammable, were easy targets for local people
who knew their way. No nightwatchmen patrolled in
villages, which also lacked public illumination. Arson
has been investigated in Germany, France, and En-
gland. It was either a form of extortion by wandering
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groups or, more often, a product of conflicts within
rural communities. The motive was to hurt or take
revenge on the other party, for which the maiming of
cattle sometimes served as an alternative. In the
mountainous districts of Bavaria, arson was still a
common means of taking revenge in the second half
of the nineteenth century. Villagers resorted to it in
order to maintain their honor when no other way of
redress seemed possible. The perpetrators waited until
the wind blew in the right direction, so that only
the target farm would burn down. With less flam-
mable material used for the construction of farms and
the spread of insurance, arson is less of a threat in the
modern world. Today criminal arson is rather the
work of the proprietors themselves, wishing to cheat
on the insurance company.

Minor violence and conflict in urban and rural
communities have received ample attention from crime
historians since the 1990s. In this case, the focus is
less on quantification than on the character of com-
munal relations. The lower courts in rural areas during
the ancien régime dealt largely with petty conflicts
among neighbors. Accusations of slander, for example,
mostly brought forward by women, were often nu-
merous. Rural lower courts, then, were involved in
questions of gender, honor, and neighborliness. An
example is the village of Heiden in the German county
of Lippe in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
The villagers and the local authorities shared a com-
mon outlook as far as the sanctity of property and the
code of honor were concerned, but their opinions di-
verged about violence as a means of solving conflicts
and such public-order measures as the regulation of
alcohol consumption.

POPULAR PERCEPTIONS OF CRIME

For many people in Europe’s past, crime was essen-
tially something ‘‘the others’’ did. Contemporaries
handled their fears of crime and made sense of it by
locating it in specific social groups. Thus the supposed
existence of a ‘‘criminal class,’’ ready to infect the
whole of the working class, haunted the bourgeoisie
of Victorian England. At the same time, the French
spoke of ‘‘the dangerous classes.’’ Older studies saw
these French and English fears as largely realistic. They
viewed criminality in terms of a professional under-
world: a criminal class existing in symbiosis with the
working class as a whole and therefore posing a major
threat to social order. They saw the urban proletariat
as a permanent reservoir of criminality and revolu-
tionary ferment, chaotic and irrational. This view,
however, since the 1970s has been criticized by his-

torians of popular protest as well as by crime histori-
ans. The former emphasized the rational character of
collective action by the lower classes, while the latter
showed that nineteenth-century lawbreakers did not
form a group acting in conjunction with the working
class as a whole. Workers who considered themselves
respectable and abided by contemporary standards of
morality distanced themselves from the ‘‘roughs.’’
There was a widespread acceptance of the legitimacy
of the rule of law. In the English Black Country, for
example, workers themselves often acted as prosecu-
tors in cases of theft. The public-order panics which
occasionally broke out were staged by the media to
promote the introduction or expansion of the police.

In the early modern period, vagrants were the
group held accountable for a large part of criminality.
Early modern Europe indeed knew a marginal popu-
lation, recruited from the semiemployed and unem-
ployed in towns and the landless proletariat in the
countryside. Fears for the criminal potential of va-
grants date back to the sixteenth century. Historians
who studied the way of life of these marginal groups
in France, England, and Germany came up with a
nuanced picture. Certainly, vagrants were obliged to
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steal at times, but they were even more adroit in de-
vising techniques for raising pity when begging. Some-
times this entailed purposely mutilating a child. Mar-
ginal people did not live according to the ethics of
comfortable society, but they were masters in the art
of survival. Although individuals gave alms at times,
the majority of the settled population of early modern
Europe expressed a hostile attitude to vagrants as a
group. France introduced special courts in the eigh-
teenth century to deal with vagrants. If any group in
history approached the image of a ‘‘criminal class,’’
they did. However, they did so not because all mar-
ginal people had the habit of stealing but because beg-
ging, vagabondage, and the mere fact of being born
as a gypsy were offenses in themselves. Hence it is
better to speak of a criminalized class.

The crime literature of the past offers another
possibility to study popular perceptions, but in Eu-
rope this is still an underresearched subject. Rather
than expressing collective fears of crime, we find it
mostly concerned with notorious individual cases. In
the early modern period, a large part was also punish-
ment literature, since the pamphlets and small book-
lets of which it mostly consisted were usually pub-
lished on the occasion of the offender’s execution.
Examples are the life accounts by the ordinary, or
chaplain, of Newgate prison of the criminals hanged
in London. This type of literature was highly moral-
istic in tone, explaining how the offender’s ungodly
life necessarily led to robbery or murder. Another type
of crime literature was primarily sensational. One
study (Wiltenburg, 1992) compared broadsides deal-
ing with family violence in early modern England and
Germany. While the majority of English ones were
about husband murderers, the authors of German
pamphlets focused on women and men who slaugh-
tered their entire families in a moment of madness.
Newspaper accounts and novels about crime after
1800 have hardly been studied yet by European
historians.

CRIME AND SOCIAL PROTEST

Whereas in popular perceptions and literature crime
was often portrayed as more fearful and atrocious than
in actual reality, some actual criminal activities were
not seen as crimes by a large part of the population.
Sometimes offenders even enjoyed support. British
historians in particular have argued that the offenses
in question formed a category in itself, which they
called ‘‘social crime.’’ Others, while agreeing that pop-
ular support for offenders is an important subject,
have objected to that term. It implies an antiquated

understanding of the word ‘‘social,’’ meaning ‘‘for the
benefit of the poor or the lower classes’’ or ‘‘in the
service of class struggle.’’ In a modern, neutral defi-
nition ‘‘social’’ refers to the interaction of people;
hence every crime is a social activity. Nevertheless, the
question of whether certain crimes were an expression
of popular protest is a valid one.

Eric Hobsbawm was the first to posit a link be-
tween crime and protest. His Bandits (first published
1969) dealt with bandits within a geographically wide
range of peasant societies, including preindustrial Eu-
rope, and in particular with bands enjoying a measure
of support. These bandits, he argued, were peasant
outlaws, whom the state or feudal lords regarded as
criminals but who actually remained part of the peas-
ant world. The people regarded them as heroes, aveng-
ers, fighters for justice, or even leaders of liberation.
The relatively long life of many of these bands could
only be explained by the active or passive support they
enjoyed from the peasant population. Hence their ac-
tions constituted an ‘‘archaic’’ form of protest against
the prevailing order of society. Hobsbawm’s thesis
drew an obvious parallel between the bandit and the
guerrilla soldier, who, in Mao Tse-tung’s famous
phrase, found a haven in the peasant population like
a fish in the water. Simultaneously, the thesis was in-
spired by the image of Robin Hood, stealing from the
rich and distributing the proceeds to the poor.

We know for sure that the Robin Hood myth
played an important role in the popular culture of
preindustrial Europe. Noble robbers abound in chap-
books, for example, but most historians doubt whether
this type existed in reality. Significantly, Hobsbawm’s
European data were mostly from eastern or Mediter-
ranean Europe. In ancien régime France, for example,
although some rural bands could count on a degree
of popular support, this remained largely confined to
accomplices. After 1789 it was the counterrevolution-
ary forces in particular who recruited former criminals
and bandits. Neither do the data for eighteenth-
century Germany provide much support for Hobs-
bawm’s thesis. Although Carsten Küther (1976) ac-
cepted this thesis, distinguishing the peasant bandit,
who enjoyed popular support, from the common out-
law, recruited from the marginal population or a mi-
nority group, the latter type appeared at least as nu-
merous as the former. Uwe Danker (1988) criticized
Küther, pointing out that most bandits were either
Jews or people with ‘‘infamous’’ occupations, two
groups despised by the peasants. Moreover, the peas-
ants themselves often were victims of the operations
of bandits. Danker explained the successes of robber
bands primarily by the relative weakness of the Ger-
man states.
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Anton Blok provided the most explicit critique
of Hobsbawm’s thesis. He emphasized the weakness
of the peasants in this context. Preindustrial peasants
were so powerless that they hardly would have been
able to support bands over a longer period. Thus he
formulated a counterhypothesis: the more successful
a person is as a bandit, the more extensive the protec-
tion granted him. This protection primarily came
from powerful persons or groups, in the form of ac-
quiescence or tacit support from landlords or regional
elites. Bandits’ activities often ran counter to peasant
interests. Moreover, most members of successful bands
were relative outsiders in the peasant world. They had
been or were peddlers, skinners, or innkeepers, work-
ing in occupations involving a high degree of geo-
graphical mobility or offering special opportunities to
cover illegal activities. Finally, most bands operated
especially in areas where state authority was weak. In
the Netherlands, for example, they enjoyed a longer
life in border areas than in the urbanized western part.
Throughout Europe, the chronology and geography
of banditry confirmed its inverse relationship with the
growth of state power. After the revolutionary period
large bands disappeared from the scene in France, the
Netherlands, and Germany, whereas Mediterranean
areas remained infested with banditry until the early
twentieth century.

Although the homeland of the Robin Hood
story, England has been relatively free from banditry
since the beginning of the early modern period. Yet
the country had its own peculiar offenders who en-
joyed local support, in particular in the eighteenth and

first half of the nineteenth centuries. As rule, they
were involved in collective activities not viewed as
crimes by most of their neighbors. Rather than rob-
bery, the offenses were poaching, smuggling, wreck-
ing, and, in one case, coining. Local people considered
these activities as lawful, often as ancient rights. They
felt entitled to shoot deer in the nearby forest, for
example, but the forest now belonged to the king, and
his officials considered the poachers thieves of the
king’s property. Likewise, the law denied the inhabi-
tants of coastal villages any entitlement to the goods
in stranded ships. As in the case of banditry, the re-
search into these crimes was motivated by a desire to
find archaic forms of social protest. And again, the
results were ambiguous.

For one thing, the protagonists’ methods were
ruthless at times. The wreckers in Cornish villages, for
example, rather than waiting for a ship to run ashore,
lured it to the rocks with false lights. This hardly qual-
ifies as protest against social injustice. Generally, wreck-
ing was not so much an activity of the poor as the
favorite pursuit of an entire community. When news
that a ship had stranded reached the inhabitants of
one seaboard village during religious service, they all
ran out of church, with the parson yelling after them,
‘‘Wait for me.’’ In such cases, support for offenders
simply meant local defense of the community’s col-
lective complicity against outside agents of law en-
forcement.

In a similar vein, poachers thought of them-
selves as defenders of local custom. The Blacks of
Windsor Forest, a more or less organized group of
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deer poachers in the 1720s and 1730s, were experts
in age-old privileges. The majority belonged to an-
cient local families, wealthy and respectable but not
of the highest rank. Their opponents were agents of
the bureaucracy administering the royal forests. Coin-
ing, on the other hand, never was viewed as an ancient
right. Yet the so-called Yorkshire Mint, an organized
group of counterfeiters and dealers in false gold coins
in the 1760s, also enjoyed widespread protection in
the county. The coins of this mint were widely ac-
cepted, to the advantage of local businessmen oper-
ating in a regional market. They were the counter-
feiters’ staunchest supporters. Other inhabitants of
Yorkshire, businessmen and gentry with a concern for
their long-term economic interest viewed in a national
perspective, cooperated with the law to suppress the
illegal mint. Thus the confrontation was between two
groups with antagonistic interests, located within a
regional and national context, respectively. In a similar
vein, poachers, smugglers, and wreckers were locally
or regionally bound. The poor never played a leading
role in any of these groups of offenders. The laws they
impinged upon mainly upheld the fiscal and eco-
nomic interests of the national state.

A similar clash of interests was visible in other
countries, in particular with smuggling. In Dutch cit-
ies in the eighteenth century it was a collective enter-
prise to sneak boats loaded with untaxed grain into
town. The smugglers could count on the sympathy of
a large part of the urban population. In Prussia’s west-
ern provinces the smuggling of salt, tobacco, or coffee
was a thriving business in the first half of the nine-
teenth century. Although increasing in intensity dur-
ing manufacturing slumps, it was no poor man’s
game. Local merchants were involved, and the Prus-
sian administration tried to counter the practice by
setting up antismuggling cartels. The authorities were
only partially successful.

The conclusion on smugglers, poachers, and
their kind parallels that on bandits. The fact that the
people refused to see some offenses as crimes cannot
be explained by a simple model of class struggle such
as that posited by Hobsbawm. Rather than archaic
protest by the poor against the social order, these
crimes represented local and regional resistance to the
intrusion of the modern state.

CONCLUSION:
THE TRANSFORMATION OF CRIME

Several major trends formed the changing face of
crime from the sixteenth century to the twentieth.
Foremost among them was the inclusion of certain

forms of behavior into the category of crime and the
exclusion of others from it. There was a steady in-
crease in criminalization from the sixteenth century
until the first half of the nineteenth. At the same time,
however, decriminalization took place in certain fields.

The early modern process of criminalization
first hit the marginal population of vagrants and beg-
gars. Before the sixteenth century, these groups had
been largely tolerated. Both begging and giving alms
were viewed in religious terms, the wandering beggar
following the footsteps of Jesus and his apostles. From
the sixteenth century onward, beggars and vagrants
increasingly came to be considered a nuisance or even
a threat to public order. Increasingly, they were hunted
and often committed to prison workhouses. By the
early seventeenth century, vagrancy and unlicensed
begging were defined as offenses throughout Europe,
and licensed begging was severely restricted. The pros-
ecution of these offenses was largely a matter of sum-
mary justice, leaving behind few quantifiable records.

Another wave of criminalization in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries had to do with the expand-
ing power of the state. As governments increasingly
taxed the population and set up tariff barriers, the law
defined evasion of the tax as another crime. Smuggling
was the result, with smugglers often enjoying support
from local communities. Internal tariff barriers largely
disappeared after the ancien régime, but in the border
areas between European states, smuggling remained a
lucrative business until the middle of the twentieth
century.

An extension of the range of property crime rep-
resented the third wave of criminalization, in the eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries. Taking away
small ‘‘perks’’ from the workplace, for example, came
to be treated as a criminal activity. Workers themselves
thought they were entitled to perks, provided the
commodities taken had a low value and it concerned
small quantities. The prosecution of workplace of-
fenses was mainly an urban affair, but around 1800
this wave of criminalization hit the rural population
in particular. The forces of ongoing commercializa-
tion and an expanding state bureaucracy resulted in
an intensified prosecution of various activities hitherto
considered as the exercise of traditional rights by in-
habitants of rural communities.

Poaching, redefined as stealing the game be-
longing to the owner of the land, has been mentioned
already. In the Bavarian mountains, despite vigorous
prosecution, poaching remained a favorite pastime of
rural youths until the early twentieth century. With
increasing urbanization and a dwindling number of
wild animals, this crime became relatively marginal.
Likewise, gleaning, the collection of leftovers from a
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harvested field, is no longer a frequent practice. It was
a customary practice, usually performed by women
and children, well into the nineteenth century. The
English Court of Common Pleas declared in 1788
that no one had a right to glean without the permis-
sion of the owner of the land. Still, prosecutions for
this offense remained infrequent in England. Unau-
thorized gathering of firewood, on the other hand, was
frequently prosecuted in several European countries.
A Prussian law of 1821 made the traditional gathering
of wood punishable, going into the detail of specifying
three types of the offense. The majority of the rural
population continued to consider the use of the old
common woods and meadows as their traditional right.
The level of prosecutions for theft of wood remained
high in all Prussian provinces between 1815 and 1848.
Nowadays, mainly the rich have fireplaces in their
homes, and they buy their firewood at gas stations.
Thus this wave of criminalization has rolled back again
because most of the activities involved have become
obsolete.

Processes of decriminalization date back to the
late seventeenth century. In many cases, decriminali-
zation was directly or indirectly related to seculariza-
tion. Secular courts stopped prosecuting people for
blasphemy, for example. With the separation of church
and state, most religious offenses disappeared from the
books. We can add witchcraft and sorcery here, which
the courts in most European countries no longer con-
sidered a crime by 1700. Suicide, for a long time pun-
ishable by exposing or piercing the dead body, was
decriminalized in the eighteenth century. Other sins
stopped being crimes, too, with the advent of the lib-
eral state. Offenses such as simple fornication, besti-
ality, and, in most countries, sodomy have not been
prosecuted since the nineteenth century. England and
the Netherlands, however, witnessed a revival of crim-
inalization for certain morals offenses around 1900.
In the late twentieth century, sexual activities involv-
ing children increasingly became a target for prose-
cution. In 1998 a Swedish law made soliciting a pros-
titute a punishable offense for men. Criminalization
has also extended to a violent offense with sexual over-
tones, rape. In the seventeenth-century Netherlands,
judges made it clear that only forced sex with a re-
spectable woman could attract their attention. Well
into the twentieth century, rape victims had a hard
time proving they had not provoked the act, but un-
der the influence of the feminist movement since the
1970s this situation has changed.

Apart from social views about which activities
are criminal, there were broad changes in the character
of crime from preindustrial to modern society. Prop-
erty offenses became more dominant among total

criminality, a development which initially reflected an
increasing concern of the courts for the protection of
property. In modern society the preponderance of
property offenses among total criminality is even more
marked. For example, in the Netherlands in the 1980s,
the ratio of violent to property crime was 1 to 32.
This figure can hardly be the result of prosecution
policies alone. The high crime rates of modern society
are largely due to higher levels of theft and burglary.
In their turn, those levels are related to the greater
opportunities for appropriation compared to prein-
dustrial Europe.

In connection with this, the traditional pattern
whereby property offenses peaked in years of demo-
bilization and especially economic crisis has disap-
peared. In England economic depressions still caused
peaks in property crime in the nineteenth century, but
after 1880 this correlation gradually weakened. French
criminal statistics reveal a quite similar pattern: food
prices explain most of the variance in theft rates until
the 1870s and then no longer. Prior to German uni-
fication, Prussian and Bavarian statistics reveal a cor-
relation between grain prices and thefts. This corre-
lation significantly weakened in the statistics of the
German Reich, available from 1882 onward. Factors
such as ethnic discrimination became more important
in explaining concentrations of property crime. In
Sweden, finally, the correlation between economic
hardship and property offenses decreased from the
1870s onward. Since industrialization came to Swe-
den much later than to England, factors such as the
growth of a social welfare system partly explain the
shift. Historians refer to this sea change as the shift
from poverty-related to prosperity-related property
crime. For ages people had stolen out of sheer neces-
sity, but in twentieth-century Europe this was no
longer the case.

The long-term trend in violent crime was un-
equivocal: homicide rates declined from the thirteenth
century to about 1970; among the violence which
remained, encounters of an instrumental type and
conflicts among intimates occupied a greater share.
Even though total prosecuted criminality now consists
overwhelmingly of offenses against property, and to-
day’s homicide levels are far below those of the six-
teenth century, the recent upsurge in homicide con-
stitutes a puzzling countertrend, not yet satisfactorily
explained by historians or criminologists. In eastern
Europe, the dissolution of the Soviet Union obviously
plays a part. Homicide rates in Estonia, for example,
moved up from about 7 in 1989 to over 25 in 1994.
It is more difficult to explain the rise in homicide in
western and central Europe. Some of it is due to the
increased availability of firearms, although these are
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much less common than in the United States. Other
possible factors include the immigration of men from
societies more accustomed to violence and the spread
of organized crime with its violent elimination of
competitors.

Finally, modern petty crime differs from its pre-
industrial counterpart. Minor conflicts in villages and

neighborhoods no longer constitute a concern even
for the lower courts. Sensitivity to personal honor has
decreased. When neighbors are in conflict, it is largely
subject to mediation by the police. Today’s petty cases
are traffic violations, breaches of administrative rules.
The result is an intensification of the link between
illegal behavior and state control.

See also Roma: The Gypsies (volume 1); Modernization; The Industrial Revolu-
tions; War and Conquest; Urbanization (volume 2); The Military; Marginal People
(in this volume); Honor and Shame (volume 5); and other articles in this section.
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PROSTITUTION

12
Kathryn Norberg

The history of ‘‘the oldest profession’’ falls into four
broad periods characterized by changes in the policing
and organization of the sex trade: municipal regula-
tion between 1300 and 1500, criminalization between
1500 and 1800, medical regulation between 1800 and
1890, and recriminalization from 1890 to 1975.

1300–1500: MUNICIPAL REGULATION

In the late Middle Ages, prostitution was tolerated,
indeed encouraged by municipal elites throughout
Europe. Prostitutes did not inhabit the margins of late
medieval society; they were accepted members of the
community with a special place in ritual life. In Ger-
many, prostitutes were honored guests at weddings,
and in Lyon they participated in municipal proces-
sions and festivals that defined civic space. Prostitutes
were full members of medieval society because the
city fathers considered them guarantors of domestic
order. Like Saint Augustine (354–430), the fifteenth-
century city fathers believed that prostitution was a
lesser evil, an acceptable alternative to adultery or the
rape of virgins. The brothel for these good Catholics
provided an outlet for male sexual energy that might
otherwise be directed at honest women. That most of
the official prostitutes had compromised their vir-
tue—or been raped by bands of young men—also
soothed the burghers’ conscience.

During the late Middle Ages and early Renais-
sance, officially sanctioned and regulated red light dis-
tricts existed in most large European cities. In Flor-
ence, respectable citizens like the Medici owned the
city’s bordellos, and a special court known as the
onesta moderated disputes between prostitutes and
bordello owners. The situation in England was roughly
similar. By the early fifteenth century port cities like
Southampton and Sandwich had red light districts
where prostitution flourished. In London prostitution
was illegal save in the Bankside or Southwark neigh-
borhood, where bordellos or ‘‘stewes’’ could be found
as early as the thirteenth century. By 1500 the sex

trade was the principal economic activity of this area,
tolerated and regulated by the local authorities.

On the Continent, town governments actually
owned and administered bordellos. Always pressed for
ready cash, city governments usually auctioned off the
right to run the bordello to an individual known var-
iously as Frauernwirt, bordello padre, or abbess. Con-
tracts between brothel managers and city governments
can be found in the records of Strasbourg (1469),
Munich (1433), Seville (1469), and Toulouse (1296).
In return for a certain sum of money, the brothel man-
ager had the right to charge the prostitutes for room
and board and take as much of their earnings as he
could. The city did oblige the brothel manager to ob-
serve certain regulations governing the hours and the
clientele of the brothel. Most cities insisted that the
municipal bordello be closed on religious feast days
and that priests, Jews, and married men be banned at
all times. The municipalities also fined prostitutes
who lingered too long with a particular man so that
clients did not become too attached to any woman.

In the streets next to the city brothel, a host of
unofficial whores solicited in unlicensed drinking es-
tablishments. These unlicensed prostitutes tended to
be younger, less experienced, and more expensive than
the inmates of the official brothel. They were also a
source of distress to the city fathers, who considered
them illegal and uncontrollable. City governments in
southern France, Seville, London, and Augsburg levied
heavy fines on these women, whose numbers tended
to proliferate as the sixteenth century approached.

1500–1829: CRIMINALIZATION

In the mid-sixteenth century, the medieval world of
tolerated, municipally regulated prostitution came to
an abrupt end. Criminalization replaced tolerance and
city fathers closed the municipal brothels in Augsburg
(1532), Basel (1534), and Frankfurt (1560). Spain
followed suit somewhat later; Seville closed its bor-
dello in 1621. Events were not so dramatic in Italy.
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Though they never officially closed the red light dis-
tricts, authorities in Florence and Venice adopted a
more stringent attitude toward prostitutes after 1511
and tried to suppress all manifestations of venal sex.
Throughout Europe, authorities tried to eliminate
clandestine prostitutes or at least limit where they
could solicit. In France the 1560 ordinance of Orléans
made owning and operating a bordello illegal. In
Spain Philip IV officially banned brothels throughout
his kingdom in 1623. By 1650 the municipal bor-
dello, whether in France, Italy, or Germany, was a
thing of the past.

Historians have been at pains to explain this
change in attitude. Syphilis, which appeared in Eu-
rope in the spring of 1495, at first seemed to provide
an answer. Europeans certainly understood how the
disease was contracted and knew that prostitutes spread
it. But most of the bordello closings occurred some
thirty years after the worst syphilis epidemics, which
occurred between 1495 and 1510. And in one case,
Seville, a serious bout of venereal disease in 1568 led
the city authorities to reopen, not abolish, the mu-
nicipal bordello and its regulations.

What caused the closing of the official brothels?
Religious change (not disease) appears to have been
the single most important factor in changing attitudes
toward prostitution. In Germany, Martin Luther

(1483–1546) condemned prostitution and criticized
Saint Augustine’s rationalization of mercenary sex.
Luther and the other Protestant reformers believed
that men were to be held to the same standard—
chastity—as women and that the bordello, far from
discouraging fornication, promoted the ruin of the
young. Devout Catholics also railed against whores:
in 1566 Pope Pius V threw all the courtesans out of
Rome, and in 1556 the Venetian Republic made pros-
titution a crime. Moralists began to see in the whores
a threat to honest women and the matrimonial order.
In the Rhone valley, preachers in the 1480s con-
demned prostitution and with it the municipal bor-
dello, which they regarded as a source of temptation
and sin. Though it occurred later than elsewhere, a
similar new morality led to the end of toleration in
Spain. In Seville, Catholic reformers launched a cam-
paign to reform prostitutes which led in 1620 to the
closing of the municipal brothel.

Religious revival, whether in the form of the
Protestant or Catholic Reformations, contributed to
the criminalization of prostitution, but it did not
cause it. Official bordellos were in trouble long before
Martin Luther. In 1501 the city fathers of Frankfurt
tried to auction off the management of the local
brothel but they found no takers: the municipal house
was no longer profitable. Too much competition had
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driven it out of business. The multiplication of clan-
destine prostitutes appears to have been the problem.
In Spain, Italy, France, and Germany a rash of decrees
banning clandestine prostitutes preceded the official
brothel closings, indicating that new sexual attitudes
and practices had made the public brothel obsolete
even before religious reformers attacked it.

The proliferation of independent prostitutes in-
dicates an important change in clients’ taste: men no
longer wanted to go to the public house and rub
shoulders with a mixed, even dangerous crowd which
was now made up of armed men—that is, soldiers.
The large armies called into existence by the early
modern state revolutionized prostitution and made it
almost a branch of the military. Now hordes of pros-
titutes followed the armies that traversed Europe. No
municipal regulation, not even military discipline,
could control these women, who spread disease to the
most powerful armies. In Strasbourg, Frankfurt, and
Nürnberg, local authorities tried to disband the pros-
titutes who camped outside the city walls and pros-
tituted themselves to soldiers in nearby forests. But
they were powerless to rid the town of these unwanted
visitors.

These women and their unruly clients made a
mockery of Augustine’s lesser evil: they did not guar-
antee the domestic order, they disrupted it. So too did
another new kind of prostitute who posed an even
more serious threat—the courtesan. In the late 1400s,
preachers in Dijon, Venice, and Florence railed against
a better sort of harlot, one who wore fine clothes and
plied her trade secretly, a prostitute who seduced re-
spectable men and distracted them from their do-
mestic duties. This woman was called a courtesan,
after the genteel women who accompanied the celi-
bate clerics of Rome’s papal court on their social
rounds. A few of the Italian courtesans were women
of letters, like the Venetian poetess Veronica Franco
(1546–1591) or the Roman writer Tullia d’Aragona
(1510–1556). These women offered more than sex,
they offered eroticism—sex with an elegant and ac-
complished expert.

The courtesan, be she a Venetian poetess or a
Parisian actress, enjoyed more independence and cer-
tainly more money than her camp follower or bordello
sister. These privileged women probably benefited
from the criminalization of prostitution, for they were
independent entrepreneurs who escaped the brothel
and its regulations. But not all early modern prosti-
tutes were so lucky. The disadvantages produced by
criminalization probably outweighed the advantages
enjoyed by a minority. Criminalization made the pros-
titute vulnerable to third parties who profited from
the prostitutes’ need for secrecy and her fear of the

police. Pimps, procuresses, touts, landlords, and black-
mailers skimmed money off the prostitutes’ earnings
and diminished their autonomy.

Worse still were the police and other judicial
authorities. By 1720 virtually all cities in Europe had
adopted ordinances condemning prostitutes and sub-
jecting them to harsh prison terms. In Paris the edict
of 20 April 1684 was followed by a series of laws
(1713, 1724, 1734, 1776, and 1778) that made pros-
titution punishable by incarceration in a syphilis hos-
pital or prison for between three months and three
years. To the east, Vienna and Prussia had stiffer pen-
alties. In 1690 Frederick I of Prussia ordered all the
bordellos closed and their inmates publicly flogged.
Somewhat later, in 1750, Empress Maria Teresa es-
tablished a Chastity Commission which also closed
bordellos, arrested prostitutes, and sentenced them to
labor as street sweepers.

Unlike its absolutist neighbors, the English
Crown did not seek to repress prostitution. No En-
glish statutes made prostitution itself criminal. Lon-
don constables could arrest streetwalkers on lesser
charges like vagrancy or loitering, but most were dis-
inclined to do so. In the first third of the eighteenth
century, a series of private groups appeared to supple-
ment police repression. Known collectively as the
Societies for the Reform of Manners, these moral vig-
ilantes waged open war against prostitution, homo-
sexuality, and other forms of ‘‘riot’’ from 1690 to
1730. Though utterly without authority, members de-
tained women and had them thrown in the Bridewell
or a special prison for prostitutes where hard work
was prescribed as an antidote to sin.

By 1730 the moral vigilantes had disappeared.
Everywhere in Europe, police enforcement of anti-
prostitute statutes became lax and episodic. In major
cities, certain districts—Covent Garden in London
and the Palais-Royal in Paris—were set aside for pros-
titution, and whores congregated around public prom-
enades, pleasure gardens, and theaters. The large num-
bers of streetwalkers and prostitutes testified to the
lack of police enforcement. Nicolas Edme Restif de la
Bretonne (1734–1806), a French writer, estimated
that 20,000 women prostituted themselves in Paris, a
city of some 600,000 souls. Restif ’s figures are almost
certainly exaggerated, but it is clear that prostitutes
were numerous because preindustrial women’s work
was particularly conducive to prostitution. Women
who washed, mended linen, or sold food or second-
hand clothes walked the streets, soliciting clients
whether for honest or dishonest work. Once the
woman had found a client, she was generally expected
to bring the cleaned linen or food to his room, thereby
facilitating sexual contact. A woman could prostitute
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herself without anybody, especially nosy neighbors,
being the wiser. Full-time bordello inmates had a
more difficult time hiding their occupation, but they
could reenter the world of honest work with little or
no trouble. Single women’s work was casual and ep-
isodic, so it easily accommodated venal sex.

Only arrest labeled a woman as a prostitute, and
arrest was becoming less and less common as a more
tolerant attitude toward prostitution emerged. A de-
cline in religiosity as well as a growing concern over
venereal disease prompted this change. As early as
1724, Bernard de Mandeville (1670–1733) argued in
A Modest Defense of Public Stews that prostitution was
not criminal in and of itself. It was only dangerous
when uncontrolled. Other, less well known authors
called for the end to arbitrary penalties and the insti-
tution of regulation as a means of protecting families
and promoting public order. Particularly prominent
among these regulationists were physicians who re-
garded venereal disease as the greatest hazard of pros-
titution and proposed that some system of health
checks be instituted.

Such publications proved prophetic. In 1792
Berlin instituted a system for regulating prostitutes
which required police approval before a brothel could

be opened and compelled prostitutes to live in certain
streets. Somewhat later, in 1796, the Paris Commune
instructed its police officials to search out and register
prostitutes. Registered prostitutes received a card, and
in 1798 two physicians were given the task of exam-
ining Parisian whores. In 1802 a physician established
a dispensary where prostitutes underwent compulsory
examinations. Napoleon’s prefects continued the strug-
gle to contain and control prostitution. In Lyon,
Nantes, Marseille, and other French cities, local offi-
cials undertook a census of prostitutes and bordellos.
They also limited prostitution to a few preselected
streets and required that all bordellos be registered—
in other words, approved. At the fall of Napoleon, the
foundations of a complete regulatory system existed.

1800–1890: MEDICAL REGULATION

In the nineteenth century, many European cities in-
stituted an elaborate system of ordinances which per-
mitted prostitution but limited and monitored it.
These ordinances resembled Napoleon’s measures:
while there were variations, medical regulation was
often referred to as ‘‘the French system.’’ And as in
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France, authorities claimed to be controlling syphilis.
But the measures enacted also greatly increased the
ability of the police to monitor working-class activity,
sexual or political. The father and principal apologist
of the regulatory system was the French social hygien-
ist Alexandre Jean Baptiste Parent-Duchâtelet (1790–
1836). In 1836 Parent-Duchâtelet published Prosti-
tution in Paris, a two-volume study rife with statistics,
tables, maps, and charts. Prostitution in Paris was the
first ‘‘scientific’’ study of mercenary sex, for it used
empirical evidence—principally Parent-Duchâtelet’s
own observations at the Parisian dispensary—to de-
scribe prostitution. Parent-Duchâtelet estimated that
there were twelve thousand prostitutes in Paris, and
he collected detailed data (including hair and eye
color) on about one thousand.

For the first time we have a relatively accurate
portrait of the prostitute. Parent-Duchâtelet found
her to be between the ages of eighteen and twenty-
four and a working woman engaged in traditional, as
opposed to industrial, occupations (i.e., a seamstress
or domestic). To his contemporaries’ astonishment,
she was usually a native Parisian (as opposed to a mi-
grant) and almost never the fruit of an illegitimate
union. Nor was she herself pregnant at the time she
became a prostitute. The cherished scenario of the
country girl seduced and abandoned in the city did
not hold up to Parent-Duchâtelet’s scrutiny; neither
did the myths that prostitutes were infertile or pos-
sessed of biological abnormalities. Later in the nine-
teenth century, physicians would attribute prostitu-
tion to genetic deformities, but Parent-Duchâtelet
gave social reasons for a woman’s fall. ‘‘Lack of work
and poverty,’’ he wrote, ‘‘which is the inevitable con-
sequence of low wages, are the unhappy source of
prostitution.’’

Despite his scientific pretensions, Parent-
Duchâtelet was no impartial observer. On the con-
trary, he was an ardent supporter of regulation, and
his study argued for the imposition of mandatory
health checks and an increase in police supervision.
Like all regulationists, Parent-Duchâtelet believed that
prostitutes had to be closely monitored and con-
trolled, ostensibly in the interest of containing vene-
real disease.

The mandatory health check or pelvic exami-
nation was the linchpin of the regulationist system.
When a prostitute went to the dispensary her name
was inscribed upon a register and she was issued a card
on which each subsequent visit was marked. This card
constituted a license, which allowed her to prostitute
herself. Failure to display the card when questioned
by the police would lead to immediate imprison-
ment without trial or judicial recourse. Obviously,

regulation greatly increased the powers of the Parisian
police. It is certainly not coincidental that nineteenth-
and early twentieth-century French legislatures de-
clined to approve—or even debate—regulation. For
its entire existence, regulation was at best only semi-
legal; it was based on administrative decree alone, on
the decision of the highest police officer, the prefect.

If the health check was the linchpin of regu-
lation, then the brothel was its center. Proregulation
physicians and policemen encouraged brothels be-
cause they facilitated police control. Madames en-
forced discipline and health checks, and the brothel
walls assured that no prostitute escaped the all-seeing
eye of the morals squad. If the brothel was transpar-
ent to the police, it was all but invisible to honest
women and children. Municipal ordinance prescribed
closed shutters and windows and permitted no dis-
tinct signs save the lone discreet red light. To ensure
that these regulations were observed, the police both
in Paris and the provinces bestowed licenses to run
brothels only on certain individuals. Only women
over twenty-five years of age could apply for a license,
and they had to give proof that the owner of the build-
ing in question knew of its proposed use. Brothels
could be located only in certain neighborhoods, had
to be at least one hundred meters from public build-
ings, schools, and churches, and could be open only
at certain times.

The bordello was the centerpiece of regulation,
and it flourished in the home of regulation—France.
In 1840 Paris had at least 230 licensed brothels. Pro-
vincial France too had ‘‘houses of tolerance,’’ as official
brothels were known. Montpellier, with a population
of approximately 460,000, had twenty-four houses of
tolerance, while Angers and Mans had fifteen and
twenty-five, respectively. Usually these were small es-
tablishments with no more than seven prostitutes, ex-
cluding the auxiliary female personnel (maids and
cooks), who also satisfied clients at times of high traf-
fic, like market days or when new recruits were called
up by the army. Outside France, the bordello was less
popular. In 1881 there were only 1,119 brothels in
the whole of Italy.

In the course of the nineteenth century, some
kind of regulation was adopted by Italy (1860), Rus-
sia (1843), Prussia (1839), and Vienna. Officially,
England did not follow suit. But between 1864 and
1886 the British War Office and Admiralty admin-
istered a series of ordinances that came very close to
continental regulation. The Contagious Diseases Acts,
as these ordinances became known, were meant to
eliminate venereal disease by compulsory registration
and medical exams, and the laws were enacted only
in garrison towns and ports like Southampton and
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Plymouth. In these towns, a special police unit called
the ‘‘water police’’ tracked down prostitutes and con-
fined them in venereal disease prisons, known as lock
hospitals.

The effects of regulation, whether in England
or on the Continent, were highly detrimental to pros-
titutes, perhaps more detrimental than seventeenth-
and eighteenth-century criminalization. To be sure,
prostitutes could solicit if they had registered with the
police and undergone the required health checks. But
even registered, they also had to obey an array of or-
dinances which made it all but impossible for a
woman to support herself through prostitution. In
France and England prostitutes could not solicit in
drinking establishments or near barracks. In Paris they
could not occupy sidewalks or major thoroughfares

except between seven and eleven o’clock in the eve-
ning. They could not stand near churches, schools,
public buildings, or in public gardens. Prostitutes
could not congregate in groups, speak in loud voices,
or provide food or drink in their homes. In short,
women could not solicit clients, which is tantamount
to banning prostitution.

Far from removing the legal constraints on pros-
titutes, regulation only increased them. It subjected
the prostitute to a more powerful, more invasive
police force, thereby throwing her into the arms of
pimps and other third parties. It also fixed her identity
as a fallen woman by inscribing her name on a regis-
ter. Regulation subjected prostitutes to consistent po-
lice harassment, to social stigma, and to economic
hardship.
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RECRIMINALIZATION:
1890 TO THE PRESENT

By 1880 the weaknesses of regulation caused many
Europeans to turn against the system. Sometimes this
movement—or rather movements, for there were
many diverse opinions and groups—is called aboli-
tionist because it opposed the existing prostitute stat-
utes. However, it is more accurate to call its propo-
nents antiregulationists, for they sought to reform, not
abolish, laws against prostitution. None wanted to
legalize or decriminalize prostitution. Most antiregu-
lationists regarded prostitution as a terrible moral
scourge and dire biological threat.

Of all the antiregulationists, the British militant
Josephine Butler (1828–1906) was alone in mani-
festing real concern for individual prostitutes. Butler
was a middle-class widow of deep religious sensibilities
who considered the compulsory pelvic examinations
imposed by the Contagious Diseases Acts (CDA) an
affront to womanhood. In numerous public speeches,
Butler pointed out that soldiers and sailors were not
subject to the same invasive procedures, and she called
for an end to the exams which she considered ‘‘in-
strumental rape.’’ Through the Ladies’ National As-
sociation, she mobilized middle-class women to fight
against the CDA and aid prostitutes. This unprece-
dented alliance between middle-class and working-
class women staged theatrical ‘‘rescues’’ of prostitutes
and succeeded in galvanizing public opinion. In 1886
the CDA were rescinded, and many of Butler’s cru-
saders turned their attention to women’s suffrage.

Opposition to regulation did not end, Butler’s
success encouraged continental opponents of regula-
tion. French abolitionists like Yves Guyot and Senator
René Bérenger criticized not the excesses of the system
but its inefficiencies. Of particular concern were the
clandestine prostitutes, the large number of women
who were never inscribed, never examined, and never
monitored by the police. By 1890 they had come to
represent more than half of the prostitutes in Paris,
and they were thought to constitute a threat to the
health and moral welfare of society.

The white slavery panic struck in the midst of
this debate. In 1885 London journalist W. T. Stead
(1849–1912) published an inflammatory account of
child prostitution entitled ‘‘The Maiden Tribute to
Modern Babylon’’ in the Pall Mall Gazette. Stead re-
ported that lecherous old men regularly purchased
children for five pounds on the streets of London.
Stead’s lurid accounts started the white slavery panic,
which eventually spread from England to the Conti-
nent. In 1899 the first international conference on
white slavery was convened in London and attended

by the representatives of eleven European nations.
Three years later sixteen countries sent envoys to the
second international conference.

Historians once dismissed the white slavery panic
as nothing but hysteria. The antitraffickers’ rhetoric
was extravagant—one French newspaper claimed that
more girls had been killed by white slavers than by
tuberculosis—but these zealots were reacting to real
changes in the demand for and organization of pros-
titution. The great migrations of the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries from Europe to the
Americas created both a high demand for prostitutes
and the networks to transport them from Europe to
the New World. In Poland, for instance, Jewish vice
networks grew as Jewish emigration increased. Once
limited to Warsaw, Jewish pimps expanded their opera-
tions to embrace North and especially South America.
In the 1910s many prostitutes in Buenos Aires were
Jewish girls transported there by Jewish mafias oper-
ating in Poland and the Americas.

The great migrations also fed racism and with
it biological explanations for prostitution. Friedrich
Engels (1820–1895) did argue that prostitution was
a product of private property, along with illegitimacy
and other moral scourges. But socialists aside, most
Europeans preferred the physiological fantasies of Cae-
sare Lombroso (1835–1909) to the economic expla-
nations of Engels or Parent-Duchâtelet. According to
Lombroso and his followers, prostitutes were born,
not made, and they possessed atavistic qualities like
small heads, husky voices, or tattoos. To Lombroso,
prostitutes were degenerates who threatened the bio-
logical integrity of the race by injecting hereditary
syphilis into the population.

The early years of the twentieth century saw
important advances in the diagnosis and treatment of
venereal disease. But the Wasserman test and the
arsenic-based ‘‘606’’ potion did not allay the fear of
syphilis. Quite the contrary: anxiety over venereal dis-
ease became more widespread and intense during the
interwar period. In France hereditary syphilis was
blamed for (among other things) chronic French de-
population. Whether in France, Germany, or Britain,
‘‘degeneracy’’ was associated with syphilis, and pros-
titutes were subject to stricter measures of medical
surveillance than ever before. In France the number
of dispensaries where prostitutes were registered and
examined multiplied: by 1940 there were over 2,000.

Other purely punitive measures joined these
medical statutes. In 1885 the British Parliament passed
the deceptively named Criminal Amendments Acts,
which raised the age of consent and authorized the
police to enter bordellos and arrest ‘‘seducers’’ (and
prostitutes) at will. In France the law of 3 April 1903
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made traffic in women punishable by three years of
prison.

In many instances, special laws were enacted to
‘‘protect’’ minors. In England the Industrial Schools
Amendment Act of 1880 authorized police search and
seizure of underage prostitutes. In France the law of
11 April 1908 licensed similar police sweeps and pro-
vided special reformatories for the underage prosti-
tutes. These statutes, like many others, targeted youth
and probably reflected anxiety over the new freedom
that life in the cities and the rise of service industries
accorded young women.

Not just the young were experiencing a sexual
revolution. During the 1890s, a new taste for seduc-
tion and eroticism manifested itself in the popula-
tion at large and had a profound impact on prosti-
tution. The demand for prostitutes changed: sexual
need no longer brought the client to the prostitute.
In most cities, workingmen had established their
own homes and embraced a middle-class conjugal
lifestyle. Henceforth, desire rather than need moti-
vated the client, and he demanded more personal,
more seductive forms of venal sex. The regulated
house of tolerance, for example, tended to disappear.
Beginning in the 1880s in Paris and 1900 in the
provinces, official bordellos closed; by 1935 there
were only twenty-seven official houses in Paris. Cli-
ents preferred the illusion of seduction to the regi-
mentation of the bordello and the independent pros-
titute to the brothel inmate. Now men encountered
prostitutes in new places, like the dance hall or the
beer garden. Once contact was made, the client ac-
companied her to a new institution, the maison de
rendez-vous or hotel that rented rooms by the hour.
Gradually, the maison de rendez-vous completely
eclipsed the bordello: in 1935 there were sixty-five
recognized hotels in Paris and many more that had
escaped police notice.

With the demise of the house of tolerance, pros-
titutes gained a measure of autonomy. Unlike brothel
inmates, the independent prostitute was not enslaved
by debt or forced to work long hours. But new forms
of domination arose to replace the old. Stricter crim-
inal statutes and police surveillance increased the need
for secrecy and opened the door to parasitical third
parties. In London, pimps first appeared in large num-
bers in the 1900s in the wake of anti–white slavery
legislation. Isolated from the working class and marked
as a ‘‘professional,’’ the prostitute found herself at the
mercy of criminal elements. In France and Italy hotel
owners replaced bordello madames as the managers of
prostitution and used their power to extract more
work and longer hours from the prostitute. In some
cities mafias and crime syndicates took control of

prostitution and subjected prostitutes to a new, harsh
work discipline.

Life was no better for the prostitute in the Soviet
Union or the totalitarian states of Italy and Germany.
In 1918 the Russian revolutionaries abolished the reg-
ulatory system which had prevailed in tsarist Russia
and proclaimed that prostitution, an outgrowth of
capitalism, no longer existed. Of course, women con-
tinued to sell sex, and they were subject to arrest under
a series of ordinances prosecuting vagrants and anti-
socials. In the late 1920s, special workhouses or pro-
pholactoria were established where prostitutes were
reeducated through forced labor.

In the fascist states, the approach was different
in form if not in spirit. Mussolini reconfirmed Italy’s
tolerated brothels in 1923, 1931, and 1940. In Ger-
many, the Nazis reinstated regulated brothels and
made sure that strict racial and biological hygiene was
observed within them. Throughout Europe, the mil-
itarization of society during World War II encouraged
a brief, episodic return to regulation.

The years between 1945 and 1972 saw a recri-
minalization of prostitution that was both profound
and paradoxical. In 1951 the United Nations adopted
a resolution condemning the traffic in women and
calling for an end to state regulation and criminali-
zation of prostitution. Only five nations signed the
resolution and most ignored it. In France, while one
aspect of the old regulationist regime—the brothel—
was abolished in 1945 by the so-called Marthe Rich-
ard law, another—compulsory registration—survived.
A national health file was established, and any pros-
titute who failed to register was subject to arrest and
imprisonment. Further, the law of 23 December 1958
recognized ‘‘passive solicitation’’ and made it a mis-
demeanor punishable by a steep fine. As in the past,
French prostitutes were subject to police harassment
and unpredictable official persecution.

In Italy the Merlin Law of 1956 abolished all
forms of regulation, including registration, but pre-
scribed jail terms for individuals convicted of ‘‘favor-
ing’’ prostitution. While ostensibly directed against
pimps, the law was used to harass prostitutes, who
saw their husbands, boyfriends, and fellow prostitutes
prosecuted under it.

In England the situation was no better. Unlike
continental Europe, the United Kingdom had known
neither true regulation nor even real criminalization:
prostitution was not—and had never been—a crim-
inal offense. This situation changed in the 1950s
when the Wolfenden Committee recommended a set
of new anti–sex trade laws. In 1956 the Sexual Of-
fense Act prohibited brothel keeping and prescribed
stiff penalties for those living off immoral earnings.
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As in Italy, the antipimping law was turned against
prostitutes themselves, and the notorious Street Of-
fences Act of 1959 made the situation worse. Accord-
ing to this act, a woman could be convicted of solic-
iting on the word of a policeman alone and forced to
pay a stiff fine. After two fines a woman was labeled
a ‘‘prostitute’’ in all judicial documents for life, whether
or not she continued to engage in sex work.

While prostitution was being recriminalized in
France and England, a new approach was adopted in
northern Europe, specifically in Holland and Ger-
many. In Germany officially tolerated and regulated
brothels called Eros Centers were established in Ham-
burg (1967) and subsequently in Bonn, Cologne,
Stuttgart, and Munich. While these centers were sup-
posed to eliminate third parties and curb violence,
prostitutes declined to work in them because of the
extreme regimentation and high room rental fees. In
Holland a different, more laissez-faire approach
emerged, with brothels and massage parlors being un-
officially tolerated, at least in Amsterdam.

Amsterdam aside, the recriminalization of pros-
titution had a predictable consequence: prostitution
went underground and became less visible. The tele-
phone greatly facilitated this process, and today pros-
titution is all but invisible in most western European
cities. Police surveillance and occasional harassment

continues and is particularly harsh for those pros-
titutes left on the streets. These women constitute
only 20 percent of the sex workers in most European
cities, and yet they account for over 90 percent of
the arrests. Even in the most lenient countries, fines
and legal fees keep most prostitutes in debt and on
the street. To protest these conditions, fifty prosti-
tutes occupied the Saint-Nizier church in Lyon,
France, in 1975. Soon prostitutes’ groups arose in
Grenoble, Montpellier, Toulouse, and finally Paris,
leading to the creation of a national organization,
the French Collective of Prostitutes. Not long there-
after, other prostitutes’ rights groups emerged: in the
United Kingdom, the English Collective of Prosti-
tutes (1975); in Amsterdam, the Red Thread (1984);
and in Berlin, HYDRA (1980), to name but a few.
All of these groups are active today and campaign for
the decriminalization of sex work in both national
and international law. In 1985 the first International
Congress of Whores convened in Amsterdam and
addressed a range of issues—AIDS, police harass-
ment, international traffic in women—concerning
sex workers. Subsequent congresses have been held,
signaling the advent of a new era in the history of
prostitution: henceforth, prostitutes themselves will
have a say in the organization and policing of the
‘‘oldest profession.’’

See also Sexual Behavior and Sexual Morality; Illegitimacy and Concubinage; Sex,
Law, and the State (volume 4).
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tèles.’’ Annales: économies, sociétés, civilisations 36 (1981): 983–1015.

Walkowitz, Judith R. Prostitution and Victorian Society: Women, Class, and the State.
Cambridge, U.K., 1980.



361

WITCHCRAFT

12
J. A. Sharpe

Witchcraft is a subject that has attracted considerable
scholarly attention as well as a lively popular interest,
and around which a number of historical myths have
gathered. Most of the scholarly work on this phenom-
enon has, understandably, centered on the era of mass
persecutions, the so-called European witch craze, be-
tween about 1450 and 1750. Work on this period has
produced an extensive and ever-expanding body of
publications rich in varied, imaginative, and exciting
interpretations. Yet beliefs in witchcraft, themselves
part of a wider intellectual framework incorporating
popular magic and what the modern observer would
categorize as folklore, have been present in Europe
throughout recorded history.

The terms ‘‘witchcraft’’ and ‘‘magic’’ have, of
course, been used broadly and present considerable def-
initional problems. In 1937 the anthropologist E. E.
Evans-Pritchard proposed a widely accepted set of def-
initions that attempts to distinguish clearly between
witchcraft and magic. He argued, in effect, that witch-
craft is normally thought of as an innate quality, prob-
ably inherited by the supposed witch, and is used pri-
marily to inflict harm through the occult power of the
witch’s ill will. Magic, conversely, involves a number of
techniques, and the ability to carry out these techniques
is not inherited but rather acquired through learning.

It might be possible to sustain something like
this distinction when dealing with witchcraft as a phe-
nomenon in European history. Observers in 1600, for
example, generally accepted a difference between the
witch, normally female, illiterate, and lower class, and
the magician, often learned, sometimes a member if
the social elite, and nearly always male. Yet the village
witch always existed in the intellectual context of a
culture that enjoyed much wider beliefs in the magi-
cal, the occult, and the supernatural, and throughout
the medieval and early modern periods terms that
translate as witchcraft, sorcery, or magic tended to be
used interchangeably. Witchcraft is, therefore, best
understood as a broad range of beliefs and practices
that flourished within a wider belief system that ac-
cepted the supernatural.

As noted, witchcraft attracts popular interest and
has been surrounded by more than its fair share of
historical myths. The problems resulting from this be-
came increasingly marked in the twentieth century by
the emergence of Wiccan and Pagan groups that ad-
hered to witchcraft as an ancient, pre-Christian reli-
gion. While having no wish to offend people’s religious
sensibilities, one should point out that there is little
evidence that what was described or persecuted as
witchcraft in the medieval or early modern periods was
an organized religion—though admittedly a number
of contemporary theorists thought it was—and that
the practices of Pagans and Wiccans have only tenuous
connections with peasant beliefs of the fifteenth or six-
teenth centuries. Modern witchcraft, despite its claims,
seems to have little historical foundation.

The subject of witchcraft was also firmly lodged
in the mentalities of learned writers in late medieval
and early modern Europe, when it was referred to
frequently in theological, medical, and scientific writ-
ing. Along with the peasant belief in witchcraft, de-
monological writers from the fifteenth century on-
ward created a view of the subject that stressed the
importance of the demonic pact, the witches’ sabbat,
and the notion that the witch was a member of an
organized, heretical, satanic sect. Peasants had witch-
craft, and members of the elite had natural magic, a
set of occult ideas and practices that often attracted
men of considerable intelligence and learning. The
latter was closely connected to pursuits such as as-
trology and alchemy as well as to mathematics, as-
tronomy, and science. Witchcraft existed in relation
to a broad, rich, intellectual context.

FROM THE DARK AGES TO THE
MALLEUS MALEFICARUM

Anthropologists have demonstrated that belief in witch-
craft and associated phenomena was present in a wide
range of societies and likely has been a part of the
mental world of Europeans from the earliest times. As
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might be expected, however, evidence for early witch-
craft beliefs and practices has to be drawn mainly from
the works of Greek and, more important, Roman
writers. The concept of magia, which seems to have
corresponded roughly to medieval and early modern
magic, was familiar in ancient Rome and compre-
hended sorcery and witchcraft. Certainly by the end
of the Roman period something like the witch image,
so common in the sixteenth and seventeenth centu-
ries, already existed. Consider the following descrip-
tion given by the poet Lucan (A.D. 39–65) in his
Pharsalia (book 6, lines 511–523):

The gods of heaven, and the fact that she was still
living, did not prevent her from hearing the silent
converse of the dead, or from knowing the dwell-
ing places of hell and the mysteries of subterranean
Pluto. The witch’s face is haggard and loathsome
with age; her dreadful countenance, overlaid with a
hellish pallor and weighed down by uncombed locks,
is never seen in the clear sky; but if storms and black
clouds take away the stars, she then comes forth from
robbed tombs and tries to catch the night-time light-
nings. Her tread blights the seeds of the fertile corn-
field, and her breath poisons air that was previously
innocuous.

The stereotype of the witch as the hag, the elderly,
worn, and probably lower-class woman, clearly dates
back to classical culture.

The problem of magic, witchcraft, sorcery, and
the occult became somewhat more complex with the
beginning of the era of the Christian conversions in
about the fourth century. The realities of the situation
meant that, despite the reservations of some Christian
thinkers, the early church had to make a number of
accommodations with the pagan religions it sought to
supplant. Thus churches were built on or near the
sites of pagan worship, saints’ shrines were located in
pagan holy places, and Christianity incorporated many
aspects of the preexisting practices surrounding divi-
nation, prophecy, and folk healing. The ‘‘magic of the
medieval church’’ obviously helped make Christianity
accessible and acceptable to the bulk of the popula-
tion, although it never quite escaped the censure of
religious purists. The learned held some practices un-
warrantable despite an inherently ill-defined line be-
tween the sacred and the profane. Partly as a result of
this lack of definition, occasional charges of sorcery
arose, and certain people, because of their actions or
public opinion, were considered appropriate targets
for accusations of witchcraft. Conversely, early law
codes suggest that at least some rulers regarded accu-
sations of witchcraft as ungodly and disruptive and
consequently attempted to discourage them among
their populations.

Certainly the religious observers upon whose
writings much of our knowledge of early medieval
Europe is founded were convinced that their world
was full of magical practitioners, denounced variously
as praecantatores, sortilegos, karagios, aruspices, divinos,
ariolos, magos, maleficos, inantantores, phitonocos, or ve-
neficos. (The terms defy precise or consistent transla-
tion.) For these writers, however, the problem was still
that occult practitioners offered a type of magic that
competed with that of the church. They were diviners,
fortune tellers, lot casters, and faith healers rather than
malefic witches. The malefic existed, of course, but
the tendency was to regard witchcraft and associated
popular magical beliefs as a sign of ignorance and su-
perstition rather than the presence of demonic influ-
ences. Occasionally writings refer to witches being
punished, like the tenth-century note of a woman
proved guilty of witchcraft who was drowned ‘‘as is
the custom with witches.’’ But most stories about
witchcraft end with a description of the clergy deploy-
ing saints’ relics or other holy items to defeat the witch’s
magic rather than with a description of execution.

This situation was to change during the fif-
teenth century. The exact processes involved remain
perhaps a little unclear, but three main factors seem
to have been at work. First, there was a general theo-
logical shift, perhaps as a by-product of the psycho-
logical impact of the Black Death of the mid-four-
teenth century, which emphasized the uncertainty of
human life, the pervasiveness of sin, and the power
and influence of the Devil. Second, in a series of
treason-cum-sorcery cases among Europe’s political
elite, highly placed persons were found guilty of using
sorcery and magic to harm monarchs and popes. Last,
the persecution of heretics, which had flourished over
the High Middle Ages, shifted its focus to include
witches, now defined as a satanic sect. The witch was
no longer the individual with occult powers that
might occasionally be used to do harm but rather one
of Satan’s agents in the cosmic struggle between Good
and Evil. The religious insisted on the importance of
the pact between the witch and the Devil, and the
development of ideas regarding the sabbat provided a
collective image of witchcraft. The witch now flew to
nocturnal meetings, where she met scores, hundreds,
or even thousands of other witches, feasted on the
flesh of newborn children, danced, drank, and en-
gaged in orgiastic sexual intercourse, the whole pro-
ceedings being presided over by the Devil.

By the late fifteenth century the witch myth was
firmly established, and the witch, for the educated at
least, was a willing tool of the Antichrist. Two changes
had taken place. The developed witch stereotype was
now generally that of a lower-class person, more than
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likely a female. In theory anybody could be a witch,
but in practice it was peasant women who were most
often accused. But contemporaries were aware that
educated, relatively wellborn men also practiced magic.
One of the contextual elements that allowed belief in
witchcraft to flourish among Europe’s elites was the
involvement of some of their members and associates
in magic, in attempts to contact the spirit world, in
alchemy, in astrology, and in that broad neo-Platonic
mode of thought that left ample room for the occult.
The educated and the wellborn, of course, rarely in-
curred the wrath of officialdom for their magical or
occult interests; peasant women were burned as witches
by the thousands.

THE GREAT WITCH-HUNTS

Belief in witchcraft was firmly entrenched in late me-
dieval Europe and was part of a wider system of

thought that accepted the occult and magic as every-
day realities. However, during the period following
the Middle Ages, from about 1450 to about 1750,
witchcraft enjoyed its highest profile as a historical
phenomenon. That was the timespan of the perse-
cution of witches, described by some historians as ‘‘the
European witch craze’’ (Trevor-Roper, 1969). Because
of deficiencies in the survival of records, it is impos-
sible to determine how many people suffered legal
prosecution as witches over those three hundred years.
Certainly the figure of 9 million executed witches,
once accepted in feminist and Wiccan circles, has been
exploded. Scholarship of the 1980s and 1990s has sug-
gested much lower figures, with perhaps 100,000 ac-
cused and 40,000 executed (Levack, 1995). What is
also certain is that the period of the witch persecutions
was the tragic outcome of a confluence of elite and
popular concerns. This general conclusion is borne
out by that handful of detailed scholarly local studies
of the rise and fall of witchcraft persecution which
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have demonstrated what a complex and multifaceted
phenomenon the craze was.

The crucial issue was the desire for a purer, more
defined, and more rigorous Christianity, which lay at
the root of the Reformation of the sixteenth century.
In the two centuries preceding the Reformation, the
struggle of the Catholic Church against heresy had
continued, and during the fifteenth century the tra-
ditional village witch came to be identified as a mem-
ber of a new, diabolical, heretical sect. At the same
time that the inquisitors were beginning to try people
for witchcraft, learned theologians in their libraries
and studies were developing a new and more fright-
ening image of the Devil. This formative phase of
demonological theorizing was summed up in 1487
with the publication of the Malleus maleficarum
(witches’ hammer), written by two Dominicans, Jo-
hann Sprenger and Heinrich Kraemer. The impor-
tance of the Malleus has been overstated: it did not
represent the ascendancy of a triumphant, hegemonic
view of witchcraft but was rather a propaganda piece
written to justify the actions of its authors in a set of
controversial trials. One of its major objectives, in fact,
was to convince sometimes reluctant secular authori-
ties that they had a part to play in witch-hunting.

This last issue became less contentious as the
sixteenth century progressed. The Reformation and
the subsequent Catholic Counter-Reformation helped
define Christian and hence anti-Christian beliefs and
behavior more clearly. But these religious movements
also had a political dimension: the secular concept of
the good citizen was now inextricably enmeshed with
the church’s concept of the good Christian. At a cru-
cial stage of state formation, many people in positions
of influence thought they were attempting not only
to bolster secular government but also to produce a
‘‘godly commonwealth.’’ The witch became the en-
emy of the king and the magistrate as well as of the
clergyman and the true Christian.

These long-familiar developments led to the
once standard interpretation of the witch craze as con-
cocted by bigoted, ignorant, power-crazed judges and
clerics and foisted on the population to destroy pre-
Christian beliefs. The subject was treated as an issue
of intellectual rather than social history—until the
early 1970s, when two British historians, Alan Mac-
farlane and Keith Thomas, developed a paradigm that
put witchcraft accusations firmly in their social con-
text. They shifted their focus of attention away from
legal treatises and demonological tracts to court rec-
ords and trial pamphlets on English witchcraft cases.
Arguing that it was possible to write a history of
witch-hunting ‘‘from below,’’ they stressed that the
phenomenon is explicable not just through the

thoughts, policies, and actions of the powerful but
also through the fears, strategies, and cultural horizons
of the ordinary villager.

In particular Macfarlane’s work, founded on a
close examination of the unusually rich documenta-
tion for the English county of Essex, convincingly
rooted witchcraft accusations in both village life and
the broader socioeconomic changes of the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries. He noted that witchcraft
accusations were normally brought by richer villagers
against poorer ones. Probing more deeply, he discov-
ered that a witchcraft accusation commonly was brought
after a dispute between the accuser or members of his
or her household and the accused over the denial of
charity. The alleged witch, characteristically a poor
and elderly woman, would come to the accuser’s
house and ask for money, food, drink, or perhaps the
chance to work. Her request denied, the old woman
would make off in an angry mood, possibly muttering
threats. A little later an inexplicable illness or some
other disaster would befall the refuser of charity, his
family, or his farm animals. The earlier altercation,
threats, or ambivalent phrases uttered by the supposed
witch would be connected to the misfortune, espe-
cially if the woman requesting charity had already
been suspected of witchcraft.

Macfarlane linked this model of witchcraft ac-
cusations after the refusal of charity to broader
changes in the region during the period of accusa-
tions. In England, as in most of Europe, the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries were marked by steady
population increase. This increase created tremen-
dous pressure at the bottom of society, especially in
that it created a large body of poor. Traditional forms
of poor relief, in Macfarlane’s model, were unable to
cope with the extent of poverty, and it took time to
put an effective poor law into operation. In the late
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries many sub-
stantial villagers were uncertain about how to deal
with the poor, both in practical and in psychological
terms. In harsh times the neighbor begging at the
door was refused, but a lingering communal ethic
made the refuser feel guilty. Under these circum-
stances, a witchcraft accusation was a method of
transferring guilt: it was not the refuser of charity
who was challenging community values but rather
the perpetrator of malefic witchcraft. Macfarlane had
learned from anthropology that witchcraft accusa-
tions ran along the fault lines in society, symbolizing
redefinitions of community and the severing of social
relationships. He connected the Essex cases to broad
and familiar themes, such as the development of cap-
italist agriculture, the breakup of the traditional vil-
lage community, and the rise of individualism.
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Macfarlane’s charity-refused model, although a
consistent theme in accusations, has not proved uni-
versally applicable to early modern Europe. He and
Thomas, however, did demonstrate convincingly that
witchcraft can be studied in the context of peasant
beliefs, which can no longer simply be dismissed as
ignorant superstitions or ideas foisted on the peasantry
by the elite. Rather, witchcraft on this level, however
distant and alien to the modern observer, made sense
and had a function for those involved in the phenom-
enon. In the 1970s historians’ ideas about witchcraft
trials were dominated by knowledge of the big crazes,
which, for example, led to hundreds of burnings dur-

ing the early seventeenth century in the German ter-
ritories of Ellwangen, Trier, Würzburg, and Bamberg.
Further research demonstrated that the pattern Mac-
farlane established was far more common, and accu-
sations were launched sporadically, normally against
individuals or two or three supposed witches. Robin
Briggs’s work reveals that witchcraft accusations
were an established feature of early modern Lorraine,
for example, but they were located in the world of
the peasant and in the petty disputes endemic to vil-
lage life. Moreover, it became clear that over the
whole of Europe the major peasant concern was with
maleficium, the concrete harm supposedly perpe-
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trated by witches, rather than the demonic pact or
the witch’s candidacy for membership in a diabolic
heretical sect.

Another striking feature of accusations of witch-
craft during the witch craze was that they were most
frequently directed against women. A few regional
case histories to the contrary, most court records con-
taining witchcraft accusations demonstrate that the
malefic witch was thought of as female. In Macfar-
lane’s Essex sample, over 90 percent of the accused
were women, and perhaps 80 percent of the accused
in Europe as a whole were women. A number of dif-
fering interpretations attempt to explain the connec-
tion between women and witchcraft.

In the 1970s writers, most of them not aca-
demic historians, within the women’s movement in-
terpreted the gender imbalance in witchcraft accusa-
tions as one of the most overt and horrific outcomes
of the male oppression of women. The acceptance of
the estimate of 9 million executions made this mani-
festation of men’s unpleasantness toward women seem
all the more terrible. These writers did well to focus
attention on and demonstrate the importance of an
issue on which male historians had rarely commented,
but few scholars of witchcraft history have regarded
the inordinate accusations against women simply in
terms of male oppression. Early modern Europe was
a male-dominated society in which medical theory,
science, and theology all agreed on the moral, intel-
lectual, and physical inferiority of women, but it has
proved difficult to establish exactly how this general-
ized intellectual context translated into individual
witchcraft accusations.

Research has suggested a deeper set of issues.
Pertinent questions are how frequently witchcraft
accusations were launched between women, how of-
ten women acted as witnesses against women, and
how often women participated in semiofficial actions
against female witches, such as searching for the
witch’s mark. No political system, not even early mod-
ern patriarchy, works unless the majority of those it
seeks to rule accept or at least acquiesce to it. Thus
the involvement of women as accusers and prosecu-
tion witnesses in witchcraft cases might be further evi-
dence of the dominance of male values. It seems more
fruitful, however, to regard witchcraft as a phenome-
non that operated to a large extent within the female
sphere, in that world of female concerns over child
rearing, the protection of domestic space, and the
politics of reputations and local gossip that social and
cultural historians of early modern Europe have been
slowly reconstructing. A number of studies assert that
accusations often revolved around the bewitchment,
frequently to death, of children. Their mothers were

the accusers, and postmenopausal women were the
accused. Psychohistorians have begun to explore this
theme within the paradigm, familiar in psychoanaly-
sis, of the malevolent mother. At the very least, ex-
aminations of popular attitudes toward menopause,
rather than a consideration of generalized misogyny,
are needed.

From court records and the published works of
contemporary demonologists, moralists, and skeptics
emerges a folklore of countermagic providing strate-
gies for those who thought themselves bewitched to
use against their alleged tormentors. On a village level
witchcraft was about power. The accused witch was
often an old woman who was unlikely to seek revenge
through violence or litigation against those who had
offended her, but she supposedly wreaked havoc on
her adversaries through the deployment of occult
forces. Her power could be counteracted by rival
magic. Religious reformers argued that these counter-
measures were without scriptural basis and hence were
as ungodly as maleficium, but they had little impact
on a population that desired more immediate and
overt relief from witchcraft than the church’s remedy,
prayer. In hopes of alleviating the sufferings caused by
witchcraft or transferring them to the witch, people
scratched witches to draw blood from their faces,
burned hair from their heads or thatch from their
roofs, or made witch cakes from grain and the urine
of the bewitched and burned them.

‘‘Good witches’’ were crucial to this counter-
magic and an essential element in the broader culture
of popular magic. The practitioners of popular magic,
folk medicine, and divination, good witches were
probably as common a feature of the period’s witch
beliefs as were the malefic witches who loom so much
larger in the historical consciousness. Macfarlane and
Thomas, in their studies of English witchcraft beliefs,
gave due importance to those the English commonly
called ‘‘cunning folk.’’ Many contemporary writers
observed that these folk were widespread and their
services eagerly sought by the population at large.
Cunning men and women offered medical services
that were cheaper, probably less unpleasant, and pos-
sibly as effective as those available from the officially
qualified physicians of the period. They could find
stolen goods or identify the thieves who had taken
them. They could tell fortunes and were consulted by
young girls on the identities of their future husbands
and by pregnant women regarding the sex of their
unborn babies. They were the obvious counselors for
victims of witchcraft, for they confirmed suspicions
about who was behind the bewitching and recom-
mended methods of combating the malefic witch and
averting her witchcraft.
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As might be expected, the equivalents of the
English cunning men and women were to be found
all over Europe. Research on Lorraine, for example,
has demonstrated the importance of what were, lit-
erally, ‘‘witch doctors,’’ specialists in treating witch-
craft and identifying witches, who frequently played
a key role in focusing and developing accusations.
Some were itinerants, and even those who were not
sometimes acquired reputations that spread over a
radius of twenty miles. These devins or devineresses
(soothsayers) did little more than confirm existing fears
that an illness was supernatural and existing suspicions
as to who was responsible for its occurrence. Much of
the knowledge about them surfaces through records
of formal prosecutions of witches, but their main
objective was to keep their patients away from court
action, which would undermine the good witches’
position as the major source of relief and possibly
attract the unwanted attention of officialdom. The
activities of these Lorraine practitioners, like good
witches everywhere in Europe, were illegal and rep-
rehensible in the eyes of the church. The evidence in
the Lorraine archives and elsewhere of the activities
of devins and cunning folk constructs, in effect, a
magical underworld.

The techniques used by the cunning folk and
other practitioners varied widely. Mostly unlettered,
they used charms and bastardized versions of Chris-
tian prayers. In England following the Reformation,
for example, cunning folk apparently were fond of
using doggerel fragments of the Latin prayers and
creed of the old church, much to the distaste of the
Protestant authorities. In Catholic areas like Lorraine,
cunning folk often used prayer and holy water in their
deliberations. All over Europe cunning folk used the
sieve and shears, a practice in which the sieve, bal-
anced on the points of a pair of shears, would move
when questions were put to it. Another common tech-
nique involved primitive versions of the crystal balls
popularly associated with fortune tellers. Other prac-
titioners of folk magic employed more elaborate tech-
niques, some of which point toward connections with
the learned magic of the elite. By the mid-seventeenth
century a reasonable proportion of cunning folk, in
some regions at least, was literate, possibly signifying
access to unusual and powerful knowledge in a pe-
riod when illiteracy was the norm. Some had books,
particularly of astrology, and used them when aiding
their clients. No doubt the literate cunning man or
woman had access to the almanacs and popular
medical treatises of the period. As the frequent ref-
erences to both cunning men and cunning women
and devins and devineresses make clear, if malefic
witches tended overwhelmingly to be female, good

witches were of either sex, the implications of which
deserve full exploration.

The cunning folk attracted particular odium
from Protestant writers, locked as they were in the
battle to inculcate right religion in the face of en-
trenched ignorance and superstition. The English Prot-
estant theologian William Perkins (1558–1602) ar-
gued that, since good witches got their powers from
the Devil as clearly as did the bad ones, they were
equally deserving of death and were doubly reprehen-
sible because they used devilish practices to convince
the population that they were doing good. Neverthe-
less, good witches rarely received severe punishment.
The secular authorities treated them lightly or sub-
jected them to the generally weak penalties of the ec-
clesiastical courts. Yet the theologians’ attitude brings
into question officialdom’s perception of witchcraft
and why the witch-hunts declined.

The established tradition, in many ways correct,
is that the Christian church, both before and after the
Reformation, played a key role in creating the witch
persecutions of early modern Europe. The church’s
revised view of the importance of the Devil, the per-
ceived need for a more sharply defined Christianity,
and the ‘‘acculturation’’ of the population at large, or
at least some sections of it, to accept this official, more
stringent Christianity were all of essential importance.
Many societies have accepted that witches exist and
that they are evil, but the European witch craze was
a unique event that owed much to changes in official
Christianity from about 1450 onward. Yet the church’s
role was not one of simple and unthinking repres-
sion. Some convinced and theologically orthodox
Christians allotted witchcraft only a marginal im-
portance. The key theological issue was the signifi-
cance awarded to Divine Providence. Skeptical writ-
ers argued that many of the afflictions popularly
attributed to witchcraft were, in fact, the product of
the will of God, designed as a test for the faithful.
This position was a little austere for the bulk of the
population. People could take a witch to court or
consult cunning folk about how best to deal with
witchcraft, but such remedies were not available
against the Almighty. A related position regarded the
whole slate of witchcraft beliefs as the product of
popular superstitions rather than of the influence of
the Devil. Thus a conundrum arises. In some areas
the processes of Christianization unleashed by the
Reformation and the Counter-Reformation resulted
in witch persecution, but in others they led to the
attitude that witchcraft beliefs were a sign of popu-
lar ignorance, demanding the mild sanctions of the
church courts and the education of the population
rather than witch burnings.
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While theologians and senior clerics developed
a number of theoretical positions on witchcraft, judges
and legal writers also demonstrated ambivalent atti-
tudes toward the phenomenon. The legal codes of
most if not all European states of the period included
laws against witches, but witchcraft in many respects
enjoyed a peculiar status as a criminal offense and was
difficult to prove. To solve the problem some judges
simply dropped the normal rules relating to evidence,
especially to evidence and confessions elicited by tor-
ture, which frequently fueled the large witch-hunts.
Other judges were more cautious. In England the high
acquittal rate in witchcraft cases, the comparative lack
of large-scale hunts, and the rarity of convictions after
the 1650s owed much to the fact that assize courts,
where most English witch cases were tried, were pre-
sided over by highly qualified and experienced judges
appointed by the central government. In France, where
those convicted of capital crimes had a right to appeal
to the judges of the Parlement of Paris, most local
convictions for witchcraft were quashed by the 1630s.
In Scotland, Sir George Mackenzie, the lord advocate
during much of the late seventeenth century, was ex-
tremely skeptical about witchcraft accusations and
helped reduce the number of trials and convictions.

These signs of elite skepticism about witchcraft
lead to that most complex of problems, the decline of
the belief in witches and witchcraft. Some discussions
of this development have centered around the mar-
ginalization of witchcraft beliefs by the scientific rev-
olution of the seventeenth century. A new religious
style stressing rational belief rather than extreme sen-
sitivity to daily manifestations of Divine Providence
was also of considerable significance. The importance
of these factors is undeniable, yet seemingly the skep-
ticism among the elite was caused as much by a cleav-
age between elite and popular culture as anything else.
By about 1700 senior judges, senior ecclesiastics, se-
nior bureaucrats, and learned and polite society in
general were likely to deride witchcraft beliefs and
witchcraft accusations as evidence of peasant igno-
rance and popular superstition, just as they might dis-
miss some manifestations of popular religion. To un-
derstand the end of the European witch craze requires
an awareness of the social history of snobbery.

By 1750, except for a few isolated burnings, the
persecutions had ended. In France, England, and
much of Germany the executions had been reduced
to a trickle by 1650. In the Dutch Republic, Spain,
and Italy malefic witchcraft had never been a matter
of much concern to the authorities. In some places,
like Poland and Hungary, witch persecution came
late, but even in these territories it had more or less
collapsed by the mid-eighteenth century. The provin-

cial elites, local clergy, petty noblemen, and urban pa-
tricians joined their social superiors in rejecting
witchcraft beliefs, although this process was slower
and less complete than might be imagined. Belief in
witchcraft and magic had become the prerogative of
the common people. Although such matters were
rarely recorded in the late eighteenth century, the few
extant reports of a good witch’s activities, the occa-
sional record of supposed malefic witches being as-
saulted or killed, the odd paper charm that survived,
all suggest the resilience of what were by then subter-
ranean supernatural beliefs.

THE SURVIVAL OF WITCH BELIEFS

For the elite the early eighteenth century marked the
point at which, whatever their subsequent ideas about
the occult, credence in the old style of witchcraft had
waned dramatically. Among the lower orders, above
all Europe’s peasantry, the established beliefs in witch-
craft, sorcery, and magic lived on, waiting to be re-
discovered by nineteenth-century folklorists and coun-
try clergymen.

One of those clergyman, the Reverend J. C. At-
kinson, recorded the existence of witchcraft beliefs and
the pervasiveness of popular magic among nineteenth-
century country dwellers. In 1841 Atkinson became
vicar of Danby in North Yorkshire, a remote parish
on the edge of the North York moors near the North
Sea coast. England by that time regarded itself as a
progressive, advanced society marked by science and
industrialization. Atkinson, a southerner, was amazed
to discover how widespread beliefs in witchcraft were.
He wrote in 1891:

I have no doubt at all of the very real and deep-seated
existence of a belief in the actuality and the power of
the witch. Nay, I make no doubts whatever that the
witch herself, in multitudes of instances, believed in
her own power quite as firmly as any of those who had
learned to look upon her with a dread almost remind-
ing one of the African dread of fetish. Fifty years ago
the whole atmosphere of the folklore firmament in this
district was so surcharged with the being and the works
of the witch, that one seemed able to trace her presence
and her activity in almost every nook and corner of
the neighbourhood. (Atkinson, 1891, pp. 72–73)

Atkinson described beliefs in shape changing, con-
cerns about maleficium, the widespread use of charms
and amulets, and a general willingness to consult cun-
ning folk.

Indications are strong that the situation Atkin-
son described probably prevailed in other rural areas
of nineteenth-century England. Specific research dem-
onstrates the persistence of witchcraft beliefs even in
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the urban lower classes, in London, for example, up to
the mid-nineteenth century. Judith Devlin constructed
an overview of France in the century and a quarter after
the Revolution. Popular magic, quasi-magical manifes-
tations of popular Christianity, and belief in the occult
were still firmly entrenched. Christianity was still dis-
torted by popular misconceptions, by a lively folklore
surrounding saints and shrines, and by a refashioning
of the fundamentals of the faith to meet the pragmatic
devotional needs of the peasantry. Folk medicine, which
depended on pagan rites, traditional techniques, mir-
acles, and faith healing, still offered a viable alternative
to ‘‘official’’ medicine. The popular mind, especially in
rural areas, still accepted apparitions and prodigies and
a world suffused with werewolves, monsters, fairies,
elves, ghosts, and omens, and belief in demonic pos-
session, astrology, and prophecy continued.

In this mental world, Atkinson’s ‘‘folklore fir-
mament,’’ witchcraft enjoyed a central position. Dev-
lin argued that witchcraft by this time was not a mat-
ter of explanatory and practical functions so much as
an adaptable social vocabulary that allowed individ-
uals to bring retrospective charges against those who
they thought inflicted excessive or unnatural misfor-
tunes on them. Countermagic, spells, charms, and
good witches still helped against bad witches. But the
basic functions of witchcraft in nineteenth-century
France were, as had probably always been the case in
peasant Europe, to reflect strained relationships in a
backward, traditional society and to relieve and justify
anxiety and anger. For people worried that they had
fallen short of the ideals of their society, witchcraft
transferred feelings of guilt or uncertainty onto others,
who were accused as witches.
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It might seem that developments in the early
twentieth century finally rendered witchcraft beliefs
redundant. How could such beliefs survive in a world
marked by universal education, the triumph of science
and technology, secularization, mass culture, and rapid
communications? Over much of Europe witchcraft
disappeared as a genuine traditional element in pop-
ular belief. Yet in the 1960s the French anthropologist
Jeanne Favret-Saada, working in the Bocage region in
western France, discovered persistent beliefs in malefic
witches. Those who thought themselves bewitched
sought help from ‘‘unwitchers,’’ the equivalents of
sixteenth-century cunning folk. Obviously witchcraft
in the Bocage in the 1960s was not exactly the same
as the witchcraft of the early modern period, but strik-
ing parallels appear, including concern about occult
power and occult fields of force, apprehension over
series of inexplicable misfortunes, feelings of helpless-
ness in the face of bewitchment, and nervous con-
frontations and negotiations between witches and vic-
tims. Although most educated moderns would assume
that the history of witchcraft ended three centuries

ago, Favret-Saada’s work leaves room for speculation
as to what beliefs and practices have persisted in iso-
lated parts of rural Europe.

Witchcraft has been the focus of considerable
attention from specialist scholars, nonspecialist think-
ers, and the general public. This attention has created
a lively historiography that has postulated a variety of
interpretations of the phenomenon, especially regard-
ing the ‘‘burning times’’ in early modern Europe.
Among these interpretations, social history method-
ologies have attempted to reconstruct what witchcraft
and witchcraft accusations meant in the context of
the village communities of late medieval and early
modern Europe. Research in these periods, and that
dealing with witchcraft in the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries, has produced an unexpected possible
conclusion. Often dismissed by historians as a mar-
ginal or even bizarre topic, witchcraft, defined as a
set of beliefs that help people make sense of many
aspects of their world, has been one of the most en-
during components of popular mentality in Euro-
pean history.

See also other articles in this section.
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BANDITRY

12
Paul Sant Cassia

As a type of predatory, acquisitive, and violent action
by groups of men (sometimes including women), ban-
ditry has a long history dating from ancient Greece,
Rome, and China. In central and eastern Europe and
in the Balkans, it was found in the countryside, in
specific conditions (such as following wars and mas-
sive dislocations) and in specific periods, especially in
the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when the
modern nation-state was emerging. In Latin America
it was part and parcel of an expanding frontier econ-
omy. Banditry tended to emerge in remote, difficult-
to-control mountainous areas containing large num-
bers of semimobile and state-resistant pastoralists.
Although there are examples of lone bandits, bandits
tended to form into fluid bands, sometimes of up to
twenty persons. Kinship, real or fictive, was an im-
portant component of their organization, and soli-
darity was reinforced through the institutions of blood
brotherhood and adoption, as well as through feasting
and other rituals. Banditry can be seen as a continuum
from the camel raiding Bedouin, through the ‘‘noble
bandits’’ of the nineteenth-century Greek Klephts, to
contemporary armed autonomist groups (such as Chia-
pas in Mexico or Kurds in Turkey or Chechen fighters
against Russian intervention in Chechnya) labeled as
‘‘bandits’’ by the state.

In Europe banditry assumed its most important
forms in rural societies, particularly in Mediterranean
regions and particularly as property relations changed
in the eighteenth to nineteenth centuries. The fol-
lowing analysis focuses on this important category,
where among other things causation has been care-
fully studied. But more informal kinds of banditry
occurred in other settings. After wars, for example in
the eighteenth century, veterans often roamed the
country in predatory groups that some peasants re-
garded as bandits or brigands. Fears of banditry of
this sort surfaced in 1789, during the French Revo-
lution, and helped trigger rural risings. While ban-
ditry as an outcome of social instability has declined
in most of Europe, thanks to firmer policing and
changes in military recruitment and policies toward

veterans, echoes persist, for example in the formation
of criminal groups in the wake of the collapse of the
Soviet Union in 1989.

SOURCES AND DEFINITIONS

More than most other social phenomena, the char-
acterization of banditry depends upon how it is ap-
proached. Banditry can be seen as a legal category, a
social category, and as a series of powerful stories and
myths. Its meaning has changed across time and across
disciplines. As a legal category, banditry is a pernicious
form of crime that subverts the state’s monopoly of
legitimate violence. From the perspective of the mod-
ern nation-state, bandits (or brigands, a term more
popular in the nineteenth century) are criminals who
resist the civilizing power of the state through vio-
lence, brutality, extortion, theft, and protection rack-
ets. Bandits are seen as beyond the pale of ‘‘civilized
society,’’ a symptom of the low level of development
of the countryside, a problem impeding progress and
thus meriting swift, equally brutal, suppression by the
army or police, without much regard to the consti-
tutional human rights the modern state claims to pro-
tect. Most of the historical sources on bandits are the
words of army or police officers charged with ridding
the countryside of such ‘‘sores’’ or ‘‘plagues’’ and are
thus highly partial. From the perspective of the ‘‘ban-
dit’’ himself, the situation may look different. To him,
an escape to the mountains may be the only way of
avoiding an unjust state summons or pursuing a pri-
vate revenge. Other sources, such as ballads, popular
accounts, and oral history—often bypassed by tradi-
tional historians engaged in depicting the history of
the nation-state as the progress of civilization over bar-
barism—concentrated on bandits’ roles as popular
heroes.

Two pioneer historians who emphasized the so-
cial aspects of banditry were Franco Molfese and Eric
Hobsbawm. In his celebrated book, Bandits (1969),
Hobsbawm interpreted them as prepolitical rebels.
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Social bandits were considered by their people as he-
roes, champions, and fighters for justice in a world
that often denied them justice. Hobsbawm distin-
guished bandits from gangs drawn from the profes-
sional underworld and from communities for whom
raiding was a normal way of life (such as the Bedou-
ins). According to Hobsbawm, bandits were symp-
toms of major transformations in society, but they did
not themselves transform it; they were activists, not
ideologues, and after World War II they disappeared.
Bandits were recruited from the most mobile seg-
ments of peasant society: young unmarried men, land-
less laborers, migrants, shepherds, ex-soldiers, and de-
serters. They took to the hills to right some personal
wrong, becoming the noble robber. Although they
were supported by the local community whose yearn-
ings for a prepolitical just world they embodied, they
were usually betrayed.

Hobsbawm’s thesis has been criticized by Anton
Blok and other anthropologists. Blok argued that
there is more to brigandage than voicing popular un-
rest. By applying Norbert Elias’s notion of power con-
figurations to his historical anthropological research
on Sicily, he suggested that Hobsbawm overempha-
sized class conflict and romanticized bandits. Rather
than being champions of the poor, bandits often ter-
rorized and oppressed them. Bandits prevented and
suppressed peasant mobility by putting down collec-
tive peasant action through terror and by carving out
avenues of individual social mobility that weakened
collective action. Blok asserted that analysis must
encompass the wider society within which bandits op-
erated. Bandits required protection in order to sur-
vive; otherwise they were quickly killed by the land-
lords’ retainers, the police, or the peasants. In Sicily,
such support was forthcoming from mafiosi (local
men of authority who often engaged in illegal activi-
ties and protection rackets) or local politicians. Blok
formulated the ‘‘principle’’ that the more successful a
bandit, the greater the protection he enjoyed.

BANDITRY IN
COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE

Where banditry has persisted, it can clearly be linked
to the inability of the state to control the countryside.
Although it would be simplistic to attribute the de-
cline of banditry in the modern world to the state’s
increasing monopoly of violence, this is certainly im-
portant. Indeed, when used by state authorities, the
pejorative ‘‘bandits’’ labels forms of violent resistance
they cannot control except by equally brutal repres-
sion. The persistence or decline of banditry depends

upon a complex interplay of variables, including the
social structure and political ecology of a particular
region; the nature and distribution of property and
capital accumulation (whether landed or movable and
precarious, such as livestock) and the means available
to legitimate it; the presence or absence of trust and
its relationship to the development of civil society;
underdeveloped electoral processes, which may en-
courage strong-arm tactics; and the predominance of
permanent insecurity rather than permanent misery
at the grass roots, the former being more conducive
to banditry. The political ideology of local elites and
their relationship to the state is also important because
bandits may either be co-opted by local elites as a
means to resist the state (as occurred in Sicily in the
immediate post–World War II period) or, reluctantly,
by the state, as in nineteenth-century Greece, where
they were used for irredentist adventures and to
threaten the supporters of rival politicians. The state’s
policies toward landlordism, peasant cultivators, and
pastoralists may also be a significant variable because
they may favor one over the other, with radical im-
plications for illegal practices. In certain situations
peasants may have preferred the traditional depreda-
tions of pastoral bandits to the more extensive, sus-
tained ones of the state, such as taxes, and in other
situations the depredations of the potentates’ hench-
men may have been protected by powerful national
interests.

In many societies, such as in southern Spain,
Sicily, Greece, and the Balkans, banditry had a pre-
dominantly agro-pastoral base. In Sicily and Greece
violent entrepreneurs from pastoral backgrounds man-
aged to create new niches for themselves in the nation-
state, especially when the new regime attempted to
penetrate the countryside. In Sicily mafiosi were ac-
tively involved in the risorgimento (the nineteenth-
century movement for Italian unification), backing
the adherents of Giuseppe Garibaldi and managing to
wrest effective control of landed estates from the ab-
sentee Sicilian aristocracy. They thus shifted their
wealth into land, their pastoral backgrounds proving
particularly useful both in co-opting bandits and in
suppressing peasant unrest. In Greece banditry was
intimately grounded in pastoralism and even had a
seasonal cycle based on movements from the plains to
the mountains. The age-old conflict between pastor-
alists and agriculturalists obliged the former to intim-
idate peasants, especially in the new Greek state,
which radically reduced the amount of land available
for pasturage and tried to encourage the expansion of
the small peasant cultivator class. War increased dis-
location and unrest in the countryside, further en-
couraging banditry.



B A N D I T R Y

375

For an analysis of banditry, it may be useful to
steer a middle course, borrowing from the various per-
spectives that treat bandits as primitive social rebels
(as Hobsbawm does), as individual opportunists, or
as the co-opted henchmen of rural potentates (as Blok
does). Often all these features coexist in particular ex-
amples of banditry, although one may be more dom-
inant than the others.

Banditry in Europe traditionally appeared in ar-
eas where large-scale landholding coexisted with a
relatively permanent intermediate strata of leasehold-
ers or freeholders based upon family-sized plots, such
as in Sicily, parts of Greece, and Cyprus. Sustained
banditry required concealable, transportable wealth
(cash, cash crops, animals, alcohol, narcotics) that left
few traces. In the nineteenth-century Mediterranean,
banditry was particularly strong where pastoralists oc-
cupied an intermediate position between small-scale
cultivators and large-scale proprietors, as in northern
Greece, or where overseers and sharecroppers occu-
pied that position, as in rural Sicily, but also where
pastoralism was prominent in its own right, as in Sar-
dinia and Corsica.

There were basic differences between banditry
in predominantly agricultural areas and in mountain-
ous pastoral areas. In the latter, banditry appears to
have been more resilient, especially where a combi-
nation of external factors militated against turning
pastoralists into peasants. Banditry in agricultural con-
texts was usually more controllable and could be
tamed more easily, especially when violent men from
humble origins acquired secure property rights (usu-
ally through co-option or protection by elites) and
thereby achieved legitimacy.

Banditry tended to appear less frequently in ar-
eas with large masses of rural proletarians, such as
Puglia in southern Italy. In Puglia few legal or illegal
opportunities were available for social mobility, and
the social relations of production encouraged the
emergence of collective solidarity and of anarcho-
syndicalism (a doctrine advocating that workers seize
control of the economy and government). Much the
same appears to have happened in Andalusia, where
absentee landlords were separated from a mass of
largely landless laborers and where rural discontent
increasingly took class forms.

A final important variable is the process of
mythicizing at the local and national levels. In the
Mediterranean and elsewhere the circulation of pop-
ular accounts of bandits was particularly significant,
sometimes interacting in complex ways with the crea-
tion of the nation-state’s history. Bandits were por-
trayed in texts as outsiders and hence dangerous, as
residues from the past and hence ambiguous, or as

insiders and hence admirable. They might move from
the outside to the inside or vice versa. These portrayals
affected how bandits were perceived and legitimated,
even allowing them to legitimate themselves. In
nineteenth-century Greece, ex-Klephts such as Theo-
doros Kolokotrónis used their memoirs to glorify
themselves. Many bandit chiefs published pamphlets
in their own defense claiming that, like all good
Greeks, they were fighting the Turks, the Muslim out-
siders who were the true brigands attempting to dis-
credit the country. In the late nineteenth century Cor-
sican bandits liked to present themselves as ‘‘Robin
Hood’’ figures.

In reality bandits changed sides according to
self-interest. Such definitions and redefinitions have
created a vocabulary of justification, traces of which
remained even at the end of the twentieth century. In
Crete, for example, extensive livestock theft was legit-
imated orally by reference to highly selective, nation-
alist accounts of the ‘‘freedom-loving’’ Klephts of old
mentioned in in schoolbooks. In Andalusia local com-
munists turned nineteenth-century bandits into pro-
torebels in the regional cause, symbols in their devo-
lutionist struggles with Madrid. Stories about bandits
are therefore an intrinsic part of the phenomenon.

POLITICAL DIMENSIONS OF BANDITRY

Throughout the Mediterranean, at least as far back as
the eighteenth century, banditry has often been in-
corporated in nationalist and regional rhetoric. Bri-
gantaggio politico had already emerged as a central fea-
ture of Corsican independence strategies against Genoa
under Giacinto Paoli and Gian-Pietro Gaffori in the
mid-eighteenth century. Political banditry often re-
quired outside support to be successful. This was the
case in Corsica, southern Italy (Calabria), and Sicily
in the early nineteenth century, when the British sup-
ported their ‘‘chivalrous brigand-allies’’ against the
French. In postindependence Greece Klephtic heroes
figured prominently in nationalist rhetoric. In Sicily
the bandit Salvatore Giuliano’s ambiguous notoriety
in the post-1945 period, created partly through ex-
tensive press coverage, derived from his expression of
regional Sicilian aspirations, despite the fact that he
also massacred peasants. Like the contemporary ‘‘Ban-
dit Queen’’ in India, Guiliano became the subject of
novels and films.

The packaging of the myth of banditry in na-
tionalist political rhetoric cannot be disregarded as un-
related to historical and anthropological analysis. Ban-
dits were often romanticized after the fact by way of
rhetoric and texts that circulated with a life of their
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own, giving the bandits a permanence and potency
that transcended their localized domain and transitory
nature. The ways in which bandits were portrayed in
the modern nation-state and the ways such symbols
were used to legitimate contemporary struggles are as
significant as what the bandits actually did and rep-
resented. That is, it is an incontrovertible fact that
bandits often terrorized peasants who appear to have
voluntarily supported them; yet this fact does not ex-
haust or even address the issue of why and how ban-
ditry emerged, how it was sustained, or how bandit
myths achieved such potency at both the local and
national levels.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF VIOLENCE

Traditional banditry has often been accompanied by
extreme violence in both its expression and its repres-
sion. In banditry, as in feuding, from which it in part
derives, personalized violence is crucial and finely
graded; the intensity of violence, however distasteful
to a modern sensibility, suggests a form of control.
Violence is targeted specifically against persons and
properties (usually animals) of persons, and displayed
through stories. It functions as a warning and a de-
terrence against further acts of violence.

Terror and violence often had a personal ele-
ment. Many bandits in Corsica, Sicily, Cypress, and
elsewhere embarked on their careers through personal
vendettas. A nineteenth-century observer noted that
for the Corsicans the vendetta was a kind of religion.
But betrayal to agents of the state was always a grave
danger, unless the individual was protected by pow-
erful interests. In Corsica, for example, many bandits
were obliged to rely on the support of family and kin
and thus soon found themselves further enmeshed in
family feuds. They used their prepotency and violence
to protect their kins’ interests and thus ensure the
support of family against betrayal to the state. The
more protected an individual was, especially by pow-
erful patrons, as in Sicily, the less he needed to use
violence for the meanings it could convey and the
more opportunities he had to employ ambiguity and
courtesy—a point noted by many outside observers,
although such courtesy must surely have been ironic.
The more marginalized a bandit was, the more de-
pendent he was on protection, the greater the risk of
betrayal, and thus the greater the tendency for vio-
lence to appear ‘‘gratuitous’’—that is, to signify itself.

As the genesis of banditry was personal, so too
was its prosecution. In their typical form, most stories
about bandits can be reduced to the following pattern:
The triggering incident is a slight to personal or family

honor by another family or individual of equal or su-
perior status. A member of the slighted family, usually
a young man, responds with violence, thereby break-
ing state law, and flees. Revenge in kind is threatened
by the family who made the initial slight. The slighted
family causes the death of the original offender. As
both families resort to banditry, deeming their acts of
illegal violence morally just, they become marginal-
ized. The state attempts to capture the offenders and,
if it is successful, executes them. Alternatively, the of-
fenders are betrayed by other families, also resulting
in their deaths.

A central way to express violence and damage
one’s opponent’s interests was through the mutilation
of both individuals and animals. As an exchange be-
tween individuals, banditry thus employed a specific
set of finely graded messages involving violence to the
body and property of the victim. Property, as a stand-
in for its owner, was subjected to an excess of violence,
such as the disembowelment of livestock, but not
killed. The owner would thus be forced to complete
the bitter destruction of his own herd. In other cases,
such as in Corsica, mules’ ears were cut off as a ritual
death threat. Such actions served as a warning or an
unambiguous omen of further action. Whereas smaller
animals such as dogs were destroyed, larger ones such
as sheep were grievously wounded, and the largest ani-
mals (bulls, mules, etc.) had marks left on them. The
victim was therefore defined taxonomically.

Through the destruction of animals or other
property of the offender, or even the killing of some
other person, a surrogate victim is created. As René
Girard noted in Violence and the Sacred (1988), by
killing not the murderer himself but someone close to
him, an act of perfect reciprocity is avoided and the
necessity for further revenge is bypassed. The act re-
sembles both a sacrifice—in that the victim of the
second murder is not responsible for the first—and a
legal punishment—in that the violent retribution can
be seen as imposing an act of reparation on the
offender.

After the selection and killing of the victim,
whether the original offender or a surrogate, the body
was often mutilated to underscore the significance of
the act of revenge. The body had to be ‘‘prepared’’
retroactively—disassembled and then reassembled in
a grotesque parody of the original body—to be of-
fered back to the group who ‘‘made’’ it. This desecra-
tion of the body also defiled the bandit or perpetrator.
Yet through that act the bandit embarked on his final
transformation. He set himself up outside the com-
munity and thus as the ultimate sacrificial victim. The
songs about the hardships of bandit life in Corsica,
Greece, and elsewhere lament that becoming a bandit
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was far from glorious. Most bandits in Corsica saw
themselves as victims; they spoke about their ‘‘dis-
grace,’’ ‘‘destiny,’’ and ‘‘fate’’ (poveru disgraziatu). In
Greece the notions of atichos (luckless) and moira
(fate) were equally prevalent.

Thus it was not so much through their lives that
bandits generated the sometimes powerful myth of
nobility as through their deaths. Nor was it because
they lived or died ‘‘nobly.’’ It was rather that, by being
betrayed and killed or publicly executed, they achieved
sacrificial status. Either they became symbols of be-
trayal by more powerful vested interests, or the vio-
lence of their executions, and the disassembly of their
bodies as public spectacle, demonstrated the irrepres-
sible power of the state over the individual. When
caught and juridically processed, their bodies became
the subject of a publicly demonstrated spectacle of
state power.

The bandit is thus not so much an expression
of peasant reaction to oppression or a form of wish
fulfillment as a transfiguration of peasant suffering,
transformed from individual execution to the collec-
tive personification of sacrifice. The parallels between
bandits and saints, and the linkage in the literature
between bandits and monks, are not fortuitous, either
in terms of the social conditions that gave rise to ban-
ditry or in terms of the iconography and models of
suffering. Popular models of suffering were available
in the lives and tortures of saints, and imprisoned ban-
dits could become like saints, especially when they
repented. Michel Foucault noted that the greater the
spectacle of state punishment (and most glorifications
of banditry by the peasantry date from the period im-
mediately after the establishment of nation-states), the
greater the risk that it would be rejected by the very
people to whom such spectacles were addressed.

THE PROBLEM OF COMPLICITY

The extreme violence practiced by bandits against
peasants in many contemporary accounts has been in-
terpreted in two ways: as expressive or as instrumental.
Hobsbawm tended to an expressive interpretation. He
spoke of ‘‘pathological aberrations’’ and ‘‘ultra vio-
lence’’ as a manifestation of the ‘‘primitive’’ nature of
bandits’ rebellion, but he could not explain it ade-
quately. Blok and others interpreted it in instrumental
terms: violence ensures peasant submission. This in-
terpretation is also problematic since violence rein-
forces the fragmentation of peasant collective con-
sciousness but is not its direct cause.

It may be useful to distinguish between vio-
lence, as a performative act and a system of signs, and

terror, as the effect of such actions on the wider social
field within which bandits operate. Two famous Ital-
ian politicians, Luigi Franchetti and Sidney Sonnino,
who conducted a wide-ranging investigation in Sicily
in the late nineteenth century, noted that, unless one
introduced the notion of complicity, it was difficult
to understand why there was such widespread peasant
submission to the activities of bandits. Peasant com-
plicity was not always imposed through terror but
could also be spontaneous and lucrative. Franchetti
and Sonnino also noted a widespread admiration for
bandits among the literati, who romanticized them,
and paradoxically among landowners, the most likely
to suffer from bandit depredations. Although fear and
protection are critical components of bandit power,
they are not a sufficient cause for bandits’ sustained
prepotency. A widespread and effective climate of fear
would in any case be difficult to maintain if it were
to be reduced to the potential violent actions of a few
individuals, unless it were supported by a consent ban-
dits received at the local level. Because they were em-
bedded in local communities, bandits benefited from
a grassroots solidarity against outsiders and state au-
thority. Local codes of behavior such as omertà (Sici-
lian for ‘‘silence’’) obliged individuals to maintain a
solidarity of silence and noncooperation with the au-
thorities or risk extreme ostracism and revenge.

Consequently, it is difficult at the local level to
distinguish those acts that can be called personal (such
as a vendetta over a matter of honor) from those that
can be labeled political (such as protecting the politi-
cal interests of the elite). Clearly, bandits had an
interest in encouraging the interpretation of their ac-
tions as personal and personalizing rather than politi-
cal. Violence worked to encourage individuals to
‘‘mind their own business.’’ Violent retribution was
‘‘justice,’’ a private affair not to be reported to the
state. Inevitably, state authorities viewed such violence
as a sign of ‘‘barbarism’’ to be mercilessly extirpated,
and as a moral weakness in the peasants who were
duped by the bandits. Thus activities by bandits that
had political implications (such as violence that kept
the peasants cowed and docile) were often perceived
as personal at the grass roots and hence of only limited
concern, except to the participants.

Banditry employed a set of moral codes drawn
and indistinguishable from kinship-based ideas of jus-
tice and retribution; hence a reaction against banditry
was often impossible because it conflicted with the
moral codes that regulated traditional society. As in
many stateless societies, the distinction between the
private and the public (that is, civil society) had lim-
ited significance. Banditry certainly possessed a cu-
mulative political significance in suppressing peasant
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unrest, but the actions it employed were embedded in
peasant morality. Thus peasant complicity might be
either active or passive but equally significant in both
cases. Passive complicity consisted of a series of un-
connected individual acceptances of the status quo
and served to conceal illegal violent acts.

Banditry employs a distinctive and extreme form
of personal power and prepotency that requires con-
stant reinforcement by means of a series of actions,
such as selective generosity and magnanimity, as well
as calculated arbitrariness. These practices contribute
to the mythic value of the bandit or mafioso, which
Diego Gambetta suggests is an essential precondition
for the trust that mafiosi and others require to operate.
Calculated arbitrariness in imposing one’s will and ex-
travagant generosity are two aspects of the same phe-
nomenon. They personalize the mafioso’s or bandit’s
power and prepotency, generate respect, and empha-
size his inalienable symbolic capital. Stories that cir-
culate about the bandit or mafioso often constitute an
essential part of his power. That power can also be
manifested in the paradoxical expressiveness of si-
lence—the unspoken stories that say it all.

Banditry is therefore a phenomenon that is not
only often refractory to the investigations of the out-
side observer but also concealed from the participants
themselves. Stories about bandits should be treated as
texts to be deconstructed. Caution must be exercised
in reducing discernible sociological facts, such as the
observation that a bandit successfully managed to
evade capture for a long period, to single empiricist
causes, such as powerful protection. Likewise, stories
about bandits should not be treated as primary raw
data on the bandits themselves or as simple expres-
sions of hidden peasant aspirations, but rather as the
result of a process of elaborated discourse (including
textual discourse and reinterpretation) about power
relations within society. These discourses are often
metaphorically constructed, interpreted, and reinter-
preted in various ways. Discourse on and about ban-
dits in society indicates a great deal about that society
and its power relations.

BANDITRY AND LITERATURE

Literary romanticization of bandits was pronounced
during the formation of nation-states and was often
coupled with the desire of the urban literati to dis-
cover sources of opposition (often to foreign rule) in
the countryside. Guerrilla popular uprisings (casting
‘‘banditry’’ as an expression of the struggle for free-
dom) against outside despotism in Corsica in the mid-
eighteenth century, and Greece in the early nine-

teenth, caught public imagination. In his Contrat
social (social contract; 1762) the French philosopher
Jean-Jacques Rousseau singled out the Corsicans in
Europe as the one people fit to produce just laws.
Rousseau’s imagining of the Corsican way of life con-
tains many of the germinal contradictory notions
about bandits that developed in romanticism and have
retained popular currency. He claimed that, whereas
all Europe saw the Corsicans as a horde of bandits, he
saw them as a free people capable of discipline. Similar
views were initially entertained by Byron about the
Greek Klephts.

The Rousseauesque utopia inverted traditional
wisdoms and manufactured the bandit as the first
modern primitive within the borders of Europe. Where
there was no (state) law, Rousseau discerned justice;
where the people were oppressed, Rousseau antici-
pated freedom; where the ancien régime recognized
anarchic, bloodthirsty bandits, he discerned exem-
plary citizens capable of discipline. Bandits were nat-
ural men, outside time, but nevertheless potential law-
makers. Fully to realize themselves and the future,
they had further to recover their bucolic pleasures and
the simplicity and equality of the rustic life. Previously
bandits were seen as ‘‘barbarians’’ with whom one
could coexist, inhabiting the same time, and whose
criminality was predictable but religiously condem-
nable. Now they were seen as living ancestors who
inhabited a different time and who had to be tamed
in the modern republic. Likewise, in the mid- to late
nineteenth century, Klephts also figured prominently
in Greek historiography, representing an often entirely
fictional traditional opposition to Ottoman rule.

The myth of banditry may well, therefore, have
a double function. In the hands of urban intellectuals
it points to the bad old days before the establishment
of the nation-state, when life and property were not
secure. On the other hand it suggests that ordinary
peasants or pastoralists, the source of national folklore
and the social stratum from whom bandits were tra-
ditionally recruited, possessed the right ethnic senti-
ments in rejecting foreign authority, exploitation, and
other abuses. That peasants were often misguided and
ultimately shifted their loyalties only serves to dem-
onstrate that they are incapable by nature of taking
legitimate mass political action—unless, as Rousseau
intimated, they are under the leadership of the more
enlightened urban elites.

By the mid-nineteenth century the countryside
of Europe’s periphery became a theatrical topos where
the vicarious fantasies and terrors of an emergent na-
tional literate bourgeoisie could be collectivized and
enacted in literature. In Spain, Sicily, Greece, and
Corsica (and, on the other side of the Atlantic, in
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Latin America), bandits became important literary, as
well as operatic and iconic, subjects. Novelists (such
as Edmond About and Prosper Mérimée) traveled to
remote places in Greece and Corsica, for example, to
ground their texts in direct experience and observa-
tion. Local responses were mixed but increasingly hos-
tile to such collective negative stereotypes.

Banditry in places like southern Italy and Sicily
became the subject of numerous inquiries as well as
massive army intervention. Between 1860 and 1870
more lives were lost during the Italian army’s cam-
paign in southern Italy against peasant brigandage
than in the war of unification. From the perspective
of the state, the Mafia and brigantaggio became part
of the wider questione meridionale (the southern ques-
tion): Why is the South backward, crime ridden, and
state resistant? Brigandage moved from being a ques-
tion of individual barbarism that the state had to ex-
tirpate by aggressive actions such as massive repression
to one of collective measurement, documentation,
education, and economic development.

Unsurprisingly, this view of the South aroused
the ire of local intellectuals and politicians. As the Si-
cilian novelist Leonardo Sciascia (1921–1989) noted,
an element of latent racism entered into the northern
view of the South, and as soon as banditry and or-
ganized crime were posed as typically ‘‘Sicilian’’ phe-
nomena emerging from its psychology and history, the
Sicilian educated classes reacted by minimalizing the

criminality. An earlier Sicilian novelist, Luigi Capuana
(1839–1915), denied the Sicilianness of the Mafia
and brigandage, claiming that, though the Mafia ex-
isted in Sicily, it was no different from criminality
found elsewhere.

The mythology and rhetoric that surround ban-
ditry must be interpreted carefully. Following Hobs-
bawm, bandit myths are generic expressions of hidden
grassroots aspirations; following Blok, these myths are
largely irrelevant to banditry’s political functions in
the class war. The two interpretations are not neces-
sarily opposed and indeed may coexist at different lev-
els of analysis. Essentialist definitions are not helpful
to understanding; yet because what passes as banditry
cannot be analytically separated from wide areas of
social life, its presentation in discourse is particularly
significant. A full understanding takes into account
not just the various ways in which strongmen were
co-opted by the powerful but also how such men were
portrayed by various strata of society.

Peasant idealization of bandits was also variable
and a function of their subsequent political evolution.
Bandits did not necessarily belong to the peasantry;
they often belonged to those groups who sponsored
or controlled the production of (often) literary sym-
bols. In a number of places, however, bandits be-
longed to the peasantry through their presence in
widely circulated chapbooks, which popularized and
contemporized bandits.
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CONCLUSION

Banditry is an aggressive form of illegality and of ad-
venturist capital accumulation found in certain social
contexts, especially those marked by insecurity and
violence; in this sense it is a product of political econ-
omy. Neither solely a prepolitical form of protest nor
a means of suppressing peasant unrest, it may have
performed these functions among others. As a cate-
gory of social behavior, banditry employs specific dis-
plays of violence to generate terror for personal ends.
As a legalistic and political-social category, banditry is
formed by the impact of the state on local commu-
nities, and its meanings have changed across time to
reflect these changing relationships. From a statist per-
spective ‘‘banditry’’ can be labeled as a certain type of
violent behavior, but it may not be viewed this way
at the grass roots. It operates between the state-
imposed system of law and social order on one hand
and the local system of vengeance and grassroots con-
ceptions of justice on the other. It is a specific form
of arbitrary personal prepotency and agency with its
own ‘‘aesthetic’’ and accompanying discourses, thriv-
ing on, and constituting itself through, a complex ar-
ray of symbols. How authorities have responded to
this form of prepotency (either through savage re-
pression or co-option of strongmen) has itself influ-

enced responses to banditry at the local level. The
state is therefore complicit in the construction and
interpretation of banditry.

Since the nineteenth century there have been two
discourses on banditry, intimately tied with the nation-
state and its imaginative geography. First, bandites
d’honneur, heroes of the vendetta, exponents of per-
sonal honor on the periphery of society, are always pre-
sented on the horizon of the past, as traces of a nostalgic
world that has been lost forever. The closer one gets to
it, the more such positive features appear to recede.
Conversely, there are ‘‘contemporary bandits’’ involved
in protection rackets, common robberies, murder, and
other crimes. An extreme form is contemporary politi-
cal brigandage, which merges with political terrorism,
blending political programs, covert violence, and pro-
tection rackets. ‘‘Genuine’’ banditry always seems to
have existed in the past, never in the present. The mod-
ern state stereotypes regions within it as inhabiting a
bygone era, thus rationalizing repression of legitimate
regionalist, autonomist, and cultural aspirations by la-
beling them as banditry. If bandits are the backward,
bloodthirsty, unthinking, ‘‘barbarians’’ the state (and
army) portray them as, then it is the state’s duty to
suppress them in order to protect ‘‘civilized’’ values. So
does banditry become a historiographical discourse
about order, justice, and freedom.

See also the section Rural Life (volume 2); Peasants and Rural Laborers and the
section Social Protest (in this volume); and other articles in this section.
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JUVENILE DELINQUENCY AND HOOLIGANISM

12
Kathleen Alaimo

Explicit in the term ‘‘juvenile delinquency’’ and im-
plicit in the word ‘‘hooliganism’’ is a youthful con-
notation. Thus, their history is linked to the histories
of children, childhood, youth, and adolescence. His-
torians have found that juvenile misbehavior and
adult concerns about such misbehavior are recurrent
themes in most sources about children and youth
throughout history. Many investigations of juvenile
delinquency highlight the significant dissonance as-
sociated with life-cycle transitions. This approach
stresses the importance of examining juvenile delin-
quency in terms of the generalized norms established
for youth in particular times and places.

In the overall project of socializing children,
which was historically undertaken by family, church,
employers, and schools, juvenile delinquency often
appears as a direct challenge. However, it may repre-
sent both historically evolving adult expectations and
the efforts of young people to find expression within
variably constrained environments. In other words,
juvenile misbehavior not only has a history marked
by changes and continuities but also one linked to
larger social, economic, political, and intellectual
forces. Whether juvenile misbehavior is viewed as
troublesome but tolerable, or acute and worthy of so-
cietal anxiety or attention, depends largely on histori-
cal context.

Social historians have focused on the changing
constellation of youthful activities and behaviors iden-
tified as ‘‘delinquent’’ by different societies at various
points in their history. Social history explores the pro-
cesses by which definitions of juvenile delinquency
have emerged and changed over time. In addition,
social history has illuminated meaningful patterns of
juvenile delinquency, tied to social, cultural, eco-
nomic, and even political conditions of long historical
moments. Social historians’ interest in the everyday,
lived experience and the lives of the seemingly voice-
less has brought the study of juvenile delinquency and
hooliganism into the arena of historical inquiry con-
cerned with such matters as deviance, social control,
classification, authority, resistance, life-stage transi-

tion, as well as socioeconomic dislocations and pop-
ular politics. This approach enriches the body of work
that addresses the legal, reform, and policy aspects of
juvenile delinquency. Of particular importance to so-
cial history is the nature of the link between juvenile
delinquency (as a cluster of behaviors as well as an
ever-changing concept) and processes of social and
political change such as those associated with indus-
trialization, urbanization, compulsory schooling, mass
political mobilization, and the bureaucratization of
the helping professions.

Several debates mark the current state of schol-
arship on juvenile delinquency and hooliganism in
European social history. One that should be laid to
rest is the vexing question, parallel to that asked
about childhood and adolescence, of whether juve-
nile delinquency is a modern invention. Though the
term itself may be of relatively recent origin, the re-
ality behind the concept has long been present in
European society. While some of the field’s pioneers
(mostly modern historians) variously declared the in-
vention of juvenile delinquency in the early nine-
teenth, the mid-nineteenth, the late nineteenth, and
the early twentieth century, the later work of me-
dievalists and early modern historians argues for sig-
nificant continuity in this area. Medieval Christian
moralists, Renaissance city fathers, and Reformation
theologians all spoke with a combination of trepi-
dation and indignation about wild, disrespectful, dis-
ruptive youth. Still the approaches to juvenile delin-
quency and the institutional mechanisms used to
respond to juvenile misbehavior differed in impor-
tant ways between the early modern and modern pe-
riods. The debate about whether juvenile delin-
quency is a modern invention is best transformed
into a series of investigations that seek to highlight
the different manifestations and causes of juvenile
misbehavior and the different meanings of and re-
sponses to those behaviors at various moments and
places in history. Indeed, rather than debate whether
juvenile delinquency is a modern invention, social
historians should pursue lines of inquiry that illu-
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minate the variable role of ruralism and urbanism in
shaping conceptions of juvenile delinquency.

A second compelling issue in the social history
of juvenile delinquency and hooliganism is the role of
class. The overwhelming body of literature concerning
juvenile delinquency and hooliganism targets children
of the poor and working classes. This visibility is the
result of two distinct but related approaches. One ap-
proach views the concept of juvenile delinquency as
an expression of class conflict, both cultural and eco-
nomic. Seeking stability, productivity, and order, the
elites (comprising lawmakers, property owners, mor-
alists, and social reformers) judge as deviant behaviors
seen as commonplace or expedient in working-class
cultures. Of particular significance here is the ten-
dency of working-class youth, whether apprentices or
street traders or unskilled laborers, to acquire some
measure of independence through work and as a result
to create peer group leisure activities that violate the
norms of youthful dependency. Also important is the
pressure on poor children to beg, pick pockets, or
sleep on the streets when family support fails, espe-
cially in times of economic instability. In the industrial
age the high incidence of property crimes committed
by working-class youths may confirm the class char-
acter of juvenile crime, whether due to the experience
of deprivation or the failure to internalize the values
of private property. Another approach draws on the
theoretical contributions of Michel Foucault, treating
the construction of juvenile delinquency as an exercise
of power through the use of classifications and models
not only by the state (that is, public authority) but
also by elite social groups. Foucault’s insistence that
power is fundamentally about access to knowledge
and control of language has been particularly influ-
ential. The ability to classify certain behaviors and ex-
periences, impose those classifications on others, and
mete out discipline on the basis on those classifica-
tions is clearly an exercise in power relations. To some
extent, then, the very coining of the term juvenile
delinquency, apparently in the nineteenth century,
emerges as part of a broad codification, surveillance,
and control function.

Reflecting the emphasis of the primary sources,
social historians have explored juvenile delinquency as
a pattern of behavior among poor and working-class
youth, albeit a pattern identified by the middling and
upper classes of modern European society. A refresh-
ing alternative is provided by historians of late me-
dieval and early modern European youth who have
found elite youth of Italian cities and French youth
of the craft classes behaving in riotous and violent
ways, creating fear among authorities. Contemporar-
ies sought explanations in cultural traditions, espe-

cially in the role of the peer youth group, the fabric
of the local community, expectations about the tran-
sition to adulthood, and the masculine ideals of the
age.

Gender is a third issue confronting historians of
juvenile delinquency and hooliganism. Until recently
most work on juvenile delinquency focused on boys
and young men. Public records reveal that male of-
fenders were largely responsible for juvenile thefts, as-
saults, public disturbances, and vagrancy. Not sur-
prisingly, female offenders appear primarily in the
context of charges of prostitution (both forced and
‘‘voluntary’’) though occasionally they were linked to
begging and petty theft. The historical tendency to
see the girl problem as one of (im)morality and sex-
uality had a direct impact on the methods of correc-
tion and treatment proposed for wayward girls. Given
the overwhelming domination of the juvenile delin-
quency landscape by boys, one is tempted to wonder
if delinquency should be analyzed as a male problem.
Pamela Cox has broadened the picture by examining
the policing of girls in twentieth-century Britain that
took place not at the center of the newly created ju-
venile justice system but rather in peripheral institu-
tions such as rescue homes and venereal disease hos-
pitals. Girls have also emerged from the shadows of
crime and misdemeanors in recent studies focusing on
nineteenth-century girl gangs in England.

The role of ‘‘age’’ as a category of analysis is an
especially significant issue. Juvenile delinquency is a
‘‘status’’ phenomenon where behaviors sanctioned as
juvenile delinquency result from the age of the of-
fender; curfew violation and school truancy are two
examples of status offenses. Moreover, many acts con-
sidered delinquent in young people, such as smoking
or alcohol consumption, are acceptable adult behav-
iors. Juvenile delinquency and hooliganism are spe-
cifically associated with adolescence and youth, and
thus shed light on the tension inherent in the shift
from child to adult. The very idea of juvenile delin-
quency draws attention to the conflicts over authority
between adults and those who are no longer children
but not yet fully independent adults. The concept of
juvenile delinquency implies a distinctive type of so-
cial deviance, and is linked to notions about the
equally distinctive role and character of youth in so-
ciety. In the nineteenth century sharpened concern
over juvenile delinquency prompted a wide variety of
intrusive efforts to deal with what contemporaries re-
garded as a problem of epidemic proportions. Juvenile
delinquents found themselves subjected to intensive
control and ‘‘protection’’ well into their teen years.
This extended subordination of youth did not go un-
challenged as young inmates in juvenile prisons and
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reform schools articulated their resistance to punish-
ment and rehabilitation. By tapping the disciplinary
files of such institutions as well as the reports of
twentieth-century probation officers, social historians
may give voice to the delinquents themselves.

THE PREMODERN AGE

During Europe’s Middle Ages, though criminal re-
sponsibility was generally set at age fourteen, re-
sponses to youthful deviance appear flexible. An ex-
tended period of youth contributed to an adult
willingness to tolerate, within certain parameters,
youthful delinquency. Thus, first offenders and local
youth received some consideration, and those who
participated in communal demonstrations of moral
judgment, the charivari, also could expect societal tol-
erance and even approval. Evidence of medieval penal
practices that took account of the youthfulness of of-
fenders exists, such as reduced sentences and even
separate prisons (as in fourteenth-century Nürnberg),
though the latter was not common. Swedish provin-
cial laws suggested those who had attained the age of
fifteen, the age of civil and therefore criminal respon-
sibility, could not be held fully responsible for their

actions if they still lived under the supervision of a
household guardian, whether parent or master.

Youthful male sexual violence pervaded medie-
val urban communities. Cities in late medieval France
and Italy tolerated rape, including gang rape. The ag-
gressive sexual behavior of youths was driven by the
desire to become ‘‘men’’ and resentment against a
tightly regulated sexual economy. Municipal brothels,
whose clients consisted largely of unmarried young
men, channeled the otherwise aggressive and rowdy
behavior of young males. Also, groups of armed youths
posed as brigands in many medieval settings, and the
participation of elite young men suggests links be-
tween aristocratic culture, war-play, chivalry, and youth
violence. Street gangs engaged in turf wars disrupted
medieval cities, as in the late fourteenth century when
Florence witnessed a clash between rival gangs named
Berta and Magroni that lasted nearly two months.

THE EARLY MODERN AGE

‘‘Reasons of misrule,’’ ‘‘guardians of disorder’’—such
expressions capture the spirit of juvenile misbehavior
and convey the ritualized nature of youth culture in
early modern Europe. The misrule of youth had its
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rationality and young people, particularly males, care-
fully guarded the disorder. The mischief of nocturnal
outings, the challenge of youthful insult and assault,
and the irreligious pranks of the young constituted
habitual behaviors not unexpected by adults, which
were often winked at, but sometimes taken seriously
enough to be punished through the formal mecha-
nisms of court.

Two particularly relevant circumstances of the
age shaped youthful behaviors and adult responses.
First, the overwhelming majority of young people
lived within the parameters of household-based ser-
vice. The adolescent years were spent away from the
parental home; young people learned skills under the
watchful eye of a master or mistress, integrated to
some degree into their service family, and enjoyed the
company of peers at community social gatherings and
during free time. Second, the impact of the Protestant
and Catholic Reformations reshaped attitudes toward
and responses to youthful misbehavior as concerns
about righteous living and social stability intensified.

Appreciating the challenges posed by an ex-
tended period of youth, situated between childhood
and full adulthood, early modern European society
accommodated youths’ need to experiment with au-
thority arrangements. The long passage to adulthood
offered opportunities for tolerable disorder, such as
carnival and other festivals, the charivari, and celebra-
tions connected to familial and community events
such as weddings. These occasions gave young people,
especially boys, roles to play in coordinating and car-
rying out collective gaiety, playful folly, or community
judgment. Songs, parades, floats, costumes, and the
all-important mask became part of the ritual tumult
that accompanied Mardi Gras or a demonstration
against an unacceptable marriage. These events offered
opportunities for disorder within a controlled setting,
allowing young people to role-play the adult practices
of making judgments and policing the community.

Though early modern European society created
room for young people to run riot, express insult, and
topple the traditional order within the parameters of
rural and urban community life, it would be mislead-
ing to suggest that young people rarely crossed the
line into disruptive and destructive behavior spurned
by the community. Smashed lanterns, thefts from or-
chards, attacks on animals (the ‘‘great cat massacre’’
by Paris print-shop apprentices re-created by Robert
Darnton is perhaps best known), fruits and vegetables
flung at passersby, and street fights such as the ‘‘boys’
wars’’ reported in Aachen in 1757 are part of a rich
picture of rough, wild, disruptive behavior carried out
on the streets of towns and villages in daylight and at
night. German, French, and English sources reveal

wicked youth, drunk and cavorting amid bonfires and
music, determined to commit some mischief before
night’s end. Though municipal edicts against noctur-
nal disorder existed, some cast with tones of intense
emotion, the practice of municipal authorities was in
fact relatively indulgent.

Judging such activities as youthful pranks that
would come to an end with the arrival at adulthood,
rather than criminal acts leading to a foreboding fu-
ture, municipal authorities attended to such delin-
quency with certain, but not excessive, effort. In
sixteenth-century German towns, little prisons or
‘‘cages’’ were built to provide short-term punishment
for young people who had disturbed the peace or in-
sulted the honor of a townsperson but who had not
committed a serious crime. Apprentices in Rheinfel-
den swore an oath that they would not be noisy after
the night bell rang. Even the ritual cherry wars, a dis-
tinctive type of fruit theft, provoked adult anger but
not much in the form of repression. In London, de-
spite an accumulated body of legal precedent that gave
municipal authorities jurisdiction over apprentices,
punishment was mild. Most problems with insubor-
dination by apprentices were handled not in the
Mayor’s Court but at the level below in the Cham-
berlain’s Court. The emphasis was on arbitration and
the chamberlain acted less as judge and more as me-
diator. Rather than punish, which was within his
authority, the chamberlain was more likely to repri-
mand and compel the disputants to reach a compro-
mise outside of court. Many cases never made it be-
yond the chamberlain’s clerk who also worked to
mediate disputes between masters and apprentices.
Still London did have two prisons, known as ‘‘Little-
Ease’’ due to their low ceilings, for apprentices who
had been referred by the chamberlain for stubborn
indiscipline.

The Protestant and Catholic Reformation af-
fected adult responses to juvenile delinquency. As chil-
dren belonged to both God and society, the wicked
and disobedient would be punished by both, that is
in the afterlife and during the earthly life. Calvinist
catechism was most explicit on this point, threatening
everlasting pain as well as a miserable life. In seeking
to close down a brothel, late-sixteenth-century church
leaders in Basel expressed a zero-tolerance view: youth
should never be forgiven, especially for sins of plea-
sure, but should be controlled through punishment.
Municipal concern over disturbance of the nighttime
peace intensified during the Reformation period, as
did edicts seeking to control disruptive noises during
religious services. Particular concern focused on al-
leged sexuality immorality. Preachers targeted such
traditional courtship practices as dancing and playing
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pranks on girls to secure their attention, as well as
popular nuptial rituals whereby young bachelors pub-
licly taunted the newly married couple with a disrup-
tive yodeling. As zealous ecclesiastics targeted youthful
immorality, the young responded with hooliganish be-
havior, disrupting the services of preachers and staging
nocturnal attacks on priests. Municipal authorities re-
sponded to pressure from churchmen with laws such
as those in Württemberg that threatened escalating
punishments for those caught repeatedly disturbing
the peace.

In early modern Europe, disorderly youthful be-
haviors were generally either part of a repertoire of

pranks intended to notify the adult world that play
had rough edges or part of ritualized popular culture
such as carnival and charivari that provided oppor-
tunities for controlled disorder by those who could
still legitimately get away with such collective mad-
ness. In addition, male youth violence was expressed
around issues of territoriality and sexual control of the
local female population. Rural youth fraternities reg-
ularly engaged in brawls with outsiders who sought to
court ‘‘their girls’’ and did not hesitate to turn the
knife from a traditional tool into a weapon.

Paul Griffiths has persuasively argued that in
early modern England youth constituted a ‘‘threat-



S E C T I O N 1 2 : D E V I A N C E , C R I M E , A N D S O C I A L C O N T R O L

388

ening subgroup’’ when their behavior challenged adult
authority, particularly in the context of service. Citing
numerous seventeenth-century sources, Griffiths finds
English moralists fraught with anxiety about the dan-
gers, mischief, and deviance of youth but at the same
time hopeful that youth could be directed to make
the right choices for the future. Griffiths questions the
widely held view that youthful rituals of misrule were
approved or at least tolerated by adult society, citing
increasing complaints by residents and increasing ar-
rests of young people engaged in festive rioting on
May Day or Shrove Tuesday. At the center of his anal-
ysis is a more nuanced and textured reading of early
modern youth culture, a reading that rejects the image
of young people as strictly enclosed in the household
and integrated into a mixed age social world through
the practice of apprenticeship. Though most young
people lived in service they were not completely
shackled by this situation, but rather had some oppor-
tunities for autonomy within and outside the house-
hold. Rather than pranks or community-tolerated mis-
rule, youthful disorder emerges as serious deviance
intended to challenge adult authority. The insubor-
dination of youth, especially in the context of service,
appears then as a problem of socialization in the tran-
sition from childhood to adulthood, a problem rooted
in the difficulty of reorganizing the balance between
work and play and redefining the meaning of time.
The seriousness of this problem is illustrated in the
response of authorities, especially those of the urban
areas where relatively large populations of young peo-
ple existed. Though not literally labeled ‘‘juvenile de-
linquency,’’ Griffiths identifies a ‘‘youth problem’’ in
the discourse and practices of early modern English
authorities.

Interpreted through a ‘‘politics of age’’ frame-
work, the generally public punishments meted out to
disobedient apprentices emerge as carefully planned
efforts to visibly demonstrate the authority of the
household, the master, and the community. When an
early-seventeenth-century London fishmonger’s ap-
prentices wreaked havoc in the marketplace by throw-
ing fish, swearing, attacking customers, and disrupting
business, the fishmonger’s court took action, arrang-
ing an ‘‘open’’ punishment for the apprentices. An
audience of apprentices was gathered to witness the
lecture and whipping administered to the wild boys.
Griffiths also argues that anxiety about ‘‘masterless’’
young people resulted in the criminalization of inde-
pendent youth who resisted service. Between 1623
and 1631, a young Jane Sellars was repeatedly de-
tained, charged with vagrancy, whipped, and banished
for failing to remain in service. From charges of idle-
ness and vagrancy to charges of petty theft and ille-

gitimacy, Sellars was eventually designated a felon.
The last mention of Jane Sellars is an order for exe-
cution recorded in December 1631. Griffiths argues
that young people who were ‘‘at their own hand’’ or
‘‘out of service’’ constituted a threat to order and sta-
bility in early modern England because they placed
themselves outside the institutions of socialization and
control.

While early modern European society seems to
have been comparatively tolerant of youthful mis-
chief, evidence of severe punishment can be found. In
Zurich, between 1500 and 1750, more than one hun-
dred young people were executed for offenses includ-
ing bestiality, sodomy, theft, arson and homicide. In
an age when burning at the stake, being buried alive,
and drowning were still common forms of execution
for notably heinous crimes, young people were gen-
erally beheaded, a form of punishment considered
more humane. Still the execution of a Hamburg boy,
age eleven, for throwing a stone through the window
of a Hansa official’s house seems extreme. Moreover,
the use of charitable institutions, such as orphanages,
as settings for correctional measures suggests the need
to look carefully at the ways in which early modern
societies may have masked their treatment of juveniles
whose behavior seemed to require punishment or re-
form. For example, Seville’s eighteenth-century asy-
lum for street waifs also served as a depot for delin-
quent children committed by family members or
public authorities.

In general, however, early modern Europeans
appear more willing than their descendants to accept
youth as an age when natural and social inclinations
required outlets for the expression of disorder. This
tolerance extended primarily to boys, as girls were
both formally and informally constrained from mov-
ing about freely outside the household, particularly at
night. Indeed, the concerns of Protestant Reformers
exacerbated the social restrictions on girls. Nonethe-
less, youthful deviance was not generally considered
criminal and punishments, even those meted out by
judicial or other supervising bodies, were moderate and
generally symbolic. The most important concern seems
to have been maintenance of order within the house-
hold world of service. Additionally, it should be noted
that the greater mixing of younger and older youths
not only meant broader alliances for mischief, such as
the youth abbeys of early modern France, but also re-
duced the age-specific character of such mischief. Youth
culture encompassed the teens and twenties and any
associated deviance clearly had a broad age base. Thus
the early-eighteenth-century Paris print-shop cat mas-
sacre comes down to us as the work of apprentices and
journeymen, albeit led by the apprentices.
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By the eighteenth century, nocturnal distur-
bances, especially in the cities, stood less chance of
being overlooked. Concern with street safety resulted
in the installation of lanterns and the deployment of
police patrols. The goal of municipal order clashed
with disruptive youth behaviors. Gangs of well-to-do
young men, such as the Mohocks of London, trou-
bled adult society with their random, belligerent, rak-
ish behavior. Nor were rural environs immune to
these concerns, as evidenced by the presence of
eighteenth-century Irish ‘‘peasant societies’’ made up
of young men who attacked enclosures. That these
groups took names (Whiteboys, Oakboys) implies a
degree of collective identity.

Shaped by local social and economic networks,
generally more flexible and tolerant, certainly less bu-
reaucratic and pessimistic, early modern European at-
titudes toward the varied expressions of youthful mis-
chief and hooliganism began to change during the
eighteenth century. The slide toward labeling such be-
haviors as ‘‘juvenile delinquency’’ and seeing in them
signs of serious social danger, reflections of deep eco-
nomic dislocation, and hints of a lifetime of crimi-
nality shaped much of the next century.

THE MODERN AGE

By the nineteenth century, an increasingly worried
public viewed youthful misbehavior as deviant and
even ‘‘criminal.’’ Early modern reactions of toleration,
mild rebuke, and moral exhortation had been rooted
in the conviction that youthful disorder would be out-
grown. In contrast, the nineteenth century witnessed
the growth of differentiated, age-specific institutions
intended to correct, punish, and reform delinquents
over increasingly long periods of incarceration or
surveillance. The conceptualization, codification, and
bureaucratization of the ‘‘problem’’ of juvenile de-
linquency mark the modern experience of youthful
hooliganism.

Social historians and others have mined the
nineteenth century searching for patterns of delin-
quent behaviors, profiles of delinquent youths, sources
of adult anxieties, and trends in approaches to juvenile
corrections. Efforts to identify ‘‘turning points’’ in the
evolution of a new, more anxious view of juvenile de-
linquency and attempts to assess the dual impact of
urbanization and industrialization have figured promi-
nently in many studies. Social historians have consid-
ered the role of the state, especially the judicial, police,
and welfare functions. Legal thinking influenced by
the ideology of childhood, the creation of professional
municipal policing, and the expansion of publicly

funded institutions designed to envelop the juvenile
delinquent all abetted the social construction of ju-
venile delinquency. Social historians have not only
scrutinized the cycles of cultural anxiety that contrib-
uted to revised definitions of juvenile delinquency but
also examined the unfolding of the ideologies of child-
hood and adolescence during the nineteenth century.

Nineteenth-century crime statistics are difficult
to use for arriving at solid conclusions regarding the
incidence of youth crime, rates of change in youth
crime, or the proportion of youth to adult crime. The
science of statistics and the development of a state
statistical bureaucracy varied across Europe. More im-
portantly, as definitions of ‘‘juvenile’’ and ‘‘crime’’
changed over time, the statistics measured different
phenomena. During the nineteenth century, new cate-
gories of offenses emerged especially in the area of
juvenile behavior. In addition, the age-specificity of
the statistics varies over time and from place to place.
If various quantitative measures indicate an apparent
increase in what nineteenth-century Europeans con-
sidered the ‘‘problem’’ of juvenile delinquency, then
what does this reveal about the activities of youth, the
anxieties of adults, the norms of society and the role
of the state (including police, courts, prisons, and wel-
fare institutions)?

The French political cartoonist, artist, and social
critic Honoré Daumier captured adult anxieties about
precocious urban childhood in an 1848 drawing for
the newspaper Le Charivari. Amid the revolutionary
atmosphere of Paris, Daumier’s Paris Street Urchins in
the Tuileries portrayed street children as participants
in the overthrow of the monarchy. By the middle of
the nineteenth century, Europe’s middle classes ap-
peared bewildered, unable to distinguish between de-
prived and depraved children. Urchins, street arabs,
pickpockets, gamins, vagrants, orphans all seemed
dangerous and endangered. Newspaper reports of ac-
cused children brought before Parisian courts during
the July Monarchy juxtaposed natural innocence and
unnatural precocity in an effort to navigate the murky
terrain created by an evolving ideology of childhood
and an increasing anxiety about the rising incidence
of juvenile crime. By the middle decades of the nine-
teenth century, a ‘‘juvenile delinquent’’ may well have
violated the criminal code but more likely violated a
bourgeois standard of appropriate behavior, thereby
committing an ‘‘offense’’ rather than a crime. As such
offenses became increasingly codified and linked to
penal corrections, the incidence of juvenile delin-
quency increased.

Industrial urbanization, the wage economy, mi-
gration, and increased illegitimacy contributed to
making juvenile delinquency a social problem of
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growing dimensions in the nineteenth century. As the
percentage of young people in the European popula-
tion rose, fears of precocious children and delinquent
youth abounded. Moreover, as cities and towns at-
tracted ever-larger populations of young workers and
would-be workers, concerns about the decline of ap-
prenticeships and the crafts and the concomitant rise
of unskilled labor fueled fears of idle, and therefore
unruly, youth. Wage-earning youth struck an inde-
pendent and threatening image as potential gamblers
and consumers of alcohol and tobacco. Industrial
child labor exacerbated worries of stolen childhoods
and rising immorality among children trapped in the
vicious world of early factories. Not surprisingly, run-
aways and orphans constituted a large portion of those
identified by authorities as ‘‘delinquents.’’ In mid-
nineteenth-century France, vagrancy and begging con-
stituted over 50 percent of juvenile crime committed
by boys. Girls were most often charged with prosti-
tution and begging, the former being equivalent to a
vagrancy charge for boys. In this context, homeless-
ness and unemployment became ‘‘crimes’’ and the ba-
sis for commitment to a house of correction.

The bourgeois ideology of childhood shaped the
nineteenth-century history of juvenile delinquency. It
compelled a rethinking of the relationship between

children and crime, raising questions about responsi-
bility and discernment, punishment and rehabilita-
tion. The notion spread that while children might not
be fully responsible for their crimes, whether heinous
or simply mischievous, they were surely a distinct
population of offenders who required age-specific pun-
ishment and correction. Though children might be
considered innocent of evil intent due to their age,
adult observers could not help but conclude that chil-
dren were more than capable of committing crimes
and disturbances. The ideal of innocence clashed with
the reality of vice; adults found the solution to this
contradiction by creating distinct judicial and correc-
tional methods tied to the youthfulness of offenders.

There is an important irony here. Innocence
and inexperience emerged as the hallmarks of true
childhood, and the delinquent child stood as either
an unnatural aberration or a sympathetic victim of
poverty or neglect or abuse in need of rescue. Reliev-
ing children of criminal responsibility for their mis-
chief, adult authorities compromised the autonomy
of young people. Removed from the adult criminal
justice system, including its prisons, juvenile delin-
quents became a class apart, garnering so much special
attention it could be smothering. Nineteenth-century
contemporaries constructed the problem of juvenile
delinquency, then proposed to reform, rescue, and
protect ‘‘at-risk’’ children. The very uniqueness of
children brought greater scrutiny, restriction, and con-
finement to those young people who seemed to con-
found the idealized image of the innocent and depen-
dent child.

As early as the first two decades of the nine-
teenth century, English judges demonstrated a certain
sympathy for child criminals. Between 1801 and 1836,
104 children received death sentences at the Old Bai-
ley court though in fact none of these children was
executed. An 1828 inquiry found that many judges
were reluctant to bring children to trial because many
crimes carried capital punishment sentences. The re-
form movement against capital punishment drew a
good deal of its power from cases involving juveniles,
no doubt influenced by the newly emerging ideology
of childhood. The 1828 report also called for the de-
velopment of a separate prison system for children.
Three further developments occurred in England dur-
ing the first half of the nineteenth century. First, many
previously indictable crimes (that is, those tried by a
jury) became subject to summary jurisdiction (that is,
sentencing by a judge). Second, punishments meted
out to child offenders became relatively less severe.
Third, new types of crimes emerged as previously tol-
erated behaviors became defined as offenses. The in-
teraction of these developments contributed to the
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‘‘problem’’ of juvenile delinquency. In essence, more
juveniles were punished more often, and for a wider
range of mischief, but punishments were less severe.
Still debated is the precise timing of this shift, with
various historians pointing to the periods of 1790–
1830, 1830s–1840s, or the 1850s. Peter King’s anal-
ysis of English county court records demonstrates that
in the early nineteenth century summary jurisdiction
sharply increased the number of juveniles processed
by the judicial system and sent into the correctional
system. The relative absence of juveniles from the lists
of indicted criminals, noticeable by the mid-1820s, is
thus misleading when trying to identify the origins of
the ‘‘problem’’ juvenile delinquency. By midcentury,
in England, as elsewhere in western Europe, new in-
stitutions reserved exclusively for juvenile offenders
dotted the landscape: Parkhurst Prison for boys in En-
gland, La Petite Roquette and Les Madelonettes in
France.

Court records, police reports, and newspapers
reveal the kinds of offences nineteenth-century juve-
niles committed. Crimes against property constitute
a significant area of youthful mischief, especially in
the case of boys. This includes pickpocketing, pilfer-
ing, vandalism, simple theft, and larceny. In Sweden
in 1841, 93 percent of offenders under age fifteen had
committed property offenses involving pickpocketing,
theft, and burglary. Even for girls, theft accounted for
all but one offense in this age group. By the latter
decades of the nineteenth century, theft became the
most common crime among boys, replacing vagrancy.
In France, 4,718 of 5,800 youth cases judged in 1864
concerned simple thefts. Often these thefts involved
goods of little value, reflecting perhaps the growth of
consumer goods in European society. References to
stealing handkerchiefs abound in the court testimony
of young thieves in 1830s’ London. Vagrancy, assault,
premarital sex, and public disorder were other com-
mon juvenile crimes. In Sweden, the majority (fifty-
one of seventy-five) of those charged with premarital
sex in 1841 were female. As concern for public order
intensified, bringing with it a great interest in cleaning
up the urban environment, numerous public distur-
bance and curfew violations surfaced. Use of fireworks,
‘‘dangerous play,’’ swearing in public, and loitering in
groups (gangs) could all lead to detention of juveniles
in the later decades of the nineteenth century.

Child thieves who worked the streets and alleys
of major cities participated in an adult network of
criminality that included those who fenced stolen
goods and corrupt police who closed their eyes to the
dishonesty of certain pawnbrokers and publicans in
exchange for a part of the take. Such child offenders
frequently emerge as victims of adult manipulation,

including their neglectful or absent parents. As urban
reform took hold, including the razing of congested
alleys and winding streets in both London and Paris,
the physical environment that had shielded young
pickpockets gradually faded. The introduction of a
more professional police presence in the second half
of the nineteenth century also altered the environ-
ment in some municipalities. The creation of insti-
tutions designed to ‘‘protect’’ delinquent or at-risk
juveniles added further to the changing world of ju-
venile criminality.

During the nineteenth century, the age for be-
ing conditionally responsible for criminal actions
gradually increased, from fourteen to sixteen to eigh-
teen years of age. Correctional methods evolved from
imprisonment with adults and transportation to sepa-
rate children’s prisons, agricultural colonies, and houses
of correction to schoollike reformatories and proba-
tionary surveillance by state guardians. Some of the
earliest reform schools designed for juvenile delin-
quents were established in Belgium beginning in 1848,
such as those at Ruysselede and Beernem. In general,
punishment moved in the direction of distinguishing
young offenders on the basis of age and developing
methods considered age sensitive.

The nineteenth-century construction of juvenile
delinquency harbored several contradictions, including
the conflicting image of juvenile delinquents as threats
to society and as victims of socioeconomic dislocations
and/or family dysfunction. Though the two images co-
existed through much of the nineteenth century, some
historians have suggested that the delinquent-as-victim
image came to predominate by the 1870s to 1880s.
This shift coincided with major efforts on the part of
states to implement programs designed to materially
improve the lives of young people. Across Europe,
though the timing varies from place to place, child
labor laws and compulsory schooling laws converged
toward the end of the century to produce a new life-
style for children of the working classes. Concerns
about child endangerment, both physical and moral,
inspired laws regarding child protection. Many such
laws targeted poor parents, not society, as the locus of
neglect, cruelty, abandonment, and abuse. With this
development, delinquent children were seen as victims
of parental neglect or abuse, and therefore in need of
being saved from such deplorable conditions. In many
European countries, the fairly new prisons for chil-
dren were replaced by youth reformation institutions,
intended to be more like schools and less like prisons.

Nineteenth-century juvenile delinquency dis-
course and practice reveals the larger cultural trend
toward discipline of juvenile nonconformity and in-
dependence. The growth of private and public agen-
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cies to carry out plans for punishment, correction, and
reformation confirms this. Moreover, the quantitative
evidence is unequivocal in demonstrating a pattern of
increase in the number and percentage of young peo-
ple caught in the web of institutions created to con-
trol, reprimand, and rehabilitate them. In the late
1820s, fewer than one hundred youths per year were
sent to houses of correction in France, while that
number jumped to close to three thousand per year
in the early 1870s. In England, reformatory schools
and industrial schools were created in 1854 and 1857
to handle convicted young offenders as well as those
deemed in need of protection. Similar institutions ap-
peared in Scotland and Ireland. In the decades after
1870 Prussia experienced a severe shortage of refor-
matory space as the number committed to such in-
stitutions skyrocketed. A fivefold increase in Prussian
commitments to correctional education occurred be-
tween 1900 and 1914.

Had hooliganism spread so widely among Eu-
ropean youth that it warranted these institutional re-
sponses? Had adult society become obsessed with the
urge to ‘‘discipline and punish’’ the young? In the
early modern period, most juvenile offenders were
handled through the institutions of household and
community; serious offenders were treated within the
parameters of the adult system of criminal justice.
And while adult complaints about youthful mischief
abounded, there is little evidence of a profound sense
of panic or crisis associated with juvenile behavior in
the early modern period. By the nineteenth century,
the elaborate efforts made to provide separate treat-
ment for a seemingly vast and growing population of
juvenile delinquents strongly suggests the emergence
of a crisis surrounding the issue of youth behavior.
Though the generous presumption of childhood in-
nocence (at least as an ideal) lay at the heart of the
formal provision of a separate system for juveniles, the
result was to create a publicly recognized social prob-
lem of compelling intensity. This panic brought more
and more juveniles under the vigilant eye of adult
society. As European society developed age-sensitive
institutions to treat the juvenile delinquent, reluctance
to bring large numbers of young people before the
civil authorities waned. This line of development cul-
minated with legislation such as the Children’s Act of
1908 in England and 1912 laws in France and Bel-
gium creating special juvenile courts and auxiliary
support institutions and personnel to aid in the pre-
vention of juvenile delinquency.

Around 1900 heated cries about the crisis of
juvenile delinquency rose again, perhaps reflecting the
new standards of youth behavior associated with the
evolving notion of adolescence and the emergence of

a youth-oriented culture of leisure. Ironically, this new
wave of anxiety coincided with a trend toward con-
formity in youth behavior as measured by the greater
involvement of young people in structured, adult-run
activities (for example, extended schooling and youth
groups). One explanation for this wave of anxiety was
the popularization of the psychology of adolescence
which suggested that all young people were potentially
troubled and troublesome. Though a class bias still
placed poor and working-class youth at a disadvan-
tage, the psychology of adolescence implied that the
experience of puberty itself contained the seeds for re-
bellion, conflict, and misbehavior. Every adolescent was
a potential delinquent in need of supervision and guid-
ance. At the turn of the century, a pervasive wave of
anxiety about the behavior of youth spread across Eu-
rope. Demographic and political developments height-
ened awareness of the quality and quantity of Europe’s
youth. In addition, the commercialization of leisure
with the possibilities it offered young workers to de-
fine themselves through clothing, smoking, and danc-
ing further contributed to that anxiety.

The model of adolescence popularized by so-
cial science experts, reformers, and bureaucrats pro-
moted adult vigilance and youthful dependency.
This model clashed with working-class experience
and as a result these youths offered a point of resis-
tance to the imposition of conformity. As the school-
leaving age increased, the truancy of juveniles was
often an assertion of independence and of a prefer-
ence for work over school. Working-class memoirs
and oral histories confirm that activities regarded as
criminal and delinquent by police authorities ap-
peared to working-class youths as so many examples
of ‘‘larking about.’’

The street stood at the center of much young
working-class social life where street-corner gambling,
scuffles between neighboring gangs defending their
territory, and girls, football, and petty theft all coex-
isted. In Vienna middle-class teachers and scout lead-
ers claimed bands of wild working class youth (Plat-
ten) filled the streets. In Manchester working-class
girls formed part of the scuttlers’ world of ‘‘disorderly’’
conduct as weekend promenading transformed the
streets into youth-dominated spaces. In Paris news-
papers reported the rise of the apache, a sort of
working-class version of a rake. In Russia juvenile
crime (bezprizorniki) inspired fear in law-abiding res-
idents of St. Petersburg who sensed that every juvenile
delinquent was a potential hooligan bent on defying
not only adults but also civilization itself. As hooli-
gans, older male teens roamed St. Petersburg’s streets,
harassed pedestrians, shouted obscenities, carried brass
knuckles, engaged in public drunkenness, threw rocks,



J U V E N I L E D E L I N Q U E N C Y A N D H O O L I G A N I S M

393

invaded respectable neighborhoods, and projected a
threatening image.

The years of World War I witnessed a sharp
increase in the incidence of juvenile delinquency as
European society experienced disruption in all facets
of life. Soldiering fathers, working mothers, food
shortages, and early release from school contributed
to youth disorderliness. In Germany fears about un-
supervised youths with money led military authorities
to impose a savings program to limit their spending.
In Hamburg officials even tried to regulate attendance
at shows and smoking in public. In England juveniles
under age sixteen charged with crimes increased dur-
ing the war years from 37,500 to 51,000 per year.

The postwar period introduced some new di-
rection in adult responses to juvenile delinquency. Al-
though theories of adolescent development and the
corollary of adult guidance were considered universal
in application, working-class youths did not consis-
tently attain the satisfactory outcomes signaled by con-
formity and dependence. Working-class girls seemed to
defy ‘‘respectable’’ norms of behavior when it came to
appearance and sexual habits. Confronting a decline in
skilled jobs, resistant to continued schooling, trapped
in ‘‘dead-end’’ jobs, sensitive to the pull of extreme
political groups, and attracted by the freedom of the
streets and its night life, working-class youths in the
1920s and 1930s posed a formidable challenge to
those who sought a well-regulated, orderly youth ex-
perience. An army of professional youth workers, in-
cluding mental health experts, developed strategies to
identify and treat children and young people who
challenged the model. By 1920 conventional expla-
nations of juvenile delinquency focusing on depriva-
tion and environment competed with the growing
belief that delinquency had its roots in individual psy-
chological dysfunction. By the mid-1920s Britain had
borrowed the child guidance clinic innovation from
the United States, as the therapeutic approach to ju-
venile delinquency spread throughout Europe. Wei-
mar Germany adopted new legislation, including the
National Juvenile Justice Act (1923) and the National
Youth Welfare Act (1924), based on acceptance of a
medicalized model of juvenile delinquency. Increas-
ingly, heredity, environment, and personality were
seen as interacting forces that could lead to mental
and behavioral problems under certain circumstances
of social instability. In England the Children and
Young Persons Act of 1933 expressed the new effort
by replacing discipline and punishment with disci-
pline, welfare, and treatment. The old distinction
between reform schools and industrial schools disap-
peared under a new rubric, ‘‘approved schools,’’ in-
tended to house delinquent, neglected, and at-risk

youths. In Fascist Italy observation centers maintained
a close surveillance of the youth population in an ef-
fort at delinquency prevention.

Juvenile delinquency statistics for the 1920s
and 1930s confirm the continued centrality of prop-
erty crime, especially petty theft. In 1928 Hamburg,
fourteen- to sixteen-year-olds convicted of crimes
were overwhelmingly convicted for property offences:
77 percent of boys convicted and 83 percent of girls
convicted. Bicycle thefts were widespread while girls
most often shoplifted from department stores or stole
from their domestic employers. As the Depression set
in, juvenile theft increased in many places. However,
crimes against the state and public disorder commit-
ted by juveniles, usually males, increased too, espe-
cially in states where political tensions ran high. Thus
in Hamburg juveniles accused of trespass, obstruction,
and disturbance of the peace increased. Fears of
cliques, wild hiking clubs of working-class adoles-
cents, permeated Germany in the late 1920s. At the
same time, panic over European cultural changes in-
volving the popularity of dance, jazz (‘‘Negro music’’),
cinema, and pulp fiction contributed to a perception
of youthful immorality and led to legislation such as
the 1926 German Law for the Protection of Minors
against Smutty and Trashy Literature.

Trends set earlier in the century continued in
the 1940s and 1950s. World War II ushered in an era
of increased juvenile crime; explanations centered on
the ‘‘broken homes’’ that resulted from the disrup-
tions of war. Though most juvenile crime in the im-
mediate postwar period seemed to be related to pov-
erty and dislocation, some observers worried about
the long-term moral impact of such ‘‘waywardness.’’
In the later 1940s and 1950s, incidences of recorded
juvenile delinquency were fueled by factors as diverse
as youths’ economic situation, over-surveillance of
youth behavior, a widening psychological definition
of delinquency, a treatment-oriented juvenile justice
system, and the temptations of popular culture.

The optimism of the postwar period supported
approaches to juvenile delinquency, real and imaged,
that focused on social reconstruction. In Great Britain
the Criminal Justice Act of 1948 proposed better ways
to treat youth offenders, most notably by placing se-
vere restrictions of the use of imprisonment, abolish-
ing corporal punishment, and emphasizing the use of
probation and residential training. The Federal Re-
public of Germany developed annual Youth Plans be-
ginning in 1950 and attempted a thorough reform of
its correctional practices, with an emphasis on vol-
untary commitments, family placements, protective
supervision, and especially prevention of juvenile de-
linquency through youth activities and psychotherapy.
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By the 1960s the emergence of an outspoken
youth culture, defiant of adult authority and flaunt-
ing conventions of sexual morality, challenged the
twentieth-century ideal of a conformist, regulated
youth. This mostly bourgeois youth rebellion affirmed
traditional working-class youth resistance to adult
controls on autonomy. Music and fashion tended to
bridge the chasm of class that had typically divided
European youth. French working-class youth in the
post-1960s tended to define themselves more in terms
of their youthfulness and less in terms of class differ-
entiation that had characterized pre-1960s gangs, pro-
moting a vision of universal, natural youth. A wave of
hooliganism (teppismo) swept Italy in the early 1960s
involving vandalism of streetlights, ‘‘exhibitionist’’
fashion, street rowdiness, and car thefts. The work of
teenage boys, these incidences of delinquency coin-
cided with economic prosperity and point to the
growing generation gap.

Ironically, 1960s youth turbulence seemed to
confirm the idea of the fundamentally wild nature of
adolescent development, especially in the area of sex-
uality. And in an environment of widespread material
well-being and social services, factors such as poverty
and family breakdown could no longer be held ac-
countable for juvenile delinquency. With the thera-
peutic model in crisis, some advocated a return to a
more tolerant approach to youthful misbehavior, rem-
iniscent of the early modern world. Scandinavian
studies found that to some extent juvenile crime as a
stage of life phenomenon was ‘‘statistically normal.’’
Social scientists advocated young people’s right to self-
identification. A nascent child’s rights movement de-
veloped in Europe too. Applied to the issue of juvenile

corrections, the idea that young people have rights has
led to a reconsideration of all the measures associated
with treating juvenile offenders as though the right to
care and protection obviated the right to due process.

Modern European society has seemingly created
a more rigid world for its youth, despite the disap-
pearance of arranged marriages and the development
of an independent youth culture. Formal schooling
and organized leisure have increasingly come to shape
young people’s lives. At the same time, young Euro-
peans have more pocket money than ever before and
are more free to spend it as they wish. The paradoxes
are relevant for understanding the evolution of juve-
nile delinquency and adult responses to it. Despite
highly publicized but nonetheless rare instances of vi-
olent juvenile crime (child murderers also existed in
previous centuries), hooliganism and juvenile delin-
quency remain very much tied to definitions orches-
trated by adults. Laws imposing helmets on teenage
Italian motorcyclists have been flouted by youths who
say the helmets ruin their hairstyles and who resent
adults making ageist laws. What counts as offense very
much depends on demographics, cultural norms, in-
stitutional developments, political and economic en-
vironments, as well as the constantly tested hierarchy
regulating adult-child relations. In contemporary Eu-
rope, discussions of hooliganism and juvenile delin-
quency often center on immigrant and minority youth
on the one hand and right-wing youth on the other.
Waywardness, disorderliness, and mischief appear as
threads of continuity in the lives of European youth,
while the social meaning of these behaviors reflect
adult anxieties about the stability of family, commu-
nity, and state.

See also The European Marriage Pattern (volume 2); Street Life and City Space
(volume 2); The Welfare State (volume 2); Youth and Adolescence (volume 4);
Festivals (volume 5); and Policing Leisure (volume 5); and other articles in this section.
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POLICE

12
Haia Shpayer-Makov

Policing has taken many forms historically and has
gone through radical transformations, making it dif-
ficult to offer a precise and universal definition of the
term ‘‘police.’’ This essay employs the term broadly to
mean official organs entrusted with the enforcement
of law and order and endowed with the right to use
force for public ends.

Throughout most of history the police were
only one, and not necessarily the prevalent, instru-
ment of law enforcement. In the late Middle Ages and
the Renaissance (1300–1600) a variety of institutions
and individuals performed the functions of law and
order maintenance that we now associate with the in-
stitutions called ‘‘police.’’ Moreover, the authority to
sanction violence in the name of law enforcement was
not the monopoly of the rulers. Life in medieval Eu-
rope was highly localized, and this was reflected in the
application of power and the control of crime as well.
Political sovereignty was fragmented and local au-
thority was largely independent of royal direction.
Many cities authorized special patrols and watches to
protect life and property and to bar strangers from
entry, particularly at night. Manorial lords often im-
posed their will and/or defended their rights with their
own private means of coercion. Some religious insti-
tutions, such as the Inquisition, deployed their own
law enforcers to attain their sectional goals. The
church, universities, guilds, and corporations had their
own means of implementing administrative rulings.
In the relatively unified kingdom of England, a more
systematic policing structure emerged, based on local
lords who were appointed by the Crown as justices of
the peace, and on their subordinates, the constables,
who helped them keep the peace and bring malefac-
tors to justice. Service as a constable, though unpaid,
was obligatory for adult men in the parish for one
year by rotation or appointment.

In most places in Europe, however, a permanent
coercive force was nonexistent, and the enforcement
of laws, rules, and norms depended on the acceptance
of their legitimacy by the local population. In general,
sanctions and social pressure were sufficient to regu-

late internal affairs, and if not, the community often
administered its own justice. Warnings, reprimands,
and ostracism could compel conformity to rules. The
local worthies (for example, the parish priest or the
lord’s agent) often acted as go-betweens to settle an
injury, by agreement of both parties involved.

It is during the seventeenth century that the ex-
pansion and growing importance of the police in Eu-
ropean society are first observable. This change did
not signify any sort of break with the past. The emerg-
ing policing structure was rudimentary, and it func-
tioned side by side with traditional patterns of law
enforcement well into the modern period. The more
intensive adoption of police organs, though, marked
the beginning of a general trend, which in retrospect
constituted one of the major societal developments of
the modern era.

To be sure, no one system of policing was com-
mon throughout Europe at any one time, nor was this
area unified by a similar chronology. The presence,
character, functions, purposes, and authority of law
enforcement agencies varied greatly not only between
states but also from one region to the other and over
time. Furthermore, the development of national po-
licing systems proceeded at different speeds. None-
theless, many parts of Europe experienced parallel de-
velopments with regard to their civil and criminal
justice systems, and political bodies, whether local or
central, private or public, took similar steps to enforce
them.

European societies often looked to each other
for models of policing, both positive and negative, to
emulate or to discard. Whereas Russia, Prussia, Aus-
tria, and Italy were deeply influenced by the French
mode of policing, in England opposition to police
reform during the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries, and the implementation of reform there-
after, were both guided by rejection of the French sys-
tem, which was perceived as too authoritarian and
intrusive for the British tradition of government. Later
on in the nineteenth century police reformers on both
sides of the Channel felt they had a lot to learn from
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each other’s systems. Once reorganized early in the
nineteenth century, the English constabulary became
a frame of reference for police forces all over the world.
Conquest was also a factor in the import and transfer
of ideas and practices from one part of Europe to
another. French expansion under Napoleon resulted
in the implementation of a centralized police system
in some areas under subjugation. And policing ar-
rangements in the European colonies were molded
under the impact of European rule.

Thus, despite wide diversity, a pattern of polic-
ing evolved in Europe made up of different combi-
nations of law-enforcing traditions and methods in
each nation, but having a measure of uniformity. Pro-
cesses of consolidation and convergence accelerated in
the nineteenth century and by the early twentieth cen-
tury were well established, resulting in a policing
structure generally resembling that of today. Broadly
similar in the various European states, the police
became a fundamental component of the criminal jus-
tice system and a mainstay of all governments in Eu-
rope and, in light of the European influence, through-
out the world.

EARLY MODELS OF POLICING

Clearly, the expansion of formal police forces at the
dawn of the modern era was connected to broader
social phenomena. Economic, social, cultural, and po-
litical forces, which comprised what we call the pro-
cesses of modernization, made an indelible mark on
police development. Nevertheless, it is widely ac-
cepted today that the expansion of the police in Eu-
rope cannot be explained apart from state formation
during the late Middle Ages and early modern period,

although theorists interpret this relationship in varied
ways. For example, marxist historians, while concur-
ring that specialized police agencies developed in the
context of the state, link the rise of police power more
closely to the transition from a kin-based to a class-
dominated society. Viewing class conflict as the driv-
ing force behind social change, and the emergence of
private property at the end of the Middle Ages as the
basis of class formation, marxists maintain that the
need of the rising capitalist class to control the means
of production accounted for the growth of police in-
stitutions. According to this interpretation, the state
used its growing monopoly over violence and surveil-
lance to support capital in its struggle to achieve and
maintain a privileged position vis-à-vis labor. Indeed,
both business and the state were concerned with pre-
serving the socioeconomic order and thus often shared
compatible and even overlapping objectives. Indubi-
tably, the state commonly represented class interests,
although it also had other goals that it strove to achieve
and therefore cannot be seen solely as the servant of
the capitalist class.

Viewed from the broader perspective of state
building, the ability of emerging states to consolidate
their power within clearly demarcated boundaries de-
pended on their ability to impose uniform rule, co-
ordinate internal control, and monopolize the use of
force. Eroding or coopting the power of feudal lords
and other independent political agents was thus es-
sential for state builders. To attain these goals, sover-
eign states had to develop both their own sources of
income and instruments of coercion. Invariably, the
creation of standing armies accompanied the central-
ization of power. Aside from fighting wars to maintain
the independence of the state, the army became the
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principal means of internal pacification in the early
modern period (c. 1500–1800). Gradually sovereigns
came to accept that they could not routinely achieve
control and carry out law-enforcing functions without
civil organs invested with punitive powers and loyal
to the regime. The steadily growing role of the ruler
as a legislator and source of ordinances made this re-
quirement even more compelling.

In contrast to the army, a grid of police forces
was not immediately established to meet the demands
of consolidation. Initially, the state relied mainly on
the army, judiciary, bureaucracy, and private entrepre-
neurs to collect taxes and gain control over its terri-
tories. Permanent, centrally directed police organs ap-
peared only very slowly across the European landscape
despite the absolutist character of most continental
regimes in the early modern period. Not until the
middle of the seventeenth century, with the acceler-
ated growth of state bureaucracies, can we see the be-
ginnings of a more resolute and methodical policy for
the establishment of formal police institutions. The
political scientist and police historian David Bayley
has suggested that the centralization of law enforce-
ment was likely to occur where attempts to consoli-
date state control were met by prolonged violent re-
sistance. Three major European powers illustrate his
point.

France, facing incessant attempts to stem the
tide of state encroachment into local power bases, pi-
oneered the notion of a centralized police structure
which, though modified greatly over time, has per-
sisted to the present. During the first half of the sev-
enteenth century, royal officials were made responsible
for administering justice, finances, and public order
in provincial centers. However, a highly rebellious ar-
istocracy and various instances of domestic disorder
prompted Louis XIV (ruled 1643–1715) to reinforce
royal power in 1667 by creating the specialized post
of lieutenant of police for Paris under his direct con-
trol. This official and the policemen at his disposal
were entrusted with a wide range of tasks. The con-
siderable powers invested in the post, and close prox-
imity to the king, made the head of police one of the
most important officeholders in France. Additionally,
as was customary in early modern Europe in the case
of high offices, the upper echelons of the new Paris
police held venal posts designed to meet the perpetual
need of the monarch for revenues to finance his wars.
Ever more intent on furthering central administrative
control over the periphery at the expense of privileged
individuals and bodies as well as on gaining revenue,
Louis eventually nominated lieutenants of police and
police commissioners in the principal cities and towns
of France in 1699. A network of urban police admin-

istrations was thus created directly under the super-
vision of the police lieutenant in Paris, aimed at al-
lowing the ruler closer surveillance over his kingdom.
However, these venal posts were often purchased by a
local count or bishop who took little notice of orders
issues by the lieutenant in Paris, though he might have
corresponded with the lieutenant and sent him infor-
mation—if it suited the local official’s interests. For
all the efforts made by the French monarchs, policing
in the provinces remained largely local.

Two other European powers, Prussia and En-
gland, support Bayley’s argument from a negative per-
spective. Though no less absolutist, Prussian rulers al-
lowed the Junkers (landed aristocrats) to exercise police
functions in their own territories. The Junkers, having
largely accepted the monarch’s dominance and their
own obligation to serve in his army and administra-
tion from the seventeenth century on, posed no threat
to the growing concentration of power in the hands
of the royal sovereign. Similarly, sporadic popular re-
sistance to state activity was not perceived by the Prus-
sian monarchs as threatening. With the unification of
Germany in the early 1870s, each constituent state
largely took charge of its own police matters, a situ-
ation that resumed in the post–World War II era in
West Germany after the interlude of the Nazi period,
when Adolf Hitler had established the Gestapo as a
centralized police force. The relatively decentralized
police structure in Prussia and later in Germany, how-
ever, did not prevent the rulers from using the police
as a powerful political weapon or from maintaining
strong control over policing in cities, towns, and
counties. In England, where royalty had asserted con-
trol over its territories in the Middle Ages, consider-
ably predating the consolidation of the modern con-
tinental state, the aristocracy was allowed to wield
power locally as it presented no serious challenge to
the unity of England. No centralized police system
was created. English law enforcement continued to
be based mainly on local justices of the peace and
constables.

It is important to emphasize that even where
the state took no systematic steps to set up centralized
law enforcement, it nonetheless benefited from the
spread of police control locally in the late seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries. However unprofessional,
unimpressive, and mostly socially inferior, local po-
licemen exerted power through surveillance and rep-
resented legitimate authority. The element of sover-
eignty was implicit in the nature of their task and in
their powers of prohibition and coercion. Moreover,
certain locally controlled police, such as the constables
in England, actually acted in the name of the monarch
even if they were not under royal control. Thus, in an
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indirect way, wherever policing existed, it contributed
to the general functioning of state institutions and the
centralization of state power.

DUTIES OF THE POLICE
IN THE EARLY MODERN PERIOD

Between the fifteenth and the eighteenth centuries the
term ‘‘police’’ was understood altogether differently
from today. It did not refer to personnel or to an
institution but to the application of laws and ordi-
nances. Coming into use during the fifteenth century
in the German territories (in its German form policey),
the word police (which derived from the Greek polis,
meaning city-state) denoted the administration of do-
mestic affairs generally. The tasks undertaken by or-
gans associated with policing were thus far more ex-
tensive than in the twentieth century.

State security. An analysis of police activity in the
early modern period reveals that only a small fraction
of it concentrated on the detection or prevention of
crime. As power in a given country became increas-
ingly centered on the sovereign, and as the sovereign
invested greater energy in securing the state against
internal opposition, the relevance of the police as a
political instrument grew steadily. As early as 1554,
the Russian tsar Ivan the Terrible (ruled 1533–1584)
set up the infamous oprichniki, a police force of six
thousand uniformed men who, in addition to serving
as his bodyguards, also supervised public places. Un-
bridled by any legal restrictions, this force used mass
terror and torture to guard the sovereign and his re-
gime against perceived threats from the aristocracy,
the church, and the peasants. Members of the force
were rewarded for their efforts by grants of land con-
fiscated from their original owners. The oprichniki
survived for only seven or eight years, though it set a
pattern for successive Russian regimes for over four
centuries. While the sixteenth century was not yet ripe
for a permanent body of political policemen in Russia,
various tsarist officials filled the task of forestalling
subversion until, in 1697, as part of a broad central-
ization effort, tsar Peter the Great (ruled 1682–1725)
established the Preobrazhensky Office to tighten his
hold on the population. From then on, under different
names and authorities, an almost uninterrupted chain
of secret police organizations in Russia responded
with varying degrees of repression to the slightest in-
dication of discontent in the country, thereby under-
mining the development of a civil society distinct
from the state.

Besides disrupting or suppressing the activities
of groups and individuals suspected of disloyalty, the
organs charged with political policing engaged in
amassing information on a multitude of subjects, a
reflection of the broader strategy adopted by state
makers of obtaining systematic knowledge as a way of
enhancing state power and increasing revenue. Not
satisfied with the employment of visible police forces,
Louis XIV also resorted to extensive undercover police
operations. This use of spies and informers was not
unprecedented. Regimes everywhere had relied on such
methods to protect themselves against real and imag-
ined plots and conspiracies as well as any other op-
position. Louis, however, was to excel in this respect.
With the help of the lieutenants of the Paris police,
he entrenched a nationwide system of surveillance
while also utilizing the provincial police to maintain
close control over dissidence. A century later, at the
start of the French Revolution, this royal police force
disintegrated, and attempts were made to establish lo-
cally elected forces in French cities. These efforts were
short-lived, and successive regimes, whether headed
by the Bourbons, revolutionary governments, the Di-
rectory, or the Bonapartes, continued (and under Na-
poleon even markedly extended) the tradition of util-
izing both open and secret policing to strengthen
central power. As with other aspects of French culture,
this system was studied and in some cases adopted by
rulers across the Continent.

The Habsburg monarchy was equally notorious
in employing police officials to observe anyone who
might be a potential enemy and to act vigorously
upon this information. Having gained supreme royal
power over the periphery somewhat later than France
(in the mid-eighteenth century), Austria lagged be-
hind in forming a systematic network of spies and
informers. Still, Austrian monarchs, perceiving them-
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selves as highly vulnerable, managed to outdo the
French in the use they made of this potent tool.
Greatly improving upon the existing mechanisms of
social control, Emperor Joseph II (ruled 1765–1790)
entrusted his agents with reporting on the activities
and opinions of ordinary people as well as of the
aristocracy, clergy, and such other institutions as
charities and schools. In building this apparatus of
surveillance, he was guided by Count Pergen, an in-
novator in police administration who, like General
Aleksandr Benckendorff in early-nineteenth-century
Russia and Joseph Fouché under the Directory, Na-
poleon I, and the restored Bourbon monarchy, was
instrumental in helping monarchs organize and op-
erate an extensive political-cum-police network. The
French Revolution and its aftermath led to a tight-
ening up of police operations almost everywhere in
Europe. Haunted by fears of revolutionary ideas and
French agents, Austria was galvanized into an inces-
sant vigil over organizations and individuals who might
fall prey to such ideas, over state officials to ensure
their loyalty to the regime, and over possible spies.

Although governments also used various public
servants of the Crown to look out for possible sources
of sedition, it was the secret police who were most
intensively involved. Generally better remunerated than
ordinary policemen (when these were paid), secret
agents were specially recompensed for their zeal in
rounding up suspects or submitting incriminating re-
ports. Countless innocent victims paid dearly for these
efforts. The agents’ intelligence gathering did not aim
solely at overt activities but included reporting on
opinions. Moreover, they also punished suspects. Their
task was internal security, but these agents extended
their operations abroad to keep track of travelers and
to intimidate political refugees who flocked to other
European cities as a result of repression at home, par-
ticularly during the nineteenth century. While the ef-
fectiveness of these operations is impossible to mea-
sure, clearly they did not manage to stop the spread
of dissent and stem the tides of revolution in the late
eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries, especially in
those countries in which the police were all-powerful.
They may, however, have prevented specific challenges
to regimes, such as cases of potential assassinations.

Public order. Beyond the need to curb opposi-
tional elements, routine order was also considered es-
sential for social stability and state control. The notion
that the sheer presence of police forces could deter
lawbreaking and prevent acts of defiance was increas-
ingly accepted in the eighteenth century by both na-
tional and local governments. European cities had
long maintained official bodies acting in a police ca-

pacity, in addition to military garrisons, patrols, and
watchmen, and now they were determined to expand
policing arrangements in the locality. Reform of the
administrative organs of state during the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries facilitated the evolution of
more specialized and centralized systems of policing.
The growing importance of cities as centers of both
power and civil unrest impelled central authorities to
concentrate on securing order and effective law en-
forcement in urban areas. As a result of both state and
municipal efforts, cities had better-organized institu-
tions of policing, while policing in the countryside
was largely contingent upon local initiatives. Police
administrators were nominated in some capitals. Paris
led the way in 1667. St. Petersburg followed suit in
1718, Berlin in 1742, and Vienna in 1751. Directors
of police were appointed in many other cities all over
Europe during the course of the eighteenth century.
London was the most prominent exception to this
trend, although policing arrangements there under-
went certain reforms in the eighteenth century. Signifi-
cantly, the city teemed with petty crime and unruliness.

State security and public order were obviously
interrelated, and therefore keeping the peace became
an important factor in the widespread trend during
the eighteenth century to restructure policing arrange-
ments. Additionally, central and local rulers were im-
pelled by the need to modernize their societies and
provide solutions to mounting urban problems. A
more prosperous and healthier population could also
augment the resources of the state and its military
capability. Local elites were also prompted by civic
pride. While in Russia police regulations focused on
the repressive and negative aspects of law enforce-
ment, in French, German, Dutch, and Scandinavian
towns police ordinances incorporated a plethora of
constructive tasks, including essential municipal ser-
vices such as street lighting, street cleaning, garbage
collection, supervision of public hygiene, and moni-
toring the quality of the water supply. Depending on
the institutional power structure in each locality, and
in the absence of other officials to perform such jobs,
police agents often became responsible for fire pre-
vention, first aid, finding shelter for abandoned chil-
dren, the provision of welfare and food supply, and
the control of traffic. Sometimes policemen were as-
signed the task of reminding inhabitants to lock their
doors. Whether in the interest of the state, the local
authorities, or the common good, the police performed
essentially noncoercive duties, which improved the
quality of life in cities and towns. Eighteenth-century
observers consistently commented on how safe, or-
derly, and hygienic Paris had become, certainly in
comparison to London.
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The maintenance of order in the countryside
was also basic to state security. Particularly important
was public safety on the roads and highways. Here,
too, France proved prescient in organizing a patrol
system responsible to the central authorities. The or-
igins of the maréchaussée, a paramilitary body of
mounted and foot constabulary tasked to look out for
deserters and protect rural inhabitants from violence
by soldiers, can be traced to the medieval period. In
the sixteenth century the role of this body was ex-
panded to include maintaining order, repressing high-
way robbery and smuggling, gathering information,
and monitoring vagabonds and civil crime in the
countryside, while at the same time its military char-
acter became more distinct. Performing both military
and police duties, these ex-soldiers were fully armed
and uniformed, lived in barracks, and operated in
military conditions mostly under military authority.
In the eighteenth century the maréchaussée was reor-
ganized into a nationwide force with clearly defined
tasks and a coordinated presence throughout the coun-
try. In 1791, at the height of police experimentation
by the revolutionaries, it was restructured again, as the
Gendarmerie Nationale, serving as a model for most
European countries during the next few decades.

Policing economic activities and public morality.
State interests in early modern Europe went beyond
the security of the regime and the preservation of or-
der. No less important was the regulation of industry
and commerce. Most European states pursued mer-
cantilist policies aimed at augmenting national wealth
and military power. In implementing such policies,
national and local police officers in countries such as
France, Prussia, and Austria intervened in various
stages of the processes of production and trade by, for
example, inspecting markets and fairs, supervising
food prices, and checking the accuracy of weights and
measures. In so doing, these officers penalized in-
stances of usury and embezzlement and prevented
monopolies and profiteering.

A key element in mercantilist strategies was to
ensure the industriousness of the population. With
demographic growth forcing surplus populations off
the land, and the growing mobility of labor, govern-
ments and local authorities adopted policies of either
criminalizing or domesticating transient labor and of
setting paupers to work. The police played an active
role in regulating the labor supply and inculcating the
ethos of paternalism and hard work among the lower
orders. Particularly targeted for police attention were
masterless men and laborers who refused to work for
low wages. The able-bodied unemployed were forced
to work, runaway servants were apprehended, and in-

subordinate workers were punished. The aim was to
reduce the number of indigents who became a burden
on the community and to augment the supply of
cheap labor. Even if these policies were implemented
only sporadically and inconsistently, the police bene-
fited both the state economy and the nascent capitalist
class. Furthermore, acculturation of the surplus and
marginal population was undertaken because this popu-
lation was seen as a source of social instability. Sub-
sequently, ordinances were issued and measures were
taken all over Europe against beggars, vagrants, ped-
dlers, gypsies, Jews, and/or casual workers.

The policing of economic activities was not car-
ried out for material reasons alone. The police were
also an important tool for regulating conduct and fos-
tering conformity to accepted social norms. Fear of
godlessness sometimes led to the enforcement of reli-
gious observance in Catholic and Protestant countries
alike, with infractions of Sunday and holiday obser-
vance treated with particular harshness. This impulse
to standardize moral behavior resulted in police attacks
on various forms of popular culture and amusements
throughout Europe. Feasts and festivals were often rig-
idly supervised, certain games prohibited, and theatri-
cal performances censored. In some areas, dress was
inspected and ostentation banned. Sexual misbehavior
was also occasionally treated heavy-handedly by the po-
lice. In some places, mothers were punished for bearing
children out of wedlock. It was also common for police
to inspect lodging houses and regulate street prostitu-
tion. Police registration of local inhabitants and visiting
foreigners enabled local and national authorities to gain
information and monitor their movements.

LIMITATIONS OF
EARLY POLICING SYSTEMS

Clearly, policing in continental Europe in the early
modern period implied growing penetration into the
private lives of ordinary people. In comparison with
today, however, such intervention was only intermit-
tent and only partly the product of state regulation.
The attempts to create strong states and achieve ter-
ritorial consolidation by forming or expanding instru-
ments of rule succeeded only partially. An array of
bodies and offices fulfilling various, often overlapping,
police and nonpolice functions continued to coexist
in the different territorial entities, with little or no
collaboration between them. Only some were part of
the state bureaucracy, while others were controlled by
local power holders or were privately employed. In
fact, until the nineteenth century, no state had devel-
oped a full-scale nationwide police network. Small
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communities throughout Europe continued to rely on
informal arrangements, and local lords still exercised
both police and judicial powers. In eastern Europe,
policemen were often the protégés of local dignitaries,
who used them principally to execute their own pri-
vate orders. All of this meant that large areas of Europe
remained free of the presence of permanent forces of
law and order, and the existing ones were unevenly
distributed. Even as rulers enacted a growing number
of laws and ordinances, they neither possessed ade-
quate manpower nor allocated sufficient finances to
implement them throughout entire territories. In times
of disturbances they preferred to employ the military.
This partial condition of law enforcement reflected
the limited power of the absolute state. Paradoxically,
in England, where constables were less intrusive and
had a more limited range of duties, the policing sys-
tem was relatively widespread and entrenched, though
there, too, enforcement was patchy.

The sparse distribution of police agencies often
impelled the community to rely on its own resources
to pursue offenders. Local inhabitants in England were
supposed to raise the hue and cry if they detected
lawbreakers. The novelist Henry Fielding, who was a
London magistrate in the mid-eighteenth century,
along with his brother John, also a London magistrate,
appealed to the general public and to pawnbrokers in
particular to disclose any information they might have
about stolen property, thieves, and their methods. In
England and in many continental communities, re-
dress for crime fell almost entirely on the victims. It
was they who brought the crime to the attention of
the authorities and they themselves were often respon-
sible for capturing the offender, collecting evidence,
finding witnesses, and bearing the costs of prosecution.
The propertyless clearly had less access to the legal sys-
tem, allowing a substantial number of culprits to be
spared. The haphazard nature of law enforcement also
gave rise to commercial enterprise. For example, the
Thames Police of London (established in 1798) was
initially funded by private insurance companies with a
view to reducing theft from the London port and re-
trieving stolen property. The infliction of harsh pun-
ishments throughout Europe on selected offenders, of-
ten for the slightest deviation from the norms, was
partly meant to serve as a deterrent to crime in the
absence of systematic law enforcement.

THE EMERGENCE AND CONSOLIDATION
OF THE MODERN POLICE

The modern police configuration took shape only
gradually. During the course of the nineteenth cen-

tury, governments everywhere took steps to make po-
licing routinized, pervasive, and constant, even though
much of law enforcement was still locally controlled.
Despite budgetary constraints, police forces were in-
creasingly publicly funded and, initially in cities, uni-
formed foot patrols became the principal and largest
component of the national policing structure. In 1829
two major cities in Europe—Paris and London—
were provided with a system of uniformed police, fol-
lowed in 1848 by Berlin, the first city in Germany to
have a municipal police force. Provincial cities, towns,
and villages soon acquired their own police as well.
State-controlled gendarmeries appeared across almost
the entire Continent, filling the vacuum in much of
rural Europe where the law had been only sporadically
enforced by official police forces. The authority of the
gendarmeries sometimes extended to cities, as was the
case in France and Prussia. The fact that most coun-
tries opted for a military style of force to police the
countryside demonstrated the widespread impact of
military models and culture on police development.

As a result of such initiatives, police forces grew
in size and complexity, and the policeman became a
familiar figure in almost every neighborhood. His uni-
formed presence was expected to be sufficiently threat-
ening to deter would-be lawbreakers. Moreover, the
policeman gradually became both a key agent for in-
tegrating people and territory and a visible symbol of
the state’s jurisdiction.

Evolving duties. The police labor force that emerged
in the course of the nineteenth century was typically
full-time, regularly paid, and subject to bureaucractic
control. Work for the large proportion of policemen
who composed the lower levels of the hierarchy was
harsh, wearisome, and meagerly remunerated. How-
ever, the regularity of income and the various welfare
benefits extended to policemen in many countries
made the job attractive, especially for the unskilled
and for displaced rural workers. For their part, deci-
sion makers in countries such as Britain generally pre-
ferred rural to industrial workers, since the latter were
seen as less compliant and loyal. Police relationships
with social groups from which they emanated form
an important part of modern social history. Generally,
police have reliably disciplined popular unrest when
called upon to do so.

Police officers throughout Europe continued to
discharge a mosaic of functions, retaining many of
their old tasks. In addition to preventing and discov-
ering unlawful activities and maintaining order and
stability, the police still were expected to strengthen
industrial discipline, control the indigent, and carry
out various duties in the areas of public health and
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welfare. Supporting bourgeois standards, they policed
deviations from moral norms and restrained popular
pastimes. Some estimates suggest that a full half of
police time in urban areas aimed at controlling pop-
ular leisure. In the same vein, police cleared public
spaces of petty merchants, gamblers, and the drunk
and disorderly even more vigorously than before. Traf-
fic control and the prevention of juvenile delinquency
became important police assignments toward the end
of the nineteenth century. However, with the excep-
tion of the British force, the range of police tasks ac-
tually narrowed substantially during the course of the
century. By the beginning of the twentieth century,
for example, the police had largely abandoned the po-
licing of the poor and the provision of a number of
municipal services as other state administrators and
agencies emerged to handle these functions. In con-
trast, while governments continued to employ armies
throughout the nineteenth century to keep order in
times of emergency, particularly during riots, civil dis-
order, and strikes, police reorganization allowed the
gradual replacement of the army by the police, which
during the twentieth century took predominant charge
of maintaining internal public order, leaving the army
as the principal guardian of external security.

Indeed, the general trend in the occupational
world toward specialization and differentiation of
tasks was reflected in efforts by police administrators
throughout Europe to demarcate responsibilities more
clearly and provide more specialized services. Separate
departments were created for uniformed policing, de-
tective work, political surveillance, and specialized
tasks. These developments pointed to the growing
professionalization of policing in Europe. A reflection
of this trend was increasing attention to technical ex-
pertise. Toward the end of the nineteenth century
police forces in Europe adopted the telegraph, tele-
phone, fingerprinting, forensic science, photography,
and other new technologies as indispensable tools for
their work. Another modern notion was the applica-
tion of uniform rules for the administration of the
force. Entrants had to comply with a set of established
selection criteria demanding not only physical stamina
but also literacy skills, and the period of training that
recruits underwent was progressively expanded.
Whether as part of state or local government, the
police were relatively ahead of private institutions in
establishing standardized procedures, amassing sys-
tematic information, and compiling statistical records
relating to various aspects of their work.

What also distinguished the new police was a
growing tendency to follow due legal process or at
least present a semblance of adherence to the rule of
law. The spread of constitutional structures during the

nineteenth century meant that government in general
was held more accountable, and heads of state were
obliged to operate within the confines of the law.
Among the most visible representatives of the state,
the police, too, had to demonstrate that they were
subordinate to the law. Although secret police de-
partments often disregarded legal procedures, official
rhetoric increasingly adopted the vocabulary of the
Enlightenment. Sensitivity to public opinion became
more evident during the latter part of the nineteenth
century in such liberal societies as England, although
even states which retained absolutist notions of gov-
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ernment, like Germany, were forced to justify police
activities.

Police and the public. In effect, state expansion
only augmented the state’s dependency on the coop-
eration of its citizens, whose loyalty now had to be
won. Although the working classes were everywhere
the primary target of both secret and open policing,
their demands were also considered, especially after
the revolutions of 1848. The more liberal the govern-
ment, the more it stressed that the main objective of
the police was not to serve the interests of the state or
the privileged classes but to defend the individual and
the community against unlawful intervention. In-
structions to be cordial to the public pervaded the
training of police constables in England. Clearly, sur-
veillance and control needed to be less visible or ex-
plicit and more subtle, a tendency that coincided with
the growing reluctance to use the might of the army
to curb protest.

The policed population was never passive re-
garding police power. Hostility to police activity by
the governed continued throughout the nineteenth
century and beyond. By the beginning of the twen-
tieth century, however, the presence of the police and
their purposes had been accepted, if sometimes grudg-
ingly, as a necessity. The appearance of police officers
as major figures in European novels of the nineteenth
century and the emergence of detective fiction at the
end of the century illustrate the growing legitimacy
and importance of police officials in modern society.
As more people appealed to police for assistance even
in private matters, the police in turn extended services
relating to individual safety and everyday needs.

Historical accounts of the shift to full-time and
systematic policing adduce a variety of factors. The
weakening of the paternalistic face-to-face forms of
control in rural areas, the rapid expansion of cities,
and the growth of industrial capitalism, which re-
quired a disciplined labor force, created an underlying
feeling that contemporary police arrangements were
inadequate and inefficient. Incidents of collective vi-
olence and civil strife were commonly interpreted by
the new bourgeoisie as symptoms of a social break-
down. Now in a better position than ever to influence
state policies, this sector opposed any restraint on the
expansion of the capitalist economy and any challenge
to private property. Reports about rising crime rates
and fears of the growing power of the industrial
masses, the more organized nature of political protest,
and the spread of socialist doctrines calling for the
overthrow of the social order strengthened pressure to
alter traditional policing arrangements. An organized
and permanent police force was recommended as a

means of ensuring punishment. Democratization, the
decline of overt public punishment, and the human-
ization of personal relations were also important in
laying the groundwork for police reform. The re-
structuring of police forces was designed to improve
control over cities, suppress new forms of crime, and
supervise the lower social orders. The rise of new con-
cepts of state management that stressed administrative
efficiency and rationalization also shaped the new
police.

English and continental police. Despite the con-
vergence of varied national models into a generally
discernible pattern of law enforcement during the
nineteenth century, a broad dividing line was observ-
able between the police in England and the police in
the major continental powers such as France, Ger-
many, and Italy. Early uncritical accounts of police
development in England emphasized such a distinc-
tion by portraying the origins, aims, and practices of
the English police as radically different from police
histories elsewhere. Such observations mirrored the
arguments of police reformers in nineteenth-century
England who maintained that, unlike its continental
counterparts, the constabulary system had arisen from
the community and was therefore the custodian of
traditional liberties and a servant of the people. Im-
plicit in these arguments was the conviction that the
mission of the English police was simply to protect
the majority against a handful of violators of the law.
Since the 1970s, police historians writing from the
perspective of social history have challenged such in-
terpretations and have shown that the difference be-
tween the police on the Continent and in England
was more apparent than real. They have pointed to
the fierce resistance that the new police encountered
in all working-class areas and to their societal parti-
ality. Various studies have focused on the role that the
police played in suppressing demonstrations and pop-
ular forms of entertainment and in their biased and
brutal interventions in industrial disputes. In these
studies the new English police appear as an instru-
ment of bourgeois reforms and interests. Research has
also revealed that the English police were no less cor-
rupt or corruptible than police forces across the Chan-
nel and that English policemen did not always adhere
to the letter of the law.

Nonetheless, in some respects the English police
may be contrasted with the majority of the continen-
tal powers. In much of mainland Europe the modern
police emerged out of the politics of absolutism and
matured against a background of uprisings and revo-
lutions. The absence of such experiences informed the
evolution of policing in England. The result was that



S E C T I O N 1 2 : D E V I A N C E , C R I M E , A N D S O C I A L C O N T R O L

408

while continental police forces tended to pay greater
attention to keeping rulers in power and less to the
prevention of crime and protection of property, the
emphasis in England was substantially different. Al-
though British governments had used spies and in-
formers to keep a sharp eye on agitators and assure
internal peace, until the quite late establishment of
the Special Branch (in 1884) to combat Irish and an-
archist terrorism these agents had never been part of
a permanent system, as was often the case on the other
side of the Channel, and they had never been used as
extensively. In fact, less occupied with state security,
Britain was almost the only European power to extend
asylum and shelter to the many political refugees flee-
ing persecution in Europe. Moreover, whereas a num-
ber of continental forces were responsible to central
government, the English police continued to rely on
a local system of policing, albeit against growing state
intervention in police affairs as in other aspects of life.
Of all the professional forces formed throughout En-
gland during the middle decades of the nineteenth
century, only the Metropolitan Police of London were
organized as a central body accountable to the Home
Office. All other police, whether borough or county,
were locally controlled.

In another context, all police forces in Europe
bore some resemblance to military institutions, whether
in the use of uniforms, rigid discipline, hierarchical

structure, ritual, or violence. Yet countries with a
strong military tradition, such as Germany, tended to
follow military models more closely, while in England
a widespread fear of military influence reduced the
tendency to adopt military precepts in all parts of the
British Isles, apart from Ireland. In German, French,
and many other continental forces a military back-
ground was either a prerequisite or a preference for
enrollment, and military weapons were commonly
used, whereas many police administrators in England
were reluctant to recruit ex-soldiers, firearms were de-
ployed only under special circumstances, and a gen-
darmerie type of police was never created.

POLICING IN THE
TWENTIETH CENTURY

Significantly, despite the reduction in police functions
on the Continent and the legal constraints within
which they increasingly operated, the police contin-
ued to grow and considerably strengthen their posi-
tion and status during the twentieth century. They
attained ultimate power after World War I in one-
party states, whether fascist or communist, where they
were unrestricted by law or tenets of public account-
ability. Totalitarian regimes, in particular, showed an
obsessive reliance on both the secret and uniformed
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police to monitor the life of the people, ruthlessly
suppress dissidence, and detain anyone considered an
enemy of the regime. Some historians now claim that
the numerical strength and intrusiveness of the police
were greater in communist countries than in Nazi
Germany and that state security institutions under the
tsars were less coercive than under the Soviet regime.
Studies have also shown that for all the terrorism per-
petrated by the Gestapo and Soviet security forces,
their efficiency depended to no small degree on col-
laboration and denunciations from the citizenry. Ap-
parently, not only in nontotalitarian societies do the
police need public cooperation.

By virtue of their wide dispersion, size, activi-
ties, and formal organization, the police everywhere
served as vehicles of state expansion. Yet developments
in Europe in the twentieth century highlight the com-
plex relationship between the state and its law enforce-
ment apparatus. While instances of police resistance
to the rise of nondemocratic regimes have been re-
corded, police complicity was more prevalent. The
same was true in areas under foreign occupation. Such
responses indicate that the forces of law and order
were not monolithic and not necessarily persistently
loyal to the state they served, but followed their own
inclinations. The tenuous support that the Weimar
police (and army) extended to democratic Germany
provides further proof of the ambiguous political role
and attitude of some police forces.

Despite the cold war after World War II, the
inhabitants of Western Europe on the whole enjoyed
a growing liberalization of police practices. One man-
ifestation of this was the gradual coopting of women
to this male-dominated occupation. At the same time,
police forces became more technically complex orga-
nizations. Cars and electronic equipment made it pos-
sible to offer quicker service, be more accessible to the
public, and perfect the means of social control with-
out seeming coercive. Communication devices also fa-
cilitated better supervision of subordinates by their
officers. Indeed, by the end of the twentieth century
the workings of the police had become much more
controlled and subject to bureaucratic intervention.
There was also a shift toward proactive techniques of
law enforcement involving greater emphasis on sur-
veillance by means of acquiring detailed knowledge of
the population. Crime investigation has always taken
up only a small proportion of the policeman’s time

(apart from detectives, of course). Now more than
ever law enforcers—even patrol officers—engage in
the processing of knowledge by writing reports, un-
dertaking administrative duties, and collecting and
sorting information. The use of computer technology
for data storage, retrieval, and analysis has further en-
hanced the surveillance capacities of the police.

These intangible interventionist measures are
currently causing grave concern in the liberal democ-
racies of Europe. However, this is but one topic in the
broader debate over the role of police in society, which
includes such contentious issues as police account-
ability, selective enforcement, discriminatory policing
of minority groups, and the question of officers’ dis-
cretion. Beyond these concerns, the police figure promi-
nently in public discourse, as reflected in the preoc-
cupation of the mass media with the agencies of law
enforcement. The interest in police and policing is no
less extensive among academics of diverse disciplines.
As part of the growing attention to crime and the
criminal justice system among social historians during
the 1970s, the police became a major field of schol-
arship. Since then, these historians have offered varied
perspectives on how patterns of law enforcement were
shaped by changing historical processes. Placing the
police within a broad socioeconomic context, they
emphasize the role the police play in mediating be-
tween centers of power and all areas of life. The police
are seen as a social control mechanism, and their de-
velopment is analyzed against wider strategies of power
in society. The social history of the police thus affords
insight into the machinery of government at various
levels and its impact on ordinary people. A significant
contribution relates to the ways that police have his-
torically interacted with and reinforced social and cul-
tural norms. Since the police have dealings not only
with offenders but with the population at large, stud-
ies of the police facilitate a deeper understanding of
collective mentalities and of the life of the nonprivi-
leged sectors of society. Also instructive is the focus
on the police as an independent agency with its own
motivations and interests. During the 1990s scholar-
ship shed light on the policeman as a worker and the
ruling police elite as an employer. By combining high
politics with history from below, social historians of
the police have succeeded in broadening our horizons
on the social dimensions of the past while at the same
time enriching our appreciation of domestic politics.

See also Street Life and City Space (volume 2); Absolutism (volume 2); The Ref-
ormation of Popular Culture (volume 5); Festivals (volume 5); and other articles in
this section.
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PUNISHMENT

12
Abby M. Schrader

Penal practices as well as the theories behind them
have varied considerably by region, the natures of the
authorities involved in sentencing criminals, and the
sociocultural contexts of their deployment. Moreover
the practice of punishment has not always corre-
sponded to the laws and philosophies that purportedly
guided it. To further complicate matters, penalties
have differed with regard to the social status, gender,
and age of the convicted. Bearing in mind these dis-
tinctions, it is still possible to draw salient generali-
zations about punishment in Europe from the Re-
naissance through the twentieth century. This essay
opens with a discussion of the general trajectories that
characterized the evolution of European penal prac-
tices and proceeds to an analysis of how scholars have
evaluated the political, social, and cultural significance
of the practice and reform of legal punishment.

PENAL PRACTICES IN EARLY MODERN
AND MODERN EUROPE

Generally early modern penalties targeted the crimi-
nal’s body, whereas modern forms focused on the con-
vict’s soul. Both attempted to deter subjects or citizens
from transgressing social and legal norms but in rather
different manners. Early modern punishment strove
to inculcate fear and set examples through public, cor-
poral, and often cruel practices while simultaneously
excluding criminals from society. In contrast, more
modern penal systems tended to privatize punishment
and confine criminals yet generalize disciplinary sys-
tems throughout society. Even as this pattern pre-
dominantly holds true, it is nonetheless necessary to
note that penal practices overlapped and were used in
combination with one another in both early modern
and modern Europe. Moreover the transition from
one form to another was neither simple nor without
contradictions. Instead it was gradual, incomplete,
and frequently contested. Corporal and capital pun-
ishments continued to exist alongside penal bondage
and confinement, and penal innovations were subject

to challenges arising at the same time that authorities
instituted the innovations.

To simplify this picture, this essay first discusses
the various penalties meted out by judicial authorities,
beginning with physical, public, and shaming forms
of punishment. It then moves on to different types of
penal bondage and institutions of confinement and
an examination of extrainstitutional penal practices
that developed during the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. Where appropriate, this essay
notes how penal forms operated in combination with
one another; how secular authorities drew on other
idioms, such as ecclesiastical and military ones; and
how certain penal forms came to displace other
practices.

CORPORAL AND PUBLIC PUNISHMENTS

Early modern European courts meted out various cor-
poral punishments. Flogging was the most prevalent
form practiced. Whips or lashes consisting of leather
thongs fastened to handles were common all across
Europe, but some countries also developed specific
devices. The metal-barbed knout constituted the
harshest Russian penal instrument before 1845, and
the English had the fearsome cat-o’-nine-tails, nine
leather tails thirty-three inches long that were spiked
with metal balls. The gauntlet, rows of soldiers armed
with crops, was generally reserved for military offend-
ers or those inhabiting militarized zones. Lighter cor-
poral punishments, like the birch or rod, were used
against less serious offenders or to ‘‘domestically’’ pun-
ish wives and children.

Like other forms of corporal and capital pun-
ishment, floggings were often public during the early
modern era. However, once criticism of public pun-
ishment sharpened in the mid-eighteenth century,
floggings increasingly transpired behind prison walls.
For example, subsequent to 1820 floggings were pri-
vatized for male convicts in England. Nonetheless,
floggings remained part of the penal language even
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once the prison gained hegemony in modern Eu-
rope. Flogging was used to punish convicts trans-
ported to French penal colonies through 1880, cor-
poral punishment remained prevalent in German
prisons through the late nineteenth century, and En-
gland finally abandoned the whip in 1967. The sig-
nificance of flogging’s publicity and its abolition is
explored below.

In addition to floggings, early modern courts
prescribed various forms of bodily mutilation. Putting
out eyes, slitting nostrils, slicing cheeks, and ampu-
tating arms, ears, and tongues frequently accompanied
whippings, the death sentence, transportation, or pe-
nal bondage. Courts generally sentenced criminals to
the mutilation of body parts that symbolized the na-
ture of the offense committed. In Germany execu-
tioners amputated a thief ’s hand and publicly dis-
played it to spectators to convey the message that the
ruler would not tolerate theft. Similarly tongues were
clipped in cases where criminals committed perjury,
blasphemy, or other offenses involving speech. Often
the ceremonies associated with mutilation emulated
rituals of personal retaliation, which roughly followed
the precept of ‘‘an eye for an eye’’ articulated by Judeo-
Christian law. By appropriating these forms, early
modern penal regimes suggested that public justice
was supplanting private. These practices also dem-

onstrate that early modern penal forms frequently re-
tributed the transgression committed and were not
tailored to individual criminals.

The most severe mutilation practices were in
decline by the sixteenth century, yet bodily mutilation
did not disappear from the lexicon of physical pen-
alties in many places until the nineteenth century. The
Dutch cut off some felons’ thumbs until the early
eighteenth century, Napoleon reinstituted the ampu-
tation of parricides’ right hands in his 1810 penal
code, and Russians continued to rend the nostrils of
serious criminals until 1845.

Mutilation served other functions beyond the
symbolic and retaliatory. Disfigurement also made it
easier for authorities to identify recidivists and escaped
convicts in an era when states lacked sufficient polic-
ing, and it served as a visual marker enabling honest
societies to exclude offenders. Branding, another form
of bodily marking, was similarly motivated. European
states devised branding practices that at once under-
scored the ruler’s sovereignty, denoted the nature of
the crime, facilitated the identification of the crimi-
nals, and distinguished convicts from the rest of
society.

During the early modern period, when state
sovereignty was still questionable, brands identified
offenders as subject to the monarch’s will. Russian
convicts bore the brand of the eagle associated with
Peter the Great, and Netherlandish criminals were
marked with the elector’s coat of arms. A brand also
identified the nature of the crime. French and Russian
thieves were marked with a ‘‘V’’ for voleur (thief ) and
‘‘VOR’’ for vorovstvo (theft), respectively. After 1650
the English burned the letters ‘‘AB’’ onto the fore-
heads of English adulterers and fornicators. Vagrants
were a frequent target of authorities who, in the pro-
cess of centralization, sought to clamp down on wan-
derers. The 1532 Carolina, the criminal code of the
German emperor Charles V, authorized branding va-
grants throughout the German states, while Russian
ones were branded until 1863. Furthermore brands
denoted the type of punishment to which the convict
was sentenced. Criminals condemned to French gal-
leys were branded with ‘‘GAL’’ (galère), and Russian
hard laborers bore the scar ‘‘KAT’’ (katorga, exile at
hard labor). Branding persisted well into the era of
penal reform. In France considerable continuity ex-
isted between Old Regime branding rituals and those
used after the French Revolution. Likewise the num-
ber and range of English offenses that compelled
branding, first instituted by the Tudors, multiplied
from the sixteenth century through the eighteenth
century. Not until 1779 did England abandon brand-
ing. Branding as a form of punishment was abolished
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in Russia in 1845 but continued to be used as a police
measure against vagrants and fugitive convicts for
nearly another twenty years.

The third form of physical chastisement widely
practiced in Europe from the fifteenth century through
the nineteenth century was capital punishment. In the
early modern era executions, like other penal forms
targeting the body, symbolized royal power and were
intended to safeguard society by prompting subjects
to submit to the ruler’s will. Early modern executions
which took manifold forms, can be divided into those
deemed honorable and relatively less painful, generally
limited to beheading or death by sword, and those
considered dishonorable, which involved painful, at-
tenuated deaths. The latter included drowning, boil-
ing in oil, burial alive, burning at the stake, breaking
at the wheel, drawing and quartering, and hanging—
the most enduring and prevalent form of dishonora-
ble execution.

The most macabre forms of capital punishment
annihilated every trace of the condemned. Until the
late sixteenth century drowning and burial alive were
frequently deployed against women who violated sex-
ual or moral norms, and witches were burned at the
stake during crazes that peaked in the era of the Ref-
ormation and Counter-Reformation. Drawing and
quartering and breaking at the wheel were primarily
used against men. The former was often reserved for
regicides and traitors and was hardly ever employed
after the sixteenth century, though the executions of
Robert-François Damiens in 1757 and Yemelyan Iva-
novich Pugachov in 1775 defy this rule. (Admittedly
Pugachov was strangled before he was quartered.) In
contrast, breaking at the wheel persisted into the nine-
teenth century as a penalty for robbery or wife murder
because officials believed that its utterly terrifying na-
ture was particularly deterrent. In spite of the endur-
ance of these horrific penalties, the most gruesome
forms of capital punishment were in decline by the
late sixteenth century. This was largely due to the in-
creased control that European authorities exerted over
penal practices as well as the authorities’ desire to rit-
ualize punishment as a clear means of morally edifying
witnesses.

A natural segue leads to the related concepts of
dishonor and publicity. Across Europe scaffold cere-
monies and stagings of punishment spectacles were as
important as the contents of sentences. These rituals
stigmatized the criminal and the society to which he
or she belonged. Stripping and exposing the body,
even when the criminal was subjected to less painful
penalties such as the ducking stool, subjected the
offender to disgrace and shame in the presence of wit-
nesses and, in early modern Europe’s corporatist so-

cieties, destroyed the perpetrator’s civic identity, mark-
ing him or her as outcast.

The shame associated with flogging or execu-
tion was intensified by the executioner’s touch. In the
Germanies this contamination was so polluting that,
if suspects survived torture and were acquitted, they
were nonetheless exiled from their communities. Al-
though executioners were central to the penal ritual,
they were marginal figures who lived outside respect-
able communities and wore special clothes. In France
and Germany executioners’ children were excluded
from honorable crafts and could marry only the chil-
dren of other executioners. In the Baltics executioners
also performed other disreputable jobs, like collecting
night refuse and removing the dead. In Russia exe-
cutioners were generally chosen from the ranks of
convicts, and by the mid-nineteenth century execu-
tioners were so ignominious that criminals refused to
volunteer for this role even though it would spare
them the lash.

Because the executioner was considered a source
of pollution by elites and popular society alike, mem-
bers of those corporations bearing the greatest social
status gradually were exempted from punishment in-
volving the executioner’s touch. Death by sword was
reserved for nobles and ‘‘respected citizens’’ in France
and Germany, and military courts in Germany and
Russia replaced lashings with the gauntlet to preserve
the dignity of officers and soldiers. By the nineteenth
century even the gauntlet became incompatible with
soldierly honor. Prussia and Russia abolished it in
1808 and 1863, respectively.

Thus the lower classes and outsiders, such as
vagrants and Jews, felt the full force of the execu-
tioner’s whip or the hangman’s noose and were con-
sequently subjected to the most defaming penalties.
Even once the era of penal reform got underway in
the late eighteenth century, the lower classes contin-
ued to be subject to corporal punishment. While Rus-
sian nobles were spared the lash and the knout begin-
ning in 1785, peasants were flogged until 1904.
Similarly the 1794 Prussian General Law Code began
to replace lashings with imprisonment for elites but
not for lower classes, and corporal punishment was
not eliminated for most Germans until 1871. By the
turn of the nineteenth century rulers differentiated
between privileged and unprivileged members of their
societies through, among other means, subjection to
or exemption from floggings.

Like class, gender was a factor that mitigated the
dishonor of public punishment. In France women
were buried alive rather than hung prior to 1449 out
of concern for modesty. This practice, which harkened
back to ancient Rome, was also used in the Germanies
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and Russia in the early modern era. In England
women were burned at the stake out of the same con-
cern. Only female witches were drawn and quartered
because they purportedly lacked feminine shame.
When women were hung or lashed in France or Ger-
many, their necks and faces were masked to protect
their identities. Growing concern about baring the fe-
male torso contributed to the exemption of women
from public whipping in England in 1817 and in Rus-
sia in 1863. While female exiles continued to be
beaten in Russia for another thirty years, these flog-
gings transpired privately after 1863. Across Europe
crowds expressed especial affront at the sight of
women’s stripped, lashed, and hung bodies, and exe-
cutioners were reluctant to administer beatings to fe-
male criminals. Thus while shame and dishonor were
integral to the spectacle of public punishment, infamy
had its limits, particularly when it threatened sexual
mores and provoked erotic disorder.

Inculcating shame was only one object of scaf-
fold rituals. They also conveyed sovereignty and al-
lowed centralizing European states to symbolically
monopolize control over violence. The ceremonies of
public punishment frequently integrated ecclesiastical

forms that implied the divine nature of secular justice.
After the fifteenth century the Spanish monarchy em-
ployed the practices of the Inquisition, particularly the
auto da fé (act of faith), to identify and prosecute de-
viance. Likewise seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
German and Swiss rulers assimilated into the secular
penal system religiously edifying forms of public pun-
ishment originally used by ecclesiastical courts. Public
punishment often incorporated liturgical chants and
funeral rites, and priests presided at the scaffold from
England to Russia.

Authorities designed scaffold rituals to legiti-
mate the capacity of the state to retribute crime. The
appropriation of ecclesiastical practices constituted
only one element of this enterprise. Rulers also en-
couraged popular participation in punishment be-
cause they required public validation of their suprem-
acy. The presence of magistrates and soldiers with
drawn swords, fearsome processions to the scaffold
along the most populous routes, the enactment of
punishment on the busiest squares on market days,
and the ringing of bells and beating of drums were
features common to penal rituals across early modern
Europe. In many places authorities garbed convicts
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awaiting sentencing specially or mandated that they
wear placards announcing their crimes. Formal clothes
were also specified for the executioner and the officials
presiding at the sentencing. These rituals underscored
the majesty of the ruler and the consent of the gath-
ered public to his or her sovereignty.

Yet public punishment’s efficacy in expressing
the ruler’s legitimacy was dependent upon the corre-
spondence between authorities’ intentions and audi-
ences’ interpretations. Crowds were active agents in
constructing the meaning of penal forms and as such
were a necessary but potentially subversive component
of the penal ceremony. Rulers were aware of this pre-
dicament. As they centralized their power, they began
to regulate the scaffold more strictly to preclude the
audience from interpreting these rites in ways that
might sabotage their sovereignty.

While corporal and capital punishment origi-
nally transpired at the crime scene, from the seven-
teenth century through the nineteenth century, scaf-
folds occupied permanent locations. European officials
also began to curtail the customary freedoms of the
condemned. Seventeenth-century German rulers fear-
ing it would provoke riots, repealed the Carolina’s
provision permitting criminals to curse their judges
during the three-day interval between the proclama-
tion of a death sentence and its execution. French
authorities clamped down on the indulgences tradi-
tionally granted the condemned during the nuit
blanche (last night) rituals. In a further effort to man-
age the penal spectacle, officials sought to repress the
practice popular in France, Italy, Russia, the German-
ies, and England wherein a man or woman con-
demned to public punishment would be pardoned if
a virgin female or unmarried male, respectively, of-
fered to marry the convict. Yet authorities were unable
to prevent crowds from appealing for clemency on
these grounds, even after they made it illegal in the
eighteenth century.

Even earlier, in the mid-sixteenth century, Ve-
netian officials attempted to abolish the centerpiece
of the carnival festival because it challenged secular
monopolization of penal rites. During the festival
twelve pigs and a bull were chased ritually through the
streets and penned up at the execution site in the
square before the Palace of Doges. There blacksmiths
garbed as executioners beheaded the animals in a par-
ody of official justice. Although this ceremony tran-
spired during a period of symbolic inversion—the
days preceding lent—officials felt that it threatened
their sovereignty, and their lack of success in repress-
ing the practice clearly demonstrates the accuracy of
their assessment. The parody pointed out the danger-
ous multivalent effects of the spectacle of punishment.

During the eighteenth century authorities be-
came increasingly troubled by popular propensities to
treat scaffold rituals as carnivalesque occasions. In En-
gland and on the Continent critics lamented that wit-
nesses to floggings and executions behaved as if they
were at a street theater. They took this as a sign of the
masses’ lack of civilization and tendency to trivialize
death and bodily pain.

The same critics, however, simultaneously
evinced a very different sort of anxiety. They feared
that crowds might sabotage the scaffold by rioting. In
England surgeons who removed the corpses of the
executed for use in anatomy lessons were frequent tar-
gets of the crowd’s ire. English authorities shifted their
policies in 1749 and 1750, reserving bodies for friends
and family, but this did little to quell popular discon-
tent. The continued rioting that transpired along the
Tyburn procession, the traditional route through Lon-
don to the gallows, convinced officials to abolish the
procession in 1783. Yet the removal of the scaffold to
outside Newgate Prison failed to achieve the desired
effect. Even once executions became rarer, crowds re-
fused to grant uncomplicated consent to scaffold rit-
uals, particularly when they perceived that the con-
demned was an ordinary member of their own society.
Their celebration of convicts’ heroism or martyrdom
in broadsheets, ballads, and engravings continued to
unsettle authorities, who eventually responded by
abolishing public executions in England in 1868.

Similar riots transpired during the eighteenth
century at scaffolds across Europe, taking place more
regularly in France after the 1760s. In Germany
crowds revolted at the sight of botched executions, a
frequent occurrence. Although full-fledged execution
riots were rare in the German states, scaffold punish-
ments failed to convey the intended deterrent mes-
sage, prompting Prussian officials to reform the laws
governing public executions in 1805. As in England,
they abolished scaffold processions and instead trans-
ported the condemned in closed carts. They also held
back the crowd, encircling the punishment site with
cavalry. Most importantly they authorized that exe-
cutions be carried out only at dawn. Officials’ fears
about popular disturbances at the scaffold in the af-
termath of the 1848 revolutions prompted all of the
German states to move executions inside prison walls.
Authorities further east noted that the Russian masses
also absorbed mixed messages at the scaffold and at-
tempted to contain the spectacle of punishment by
eliminating the knout in 1845. When this failed to
dissolve the specter of popular disturbance, Russian
officials abolished public flogging altogether in 1863.

Social anxieties were not the only reasons that
authorities restricted or abolished scaffold rituals. En-
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lightenment thought, the softening of morals associ-
ated with the civilizing process, and the rise of reform-
ist evangelical movements combined to inculcate in
elites a disdain for public and painful punishment.
Nonetheless capital and corporal punishments were
meted out against offenders, particularly those of the
lower classes, into the twentieth century. While such
penalties clearly were less acceptable and less prevalent
throughout Europe by the mid-nineteenth century,
the movement from physical punishments to confine-
ment followed a complicated trajectory.

Many European countries repealed capital pun-
ishment in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
Finland (1826), the Netherlands (1850), Belgium
(1863), Norway (1875), Denmark (1892), and Swe-
den (1910) exemplify this trend. Yet abolition often
proved impermanent. While Russia abolished the
death penalty for all but political crimes in 1754, the
autocracy sentenced thousands to summary execu-
tions after the 1905 Russian Revolution. Austria tem-
porarily abolished capital punishment in 1786 but re-
instated it after the French Revolution. Frequent
reversals in policies regarding the death penalty char-
acterized the situation in Germany well into the twen-
tieth century. Although Maximilien de Robespierre
vehemently decried executions, the French democra-
tized and mechanized death in 1792 by introducing
the guillotine, whose blade publicly lopped off of-
fenders’ heads until 1939. The English Parliament re-
fused to revise the ‘‘Bloody Code’’ and between 1688
and 1820 increased four fold the number of offenses
subject to capital statutes. While the monarch fre-

quently exercised his merciful prerogative throughout
that period, executions persisted in private through
1950. Thus, Britain practiced physical chastisements
alongside penal forms.

BANISHMENT, PENAL BONDAGE,
CONFINEMENT, AND

DISCIPLINARY PRACTICES

In early modern Europe corporal punishment often
was used in combination with fines and banishment.
Generally monetary damages were imposed on elites,
who were the only ones who could afford them. Until
the eighteenth century primarily political dissidents of
the upper class were subject to banishment, and rarely
was an individual exiled from an entire country during
this era. Prior to the rise of centralized states, trou-
blemakers more often than not were barred from liv-
ing in particular cities or small communities. Officials
simply lacked the means of policing wider regions. As
rulers consolidated their realms in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries and the situation began to change,
those who transgressed public order were banished
from entire countries.

Penal bondage entailed several overlapping prac-
tices, such as galley and hulk labor, transportation,
and imprisonment, and was more widely employed
than banishment in early modern Europe. This
punishment, which gradually developed from the
sixteenth century through the nineteenth century, re-
flected the new values associated with the Reforma-
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tion and the Counter-Reformation, including chang-
ing views of idleness and the desire to impose morality
on wider social strata. It was additionally motivated
by the new economic realities that expanding nation-
states faced, particularly the need for regular militaries
and the desire for colonies.

France, Spain, and Italy pioneered sentencing
convicts to galleys. In the late fifteenth and early six-
teenth centuries vagrants and beggars were consigned
to this punishment alongside slaves. In 1530 the prac-
tice was extended to a wider range of minor and major
offenders in Spain, and the trend persisted through
the late sixteenth century, when galleys increased in
both number and size. In seventeenth-century France
galley labor became the primary penalty to which
male convicts were sentenced.

The proliferation of galley sentences was largely
attributable to naval expansion, and the abolition of
the practice in Spain and France in 1748 resulted
not from a change in penological methods or philos-
ophies but from improved naval technologies. Galley
sentences set the tone for hard labor patterns that
emerged across Europe later in the early modern era.
As Spanish colonialism advanced, more convicts were
sentenced to work in mines and presidios. During the
eighteenth century these work camps became full-
fledged penal institutions that facilitated Bourbon
economic development by mobilizing large work-
forces at relatively minimal costs. The French galley
system underwent a similar transformation. Once
ships no longer required oarsmen, convicts were used
on shore as hulk laborers.

Utilitarianism motivated transportation. En-
gland innovated this system, using it to colonize its
possessions in North America and later in Australasia,
endeavors that were fiscally beneficial but hotly chal-
lenged from penological and sociological standpoints.
From 1718 to 1776 England transported 50,000 con-
victs to its New World possessions and sold many of
them to private planters. The American War of In-
dependence temporarily disrupted transportation,
which resumed in 1780. At that time Australasia be-
came the repository for over 180,000 English con-
victs, mostly property offenders and petty criminals.
New South Wales, Van Diemen’s Land (Tasmania),
and Western Australia were all built on convict labor.
While this system effectively expelled criminals from
Britain, critics denounced it on contradictory grounds.
Supervision was lax, the homesteads and profitable
work in private enterprises available to convicts un-
dermined penal objectives, and difficulties in trans-
porting women prevented family economies from tak-
ing root in Australasia, contributing to the impression
that Australia lacked civilization. Critics condemned

transportation as insufficiently dreadful yet simulta-
neously held that it sabotaged British efforts to attract
voluntary settlers to the region. Whether in spite of
or because of its profitability, British transportation
was scaled back in 1838 and wholly dismantled in
1867.

Other European attempts to use transportation
for state advantage were less successful than Britain’s.
From the seventeenth century through the nineteenth
century Russia’s efforts to settle Siberia produced du-
bious economic benefits and aggravated the marginal
status of the borderland. Widespread criticism began
in the mid-1840s, yet fiscal concerns, a lack of prisons,
persistent desires to exploit Siberia, and the belief that
some convicts could not be reintegrated into society
impeded the substantive alteration of exile until the
1870s. Russians continued to banish large numbers
of people to Siberia until the early twentieth century.

France also experimented with transportation,
establishing a system just as Britain dismantled its
own. A need for cheap colonial labor was one factor
that led the French to begin transporting criminals to
Guiana in 1852 and New Caledonia 1864, respec-
tively. The French also sought to exclude ‘‘dangerous
classes’’ from society in the aftermath of the 1848 rev-
olution. Yet harsh conditions, morbidity rates that
earned the colonies the epithet ‘‘bloodless guillotine,’’
and inadequate discipline led the French to question
the efficacy of transportation by the late nineteenth
century. The system was curtailed in 1894 and abol-
ished in 1947.

Operating under the same preconceptions the
English held about women’s capacity to civilize con-
victs, Russian and French authorities unsuccessfully
attempted to import women to their penal colonies.
The endeavors of all three countries failed dismally
owing to a larger underlying tension. On the one hand
authorities sought to exclude convicts from society
and strip them of their civic identities, yet they si-
multaneously sent exiles a different message. By pro-
moting marriages and homesteading exiles, they en-
couraged convicts to resume their normal lives in the
colonies. On a material level this simply failed to
achieve the desired effect. More fundamentally the
paradox bankrupted transportation of its penological
premise. The 1880 International Penal Congress
questioned transportation’s legitimacy and set the
tone for its abandonment across Europe in subsequent
decades.

Like banishment, confinement was motivated
by the desire to exclude convicts from European so-
ciety. Confinement began in Europe around 1600,
when prisons gradually became institutions of forced
labor. Early modern jails were places of detention for
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convicts awaiting sentencing and for debtors. The first
workhouses confined the poor, elderly, and sick–not
criminals. Whereas initially jail occupants remained
idle, by the early sixteenth century workhouse inmates
were submitted to labor regimens. By incarcerating
vagrants in workhouses, Britons, Spaniards, Nether-
landers, and French sought to crack down on idlers
during the sixteenth-century economic crisis that
swept across Europe. Labor appeared to have a re-
demptive quality, and the assumption was that work
would turn beggars and the unemployed into pro-
ductive subjects.

Beginning in 1596 the Dutch considered con-
finement in the Amsterdam tuchthuis (rasp-house or
prison) a viable alternative to flogging and asserted
that labor could correct criminality. Similar institu-
tions were established across the Netherlands, and
noncriminals were soon removed from the rasp-
houses to other specialized facilities. Although other
countries emulated the Amsterdam tuchthuis, con-
finement for penal purposes remained rare outside of
Holland. London’s Bridewell (1555) was reserved for
poor relief, and only in the late seventeenth century
did English prisons become associated with the judi-
cial system. Charity and the confinement of noncri-
minals predominated in German and Baltic prisons
through the mid-eighteenth century. Families refused
to deliver undesirable members to institutions asso-
ciated with criminality. Only after 1650, when spe-
cialized workhouses were erected for offenders, did
authorities in the Germanic regions begin to incar-
cerate criminals.

Early modern workhouses served multiple pur-
poses and were with few exceptions marked by con-
fused boundaries and an undisciplined disposition.
They were less segregated from the outside world than
their modern counterparts. In the sixteenth and sev-
enteenth centuries the Royal Prison of Seville was a
meeting ground where the underworld maintained
strong ties with other city groups. Prison doors often
remained unlocked, prostitutes came and went, and
wardens and inmates intermingled. The eighteenth-
century Newgate Prison operated similarly. Confine-
ment also affected different social strata in distinct
ways. Because inmates had to pay room and board,
their access to financial resources determined whether
they starved or lived lavishly. Newgate’s guards rented
out well-appointed apartments to the wealthy, while
debtors shared squalid common rooms. The Dutch
elite were generally exempted from labor and were
confined separately from the poor.

Significantly the prison developed alongside
other penal practices, and its ascendancy over these
other forms was neither predetermined nor complete.

Corporal punishment continued to play an important
role in disciplining offenders. Moreover imprison-
ment was often interchangeable with galley labor and
transportation. If anything, the development of long-
term incarceration, regimented labor practices, and
increased tendency to close the prison to the public
that became hallmarks of the penitentiary system lent
the modern prison some of the mystique of other
forms of penal bondage.

According to some historians, the contrasts be-
tween the early modern and the modern prison have
been overdrawn. They suggest that the chaos of the
eighteenth-century prison has been exaggerated and
that the nineteenth-century prison was far from a ‘‘to-
tal institution.’’ Nonetheless the penitentiary model
that quickly influenced European developments did
mark a transitional moment in penal history. While
the early modern prison was not designed for long-
term incarceration or rehabilitation of the convict,
who generally lingered in it pending ‘‘real’’ punish-
ment, by the early nineteenth century convicts were
sentenced to lengthy confinement and subjected to
routines aimed at encouraging their transformations.
In addition, a movement developed to classify con-
victs according to crime, age, and sex. In stark contrast
to early modern punishment, which focused on the
offense, the nineteenth-century form penalized the
offender by designing correctional tactics that ac-
counted for his or her individual characteristics.
Though this shift was marked by tensions, inconsis-
tencies, and practical impediments, the alteration was
momentous.

The new functions that specialists ascribed to
punishment were both reflected in and fostered by
the spatial organization of the penitentiaries founded
across Europe during the nineteenth century. Early
nineteenth-century reformers were enthralled with the
architecture of North American prisons, particularly
Philadelphia’s. Like the blueprint of the panopticon
produced by the English utilitarian Jeremy Bentham,
radial prisons ensured constant supervision of inmates,
whose cells were located along corridors branching off
of a central inspection point. Advocates of this system
asserted that spatial arrangements would allow them
to reshape human nature. Confinement in austere,
undecorated, and windowless cells seemingly com-
pelled prisoners to contemplate their guilt and pre-
vented them from consorting with one another in
ways that might spread criminality. Inspired by such
ideas, the British opened their first national prison at
Millbank in 1816. While this prison was a costly fail-
ure, it set the tone for the much more successful Pen-
tonville prison, founded in 1842. The Pennsylvania
(or Philadelphia) system served as a model for Anglo-
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American developments and was influential elsewhere
in Europe. For example, the Prussian penal code, pro-
mulgated the same year that Pentonville opened its
doors, advocated solitary confinement and led to a
spate of penitentiary construction beginning in 1844.

Although many European penal specialists in-
vested faith in the power of separate confinement to
discipline and reform inmates, this system posed great
fiscal and architectural demands. Thus complete sol-
itary confinement of prisoners remained rare, even in
the heyday of the Pentonville model. Much more
common was the Auburn System, whose more cost-
conscious penitentiaries submitted inmates to silent
communal work by day and solitary cellular confine-
ment by night. Whereas the Philadelphia model re-
quired authorities to build new structures, the Au-
burn System permitted them to convert existing
buildings into prisons. Embracing the Irish practice
of gradual treatment, penal specialists in England,
Prussia, France, Russia, and other countries instituted
a system whereby convicts spent their first months in
solitary confinement followed by communal living
that was gradually increased for good behavior. While
theoretically regenerating criminals and preparing them
for eventual release, this approach also seemed more
humane than complete solitary confinement. From
the very start British, Prussian, and Russian penal re-
formers raised concerns that the total seclusion of in-
mates was excessively cruel and promoted insanity.
Communal work and the stage system mitigated these
problems.

Yet prison administrators faced difficulties in ef-
fecting even this modified system. Inadequate facilities
and fiscal realities fostered overcrowding and impeded
the categorization of offenders. Even in places like
England and France, where the state devoted con-
siderable resources to prison construction, convicts
found numerous ways of evading separation, devising
elaborate argots and other modes of communication,
and homosexual subcultures flourished despite in-
junctions. Guard deficiencies compounded discipli-
nary problems.

The rehabilitative objectives of the penitentiary,
however, mandated more than concern about proper
confinement. Specialists also predicated the system’s
success upon the elaboration of labor regimens, moral
and educative practices, and inspection. Work was the
central organizing principle of life in the nineteenth-
century carceral (prison). While this was nothing new,
after all, prisoners had labored in the Amsterdam tucht-
huis since the sixteenth century, work was more or-
ganized in the new penitentiaries, lending them at
least theoretical similarity to the factories contempo-
raneously developing in Europe. Yet labor practices

varied across Europe. Private entrepreneurs played a
large role in the French penal system, which increased
prisoners’ productivity but detracted from the disci-
plinary philosophy of the prison. French entrepre-
neurs were more interested in maximizing profit and
thus were unconcerned with teaching convicts skills
that might have transformed them into useful citizens.
In contrast, British penitentiaries often employed in-
mates at the treadmill ostensibly grinding corn but
more frequently engaging in the unproductive task of
grinding air. Although Russian reformers sought to
introduce compulsory labor in the 1870s and 1880s,
facilities were so overcrowded that it was impossible
to allot adequate workshop space to implement their
plans. Moreover penal administrators across Europe
found it difficult to locate appropriate labor for
convicts.

The paradoxes of the penitentiary system were
also evident in moral regimes. Though prisons sup-
posedly functioned as sites of educational and reli-
gious instruction, reformers failed to devise strategies
for accomplishing these goals, and any developments
in these directions remained uneven. Even where edu-
cation existed, reformers found that this hardly im-
peded recidivism and ultimately perceived that liter-
acy produced superior criminals.

That not all prisoners were men further com-
plicated matters. It was difficult to fit women into a
male-oriented disciplinary system. Reformers like
the British nonconformist Elizabeth Fry, who spear-
headed the foundation of women’s prison associations
in the 1810s, and penal specialists argued that women
required special moral regimens that emphasized reli-
gion, the fostering of personal bonds between inmates
and warders, and labor forms designed to inculcate
domesticity. Gender-based modifications, which were
embraced in many European countries after the sec-
ond quarter of the nineteenth century, undermined
much of the masculine penal complex. Even these
changes were difficult to implement because prag-
matic concerns impeded construction of gender-
specific prisons, hiring of properly trained female
guards, and location of suitably feminine labor. Even
when authorities attempted to tailor the prison ex-
perience to women, punishment still failed to reha-
bilitate them. Authorities across Europe complained
that female inmates posed greater disciplinary prob-
lems than male inmates and that incarceration seem-
ingly bred deviance among women to an even greater
extent than among men.

Penal reformers hoped that the inspection and
nationalization of prisons would alleviate such prob-
lems. Britain established a national inspectorate in
1832, which resulted in the closure of many local pris-
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ons over subsequent decades and culminated in the
nationalization of British prisons in 1876. Other Eu-
ropean countries, such as Russia and Prussia, followed
suit. While attempts to impose uniform disciplinary
practices made prison regimes harsher, they nonethe-
less failed to enhance the rehabilitative potential of
the penitentiary.

More than practical shortcomings frustrated the
penitentiary’s capacity to reform inmates. Rather, from
its inception this system was undermined by a theo-
retical paradox. The twin goals of the nineteenth-
century prison—rehabilitation and deterrence—
worked at cross-purposes. By mid-century critics
began to resolve this dilemma by separating criminals
whom they sought to reform from hardened recidi-
vists. The increased involvement of a whole range of
specialists in penal reform; new scientific theories of
criminality, including Cesare Lombroso’s criminal an-
thropology and Social Darwinism; and greater public
awareness of and fears about crime supported this
medicalization of deviance. Experts argued that the
prison failed to rehabilitate criminals because at least
some offenders were incorrigible. Revising their penal
philosophies, they used scientific practices to diagnose
incurable criminals. Labeling this group degenerate,
they advocated its incarceration in long-term facilities
and applied to its members psychiatric treatment and
eugenics principles then in vogue in Europe. They
thus aimed to preclude members of this group from
contaminating less serious criminals and reproducing
deviance.

Taking cues from the principles that juvenile
justice systems elaborated in the first half of the nine-
teenth century in Britain, France, and Germany, nu-
merous countries established reformatories for corri-
gible convicts. These institutions, like the French
agricultural colonies for youth, removed offenders
from polluting urban environments into familial ones
that inculcated domesticity, good health, and skills.
Like their juvenile counterparts, these adult facilities
came under considerable criticism in the years after
World War I. Reformatories opened for inebriate
women in Britain were judged excessively lenient, in-
sufficiently rehabilitative, and exceedingly costly. The
failure rate of such reformatories combined with the
economizing demanded by the Great Depression led
to their closure and replacement with more traditional
penal confinement in some instances and cheaper,
noncustodial arrangements in others.

Belgium first introduced the suspended sen-
tence and probation in 1888. France (1891), Lux-
embourg (1892), Portugal (1893), Norway (1894),
Italy (1904), Hungary (1908), Greece (1911), the
Netherlands (1915), and Finland (1918) quickly fol-

lowed suit, and much of eastern Europe emulated this
model after World War I. Supervised parole, which
remanded convicts into the custody of private patron-
age networks or police, developed simultaneously.
First used experimentally on juveniles in the 1830s,
parole was applied to adults in Portugal (1861), Sax-
ony (1862), Germany (1871), and France (1885) and
gained the approval of the 1910 International Prison
Congress.

These noncustodial arrangements facilitated in-
dividualized sentencing and mainstreaming of former
convicts, yet it is incorrect to equate them with de-
institutionalization. Rather, they amounted to the ex-
tension of the prison’s disciplinary practices into so-
ciety. By the turn of the twentieth century many states
possessed the capacity to effectively regulate and su-
pervise their populations and to inaugurate surveil-
lance techniques, such as the French and Russian pass-
ports that clearly marked an individual’s status as a
criminal. In 1999, Britain introduced an electronic
tagging system to monitor criminals granted early re-
lease from prisons.

The extension of disciplinary regimes into the
community at large did not signify that prisons ev-
erywhere were dismantled or that convictions ceased
to mount, even in countries committed to noncus-
todial penalties. As prison committals declined in
countries like France, where the prison population
halved between 1887 and 1956, they proliferated else-
where. Even before the Nazis rose to power, the prison
network in Germany expanded massively. Many so-
cialist countries witnessed similar increases in con-
victions. After the 1950s western European prison
populations swelled, and penal forms continued to
coexist. Just as it is impossible to posit a unidirectional
trajectory of development from corporal punishment
to confinement, so is it problematic to suggest that
the prison was replaced by noncustodial penal forms.

In summary, two distinct trends characterize the
penal systems articulated in twentieth-century Eu-
rope. On the one hand, some countries sought to re-
habilitate criminals and mainstream them into society.
To these ends, diverse states such as those of Scandi-
navia, the Netherlands, France, and Italy introduced
and refined non-institutional punishments such as
furloughs, fines, community-based correctional sys-
tems, conditional release, and supervised parole. On
the other hand, penal institutions simultaneously pro-
liferated throughout Europe and prisons remained the
preeminent form of punishment for criminals, and
particularly for a more concentrated recidivist popu-
lation. Even as public awareness of the brutality of
Germany’s and the Soviet Union’s extermination and
labor camps fueled a mounting social outcry against
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inhumane and cruel incarceration and led critics and
statesmen to emphasize the importance of prisoners’
rights and fair treatment within carceral facilities, the
number of prisons and inmates increased markedly in
Western and Eastern bloc countries alike. Moreover,
in the late twentieth century authorities largely have
rejected the notion that the prison might rehabilitate
the convict, instead suggesting that the carceral con-
stitutes an institution in which criminals are to be
managed, identified, and set off from upstanding
citizens.

EVALUATING PUNISHMENT:
THEORY AND HISTORIOGRAPHY

Scholars have evaluated European penal practices and
developments in varying ways. Some historians have
perceived these changes through the rubric of human-
itarianism and progress. Accepting as valid the argu-
ments of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century penal re-
formers, historians such as Leon Radzinowicz (1948),
J. R. S. Whiting (1975), and David D. Cooper (1974)
asserted that the rise of the penitentiary was enlight-
ened in its intentions and results because it supplanted
barbaric corporal and capital punishments, others,
like Bruce F. Adams (1996), who studied nineteenth-
century Russian prison reform, modified this picture
somewhat, suggesting that shortcomings in practice
resulted from the problems of interpreting advanced
Western theories in backward autocratic contexts.
These positions mistake rhetoric for reality, overlook
the continued use of corporal punishment after the
rise of the penitentiary, assume that the regimens es-
tablished in the prisons were humane, and generally
fail to examine the larger power relations and author-
ity structures in which the new prisons took shape.

The narrative has been substantially revised by
other analysts. Revisionists, who fall into several
camps, have asserted that it is essential to examine the
wider context in which punishment was deployed. By
and large they have privileged the social control as-
pects of penal change, arguing that reformers’ enlight-
ened rhetoric obscured more nefarious tendencies.

One group, which concentrated on punish-
ment’s economic effects, asserted that utilitarian aims
impelled the replacement of executions and floggings
with penal bondage and prisons. According to Marx-
ists like Georg Rusche and Otto Kirchheimer (1939)
and Dario Melossi and Massimo Pavarini (1981), the
labor demands of nascent commercial capitalism led
states to develop prisons that resembled factories. Em-
piricists demonstrated that penal labor bore little re-
semblance to factory work and instead was frequently

far from productive, was traditionally organized, and
existed in countries that evinced little capitalist de-
velopment, rendering the Marxist argument suspect.

Other Marxists, such as Douglas Hay and Peter
Linebaugh (1975), took a different approach. They
contended that the sharpening class conflict consti-
tuted the ideological basis of criminal law and explains
the continued commitment of the English Parliament
to capital punishment even in the face of reformers’
attacks on and popular riots against executions. Yet
by belying that the lower classes benefited from and
often championed the ‘‘Bloody Code,’’ this position
strips them of agency.

Still others of an orientation not necessarily
Marxist insisted that, while the penitentiary’s eco-
nomic benefits were dubious, the context of capital-
ism’s rise and state consolidation engendered and was
facilitated by new penal modes that asserted greater
discipline over criminals and noncriminals alike. Ex-
amining the power relations inherent in capitalism,
Michael Ignatieff (1978) considered that the birth
of the penitentiary constituted part of the process
whereby government reformers, social critics, employ-
ers, and nonconformist evangelicals sought to locate
new forms of social order that could manage the poor,
given increased urbanization and the breakdown of
traditional relations. In contrast to Ignatieff, Michel
Foucault expressed no interest in the multiple dis-
courses that informed penal transformations. Although
ostensibly focused on penal practices, his influential
Discipline and Punish (1979) is more concerned with
the rise of modern disciplinary society. Tracing the
late-eighteenth century movement away from execu-
tions that marked sovereign power in increasingly am-
bivalent spectacles of punishment, Foucault suggested
that the nineteenth-century penitentiary was the site
at which various discourses—penal, medical, and psy-
chiatric—converged to form a carceral continuum.
Operating in a manner similar to Bentham’s panop-
ticon, this institution at once imposed total supervi-
sion, individualized convicts by classifying them, and
ensured the construction of permanent deviance that
facilitated the reproduction of disciplinary practices
and their eventual generalization throughout society,
even as the process of punishment itself was increas-
ingly privatized.

Both Ignatieff and Foucault take their argu-
ments concerning social control too far. As Ignatieff
(1981) noted, revisionists have predicated their posi-
tions on the misconceptions that the state monopo-
lized penal regimes and was solely responsible for en-
forcing social order and that domination is the essence
of all social relations. Foucault’s portrayal of the car-
ceral continuum is also marred by his attribution of
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agency to power, which in his account is totalizing.
For Foucault disciplinary regimes are everywhere and
unstoppable; any resistance ultimately reinforces and
can never subvert discourses of domination.

Others have offered correctives to all these mod-
els. Some, like Pieter Spierenburg (1984; 1991), em-
phasized the gradual and overlapping nature of trans-
formations from the scaffold to the prison. Extending
Norbert Elias’s argument concerning the civilizing
process (1939), Spierenburg suggested that the ame-
lioration of elite and popular morals, the increased
visibility of and potential for managing marginal pop-
ulations, and social pacification facilitated by urbani-
zation and state building explain the demise of harsh
bodily punishment and the rise of confinement.

According to Spierenburg’s theory, during the
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, feudal codes
still held sway and, in the absence of well-developed
and centralized state power and policing, individuals
often took to arms and unquestionably accepted the
violence that pervaded their societies. In contrast,
from the late seventeenth century, as absolutist au-
thorities began to monopolize the technologies of
physical violence and began to pacify the societies that
they governed, attitudes toward physical chastise-
ments changed markedly. These sensibilities, which
first developed among elites and only slowly spread to
the masses, led to the privatization of corporal and
capital punishment and helped fuel an ever widening
critique of violent penal regimes.

Others emphasized that, more than humanitar-
ianism or the civilizing process, social fears engen-
dered penal change. Thomas Laqueur (1989), Arlette
Farge (1993), and Abby M. Schrader (1997) modified
Hay and Foucault’s depictions of the scaffold specta-
cle, asserting that the crowd constituted the central
actor and interpreter of executions. Authorities cur-
tailed them because the effects of public executions
became increasingly ambiguous and threatened state
power. While V. A. C. Gatrell (1994) contended that
the eighteenth-century crowd more frequently af-
firmed executions than negated them, he maintained
that politicized spectators in the Victorian era forced

the British government to abolish public hangings.
That humanitarianism was never central to these ab-
olition processes may explain the continued existence
of corporal and capital punishment.

Historians like Patricia O’Brien (1982) sug-
gested that social fears also motivated authorities to
establish prisons. Concern about the political unrest
of the dangerous classes led elites to replace executions
with more generalized disciplinary practices, first ar-
ticulated within prison walls and then generalized
throughout society once states developed sufficient
policing. Modifying Foucault’s argument in impor-
tant ways, O’Brien maintained that this process failed
to strip convicts of agency. Inmates developed their
own subcultures in dialogue with and resistance to
penal discipline. Finally, disciplinary practices were
never totalizing. Rather, disorder was as important as
order in the penitentiary. Penal forms were continually
combined, and at the same time that penal specialists
articulated new disciplinary regimes, challenges arose
to them. Likewise, Michelle Perrot (1980) and Lucia
Zedner (1991) contended that modern ‘‘total insti-
tutions’’ were exceptional and can hardly be deemed
successful.

Ultimately, as David Garland (1990) suggested,
no single cause explains the development, reform, and
abandonment of penal practices. All of these theorists
articulated elements of truth. Humanitarian argu-
ments were not merely empty rhetoric. Economic
concerns certainly explain why particular labor re-
gimes seemed attractive in certain contexts, and class
conflict always pervaded but never predetermined so-
cial relationships. Likewise authorities were motivated
to undertake reforms because of social fears but not
exclusively for this reason. Resistance from below was
neither wholly impotent nor completely powerful. Fi-
nally, disciplinary practices predominated but never
completely controlled either the inmates’ lives inside
the prison or those of the free individuals outside it.
As Foucault contended, punishment fulfilled a ‘‘com-
plex social function’’ (Discipline and Punish, p. 23) in
both early modern and modern Europe. History and
historiography certainly confirm this impression.

See also other articles in this section.
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MADNESS AND ASYLUMS

12
Peter Bartlett

INTRODUCTION

It may be best at the outset to tame some demons
which haunt the popular understanding of madness
and asylums of the past. This popular view is of a
history infused with horrors. The eighteenth century
was a period where the insane were chained in cellars,
left in the dark to rot. The nineteenth century moved
the insane into stone fortresses, institutions growing
over the course of the century to contain upward of
a thousand lost souls, concealed for life behind gothic
walls, out of sight and out of mind. These nineteenth-
century lunatics, hollering in their isolated cells, were
tamed and drugged into submission in the first half
of the twentieth century. In this semi-conscious and
dazed state they were left to rock back and forth, tied
to their chairs for their own protection, until released
at the end of the twentieth century to wander aim-
lessly in the public streets when the combined miser-
liness of governments and naı̈ve optimism of civil-
rights extremists resulted in the closure of medical
facilities without development of adequate commu-
nity alternatives. Over this tale lies the specter of the
medical man: the quack in the eighteenth century; the
distant, callous, and ineffectual administrator of the
nineteenth; the chemical controller of the early twen-
tieth, invested with unchecked legal powers; and later
the wronged hero, able to provide solutions if only
given the legal authority and financial resources to do
so. And throughout lies the question of the condition
of the patients themselves: were they really mad, or
merely difficult; is mental illness really about medi-
cine, or about social control?

Like many popular myths, this one is not with-
out its bases in fact, but it by no means tells the whole
story. Certainly, the close and damp quarters in which
eighteenth-century lunatics were chained did exist,
but as Roy Porter has shown, the eighteenth century
could also be characterized by new and optimistic
medical treatment. The nineteenth century certainly
saw the exponential growth of institutional care of the
insane, but it was not usually confinement for life:

roughly two-thirds of those admitted to English
county asylums, for example, were released within two
years. While contained in the asylum, the life of the
patient might be regulated by a tight schedule, but
relatively few patients were actually physically re-
strained for extended periods in padded cells or re-
strictive clothing. Nor was the schedule punitive. It
might, for example, allow for a game of bowls on the
lawn in the evening—quite a different image from
the oppressive one offered in the popular myth. Cer-
tainly, the early twentieth century contained its share
of drug treatments, but it also saw the rise of psy-
chology and talking cures. And throughout the last
four hundred years, institutional care has never re-
placed care by families and in the community more
broadly. The perceived problems consequent on the
release of persons with psychiatric difficulties at the
end of the twentieth century are simply not new. Nor
is the removal of people from psychiatric facilities into
the community necessarily to be understood as a fail-
ure: while the perceived failures are visible, suc-
cesses—and they are many—do not attract notice.

The perception at the end of the twentieth cen-
tury is that the definition, care, and treatment of men-
tal illness and those it affects are within the province
of medicine. That is very much a late modern per-
spective. The colonization of madness by medicine
has been a process spanning much of the last four
hundred years, involving boundary disputes with law,
politics, religion, and popular understanding. Even
now, there are areas where the rout is not complete.
In law, medical testimony will be relevant in deter-
mining insanity, but it is not necessarily conclusive;
and among the public, studies continue to show that
when confronted with a troubled person, the care of
a friend or minister may be advised as often as a visit
to a psychiatrist. The history of madness and the care
of the insane is thus not necessarily simply a branch
of the history of medicine.

The social and political influences on the de-
velopment of understanding and care of the insane
are complex. Psychiatry has been used for overtly po-
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litical purposes, as in the confinement of dissidents in
pre-revolutionary France and the twentieth-century
Soviet Union, but such overtly political cases have
never formed a statistically large portion of psychiatric
patients. Persons with psychiatric or developmental
disabilities have been subject to extremist political
programs, as for example in the policies of eugenics
most extremely articulated in the practices of Nazi
Germany. The temptation is to marginalize these pol-
icies as a function of the specific German régime, but
the prevalence of eugenic thought in much of Europe
and North America for much of the first half of the
twentieth century suggests that a much more nuanced
approach to the relations between medical science,
political thought, and social history is necessary.

Certainly, there can be little doubt that psychi-
atry has been used as a method of social control. One
social response to deviant behavior has often been to
understand the individual as mad; but to label this
‘‘social control’’ places a particular critical edge to the
analysis. Frequently, the people concerned posed real
social problems. It is all very well to refer to the con-
finement of a violent and delusional person, for ex-
ample, as social control; that does not mean it is nec-
essarily a bad thing. At the same time, the articulation
of madness itself can be understood as influenced by
social, political, and philosophical factors. The doc-
tors who developed diagnostic criteria lived in specific
cultural climates, and were influenced by contempo-
rary events and theories. Thus when we read in the

first part of the twentieth century of women’s insanity
being caused by ‘‘overambition,’’ it seems difficult to
divorce this from cultural attitudes toward women in
the period.

There is of course a scientific story to be told,
but other approaches are also important in the social
history of madness and the care of the insane. Ho-
mosexuality provides a useful illustration here. Its his-
tory can be written from the perspective of the history
of scientific medicine: there have been genetic, bio-
chemical and psychological theories about its causes
and incidence. That does not entirely explain the rise
and fall of homosexuality as a mental disorder, how-
ever. Scientific inquiry into homosexuality did not
cease when it ceased to be classified as a mental dis-
order, in the late twentieth century. The scientific
investigation of homosexuality continues, suggesting
the history of those inquiries has a life separate from
the classification of diseases. It further seems that the
science does not explain the chronology of medicali-
zation as effectively as external factors. The placement
of homosexuality in the medical model occurred in
the late nineteenth century, when moral values of sex-
uality were being re-enforced. It is therefore not sur-
prising that homosexual behavior was articulated in a
framework of deviance. Similarly, its removal from
medical taxonomy occurred during and after the sex-
ual revolution of the 1960s and 1970s.

In the history of madness and the care of the
insane, as in so much of social history, the history of
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12
MOMENTS IN MADNESS: ASYLUMS IN TIME

1377: Prior of the Order of St. Mary of Bethlehem (later
called ‘‘Bethlem’’) caring for insane.

1409: Valencia (Spain): Father Jofré opens an institution
for the insane. By tradition, this is the first insti-
tution specifically designed for lunatics in conti-
nental Europe.

1656: Foundation of hôpital-général of Paris. French
provincial counterparts follow in 1676. Not cu-
rative facilities, but place of early institutional
care of the insane among others.

1690: John Locke publishes An Essay concerning Human
Understanding. Places the ancient distinction be-
tween idiocy and lunacy on a philosophical
ground. Idiocy is stated to be the inability to rea-
son, and lunacy correct reasoning based on in-
correct and deluded sensation.

1723: Tsar Peter the Great decrees that institutions for
lunatics should be built. Decree not acted upon,
apart from one 25-bed unit founded in 1776.

1751: Opening of St. Luke’s Hospital (London), a char-
itable hospital for the care of the insane.

1764: Foundation of French dépots de mendicité (work-
houses). Another place of institutional care for the
insane among others.

1796: Founding of the York Retreat, and the beginning
of moral treatment in England.

1798: Establishment of the psychiatric service at Charité
Hospital, Berlin, when the penitentiary where the
insane had previously been held burned down.

1801: Publication of Philippe Pinel’s Traité médico-
philosophique sur l’aliénation mental, ou la
manie, where moral treatment first discussed.

1805: Opening of the renovated asylum at Beyreuth, the
first modern German institution for the insane.

1808: First English/Welsh County Asylums Act passed.
Allows construction of asylums at public expense,
for the accommodation of the insane poor.

1809: First major Russian mental hospital founded. De-
velopment of asylums in Russia slow. By 1910,
only 438 psychiatrists in all tsarist domains.

1810 (approx): Monomania first identified by Esquirol.
1820s (early): General paralysis of the insane, a mani-

festation of neurosyphilis, identified by Antoine-
Laurent Bayle

1828: English/Welsh Madhouses Act requires private
madhouses to be licensed by justices of the peace.
Creates inspectorate for London madhouses.

1834: English/Welsh Poor Law Amendment Act passed.
Creates professional bureaucracy that allows
for efficient development of county asylum sys-
tem.

1838: Law of 30 June 1838 establishes national system
of asylums in France.

1839: John Conolly becomes medical superintendent of
the Hanwell Asylum (London). Beginning of the
nonrestraint movement.

1844: Commencement of publication of the first German
psychiatric journal, Allgemeine Zeitshrift für Psy-
chiatrie

1845: New English/Welsh County Asylums Act makes
the provision of county asylums mandatory, cre-
ating the legal structure of a national framework.
Inspectorate, the Lunacy Commission, given a
national mandate.

1850s: Identification of ‘‘circular insanity’’ (mania and
depression) by Jean-Pierre Falret and Jules Bail-
larger. Renamed ‘‘manic depressive illness’’ by
Emil Kraepelin in 1899.

1852: Foundation of the Société Médico-Psychologique,
the association of French doctors specializing in
mental medicine

1857: Rise of use of bromides as sedatives.
1877: Beginning of statutory scheme of boarding out,

an early form of community care, in Scotland.
1860: Benedict-Augustin Morel publishes his taxonomy

of mental disorders in Traité des maladies men-
tales. Insanity had long been thought to have
hereditary characteristics, but Morel adds the the-
ory of degeneration, that insanity gets worse in
subsequent generations. In the twentieth century,
when this argument intersects with genetic
thought, the insane are perceived as a new sort
of social danger.

1870s: Jean-Martin Charcot redefines and rejuvenates
concept of hysteria

(continued on next page)
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12
MOMENTS IN MADNESS: ASYLUMS IN TIME (continued)

1875: Robert Lawson of the West Riding Asylum (York-
shire, England) begins using morphine as seda-
tive and hypnotic for psychiatric patients.

1878: Benjamin Ball hired as first professor of mental
medicine in France, at the University of Paris.

1885: General Medical Council (United Kingdom) in-
troduces specialist course in psychological medi-
cine. No one takes the examination in the first
year.

1886: Viennese psychiatrist Richard von Krafft-Ebing
publishes Psychopathia Sexualis. A variety of sex-
ual behaviors enter the realm of psychiatric pa-
thology.

1887: Establishment of the Dromokaition on Corfu, by
private subscription, to replace the 1838 facility
inherited from British occupation of the island.
This is the only specialized Greek psychiatric fa-
cility until the foundation of a clinic at the Uni-
versity of Athens in 1904.

1889: Rimsky-Korsakov Institute founded; 1894, Kash-
enko completed, following public funding appeal.
These are the first two significant psychiatric in-
stitutions in Moscow. The Bechterev, the prime
psychiatric hospital in St. Petersburg, was not
completed until 1908.

1893: Emil Kraepelin publishes taxonomy of mental dis-
orders. To the traditional categories, he adds de-
mentia praecox, later renamed schizophrenia, a
category further developed in the eighth (1907)
edition of his textbook.

1913: English/Welsh Mental Deficiency Act 1913 pro-
vides a framework for the institutionalization and
community supervision of people considered
‘‘mental defectives.’’ Parallel legislation intro-
duced in Scotland the same year.

1920: Rise of prolonged sleep therapy, popularized by
Jakob Klaesi (Zurich).

1921: Dispensaire system established in Union of Soviet
Socialist Republics. Serves as administrative basis
for the provision of good community care through
the 1980s. By 1950s, handling only psychiatric
cases. By 1957, 2,300 dispensaires contained in
general health centers, and an additional 119 in
free-standing centers.

1930: English/Welsh Mental Treatment Act 1930 allows
voluntary admission to madhouses and asylums.
Previously, all persons had been legally detained.
Parallel legislation introduced in Scotland.

1933: First use of insulin coma therapy, Vienna.
1933: Rise of Nazis in Germany. During the Nazi regime,

more than 100,000 persons with mental health
difficulties or developmental disabilities were
killed in an organized program of ‘‘euthanasia,’’
in gas chambers located in psychiatric facilities.

1934: Ladislas von Meduna first induces convulsive
shocks for treatment of psychiatric patients (Bu-
dapest).

1935: First lobotomy performed at the Santa Marta
Hospital, Lisbon, by neurologist Egas Moniz.

1938: Ugo Cerletti (Rome) first uses electricity to induce
convulsive shocks.

1943: Penicillin used in the treatment of neurosyphilis.
General paralysis of the insane disappears quickly
from asylums.

1949: Australian John Cade uses lithium on psychiatric
patients. Introduced into Europe by Morgens
Schou, a Danish psychiatrist, in 1952. Becomes
treatment for mania.

1952: Chlorpromazine in use on psychiatric patients as
treatment for schizophrenia.

1954: Inpatient psychiatric population peaks in England,
at 148,000 (33.45 per 10,000 population). By
1981, inpatient rate drops to 15.5 per 10,000
population. By 1997–1998, inpatient beds total
less than 46,000.

1955: Tricyclics used on psychiatric patients by Roland
Kuhn (Switzerland). Becomes treatment for de-
pression.

1959: English/Welsh Mental Health Act 1959. Major re-
writing of legislation. Voluntary admissions be-
come preferred, with confinement only to be a
last resort.

1993: Homosexuality removed from International Clas-
sification of Disorders, the international standard
of mental disorders coordinated by the World
Health Organisation. It had been removed in the
American DSM classification almost twenty years
earlier.
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the ideas cannot be conflated with the history of their
application. Stated objectives and descriptions may
well be open to challenge by modern empirical re-
search. This has been most controversial when un-
fortunate and often unforeseen consequences are
perceived to challenge the benevolent intentions of
historical figures, but the past can equally be seen in
a more sympathetic light than perceived by its con-
temporary commentators. Thus cure for nineteenth-
century medical men was something near at hand, but
still in the future. The perception that their asylums
were full of chronic and incurable cases was their per-
ception, not a twentieth-century gloss. As noted above,
late-twentieth-century scholarship instead shows mod-
est success at cure, if that is understood as release from
the asylum and return to the community. Twentieth-
century scholarship thus shows the nineteenth-
century asylum to be more successful than it took
itself to be.

The difficulty in confusing the history of ideas
with the history of their application is illustrated by
the confinement of women. The received history por-
trays the asylum as a place where women were subject
to particular control at the hands of patriarchal ide-
ology. Certainly, the history of psychiatry reflects
broader social notions of women and their sexuality,
which was portrayed as unbridled passion requiring
restraint. Thus the French hydrotherapist Alfred Béni-
Barde at the turn of the twentieth century claimed
that ‘‘the hybrid neuropathy that has seized [hysterics]
does not require calming. These female patients must
be tamed. That is why cold water succeeds’’ (quoted
in Shorter, p. 125). The social control implications
are obvious, but such statements nonetheless do not
translate simply into psychiatric practice. Thus for
much of the nineteenth century, the large English
county asylums admitted women only marginally out
of their proportion to the population as a whole. The
significant imbalance in an English context arises only
in the twentieth century, when at least in theory the
ideological marginalization of women was past its
peak. This does not of course mean that the ideo-
logical history is irrelevant. It does mean that it reflects
only one part of the puzzle of how the care of the
insane actually worked in practice.

Several points may be drawn from this. First, it
is simplistic to portray the history of madness, psy-
chiatry, and the care of the insane as ‘‘good ideas gone
wrong,’’ and it is misleading to perceive the cast of
characters in those histories as composed of heroes
and villains. Such an approach diverts attention from
the more interesting and detailed analysis of how that
history developed. Second, while some scholars have
approached the histories with particular emphases (on

social control, or on the history of medical science,
for example), and while such specific foci may en-
lighten some points, the histories of madness, psychi-
atry, and care are multifaceted. A unitary focus risks
missing the richness of the tapestry. Third, as political
and social factors influenced the development of the
histories, they are to be understood not merely ac-
cording to factors which span international bound-
aries, but also as a result of their local circumstances.
It would be uncontroversial to suggest that the his-
tories developed differently in the twentieth-century
Soviet Union than in western Europe, but this can be
understood as an extreme example of a general point:
Europe is not one culture, and one must therefore
think of European histories of madness.

All of this raises its share of difficulties. The his-
tory of madness and the care of the insane is not one
history: it is a profusion of histories. Since the 1980s
there has been an explosion in the academic study of
these histories, but the scope for research is yet more
vast. In many of the specific histories, research has
only just started, and much remains to be done. Here,
even more than in other fields, social history is a work
in progress.
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CARING FOR THE MENTALLY ILL

Until the creation of universal state-funded health ser-
vices after World War II, and to a considerable degree
beyond, care received by the mentally ill has been a
function of the individual’s financial means. In general
up to the early nineteenth century, and often beyond,
specialized care of the insane, whether provided by
doctor, cleric, or lay person, would be provided only
if the patient or his or her family could afford to pay,
and the standard of care would depend on what the
payer could afford. For the truly well off, such care
might involve the complete avoidance of formal in-
stitutionalization and the provision instead of one or
more paid carers. As insanity and developmental dis-
abilities have long been viewed as a matter of shame,
such carers might be formally appointed to other po-
sitions in the household, or presented as companion
of the individual. In families with leisure, the care
might further be left in the hands of relations, some-
times brought in for the purpose. While a doctor’s
services might form a part of the overall package, day-
to-day carers would not be likely to be particularly
medically trained.

Alternatively, the well-off might remove the in-
sane person to a private establishment. Such private
madhouses have a long history, but became consid-
erably more common through the eighteenth century.
They remained a chosen place of care for those with
money throughout the nineteenth century, and can
be seen to survive in private mental hospitals catering
to an exclusive clientele. The private madhouse sector
catered to all classes who could afford to pay for care.
At the high end of the scale, such as the Ticehurst
Asylum in England, patrons might be admitted with
their personal servants, and the day was filled with
recreation befitting the social standing of the inhabi-
tants. These institutions would not necessarily be con-
trolled by doctors. Instead, particularly prior to the
mid-nineteenth century, they might be run by either
clerics or laity. From the eighteenth century until
roughly World War I, spas provided a variation on
such private care, particularly for nervous disorders.
While it is difficult to see that care for mental disorder
has ever been fashionable, it is certainly true that care
in an eighteenth- or nineteenth-century spa imported
an air of exclusivity and privilege.

For those without such means, care was not
nearly so plush. For families with some means, less
expensive private madhouses might be an option for
at least the short term. These were not the elegant
establishments of the upper class. Sometimes, they
might involve simply a family prepared to care for a
small number of individuals to boost their own in-

come, but increasingly, these madhouses became busi-
nesses in their own right. While not deliberately pu-
nitive, the economics of business made them much
more Spartan than the establishments of the rich, with
fewer attendants and more patients per room. By the
mid-nineteenth century, these institutions sometimes
contained hundreds of inmates and charged compet-
itive rates, in an institutional environment usually
overseen by a doctor.

Nonetheless, the realities in a world before dis-
ability insurance was that for the bulk of working peo-
ple, the requirement to pay for care in such a mad-
house might tax the family resources to the breaking
point, particularly when the insane individual was the
primary breadwinner. Such families frequently found
themselves, like the respectable poor, trying to care for
them at home. As long as the insane person was suf-
ficiently placid and at least one responsible person was
able to remain in the home to supervise, this might
be an option. When this was not the case, poor relief,
the old social safety net, might intervene to provide a
small supplement to the family income, or to fund a
carer for the individual in the home if possible. Par-
ticularly if the individual were violent the poor relief
authorities might be prepared to pay for some form
of incarceration. In the nineteenth century, this might
be in any of a variety of places: a private madhouse,
a jail or similar institution, a poorhouse or workhouse
in countries where those existed, or in one of a small
number of specialized places for the care of lunatics,
generally run by religious establishments.

In the first half of the nineteenth century, the
institutional ground shifted, and in much of Europe,
specialized asylum care became available for the poor.
These new institutions developed in parallel to exist-
ing private madhouse provision, although their scale
eventually dwarfed such private provision. In England
at the beginning of the nineteenth century, for ex-
ample, only a few thousand insane poor were con-
fined. By the end of the century, numbers had grown
to close to 100,000. In German-speaking Europe
there were 202 public asylums by 1891, and in France
108. In Germany itself, the number of insane persons
confined rocketed from one in 5,300 in 1852 to one
in 500 in 1911.

It is this explosion of care that has consumed
much of the social historians’ interests. It did occur
in much of Europe, including the United Kingdom,
the Netherlands, Switzerland, France, Italy, Sweden,
and parts of Germany. It was by no means universal,
however. Moscow did not acquire a significant lunatic
asylum until the last decade of the nineteenth century,
for example, and as late as 1900, two asylums sufficed
for all of Portugal. While one of the first specialized
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facilities for the insane had opened in Spain in the
fifteenth century, large-scale asylum-building did not
occur there until the twentieth, and in Greece, the
first three state-owned institutions were not founded
until between 1912 and 1916.

For those nations where the move to institu-
tional solutions did occur, the reasons for this explo-
sion of care are a matter of hot scholarly debate. An-
drew Scull places the rise of the asylum in the context
of changing economic circumstances in the move to-
ward capitalism. The move from cottage industries to
factory work meant that fewer family members worked
at home, and fewer could therefore combine work
with the care of an insane family member. Further,
the downward pressure on wages in the industrial
economy made it more difficult to feed an unproduc-
tive member of the family. This argument has much
to recommend it. Certainly, the case studies of patient
records in nineteenth-century asylums would suggest
that admissions occurred when a family could no
longer cope with the insane person at home, or if the
insane person had first been moved to a poor-law fa-
cility, when he or she became too unruly or violent to
remain in that environment. The bulk of those ad-
mitted were either violent or suicidal. Individual ad-
missions were the result of practical problems.

As Scull also points out, the period was one
where institutional solutions were in fashion more
broadly. Specific eighteenth-century progenitors of
the asylum can be identified. In England, charitable
medical institutions for the insane underwent a mod-
est spurt of growth from 1751, when St. Luke’s Hos-
pital was founded. Eighteenth-century facilities are
however notable for their diversity. France certainly
had medical establishments for lunatics, the Salpêtri-
ère and the Bı̂cetre in Paris being the most famous,
and these like the eighteenth-century English chari-
table facilities can be seen as ancestors of the high Vic-
torian asylum: institutions created on a hospital model,
with a doctor in charge. At the same time, French
eighteenth-century institutional care of lunatics also oc-
curred outside medical settings, in hôpitaux-général,
dépôts de mendicité, and religious institutions. Not-
withstanding the name, the hôpitaux-général were not
curative institutions, and not under medical control.
They were instead institutions founded in the third
quarter of the seventeenth century for the confine-
ment and control of French riffraff generally, but in-
cluding the disorderly insane. In 1764, the dépôts
were created as workhouses for the poor, but they, too,
quickly expanded to include the care of the insane
poor. As in much of Roman Catholic Europe, the
church also provided care. By 1789, the Chaitains,
the Brothers of Saint-Jean-de-Dieu, were operating

seven institutions for the insane in France, and other
religious orders also offered institutional care. These
mixed models of care are reflected elsewhere in Eu-
rope. In Berlin, the insane were only moved to a hos-
pital when their previous accommodation, the local
penetentiary, burned down in 1798, and in Greece,
the bulk of the insane seem to have been lodged in
nonspecialized facilities for the poor well into the
twentieth century. Even in England, where the asylum
movement was strong, a quarter of the poor insane
were lodged in poor-law workhouses throughout the
nineteenth century.

The move to institutional solutions for social
problems also occurs outside the realm of insanity.
The growth of the asylum corresponds to the growth
of the prison and the workhouse. The asylum may
therefore be understood as reflecting a more general
trend in the minds of policymakers. This is in turn
consistent with the economic analysis. With the
wealth flowing from industrialization, expensive in-
stitutions became an option in a way that was not
previously possible in most of Europe. The broad pol-
icy move to institutional solutions may have affected
the minds of the families involved as well. It may pos-
sibly have become more acceptable to send a family
member to an institution as the period progressed.

The changing role of medical professionals also
undoubtedly had its effect in the development of the
asylum. The eighteenth century rejuvenated medical
thinking, and by the beginning of the nineteenth cen-
tury, doctors and others were, with a new enthusiasm,
claiming that insanity could be cured. The new spe-
cialist band of alienists, as doctors specializing in men-
tal disorders were then called, argued that the removal
of the patient from family surroundings was essential
for cure, and indeed that the asylum itself, as a place
of order that would reorient the mad person back to
their right self, had a curative effect. While such an
approach was not the exclusive preserve of medical
professionals, the image of the curative asylum en-
joyed the support of the benevolent, but also the par-
simonious, for while the asylum might be expensive
in the short term, it promised the longer term removal
of insane persons from poor rolls and their return to
productive labour.

The movement toward institutional solutions
must also be understood in the context of specific
national histories: the rise of the asylum becomes pos-
sible when local infrastructures are sufficiently devel-
oped to make it a real possibility. Indeed, the admin-
istrative context of the asylum takes quite different
forms depending on the nation involved. In the Ger-
man states, for example, institutional provision ap-
pears to have been linked to universities. With roughly
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twenty universities, each vying for academic kudos,
this was a viable possibility. In England, with Oxford
and Cambridge the only universities prior to the
opening of University College London in 1828, the
university system would have been unable to support
a network of asylums. Instead, the English poor law
was reorganized in 1834 to include a professional
cadre of administrators. While the foundation of the
English county asylum system predates the so-called
New Poor Law, it is only after 1834 that the asylum
system, where admissions were administered by the
poor-law authorities, begins to take hold and grow. In
France, after a brief hiatus during the upheavals fol-
lowing the Revolution, the involvement of the church
returned, and remained for much of the nineteenth
century. Not merely did the Catholic Church own
and operate its own asylums, it also provided the
nursing staff for many of the state-owned facilities
throughout the nineteenth century, marking the in-
stitutions with some degree of religious flavor and oc-
casionally in ideological conflict with the medical of-
ficers. In Belgium, this system continued to the end
of the twentieth century, with more than 80 percent
of psychiatric institutions still administered by reli-
gious bodies.

The asylum regime. For much of the nineteenth
century, the routine of daily life in the asylum was one
of the prime curative features. Employment would be
provided, appropriate to the social class and abilities
of the individual. For the poor, this would usually
involve needlework or laundry work for women and
groundskeeping or farm work for men. Libraries were
provided, stocked with morally uplifting literature.
The food was not excessive, but a good diet was pro-
vided as essential to recovery. Asylums were built to
ensure a healthy atmosphere for those confined in
them, including proper ventilation for the summer
and central heating for the winter. On many of these
practical and measurable matters, the asylum offered
a standard of living well superior to that of the poor
insane person in the community. Unsurprisingly, at
least some of those confined wanted to be there. At
the same time, it was institutional living, controlled
by staff and removed from the individual’s family and
community. Equally unsurprisingly, some inmates
clearly did not wish to return to the asylum on their
departure.

For much of the nineteenth century, the asylum’s
chief claim to cure rested in its regime. The bleedings,
cuppings, and blisterings of the eighteenth century,
treatments designed to restore to balance the bodily
humors upon which early modern medicine was based,
fell from fashion, although cold baths, emetics, diar-

rhetics, wine, and porter were slower to disappear from
the landscape of treatment for mental disorder.

It was not until the last quarter of the century
that new chemical treatments began to be used in
asylums. The first set of these were sedatives: mor-
phine, chloral hydrate, and bromides. Paris asylums
alone were using over a thousand kilograms of potas-
sium bromide per year by 1891 (Shorter, p. 200). For
general paralysis of the insane (GPI), a psychiatric
manifestation of neurosyphilis, fever treatments began
around 1890, but were eventually superseded by treat-
ments involving malarial injection about the end of
World War I. These methods remained until the dis-
covery of penicillin in 1943. The first half of the twen-
tieth century saw its own additions to medical treat-
ments in the form of coma therapy and shock
therapies. As the name suggests, the object of coma
therapy was artificially to place the patient in a coma,
for periods occasionally up to two hours. Insulin was
used to induce the coma, first in Austria by Manfred
Sakel in 1933, who argued that coma therapy was a
cure for schizophrenia. The procedure became par-
ticularly popular in Switzerland and the United King-
dom, although its efficacy was doubtful and its mor-
tality rate significant. The object of shock therapies
was to induce a convulsive seizure, which, largely by
trial and error, was discovered to have therapeutic ef-
fects. The seizures were originally drug-induced, first
in 1934 by the Budapest psychiatrist Ladislas von Me-
duna. In 1938, however, the Italian psychiatrist Ugo
Cerletti discovered that the application of electricity
to the brain produced a similar effect. Electro-
convulsive therapy, or electroshock therapy was born,
and within a few years became a very common treat-
ment, particularly for depression. As with coma ther-
apy, repeated treatments might be necessary to pro-
duce the desired effect.

The end of World War II marked a return to
drug therapies. Chlorpromazine was first used as a
treatment for schizophrenia in Val-de-Grâce military
hospital in Paris in 1952, and within a year, it was
in use throughout the French psychiatric system.
Lithium was discovered as a treatment for mania by
John Cade in Australia in 1949, and was first intro-
duced into Europe three years later by Morgens
Schou, a Danish psychiatrist. Tricyclic medications,
so called because of their chemical structure, were
first used on depressed patients by Roland Kuhn in
Switzerland from 1955. All of these drugs became
psychiatric staples, and for the first time, psychiatric
drugs became big business. In 2000, psychiatric
medications accounted for roughly one-quarter of
the prescriptions in the United Kingdom National
Health Service.
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From asylums to community care. The postwar
period saw a move from asylum-based care to
community-based alternatives. English asylum ac-
commodation peaked in 1954, with 148,000 beds. By
1997, there was less than one-third this number. The
scholarly debate regarding this movement is as frac-
tious as the debate regarding the growth of the asylum
movement. Scull argues for an analysis based on eco-
nomics and the sociology of the medical profession:
after the war, money had become tighter and govern-
ments no longer wished to provide expensive insti-
tutional care; the psychiatric profession, its place of
authority now secured, did not require the asylum as
a visible symbol of its importance. Certainly, in the
final decades of the twentieth century, when govern-
ment policy throughout Europe tended to move to
the right, the continuing trend to reduce the scale of
inpatient psychiatric care can be seen as part of a larger
political agenda, but that is more difficult to apply to
the period after World War II, when governments

seemed more willing than ever to become involved in
national systems of socialized medicine.

In part, the move can no doubt be understood
as a result of new practicalities. While the nineteenth-
century moral treatment required the curative regime
of the asylum, and coma and shock therapies could
be administered only in the closely supervised medical
environment available in a psychiatric facility, the new
drug therapies could be administered in outpatient
clinics. Nonetheless, outpatient clinics did not begin
with the introduction of these drugs. Jean-Martin
Charcot had such a clinic in Paris as early as 1879,
and they were common in German asylums by 1920.
Care with families in the Belgian town of Gheel had
originated in the eighteenth century, and continued
through the nineteenth. From 1857, the Scots boarded
out up to a quarter of their poor insane through a
scheme given a formal legislative basis, and in 1860,
more than half the Welsh poor insane were cared for
outside institutions. These initiatives did not neces-
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sarily diminish in the twentieth century. The English
Mental Deficiency Acts were providing statutory
community supervision for 43,850 people by 1939.

The new initiatives toward community alter-
natives can be seen as growing from older models.
While care within the family is still often a very im-
portant element of these community alternatives, it is
no longer a necessary component. Developing both
from models of boarding out and from more sensitive
social services and social housing policies responding
to people who would never have been institutional-
ized in asylums in the past, governments now sponsor
disability pensions for those who can live on their own
or with their families, group homes for those who
cannot, and day-care centers for both these groups.
There are, of course, ironies to these ‘‘new’’ policies.
The disability pensions have much in common with
the older poor law relief provided under eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century schemes. The group homes
are frequently owned in the private sector, with care
purchased from them by governments much as care
might be purchased from private madhouses in the
nineteenth century.

While modern drugs have created new possibil-
ities for community care, the development of these
programs from models predating the advent of the
drugs suggest that the doctors as well as governments

were in favor of blurring the lines between inpatient
care and the community. Legal changes in English law
are consistent with this view. Up until 1930, all per-
sons admitted to county asylums and private mad-
houses were legally detained. The Mental Treatment
Act 1930 introduced informal admission for the first
time. In the Mental Health Act 1959, a preference
toward such admissions became formal government
policy. Moves were further made to integrate psychi-
atric populations with general hospital patients. By
1977, one-third of English psychiatric admissions
were to psychiatric wards in these general hospitals,
rather than to asylums for the insane alone. Italy went
one step further, abolishing specialized psychiatric fa-
cilities in 1978 and treating all psychiatric patients
either in the community or in general hospitals. Such
moves can be seen as removing the high legal walls
that, as much as their physical counterparts, had sepa-
rated the psychiatric facility from the community.

In this context, the move to community care
can be seen as a piece of a larger policy agenda. The
complexity of these movements leads to conflicting
results. Certainly, since the 1960s there has been a
movement toward greater patient rights. Psychiatric
patients sometimes enjoy much greater control over
their treatments than before, although these rights of-
ten lag considerably behind North American systems.
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There is also new regulation of clinical trials. The de-
velopment of the drugs identified above occurred
without approval of ethical committees, with remark-
ably little prior knowledge as to whether the treatment
to be given was safe, and with no attention paid to
the views of the patients who served as guinea pigs.
In psychiatry as in the rest of medicine, considerable
movement has occurred toward ensuring that experi-
ments are safe and ethical. At the same time, the
movement toward community care has brought with
it calls for increased surveillance of people with mental
health problems outside hospital, buttressed with en-
forced treatment regimes. If the values of the broader
community have begun to enter the asylum, so con-
trolling values of the asylum have also begun to enter
the broader community.

MADNESS, CONTROL, AND MEDICINE

From the above history of the care of the insane, it
will be clear that the medical colonization of madness
cannot be seen as a foregone conclusion. Even today,
the care of the insane can be seen as flowing from an
uneasy tension involving doctors, the government,
and the public, in which the insane themselves risk
being lost in the shuffle: it is simplistic to say that
medicine has somehow ‘‘triumphed.’’ The history of
those administering madness must, like the history of
the care of the insane, be understood as infused with
a variety of themes.

From politics to medicine. By the early nineteenth
century, medical involvement was generally necessary
prior to the admission of an individual to a lunatic
asylum. This does not necessarily imply an acknowl-
edged expertise in matters of insanity, however. France
provides an example of how this involvement might
be almost accidental. Prior to the Revolution of 1789,
the insane had been confined under lettres de cachet,
the Royal Prerogative of confinement without hearing
or appeal, that had attained symbolic importance to
the revolutionaries as an abuse of royal power. In one
such abuse, some political dissidents, whose confine-
ment would be particularly sensitive, were classified
by the monarchy as insane, not merely criminal. The
lettres de cachet could not be continued by the rev-
olutionary government in their previous form, yet lu-
natics posed considerable practical problems if left
without control. The solution was to take the con-
finement of lunatics out of the overtly political realm:
doctors would decide whether a person was actually
insane and requiring confinement. Thus this author-
ity of doctors over confinement does not necessarily
originate in an overwhelming case for expertise or

ability to cure, but rather in a matter of political
expediency.

The movement of the medical profession to cre-
ate a specialization in mental medicine was a some-
what haphazard affair, marked by contingency. Spe-
cialized training was usually limited. In France,
courses in mental medicine were occasionally run as
adjuncts to the main medical program, but it was not
until 1878 that a professor of mental medicine was
first hired at the University of Paris. Formal training
was similarly sparse in the British Isles. Alexander
Morison had instituted a course of lectures in 1823,
John Conolly in 1842, and Thomas Laycock in the
1860s, but these courses were badly subscribed. Mor-
ison estimated that his course, over twenty years, at-
tracted a total of little more than a hundred students.
It was not until 1885 that a certificate course in psy-
chological medicine was introduced by the General
Medical Council, and no one applied for the first ex-
amination. Professional apprenticeship training did
exist formally in the main psychiatric hospitals in
France and informally as assistant medical superinten-
dent positions began to appear in England in the sec-
ond half of the century, but these produced relatively
few experts to staff the growing number of facilities.
While Jean-Étienne Esquirol by 1820 claimed the care
of the insane to be a speciality within medicine, it was
a speciality practiced by those trained as generalists.

And what of the disorders which were the sub-
ject of this apparent specialization? Here again, one
can see a variety of themes in operation. Certainly,
there are issues of control and professional interest.
The doctors lived in their specific societies, however,
and therefore the history of the disorders involves the
history of philosophy and political contingency. There
are also issues of the history of medical science, but
here too the dividing line between science and phi-
losophy and society is fluid.

The project of organizing insanity into categor-
ical structures, and of identifying new forms of mad-
ness can be seen as an example of these intermingling
themes. From antiquity, mental illness was under-
stood as of two main sorts, melancholia and mania.
The eighteenth century saw a revived interest in theo-
rizing insanity, and, gradually, new categories of in-
sanity were introduced and new theories of causation
were articulated. The reasons are manifold. Certainly,
there has throughout the period been an advantage to
an individual’s career in publishing texts detailing the
nature and indications of insanity. Publication has al-
ways been a way to individual fame for the author.
The publication of texts and taxonomies was also an
exercise in professional development, however, for the
placement of madness into an overtly medical frame
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emphasizes that it is the province of medicine. In this,
the development of uniform systems of classification
has a particular importance. Professionalism implies
both expertise and objectivity. The development of
a common language, uniformly applied by experts
guided by ethical and professional principles, is an
important part of this process. Disagreements be-
tween alienists were actively discouraged by the na-
scent nineteenth-century professional organizations,
and remain controversial to this day.

Indeed, the history of classification in the late
twentieth century reflects some of these concerns.
Since 1949, International Classification of Diseases
has included a section on mental disorders. The clas-
sificatory system contained therein and developed in
ten-year amendments since that time can be seen as
an attempt to introduce order and uniformity into
diagnoses and categorization among psychiatrists in-
ternationally. The inclusion of mental disorders for the
first time in 1949 in part reflects the foundation of the
World Health Organization, which coordinates the
compilation of the work. While the 1949 edition was
considerably expanded overall, the inclusion of mental
disorders can be seen as indicative of the increasing
acceptance of psychiatric practice by general medi-
cine—a process that had been a project of the alienists
for a hundred years. This was arguably particularly
important at this time. The abuses of psychiatry under
the Nazi regime in Germany had come to light, and
a reassertion of the professional nature of psychiatry
can be understood as important in this period.
Throughout the ongoing development of the ICD,
consistency in application has been of particular im-
portance. In the 1993 revision, consistency has been
particularly important not merely among those using
the ICD system, but also with those primarily in the
United States and Canada, where the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual system is used instead of ICD.
Prior to that time, there were marked divergences in
diagnosis based on similar facts, with North Ameri-
cans far more likely to diagnose schizophrenia than
their European counterparts. Certainly, the desire for
consistent categorizations and applications can be seen
as scientifically important, but it is also difficult to
deny that the prior divergences in practice caused con-
siderable embarrassment to the medical professions
concerned. The amendments are also thus in the pro-
fessions’ interests.

The creation of new categories of disorder can
be seen as flowing in part from developments in medi-
cal science, and in part from social and professional
interests. Some important disorders have existed in
medical understanding and been developed for hun-
dreds of years. Depression developed from melancho-

lia, a category that has existed since antiquity. The
origins of psychotic disorders can be seen in the ma-
nias of history. Other disorders have come and gone,
however. Monomania was identified by Esquirol in
about 1810. It was understood as a single pathological
obsession in an otherwise sane mind. By the late
1820s, it was a common disorder. Jan Goldstein notes
that it accounted for 45 percent of admissions to the
Charenton asylum in Paris between 1826 and 1833,
and 23 percent of admissions to Montpellier asylum
from 1826 to 1829. By 1870, it had all but vanished.
Certainly, a scientific basis was articulated for the dis-
order, but Goldstein argues that it was also important
in the turf war between doctors and lawyers as exper-
tise in criminal insanity matters. Monomania allowed
doctors to portray themselves as experts in court, by
diagnosing a disorder not readily identifiable to laity.
The political purpose was not restricted to self-
interested professionalism. A finding of monomania
allowed markedly increased flexibility in sentencing,
in the context of an otherwise very strict Napoleonic
Code. Monomania can thus be seen as lying at the
intersection of doctors’ political reformist views and
professional advantage. When these background fac-
tors changed, the diagnosis become much less impor-
tant, whatever its medico-scientific merits.

Other new diagnoses can be understood as
broadening the market for psychiatric services. For
much of the nineteenth century in France there was
a glut of doctors. Goldstein argues that the rise in
hysteria in the second half of the nineteenth century
was in part the result of a need for mental specialists
to find new markets for their services. Shorter makes
a similar claim about the increasing number of neu-
rotic disorders in the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury. There are social control implications to these
developments, as ever more people become involved
in the psychiatric universe. At the same time the his-
tory of psychiatric administration over the twentieth
century has increasingly focused on non-enforced
treatment. If we see a rise in social control, it is in-
creasingly social self-control.

The nineteenth century saw insanity as flowing
from some combination of physical, moral, and en-
vironmental causes. A physical predisposition in the
form of weak nerves, heredity, epilepsy, or a brain le-
sion, for example, was thought usual if not necessary
for the onset of mental illness, but that would not
usually suffice. While this might be the ‘‘predisposing’’
cause, an ‘‘exciting’’ cause was also necessary. The pos-
sibilities here were legion, including overindulgence
in alcohol, an excess of religious devotion, bereave-
ment, childbirth, use of drugs, ill-treatment by a
spouse, the fear of poverty or unemployment, and
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overwork. Certainly, there are social control implica-
tions to these categories, and the insane might be
perceived in heavily moralistic terms. John Hadley,
admitted to the Leicestershire and Rutland County
Asylum in 1852, was said to possess ‘‘a large amount
of animal cunning, low trickery, and all the paltry and
petty devices of an abandoned character.’’ Not all in-
sanity was due to such moral failing, however. John
Kettle, admitted to the same asylum three years earlier
had been ‘‘remarkable for his steady, industrious and
sober habits.’’ His insanity was instead caused by the
demise of his business. The doctors might even place
the blame on broader social and environmental causes.
Thus Elizabeth Spawton’s insanity in 1851 was at-
tributed to the ‘‘crowded and vitiated atmosphere’’ to
which she was subjected in her many years employ-
ment as a factory hand. Economic factors such as
those to which John Kettle was subjected and public
health in factories were as much issues of social con-
cern as the dissoluteness of the poor that formed the
basis of John Hadley’s characterization. In each case,
the description of the inmate cannot be separated
from broader social themes. The latter two cases do
emphasize that while nineteenth-century alienism was
about social control, it was also about creating broader
understandings of how it was that social control be-
came necessary.

Moral treatment. The ambiguities surrounding
social control, and the mixture of themes in the de-

velopment of insanity, can also be seen in the creation
and development of moral treatment. It was a philo-
sophical advance that reconceptualized insanity to cre-
ate the intellectual space for the development of this
approach. In 1690, John Locke, himself a physician,
recast the ancient distinction between idiocy and lu-
nacy in a philosophic framework. While idiocy in-
volved the inability to reason, lunatics could reason,
but did so from incorrect and deluded sensations. The
placement of insanity in the realm of sensation and
unbridled passions was continued by Étienne Bonnet
Condillac. The new emphasis on the ability of the
insane person to reason provided the intellectual back-
ground for moral treatment at the beginning of the
nineteenth century, treatment that was based on the
patient’s ability to correct his or her ways.

The foundation of moral treatment in France
was based on political contingency. Philippe Pinel was
a provincial doctor from Montpellier, who went to
seek his fortune in Paris in 1778. There he was effec-
tively shut out of the medical establishment until the
revolution. The system of medical accreditation then
in effect meant that his Montpellier qualification had
no validity in Paris, and it was only with the revolu-
tion that Pinel was able to come to prominence. At
that time, he was politically well placed to do so: he
had become a partisan of the revolution and in 1790
obtained municipal office in Paris, where several of his
friends were in positions of considerable influence. In
1793 he was appointed to the medical directorship of
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the Bicêtre, and two years later he was transferred to
the Salpêtrière. While there, he developed his system
of moral treatment, which he published first in 1801.
This system marked a move from the physical treat-
ments of the eighteenth century to a system where
the alienist interacted instead with the personality of
the patient. Hope and encouragement were offered,
and deluded ideas directly challenged, by an alienist
whose authority was re-enforced through physical
and moral means of control. These were not tech-
niques derived from medical theory, but instead from
Pinel’s observation of his own lay orderlies at the
Bicêtre, although Pinel did place the techniques in a
scientific context.

Independently but contemporaneously, a simi-
lar approach was being taken by William Tuke at the
York Retreat, founded in 1796. The Retreat, however,
was founded in direct reaction to medical control and
its abuses at the charitable York Asylum. Based on a
Quaker ethos of dignity, piety, and charity, the Retreat
treated its patients as members of a family under the
guidance of the superintendent. As with Pinel’s ver-
sion, an attempt was made to connect with the patient
at his or her level of understanding, and to build on
that. Suitable employment was provided, both to oc-
cupy the insane in a reasonably pleasant way, and to
prepare them for a return to the community.

Moral treatment was influential across Europe,
but particularly in England, where coopted and
somewhat modified to emphasize the absence of
physical restraints and pervasive surveillance by asy-
lum personnel, it became the basis of the curative asy-
lum of the mid-nineteenth century. Again, there is an
issue as to how much this is to be understood as a

medical development. The traditional version of his-
tory is that the nonrestraint system in England was
popularized by John Conolly, the medical superinten-
dent at the Hanwell Asylum from 1839. While cer-
tainly the medical specialists adopted it as their own
in the middle years of the nineteenth century, Akihito
Suzuki has suggested that Conolly himself was not
instrumental in the introduction of the approach,
which was instead developed by the justices of the
peace who formed the administrative board of the
asylum.

Much has been made of the shift in emphasis
implied by this approach, from control of the body
to control of the mind, of the self. Michel Foucault
characterizes this as a new technology of power, that
where the old treatments had controlled the body of
the insane person, the new treatments were a battle
to control the individual’s mind or self. There is a
strong case to be made for this view, in that the object
of moral therapy was self-control, in the hope that the
individual might reintegrate as a productive member
of society. In the twenty-first century, this remains the
object of mental health policy. Those who choose not
to take their medication, those who choose madness,
and as a result who choose not to fit in are character-
ized as immoral. Certainly, there is a significant social
control element, but the ethics of this element is dif-
ficult to gauge. Integration is, after all, the object of
many of those who have been involved in the psy-
chiatric system. Does this mean that social control is
the mutual aim of the carers and the insane person,
in which case is it control at all? Or does it instead
mean that the social control has worked, and that the
controlling view has been truly internalized?

See also Health and Disease (volume 2); and other articles in this section.
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CHARITY AND POOR RELIEF:
THE EARLY MODERN PERIOD

12
Brian Pullan

In the teachings of the Christian churches, charity was
a religious emotion, a divine fire that destroyed the
love of self to make room for the love of God and
neighbors. Closely related to charity or caritas was
mercy or misericordia. According to the vision of the
Last Judgment in chapter 25 of the Gospel of St. Mat-
thew, salvation depended absolutely on willingness to
be merciful to the poor, as if each one were Christ
himself. A good Christian would strive at once to im-
itate Christ and to find him in deprived and afflicted
people and in wanderers, pilgrims, galley slaves, and
the inmates of jails.

‘‘I must be a suitor unto you in our good Master
Christ’s cause,’’ wrote the bishop of London to the
king’s secretary in 1552. ‘‘I beseech you be good to
him. The matter is, Sir, alas, he hath lain too long
abroad (as you do know) without lodging, in the
streets of London, both hungry, naked, and cold. Now,
thanks be to Almighty God, the citizens are willing to
refresh him, and to give him both meat, drink, cloth-
ing and firing.’’

Whereas charity could flourish between equals,
mercy denoted transactions between the strong and
the weak, the rich and the poor, even the living and
the dead. ‘‘Charity and mercy are distinct virtues,’’
pronounced the Jesuit Jerome Drexel (1581–1638),
for many years a preacher at the court of the elector
of Bavaria. ‘‘Friendship and charity are given or re-
ceived by equals, but mercy excels in that it looks to
and supports a lesser person. Charity embraces human
beings for their goodness, mercy for their wretched-
ness, for merciful people are like God to those whom
they assist.’’

In practice mercy and charity were seldom so
clearly distinguished from each other, and associations
devoted to mercy and to charity were equally con-
cerned with the relief of the poor. Six works of mercy
were commended in the Gospel, but the tradition of
the Catholic Church had added a seventh, the burial
of the dead. To balance those works of ‘‘corporal’’
mercy, which were performed toward the body, Cath-
olic catechisms listed an equal number of others done

for the benefit of the soul. The seven works of ‘‘spir-
itual’’ mercy included offering prayers and masses for
souls suffering in purgatory; teaching Christian doc-
trine to children and ignorant adults; rescuing public
sinners, including common prostitutes, whose way of
life exposed them to damnation; and converting un-
believers, among them Jews and Muslims.

Through its links with corporal and spiritual
mercy, charity became associated with poor relief,
education, and campaigns for moral improvement.
But legal definitions of charity, as in Tudor England,
also included public-spirited attempts to better the
lives of communities by providing or maintaining
amenities. Indeed the preamble to an English statute
of 1597, which remained in force until 1888 and
established an official list of proper charitable uses,
referred not only to various forms of poor relief but
also to ‘‘repair of bridges, ports, havens, causeways,
churches, sea banks and highways.’’

Poor relief, however, was not inspired solely by
the religious motives of charity and mercy, and some
relief was financed by rates and taxes rather than by
voluntary contributions. Worldly, practical, and hu-
mane reasons lay behind attempts to relieve poverty.
Conspicuous among them was the fear of public dis-
order. Riots erupted if the poor were made desperate
by shortages of bread or if the government of a state
or city failed in its fundamental duty of guaranteeing
supplies of food and frustrating the maneuvers of spec-
ulators who attempted to amass quantities of grain and
profit from soaring prices. Another prominent reason
was the fear of disease, especially the notorious plague
that might invade a community if vagrants were al-
lowed to wander freely from infected to healthy areas.
Third was the desire to protect the economy against
heavy losses of population through epidemic or famine,
since few governments doubted that a large population
containing a high proportion of skilled workers made
for a strong and prosperous state. Last was the need to
tide the labor force over spells of slack trade or seasonal
unemployment. Most of the poor laws passed from the
sixteenth century onward contained provisions for set-
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ting the able-bodied poor to work. These measures
were influenced by religious disapproval of idleness
(which was regarded as sinful as well as antisocial), and
perhaps even more by the desire of merchant capitalists
to secure cheap, disciplined labor to perform simple
tasks, such as spinning wool, winding silk, beating
hemp, or rasping dyewood, as in the London Bridewell
established in the 1550s or the Amsterdam workhouse
opened in the 1590s.

Some people devoted their leisure to charitable
activities not, perhaps, from purely religious motives
but because they saw them as a path to prestige and
the control of patronage. Since acts of charity were
highly esteemed, positions on the boards of manage-
ment of hospitals or other concerns conferred status
and bore witness to a person’s probity. Sometimes, as
in early modern Venice and eighteenth-century Turin,
these positions compensated certain social groups (in
Venice the citizens, in Turin the court aristocracy and
the merchants) for their exclusion from power in the
state. Other times, as in sixteenth-century Bologna,
control over charities consolidated the power and au-
thority of the senatorial families who dominated the
city.

In other instances, as in Amsterdam, the task of
running an orphanage, hospital, or house of correc-
tion served as an apprenticeship for members of the
political elite before they entered the senate. A statue
or bust in the hall of a hospital or a commemorative
tablet in a church reciting a benefactor’s good deeds
conferred a kind of immortality in almost any coun-
try. The practice of benevolence was described in the
English Gentleman’s Magazine in August 1732 as ‘‘the
most lasting, valuable and exquisite Pleasure.’’

METHODS OF POOR RELIEF

Poor relief schemes generally included harsh measures
intended to correct the rebellious poor who refused

to work, seemingly in contradiction to conventional
notions of Christian charity, though they could be
represented as a form of tough love. In the early eigh-
teenth century Lodovico Antonio Muratori (1672–
1750), a scholar, parish priest, and archivist to the
duke of Modena, argued in a controversial treatise that
punitive measures should be regarded as acts of charity
toward the body politic if not toward the individual.
‘‘If we show little indulgence towards defective mem-
bers,’’ he wrote, ‘‘this becomes charity towards the
whole body.’’ To deny alms to a wastrel could be an
act of charity, since such a refusal might spur him or
her into leading a better life.

Between the sixteenth and the eighteenth cen-
turies societies waged a war on begging and vagrancy
rather than a war on poverty. In its broadest sense
poverty was the condition of being compelled to labor
in order to live and having no savings or independent
income in reserve if prevented from working. It was
accepted as part of the natural or providential order,
in which the rich and the poor were complementary,
each supporting the other. The benevolent almsgiver
needed the prayers of the poor in return for his or her
acts of charity. Sometimes poverty was seen as a vital
spur to industry on the assumption that, unless driven
by the fear of starvation, most people would not
choose to work. Charity was a conservative force de-
signed to palliate poverty but not to uproot it by a
radical redistribution of wealth. It was intended to
preserve the existing social order, and people often
showed a special tenderness to distressed gentlefolk
and respectable people who had fallen on hard times
and were ashamed to beg.

Most early modern societies, however, tried to
promote one kind of change by transforming the idle
poor into the industrious poor and by equipping sol-
itary and unprotected young people to take their
proper places in society and the family. This involved
apprenticing orphaned boys and abandoned children
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to useful trades and placing girls in domestic service
and eventually providing them with dowries that would
enable them to marry respectable husbands.

At least from the twelfth century ecclesiastical
lawyers authorized almsgivers to discriminate between
the worthy and the undeserving poor both on eco-
nomic and on moral grounds and to favor those who
were in greater need and those who were better be-
haved. By the sixteenth century organized private
charities and public relief schemes were clearly en-
deavoring to concentrate their resources on the gen-
uinely needy. This group included not only the wid-
ows and orphans whom every ruler traditionally vowed
to protect, not only the aged and feebleminded, but
also working families burdened with large numbers of
dependent children or plunged into destitution by the
prolonged sickness or disablement of the principal
wage earner. Instead of waiting for the poor to present
themselves at the charity’s headquarters, officers vis-
ited homes and systematically compiled censuses.
About 1603 the officers of San Girolamo della Carità,
a religious society devoted to poor relief that expected
to cover one-third of the districts in Rome, were in-
structed by their society to take account of ‘‘female
children of any age and males up to the twelfth year’’
and to exclude from relief all families with fewer than
three children and parents in good health.

Concern for the respectable, hardworking poor,
for victims of circumstance who patiently accepted
their misfortunes, and for the young and the aged was
balanced by harshness toward drunkards, gamblers,
idlers, and the tricksters who bulked large in the lit-
erature of almost every European country. By the late
seventeenth century parts of France and Italy exhib-
ited an ambition to carry out what Michel Foucault
has called a ‘‘great internment’’ of beggars, lunatics,
and social undesirables in general hospitals. Here they
would be separated from the public and subjected to
a quasi-monastic regime based on regular work, sex-
ual abstinence, and compulsory piety. But few if any
societies actually possessed the resources to carry
out such a far-reaching measure, and beggars’ hos-
pitals were often restricted to women, children, and
invalids.

ADMINISTRATION OF POOR RELIEF

Charity and poor relief were administered partly by
the Christian churches, partly by voluntary organi-
zations, partly by the foundations of individual phi-
lanthropists, partly by the town, village, or parish, and
partly by the state. Public authorities tended to inter-
vene drastically only in emergencies, but many cities

in continental Europe established public health offices
and food commissions charged with taking preventive
measures against plague and famine. Both church and
state claimed the right to supervise charities and in-
spect their accounts. The Catholic bishops insisted
on performing this task after the Council of Trent
empowered them to do so in the 1560s. Calvinist
churches appointed deacons with a special responsi-
bility for collecting and dispensing alms to the poor.
In Catholic societies much of the work was in the
hands of the lay officers of religious fraternities,
hospitals, or other foundations who were subject to
clerical advice and surveillance but enjoyed a certain
degree of autonomy.

It is arguable whether or not the theological
differences of Catholics and Protestants gave rise to
distinctive approaches to the problem of poverty.
Catholics insisted on the crucial role of good works,
which included acts of mercy and a great many other
pious deeds, in accumulating the religious merit vital
to salvation. They often contended that the highest
aim of all acts of mercy and charity ought to be the
salvation of souls, those of the receivers as well as the
givers of charity. Protestants held that good works
were but the fruits and signs of salvation through the
merits of Christ alone and through belief in his sac-
rificial death. They saw poor relief as a means to
creating an orderly and God-fearing society, a truly
Christian commonwealth.

Catholics and Protestants also defined the ob-
jects of charity rather differently. Catholics gave to
members of religious communities who had renounced
all worldly goods and made themselves poor, to pil-
grims traveling to sacred places, and to souls suffering
in purgatory, on whose behalf they celebrated masses.
Sometimes several hundred masses were offered for
the sake of a single soul, and special funds were set up
to finance them. For Protestants only the involuntary
living poor, who had neither chosen poverty nor de-
scended into poverty out of dissolute behavior, could
be proper objects of charity. Apparently Protestants
were better able to concentrate on the needs of society
rather than the needs of souls insofar as the two could
be separated, for sins such as fornication and incest
could be countered by improving degrading social
conditions.

However, it seems certain that from the 1520s
onward both Catholic and Protestant cities in western
Europe attempted to adopt poor relief schemes on
broadly similar lines, seeking to centralize or coordi-
nate the dispensation of charity, to suppress or control
begging, and to provide work for everyone capable of
doing it. Such schemes may have originated in Lu-
theran Saxony, but they proved broadly acceptable to
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many Catholic communities in Flanders, France, It-
aly, and Spain. In Flanders and Spain representatives
of the begging friars, the traditional champions of the
poor who saw their own interests threatened by the
bans on begging, vigorously opposed the poor laws,
arguing that they would deprive the poor of a fun-
damental human right to ask for alms as they chose
and to travel freely from the more barren to the more
prosperous parts of a country. But the University of
Paris approved the principles behind the poor law
scheme of Catholic Ypres in 1531, and the misgivings
of the mendicant orders were not shared by all the
Catholic clergy or by Catholic magistrates.

Similarities should not be exaggerated, for Cath-
olics continued to favor organizations of which re-
formed communities disapproved. To take an obvious
example, brotherhoods and sisterhoods devoted to
pursuing their own salvation by good works contin-
ued to flourish and multiply in Catholic societies un-
til the mid-eighteenth century. Elsewhere they were
swiftly abolished at the Reformation, and their ab-
sence cleared the way for the parishes, their traditional
though not invariable rivals.

In 1523 an ordinance written by the reformer
Martin Luther for the small town of Leisnig in Saxony
conceded that, if voluntary charity and endowments
proved unequal to the task of sustaining the local
poor, the authorities would be entitled to levy a com-
pulsory contribution from the more prosperous mem-

bers of the community. However, most communities
in continental Europe clung to the belief that giving
to the poor ought to follow from personal choice
rather than legal coercion. Only in England did the
parish authorities regularly levy poor rates, which par-
liamentary statutes had empowered them to impose
since 1572. Although only about one-third of English
parishes were accustomed to using their statutory
powers in 1660, the practice had by 1700 become
almost universal. On the other hand, in many com-
munities outside England the moral pressures to give
were intense enough to constitute a ‘‘charitable im-
perative,’’ with only slight differences between a vol-
untary subscription and an obligatory payment or
between a religious undertaking and a civic duty.

By virtue of parliamentary legislation and its lo-
cal enforcement, England developed something close
to a national system of poor relief, although the prac-
tice of levying rates did not eliminate the need for
private action. In continental Europe most towns and
cities made their own arrangements, which depended
on large institutions located in cities that often served
the surrounding districts as well. Such foundations
were supported by bequests, gifts, and the proceeds of
collections taken on the streets or through poor boxes
in churches. Occasionally the state or town govern-
ment or a benevolent ruler supported a particular
charity by allocating to it the proceeds of certain in-
direct taxes or judicial fines.
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To generalize is difficult, but it is reasonable to
suggest that in any particular city the institutional
arrangements consisted of a combination of some
though not necessarily all of the following elements:
religious brotherhoods and sisterhoods or voluntary
societies whose concerns included poor relief, visit-
ing and nursing the sick, or moral improvement, or
all of these things; hospitals or hospices, which could
be both poorhouses and places for medical care;
workhouses and houses of correction; institutions for
the care of rphans, lost or abandoned children, and
girls thought to be in moral danger; houses for re-
formed prostitutes or otherwise dishonored women;
public pawn banks designed to lend money freely or
at nominal rates of interest against pledges to cus-
tomers who could prove need; free schools intended
chiefly to teach the elements of Christian doctrine;
medical care provided by publicly salaried physicians,
surgeons, and apothecaries and by nurses, who were
often themselves poor people; and public granaries
and food stores.

Some attempts were made to simplify these
complicated structures. In many cities of northern It-
aly, France, and Spain magistrates and ecclesiastical
authorities endeavored, from the mid-fifteenth cen-
tury onward, to consolidate small hospitals into larger
and better-supervised organizations. In the 1520s the
newly Protestant towns of Germany led the way by a
few years in establishing ‘‘common chests’’ or central

almonries to control all relief paid to people who re-
mained in their homes. Similar institutions soon fol-
lowed in the Low Countries and in France.

Not all forms of organized charity were directed
primarily toward city dwellers. For instance, the Monti
Frumentari or grain banks of Italy lent seed corn or
food for consumption to farmers and hoped to recover
their loans at harvesttime. The charity workshops of
eighteenth-century France benefited smallholders and
agricultural laborers during the months when seasonal
unemployment was most severe. Despite their name,
they were to pay wages rather than dispense alms,
chiefly for road building and textile work. Rural Fin-
land, perhaps in response to the famines of the 1690s,
developed a system whereby peasant households were
divided into groups known as rote. Each group was
charged with looking after one of the parish poor, who
might either lodge with one particular household or
move at intervals between one household and another
in the group.

Beyond all institutional charity lay innumerable
personal transactions and informal neighborly acts.
They have left no documentary traces but must have
been crucial to the subsistence of the poor. Survival
may have depended as much on the neighborly char-
ity of the poor toward each other as on the merciful
condescension of the rich and the sometimes grudging
agreement of prosperous folks to pay the poor rate
levied on social superiors.

See also other articles in this section.
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In the late twentieth century, massive national welfare
states consumed up to 40 percent of the gross national
product (GNP) in several western European nations.
Charities performed vital services, but they were shad-
ows of their former selves. Their total spending paled
in comparison to state social welfare spending. The
accident of charity has been replaced by the guarantee
of social insurance. Cradle-to-grave welfare states, pro-
viding insurance against illness, disability, unemploy-
ment, and above all old age poverty, shelter Europeans
from life’s major risks.

The welfare state is young. In Europe prior to
the 1920s charity and poor relief predominated over
social insurance. These were by definition concerned
with providing the minimum necessary for survival.
Charities often were as concerned with providing moral
and religious guidance as they were with providing fi-
nancial assistance. The welfare state is concerned with
ensuring a basic level of material comfort and in Eu-
rope generally does not mix morals with money.

State-provided social welfare matched private
charity in strength in the 1920s in France and Britain.
In Germany this occurred a little earlier, and in other
European nations, such as Italy, it was a little later.
But everywhere charity was the bedrock of poor relief
throughout the nineteenth century. London had over
seven hundred charities in the 1880s, and Paris had
several hundred. Spending by charities overshadowed
spending by public authorities. In Lyon, France, pri-
vate charities spent over 18 million francs in 1906,
whereas public social welfare cost only 1.34 million
francs. Giving and receiving private charity was a cru-
cial part of the urban experience in nineteeth-century
Europe, figuring at the center of civic life, where the
state did not. In Russia the almost complete absence
of public assistance in the early nineteenth century
meant that mutual aid within estates and private char-
ity were indispensable. Charity flourished even in
places notorious for their poorly developed civil so-
ciety and their tiny middle class, such as Russia.

As late as 1900 most European states extracted
only 3 percent of the GNP through taxes. By the end

of the twentieth century that figure averaged 45 to 50
percent. The states did not have enough public money
to redistribute before the 1930s to 1950s. Private
charity and local poor relief helped keep the European
social order intact but little else. It set its sights low
and promised even less. Ultimately, as Western Eu-
rope moved toward an open, prosperous, and egali-
tarian society in the 1950s, private charity diminished.
Although it still flourished in Britain and to a lesser
extent in some continental countries, charity was dis-
placed entirely by the welfare state in many nations.
In Germany and Scandinavia the state so dominated
the social service scene that it squeezed charity to the
margins of civil society.

Until the 1960s charity was by definition an
asymmetrical exchange between unequal partners. Pre-
suming that social inequality, while possibly regretta-
ble, was nevertheless inevitable, it has dealt with the
symptoms rather than the roots of poverty. Through-
out history charity has been what Enlightenment crit-
ics like Paul-Henri-Dietrich d’Holbach called an ‘‘ac-
cidental virtue.’’ Charity might be well established in
one city but weak or nonexistent in another. Critics
on the left, especially in France and Germany, charged
that charity was necessarily antidemocratic. Charity
and the poor law tended to stigmatize recipients, so
many British politicians, among them Aneurin Bevan,
worked to create the universal welfare programs of the
1940s. Considerations of dignity thus combined with
the inadequacy of private charity to spur the estab-
lishment of state-sponsored welfare.

THE PREDOMINANCE OF
PRIVATE CHARITY IN

NINETEENTH-CENTURY EUROPE

Although they date from much earlier in European
history, charity and poor relief in the nineteenth cen-
tury exhibited some special features. First, churches,
the traditional providers of charity, came under recur-
rent attack by secular reformers. Where the churches
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weakened, as in France, serious questions arose re-
garding the institutional base of charity. Even there,
however, churches remained fundamental to the char-
itable effort. Second, industrialization and urbaniza-
tion made poverty more visible. Population increases
also had an effect, for example, enlarging the number
of abandoned children. Third, middle-class beliefs
challenged the validity of charity. Strict economic lib-
erals urged that charity harmed the recipient, making
him or her dependent rather than self-sufficient.
Many cities tried to ban begging because it contra-
dicted a proper work ethic. Similar beliefs lay behind
efforts in England to tighten poor law provisions and
to force recipients into unpleasant workhouses. Be-
nevolent institutions attempted to distinguish the
worthy poor, who simply could not work because of
illness or old age, from the lazy, who should be prod-
ded into the active labor force. Charity continued nev-
ertheless, but on less secure cultural foundations.

Regional differences were important. Orthodox
Christianity had always heavily emphasized charity,
and in countries like Russia that emphasis continued
unchanged. Some have argued that the emphasis on
charity there delayed political measures to aid the
poor. The debate over religion as the basis for charity
in France was not replicated in England, where con-
cerns about charity’s demoralizing effects were more
prominent.

Outside of England and parts of Germany, where
the poor law was tax-financed and a major annual

expense, publicly funded social assistance, even at the
local level, was relatively undeveloped. In the vast ma-
jority of French, Spanish, and Italian towns and vil-
lages, private charities and the church provided the
lion’s share of poor relief throughout the nineteenth
century. In many towns publicly funded assistance
simply was not available. In many French depart-
ments, the ninety county-sized administrative units
that make up the country, lay charities did not exist in
1900. But charity was heavily concentrated in the
wealthier regions of France and Europe, and was almost
nonexistent in some of the poor, remote areas. Between
1800 and 1845, six of ninety French departments,
Seine, Rhône, Nord, Seine-et-Oise, Haute-Garonne,
and Bouches-du-Rhône, received one-quarter of all
charitable bequests. In western and central France the
church was still heavily involved in charitable activity,
to the point of monopolizing it. Typical was the city
of Angers, which in 1890 had sixty charities, all pri-
vate and Catholic. The Seine department was home
to no less than 3,227 charitable institutions in 1897.
At the end of the century Lyon had at least 245 private
charities, and when multiple branches are included
the figure is over 1,000.

In France and other parts of Europe the Cath-
olic Church expanded its charitable activities in the
nineteenth century. From the 1830s, for example, the
Société de St.-Vincent-de-Paul (Society of Saint Vin-
cent de Paul) spread its roots across Europe and North
America. By 1860 it had over 1,500 chapters and
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100,000 members in France alone. Religious orders,
particularly the female ones, multiplied at an incred-
ible rate in the 1820s and 1830s. In Lyon, the first to
be officially reconstituted in 1825 were the Ursulines,
the Carmelites, and the Soeurs de Saint-Joseph et
Saint-Charles (Sisters of St. Joseph and St. Charles).
The Jesuit Congrégation des Messieurs (Brotherhood
of Gentlemen) was one of the most active male orders
on the charitable scene. With the support of the
church, these orders devoted their energies to teaching
the catechism to the working classes and to charitable
works. Dozens of providences for orphans and young
children, such as the Providence de Saint-Bruno and
the Providence de Saint-Pierre, were established be-
tween 1815 and 1825. In the early stages of industri-
alization, the church’s charities were crucial to coping
with social problems.

Until the 1890s the church generally took a fa-
talistic view toward poverty, reminding workers that
the poor would always be here. Church and bourgeois
politicians alike viewed religion as the last rampart
between civilization and proletarian barbarians, yet
the church was generally opposed to official state so-
cial reform. It devoted its energies to supporting vol-
untary charity, whether directly, through the parish
system, or indirectly, through lay but religiously in-
spired institutions, such as the Association catholique
de la jeunesse française, (Catholic association of French
youths) which had sixty thousand members by 1905.

Despite its shortcomings, private charity kept
the social world from falling apart, especially in
France, Italy, and Spain, which had no poor law. Even
in areas where public assistance was unusually well
developed, such as the Pas-de-Calais department in
northern France, 73 percent of the families of agri-
cultural laborers in 1913 received some form of char-
ity. In Saint-Chamond, France, 60 percent of the
population of one parish, 2,200 of 3,600 inhabitants,
received assistance in 1844. In times of trouble private
citizens organized ad hoc charities.

THE INTERRELATIONSHIPS
OF WORK AND CHARITY

The predominance of private charity in nineteenth-
century Europe shaped relations between employers
and workers. Employers wrote letters recommending
admission of their laid-off workers to charity, poor
relief, or the local hospice. Local elites pulled strings
for ‘‘their’’ protected poor, usually the poor of their
quartier or neighborhood. Those who donated to hos-
pitals and charities had a say in who received assis-
tance. Political clout helped too. One family might

control all the major relief institutions in a small town
of France. In some small villages, like Sommieres in
Gard southern France, one person ran both the hos-
pital and the welfare bureau for twenty years. Clearly
in such a setting a bad reputation would immediately
disqualify a person from relief. In many small, remote
towns during the first half of the nineteenth century,
the bureau de bienfaisance (poor relief bureau) was
merely a revived maison de charité (house of charity)
of the Ancien Régime, run by the same people, usually
the Sisters of Charity. Many were in fact located next
to convents, such as in Châtillon-sur-Seine.

Charities determined the so-called ‘‘poverty line’’
on a daily and individual basis. A reputation for un-
usual generosity earned Charles Neyrand, a nineteenth-
century French industrialist, the nickname of ‘‘father
of the poor.’’ Charity and work could become insep-
arable in small cities, where the same people provided
or denied both. ‘‘The provision of aid by local nota-
bles and wealthy bourgeois defined the nature of their
relations with workers almost as much as wages did’’
(Accampo, 1989, p. 147). The leaders in smaller cities
and towns ‘‘alternate[d] roles of benefactor and [boss]’’
and assured that charity was a face-to-face affair. The
degree of power a person gained over another through
the provision of charity was viewed in the twentieth
century as antidemocratic and a violation of citizen-
ship rights.

The downside to this state of affairs was an ero-
sion of families’ self-sufficiency. Charity, after all, was
needed due to insufficient wages and unstable jobs.
For every centime (cent) gained, some small degree of
self-sufficiency and self-respect was lost. Many work-
ers could live with this bargain, but others found it a
bitter pill to swallow. England’s great tradition of
workers’ self-help or mutualism, as revealed in the
proliferation of its tens of thousands of friendly soci-
eties, was also based to a certain extent on fierce pride
of independence from charity. Seeking charity admit-
ted a lack of self-sufficiency. The hallmark of respect-
ability was independence.

CHARITABLE GIVING AND IDENTITY:
CLASS, GENDER, COMMUNITY

Charity formed a significant component of local elites’
self-conception. The religious view of charity was by
definition a localized, parish-based one. Charity solid-
ified the loyalty of the populace and often tolerated
no outside state interference, that is, no outside au-
thority that might compete with local elites for the
sympathies of the poor. The hand that gave liked to
remind recipients of just who had given. ‘‘Charity,’’
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wrote the philosopher Victor Cousin during the de-
bates on the right to assistance in 1848, ‘‘knows no
rule, no limit; it surpasses all obligations. Its beauty is
precisely in its liberty’’ (Smith, 1997). The existence
of charity justified a certain degree of inequality.

In poor regions, such as the hinterland of Tou-
louse, France, southern Italy, southern Spain, and
much of the Massif Central, that relied on sharecrop-
ping and were largely unaffected by economic change,
poverty was pervasive. Rural notables capitalized on
this poverty by distributing charity to cement the loy-
alty of the peasants. In much of western France tra-
ditional noble-peasant patronage relationships sur-
vived until the mid-nineteenth century. In some parts
of western France, châteaus were still the principal
source of poor relief as late as the 1880s. At that time
the key source of relief in small rural communes in
Aube, Doubs, Meurthe-et-Moselle, Corsica, Savoie,
Ardèche, Hautes-Alpes, and several other deparments
was private alms. Seasonal migration and door-to-
door soliciting of alms was a way of life for many
French in 1900. In some areas, like Brittany and Av-
eyron, hospitality for vagrants was still a widespread
custom, provided for the most part out of fear, as late
as 1900. This type of charitable activity was not
unique to France. In parts of southern Italy and Spain,
traditional patron-client relations, in the context of
highly inegalitarian and agriculturally backward soci-
eties, were fixed with the seal of charity. It was a small
price to pay for the elites, who owned up to 95 percent
of the wealth and almost all the land in these regions.

Charity in nineteenth-century Europe was prac-
ticed out of civic pride. It brought prestige to the city,
as in eighteenth-century Hamburg, and those who
administered it acquired considerable social and po-
litical capital. The same was true if not more true in
smaller cities and in medium-sized towns, where the
hospital might be the largest and most imposing
building other than the church or the city hall. Baron
de Verna, president of the Lyon hospital board, noted
in 1828 that for some families serving the poor was
their raison d’être. ‘‘As in the time of our fathers,’’ de
Verna said, ‘‘municipal honors [and offices] almost
always become the recompense for he who has de-
voted himself au service des pauvres’’ (to the service of
the poor).

Local charities and hospitals were powerful
sources of elite identity. A seat on the board at the
famous hospitals in Berlin or Vienna was a plum po-
sition. London’s high society ran the city’s voluntary
hospitals. In France hospitals from Aix-en-Provence
to Montpellier to Lyon to Beaune figured at the core
of provincial identities. The burghers of Amsterdam,
immortalized by artists for centuries, commonly struck

poses as civic leaders and as philanthropists. In English
cities like Manchester, elite men built substantial pub-
lic reputations by serving on charity boards. The rich
and the respectable vied with each other in good
works, and no noblewoman was without ‘‘her’’ poor.
Indeed the wives of nobles and the bourgeois often
framed their entire social lives around the practice of
charity.

Membership on hospital boards or on the ad-
ministrative boards of longstanding charities came
with privileges. Early in the nineteenth century, in
Lyon for example, it was a badge of social preemi-
nence and also ‘‘the required passage to arrive at the
high magistrature.’’ Those who accepted the call to
service had come, to use their words, to ‘‘ennoble
themselves’’ through administering ‘‘the sublime work
of charity, the most noble of virtues.’’ In 1900 the
Abbé Vachet observed that the call to office retained
the same prestige: ‘‘The title of hospital administrator
is, in Lyon, a veritable title of nobility, it is the highest
rank a man can strive for.’’ Henri Boissieu sounded
the same note in 1902: ‘‘The hospital administrators
are today what they were in 1600: notables. The title
‘hospital administrator’ remains a consecration of
notability.’’

Charity grew in tandem with the rise of the
middle class. In Lyon, France, for example, the wealth
of the middle class increased over fourfold between
the 1840s and the 1860s. The number of charities
doubled during this period, the fastest rate of growth
in the city’s history to that date. At best this was a
sign that the middling ranks were more compassionate
towards the poor. At worst, it was a sign that they
were laundering their new riches and cleansing their
consciences through charitable works. Charities across
Europe relied on the largely unpaid charitable forces
in most large cities: including bourgeois women who
served as administrators and visited the poor, Sisters
of Charity who staffed hospitals and refuges for the
elderly, middle-class men of the merchant class who
organized charity concerts to support the workforce
of their troubled industry.

In their function as dames de charité (ladies of
charity), middle-class French women maintained im-
portant links to the public sphere, and they played no
small role in upholding it. Women, usually married,
middle-aged women and especially dames religieuses
(nuns) were indispensable in running the system. In
1841 and 1874 the directors of Lyon’s welfare bureau
admitted that it was powerless without women: ‘‘To
each his mission: the members of the bureau de bien-
faisance [relief committee] can administer and super-
vise very well; but absorbed with their family duties
and business affairs, they cannot visit and assist the
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needy as well as the sisters, who have devoted their
entire lives to this saintly task.’’ Indeed in 1893,
twenty thousand women worked on a full-time, paid
basis in philanthropic institutions in Britain. In ad-
dition 500,000 women worked full-time without pay
in charities. After domestic service, philanthropy was
the primary occupier of women’s time. Perhaps 1 mil-
lion women and children attended mothers’ meetings
each week. By the late nineteenth century several of
Britain’s most important philanthropists and social re-
formers were women such as Octavia Hill, Beatrice
Webb, Helen Bosanquet, Josephine Butler, and Clara
Collet.

Bonnie Smith wrote of the women of the Nord
department, near the French border with Belgium
who visited neighbors in distress and held monthly
‘‘days’’ (journées) on which the poor could come
knocking to receive money, clothing, or food. As
Smith showed, female charity was geared toward
needy mothers and their children, providing day care
centers, crèches, and maternal aid societies. Male char-
ity favored unemployed male workers, housing co-
operative societies, and retirement or accident insur-
ance through mutual aid societies.

When national social welfare legislation was in
the works, some elites were reminded what they might
lose. Throughout the century opponents of public as-
sistance argued that legal charity or publicly financed
social assistance would deprive the philanthropist of
this opportunity. F. M. L. Naville warned in his influ-
ential treatise, De la charité légale:

in making this duty [private charity] a legal obligation
. . . [a national poor tax] imposes upon the individual,
by force, sacrifices which, when they are made volun-
tarily, are a source of the most sweet and noble plea-
sures. [The tax] threatens his wish that he may have a
happy future beyond the grave. Whereas he hopes to
acquire the approval of God and forgiveness for his
faults by practising charity, it [legal charity] interposes
itself between him and the supreme judge, and deprives
him of this source of hope and consolation.

Many French and other Europeans believed that the
charitable impulse must remain just that, an impulse,
and not a legally mandated responsibility. As the
guidebook used by relief administrators and volun-
teers in Paris, Manuel des Commissaires et dames de
charité de Paris (1830) reveals: ‘‘charity . . . is the call-
ing of the well-to-do. Charity is tender and affection-
ate; [but] it examines before its acts; it surveilles . . .
it attaches to its relief consolations, advice and even
paternal reprimands. . . . It allows [the giver] to be-
come rich in good works.’’

One of the century’s most influential works on
the social question, the Baron de Gérando’s Le visiteur

du pauvre (1832), went through several editions dur-
ing the 1830s and found a space in the libraries of
most of France’s charities. A veritable bible for phi-
lanthropists and welfare bureau administrators, this
pocket-size, 480-page book speaks to the European
elite’s desire to be actively involved in the lives of the
poor. Gérando toed a familiar line on the sublime
virtues of personal charity, its healing effects on class
relations, and its ability to rejuvenate society. The key
to understanding the social question, he argued, was
to picture society as a family that includes those who
owe care and protection, as a father owes his children,
and those who owe others their obedience and grati-
tude, as children owe their parents.

The Hospitaliers-Veilleurs of Lyon, like count-
less other Catholic charities in nineteenth-century Eu-
rope, were quite frank about their intentions. The
charity’s director instructed the volunteers in 1897:
‘‘As well as tending to your patients’ corporal needs,
you will seek to save their souls, to develop within
them religious sentiments and practice, to prepare
them for a saintly death, and, in that, to work for
your own sanctification.’’ The secretary of the Société
de Patronage des Jeunes Filles (Society of Protection
of Girls) reminded her colleagues, ‘‘Your reward is the
sweet certainty of knowing that you are working for
your own eternal happiness.’’ As with so many others
who engaged in the charitable exchange, these admin-
istrators were as concerned about their own futures as
those of their charges.

LOCALISM AND VOLUNTARISM: THE
GUIDING PRINCIPLES OF NINETEENTH-

CENTURY CHARITABLE ACTIVITY

The essentially local and voluntary nature of most
poor relief and charitable activity distinguish it from
modern welfare states. In most Western countries in
the twentieth century, social solidarity was a national
sentiment. The well-off of Paris or Berlin generally
accept the idea that the poor of Provence or Bavaria
are just as worthy of government assistance as the poor
of their own cities. But prior to the twentieth century
many elites’ sense of social solidarity stopped at the
parish or city boundary, and outside of Germany no
welfare state to speak of existed. Prior to the 1880s,
when Germany pioneered the welfare state, private
charity and local poor relief systems were the norm
across Europe. In addition outside of England, where
the poor law provided in theory a legal right to assis-
tance, few Europeans had a right to assistance before
the twentieth century.

When notables died, their wills often included
bequests to the poor of their particular parish or street.
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Well into the nineteenth century it was common for
notables to have permanent patron-client relations
with the local poor. The parish remained the moral
anchor of the notables, and only the parish poor were
owed charity.

The pauvres honteux, or shame-faced, locally
known poor, were assisted. In several French and Ger-
man towns, the locally known ‘‘humble’’ poor were
even granted a regular spot in annual processions.
Thus marginals were often fully integrated, symboli-
cally as well as materially, into society. Charity was a
civic event, a unifying force, a way to bring the local
community together to affirm reciprocal bonds. In
processions, parades, and even in the annual Lord
Mayor’s Day parade in London in the 1880s, the com-
mon people were reminded of the beneficence of the
rich.

But, in the end, the poor generally had no right
to make a claim. In an age of limited resources, elites
drew the line to ward off excessive claims with moral
and religious litmus tests and residency requirements.
One of the primary functions of the Lyon hospital
administrative board, which met every week, was to
determine which of the vieillard (elderly indigent) ap-
plications to accept. It helped to have friends in high
places or at least to live near a rich or influential mem-
ber of the community. In 1840, to pick a random
year, three of the first four names on the vieillard ad-
mission list had social connections. Marguerite Plailly
had been sponsored by the widow of a former account-
ant at the Hôpital de la Charité (Charity Hospital);
Jeanne Binet was recommended by the family of Mar-
guerite Berthon-Fromental, who had bequeathed over
200,000 francs to the Hospices Civils a few years ear-
lier; and Jean-François Gautier was sponsored by the
Comte de Bussy.

Traditional charity involved an entirely different
set of authority relations from those of the 1920s or
later. No universally valid, impartial criteria deter-
mined who would or would not receive aid. Charity,
assistance, medical care—all forms of philanthropic
activity—were grounded in inegalitarian social rela-
tions between the donor and the recipient. Gaining
admission to the hospitals for the local poor was a
sign of the persistence of local notables’ social power,
which they frequently exercised in both life and death.
Bequests often contained clauses spelling out what
type of person would be eligible for assistance.

Significantly, the men and women who admin-
istered and dispensed public assistance went to great
lengths to determine the merit of each individual case.
To understand why this was so requires a conscious
leap in the historical imagination to a time when the
indigent had no legal claim to relief, when the needy

had to prove their moral and religious worthiness,
when no clear idea of what constituted ‘‘poverty’’ or
‘‘need’’ existed, and when no rigid conception of a
‘‘poverty line’’ had developed. Since no clear criteria
for establishing need existed, many needy were refused
assistance for no good reason or for political or reli-
gious reasons. As a result poor relief systems in the
nineteenth century were often quite arbitrary.

However, some guidebooks were published. In
his influential 1847 pamphlet Du paupérisme en France,
François Marbeau defined the worthy poor: ‘‘The
good indigent is honest, respectful, appreciative, and
resigned. . . . [He] is grateful for the services we pro-
vide to him, and he is always ready to devote himself
to his benefactors. . . . He is humble: he suffers with
patience the ills he cannot avoid. Resignation [is] the
virtue of the poor’’ (Marbeau, 1847, pp. 25–26). This
pocket-size guide to public policy, like the Baron de
Gérando’s Le visiteur du pauvre, served as a sort of
policy bible.

The French, of course, had no monopoly on
this sort of face-to-face approach to the charitable
vocation. The famous German ‘‘Elberfeld system,’’
named for the town, became a model for Europe late
in the century. It was ostensibly a rigorous, ‘‘scientific’’
approach to charity with thorough screening pro-
cesses. It relied on the existence of a vibrant voluntary
sector and required elites with time on their hands.
By the late twentieth century the upper middle class
generally worked and had little time for charity.

The Elberfeld system suggests that Europe’s elite
was still confident in its ability to cope with the social
question with rudimentary local poor relief systems
and purely private, personalized, and local charities.
At least this was their wish. Significantly, many Eu-
ropean charities emphasized the re-creation of the
family in their works. This is important because the
family was the dominant paradigm of the age. It was
only natural that the civic elite should turn to its most
familiar and trusted institutions, family and church,
to help keep the social fabric intact. The state was not
trusted by most people. It was distant yet intrusive, a
threat to local liberties and pretensions. A sense that
private and local interests were powerless to solve the
social question had not yet emerged, and most Eu-
ropeans were not yet ready to jettison the two sturdy
pillars of society, family and church, and turn to the
state to solve the social question. This would require
an intellectual breakthrough, the likes of which do not
occur overnight. It happened only in the 1880s to the
1920s, depending on the nation. Private charity was
given six or seven decades to prove its capacities to
cope with the urban social question that emerged, in
the eyes of elites, in the 1830s.
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CHARITY, MORALITY,
AND SOCIAL CONTROL

Debates over the poor law provided part of the con-
text for English charity. Originally established in 1601
to deal with growing poverty associated with a more
commercial economy, the poor laws provided meager
aid, mostly in kind, to the poor and unemployed.
Poor law reform in 1834 instituted more middle-class
or liberal principles—greater encouragement to work,
less local variance, and lower taxes. Greater centrali-
zation was combined with lower funding and more
rigorous tests for applicants. Able-bodied people were
supposed to be forced to work, and unpleasant work-
houses sheltered those who received aid. Workers at-
tacked the system—in fact, a critique of the poor law
was one components of the Chartist movement—but
it survived until the twentieth century.

At the same time Great Britain was home to the
world’s most developed charitable sector in the nine-
teenth century. Religious pluralism begat philanthropic
and educational pluralism. The annual revenues of the
more than seven hundred charities in London were
greater than the entire budgets of several small Eu-
ropean states in the 1890s. Charitable giving was an
ingrained part of British middle-class households.
One study in the 1890s calculated that on average
middle-class households spent a larger share of their
income on charity than on any other item in their
budget except food. A survey of artisans and working-
class families in the same decade revealed similar re-
sults. Half of them made weekly donations to charity,
and a quarter also gave to a church. This invisible
welfare state, the charity of the poor toward the poor,
was crucial to the survival of working-class families.
As Ellen Ross demonstrated, in late nineteenth cen-
tury working-class London, women’s informal sup-
port networks kept people going when the going got
tough. This of intraclass charity was ubiquitous but
left fewer traces in the historical record than official,
elite-sponsored charity.

It is common to portray charitable activity as a
means of social control. The middle class used charity
as an entry point into the lives of the poor. Ladies
visited working-class mothers and peddled their ‘‘do-
mestic imperialism’’ with one hand while giving with
the other. Historians such as Gareth Stedman Jones
have portrayed charity as a bourgeois ploy to placate
the poor. Others, such as Jane Lewis and Ross have
emphasized the moral gaze of middle-class female vis-
itors and school attendance officers.

It is too easy to dismiss this historical school as
overly hostile toward the middle class. Much com-
mends this school of thought, and it of course applies

to the rest of Europe. Philanthropic societies, usually
with some sort of religious inspiration, bombarded the
poor with advice. They lectured the poor, demanded
to see proof of good morals, and asked intrusive ques-
tions. This was done at British Sunday schools, charity
schools across Europe, day care centers (salles d’asile
in France), apprentice schools affiliated with the poor
law in Britain, hospitals, mutual aid societies, reading
societies, and cercles (clubs) in France.

The multitude of charitable organizations op-
erating in the nineteenth century boggles the mind.
In addition to those just listed orphanages; old age
refuges; agricultural colonies for young wayward youth;
Magdelan asylums for prostitutes; and charities for the
deaf, the blind, the deaf-mute, to teach marriage, and
to construct working-class homes functioned. Reli-
gious minorities, such as Jews and Protestants in
France, and foreigners, such as the Swiss in Lyon,
ran reading societies, workers’ garden societies, and
charities.

The wealth of charitable institutions, many of
which peddled morality, attests to charity’s central role
in society. But charity was instrusive. The conservative
historian Gertrude Himmelfarb wrote, ‘‘The Victo-
rians, taking values seriously, also took seriously the
need for social sanctions that would stigmatize and
censure violations of those values’’ (Himmelfarb, 1994,
p. 142). It was only natural that they would demand
adherence to some sort of moral code while they dis-
pensed their charity.

Every cause had its champion, and every de-
nomination had its cause. Evangelicalism was a call to
action on almost every conceivable public issue, in-
cluding the abolition of slavery, child labor, child pros-
titution, child poverty, the prevention of cruelty to
animals and children, and of course the suppression
of vice. For the British, humanitarianism became a
sort of surrogate religion during the nineteenth cen-
tury. As Webb noted in 1884, ‘‘social questions are
the vital questions of today: they take the place of
religion’’. Most nineteenth-century charities, whether
British, French, German, lay, church, or officially sec-
ular, aimed at the moral improvement of the poor. As
Himmelfarb argued, the late-twentieth-century lan-
guage of morality, when applied to social issues, is
usually assumed to be the language of conservatives.
The nineteenth century was obsessed with the issue
of ‘‘character’’ and ‘‘respectability.’’ Charity shared the
obsessions of responsibility, restraint, decency, deco-
rum, industriousness, foresight, religiosity, and tem-
perance. In the nineteenth century charity asked ques-
tions and preached solutions before it dispensed relief.

Despite what many people would regard as an
outdated concern with mixing morals and money, by
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1900 European philanthropy was in fact moving with
the times. Charities and social policy organizations,
such as the Charity Organisation Society and the Of-
fice Central des Oeuvres de Bienfaisance (Central Of-
fice of Institutions of Charity), were becoming na-
tional in scope, bureaucratic, and professionalized,
although both attempted to rationalize and limit char-
ity. In Britain the Salvation Army had 100,000 mem-

bers in 1906. In addition the Church Army, Dr. Bar-
nardo’s, the Jewish Board of Guardians, the Catholic
Federation, and the Society of St. Vincent de Paul
were formidable actors on the national political scene,
advocating causes as well as dispensing relief. Some
leaders of charities tried to defend their turf against
the growing powers of the national state. Others, es-
pecially those run by female advocates of maternal and
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child welfare, used their charitable mission as a vehicle
to advance the national welfare state.

THE WITHERING OF CHARITY,
THE GROWTH OF THE STATE

By the late nineteenth century in many countries the
veneer of self-help and laissez-faire was wearing thin.
Charities abounded, but poverty persisted. In 1899 in
London, for instance, charities spent over 6 million
pounds, more than the budgets of some small Euro-
pean countries and more than the French national pub-
lic assistance budget. Despite this, as Charles Booth’s
social survey Life and Labour of the People of London
(1885–1905) demonstrated, some 30 percent of Lon-
doners were, by his widely accepted calculations, poor.

State assistance expanded because it had to. The
second industrial revolution, associated with heavy in-
dustry, steel, shipbuilding, and metalworks, began in
the 1870s. The insufficient capacity of the older col-
lective forces, such as localized charity and the church,
to bear the consequences of these new economic
forces and to cope with urban ghettos and cyclical,
industrywide depressions required greater state inter-
vention. New industrial suburbs sprouted in England,
France, and Germany, and the church could not keep
up. The old parish system of charity began to break
down. Germany began the process of building a wel-
fare state in the 1880s, and France, Britain, and Scan-
dinavia followed in the 1890s and 1900s.

Between the two world wars cities across Eu-
rope, from London to Paris to Vienna, constructed
miniwelfare states. Private charity was finally eclipsed,
at least in a few large cities. Cities across Europe raised
their taxes but also delivered more goods to their res-
idents between the wars. The most famous example
of this is Vienna, where a socialist municipal council
created the world’s most advanced miniwelfare state
during the 1920s. As municipal social services ex-
panded, charity was displaced, but not erased, from
the civic landscape.

England experienced a fivefold increase in cen-
tral state expenditures on social welfare services be-
tween 1918 and 1938. In 1918, 2.4 percent of the
GNP was spent on the social services, and by 1938,
11.3 percent of the GNP was devoted to them. By
the 1930s between 40 and 50 percent of British
working-class families received some form of govern-
ment contribution to their income. By the mid-1930s
public welfare spending amounted to at least ten times
the sum spent by private charity in Great Britain. In
Germany the state provided more social services. So-
cial welfare was now conceived as a sort of civic right
and the antithesis of private charity dispensed by the
bourgeoisie on their terms.

Everywhere in Europe the old spirit of noblesse
oblige and the institutions that grew out of it were ill
equipped to deal with the social problems born of
total war. By the end of World War I inflation had
taken its toll on charity and hospital endowments, and
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in the 1920s the balance finally tipped toward public
funding. As new medical technologies sent expenses
on an upward spiral, small charitable hospitals, largely
funded by small private bequests, could not keep up.
The state had to step in. Traditional charity simply
could not cope with higher medical costs or the gen-
erally higher public expectations after the war.

Between 1920 and 1940, as the state grew in
strength, wealth, and influence, the financial back-
bone of private, local charity withered away. In France
by 1944 hospitals’ endowments provided only 7 per-
cent of their revenues, down from 12 percent in 1932.
Annual donations distinct from a long-term endow-
ment, accounted for between 1.2 and 2.4 percent of
revenues in the 1930s, but they were down to 0.8
percent in the 1940s.

After World War II the shift from traditional
charitable medicine to state-sponsored or provided
medicine was dramatic. In France, for example, by the
1950s most hospitals received over 90 percent and in
some cases 98 percent of their revenues from frais de
séjour (patient-day expenses), which were reimbursed
by public authorities and by the social security system.
In Britain the process was even more direct. Volun-
tary, that is, private or charitable, hospitals simply

were taken over by the new National Health Service
funded by general taxation.

As Europe became prosperous and as expecta-
tions of the state increased, the accident of charity was
replaced or, as historians such as Lewis would argue,
complemented by the guarantee of social security. As
Europeans reformulated the idea of citizenship to in-
clude all men, regardless of birth or property, and as
of 1918 all women, they moved away from the old
moral strictures that guided charitable efforts in the
past. As of 1918 receipt of poor law assistance in Brit-
ain no longer disqualified a person from voting rights
and full citizenship rights. The right to social welfare
was enshrined in the new German constitution of
1919. Privately operated charity seemed at odds with
an expanding notion of citizenship rights. Private
charity was crushed under the Bolsheviks, who argued
that the socialist state had no need of bourgeois
charity.

In Western Europe charity was quietly sur-
passed by state insurance. Citizenship rights came
to mean a constant set of rights available to all on
equal terms in all parts of any given country. Charity
guaranteed none of this. Above all charity was tainted
by its association with inegalitarian values. Charity
discriminated and implied inequality among the
classes. Charity did not disappear overnight, cer-
tainly not in Britain, where at least 110,000 chari-
table trusts existed in 1950. But it was overshadowed
by the state’s expanding services. Charity survived
and in some nations, Britain in particular, retained
its long-standing, quasi-public status, helping to pick
up the slack when state resources were squeezed.
Nevertheless, the old spirit of voluntary charity, of
noblesse oblige or of moralizing toward the poor, is
in most places extinct.

‘‘I do not like mixing up moralities and math-
ematics,’’ claimed a young Winston Churchill in
1909. As Europe moved away from charity and to-
ward social insurance, it effected a divorce between
morality and social policy that came to define the es-
sence of the European welfare state. In many ways
modern European welfare states became the very ne-
gation of nineteenth-century charity. Perhaps this is
charity’s greatest legacy.

See also The Welfare State (volume 2); and other articles in this section.
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SOCIAL WELFARE AND INSURANCE

12
Young-sun Hong

The welfare state is one of those essentially contested
concepts that haunt all narratives of modern society,
and, as a result, even the most basic account assumes
a prior interpretation of its origin, nature, and signif-
icance. Its genealogy has often been traced to the first
organized measures, both public and private, to deal
with the masterless, migrant poor who emerged as a
distinct social group at the end of the Middle Ages as
a result of the breakdown of manorial community,
parish, and extended household. However, the use of
the term ‘‘welfare’’ to describe all such efforts to meet
the needs of society’s weakest members over the past
six hundred years inflates the concept beyond all use-
fulness and obscures the novelty of modern welfare
systems which have developed since the 1880s and
the important changes they brought about in the re-
lationships between state, market, individual, and the
family.

THE CONCEPT OF WELFARE

The origin of both the ‘‘social question’’ and the mod-
ern systems of poor relief, welfare, social insurance,
and social security which have developed in response
to it can be traced to the rise of the market society,
the commodification of labor, and the increasing de-
pendence of individual well-being on the ability to
secure the necessities of life through the labor market
alone. The social question has been defined, on the
one hand, by the complex relationship between work
and character (for example, individual responsibility,
industry, and foresight) and, on the other, by concerns
about the corrosive impact on family, community, and
national solidarity of the growing economic insecurity
of wage labor, an experience which was itself the ob-
verse of the expansion in the economic freedom of the
individual associated with the coming of the market.
Welfare may be understood as an attempt (by either
the state or voluntary associations) to alter the distri-
bution of wealth and opportunity that would result
from the unrestricted play of market forces in order

to achieve a greater degree of equality (of outcome or
opportunity); strengthen the solidarity of the com-
munity (which can be seen either as intrinsically valu-
able in itself or as a political necessity in an age of
intensified national competition); discharge a moral
obligation to protect children, the family, the sick, the
elderly, and the unemployed; increase the economic
and/or demographic strength of the nation by insur-
ing the fullest development of its human capital; or
any number of other goals.

The development of the welfare state and its
systems of social welfare, social insurance, and social
security is significant for the social history of the mod-
ern West in a number of ways. These programs affect
the standard of living and quality of life of a large
section of the population both directly through the
monetary assistance and services they provide and in-
directly through their impact on the dynamics of the
labor market. They redistribute both income and op-
portunity, and they strengthen the bonds of social sol-
idarity upon which the legitimacy of the nation-state
ultimately depends. However, this Whiggish perspec-
tive must be counterbalanced by an awareness that the
provision of welfare benefits and services is never a
socially neutral act. For example, there are many dif-
ferent ways of providing benefits to the unemployed,
the sick, the elderly, or single mothers, and the specific
strategies adopted to meet the perceived needs of these
groups are often of greater significance than the level
of benefits itself. Consequently, the various regimes of
social service provision define the concrete meaning
of the rights of the individual and, through this, the
meaning of citizenship, the nature of the state, and
the structure of individual subjectivity and experience.
The most important and creative studies of welfare
and the welfare state in recent years have been com-
parative studies of the differences between welfare sys-
tems, the heretofore hidden ways in which these sys-
tems have created and reproduced social inequalities
and gender roles, the cultural assumptions underlying
these systems, and the political processes that have
determined their contours.
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FROM POOR RELIEF TO WELFARE

The emergence of welfare can only be understood
against the horizon of—and as a reaction to—the
specific forms of assistance for the poor and the la-
boring classes established in the nineteenth century.
Up to the late nineteenth century, many members of
both Christian and secular social reform circles, es-
pecially in western Europe, regarded indigence as
prima facie evidence of individual moral failing, which
manifested itself in sloth, improvidence, various forms
of vice and deviance, and ultimately in the material
and moral distress of the needy. On the basis of this
individualist, voluntarist conception of poverty, two
antithetical yet complementary systems for providing
for the needs of the poor were established across the
middle decades of the nineteenth century in Europe
and the United States. While the deterrent, discipli-
nary public poor relief system provided the most min-
imal assistance under harsh and socially stigmatizing
conditions in order to insure that assistance in no way
undermined individual responsibility, industry, and
foresight, an extensive network of voluntary charity

provided supplementary aid to the deserving poor
whose need was not considered to be the result of
individual moral failings. In England, these policies
were institutionalized by the Poor Law Amendment
Act of 1834 and the formation in 1869 of the Charity
Organisation Society. In Germany the model was es-
tablished in 1853 by the reform of municipal poor
relief in the town of Elberfeld. In France, by contrast,
the Catholic Church and its associated voluntary or-
ganizations continued to be the primary provider of
assistance to the needy, and France was the only west-
European country without a statutory municipal as-
sistance program until the 1890s. These programs
were designed to satisfy the universally recognized
moral obligation to aid the needy, but to do so in a
way that would not further demoralize those persons
whose indigence was already regarded as a sign of their
weakness of character or impair the efficient function-
ing of the labor market.

Beginning in the 1880s and 1890s, this indi-
vidualist conception of indigence was gradually dis-
placed by a new social perspective on poverty, which
regarded poverty less as the result of individual moral
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failing than as the result of social factors that lay out-
side the control of the individual: the unequal distri-
bution of income; the impact of business cycles on
employment levels; dangerous working conditions;
unsanitary living conditions; the susceptibility of the
laboring classes to the existential uncertainties of ac-
cident, old age, and illness; the financial burdens of
large families (especially when coupled with the death
or disability of the family breadwinner); and the in-
ability of working-class women to shoulder the mul-
tiple burdens of work and family. This social perspec-
tive on poverty reflected the changing living and
working conditions created by continued urbaniza-
tion, massive migration, and the second industrial rev-
olution. However, the resulting social dislocation ac-
quired its immediate political resonance due to the
rise of socialism among the skilled, organized factory
working classes, the concern among the propertied
classes that the working-class milieux were breeding
moral disorder and weakening the health and physical
constitution of the nation and race, and the sense that
these developments were negatively impacting the
unity of the nation at the very moment when eco-
nomic, political, and military competition between
the industrial nations of Europe and the world was
reaching an unprecedented intensity.

On both sides of the Atlantic, the rise of Pro-
gressivism—with its logic of social solidarity and its
concern for national efficiency—reflected the fact that
industrialization and urbanization had fundamentally
altered the social foundations of the prevailing indi-
vidualist understanding of poverty and the minimal-
ist, deterrent approach to charity and poor relief to
which this conception had given rise. Public poor re-
lief and voluntary charity had operated on the as-
sumption that the public provision of services and
monetary assistance—before the individual had ex-
hausted all available resources and was faced with im-
minent indigence—would place a premium on sloth
and improvidence and thereby fatally demoralize the
working classes. The Progressives insisted that benefits
to both the nation and the individual of positive pub-
lic measures to prevent these new kinds of systemic
poverty far outweighed the potential dangers to in-
dividual morality. Similarly, the Progressive willing-
ness to use public power to intervene directly in social
and economic relations in order to compensate for the
deleterious social consequences of impersonal social
forces went beyond the limits on state intervention
imposed by nineteenth-century legal and social
thought. A new conception (based on Progressive
commitment to social solidarity and national effi-
ciency) of social citizenship and the development of
new strategies for dealing with the social question

marked the birth of the modern notion of welfare and
the new form of political organization that came to
be known as the interventionist, social, or welfare
state.

For social reformers, the many dimensions of
the social problem condensed around two distinct
complexes: the working-class family and the question
of social reproduction on the one hand, and, on the
other, the worker question and the need to combat
the socialist temptation among the predominantly
male, organized working classes. The development of
separate social programs designed to meet the needs
of each of these groups led to the crystallization of the
classic two-track structure of the twentieth-century
welfare state: preventive, therapeutic social welfare
programs to address the perceived crisis of social re-
production and social insurance to reduce the eco-
nomic and social insecurity of workers who formed
the backbone of the socialist movement.

PREVENTIVE SOCIAL
WELFARE PROGRAMS

Beginning in the 1880s, voluntary organizations and
municipal governments across Europe began to create
an increasingly dense network of social assistance pro-
grams that were designed to extend the social rights
of the urban poor by compensating for the imper-
sonal, structural risks of working-class life. The most
serious source of existential insecurity for the working
classes was the lack of work. Initially, social reformers
advocated rural labor colonies to discipline casual la-
borers, habitual malingerers, and vagrants, who were
particularly prone to drink, panhandling, and petty
criminality. However, the impact of projects for dis-
ciplinary social engineering for these marginal groups
was limited, and in the 1880s and 1890s the ‘‘discov-
ery’’ of unemployment as a systemic social problem for
the solid members of the working classes pointed to
the need for new departures. Labor exchanges repre-
sented an important attempt to reduce un(der)em-
ployment and the indigence of casual labor by ren-
dering the national labor market more transparent
and efficient. Also, beginning in the mid-1880s, many
cities began to rely on public works projects to relieve
the need of the working classes during economic
downturns. Though these efforts to relieve the poor
through labor exchanges and public works programs
did reflect a change in spirit, their potential was lim-
ited to managing need rather than preventing it.

The first unemployment benefits were those
provided on a voluntary basis by workers’ friendly so-
cieties (often with subsidies provided by middle-class
reformers) and by unions. The first attempt to move
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from such voluntary assistance to genuine insurance
was taken in 1894 when the Swiss canton of Saint
Gall instituted a compulsory insurance scheme, which
soon faltered due to inadequate financing. The deci-
sion by the Belgian city of Ghent in 1901 to provide
municipal subsidies to existing union unemployment
insurance plans was more successful due to its sounder
actuarial foundation. The Ghent system was emulated
across much of Europe over the following decade, and
the better understanding of the possibilities and the
limits of such schemes powered the learning process
that ultimately made possible the establishment of na-
tional unemployment insurance programs. However,
the political sensitivity of support for the unemployed
insured that progress in this field would be laborious
and ultimately quite limited, and most countries did
not take the decisive step toward unemployment in-
surance until after World War I.

This same period saw the proliferation of pre-
ventive, social hygiene programs to combat chronic,
contagious diseases, such as tuberculosis, social prob-
lems that stemmed from poor living and working con-
ditions, and infant mortality and related maternal
health problems. The cornerstone of these programs
were the maternal and infant welfare centers, which
were established in many cities to couple the medical
observation of newborns with the dissemination of
hygienic advice to mothers. Because bottle-feeding
and related digestive tract infections were the leading
cause of infant mortality, these centers generally main-
tained close relations with municipal and/or voluntary
programs that offered premiums—paid upon visits to
these centers—to encourage needy mothers to nurse
their children or that made sterilized milk available
either free or at reduced prices to those women who
could not or would not nurse their children. By 1914,
many European countries had passed labor laws re-
quiring that pregnant women not work during the
weeks immediately preceding their expected due date
or for a specified period after the birth of their child.
However, because this legislation did not provide ad-
equate replacement for the wages lost during this pe-
riod of enforced abstention from work, expectant and
nursing mothers often had no choice but to turn to
municipal public assistance. This intrinsic limitation
of maternal welfare programs gave rise to a broad
movement on both sides of the Atlantic for the crea-
tion of mothers’ pension and child benefit programs.
However, these efforts generally did not bear fruit un-
til the late 1930s and later.

Around the beginning of the twentieth century,
social reformers in many European countries began to
call for the establishment of school lunch and health
inspection programs, which they argued were neces-

sary for the realization of the goals of public schooling.
The provision of both school lunches and school
medical inspections proved to be surprisingly contro-
versial precisely because it represented an especially
clear example of the state taking over the direct pro-
vision of services that had previously been the respon-
sibility of the family alone.

The conflict between the principles of deter-
rence and prevention was one of the major fault lines
in the politics of welfare reform. The debate over
public guardianship for children, reform schooling,
juvenile justice reforms, and the entire panoply of pro-
grams aimed at abandoned, endangered, and delin-
quent youth raised with particular sharpness the ques-
tion of the implications of preventive, therapeutic
social programs for the rights of their ostensible ben-
eficiaries. Although these measures were justified in
the name of the national interest in preventing crim-
inality and insuring the proper education of future
citizens and workers, they were so controversial be-
cause they entailed the extension of state power into
the sphere of family and parental authority. The ne-
cessity of intervening in the lives of endangered chil-
dren before they had committed a punishable offense
clearly contradicted the principles of liberal jurispru-
dence. The ensuing debate over the logic of preven-
tion gave birth to a new social conception of law and
to a new notion of social citizenship, in which the
rights to work, health, and education were extended
to the individual but coupled in an uneasy manner
with positive obligation of the recipients to engage in
socially useful work, actively maintain their health,
insure the adequate socialization of their children,
and, more generally, discharge those social obligations
whose fulfillment was the primary purpose for extend-
ing these rights in the first place. However, Jacques
Donzelot and Detlev Peukert have argued that, far
from bringing about a real extension in the social
rights of the individual, the efforts of these pro-
grams—and by extension, all preventive, therapeutic
social programs—to rationalize juvenile behavior in
accordance with the norms of middle-class society ac-
tually entangled the individual in a close-meshed net-
work of surveillance and tutelage, which ultimately
absorbed and negated, rather than extended, the sphere
of individual freedoms.

Reformers also searched for ways to provide for
specific groups of the worthy poor that would be more
adequate to their real needs and entail none of the
social stigma or political disabilities associated with
poor relief and charity. One example is the movement
for public pensions for the elderly and also for working-
class mothers. A first step toward the development of
pensions for the elderly was taken in 1891, when
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Denmark approved a plan to provide nondisqualify-
ing monetary aid to those worthy, elderly poor who
had previously led upright lives (those who had not
depended on poor relief ). This movement was given
additional momentum by the establishment of a non-
contributory old-age pension plan in New Zealand—
a member of the British Commonwealth—in 1898.
France (1905) and Britain (1908) both adopted non-
contributory, but means-tested old-age pensions (though
in 1925 the British program was reformed in the di-
rection of a contributory system). Sweden went even
further, establishing the world’s first universal, non-
contributory old-age pension program in 1913. The
Germans, on the other hand, were reluctant to follow
this trend and instead opted to meet the needs of the
elderly through an old-age and invalidity insurance
program. However, due to the low level of benefits
and limited coverage, the Germans still had to rely on
poor relief and covert subsidies from other social in-
surance programs to support the worthy elderly.

The emergence of welfare measures in the late
nineteenth century has generated a considerable com-
parative historiography dealing with such issues as the
greater commitment to voluntary insurance schemes
on the part of the French, versus the more systematic
German approach. At the beginning of the twenty-
first century this debate also focused on the differing
degrees to which various welfare programs emphasized
women as welfare recipients and on the emergence of
aid to families as an area of particular concern. Finally,
social historians continue to grapple with the issue of
the impact of welfare measures in welfare’s early pe-
riod: What kinds of welfare measures had an effect,
given the limitations in coverage—the focus on urban
workers, for instance—and the range of benefits of-
fered? Certainly, early welfare initiatives did not stem
the growth of socialism and trade unions, though they
did sway many socialists toward a reformist rather
than a revolutionary approach.

SOCIAL WELFARE PROGRAMS
IN INTERWAR EUROPE

World War I led to the exponential growth of welfare
programs that, until the war, had still faced stiff op-
position from the proponents of deterrence. Social
programs played a vital role in solidifying the home
front by counteracting the disruptive social conse-
quences of total war and promising a greater degree
of social citizenship to the working classes. After 1918
the growth of welfare programs continued to accel-
erate in response to the expanded public commitment
of many states—often inscribed in their new consti-

tutions—to the social welfare of their citizens, and
the 1920s was a period of unprecedented intensity for
major social legislation in both western and eastern
Europe. However, the expansion of state social inter-
vention was not an unmixed blessing, for the very act
of identifying one social group as deserving of special
public solicitude invariably created a sense of discrim-
ination by those groups who were not included. As a
result, expanded state social intervention in the inter-
war years tended to divide the polity as much as unify
it, especially when this intervention was accompanied
by the struggle for scarce resources and competition
between social service providers to shape the norms
informing such activity. The later 1920s witnessed a
retreat from the optimism that had characterized wel-
fare reforms over the previous decades, and this trend
was reinforced by the severe financial retrenchment in
the welfare sector during the Great Depression.

One of the more interesting issues in the history
of social welfare in the interwar years is the role of
welfare in Nazi Germany. Toward the end of the twen-
tieth century, social welfare in Nazi Germany received
intense scholarly scrutiny because it has become in-
creasingly clear that social and welfare policies to ben-
efit productive and racially valuable members of the
national community cannot be separated from poli-
cies designed to segregate and ultimately annihilate
those persons whose poverty and social deviance were
regarded as evidence of their racial inferiority. Despite
the undeniable continuities in welfare theory and prac-
tice across the 1933 divide, scholars continue to de-
bate the modernity of Nazi racial policies and the le-
gitimacy of regarding them as a variant of the modern
‘‘welfare’’ state.

THE DEVELOPMENT
OF SOCIAL INSURANCE

In contrast to welfare programs for those who stood
outside the labor process or were only partially inte-
grated into it, social insurance was designed primarily
to protect the organized, largely male working classes
and through them also protect their families against
the threat of destitution due to the risks of accident,
old age, sickness, and unemployment. The predica-
tion of benefits on prior contributions limited the ap-
plicability of this strategy of social security to better-
paid and regularly employed workers, primarily men
employed in the skilled trades. The willingness of the
propertied classes to accept the idea of a legal right to
benefits depended above all on the adoption of the
principle that such a right would strengthen, rather
than diminish, the incentive to individual thrift and
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foresight, as Winston Churchill (1874–1965) insisted
with regard to the British unemployment insurance
system. As François Ewald has argued, it was the adop-
tion of the technology of insurance that made it pos-
sible to transcend the rigid individualism that had
dominated nineteenth-century thought in the name
of a more social, solidarist worldview.

Under the chancellorship of Otto von Bismarck
(1815–1898), Germany took the lead in establishing
workers’ insurance programs against sickness (1883),
work accidents (1884), and old age and invalidity
(1889). The introduction of this legislation repre-
sented a two-pronged attempt to forestall the further
radicalization of the working classes. Bismarck hoped
that state subsidies to the insurance funds would gain
the allegiance of the workers by demonstrating the
paternalistic concern of the state for their well-being
and that the very existence of such insurance programs
would reduce the number of instances in which these
workers would be forced to turn to deterrent, discrim-
inatory municipal poor relief. These insurance pro-
grams, and those established in other states over the
following decades, were constructed on the founda-
tion laid earlier by friendly societies, unions, and
other, often semipublic insurance funds. The novelty

of German social insurance legislation lay in the com-
bination of compulsory membership and the decision
to insure the actuarial soundness of the programs by
initially restricting them to those skilled trades that
were politically most sensitive but economically most
insurable because of their relatively high wages and
steady employment patterns. Although employers were
required to contribute to sickness and disability in-
surance (and bear the entire cost of accident insur-
ance), the redistributive impact of these programs was
limited. Workers paid for their benefits in the form
of contributions, and the propertied classes benefited
from tax reductions loosely tied to anticipated reduc-
tions in poor relief costs. The funds were administered
by workers and employers (the ‘‘social partners’’) on
a parity basis. However, Bismarck’s policies failed to
stem the rise of Social Democracy in Germany, and
in fact, the social insurance funds quickly became ad-
ministrative strongholds of German Social Democracy.

Informed by the German experience but in-
spired by the transatlantic Progressive spirit that Dan-
iel Rodgers describes in Atlantic Crossings, national
insurance programs against accident, sickness and dis-
ability, and old age were established (either on a com-
pulsory basis or through state subsidies to voluntary
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programs) in almost every European country by the
1930s, with most of the remaining gaps being closed
immediately after World War II. (See table 1.) During
these years, the existing social insurance systems were
expanded to cover additional risks and include new
social groups—white collar workers, self-employed
and farmers, dependent family members (in health
insurance, for example), and survivors (in pension in-
surance). By 1939, almost every west European state
had introduced insurance programs that were de-
signed to provide minimal income as security against
the major causes of economic insecurity.

Unemployment insurance was usually the most
controversial because it entailed the most radical break
with liberal political economy. In contrast to the ac-
tuarial predictability of accident, sickness, and old age,
business cycles—and therefore employment levels—
were far more volatile. Moreover, insurance against
unemployment was a classic example of moral hazard.
And lastly, no system capable of insuring against the
high levels of structural unemployment and the ex-
traordinary economic problems of the Great Depres-
sion would have been financially feasible in any case.
In 1911, Britain established the first compulsory na-
tionwide unemployment insurance program. Although
contributions by workers and employers provided the
lion’s share of the financial means, the state agreed to
subsidize the program (though these subsidies were
justified less in terms of their redistributive impact
than as compensation for anticipated reduction in
poor relief costs). The system was linked in an integral
manner to the labor exchanges to reduce frictional
unemployment and test willingness to work. The in-
centive to work was to be maintained by waiting pe-
riods and limits on the duration of benefits. The
British example was followed by a number of other
countries after World War I. However, the Great De-
pression forced all of these countries to retreat from a
rigorously constructed system of insurance to various
mixtures of unemployment insurance, assistance pro-
vided without means testing, and means-tested out-
door relief—the notorious ‘‘dole.’’

FROM SOCIAL INSURANCE
TO SOCIAL SECURITY

The immediate postwar period brought a new wave
of social legislation in many European countries. The
most influential document of this period was the re-
port prepared for the British government by the econ-
omist William Beveridge (1879–1963) in 1942. The
Beveridge Report proposed the creation of a national
minimum benefit to guarantee freedom from want for

all citizens. It also laid out the rationale for legislation
on family allowance, old-age pensions, and a national
health service, and it was conceptually linked to the
postwar commitment by Britain and other states to
full employment and Keynesian economic policies
(counter-cyclical deficit spending intended to main-
tain a high level of aggregate demand, in contrast to
older economic orthodoxies which espoused the im-
portance of balanced budgets). The Beveridge plan
had such an extraordinary resonance across the West-
ern world because its underlying commitment to so-
cial justice appeared to hold the key to rejuvenating
democratic political systems that had failed in so many
respects during the 1930s. Historians have disagreed
over whether this postwar wave of social reform was
made possible by the expanded influence of the work-
ing classes or by Conservative acquiescence to the so-
cial programs they had fought tooth and claw before
the war. In fact, Social Democratic support for social
insurance marked a sharp departure from their pre-
vious insistence that such insurance was intrinsically
reactionary because it failed to correct the fundamen-
tal problem of working-class distress: exploitation that
deprived the worker of the full fruits of his or her
labor. There was also a similar political moderation
on the right, and after 1945 Tory paternalism and the
Christian Democratic idea of a social market economy
came together with an increasingly deradicalized so-
cialist movement on the common ground of the wel-
fare state. Peter Baldwin has convincingly argued that
the universalist, egalitarian social insurance schemes
developed in the Scandinavian states and, in part, in
the Beveridge system were based not on the weaken-
ing of prewar class antagonisms and the acceptance of
redistributive social insurance programs, but rather on
the incorporation of the middle classes into the wel-
fare system in ways that allowed them to benefit from
the socialization of risk while limiting the redistribu-
tive burden imposed upon them.

As with every other major welfare program, the
movement for family and child allowances had devel-
oped in an ad hoc, experimental manner before World
War I, but the idea achieved widespread acceptance
only from the 1930s. France (1913) was the first
country to establish a nationwide system of family
allowances, though most U.S. states established simi-
lar programs between 1911 and 1919. During the
1930s, Sweden established child allowance and ma-
ternity benefit programs, financed through general
revenues. Family allowances were regularized as part
of the broad expansion of social services in every coun-
try after 1945.

By the postwar period at the very latest, most
of the states of Western Europe had developed a fairly
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similar network of social insurance programs. To-
gether, social services and social insurance provided a
minimal degree of economic security and insured the
needy at a minimal level necessary for them to be
considered full-fledged members of the national com-
munity. A shift in the development of the welfare state
came between the mid-1950s and the early 1970s.
During this period, social insurance was extended
from workers to the middle classes and the goal of
these programs shifted from minimalist income re-
placement and the equalization of the most egregious
class differences of industrial society to the active pro-
motion of the highest quality of life for all citizens in
order to give more substance to the idea of social cit-
izenship. To achieve this goal, income maintenance
programs became nearly universal, and their benefit
levels were constantly improved. Pensions were re-
formed (Germany, 1957) so that benefits for present
retirees reflected real increases in productivity and in-
come, rather than past contributions; this permitted
retirees to participate in the postwar economic boom
and maintain their relative standard of living, rather
than simply satisfy their basic needs. Unemployment
benefit systems became less restrictive, and benefits
became more generous. Child allowances became in-
creasingly universalistic and were gradually uncoupled
from need. The compensation for actual loss of income
was increasingly supplanted by preventive measures to
forestall the risk through health services, occupational
training and rehabilitation, and education, while the
scope and quality of all of these services—especially
medical care and education—expanded steadily. In
England, the victory of prevention over compensation
was symbolized by the replacement of contributory
national health insurance with a universal, tax-based
national health service in 1948. All of these factors
contributed to the constantly increasing rate of growth

in social spending from the late 1950s through the
1970s. During the postwar decades, the creation of a
more comprehensive, more universalist, more solidar-
ist system of social services devoted to the prevention
of need and the active promotion of higher standards
of living and quality of life all came together to form
that new system of welfare known as social security.

WELFARE STATE REGIMES
IN POSTWAR EUROPE

To affirm the existence of broad trends is not to say
that all welfare states and systems are the same. The
act of choosing between the various means available
for meeting a perceived need always reflects an un-
derstanding of the nature of the problem as deter-
mined by previous policy precedents, political and
cultural traditions, economic and social trends, pre-
vailing perceptions of gender roles, state administra-
tive capacities, and the prevailing balance of political
forces. These differences were largely ignored in the
first generation of comparative research on the welfare
state, which regarded aggregate public social spending
as the key to understanding the development of the
welfare state.

The most influential comparative analysis of the
different forms of the postwar welfare state is the ty-
pology of welfare state regimes developed by Gøsta
Esping-Andersen in The Three Worlds of Welfare Capi-
talism (1990). This ideal typology is based on the
manner and extent to which welfare systems eman-
cipate the individual by de-commodifying labor, the
patterns of income redistribution and social stratifi-
cation created by these programs, and the relationship
between the state, the market, and the family implied
by these programs.
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The liberal or residual welfare state is based on
a dual system. For the majority, individual welfare is
to a large degree determined by the play of market
forces. For those persons who cannot satisfy their basic
needs through the labor market, minimal transfer pay-
ments (such as the American Social Security system)
and limited entitlements and means-tested public as-
sistance are provided. Such programs do little to re-
duce social inequalities. The United States, Canada,
and Australia are the archetypical examples of this type
of welfare regime.

In contrast, in conservative, corporatist welfare
states the state plays a much larger role in promoting
social security. However, the purpose of this state in-
tervention is not to promote equality, but rather to
insure social security in a way which will preserve ex-
isting status and income differentials between occu-
pational groups. This type of welfare regime is often
described as a ‘‘pillared’’ system because separate health
care, retirement, and so on exist for each major oc-
cupational group. Benefits are of necessity related most
directly to earnings and contributions (rather than cit-
izenship or need), and they are usually determined as
a percentage of earnings. Premiums are paid by both
employers and employees, and the management of
such programs is generally devolved onto the social
partners on a parity basis. Occupational benefits are

supplemented by means-tested public assistance for
those outside the labor force. Family members are gen-
erally covered through the breadwinner, rather than
each individual member being eligible for benefits in
his or her own right by virtue of his or her status as a
citizen. The religious, socially conservative nature of
this regime type is reflected first in its commitment to
the preservation of traditional family structures and
discouragement of female labor-force participation,
and second in its insistence that public social service
providers intervene in a subsidiary manner only if vol-
untary or confessional agencies are unable or unwill-
ing to provide necessary services to the family or in-
dividual. This corporate regime has developed most
fully in Germany, which has a strong statist tradition,
and in Austria, France, Italy, and the Benelux coun-
tries, whose welfare systems have been deeply influ-
enced by social Catholicism.

The third welfare state regime, which is identi-
fied most closely with Scandinavian—especially Swed-
ish—Social Democracy, is characterized by the fusion
of a high degree of universalism and an equally high
degree of de-commodification. Its primary policy goal
is less to compensate for the loss of income than to
promote a higher standard of living and a more ful-
filling way of life for all citizens. This was necessary
in order to give substance to the idea of social citizen-
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ship and meet the political challenge of capturing the
support of the new middle classes for such a solidar-
istic system. In this Scandinavian system, all occupa-
tional and social groups enjoy identical rights and par-
ticipate in a single universal system, though benefits are
graduated according to actual earnings. This system
was built on the foundation of the proto-Keynesian
ideas developed by Swedish Social Democracy in the
1930s. In addition, by providing grants directly to
children and assuming direct responsibility for caring
for children, the elderly, and the disabled, the Scan-
dinavian welfare system diverges from the male bread-
winner model to a greater extent than in most other
states by meeting the needs of these persons in a way
that makes it possible for women to choose between
work and household.

Not all countries fit neatly into this classificatory
schema. From the end of World War II until 1979,
Britain was a hybrid mixture of the universalism most
closely identified with the Social Democratic model
and the low level of benefits (which is the correlate of
financing through general tax revenues) characteristic
of the liberal, residual model. However, the precise
balance of this mixture shifted in the liberal direction
under the prime ministers Margaret Thatcher and
John Major. Also, some people have suggested that
the states of southern Europe, including Spain, Por-
tugal, Greece, and Italy, constitute a fourth regime. In
these states, welfare services are provided primarily by
church, family, and voluntary organizations, rather
than the state, and the systems are marked by frag-
mented coverage and uneven distribution among oc-
cupational groups.

SOCIAL WELFARE
IN COMMUNIST EUROPE

The mirror image of the dynamic Swedish model was
to be found in the Soviet Union and other communist
states of postwar Eastern Europe. Under communist
rule the right to work was constitutionally guaranteed,
and the integral connection between economic and
social policy that was forged in postwar Western Eu-
rope by Keynesian fiscal policy was made in com-
munist systems by centralized state planning for in-
dustrial production and full employment. The model
of forced industrialization and agricultural collectivi-
zation that was implemented in the Soviet Union by
Stalin and, later, the communist parties of Central and
Eastern Europe, did bring about a rapid increase in
productivity and income in these relatively backward
regions during the first decades of communist rule.
This spurt in economic development made possible

real improvements in virtually every area of social se-
curity in comparison to the precommunist era.

From the 1930s, social services in the Soviet
Union were linked to the performance of that pro-
ductive labor which was deemed essential to the con-
struction of socialism, and a substantial proportion of
social services in the Soviet Union and its East Eu-
ropean empire were provided through the workplace,
including housing, health care, child care, leisure and
cultural activities, and vacation facilities. These ser-
vices were not fringe benefits, but a necessary com-
plement to wages that were set at an artificially low
level in accordance with the dictates of central eco-
nomic planning. In theory at least they obviated the
need for any separate welfare programs except for
those persons who were never fully integrated into the
labor process. In addition, these communist states also
promoted public welfare through substantial state sub-
sidies of basic consumer goods and services, such as
food, housing, transportation, energy, and health care.

However, these initial developments were im-
pressive only in relation to the low level of previous
social programs in these regions. The institutionali-
zation in the 1950s and 1960s of an industrial model
based on abundant unskilled labor, outdated technol-
ogy, and productivity that stagnated at a low level
could not sustain the long-term improvements in so-
cial security beyond the level reached during the initial
spurt. The welfare systems of communist Europe also
suffered from a number of structural problems. The
ambitious commitment of these states to the welfare
of their citizens led in practice to the extensive growth
of a social service system that was so inefficient and
so systematically starved of resources that it was often
incapable of providing an even minimal level of basic
services to all. Housing shortages, the frequent ab-
sence of basic medical equipment in polyclinics, and
low pension rates were the most egregious examples
of this dysfunctionality. The ensuing shortages created
the opportunity for corruption and the temptation to
allocate scarce social services on the basis of bribery,
nepotism, and/or patronage. In the paternalistic ‘‘wel-
fare dictatorships’’ of communist Europe, everything
was done by the party state for the people, who were
systematically excluded from the formulation of wel-
fare policies and who had no legally enforceable right
to challenge the decisions of the state. The right to
social services was limited to individual conformity to
the system, creating a vast potential to instrumentalize
control over scarce social services for political ends—
to reward those groups loyal to the regime and to
punish opponents. Despite the state’s commitment to
the prevention of need, the development of the wel-
fare system was subordinated to the imperatives of
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production. This, together with the limited scope for
public opposition, led the governments of the Soviet
Union and Eastern Europe systematically to injure the
health of their populations ‘‘by requiring work in
health-damaging environments, by polluting the earth
and atmosphere, and by presiding over a social system
that indirectly encouraged alcoholism, unhealthy diet
and suicide’’ (Deacon, p. 3). The negative impact of
these trends was even more severe because of the ideo-
logical insistence that these societies had already at-
tained a level of development at which the class ten-
sions and contradictions of bourgeois society had been
overcome. This view prevented communist policy
makers from recognizing the new social, economic, and
cultural problems created by the postwar transforma-
tion of these societies and developing social policies to
meet the challenges posed by these developments.

The combination of political alienation and the
inability to redeem those social promises on which
communist regimes based their claim to the superi-
ority of their system were major factors in the eventual
collapse of communism. In the late-twentieth-century
period of transition toward parliamentary democracy
and capitalism (at least in most former communist
countries), state policy makers faced a sharp dilemma.
The legitimacy of these new states rests to no small
degree on their promise that capitalism will finally
make good on those welfarist promises made by the
communists. Yet it is difficult to resolve the contra-
diction between the fiscal constraints imposed by
market-oriented reforms and the pressing need for so-
cial services to buffer the consequences of inflation
and unemployment. Postcommunist governments have
begun to turn their attention to social policy, and the
politics of social policy in these states will be shaped
by a variety of factors: macroeconomic conditions, in-
stitutional legacies from the communist period, pre-
communist social policy traditions, the ideological ori-
entation of the governing parties, and the structure of
the political system within which they operate. How-
ever, it is still too early to predict with any accuracy
how the welfare systems in these states will evolve in
the twenty-first century.

WOMEN, GENDER,
AND THE WELFARE STATE

Family policies have been explicitly based on assump-
tions concerning gender roles. The specific social rights
established by welfare programs depend upon whether
the beneficiary is regarded primarily as a worker or a
citizen, a man or a woman, a father or a mother, the
family breadwinner, the family caregiver, the guardian
of domesticity, or as the mother of a new generation.

European feminists initially advocated mothers’
pensions and family allowances because they hoped
that such programs would expand the rights and
choices available to women as citizens, regardless of
their marital status, and enhance their independence
either by recognizing the social value of unremuner-
ated domestic labor and compensating them for it or
by freeing them to pursue work outside the house-
hold. However, the family policies of most European
welfare states have been based fairly explicitly on the
ideal of the male breadwinner and stay-at-home house-
wife. The primary aims of family allowances have been
the elimination of children’s poverty and/or the pro-
motion of state population policy, not the provision
of an alternative to the male breadwinner model. In
contrast, the maternity and family policies of the
Scandinavian countries have gone the furthest toward
extending the rights of women as citizens, rather than
in their capacity as mothers.

Esping-Andersen has been criticized by feminist
historians, who argue that essential aspects of women’s
experience within the welfare state are systematically
obscured by his gender-blind analysis of work and
welfare. More specifically, they point out that, given
prevailing patterns in the sexual division of labor, the
de-commodification of women’s labor has generally
led to the restriction of women to the domestic sphere
where, secondly, they become primary yet unremu-
nerated providers of welfare services to others. This
reflects the fact that most welfare programs were orig-
inally designed to reinforce the family wage system
and, therefore, had a distinctly paternalist character.
Consequently, while de-commodification of labor has
been regarded as an important indicator of emanci-
pation for men, these critics argue that for women de-
commodification has not led to greater economic in-
dependence or enhanced the social citizenship rights
available to them outside of marriage.

In the 1990s, feminist historians made impor-
tant steps toward a fuller incorporation of gender as
an independent analytic dimension in accounts of the
welfare state. Ann Orloff has, for example, suggested
that any adequate description of welfare systems must
take into account the extent to which they promote
women’s access to paid labor and establish those rights
necessary for them to maintain an autonomous house-
hold independent of their roles as wives and mothers.
Other writers have argued that the analysis of gender
and the welfare state must focus on ‘‘caring regimes,’’
which determine the ways in which the family influ-
ences the structure of the labor market by means of
the unpaid provision of welfare by women rather than
analyzing the relationship between paid and unpaid
labor.
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CRISIS, RETRENCHMENT, AND
NEW DEPARTURES SINCE THE 1970s

The post-1945 consolidation of the welfare state in
Western Europe led to steadily accelerating growth in
social spending. By the mid-1970s total social spend-
ing amounted to between one-fourth and one-third
of the gross national product in most western welfare
states, and it substantially exceeded this latter propor-
tion in some countries. In the 1970s, this accelerating
growth came to an abrupt halt. It appeared that the
growth of the welfare state had reached its limits
though it was not clear whether this was due to ex-
ternal fiscal constraints or whether the internal forces
which had propelled this growth had been exhausted.
Conservatives argued that the welfare state had be-
come ‘‘ungovernable’’ because the responsiveness of
democratic government to popular political pressures
was leading to unsustainable levels of public social
spending. Neo-marxists, on the other hand, attributed
the looming crisis to the heightening contradiction
between the need for ever-greater social spending (to
reconcile the laboring classes to the continued exis-
tence of capitalism and/or socialize the costs of the
reproduction of labor which would otherwise have to
be borne by capital alone) and the requirements of the
accumulation of capital.

The economic crisis of the 1970s led to sub-
stantial cuts in social spending in almost every coun-
try. These retrenchment measures did not lead to the
abandonment of the basic features of the existing wel-
fare regime in any country. Retrenchment strategies
included such measures as increasing contributions
and tightening the connection between benefits and
contributions in Bismarckian-type welfare systems; re-
stricting eligibility through greater use of income- and
means-testing in flat-rate, Beveridgean systems; in-
creasing co-payments; combining reductions in basic
benefits with greater use of means-tested supplements
to target expenditure on those who need it most; and
changing complex formulas in order to alter condi-
tions and costs of retirement programs.

In Britain and the United States, the Thatcher
and Reagan administrations used the economic crisis
as a springboard for a broad ideological attack on the
welfare state consensus that had prevailed in both
countries since the 1940s. However, despite their ini-
tial hopes, the Thatcher administration was able to
make only incremental changes rather than effect a
root-and-branch reform of social service provision.
For example, the 1986 Social Security Act in Britain
did not bring about the wholesale transfer of pension
provison from the state to the private sector, but rather
implemented several measures designed to make pri-

vate pensions more appealing while at the same time
making it easier to opt out of the public pension sys-
tem. The effect of this legislation was to shift the Brit-
ish welfare system toward the liberal, residual model.
The plan put forth by the French prime minister Alain
Juppé in 1995 was based on an eclectic mixture of
policy principles. On the one hand, he proposed
transforming the corporatist organization of the na-
tional health insurance system into a universalist pub-
lic health system along the lines of the British model.
On the other hand, the increased reliance on means-
testing to target family allowances moved in the op-
posite direction from that universalism which he was
trying to establish in the health care system.

Three important socioeconomic forces have been
driving European welfare reform since the 1980s. First,
the aging of the population and the emergence of new
family structures and patterns of labor market partic-
ipation are creating new needs and altering the pat-
terns of work, family, and gender upon which Western
welfare states have rested. In addition, the aging of the
population is leading to higher expenditures for pen-
sions and health care, and these fiscal pressures are
further intensified by the corresponding reduction in
the ratio of active workers to the retired population.

Second, the political economy of the postwar
welfare state in Western Europe was altered by the
emergence of a new industrial regime, which was based
on a more flexible organization of production through
electronically controlled machines operated by in-
creasingly highly skilled and highly paid workers, de-
pendence on continuously accelerating technological
innovation, and new forms of corporate structure to
manage these processes. From 1945 through the 1980s,
the state linked the interests of organized capital and
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labor in a program of full employment and social wel-
fare. Changes in the organization of production have
distinct implications for the Keynesian welfare system.

This reorganization of production cannot be
separated from a third major force: economic glob-
alization and the increasing integration of the Euro-
pean nation-states into the European Union. The en-
forced harmonization of social policies is an essential
element of the logic of European integration, and the
necessary changes put pressure on those national com-
promises concerning wages and social spending which
had been the foundation of the Keynesian welfare

state. By making the boundaries of the national eco-
nomic and social space more porous and subject to
the disruptive effects of international economic com-
petition, globalization increases the demand for social
programs to cushion the population against these dis-
ruptions at the same time that the pressures of inter-
national competition are diminishing the capacity of
the state and industry to pay for these programs. The
disjunction between the global scale of production
and the national provision of welfare has even been
pulling at the solidarist glue that has held the Euro-
pean welfare systems together for the past half-century.

See also The World Wars and the Depression; Since World War II (volume 1); The
Life Cycle; The Welfare State; Communism (volume 2); The Family and the State;
Motherhood; Widows and Widowers; The Elderly (volume 4); Working Classes;
Labor History: Strikes and Unions; Socialism (in this volume); and other articles in
this section.
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ALCOHOL AND TEMPERANCE

12
George Snow

Alcohol has played an important role in human so-
ciety since the accidental discovery of the effects of
ethyl alcohol—the product of the natural fermenta-
tion of honey or fruit. The agricultural development
and domestication of grape stock—viticulture—re-
sulted in wines that were considered to have, in ad-
dition to other qualities, salutary medicinal benefits.
The agricultural revolution that led to the production
of wines also led to the manufacture and consumption
of beer—a beverage relying on the fermentation of
large amounts of starchy grain.

ALCOHOL IN EARLY SOCIETY

Wines and beers of varying strengths and description
became the primary beverages among European pop-
ulations confronted with unpotable drinking water,
since the antiseptic power of alcohol, along with the
natural acidity of wine and beer, killed many pathogens
in the questionable water. In addition to these salutary
properties, wine especially acquired a reputation as a
means of settling the stomach, as a prophylactic in the
prevention of colds, and as an antiseptic in the cleans-
ing of wounds. Consumption of alcoholic beverages
also temporarily altered behavior—elating and glad-
dening some, enhancing the feeling of physical strength
of others, promoting camaraderie and fellowship for
many more, and lowering personal and social inhibi-
tions for all. These attributes of alcohol led churches
throughout Europe to inveigh against its excessive con-
sumption—that is, drunkenness (ivrognerie, Trunk-
sucht, p’ianstvo, and borrachera in French, German,
Russian, and Spanish, respectively)—from the Mid-
dle Ages on. All of this was in spite of the fact that
wine was central in the celebration of the Eucharist
and that in European climates conducive to viticul-
ture, the church frequently operated the biggest and
best vineyards at a considerable profit.

By the Renaissance the process of distillation to
produce spirits—a process invented earlier by the Ar-
abs—had gradually spread first to Italy and then to

northern Europe, reaching the extreme north and
northeast—Scandinavia and Muscovy—by the mid–
fifteenth century. The powerful spirituous beverages
aquavit and vodka—names that derive from the word
‘‘water’’ in Scandinavian languages and Russian, re-
spectively—resulted from a process that used a boil-
ing water–alcohol mixture to derive a condensation
with a higher alcohol content than that of the starting
liquid. Distilled alcoholic beverages could pretend
neither to nourishment nor to low alcohol content—
but they became widely popular in some areas of Eu-
rope (for example, Russia), where they replaced wine
and beer as the preferred beverages in daily life and in
the celebration of church holidays and ceremonial
occasions, such as births, christenings and baptisms,
marriages, deaths, and wakes. Distilled beverages did
not carry the sacral associations of wine, which re-
mained the chief potable of Catholic countries, such
as France, Italy, Spain, and Portugal. But the increas-
ing availability and strength of distilled alcoholic
beverages in the post-Reformation period produced
seemingly higher levels of drunkenness and the ac-
companying official concerns.

The predominantly rural and agrarian nature of
most early modern European societies did not make
a social problem of alcohol consumption—whether
in the form of beer, wine, or distilled spirits. In the
agricultural way of life the sense of time, the ebb and
flow of seasonal activity, the compulsion to work, and
the consumption of intoxicants were all of a kind of
‘‘natural’’ process. That is, the line between work and
life was blurred, permitting a greater intermingling of
labor and social intercourse in which drinking played
an important role and did not seriously inhibit the
performance of tasks central to agricultural produc-
tion. Then, too, in eastern Europe, and particularly
in Russia, a drink of vodka was both a ceremonial and
an official confirmation of an agreement or a bargain
in rural villages, and village work parties were fre-
quently paid on this basis, a natural consequence of
undermonetized economies. Consequently, criticism
of alcohol consumption remained muted and was only
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expressed when consumption reached excessive levels.
Many homilies were, therefore, directed against the
practice of drinking to get drunk.

Other subterranean rumblings against excessive
alcohol consumption during this period came from
moralists disturbed by the spread of distilled spirits—
with the matter betraying national animosities: the
French accused the Italians of introducing distilling tech-
niques learned from the Arabs, the Germans accused
the French of the same thing, and the English claimed
that their soldiers had been introduced to gin drinking
in Holland during the wars of the sixteenth century.
Behind all of these concerns was the fact that strong
liquor was being drunk everywhere in Europe by the
eve of the Enlightenment, and virtually every country,
using the same basic techniques and custom-built still,
had begun to fashion its own indigenous beverage:
Scotch among the Scots, Branntwein and schnapps
among the Germans; and arrack and raki, made with
rice from the Far East, in the western Mediterranean.

Economics of alcohol. As consumption of alcohol
in its various forms became more widespread and pop-
ular in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Eu-
ropean governments saw its manufacture, distribu-
tion, and sale as potential sources of revenue—both
direct and indirect. Consequently, the English Parlia-
ment required licenses of alehouses (1552), Boris Go-
dunov’s Muscovite government (1598–1605) taxed
the sale of vodka by the kabaki (taverns), and the
French King Louis XIV (1638–1715) taxed the sale
of eaux-de-vie sold by cabarets at the same level as
wine. An inestimably valuable source of indirect tax-
ation that served a redistributive function, the direct
or indirect sale of alcoholic beverages by the state le-
gitimated their consumption in some quarters. In many
cases, this association made bars and taverns a focus
of attention for both tax inspectors and, later, tem-
perance reformers. In some other cases, for example
in Russia, it made the government itself the target of
temperance critics.
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Alcohol consumption as a moral issue. Although
it was recognized that alcoholic beverages differed in
strength, there was little widespread perception of their
heavy consumption as either a medical or a social
problem. Indeed, alcohol consumption was for a long
while seen as a moral problem. In England the re-
spectability of places for the retail sale of some alco-
holic beverages increased during the Restoration. A
similar lack of concern existed in France during this
period, while in Russia the redistributive nature of
alcohol sales was institutionalized: the kabaki became
a state monopoly, a status recognized by the Ulozhenie
(legal code) of 1649.

By the eighteenth century, however, leading ele-
ments in England, the Germanies, and France had
begun to express concern about alcohol abuse—al-
though for different reasons and on different bases.
The concern reflected in William Hogarth’s engrav-
ings and in Wesleyan religious sensibilities in England
and the growing medical awareness of alcohol’s debil-
itating effects in the Germanies were directed against
distilled alcoholic beverages. Beer and wine continued
to be viewed as ‘‘natural’’ and therefore less harmful
than the products of distillation. This distinction re-
mained a basic feature of much temperance thought
to the beginning of the twentieth century. Because
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wine was for a long time the main alcoholic beverage
consumed by Frenchmen, concern with alcohol abuse
was slow to develop in France. But by the end of the
eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth cen-
tury and with the increased appearance of distilled
alcoholic beverages, French and German physicians
were coming to see the excessive consumption of al-
cohol as a public-health problem.

Alcohol consumption as a health issue. The con-
cern about alcohol consumption as a public-health
problem was first expressed in early-nineteenth-century
England when the term ‘‘delirium tremens’’ was used
by the physician Thomas Sutton to describe the vio-
lent restlessness, hallucinations, and other phenomena
associated with prolonged alcohol abuse. During this
same period physicians of diverse nationality pub-
lished studies of the effects of alcohol abuse on the
liver. Not a few of them posited that such abuse was
a form of disease, a contention that led to the emer-
gence of the disease model that later played so im-
portant a role in European temperance movements
and eventually replaced the moral paradigm. Associ-
ated with this model was the assumption that it was
a degenerative disease not only for the drinker but for
his or her progeny as well—an assumption that played
a significant role in late-nineteenth-century racial de-
generation theories and in some temperance literature.
Knowledge about the effects of alcohol on the human
body was, in any event, scattered and fragmentary,
varying from country to country.

This situation was remedied by the synthesizing
work of the great Swedish physiologist and researcher
Magnus Huss (1807–1890). Huss’s contribution to
the emerging concern about alcohol abuse and the
myriad physical problems associated with it was the
product of his extensive familiarity with international
literature on the subject plus his own wide travels and
personal observations, as a physician in Swedish hos-
pitals, of the ravages of drink among the poor. All of
these elements came together in his great work Alco-
holismus chronicus (1849), originally written in his na-
tive Swedish and translated three years later into Ger-
man. Huss’s neologism ‘‘alcoholism’’ not only was
succinct but followed common scientific usage in ap-
plying the suffix ‘‘-ism’’ when describing a disease. He
systematically classified the physiological and psycho-
logical changes attributable to excessive, long-term al-
cohol consumption, as described by the English phy-
sician Wilfred Batten Lewis Trotter and clinicians like
the German Fuchs and the American Benjamin Rush.
Rush had been among the first to describe chronic
drunkenness as a disease, and one that was implicated
in other diseases—including epilepsy.

Huss’s work provided an international frame-
work for analysis and diagnosis: the enemy now had
a name and a symptomatology—tools that were in-
valuable to temperance proponents throughout Eu-
rope, despite Huss’s own focus on the harmfulness of
distilled alcoholic beverages and his acceptance of the
naturalness of fermented ones. Huss’s work also sup-
ported the general apprehension that the consequences
of alcohol abuse led ineluctably to race degeneration.
Such theories of alcohol-created degeneration later
found their fullest expression in the mid-century clini-
cal works of the Frenchmen Bénédict Morel and Val-
entin Magnan—theories that influenced Émile Zola’s
widely read Rougon-Macquart novels and later influ-
enced middle-class intellectuals and reformers devoted
to the temperance cause.

THE SOCIAL CONTEXT FOR
CONCERNS ABOUT ALCOHOL ABUSE

The rise of medical concern about alcohol abuse was
contemporaneous, or nearly so, with two major social
phenomena. One was the great industrial upsurge
during this period, which drew a large labor force to
rapidly developing towns and cities to work in mills,
foundries, and factories. Attendant on the growth of
this urban labor force was a middle- and upper-class
apprehension about these laborers’ proclivity for strong
drink. This proclivity and the working classes’ relative
poverty, substandard living conditions, and high levels
of violence and crime constituted a witches’ brew that
alternately frightened and appalled polite, middle-
class society from England to Russia. Although the
members of society reacting to excessive alcohol con-
sumption among the working classes were largely
merchants; professionals, such as physicians, lawyers,
teachers; and clergy—what has been described as civil
society—and people from the privileged classes, small
artisans and even industrial workers themselves also
reacted to alcoholism, often associating abstinence
from strong drink with self-improvement. Factory,
mill, and foundry owners were also concerned about
workers’ proclivity to abuse alcohol, especially because
agrarian patterns of alcohol use imported into the
more rigid time and production constraints of indus-
trial capitalism resulted in damaged machinery, de-
layed production, and general financial loss.

European intellectuals and political leaders
viewed the alcohol issue in a broader social and po-
litical context. Friedrich Engels posited a direct rela-
tionship between industrial capitalism and alcohol-
ism, attributing workers’ drinking problems to the
physical demands of their working conditions and the
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pollution of their environment by industry—in short,
he argued that alcoholism was merely an epiphenom-
enon and that capitalism was the real culprit. Karl
Marx was more than a little hostile to temperance
both as a concept and as a movement. For him places
such as English gin shops epitomized the essence of
capitalist economic relations and were rightly the only
Sunday pleasures of the people. Hence, he dismissed
‘‘economists, philanthropists, humanitarians, improv-
ers of the condition of the working class, organizers
of charity, members of societies for the prevention of
cruelty to animals, temperance fanatics, and hole-and-
corner reformers of every kind’’ as coteries of the
bourgeoisie. Similarly, the German Social Democratic
leader Karl Kautsky emphasized the importance of the
tavern as a gathering place for workers to discuss poli-
tics and as a center for German workers’ social net-
work, while the Russian I. G. Pryzhov in Istoriia ka-
bakov v Rossii (A history of taverns in Russia) claimed
the same function for his country’s drinking places.
Yet Marx also decried drunkenness, along with pros-
titution and usury, as ‘‘the interest charged by the
bourgeois against the vices of ruined capitalism.’’ Lit-
tle wonder, then, that European socialists were split
into two camps over the issue: those who agreed with
Kautsky, and those who followed the Belgian socialist
Émile Vandervelde, who preached total abstinence as
a means by which the worker could escape an unjust
and exploitative system. Militant Social Democrats
during Russia’s prewar revolutionary period contin-
ued this latter tradition, viewing total abstinence from
the coils of ‘‘the green serpent’’ of alcohol abuse as a
form of the spartan self-denial and discipline de-
manded of the revolutionary vanguard.

The second social phenomenon contempora-
neous with and, to some extent, intimately connected
with increased medical concern was the emergence of
a civil society in various European states. Developing
models of the formation of middle-class attitudes, sen-
sibilities, and awareness, modern social historians see
the activity of this civil society as extending along a
continuum from promotion of private-property rights
and the rule of law, to movements for professionali-
zation, to the development of a public sphere inde-
pendent of the state. In short, this society constituted
a network of voluntary associations that served as a
major means by which the bourgeoisie attempted not
only to set the tone in the material and cultural
spheres but increasingly to influence public policy on
a host of issues. These issues included public health,
education, and penology. A civil society further im-
plies a critical mass of educated individuals, profes-
sional societies, and cultural organizations, all of which
established intermediate identities between the family

and the state. This was, then, the promotion of activ-
ity for the public good rather than for private gain,
the practical and purposive activity of citizens rather
than subjects.

EARLY TEMPERANCE EFFORTS

The earliest recorded temperance group in Europe
was established in Sweden in 1818 as a result of the
efforts of the Lutheran clergy. This temperance effort
was directed against the consumption of schnapps and
continued to condone the moderate consumption of
wine and beer. Only later in the century did the con-
cept of temperance divide along lines advocating mod-
erate consumption or total abstinence, or teetotalism.
This division came to characterize virtually every Eu-
ropean temperance movement save one—the Ger-
man—before World War I. The Lutheran clergy was
also responsible for the earliest temperance efforts in
the Russian Empire—in the Baltic provinces in the
1830s.

In England and Russia organizations less for-
mal than the government took the lead in fostering
temperance. In England parliamentary legislation at-
tempted to combat alcohol abuse by introducing laws
that would permit the freer licensing of drink shops
(which, proponents believed, would end the monop-
olistic practices that promoted excessive alcohol con-
sumption). Such legislative efforts were grounded in
the belief that government regulation of drinking
places fostered adulteration, high prices, smuggling,
and drunkenness. Ending monopolies and introduc-
ing free licensing would, advocates believed, end these
evils as well as eliminate the artificial attractions of
drink that stemmed from government favor. The Beer
Act, which capped a decade devoted to this kind of
approach, thus extended the free-market principle to
the sale of drink, with the anticipation that the lower
price of beer under this new system would encourage
Englishmen to drink it instead of gin. It was thus yet
another variation of the ‘‘pure’’ alcoholic beverage ver-
sus distilled alcoholic beverage debate.

In Russia the same reasoning lay behind the
growing criticism of the government’s exploitation of
the vodka tax farm (otkup). However, the Russian gov-
ernment was caught in a dilemma: it opposed efforts
by the Lutheran clergy in the Baltic provinces, but at
the same time its officials were concerned about in-
creased levels of alcohol consumption—especially of
the non-taxed homemade vodka (samogon) sold in un-
licensed speakeasies (korchmy). The government ad-
dressed the issue not only of abuse but of the illicit
sale and consequent adulteration of vodka by studying
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the related issues in a series of commissions. Unlike
the English, however, these bodies suggested greater
official regulation of the drink trade by controlling,
among other things, its location near schools and pub-
lic buildings, restricting the size of licensed kabaki,
and increasing the price of vodka to make it less
affordable to the masses. France, in contradistinction
to England and Russia, increased the number of of-
ficials overseeing the cafés.

MORE FORMALIZED
TEMPERANCE EFFORTS

True temperance movements—that is, voluntary or-
ganizations formed by essentially private members of
society—began in England and Germany only in the
1830s and 1840s, in France in the 1870s, and in Rus-
sia in the late 1880s and 1890s.

While not the first to organize temperance groups,
England witnessed the most rapid development of
quite diverse organizations—many of which inspired
efforts in other countries. Independent societies were
among the first of these groups, followed by national
organizations—the National Temperance Society in
1842 (later the National Temperance League) and the
British Association for the Promotion of Temperance
in 1835 (later the British Temperance League). In En-
gland these organizations advocated teetotalism—a
position not popular in other European states. Over
the decades other groups were formed: workers’ as-
sociations, fraternal temperance orders—including the
Order of Good Templars (an import from the United
States)—denominational temperance societies, and
women’s temperance associations. England also had
specialized societies for, among others, soldiers and
sailors—two groups that had historically been given
alcoholic beverages to reward them for performance
in the field or to warm and fortify them, out of a belief
in alcohol’s restorative and reinvigorating properties.

The English temperance model greatly influ-
enced the development of temperance groups in Rus-
sia in the 1890s. Norman Kerr’s Inebriety: Its Etiology,
Pathology, Treatment, and Jurisprudence (1888) was
one of the earliest treatises on the subject of temper-
ance to be translated into Russian, although the works
of German and French scientists and clinicians were
ultimately the most widely circulated. There were sig-
nificant differences of course. While there had been
antialcohol protests in rural Russia in the period
1859–1861, they were directed less toward modera-
tion or total abstinence than toward the high cost and
low quality of vodka sold by tavern keepers under the
otkup. Some of this protest was clearly anti-Semitic—

directed against Jewish tavern keepers and illicit drink
sellers more often than against gentile ones.

The transition from the tax farm to an excise
system in the 1880s helped stimulate a true temper-
ance consciousness among Russian public-health phy-
sicians, lawyers, and other professionals. While on the
surface directed against the new system for increasing
drinking and alcohol abuse among the urban working
class, much of the sentiment against the excise origi-
nated with officials and intellectuals who found intro-
ducing entrepreneurship into the drink trade an un-
wanted form of competition. Clerical involvement was
restricted until the late 1880s due to Orthodox Church
officials’ disapproval of temperance efforts. With the
introduction of the state vodka monopoly in 1894,
however, temperance in Russia was officially recognized
and significantly boosted, and the number of groups
championing the cause grew exponentially. This in-
cluded state-sponsored organizations—the Guardian-
ships of Popular Sobriety.

The efforts of all these groups in Russia were
similar in tone and form to those in England: basic
literacy, education, skill training, entertainment, li-
braries, reading rooms, encouragement of tea con-
sumption as an alternative to alcohol, and, above all,
propaganda on the debilitating economic, physical,
and mental consequences of alcohol consumption.
The Russian movement also became fully committed
to the disease model of alcoholism and advocated cre-
ating specialized institutions for the treatment instead
of punishment of alcoholics. Like English and French
groups, Russian temperance organizations published
journals, newspapers, and pamphlets devoted to ed-
ucating people on the harm of alcohol consumption.
Unlike in England, church temperance organizations
were held at arm’s length by others in the movement,
and legislative support for temperance became possi-
ble only with the third state Duma after 1907.

Germany experienced many of the same ten-
sions as England and Russia. The early German tem-
perance movement (1830s and 1840s) insisted on the
moderate consumption of beer and wine and the
avoidance of distilled liquors. But teetotalism made
little headway. The German movement was charac-
terized by the same religious and moralistic features
as denominational temperance activity in England and
as some local parish activity in Russia. As in England
and Russia, these early groups required adherents to
take a vow renouncing spirits. However, German tem-
perance underwent a sea change after mid-century
and by the mid-1880s had come, in the form of the
German Association for the Prevention of Alcohol
Abuse (DMVG), to emphasize a more scientific ap-
proach. This included devoting attention to the medi-
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cal and treatment aspects of alcoholism and lobbying
the state for changes in German licensing laws as well
as for laws that would permit the legal, institutional
treatment of alcohol abusers. Because of the central
importance that German socialists gave to beer halls
as social and political gathering places for workers, the
DMVG stressed moderation only. The Good Tem-
plars did not, therefore, enjoy a warm response among
German socialists.

France represents the final example of temper-
ance in a major European state. As with most Euro-
pean societies, drinking in general—and the con-
sumption of wine in particular—had traditionally
been seen as a source of refreshment as well as a sym-
bol of a bond. Hence a drink was often a means of
sealing a business agreement. However, as early as the
eighteenth century, the cabarets were seen as contrib-
uting to heightened levels of drunkenness and as places
for idlers. As in Germany, distinctions were made be-
tween more ‘‘natural’’ alcoholic beverages and the
stronger, physically more harmful eaux-de-vie. Added
to this mix was the perception, so ably expressed by
Honoré de Balzac, that the cafés selling alcoholic bev-
erages were, in and of themselves, ‘‘parliaments of the
people.’’ Thus, following the revolutionary era, both
republican and imperial French governments so feared
this aspect of drinking places that they established spe-
cial arms of the law to watch over them in the country-
side, villages, and small towns.

As in other European countries, the increasing
concern of the bourgeoisie, public-health officials, and
the medical profession with alcoholism among urban
workers was notable in France. Moreover, in France
as elsewhere in Europe, industrialized distillation made
for a deadly combination of large quantities and low
prices. Thus in France, too, consumption levels in-
creased markedly in the course of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Wine was increasingly replaced by beer and co-
gnac and, in the final quarter of the century, by the
deadly absinthe. Yet for all this, not until 1872 was
the first voluntary temperance organization—the As-
sociation contre l’Abus des Boissons Alcooliques—
formed in France.

In the last decades of the nineteenth century
French temperance groups—although few in number
and small in membership compared with England—
sponsored legislative efforts to control alcohol pro-
duction and decrease alcoholism. The French groups,
while consciously avoiding a teetotal position, spon-
sored the same family-oriented activities and enter-
tainments as the British and, similar to the Russian
movement, were anxious about worker housing as a
causal nexus for alcohol abuse. Worker temperance
organizations also enjoyed some popularity in France,
indeed to a much greater extent than in Russia be-
cause in France a nationwide worker organization—
the Federation of Anti-Alcohol Workers (FOA)—was
formed in 1911, whereas in Russia the tsarist govern-
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ment’s restrictive policies in the years before World
War I precluded formation of such a group.

Aside from the major nations of Europe, only
Sweden attempted and, to some extent, succeeded in
combating both the liquor traffic in general and the
rising levels of alcohol abuse in particular through the
Gothenburg System of 1865. This system involved
creating limited-dividend corporations for the man-
ufacture and sale of drink and local monopolies for
the retail sale of brandies; in addition, there was a
rationing of the population, and on-premise con-
sumption of alcoholic beverages was prohibited except
in eating places. Only Russia’s vodka monopoly at-
tempted to achieve some of these effects—for exam-
ple, by attempting to make the state vodka shops
monopolies for the sale of drink by the bottle for off-

premises consumption but allowing its consumption
by the glass in first-class restaurants, some taverns, and
the dining rooms of railway stations. Sweden’s far-
reaching efforts were not replicated in most European
states, however. The Gothenburg System’s major short-
coming was its inability to control the importation of
spirits and the sale of beer and wine. Not until 1919
did Sweden reform the system further by attempting
to eliminate private profit from every branch of the
manufacture and sale of alcohol.

INTERNATIONAL TEMPERANCE EFFORTS

What pulled all of these disparate national temperance
efforts together was the International Congress against
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Alcoholism held in various European capitals from the
1880s up to the eve of World War I. These gather-
ings—increasingly teetotal in spirit and content—ad-
dressed the burning issues of the movement: alcohol-
ism as disease; the nature, scope, and desirability of
institutional centers exclusively for the treatment of
alcoholism; and the regimens to be followed in such
centers, including the increasingly popular use of hyp-
notism as a therapeutic measure. These assemblies also
addressed issues such as the relation between alcohol
abuse and public-health problems and social issues.
Tuberculosis and epilepsy were among the myriad ail-
ments associated directly or indirectly with alcohol
abuse. Moreover, social issues such as wage levels, hous-
ing conditions, crime, and the workplace environ-
ment—including conditions in factories—also pre-
occupied the delegates to these gatherings.

Still, by the eve of World War I, for all these
efforts, anomalies persisted. In France, for example,
the continued popularity and productivity of home-
made alcoholic beverages—the bouilleurs de cru—
and in Russia the troublesome problems of home
manufacture and illicit sale of home-manufactured al-
coholic beverages—particularly vodka—remained un-
solved. Both countries also failed to rally women to
their temperance causes. In other European countries
and in the United States, women were seen as the
natural allies of temperance—because they had not
yet acquired the bad habit of drinking and because
patriarchal views held that they were either made of
nobler stuff than men or less influenced by alcohol
due to physical or mental inferiority. Despite the evi-
dence from the United States and England, temper-
ance groups in France and Russia failed to attract large
numbers of women and had only a handful of women
temperance leaders.

The outbreak of World War I was seen as an
occasion to make a new, alcohol-free beginning. But
very little action was taken to restrict access to alco-
holic beverages. Except, that is, in Russia, where the
tsarist government temporarily prohibited the sale of
alcoholic beverages during mobilization (to avoid the
drunken excesses witnessed during the Russo-Japanese
War of 1904–1905, when alcohol was readily available
to newly mobilized troops) and then totally prohibited
the manufacture and sale of alcoholic beverages for the
duration of the war. There were even intimations that
this policy would be made ‘‘perpetual.’’

TEMPERANCE AFTER WORLD WAR I

The Russian experiment was not successful, and home
brewing, cases of alcohol poisoning, and liquor riots

soon appeared. Antialcohol and temperance propa-
ganda was largely ignored and, hence, unsuccessful in
both France and England as well. With the war’s end,
in the 1920s the state became increasingly involved
in the matter of alcoholism and temperance, an ap-
proach that prevailed for the remainder of the century.

In Russia the October Revolution initially car-
ried a promise of reform in the alcohol problems of
the previous centuries by a group philosophically op-
posed to alcoholism on the basis of marxist theory.
Not only was abstention viewed as ‘‘heroic’’ by many
worker-Bolsheviks, but the Communist Party took
the position that alcohol abuse had been an epiphe-
nomenon of the deep-seated contradictions of capi-
talism. Declaring war on alcoholism as a social disease,
with V. I. Lenin labeling it a plague of the petite bour-
geoisie, the new Communist state announced that the
proletariat would root it out through the propagation
of the ‘‘Communist ideal.’’ Thus, sweeping measures
were enacted to combat and eliminate drinking: dis-
tillers were shut down; inebriates were declared sub-
ject to arrest and prosecution; the death penalty was
prescribed for members of the Red Army who abused
alcohol; ‘‘narcological dispensaries’’ were organized to
treat alcoholics; and prison terms of at least ten years
were mandated for the illegal manufacture of alcoholic
beverages—especially samogon. The new government
also began publishing a monthly temperance journal,
Trezvost’ i kul’tura (Sobriety and culture), to spearhead
the drive for sobriety and to promote demonstrations
in favor of it and the formation of temperance soci-
eties. Yet these efforts were more Potemkin villages,
and the societies were never independent or effective.
The narcological dispensaries in Moscow reported an
increasing annual turnover of patients, leading one
early Soviet alcohol researcher to calculate an alco-
holism rate of thirty per one thousand population for
the city and more than one million chronic alcoholics
in the nation.

In the 1930s fiscal imperatives led Joseph Stalin
to increase production of alcohol and to control its
sale—a classic redistributive method of the tsarist pe-
riod. Yet the ranks of heavy drinkers did not increase
during this decade despite the stresses of urbanization,
industrialization, repression, and fear. Rather, alcohol
consumption—and, one must assume, alcoholism—
slowed both because the standard of living could not
accommodate the regular purchase of alcoholic bev-
erages and because the loss of their agricultural prod-
ucts slowed the peasants’ production of samogon. There
was, too, the additional fear that ‘‘decadent behavior’’
such as heavy drinking could lead to incarceration or
worse. The other side of the coin, however, was Sta-
lin’s wartime return to the practice of issuing a daily
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ration of vodka to soldiers. But with war’s end, alcohol
consumption and attendant alcoholism rose in Soviet
society in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s. One scholar
of the phenomenon calculated that in the Russian
Federation alone, 11.3 percent of the population aged
fifteen and older were alcoholics. The data for this
period produced by Western scholars were largely in-
ferential, however, since the Soviet Union continued
to regard such figures as tantamount to state secrets.

With the antialcohol campaign launched ini-
tially by Yuri Andropov and continued by Mikhail
Gorbachev in the 1980s, Western scholars saw the first
real public discussion of alcoholism and temperance
in the Soviet Union since the 1920s. Multifaceted in
its conception and calling for the creation of a state
temperance society, the campaign claimed by late in
the decade significant decreases in alcoholism and its
associated problems. Beneath the surface, however,
the manufacture of samogon had soared, and to avoid
the state’s strictures on hours of sale and quantity of
bottles allowed for per capita purchase, the public
had turned to strong, often poisonous substitutes,
such as antifreeze and shoe polish. Consequently, this
great state temperance campaign died with a whim-
per not too long before the collapse of the state that
sponsored it.

France experienced many of the same problems
as the other European nations after World War I. Dur-
ing the war alcohol consumption declined, but fol-

lowing the restoration of peace, production and con-
sumption rose markedly, as did alcoholism. Indeed,
the few antialcohol barriers raised during the war were
removed, government intervention was discouraged,
and rates of consumption and alcoholism rose steadily
into the late 1930s. Temperance simply was neither
popular nor economically desirable. Then, too, Amer-
ican Prohibition smacked too much of puritanical
moralism to many Frenchmen. Only the Family Code
of 1939 and its creation of the Haute Comité sur la
Population represented any effort to restrict alcohol
consumption.

Real declines in alcoholism in France were made
possible only by World War II, which, with defeat and
occupation by the Germans, ended the laissez-faire
policies with respect to alcohol production and con-
sumption. What the Vichy government started was
continued in the post–World War II period by the
Fourth and Fifth Republics—that is, extensive state
involvement in antialcoholism and temperance. In
this, it is much like—albeit more effective than—the
Soviet example. Unlike the Soviet Union, however,
there was a revival and extension of legitimate private
antialcohol groups. The state also became convinced,
through the research of Sully Ledermann, that the
greater the level of alcohol consumption in a society,
the greater the amount of alcohol-related harm. With
the Fourth and Fifth Republics’ assumption of re-
sponsibility for medical care and rational economic
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TABLE 2

PER CAPITA CONSUMPTION OF ALCOHOL OF ALL VARIETIES
(IN LITERS PER CAPITA OF 100 PERCENT ALCOHOL)

FOR SELECT EUROPEAN STATES, 1990–1996

1990 1993 1994 1995 1996

Denmark 9.8 9.9 10.0 10.1 10.3
Finland 7.8 6.8 6.6 6.4 6.3
France 12.6 12.3 11.8 11.9 12.1
Germany 11.7* 11.8 11.5 11.2 10.8
Sweden 5.8 6.0 6.1 5.7 5.2
United Kingdom 7.6 7.1 7.3 7.0 7.2
Norway 4.1 3.8 3.8 3.9 4.0
Russia – 5.5 5.3 5.2 5.2

* Figures for the Federal Republic only
The International Order of Good Templars

planning, then, the state increasingly viewed alcohol-
ism as a disease with both societal and economic con-
sequences for which the state had responsibility. This
approach was perfectly consonant with the social phi-
losophy of the so-called welfare state of other Euro-
pean countries after 1945. Consequently, a series of
enactments provided impetus for a state antialcohol
campaign mandating treatment, compulsory blood tests
for criminals to measure blood alcohol levels, and
measures against drunk driving—many of which re-
mained in effect in the 1990s.

Like the Soviet Union and France, Scandinavian
countries involved the state in antialcohol efforts. Fin-
land, for example, repealed prohibition in the early
1930s but established ALKO to control the produc-
tion of and trade in alcoholic beverages. ALKO was
also charged with operating retail stores for spirits,
wine, long drinks (spirits mixed with soft drinks), and
strong beer. Unlike the unrealistic U.S. goal of total
prohibition, Finland, like Sweden, Denmark, and Nor-
way, strove from 1918 to the 1990s to reduce the
detrimental effects of alcohol use by steering con-
sumption and habits in a ‘‘healthy’’ direction—a goal
reminiscent of both the prerevolutionary tsarist alco-
hol policy and the Gothenburg System. Finnish mu-
nicipalities, like those in Sweden, are obliged to pro-
vide services for people with substance-abuse and
related problems. Moreover, many hospitals in Fin-

land have detoxification units operating as part of the
national health-care system. Sweden began dealing
with detoxification in the late 1940s by creating out-
patient clinics for alcoholics. Both states legislated
close interaction between nongovernmental organi-
zations, municipal governments, and essentially pri-
vate treatment centers in the struggle with alcoholism,
with Sweden providing such services under the aus-
pices of its Social Services Act of 1982. Sweden and
Finland, like Denmark and Norway, have introduced
strict limitations on alcohol advertising as part of an
ongoing preventive approach.

The German flirtation with antialcoholism and
temperance in the years after World War I displayed
the same ambivalence as in the period before 1914.
High levels of consumption and abuse characterized
the Weimar years. The Great Depression had the same
flattening effect on alcohol consumption and alcohol-
ism in Germany as it did elsewhere in Europe. Further,
there was no ‘‘official’’ antialcohol posture adopted in
the period 1933–1945, despite Hitler’s well-known
abstemiousness—that is, with the exception of those
German physicians who, mirroring the early racial de-
generation temperance approaches of the nineteenth
century, saw alcohol abuse as a factor undermining
Aryan racial purity. The division of Germany into the
German Democratic Republic and the Federal Re-
public of Germany from 1945 to 1990 makes gen-
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eralization difficult, but alcohol consumption was the
most widespread chronic disorder even after reunifi-
cation. Nonetheless, several provinces set up mass-
media campaigns focusing on sobriety in specific sit-
uations. But of all the European nations, Germany
remained behind in both governmental and private
temperance efforts at the end of the twentieth century.

Britain experimented with prohibition early in
World War I, when David Lloyd George was chan-
cellor of the exchequer, but ultimately settled for the
creation of the Liquor Control Board—which closed
pubs in the mornings, afternoons, and early at night,
a practice that survived in attenuated form until the
1990s. Scotland, however, did introduce local option
even before the outbreak of war in 1914. Despite this,
a broad array of church-based and secular temperance
organizations remained active into the 1920s, their
efforts aided by the inevitable drop in consumption
during the Great Depression. Only after 1945 and the
achievement of a parliamentary majority by the Labor
Party, with its wide-ranging program of welfare and
public-health services, did alcoholism and measures
for its treatment or eradication become concerns of
the state—again, an approach perfectly consonant
with other European states of the time.

Recovery from the devastation of World War II
and growing prosperity in Britain produced increased
levels of alcohol consumption—which approximately
doubled between 1950 and 1980. This troubling phe-
nomenon and its attendant problems sparked the
creation or reorganization of government departments
charged with administering health issues as well as the
creation of a new organization called Alcohol Con-
cern. Alcohol education issues were mandated to be
handled through an independent body (Action on Al-
cohol Abuse, or AAA) under the aegis of the Royal
Colleges of Medicine. (The AAA was discontinued
after 1989 due to insufficient funding.) A series of acts
in the 1970s and 1980s required, among other things,

mandatory licenses for shops and beverage distribu-
tors; established legal age limits for consumption; and
restricted the hours for sale of alcoholic beverages. In
1990 the Portman Group, an association of alcohol
manufacturers, established a ‘‘Proof of Age’’ card to
encourage compliance with the legal age limits for the
purchase of alcoholic beverages. As with other coun-
tries in the European Union, severe penalties for driv-
ing under the influence of alcohol were introduced in
1967 and 1981 (the Road Safety Act and the Trans-
port Act, respectively). And finally, as with other Eu-
ropean states, under the rubric of prevention a de-
tailed set of guidelines regulated the advertising of
alcoholic beverages on radio, television, and in various
print and advertising media.

Although international temperance and anti-
alcohol conventions were held after 1945, they had
far less importance than before 1914. Uniformity of
action by the European states on this issue came
only in 1990 with the formation of EUROCARE-
Advocacy for the Prevention of Alcohol Related Harm
in Europe, an alliance of voluntary and nongovern-
mental organizations concerned about the impact of
the European Union on alcohol policy in member
states. EUROCARE maintains a Web site detailing
alcohol statistics for nations in the European Union.
[For statistics of alcohol consumption, see tables 1
and 2.]

With the World Health Organization’s recom-
mendations for reduction of alcohol production in
various states and the European Union’s insistence
that potential members adopt equitable alcohol taxa-
tion policies, many of the aspects of alcohol con-
sumption, abuse, and temperance that had been the
concern of European civil society from the eighteenth
through the early twentieth century appeared well on
the way to standardization through state or national
and even supranational efforts at the dawn of the
twenty-first century.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Books
Barr, Andrew. Drink. London and New York, 1995.

Barrows, Susanna, and Robin Room, eds. Drinking: Behavior and Belief in Modern
History. Berkeley, Calif., 1991.

Chevalier, Louis. Laboring Classes and Dangerous Classes in Paris during the First Half
of the Nineteenth Century. New York, 1973.

Christian, David. Living Water: Vodka and Russian Society on the Eve of Emancipa-
tion. Oxford, 1990.

Clark, Peter. The English Alehouse: A Social History, 1200–1830. London and New
York, 1983.



A L C O H O L A N D T E M P E R A N C E

495

Deichman, E. I. Alkogolizm i bor’ba s nim. Moscow and Leningrad, 1929.

Dion, Roger. Histoire de la vigne et du vin en France des origines au XIXe siècle. Paris,
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ORPHANS AND FOUNDLINGS

12
David L. Ransel

Historical research on orphans and foundlings dates
to the mid-nineteenth century when large studies of
municipal and regional institutions to care for them
appeared. Prominent examples include Andrea Buf-
fini’s study of the Milan foundling hospital (1844)
and Franz Hügel’s wide-ranging report on the Aus-
trian empire and many other parts of Europe (1863).
Impressive works on national care programs for un-
wanted children followed in subsequent decades. Léon
Lallemand surveyed the history of abandoned chil-
dren in France in 1885. M. D. van Puteren did the
same for Russia and also drew instructive comparisons
with other parts of Europe in 1908. The authors of
these and similar studies on other municipalities,
regions, and countries were not professional histori-
ans, and their purpose was not so much to write his-
tory as to influence contemporary debates about the
moral and practical consequences of government-
assisted care of illegitimate or unwanted children.
They did nevertheless compile a wealth of historical
material that late-twentieth-century social historians
used as a point of departure for their studies.

This new historiography of child welfare began
in the 1970s with works by Olwen Hufton and Nat-
alie Zemon Davis on the development of public ser-
vices in early modern times and has continued in a
series of studies on social and institutional responses
to child abandonment, including the works of John
Boswell on antiquity and the Middle Ages; Claude
Delasselle, Rachel Fuchs, and Janet Potash on France;
Richard Trexler, Philip Gavitt, David Kertzer, Volker
Hunecke, and many others on Italy; Joan Sherwood
on Spain; and David Ransel on Russia. Interest in this
topic was stimulated initially by the French ‘‘Annales
school’’ and its attention to demography and the pro-
cesses of everyday living. The political protests of the
1960s in the United States and France intensified his-
torians’ interest in the lives of the common people
and the poor. The rise of movements for women’s
rights and an unprecedented entry of women into the
historical profession in the 1970s fueled research into
the primary spheres of female activity: family, work,

childbearing, and child rearing. The study of aban-
doned and orphaned children offered a good vantage
point from which to examine issues related to women
and the family, such as survival strategies of the poor,
the productive and reproductive roles of women, the
value of children, the growth of municipal and state
institutions for assisting women and families, ad-
ministrative and policing strategies, the classification
and ordering of modern urban life, and industrial
production.

John Boswell’s study of child abandonment
from late antiquity to the Renaissance introduced the
novel idea that the disposal of unwanted children in
city squares, garbage dumps, and dung heaps was a
mechanism for redistributing human resources and
balancing out a disorderly reproductive process. Some
families produced more children than they needed
and by abandoning them either contributed children
to others who had too few or delivered them into the
hands of slavers and jobbers who could recoup the
cost of rearing the children in their later use or sale.
Despite Boswell’s impressive command of sources, his
work received criticism for its transparent moral and
political aims and his failure to consider conflicting
evidence. One of Boswell’s aims was to convince read-
ers that the conventional family models based upon
blood or marital relations were recent impositions and
not the typical family arrangement known to Western
history. Another was to argue that before governments
and private charities stepped in with modern tech-
nologies of categorization and exclusion such as
foundling homes and orphanages, people quite nat-
urally and logically redistributed children among
themselves and that they did so with virtually no dam-
age to the children. This libertarian notion, that in
the absence of intervention by government and wel-
fare institutions social problems are worked out to the
advantage of all concerned, failed to take into account
the very high toll in infant life that such an informal
mechanism inevitably entailed. Indeed, Boswell con-
tended that most of the abandoned children of antiq-
uity survived, a conclusion that flies in the face of all
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that has been learned since about infant survival under
such conditions. It is difficult, however, to deny Bos-
well’s point that the institutional care of modern
times, especially the foundling care programs of the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, were likewise ac-
companied by an excessive infant and childhood
mortality.

ABANDONMENT AND INFANTICIDE

In antiquity the decision about whether to spare the
lives of children was left to the family or, more ac-
curately, to the father. At first this power was absolute
and enduring, but gradually legal restrictions nar-
rowed its scope until a decision to dispose of a child
was permitted only in the case of newborns. Not until
the end of the fourth century was infanticide outlawed
by the Christian church, but the practice scarcely
came to end just because a law was passed. Although
the church brought about this protection for children,
it may initially have shown some tolerance for aban-
donment and infanticide so long as these acts were
not an excuse for unlicensed sexual pleasure. The early
church fathers distinguished between infanticide as a
way of avoiding the consequences of one’s lust, and
infanticide for economic reasons. Penitentials pro-
posed much lighter penalties for infanticide commit-
ted by a poor woman than for the same act committed
by a wealthy woman. This stance was common in the
West until at least the eleventh century.

Along with some tolerance of infanticide to
keep population in line with economic resources,
there may also have been some acceptance of non-
marital sexual activity in the early centuries of Chris-
tianity. But this changed in the eleventh century after
the Council of Rome in 1074. The church began to
stress the importance of confining sexual indulgence
to marriage, an emphasis that was strengthened to-
ward the end of the Middle Ages and carried forward
even more vigorously by the Reformation. While bas-
tards and the women who bore them were widely tol-
erated in the Middle Ages, after the Reformation the
position of the unwed mother became increasingly
isolated and precarious. She faced social ostracism and
the prospect of having to turn to prostitution or other
unsavory means of staying alive if she did not rid her-
self of her baby before its existence became known. It
is impossible to say if abandonment and infanticide
increased, but they became different. If they had ear-
lier occurred with some degree of understanding from
the community, they now became a desperate means
of escaping communal censure. These acts became
personal rather than social, and they arose from and

contributed to the mounting misogyny of Christian
Europe as the Roman and Protestant churches cam-
paigned ever more vigorously against social deviance,
especially as personified in the most exposed and vul-
nerable women.

By the sixteenth century, states joined the
churches in the crusade against extramarital inter-
course and its products, the illegitimate child and
infanticide. In several countries, unmarried servant
women were regularly inspected to see if they had
breast milk. The presence of milk in the breasts jus-
tified, according to article 36 of the Constitutio Cri-
minalis Carolina, introduced in the Holy Roman Em-
pire under Charles V in 1532, the application of
torture to discover the cause. The even more draco-
nian article 131 introduced a presumption of guilt for
murder in cases in which an unmarried woman was
alone at the time of birth, hid the baby, and the child
was later found dead. This rule was subsequently writ-
ten into French law in 1556 and confirmed as late
as 1708. Presumption of guilt based on similar or
slightly modified conditions, usually involving failure
to register an extramarital pregnancy, subsequently
found its way into the codes and practices of many
other countries, including England in 1624, Sweden
in 1627, Württemberg in 1658, Denmark in 1683,
Scotland in 1690, and Bavaria as late as 1751. Pun-
ishment was harsh and usually included painful or
prolonged death (being cast upon a fire or buried
alive). A misogynous regime in Russia brought equally
ferocious punishment, even if there matters never
went so far as to fix in law a presumption of guilt for
an unwed mother whose child had died.

THE FIRST FOUNDLING HOMES

While the church had led the way in campaigning
against illegitimacy and infanticide, it was also the first
institution to come to the aid of unmarried women
and innocents. The religious orders of the Italian cities
began establishing foundling homes as early as the
thirteenth century, with the opening in Rome of the
San Spirito hospital in 1212. (Some sources date the
first such home to 787 in Milan, but little is known
about this effort.) The stimulus for creating the San
Spirito refuge was said to be the scandal of women
throwing babies into the Tiber River. Similar hospitals
soon appeared in other Italian cities. In Florence dur-
ing the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries
two hospitals, the Santa Maria da San Gallo and the
Santa Maria della Scala, took in unwanted children.
These multipurpose institutions also accepted poor
people needing medical assistance. In time, strain on
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the limited resources of the hospitals led to differen-
tiation and specialization. In the mid-fifteenth cen-
tury, the city fathers collaborated with the silk guild
to establish an institution dedicated to the care of
foundlings, the great Ospedale degli Innocenti.

By this time, Florentines considered the work
of these hospitals essential to the character and sta-
bility of their community. Failure to aid exposed and
abandoned children would not only undermine their
society by reducing its population, but would also
erode the myths of solidarity that bound the com-
munity together in its earthly life and linked it to the
heavenly city. Thus, children left to die were not con-
sidered only as a sanitation problem but as amputated
limbs of the communal body and unbaptized souls
lost to God. Efforts to save the children were valued
as a means of drawing the community together, and
the rescued children played an important role in the
salvation of the community because of the blessings
that their prayers were thought to bring to the city.

During the late Middle Ages and the Renais-
sance the Italians worked out an approach to found-
ling care that relied on large institutions supported by
a combination of religious, corporate, and municipal
resources. Usually the infants brought to the institu-
tion were screened and sent out to wet nurses in the
town or more often the surrounding countryside.
Eventually the survivors returned for education at the
institution, and finally were assigned to apprentice-
ship, military service, menial labor, or marriage. This
approach, known as the Latin or Catholic system,
moved across the Alps into France and Austria, where
in the sixteenth century humanist writers stressed the
need for organized relief and other public welfare
measures to curb increasing problems of urban dis-
order. Begging and vagrancy were their major con-
cerns, but humanist values also promoted a new so-
licitude for poor children. For the smallest and most
helpless, the abandoned and exposed babies, many
towns provided foundling homes on the Italian model.
For poor or unsupervised children who had survived
early childhood, towns established institutions for
their care and training in line with the humanist be-
lief in education as an instrument for making good
citizens.

France offers the best example of the develop-
ment of the Latin system north of the Alps. A mul-
tipurpose hospital, the Grand Hôtel-Dieu de Notre-
Dame-de-Pitié in Lyon was taking in children as early
as the beginning of the sixteenth century. Marseille
and Paris may have provided such assistance earlier
still. By 1536 the state began to play a role. Francis I
opened a hospital in Paris designed exclusively for the
care of foundlings and named it the Hospice des

Enfants-Dieu. An important contributor to this work
in the next century was the clergyman Vincent, later
St. Vincent de Paul, who devoted much of his life to
caring for abandoned children. With the help of the
Dames de la Charité (Ladies of Charity), he opened
the Hôpital des Enfants Trouvés in Paris in the 1630s.
Within a few decades this institution was having dif-
ficulty managing its growing population of found-
lings, difficulties that arose even before the great ex-
plosion of illegitimacy and child abandonment in the
eighteenth century.

THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY

By early in the eighteenth century, the sight of infant
corpses lying in ditches, on garbage heaps, and in
sewer drains was familiar throughout Europe. Sewers,
being less visible, were evidently the most frequent
points of deposit. After a fire that devastated Rennes,
France, in 1721, workers rebuilding the city opened
the sewers and found the skeletons of over eighty ba-
bies. Even in the 1690s the slaughter had been dis-
turbing enough that the crown ordered municipalities
to use their local Hôtel-Dieu as a receiving point for
abandoned children. But many localities were not able
to shoulder the cost of caring for foundlings, and
when the burden on local institutions became too
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heavy, they discouraged admissions. People responded
by bringing their unwanted children to the Paris hos-
pital, often over long distances, because the Paris
home had support from the crown and accepted
nearly everyone. By the mid-eighteenth century, a
brisk trade had sprung up between the provinces and
the capital, as people paid carters to convey babies to
the Paris foundling home. Some local welfare facilities
even organized their own expeditions to deliver aban-
doned children to the Paris institution.

During the eighteenth century, public opinion
was swinging away from the punitive approach to the
unwed mother. Concerned with population growth,
enlightenment writers fostered a new understanding
of her plight and encouraged a revolt against the fe-
rocious penalties that had been visited upon her. In
the sentimental literature of the age, unwed mothers
were portrayed as victims as often as were their chil-
dren. The public was persuaded that both the children
and the mothers had a better chance of surviving if
the mothers could anonymously dispose of their ba-
bies, and a consensus formed in favor of an open ad-
missions policy like that of the central Paris foundling
home. This policy was usually symbolized by the turn-
ing cradle, a device that allowed a woman to deposit
her baby unseen at the door of the home by rotating
a cradle that pivoted between the outside and the in-
side of the building. First used in Italian foundling
homes, the device spread to other Roman Catholic
and even some eastern Orthodox lands by the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.

For much of Europe the use of the turning cra-
dle was limited to the time of the Enlightenment re-
volt against persecution of unwed mothers. It was
most often found and remained longest in strongly
Catholic lands, with their strict norms against pre-
marital sex and opposition to paternity searches in
cases of illegitimacy. Conservative Catholic authorities
defended the turning cradle as much for its role in
protecting the honor and sanctity of the family as for
preventing desperate women from killing their in-
fants. By concealing the identity of unwed mothers,
the device shielded families from scandal and from the
property claims of illegitimate offspring. Communal
solidarity required protection of family interests in
places where the family formed the essential building
block of society. The country in which families most
effectively dominated social and political life, the
kingdom of Sicily, was also the quintessential home
of the turning cradle. By law, every town in the king-
dom had to erect a foundling home with this device
and keep it open day and night. The turning cradle
was common in other Mediterranean lands and their
dependencies. Spain and Portugal supported homes

with the devices throughout their metropolitan prov-
inces and also exported them to their American col-
onies. To the east, the turning cradle appeared in Or-
thodox lands of the Balkans and was instituted in
Russia by Catherine the Great as early as 1764 and
maintained right into the 1890s, later than in any
other country.

Something different happened in the north and
northwestern parts of Europe. During the Renais-
sance, foundling homes on the Italian model had
reached as far north as many of the German cities,
but they did not endure there. The retreat of the spon-
soring Roman Catholic institutions after the Refor-
mation partly explains this. Although some writers be-
lieve that the Protestant emphasis on personal rather
than communal responsibility was also a major factor,
this emphasis may only have reinforced a preexisting
family system and moral climate. Even in Catholic
principalities of Germany, cities soon turned away
from large central foundling hospitals and sought to
lay the cost of support for illegitimate children on
the parents. In contrast to Latin Europe, paternity
searches were legal in the north, and families were
expected to maintain control over their members and
not look to the community to care for the products
of misbehavior.

Later, responding to the humanitarian revolt of
the eighteenth century and the new sympathy for
unwed mothers, some northern cities erected large
foundling hospitals and allowed anonymous admis-
sion. In Denmark, for example, such an institution
was established in the middle of the eighteenth cen-
tury when a turning cradle was attached to the Co-
penhagen workhouse. Institutions in London and
Stockholm provided the same opportunity. But, as
had happened farther south, this open admissions pol-
icy soon generated a deluge of children, including the
importation of unwanted infants from outlying areas,
and in the case of Denmark, even from a foreign
country, Sweden, across the sound. In 1774 the Danes
replaced the turning cradle with a system requiring
unwed mothers to rear their own children, if necessary
with financial assistance from the community. En-
gland and Sweden soon turned away from large cen-
tralized foundling operations for the same reasons. So,
once again, as in the Renaissance, this type of insti-
tution proved short-lived in the north. England, the
Nordic countries, and much of Germany henceforth
provided homes and training only for true orphans or
other children for whom no one could be found to
take responsibility. Homes of this type were supported
either by municipal governments or civic and religious
organizations such as the Free Masons and Pietists.
Orphans were usually brought up to about age eight
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and then turned over to masters as apprentices or
servants.

In the north, the structure of financing the care
of unwanted children and the values that underlay this
structure differed from those in the Catholic Medi-
terranean lands and in Russia. In England and the
continental Protestant countries, the cost of foundling
care was borne directly by the community or its im-
mediate representatives and was not cushioned by
large private endowments, self-generated revenues
from associated enterprises, or church and central gov-
ernment subsidies. Accordingly, in Protestant lands,
ratepayers or their representatives imposed limits on
the amount of money available for this service and
forced tighter admissions policies. Underlying this ap-
proach to public welfare were the strength in Protes-
tant countries of corporate bodies other than the fam-
ily and no doubt, too, the emphasis on personal rather
than community responsibility. The disclosure of il-
legitimacy and the assignment of responsibility for it
were lesser threats to community solidarity in these
lands than were its concealment and the laying of its
cost upon the public. Since the Reformation, the tem-
poral powers had taken a greater role in enforcing
social norms, and the family, which was less crucial to
maintaining social discipline than was the case in the
south, required less protection from the disorderly be-
havior of its members.

THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

Between the wholly Catholic lands to the south and
the Protestant-dominated polities to the north stood
France and Belgium, whose experience revealed an
ambivalence about the application of the two prevail-
ing systems of foundling care. The turning cradle
came late to these lands and then briefly swept all
other systems aside. Before the nineteenth century,
foundling care was a local matter, and the large area
encompassed by Belgium and France subsumed a va-
riety of value systems and corresponding diversity of
responses to child abandonment. Methods in Flanders
and Brittany resembled those in Protestant lands. In
Flanders, the parish alone bore responsibility for aban-
doned infants or illegitimate children whom parents
could not support; in Brittany, a subdivision similar
to the parish, the générale des habitants, played the
same role. Unlike other jurisdictions in France and
Belgium, these two permitted, even demanded, pa-
ternity suits so that the father could be made to sup-
port his illegitimate child and relieve the parish of the
burden.

Morals in Brittany were severe and illegitimacy
low. But, by the same token, nearly all unwed mothers
sought to escape shame by abandoning their infants.
In the factory areas of northeastern France, illegiti-
macy was judged less harshly, its incidence was higher
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than in Brittany, and a smaller proportion of women
abandoned their children. There people were more
likely to condemn an unwed mother for abandoning
her child than for keeping it, especially after the ini-
tiation of aid for unwed mothers in the middle of the
nineteenth century. This attitude contrasted sharply
with the moral climate of southern France, which in
its concern for family honor and solidarity was more
like that in the neighboring Mediterranean lands. De-
spite these varied value systems, both the adoption of
the turning cradle early in the nineteenth century and
its removal after 1840 occurred as a single process
throughout France and Belgium, an example of the
universalizing effects of the French Revolution. In
1811, in order to fulfill the promise of the Revolution
to care for all illegitimate children, the national gov-
ernment ordered foundling shelters everywhere to use
the turning cradle. But it soon became clear that this
decision complicated rather than facilitated the goal
of caring for illegitimate children, since the system of
anonymous admissions led to the deposit not just of
illegitimate children but also a burgeoning number of
legitimate children and soon exhausted the resources
intended for the care of the illegitimate. Moreover,
many abuses were discovered. Married women would
contrive to abandon their babies to the foundling
hospital and then receive back their own children as
nurslings. For this wet nursing and fosterage of their
own children they obtained a regular subsidy and
eventually a pension. Although the authorities tried
to counter this fraud by transporting children de-
posited in one province to another for nursing and
fosterage, this solution simply led to a skyrocketing
death rate among the children. The French soon de-
clared the system of blind admissions a failure, and
by midcentury the turning cradle was rapidly being
phased out and replaced by a system that identified
and excluded legitimate children and provided finan-
cial assistance to needy unwed mothers to rear their
own children.

Although Catholic conservative opinion contin-
ued to argue for the turning cradle on the grounds
that its abolition would increase infanticide, cause
scandal in the family and community, and entrust the
rearing of children to women of demonstrated im-
morality, the move away from institutional care and
toward a modern welfare system of individual subsi-
dies proceeded apace. The Belgians adopted the French
reform within a few years and returned to the methods
in use earlier in Flanders. Others soon followed. Spain
began to phase out anonymous admissions in the
1850s, and Portugal did so between 1867 and 1871.
In Italy, the birthplace of the turning cradle, the pro-
cess began about the same time, and by 1878 only

one-third of the Italian homes continued to operate
with the devices.

In Russia the change did not come until the
1890s, a tardiness associated with the peculiar history
of the Russian imperial foundling homes. Catherine
the Great, a German princess by birth, and her edu-
cation adviser, Ivan Betskoi, a man who had spent
many years in western Europe, established these in-
stitutions, which in time became the largest in all of
Europe. The Russian foundling homes were con-
sciously designed on the most progressive Western
models and constituted another aspect of the coun-
try’s rapid, self-conscious westernization in the eigh-
teenth century. Founded at the height of the hu-
manitarian revolt against the persecution of unwed
mothers, they enjoyed the most liberal admissions
policy on the continent. Children were accepted at all
hours with no questions asked. At first, admissions
were even artificially stimulated by advertisement of
the homes. The reasons for this liberality were two.
First, Catherine and Betskoi hoped not merely to save
illegitimate children but also to build from them an
educated urban artisan and service class, ‘‘a third rank
of people,’’ as they said, a social estate that Russia then
lacked. Second, the homes, constructed on a lavish
scale in the heart of the Moscow and St. Petersburg,
were intended to serve as symbols of tsarist solicitude
for the common people.

Not surprisingly, the homes were soon swamped
with unwanted infants. At their peak in the mid-
nineteenth century, admissions at the Moscow home
alone surpassed seventeen thousand children a year.
The hope of building an urban estate from these chil-
dren quickly faded, because even the much smaller
numbers entering the facility in the late eighteenth
century could not be kept alive in urban institutions
and had to be turned over to wet nurses in the
countryside for care and feeding. Local fosterage saved
some children, but even so mortality rates ran as high
as 85 percent. When the English reformer Thomas
Malthus visited Russia in 1789 in connection with a
survey of foundling hospitals throughout Europe, he
assessed the mortality at the Russian homes and
quickly punctured the rosy public image of this tsarist
philanthropy. He remarked dryly that ‘‘if a person
wished to check population, and were not solicitous
about the means, he could not propose a more effec-
tual measure, than the establishment of a sufficient
number of foundling hospitals [like these], unlimited
in their reception of children’’ (quoted in Ransel,
p. 58). The symbolic importance of the Russian homes
as the most visible and well-financed tsarist charity
nevertheless remained and caused difficulties for re-
form. Modifications in the admissions policy were in-
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troduced now and again, in particular at the time of
the great reforms of the 1860s and 1870s, but fun-
damental reform did not take place until 1892, and
the homes continued to operate right up to the Bol-
shevik revolution.

PUBLIC STANDARDS FOR
PERSONAL DECISIONS

The arguments for reform of the open admissions pol-
icies in southern Europe, France, and Russia were
based on an understanding of the rapidly changing
social terrain of the countries in which the turning
cradle was used. Critics acknowledged that in the past
the family had been the key to social discipline and
needed protection from property claims and from the
implied loss of control that illegitimacy signaled. The
turning cradle had afforded the required secrecy. But,
the critics continued, the family had changed, indi-
viduals had become less dependent on the family and
less loyal to it. In these circumstances, the turning
cradle acted more as an assault on the family than a
protection, since it permitted married couples to turn
their children into wards of the state. As for unwed
mothers, it was far better, contended opponents of the
turning cradle, to oblige them to declare themselves
so that they could benefit from the financial assis-
tance, professional guidance, and encouragement that
would persuade them to keep their children. In these
arguments one sees the emergence of a central idea of
modern social-work intervention: the imposition of
public standards on personal decisions about the size
and character of families. It led directly to what
Jacques Donzelot called the ‘‘policing of families,’’ for
if subsidies were to be furnished to women who were
not only poor but also regarded as immoral, then the
same program would have to be extended to other
more deserving women such as widows with children,
mothers of large families, and working mothers. In
short, according to Donzelot, the reform of foundling
policy planted the seed of the modern family allow-
ance and the state surveillance that accompanied it.

The advent of the welfare state, government
subsidies, and fosterage of unwanted children ended
the era of the large-scale institutionalization of un-
wanted children in western and central Europe. In the
twentieth century, children’s homes continued to op-
erate in most large cities, providing care for children
who could not be placed with families and helping to
manage periodic surges in the orphan population that
resulted from war and other calamities. The Armenian
massacres of 1915 spawned tens of thousands of or-
phans, who were placed in homes in Russian Armenia

and Greece. The number of children orphaned and
abandoned during the Spanish civil war reportedly ran
to ninety thousand. World War II is thought to have
produced a staggering thirteen million abandoned and
orphaned children. As many as a half million were
artificially manufactured by a Nazi policy of kidnap-
ping children from occupied countries and German-
izing them so that they could be turned into loyal
instruments of state policy (the Lebensborn program).

In Eastern Europe the socialist regimes estab-
lished in Russia in 1917 and elsewhere after World
War II introduced welfare measures to protect moth-
ers and children. Even so, on occasion, the number
of abandoned and runaway children reached cata-
strophic proportions, as in Soviet Russia following the
civil war and famine of the early 1920s. Estimates of
the number of ‘‘unsupervised children’’ in Russia in
those days range between four and seven million. This
crisis was scarcely brought under control when a new
wave of orphans appeared in the wake of the brutal
campaign to collectivize agriculture and the devastat-
ing famine that followed in the early 1930s. World
War II produced another generation of orphaned chil-
dren in Russia, and in the late twentieth century, as a
result of the political and economic collapse of the
Soviet Union, the numbers again mounted into the
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hundreds of thousands. Romania, where abortion and
contraception were banned under the dictatorship of
Nicolae Ceauşescu (ruled 1974–1989), maintained a
large and miserably cared for orphan population that
became an unfortunate legacy for the regimes that fol-
lowed. The Balkan wars of the 1990s produced a new
stream of East European refugees, including a sub-
stantial new orphan population.

In sum, the very different approaches to child
abandonment that characterized the southern and
northern regions of Europe from the Reformation to
the end of the nineteenth century ultimately resolved

themselves in a welfare system that provided subsidies
to mothers to care for their own children or, in the
case of true orphans, opportunities for fosterage,
adoption, and, in infrequent cases, institutional care.
Russia and some other countries of eastern Europe,
despite public commitments to provide full welfare
services and protection for mothers and children,
failed to deliver on these promises for a number of
reasons: lack of sufficient prosperity to support such
services, choices to invest in heavy industry and mili-
tary goods rather than social services, and periodic
political and economic crises.

See also Childrearing and Childhood; Concubinage and Illegitimacy (in this vol-
ume); and other articles in this section.
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DEVELOPMENTAL AND PHYSICAL DISABILITIES:
THE ‘‘BLIND,’’ ‘‘DEAF AND DUMB,’’ AND ‘‘IDIOT’’

12
David Wright

Physically and developmentally disabled individuals
occupied the fringe of modern social history. They
represented to contemporaries the margins of society,
and have been treated by historians accordingly. In-
dividuals with disabilities come into view only to il-
luminate the pious endeavors of clerics, the revolu-
tionary experiments of medical men, the unselfish
generosity of philanthropists, or the pioneering work
of educational theorists. Too often, individuals with
disabilities are cast as grateful recipients of alms or
helpless victims of the historical drama of industrial-
ization—important not for the social reality that they
experienced but rather for the advances that ‘‘civili-
sed’’ society has achieved.

PERSPECTIVES ON DISABILITY

The recent emergence of disability studies in academic
circles has helped to promote a gradual, if slow, ap-
preciation of disability as a legitimate area of inquiry.
Yet despite recent interest, huge gaps in our knowl-
edge remain. Historians are too often faced with the
stock character of the medieval ‘‘blind beggar,’’ the
ubiquitous ‘‘village idiot,’’ or the lamentable ‘‘deaf
and dumb’’ child. To compensate, some disability re-
searchers overemphasize the great ‘‘self-emancipators’’
who achieved success ‘‘despite their disability’’ or, like
John Milton, during their disablement. Little is known
of the great mass of individuals who did not conform
to these unrepresentative portraits, individuals who
carried out quotidian lives in their local communities.

We also know relatively little about the demog-
raphy of disability in past time. On the one hand,
some researchers suggest that, lacking the intervention
of modern medical techniques, disability in the early
modern period would have been more common than
it is today. Developmental disability (through neo-
natal complications or lead poisoning) and physical
disability (such as smallpox-induced blindness) could
have contributed to an overabundance of disability in
previous centuries. On the other hand, the bare sub-

sistence level at which most people existed might have
meant that the life expectancy of those with disabili-
ties was significantly lower than that of the general
population. Child abandonment, or even infanticide,
of disabled offspring should not be discounted. This
may have depressed the numbers of disabled people
in past time. Lastly, there may well have been epochs
in which certain types of physical disability would
have been particularly relevant, such as during and
immediately after the great European wars of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

The importance disability gained in popular
and elite cultures has also ebbed and flowed over the
last four centuries. The ideas of the Enlightenment—
with its emphasis on the improvability of human-
kind—directed sustained attention on the moral and
ontological status of disabilities. Disabled children in
particular became the subject of novel experiments in
education, as new medical and philosophical belief
systems interacted and informed each other. The dis-
abled become the objects of experimentation and
segregation, important as the antithesis of the self-
sufficient, educated, physically perfect modern citizen.
Disabilities therefore should not be seen as a constant
in either an epidemiological or conceptual sense, but
as heavily dependent during certain epochs on trans-
formations in society, culture, the economy, and medi-
cal science.

Histories of disability place great emphasis on
the ‘‘backwardness’’ of premodern attitudes to the
‘‘blind,’’ the ‘‘deaf and dumb,’’ and the ‘‘idiot.’’ How-
ever, it is not clear the degree to which poor agricul-
tural communities would have considered, say, deaf-
ness as something that, by its very nature, isolated
afflicted individuals from their social surroundings. By
contrast, the dramatic transformation of European so-
ciety during the modern era—from local economies
dependent primarily upon small-scale agricultural pro-
duction and local kinship ties to a more impersonal
wage-driven industrial society of factories and urban-
ization—must have boded ill for those who, by the
new definition of efficiency, could not compete as ef-
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fectively as the newly defined ‘‘able-bodied.’’ Certain
social and economic changes may thus have made cer-
tain conditions more ‘‘disabling’’ than they had pre-
viously been. Thus, portraying the history of disability
as a great upward march from ignorant superstition
and social isolation to enlightened scientific medicine
and integration is wholly inadequate. The history of
disability must be approached with a consideration of
the ambiguities of human actions and social change.

This article will summarize the social history of
disability in modern Europe. It will draw upon recent
historiography to explore the transformation of social
welfare, the educational revolution regarding children
with disabilities, the medicalization of disability, and
the emergence of disability rights. It will look in par-
ticular at three disabilities as defined by contemporary
society, namely the ‘‘blind,’’ the ‘‘deaf and dumb,’’ and
the ‘‘idiot.’’ Contemporary terminology will be used
in order to bear witness to popular methods of de-
scribing disability in past time. Language tells us a
great deal about the understanding of disability. Rather
than trying to erase these terms from collective his-
torical memory, we should address the issues they raise
and seek to understand why we no longer consider
them acceptable in a current context.

DISABILITY AND THE
EARLY MODERN STATE

States in early modern Europe have a long history of
regulating the property of, and providing relief to, in-
dividuals who were incapable of governing their own
affairs due to a permanent disability of mind or body.
European statutes regarding ‘‘idiots’’—those defined
as having permanent mental infirmity to the extent
that they could not govern their own affairs—date
back to the thirteenth century, providing ward status
for such individuals and setting out the means by
which their property would be managed. ‘‘Idiots’’
were recognized as separate and distinct from ‘‘luna-
tics,’’ individuals who had temporarily lost their rea-
son but could still have lucid intervals. This simple
distinction between idiots and lunatics reappears re-
peatedly in legislation governing mental disorder
throughout the early modern period and continues in
current usage in the differentiation between the de-
velopmentally disabled and the mentally ill.

As European states began to organize social re-
lief during the early modern period, other categories
of disability and dependency began to appear on the
registers of churches, parishes, and towns. Under the
Elizabethan Poor Laws, for instance, parishes in En-
gland and Wales were responsible for providing relief

to their destitute poor, regardless of the cause. The
terms ‘‘blind’’ and ‘‘deaf and dumb’’ were widely used
by magistrates and overseers of the poor adjudicating
on cases of families petitioning for relief in the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries. Overseers of the
poor and local magistrates in the England were ex-
perienced, if not enthusiastic, in dealing with cases of
disability and adopted local solutions to resolve situ-
ations in which family and kin care had broken down.
In such situations of household crisis, some parishes
paid allowances to families to continue caring for de-
pendent relatives within the home; others hired non-
related individuals to care for disabled individuals in
other households, a system known as ‘‘boarding-out.’’
In countries across Europe, Catholic orders took on
many of the responsibilities that had been subsumed
by civil parishes in Protestant regions. Clergy consid-
ered ministering to the disabled as a sign of Christian
piety; parables from the Bible describing Jesus tending
to the ‘‘lame,’’ the ‘‘blind,’’ and the ‘‘deaf and dumb’’
provided moral guidance to those who dedicated
themselves to the church. Indeed, many churches ran
‘‘hospitals’’ with a changing, and poorly defined, cli-
entele of the sick, the aged, and the disabled.

Religious denominations in Spain experimented
with the first organized system of teaching the ‘‘deaf
and dumb’’ to communicate. A sixteenth-century
Benedictine monk named Pedro Ponce de León
adapted for use with the deaf his monastery’s system
of communicating by signs and gestures. He did this
because the deaf were being prevented from joining
the priesthood because of an inability to speak. Such
restrictions of religious and civil rights of those with
disabilities were widespread within Europe at this
time. Thus the new techniques championed by Ponce
de León and others became important to the prop-
ertied and clerical classes. It is probably accurate to
say, however, that apart from the aristocracy, local in-
formal traditions of nonverbal communication per-
sisted alongside new techniques formalized by indi-
viduals such as Ponce de León. Fragmentary evidence
of travel diaries in early modern Europe, for example,
describe encounters with ‘‘deaf-mutes’’ who func-
tioned perfectly well within their communities.

Over the course of the eighteenth century, more
secularized institutions were increasingly complement-
ing religious provision. In France, the power and
wealth of the monarchy enabled successive sovereigns
to establish large medical institutions for their dis-
abled and sick poor, such as the Salpêtrière and Bicêtre
hospitals in Paris. Creating hospitals for the sick poor
was both a means of signifying the wealth of nation-
states and a vehicle for engendering popular sympathy
for the benevolent dictatorship of autocrats. In re-
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sponse to the growing commercialization of society,
there was also an emerging for-profit sector in the
eighteenth century, where lay and medical proprietors
operated small homes for disabled members of the
prospering middle classes, although the extent of the
private sector caring seems to have differed dramatically
between regions. The impact of the Enlightenment,
however, and the growing wealth of most western Eu-
ropean countries provided the basis for emerging char-
ities and educational institutions dedicated to teaching
and training the disabled.

EDUCATION AND
SPECIAL INSTITUTIONS

The second half of the eighteenth century witnessed
an explosion of interest in the teaching of disabled
children. Jacob Rodriquez Pereire, a Portuguese teacher
who emigrated to France, refined techniques for teach-
ing ‘‘deaf-mutes’’ to speak. He gained notoriety teach-
ing children of the French nobility, launching the
audist tradition of instruction (placing emphasis on
lipreading and the spoken word). In 1760 Louis XV
subsidized the establishment of a school for ‘‘deaf-
mutes,’’ the Institution Nationale des Sourds-Muets
(National Institution for Deaf-Mutes) in Paris. In
1776 the French Abbé de L’Épée published a book on
the instruction of ‘‘deaf-mutes’’ by ‘‘methodological
signs,’’ the other dominant tradition of communica-
tion now known as signing, or sign language, which
he had used at another famous Parisian school, the
Institut National de Jeunes Sourds (National Insti-
tution for Deaf Youth). Schools for ‘‘deaf-mutes’’ were
also opened in Germany and Scotland in the 1760s
and the 1770s as the ideas of the Enlightenment
spread throughout the educated elite of Europe. Much
competition subsequently arose over the presumed ad-
vantages and disadvantages of the two competing sys-
tems of deaf communication.

Experimentation was also taking place in the
education of the ‘‘blind.’’ Valentin Haüy opened the
Institution Nationale des Jeunes Aveugles (National
Institution for Blind Youth) in Paris in 1784. He pi-
oneered the use of embossed print and promoted the
education of blind children, as outlined in his Essai
sur l’education des aveugles. Encouraged by Diderot’s
famous Lettres sur les aveugles à l’usage de ceux qui
voient (Letter on the blind for the use of those who
see; 1749), Haüy refined the practice of reading em-
bossed characters, each representing individual letters.
After the Revolution, Haüy migrated eastward, estab-
lishing a school in Berlin before settling in Russia.
Simultaneously, similarly minded groups, some in-

spired by the French example, others emerging inde-
pendently, established schools for the blind, in Liv-
erpool (1791), Vienna (1804), Berlin (1806), Milan
(1807), Holland (1808), Prague (1808), Stockholm
(1808), St. Petersburg (1809), and Zurich (1809), Co-
penhagen (1811), Denmark (1811), Aberdeen (1812),
Dublin (1816), and Barcelona (1820).

At approximately the same time, Francesco Lana-
Terzi’s Prodromo, an Italian treatise delineating sym-
bols of lines and dots representing letters of the
alphabet, was published in French. Lana’s treatise sug-
gested that the characters could be embossed for blind
students, a system that was eventually adopted and
refined by the French army as a means of reading
coded messages in the dark. An officer, Charles Bar-
bier, sent his system to the French National Institu-
tion for Deaf-Mutes for use in teaching. One young
adult student, Louis Braille, refined the system of em-
bossed dots into simple two-by-three matrices. It was
only one of many different systems in use, but its
flexibility and simplicity quickly ensured that the
Braille method would succeed as the most important
system of reading, being endorsed as the approved Eu-
ropean method by the end of the nineteenth century.

The establishment of state or philanthropic in-
stitutions for the ‘‘blind’’ and the ‘‘deaf and dumb’’
provided an impetus for the creation of a professional
medical discourse on the treatment and training of
the developmentally disabled. Shortly before Haüy es-
caped revolutionary France, Jean-Marc-Gaspard Itard,
a physician at the Institution Nationale des Sourds-
Muets, commenced educational experiments on hear-
ing acquisition and speech formation. As a young
physician, he had been brought a mute boy, captured
running wild in the woods. Philippe Pinel, the famous
psychiatrist who had ‘‘unchained’’ the lunatics at the
Salpêtrière Hospital, declared the boy an ‘‘incurable
idiot.’’ Itard, we are informed, rejected the pessimism
of Pinel and sought to ‘‘elevate the boy from savagery
to civilization.’’ Although Itard largely failed in his
endeavor to render Victor (as the boy was sometimes
called) ‘‘civilized,’’ he did manage to teach him to
identify letters and interpret simple words.

The philosophical and social implications of
Itard’s experiment, published in De l’éducation d’un
homme sauvage (Paris, 1801), were widely circulated
by the French Academy of Science and influenced
similar experimentation in the large French hospitals,
particularly by a handful of French physicians asso-
ciated with the Salpêtrière and Bicêtre hospitals. In
1837 Edouard Séguin, a student of Itard, experi-
mented with the training of idiot children using
‘‘physiological’’ and ‘‘psychological’’ methods. At the
Hospice des Incurables and at the Bicêtre he claimed
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that he achieved success in training ‘‘idiot children’’
to speak, write, and count. In 1841 he published the
first of several treatises on the treatment and education
of ‘‘idiots,’’ most of which were eventually translated
into English and German. The mantra that the ‘‘idiot
could be educated’’ reverberated across the European
medical and philosophical communities.

The apparent success of Itard and Séguin influ-
enced a young Swiss medical student, Jacob Guggen-
bühl, who had become interested in ‘‘cretins.’’ Frus-
trated by the lack of educational initiatives for their
education and treatment, Guggenbühl persuaded the
Swiss Association for the Advancement of Science to
fund a demographic study of the prevalence of cretin-
ism in his own country. His numerical findings, com-
bined with his enthusiasm for the French school of
training and education, sufficiently impressed the
Swiss Association that they agreed to subsidize the
construction of a small retreat. Guggenbühl built this
institution on the side of Abendberg Mountain, in the
miasmatic belief that the ‘‘odors’’ and bad air of the
Swiss swamps were part of the reason for the high rate
of Swiss cretinism. Thus by the 1830s French and
Swiss physicians challenged the ‘‘irreversability’’ and
‘‘ineducability’’ of idiocy and associated forms of de-
velopmental disability.

Despite the attention being paid to the training
of ‘‘idiots,’’ ‘‘deaf-mutes,’’ and the ‘‘blind’’ at national
institutions, local authorities across Europe were not
rushing to establish residential schools at taxpayers’
expense. Rather, the concern for public order which
had been heightened by urbanization and migration
prompted the construction of local institutions for ‘‘lu-
natics’’ throughout the nineteenth century. Medical su-
perintendents of public asylums were overwhelmed by
admissions of individuals with a wide range of physical
and mental disabilities. A significant minority of ad-
missions to these new mental hospitals were ‘‘idiots’’
and the ‘‘deaf and dumb.’’ The pressure of numbers in
state asylums, combined with the growing awareness
of educational efforts with the disabled, gradually per-
suaded charitable organizations and civic institutions
to establish specialist hospitals for the ‘‘blind’’ and ‘‘deaf
and dumb,’’ and asylums for idiots across Europe
throughout the latter half of the nineteenth century.
Institutionalization, however, was not a foregone con-
clusion, as class, gender, household structure, occupa-
tional background, and geographical location dictated
the type of accommodation and support those with
disability might receive outside the home.

The construction of teaching and residential in-
stitutions for disabled individuals provided subjects
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for the generation of new medical discourses on the
etiology and pathophysiology of developmental and
physical disability and led to the advent of new in-
ventions for better diagnosis. Hermann Ludwig Fer-
dinand von Helmholtz invented the ophthalmoscope
in 1850, providing more accurate means of observing
and measuring pathological processes of the eye.
Thereafter followed the invention of the retinoscope,
the slit lamp, and other diagnostic tools for eye ex-
amination. The utilization of anesthesia and antisepsis
in the mid-Victorian period paved the way for later
corrective ear and eye operations, such as cataract sur-
gery. Specialist ‘‘eye’’ and ‘‘ear, nose, and throat’’ hos-
pitals were created in the latter half of the nineteenth
century as physicians and scientists incorporated rap-
idly advancing knowledge in cell biology, physiology,
anatomy, and bacteriology. Medical specialization also
occurred in the area of psychological medicine, as asy-
lum superintendents proposed increasingly detailed
lists of mental ages and psychiatric classifications. As
medical ideas gained prominence in most western Eu-
ropean societies, a new biologically based discourse of
disability crept into popular discussion and social pol-
icy in the last decades of the nineteenth and first de-
cades of the twentieth centuries; this would pro-

foundly change attitudes to, and the conditions and
treatment of, those with disabilities.

RACIAL HYGIENE

Although the establishment of institutions for the dis-
abled was precipitated and encouraged by great intel-
lectual optimism, this sanguine outlook had changed
by the end of the nineteenth century. Several factors
account for a new popular and professional belief in
the relationship between disability and what was then
known as ‘‘degenerationism.’’ First, urban middle
classes in many European countries were beginning to
fear an allegedly uncontrollable and physically stunted
lumpen proletariat. Second, there was a growing
awareness of hereditarian influence in the pathogen-
esis of diseases, and many commentators felt that
mental backwardness and physical disability resulted
from a degenerative ‘‘taint’’ passed down through fam-
ilies. With the proliferation of Darwin’s views on nat-
ural selection, medical treatises and social commen-
taries increasingly incorporated hereditarianism into
their medical explanations of disease etiologies. Soci-
eties were conceptualized as competing with each
other for survival, what is now known as ‘‘social dar-
winism.’’ Third, national government statistics seemed
to suggest a dramatic increase in the numbers of dis-
abled individuals, those deemed the least ‘‘fit’’ of so-
ciety, while alerting the public to the decline in fer-
tility of the ‘‘successful’’ members of the new middle
class. Alarmist commentators suggested that such a
differential fertility rate between the ‘‘worst’’ and the
‘‘fittest’’ of society would inevitably lead to social or
‘‘race’’ degeneration. The ideology that formed the
basis for the national eugenics movements of the early
twentieth century was thus based upon a revolution
in intellectual thought, a transformation in the medi-
cal understanding of disease, the growing confidence
of doctors to become involved in public policy, and
the heightened tensions of arms races between indus-
trialized countries.

The advent of national elementary education in
Western countries in the last three decades of the
nineteenth century also contributed to the heightened
fear of the multiplication of individuals with physical
and developmental disabilities. Children who had pre-
viously been outside the public view were brought
into state classrooms and soon caused problems for
school officials. Although the Scottish Education Act
of 1872 made provision for the education of blind
along with seeing children in public schools, teachers
in most other European countries complained that
children with disabilities disrupted the proper envi-
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ronment for teaching, and education authorities soon
agreed to erect separate day or residential schools for
the training of children whose disabilities were con-
sidered incompatible with regular teaching. Hence lo-
cal elementary state schools for the ‘‘blind,’’ ‘‘deaf,’’
and developmentally disabled arose at the turn of the
twentieth century and dominated education provision
for ‘‘handicapped’’ children for the next eighty years.

Decisions over who were ‘‘mentally deficient’’
and who were not, prompted educators to debate the
boundaries between the mentally ‘‘normal’’ and the
mentally ‘‘subnormal.’’ Charged with a desire for
more ‘‘accurate’’ and quantitative measurement of so-
cial phenomena, medical practitioners sought mea-
sures to quantify ‘‘mental subnormality.’’ The most
famous of these were devised by the French lawyer
Theodore Simon and his psychiatrist student Alfred
Binet, whose names were given to the first standard-
ized mental test developed at the Sorbonne between
1900 and 1905. The Simon-Binet test was supplanted
in 1915 by the intelligence quotient (IQ), a mathe-
matical score ranked on a normal distribution curve.
The IQ test purported to give medical doctors and
educationalists a finer instrument for discriminating
between and among populations of children. From
then onward, vague social categories, such as ‘‘idiot,’’

‘‘imbecile,’’ ‘‘moron,’’ ‘‘feebleminded,’’ and ‘‘back-
ward’’ were associated with numerical equivalents and
increased scientific legitimacy.

Armed with new and apparently more accurate
measurements of intelligence, with social surveys pur-
porting to show the link between hereditary mental
disability and crime, and with the fear over the dif-
ferential fertility rate, eugenics movements emerged
within intellectual circles in most European countries
during the first three decades of the twentieth century.
Borrowing their name from Francis Galton’s term for
‘‘well-born,’’ eugenicists actively encouraged the state
to promote what they termed ‘‘racial hygiene’’ through
selective breeding. Although national movements took
on different characteristics, the common elements
were a belief in the hereditarian nature of disability,
the close association of mental disability with other
social evils, and the belief that the disabled were
‘‘breeding’’ at a rate outstripping more ‘‘fit’’ elements
of society. Public policy became centered on the needs
of society to segregate and control the ‘‘feebleminded’’
and other disabled individuals. Moreover, campaigns
began in many countries to forcibly sterilize disabled
women who were thought to be ‘‘at risk’’ of breeding
further ‘‘degenerates’’ and to restrict the fertility of
disabled individuals who were thought to be likely to
pass on their disability to future generations.

In Nazi Germany, the confluence of eugenics, a
highly racialized polity, and the heightened extremism
of war-torn Europe led first to segregation and later
to the sterilization and, ultimately, the murder of
thousands of disabled individuals. The 1933 Sterili-
zation Act attempted to advance the cause of racial
hygiene by instituting the mandatory sterilization of
all people with disabilities linked to heredity, includ-
ing deafness, ‘‘mental deficiency,’’ and blindness. The
execution of ‘‘mentally deficient,’’ physically disabled,
and elderly individuals in hospitals constituted the
first, and sometimes forgotten, wave in the Nazi ‘‘Fi-
nal Solution.’’ Although precise figures are difficult to
determine, well over a hundred thousand develop-
mentally and physically disabled children and adults
were executed by firing squad or gassed in the con-
centration camps in Germany and Poland between
1940 and 1945. Rather than seeing the extermination
of the disabled as a horrific but unique act, it is more
sensible to see it as the most extreme consequence of
a new professional and popular collectivist discourse
on disability that was shared across Western society.

POSTWAR DEVELOPMENTS

Despite the experience of the Holocaust, many of the
interwar policies of segregation and sterilization con-
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tinued in European countries for decades after the end
of the war. Institutions for the ‘‘mentally deficient’’
grew to enormous proportions in the 1950s and
1960s, housing many patients from early childhood
until death. Many European countries, particularly
the Scandinavian nations, continued to have policies
of ‘‘voluntary’’ sterilization and ‘‘euthanasia,’’ whereby
parents could take their handicapped children to un-
dergo surgery, or where disabled children were not
giving life-sustaining treatment due to their disability.
The emergence of prenatal screening techniques, such
as amniocentesis, permitted family practitioners and
obstetricians to counsel parents to terminate pregnan-
cies in the cases of fetuses with genetic abnormalities,
such as Down’s syndrome. These decisions made about
selective procreation, which might have decreased the
overall number of those children born with severe dis-
abilities, were counterbalanced by medical and public-
health changes that led to increasing life expectancy
of those born with disabilities and, by the 1980s, to
the survival of significantly premature babies who
have developed severe mental and physical disabilities
later in life.

Meanwhile residential schools continued to evolve
throughout the period 1945 to 1970 into separate
communities distinct from and independent of soci-
ety. Starting from the very beginning of the twentieth

century, schools for the ‘‘blind’’ and schools for the
‘‘deaf ’’ built additional ‘‘sheltered workshops’’ where
the pupils (many of them adults) could work at trades
and offset the costs to their families and to the state.
A widely accepted public discourse prevailed whereby
separate institutions, most often residential, were
considered better for the disabled individual and bet-
ter for the family. Disability became a condition re-
quiring removal from general society into specialized
institutions.

This dominant attitude was challenged during
the 1960s, when civil-rights movements in North
America and Europe addressed the status of social
groups marginalized by gender, race, language, or dis-
ability. Wolf Wolfensberger, among others, articulated
a set of policies, broadly known as the ideology of
‘‘normalization,’’ which sought to place the disabled
in a ‘‘culturally normative’’ set of social roles and ex-
periences. The focus of his critique was a set of resi-
dential facilities and educational policies that sought
to segregate the disabled from society, ostensibly for
their own benefit. Normalization, by contrast, sought
to eliminate special schools and residential facilities
and reintegrate the disabled into society. The last three
decades of the twentieth century were dominated by
the debate over ‘‘streaming’’ versus ‘‘destreaming.’’
Gradually many large, long-stay institutions for the
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‘‘mentally retarded,’’ for the ‘‘blind,’’ and for the
‘‘deaf ’’ have been closed, or dramatically reduced in
size, and replaced by integration in ‘‘normal’’ schools
and by accommodation in smaller group homes.

The language used to describe certain types of
disability has also changed dramatically. Advocacy
groups have argued that older terms such as ‘‘the men-
tally deficient,’’ ‘‘the blind,’’ and ‘‘deaf and dumb’’
(and their continental linguistic equivalents) stigma-
tize the individual concerned and influence negatively
the social options open to them. Many groups advo-
cate placing people first, hence people with disabilities,
people with developmental handicaps. Others have
gone further by arguing for the absence of any dis-
ability descriptor and for emphasizing the plurality of
abilities which all individuals share. This view has
been particularly pronounced in the field of hearing
impairment, where some researchers challenge the
conceptual framework of deafness as a disability, pre-
ferring to see people with hearing and speech impair-
ment as communicating in a visual rather than audi-
tory world. The debate over the role of language in
the labeling of individuals and in their possible stig-
matization continues to rage throughout society and
government.

Just as the language describing disability has
changed, so too has the composition of that group of
individuals seen or labeled as disabled. The demo-
graphic revolution in European countries over the last
two centuries, from young societies under siege from
infectious diseases to older societies suffering from
chronic ailments, has altered the stereotypes of dis-
ability. Impairments of hearing, sight, and cognitive
functioning are becoming more and more common
among an increasingly numerous population of the
elderly. In the public mind, a disabled person is more
and more likely to be old, rather than the disabled
child typical of Enlightenment discourse. Moreover,
disability is no longer viewed as an either/or propo-
sition (someone is either blind or not). Advocacy

groups emphasize that disability constitutes a spec-
trum of impairment.

Most recently, disability rights groups have
called for access (on all levels) to social programs and
activities, with some success. The physical infrastruc-
ture of society has been gradually transformed by
wheelchair ramps, braille lettering on elevators, and a
thousand other minor but important alterations mak-
ing government and leisure services accessible to those
who previously could not use them. Such changes
have been hard-won. Advocacy groups have taken their
campaign for disability rights to legal as well as political
remedies. The European Court, with its own declara-
tion of rights to which all European Union nations are
bound, has acted as a vehicle against overt and subtle
discrimination against people with disabilities.

CONCLUSIONS

The social history of people with disabilities has thus
been one of profound ambiguities and contradictions,
of real and Pyrrhic victories. Nor has the experience
been uniform across different types of disability. Eco-
nomic changes in European countries toward an
‘‘information-based society’’ pose fewest problems for
the hearing impaired and more for the visually im-
paired. Recent closures of long-stay residential insti-
tutions for individuals with hearing or visual impair-
ment have proved successful—less so for the severely
developmentally disabled. The emergence in the last
two decades of the twentieth century of a culture of
extended work hours, a renewed emphasis on individ-
ual responsibility and self-sufficiency, and the frag-
mentation of the nuclear household has left many
developmentally disabled individuals alone in the
community and as devalued by society as ever. Ac-
commodating the needs and aspirations of people
with disabilities in the postinstitutional era remains
one of the most demanding challenges facing modern
European societies.

See also Section 17, Body and Mind (volume 4); and other articles in this section.
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PUBLIC HEALTH

12
Dorothy Porter

The health of populations helps to reveal transfor-
mations in social and economic conditions and high-
lights the changing relationships between the state and
civil society. At one time the history of public health
was written by public health professionals who wrote
administrative histories of preventive health services
and of the control of epidemic diseases. This histori-
ographical tradition often traced a chronology of
events from ancient to contemporary times, identi-
fying the development of public health as a progressive
achievement representing a triumph of rational
knowledge over superstitious ignorance. In the late
twentieth century, however, the history of public
health was investigated by social historians, who ex-
plored the cultural significance of epidemics, the im-
pact of disease upon demographic structure and eco-
nomic change, and the role that protecting population
health has played in state formation. Social histories
of public health have also revealed the political and
ideological conflicts created by collective actions
aimed at improving the health of populations. This
essay will examine the impact of such actions upon
the changing social, political, and cultural relations of
European societies from late medieval times, when
Europe experienced one of its most devastating pan-
demics, the Black Death.

THE PLAGUE AND EPIDEMIC CONTROL

As the historian Paul Slack has pointed out, epidemics
share many characteristics with other natural catastro-
phes like earthquakes and tidal waves. But the re-
sponses provoked by each vary widely. While all nat-
ural catastrophes disrupt social order, they attack the
basis of social cohesion in different ways. Epidemic
diseases not only cause widespread mortality that af-
fects economic production and the defense capacities
of societies, they also impose social stigma and alien-
ation upon individual victims. The enduring meta-
phor of the social death of medieval leprosy sufferers,
who were ordered to be segregated from the rest of

society by the Third Lateran Council in 1179, con-
tinued to haunt the world of the infectious and chron-
ically sick. Collective actions taken to limit the impact
of epidemics therefore risk heightening social tension
as much as they manage it.

The disease that eliminated up to a third of Eu-
rope’s population in the fourteenth century, com-
monly referred to as the Black Death, is much dis-
puted by contemporary historians. The traditional
view that the Black Death was an epidemic of bubonic
plague does not fit easily with the pattern and rapidity
of the spread of the disease between 1348 and 1353
or some of the contemporary accounts of victims’
symptoms. Some historians have therefore attributed
the epidemic to other rapid killers such as anthrax.
Whatever the organic origin of the disease, the Black
Death affected European societies dramatically. Not
only did it thin out social and political elites, it also
devastated the agricultural laboring population, cre-
ating opportunities for social and economic mobility
that severely weakened an already fracturing feudal
system based upon rigid hierarchies and tied labor.
Epidemic visitations of plague continued over the next
three hundred years. New civil administrative struc-
tures to deal with plague were created in Renaissance
and early modern Italian city-states that became
models for public health administration throughout
Europe.

The Black Death stimulated the first application
of what became the favored method of epidemic con-
trol by early modern states, quarantine. Venice first
closed its port to all suspected vessels for thirty days
in March 1348. The period was extended to forty
days, and quarantine was eventually adopted by all
European port authorities to prevent the importation
of numerous infectious diseases. Political authorities
also adapted the system to isolate inland communities
by enforcing military cordon sanitaires to prevent dis-
eased travelers and goods from entering cities or flee-
ing from them. In premodern times, the most rational
response to an infectious disease like plague was to
flee an infected location, and this was resorted to by
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many who had the resources to do so. Political au-
thorities anxious to maintain existing ruling structures
tried to limit the hemorrhage of both the powerful
and the productive classes. Reduction of ruling elites
could create opportunities for social rebellion, espe-
cially as epidemics stimulated panic. Thus, from the
time of the Black Death, Italian city-states set up spe-
cial health boards to institute measures to control the
spread of the disease by controlling the movements of
both sick and healthy populations.

As outbreaks of plague continued after 1348,
civil policing to suppress panic and disquiet grew in-
crementally throughout Europe during the Renais-
sance and the early modern period. Local civil au-
thorities sometimes taxed those wishing to flee and
posted guards to protect the property of the absent.
Elaborate regulations were developed in order to con-
trol the behavior of the urban poor, whose swelling
numbers were viewed as an increasing risk to social
stability. The poor and the socially deviant were per-
ceived as the prime victims and bearers of plague. Po-
litical authorities in Italian city-states recognized that
economic deprivation, social deviance, and plague
were a potentially volatile cocktail. Health regulations
targeted the movements of the morally outcast, such
as prostitutes, ‘‘ruffians,’’ and beggars, as well as the
plague-sick poor. Measures were also taken to separate
the sick from the healthy through the establishment
of isolation hospitals, often outside city walls. While
health authorities justified their actions as necessary
steps to prevent the spread of plague, their primary
goal was maintaining social stability by controlling the
mobility of the anarchic, unpredictable underclass.
For similar reasons, the English central state in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries reproduced many
Italian plague controls. Here house arrest and isola-
tion of victims’ families were adopted in order to keep
people in their place at moments of crisis in the same
way as the Elizabethan Poor Law enforced local set-
tlement when communities faced periods of economic
failure and shortage. The English plague regulations,
however, stimulated violent opposition and thereby
contributed to increasing disorder.

Plague controls brought civil authorities into
conflict with the interests of other ruling elites. Quar-
antine greatly interfered with trade and was vigorously
resisted by merchants and their laborers, who were both
adversely affected. Such tensions increased throughout
the early modern period. By the seventeenth century
the power and prestige of many Italian city health
boards grew to the point where they were able to chal-
lenge the authority of the church. Festivals, religious
assemblies, processions, and other public gatherings
were often banned in epidemic times despite the

strong opposition of the clergy. Health authorities jus-
tified their actions on the basis of experience. For the
church, plague was the result of divine wrath that
could be assuaged only by penance and observance.
For health officials the divine origin was less signifi-
cant than the miasmas that spread the disease along
with the anarchy that it threatened to provoke.

SYPHILIS AND STIGMATIZATION

If plague prevention instituted new levels of political
intervention into civil life, epidemic syphilis in the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries highlighted the con-
sequences of stigmatization for disease sufferers. In the
Renaissance and early modern world fears of social
disorder were matched by the dread of the moral cor-
ruption that could result from disease. In the late fif-
teenth century the disease that came to be identified
as morbus gallicus (French disease) was believed to be
a new contagion. Numerous contemporary observers
wrote accounts of a new epidemic pox appearing in
Italy in 1495 following Charles VIII’s campaign
against the Spaniards for control of Naples. His army,
which consisted largely of mercenaries from Belgium,
Germany, southern France, Italy, and Spain, was be-
lieved to have spread the disease as it disbanded and
soldiers returned to their homelands. Within a decade
of the first outbreak noted at Fornovo, epidemic syph-
ilis had spread throughout Europe. The stigma of
syphilis is reflected in the way that national cultures
frequently identified it as the disease of their enemy,
but it was most commonly referred to as morbus
gallicus.

The morbus gallicus was recognized to be spread
venereally. Christian ideology accounted for it as di-
vine retribution for licentiousness, but contemporar-
ies such as Joseph Grunpeck also attributed it to as-
trological sources. From the sixteenth century the
American origin of the disease was the source of much
controversy and remains so even today. Isolation of
sufferers was attempted by some authorities, the syph-
ilitic being subjected to stigmatization similar to lepers
in medieval times. Stricter controls were instituted
against beggars and vagrants in France, where old
leper houses were converted into accommodations for
‘‘incorrigible paupers.’’ The hôtel-Dieu (city hospital)
overflowed with émigré pox victims in the 1520s,
who were provided with money to return home. In
France inspection and stricter regulation of prosti-
tutes was established from 1500. In Edinburgh in
1497 the city council required patients sick of the
‘‘gradgor’’ to be removed to the island of Inch until
they were completely cured. Anyone resisting the
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regulations faced the penalty of complete exile and
the branding iron.

Changing attitudes toward sexual practices were
already evident in Renaissance societies. The late me-
dieval tradition of the steam bath, which had been
part of a cult of pleasure rather than an instrument of
cleanliness or hygiene, began to decline in the six-
teenth century. Many famous hotels offering the
steam bath as a main attraction disappeared through-
out Europe. The custom of visiting the steam bath to
conduct a discrete liaison or simply to enjoy free and
easy frolicking among naked men and women also
began to decline. The pleasure dome of the steam bath
became a target of the guardians of public morals, but
their decline coincided with the rise of epidemic syph-
ilis. The epidemic significantly affected changing at-
titudes toward libertine pleasure, adding caution to
the justification for new codes of moral discipline.
The aims of public authorities to control syphilitic
contagion were assisted by broader changes in cul-
tural beliefs and social behavior regarding the pursuit
of pleasure. What may not have been successfully
achieved through coercive public policy was perhaps
accomplished through new moral ideologies.

THE SOCIAL SCIENCE OF HEALTH IN
THE EARLY MODERN PERIOD

As plague retreated from Europe from the late sev-
enteenth century, geographical exploration, urban
development, and imperial expansion created new dis-

ease patterns in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies. Epidemic diseases of isolated communities
became endemic in urban environments. By the eigh-
teenth century shock invasions were replaced by rising
levels of endemic infections and chronic sickness that
occasionally became epidemic, such as malaria, small-
pox, and gout. The absence of catastrophic disasters
meant that emergency disease control was no longer
a priority. Instead, the age of the Enlightenment be-
came a period in which a new interest in the social
scientific analysis of the health of populations devel-
oped. The eighteenth century also witnessed innova-
tions in sanitation and immunization, and late En-
lightenment thought made new connections between
social improvement and environmental reform. By
the nineteenth century the Enlightenment study of
political arithmetic and human longevity evolved into
the statistical enumeration of human misery and the
social physics of human improvement. The Enlight-
enment pursuit of happiness through a felicific cal-
culus translated into a social science of amelioration
(investigations undertaken by voluntary researchers
and social reformers into the social conditions of eco-
nomic depravation and destitution that were aimed at
informing social policies of improvement) in the nine-
teenth century that was inherently bound to the im-
provement of population health. (‘‘Political arithme-
tic’’ is the term used by the seventeenth-century
English man of letters William Petty to describe his
quantitative analysis of what he called the political
anatomy of Ireland; Petty believed that the quantita-
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tive analysis of the strength of the state—including
the analysis of the health of the population, levels of
production and ‘‘market research’’ into the sale of in-
dividual commodities—should become a general form
of enquiry called political arithmetic. ‘‘Social physics’’
is the term given by the early nineteenth-century Bel-
gian astronomer Lambert Adolphe Jacques Quételet
to the quantitative analysis of social conditions, in-
cluding the health of the population, using the statis-
tical concept of the normal frequency distribution.
‘‘Felicific calculus’’ is the term given by the late eigh-
teenth- and early nineteenth-century English political
philosopher Jeremy Bentham to the analysis of the
greatest happiness of the greatest number as the
founding principle on which to base utilitarian phi-
losophy of government.)

The relationship between the health and wealth
of nations was extensively explored in political, eco-
nomic, and social theory in the eighteenth century.
The development of what the French ideologue Con-
dorcet called ‘‘social mathematics’’ was highly signifi-
cant in the development of the relationship between
the emergent modern state and the health of its sub-
jects. Various methods of counting the subjects of the
state and measuring its size and strength in terms of
their number and their health were introduced in the

early modern period. These practices were supported
by the political philosophy of mercantilism, which
viewed the monarch’s subjects as his paternalistic
property and equated the entire well-being of society
as coterminous with the well-being of the state as em-
bodied by the sovereign. The political bookkeeping
that enabled the state to measure its strength in terms
of the size of its healthy population guided its admin-
istrative goals and objectives.

These were the early foundations of ‘‘vital statis-
tics’’ and epidemiology that, by the nineteenth century,
became a prerequisite for systematic disease prevention.
Lambert Adolphe Jacques Quételet (1796–1874), a
Belgian astronomer who devised the theory of the
normal frequency distribution curve, took up the
quantitative analysis of social physics in the early nine-
teenth century. A generation younger than Condor-
cet, Quételet believed that social physics could pro-
vide the basis of the scientific management of society.

In France in the early nineteenth century, the
application of social physics did not lead to social re-
form. Instead, it created a new academic inquiry into
the conditions that determine health and disease, an
inquiry that founded the nineteenth-century Euro-
pean science of hygiene. An ex-army surgeon, Louis
René Villermé, who was a friend of Quételet, trans-
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lated social physics into elaborate studies of the dif-
ferential mortality of the rich and poor and the health
conditions of the proletariat and their average expec-
tation of life. However, these studies did not stimulate
political action. Villermé warned against the involve-
ment of the state in health reform and suggested in-
stead that the remoralization of the poor would elim-
inate epidemic disease and premature mortality.

In Britain the ‘‘geography of health’’ was ex-
amined as part of the discovery of the social condi-
tions of the poor. Statistics was embraced as a tool for
measuring social inequality by early Victorian reform
movements. Statistical studies of health and the social
determinants of disease were set up in response to the
shocking effects of the cholera epidemics of the 1830s
and 1840s, and subsequently Victorian epidemiology
sought to eliminate the spread of disease by destroying
the environment that bred it.

HEALTH AND THE MODERN STATE

The early modern state linked the investigation of
population health to political strength through a mer-
cantialist philosophy. This philosophy also inspired
Enlightenment public health promotion through
methods of ‘‘medical police’’ developed in Prussia and
Sweden and explored theoretically, above all, by the
Austrian court physician Johan Peter Frank. Public
health featured prominently in the rhetoric of revo-
lutionary democracy at the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury, both in the newly established American republic
and in the declarations of the revolutionary govern-
ments in France. The French revolutionaries declared
health, like work, to be a right of man, making it an
obligation of the social contract between the modern
democratic state and its citizens. By the middle of the
nineteenth century, the British state had translated
this principle into a civil right, in which all possessed
equal rights under the law to protection from epi-
demic disease. In 1848 French and German revolu-
tionaries identified the key to improved population
health to be the establishment of ‘‘state medicine.’’ In
France Jules Guérin, in the Gazette médicale de Paris,
and in Prussia Rudolf Virchow, in his reports on ty-
phus in Upper Silesia, both suggested that democratic
freedom, universal education, and social amelioration
would prevent epidemic diseases. In France and Prus-
sia supporters of social medicine urged the medical
profession to take on a political role and become at-
torneys to the poor and statesmen in disguise.

The political role of preventive medicine within
the modern state became an urgent material as well
as an ideological issue as exponential rises in epidemic

and endemic infections among urbanized populations
accompanied the process of industrialization in Eu-
ropean societies. The diseases of industrial, urbanized
civilization were those transmitted relentlessly among
overcrowded populations living in appalling insani-
tary slums with totally inadequate refuse and sewage
removal, drainage, and little or no access to uncon-
taminated water. Typhus, typhoid, amoebic diarrhea,
tuberculosis, diphtheria, and, despite the introduction
of smallpox vaccination throughout Europe, smallpox
continued to haunt industrialized as well as agricul-
tural populations. But perhaps the disease that con-
jures up the classic image of industrial society under
siege from contagion is cholera. Asiatic cholera fol-
lowed troop movements out of India through eastern,
central, and western Europe between 1830 and 1832
and became the first of several pandemic invasions.
Overall, cholera killed far fewer than endemic fevers,
but the social psychological effect of the suddenness
of its invasion and the speed and manner in which it
killed was dramatic. Cholera highlighted the tenuous
social stability of the class structures of European so-
cieties. Conspiracy theories were rife among the Eu-
ropean proletariat and peasantry. Rioters in Russia at-
tacked nobles and officials because they believed that
the water was being poisoned as part of a Malthusian
effort to reduce surplus population. The homes of no-
blemen and the offices of health authorities were ran-
sacked throughout Prussia, and officials were mur-
dered in Paris. In Britain Bristol’s poor rioted in
protest against the removal of the sick to isolation
wards, believing that this was a means of providing
the medical profession with bodies to anatomize.

Cholera coincided with crisis in nineteenth-
century Europe, but often conditions were made ripe
for its spread by social upheaval. Cholera was spread
by social dislocation—the mobility of population
created by the expansion of trade in the nineteenth
century, which brought rural populations into the
cities—and subsequently exacerbated it. This pattern
of social dislocation and epidemic spread is equally
demonstrated for another acute infection character-
istic of the times, typhus. Typhus has a long history
of being associated with war and famine, frequently
flourishing in military encampments and jails, but it
became almost endemic among some urban popula-
tions during the nineteenth century.

Sanitary reform developed at different rates in
European states throughout the nineteenth century.
By the end of the century most major European cities
had sewage and drainage infrastructures and improved
water supplies. Most northern European states estab-
lished various types of local and, in some cases, central
government health authorities who monitored health
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conditions and administered a wide range of public
health regulations. Some city administrations, such as
the Paris Health Council, became models for national
governments. Other cities avoided the costs of public
health imperatives as long as possible. When cholera
attacked Hamburg in 1892, long after it had retreated
elsewhere in Europe, the city-state paid a political
price for neglecting to filter its water systems by being
taken over by Prussian administration. Incremental
environmental sanitary reform throughout Europe in
the nineteenth century slowly reduced the effects of
lethal infections. While historians and historical de-
mographers continue to dispute the determinants of
population growth, increased protection from the en-
vironmental hazards of industrial urbanization con-
tinue to figure prominently in assessments of mortal-
ity decline by the turn of the twentieth century.
Historical epidemiologists still consider the reduction
of infant amoebic diarrhea through cleaner, filtered
water supplies to have played a significant role in that
decline.

Providing for the health of communities, how-
ever, could lead the modern state to sacrifice the civil
liberties of individuals. Movements developed in mid-
nineteenth century Britain, France, and Germany op-
posing compulsory smallpox vaccination as tyranny
rather than salvation. Acts passed by the British state
establishing the compulsory inspection of prostitutes
in garrison towns in the 1860s were opposed on simi-
lar political grounds. In the 1870s and 1880s the cam-
paign to repeal the Contagious Diseases Acts in Brit-

ain interpreted the enforcement of health as a gross
violation of civil liberties by a centralized power ex-
ercising a form of medical despotism and a double
moral standard. By the end of the century, however,
the Notification of Infectious Disease Acts in Britain
interned those sick of a listed infection in an isolation
hospital until they either recovered or not, but they
provoked no libertarian opposition or alarm.

The civil disorder stimulated by state action
during the cholera epidemics throughout Europe in
the early nineteenth century was not repeated at the
end of the century as modern democratic states made
more and more interventions into the socioeconomic
and biological lives of citizens. In industrialized and
modernizing European states, a new political ethos of
collectivism encouraged the development of compul-
sory social insurance schemes to protect workers from
injury, sickness, unemployment, and old age. Popu-
lation health policies began to incorporate medical
services to vulnerable groups, including mothers, in-
fants, school children, and the mentally retarded. In
the twentieth century, obtaining population health
was no longer limited to the prevention of disease but
began to include public provision to cover the costs
of medical services along with new strategies for en-
couraging individuals to adopt healthy lifestyles.

HEALTH CARE SYSTEMS IN THE
TWENTIETH CENTURY

The twentieth century witnessed the incremental
growth of comprehensive, state-funded public health
and medical services throughout Europe. In the in-
terwar years a preliminary model welfare state with
integrated health and medical services developed in
Weimar Germany. Between 1919 and 1933 the Wei-
mar Republic viewed the economy as an organism
that could be managed by the state, which would re-
distribute wealth through welfare benefits. Weimar
welfare facilitated the socialization of health and pri-
oritized the goals of the social hygiene movement, fo-
cusing on the prevention of chronic disease, the health
of mothers and children, and the treatment of psy-
chiatric disorders.

The development of health services under Wei-
mar was motivated by organisist, collectivist social ide-
ology that included beliefs in regenerationist biology.
Eugenic ideals about the need to plan population de-
velopment were compatible with ideals of collective
responsibility for welfare in numerous other European
contexts during the same period. Demographic and
eugenic concerns led to new directions in health and
social policy in Scandinavia, Britain, and France. On
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the one hand, prioritizing the health of mothers, in-
fants, and children and encouraging large families was
legitimated as protecting the health of future genera-
tions and ensuring demographic balance. Pronatalism
was promoted in Sweden and France following World
War I. In Scandinavia, Belgium, France, and Germany
various forms of family allowance were developed to
ease the economic burdens of parenthood. On the
other hand, preventing the reproduction of the eu-
genically ‘‘unfit’’ through restrictive marriage laws, the
segregation of the mentally retarded and mentally ill,
and the voluntary or compulsory sterilization of vari-
ous social groups was aimed at reducing the potential
for biological and racial decline.

Positive and negative eugenics in Europe before
World War II was one expression of the increasingly
influential ideology of social planning. The corporate
management of capitalist economies based upon the
ideas of John Maynard Keynes gained legitimacy in
European states as the failures of unregulated markets
threatened the survival of industrial capitalism. A
comprehensive, integrated system of health and medi-
cal services for workers and their dependents was one
of the linchpins of the vision of the welfare state out-
lined by the British liberal intellectual William Bev-
eridge, whose 1942 report influenced the develop-
ment of health and social security policies throughout
Europe following the war.

According to the social policy theorist Gosta
Esping-Andersen, three ‘‘worlds’’ of welfare emerged
after World War II that relied on more or less bu-
reaucratically administered state funding, voluntary
and compulsory insurance, and market mechanisms.
A significant division developed between the generous
insurance-based social security systems that operated
in parts of continental Europe and the lower level of
insurance plus tax-funded, means-tested state benefits
that operated in Britain. Further divisions occurred
between universal statutory insurance-based systems
constructed in Europe and the private insurance plus
means-tested welfare provision that operated in the
United States.

Within these broad frameworks different rates
of welfare expansion continued for the first three de-
cades following 1945, until international economic
crises in the 1970s ended what has been eulogized
as a ‘‘golden era’’ of political consensus, economic
growth, rising living standards, and social justice.
While the viability of the welfare state was increasingly
challenged in the 1980s, comprehensive health cov-
erage has been the most politically resilient of its fea-
tures. In the 1980s New Right assaults on what it
viewed as the culture of dependency produced by
‘‘nanny states’’ sought only to reform rather than re-
move state-funded health care systems. The continued
popularity of state-funded health care perhaps ema-
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nated from the fact that, as the left wing British econ-
omist Julian Le Grand pointed out in 1982, the mid-
dle classes benefited from them most.

HEALTH CARE AND
INDIVIDUAL BEHAVIOR

While the public provision of health care continued
to be politically popular in the 1990s, fears concern-
ing the demographic structures of twenty-first-century
postindustrial societies support a culture of personal
health responsibility that had been promoted by the
state and commercialized by the marketplace through-
out the twentieth century. As state medicine through-
out Europe became involved in the provision of
personal services, new emphasis was placed upon in-
dividual prevention through the development of
healthy lifestyles. In the interwar years new perspec-
tives on preventive medicine were developed in the
Soviet Union, Germany, Belgium, and Britain that
attempted to make clinical medicine a social practice
through the interdisciplinary amalgamation of medi-

cine and social science. Following World War II social
medicine focused upon prevention through public
education about health hazards to the individual. A
precedent was set in the health education campaign
aimed at reducing lung cancer through the prevention
of cigarette smoking.

The antismoking campaign in Europe exempli-
fied the new message of the clinical model of social
medicine: the key to the social management of
chronic illnesses—such as lung cancer—was individ-
ual prevention, fostered by raising health conscious-
ness and promoting self-health care. While antismok-
ing has achieved a degree of success in Europe, it has
had much greater influence in North American soci-
eties. However, the model of prevention through in-
dividual education gathered momentum in the wake
of the antismoking campaign. Subsequent postwar
campaigns offered lifestyle methods for preventing
heart disease, various forms of cancer, liver disease,
digestive disorders, venereal disease, and obesity.

In 1981 T. Hirayama published the results of a
study that demonstrated that nonsmoking wives of
heavy smokers had a higher risk of contracting lung
cancer than did the wives of nonsmokers. The cam-
paign to prevent ‘‘passive smoking’’ subsequently took
on the character of a nineteenth-century campaign to
prevent infectious disease. Like all such public health
campaigns, the collective benefit of state action pe-
nalized and stigmatized a specific social group, whose
members were represented as social pariahs and fail-
ures and moral inferiors.

The mixed messages involved in the prevention
of tobacco consumption have been fully represented
in the campaigns against a new lethal infectious virus
appearing in the early 1980s, human immunodefi-
ciency virus (HIV), which leads to a fatal syndrome
commonly referred to as AIDS. The emergence of a
new killer infection in the early 1980s reawakened all
the public health concerns associated with an earlier
era. AIDS was initially compared to dramatic histori-
cal invasions of the past such as plague and cholera.
The initial impact of AIDS upon popular, political,
and expert perceptions raised familiar issues regarding
the right of the state to police and regulate the spread
of infection through surveillance, notification, screen-
ing, and quarantine. Those who favored authoritarian
intervention called for the institution of compulsory
testing, identity cards for people who were HIV-
positive, and their isolation. Most of these goals were
not taken up by national policymakers, but the ques-
tion of identity cards came close to realization in some
local contexts, such as Bavaria.

By the late 1980s its transmission through
needle-sharing among impoverished intravenous drug
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users meant that AIDS was spread more and more by
poverty and social despair rather than unprotected
sexual intercourse. The length of time between con-
tracting the HIV virus, the onset of the AIDS syn-
drome, and the death of the sufferer lengthened as
more effective therapeutic treatment slowed the phys-
iological progress of the disease. Thus by the 1990s
AIDS began to be perceived as a chronic disease
among minority high-risk groups rather than an epi-
demic infection. AIDS victims have suffered legal and
social discrimination in the popular mind and by of-
ficial agencies. The implication of bodily and spiritual
corruption has persisted as a powerful contemporary
trope.

A new social contract of health has been pro-
moted in public health campaigns from antismoking
to AIDS prevention. It is a contract based upon a
model of prevention that utilized medical and social
scientific analysis to maximize health chances by
encouraging individuals to change their lifestyles.
However, the state and its public health agencies
have not had a monopoly on the promotion of health
through lifestyle management. Health promotion
through lifestyle education has also been successfully
commercialized.

Since the eighteenth century ‘‘self-health’’ has
been successfully commercialized through the publi-
cation of advice manuals and the promotion of dietary
aids and exercise regimens by various entrepreneurs.
In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries health
reformers promoted physical culture cults such as cal-
isthenics, eurythmics, vegetarianism, and mastication
techniques. Such traditions continued in the advertis-
ing campaigns for mass-produced foods such as cereals
as health aids and in a commercialized exercise cul-
ture. In the early twentieth century the value of ex-
ercise for healthy living was commercialized by Amer-
ican entrepreneurs such as Eugene Sandow, Bernarr
Macfadden, and Charles Atlas, who established their
own brands of competitive bodybuilding and physical
culture systems. In the United States and in Europe,
the interwar years witnessed the symbolic association
of the healthy body with racial health and national
supremacy.

Following World War II bodybuilding expanded
as a commercialized competitive sport and, along with
the increased popularity of spectator sports as a leisure
pastime, spawned a new fitness industry. The fitness
and beauty industries in the late twentieth century
became hugely successful international markets in-
volving the sale of sportswear, health foods and dietary
aids, commercial health and gymnasium clubs, health
and beauty holiday resorts, fitness training, and plastic
surgery. Slimming alone has become a large market

industry. The message of the commercialized health
industry mirrors that promoted by the state: health is
an individual responsibility that has to be worked for
through individual effort and paid for from individual
pockets. By the early 1990s the healthy body became
a symbol of social and economic success and the dis-
eased became associated with social failure and dys-
function. As liberal democratic societies within and
beyond Europe retreated from the public funding of
health and social welfare, both the state and the mar-
ketplace sought to blame ill health on individual ir-
responsibility and ignorance.

Although the contract of health between the so-
cial democratic state and its citizens is thus being re-
configured, at the beginning of the twenty-first cen-
tury there are, nevertheless, signs that the structural
causes of ill health are not being entirely overlooked.
As the gap between the affluent and the impoverished
widens in postindustrial societies throughout Europe,
the relationship between poverty and ill health has
again become a focus of state concern. Mortality dif-
ferentials and rising levels of the traditional diseases
of poverty, such as tuberculosis, have re-created an
awareness of the impact of inequality on levels of
health. Poor people die earlier because their health is
compromised by low incomes, unemployment, poor
housing, and social exclusion. Population health is
compromised in areas with poor social facilities and
where people are intimidated by high levels of crime
and disorder. The poor and industrial workers are also
often exposed to greater risks from environmental pol-
lution and occupational hazards.

The impact of inequality upon health is begin-
ning to be taken into account by social democratic
policymakers in Europe. In Britain, for example, New
Labour health ministers acknowledge that in tackling
the root causes of avoidable illness, ‘‘in recent times
the emphasis has been on trying to get people to live
healthy lives’’ (Dobson and Jowell, Our Healthier Na-
tion, p. 2). The New Labour government suggests,
however, that they want to try an approach with ‘‘far
more attention and Government action concentrated
on the things which damage people’s health which are
beyond the control of the individual’’ (Our Healthier
Nation, p. 2). The consequences of the absence or
shrinkage of welfare states in industrial societies
throughout the world also impacts upon European
thought regarding the restructuring of networks of so-
cial security that help to ensure population health.
Population health within and beyond Europe, how-
ever, continues to be an ongoing negotiation between
civil society and the state. The outcome of that ne-
gotiation depends, as it has always done, upon the
political will of both.
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See also Health and Disease (volume 2); Urbanization (volume 2); The Welfare
State (volume 2); Doctors and Medicine (volume 4); and other articles in this section.
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