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Introduction

Jan Hansen, Jochen Hung, Jaroslav Ira, Judit Klement,

Sylvain Lesage, Juan Luis Simal, and Andrew Tompkins

What is European history? A.J.P. Taylor once quipped that “European history is
whatever the historian wants it to be.” This is certainly an appropriate account
in that Taylor refers to the constructive nature of historiography, emphasising
that it is the historian who ‘creates’ his or her subject matter. However,
Taylor’s definition is also problematic because his choice to use the singular
“historian” implies that writing history is a solitary endeavour, the imprinting
of one mind onto the page. Nothing could be further from the development
process of the present handbook of European history. It is a collaborative effort
of nearly a hundred historians from seventeen European universities and
research institutions, each individual with their own ideas about European
history shaped by their personal backgrounds, national contexts and academic
traditions. The resulting muddle is our answer to the question about the nature
of European history: it is complicated, polyvocal (sometimes in harmony,
often not), multi-layered and complex. The pedagogical term for this approach
is ‘multi-perspectivity’, in which different perspectives are used to evaluate
historical events and processes. In the words of a group of Dutch researchers
led by Bjorn Wansink, in the context of history education the notion of multi-
perspectivity refers to “the idea that history is interpretational and subjective,
with multiple coexisting narratives about particular historical events.” The
core of what European history means to us is expressed in this quote.

The subject of European history has recently been the topic of a vigorous
debate among historians. One group has argued that European history should
be “about what could be called ‘doing European History’: empirical research
that transcends the nation-state in various ways—e.g. projects which are
conceived in a transnational, comparative, trans-local way and which at the
same time are located in Europe in one way or another.” We broadly align
ourselves with this self-reflexive approach. We argue that the subject matter of
a handbook on European history does not in itself constitute a contribution to
European history. Whether a work makes a contribution to European history

© 2022 Hansen, Hung, Ira, Klement, Lesage, Simal, and Tompkins, CC BY-NC 4.0  https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0323.88
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depends not only on the topics and historical events it addresses, but above all
on its questions, its perspectives, and the way it analyses and narrates. Despite
all the differences in detail, European history as a perspective, approach or
method is characterised by at least four features: first, it is driven by an effort
to narrate historical processes from multiple or comparative perspectives, be
they national or regional, global or local, macro or micro. Second, it emphasises
processes of mutual interaction, exchange, and transnational contact (also
with non-European or colonial spaces) without overlooking local specificities.
Third, the European history approach emphasises the contingency of the
historical process and avoids narratives of progress toward ever-increasing
civility. The Russian war of aggression against Ukraine that started in 2022
is a painful reminder of how fragile peace in the twenty-first century still is.
Fourth, it uses its insights into the past to reflect on the present. That does not
mean that the historian should become a political advisor or even an apologist
for the process of European unification, but that she can offer a reflected
commentary on the historical roots of the present.

This handbook is not only rooted in conceptual reflections about the nature
of European history. It also grew out of very practical considerations about how
to teach European history in the twenty-first century: universities in Europe
are internationalising rapidly, welcoming students from all over the world.
This raises important questions about how and what to teach this increasingly
diverse student body. What kind of European history is appropriate for,
say, an Italian undergraduate student enrolled in a BA History programme
delivered in English at a Dutch university, or for a Syrian national studying
(likewise in English) at a Polish university? With the continuing process of
internationalisation in higher education, Brexit and immigration restrictions
all making studying at British universities for students from EU member
states and non-EU students ever more difficult, this experience is becoming
increasingly common.

Furthermore, European history is not only taught in Europe. What is the
right kind of European history for, say, a student in Singapore taking a module
on social movements in early modern Europe? If European history is whatever
we want it to be, there is a clear mission to create appropriate material with
which to teach this increasingly internationalised student population.

Universities in continental Europe have set up a great number of English-
language programmes over the past decades, including in history. The need for
more English-language programmes and modules has long been highlighted
in national internationalisation strategies. For example, in 2012 the German
Action Committee on Education (Aktionsrat Bildung) emphasised the central
importance of the internationalisation of teaching at German universities,
particularly of curricula: “if the attractiveness of German universities for



Erasmus students should be increased, the number of courses in English needs
tobeincreased.” But, as the Dutch Association of Universities (VSNU) remarked
in 2018, internationalisation not only means English teaching material, but also
“the integration of cross-border issues, intercultural skills and diverse cultural
perspectives in the curriculum.” Until now, English-language textbooks about
European history were often written from the implicit or explicit national
perspective of their anglophone (principally British or American) authors. A
truly international curriculum, as the intended result of an internationalisation
of history education at institutions of higher education, needs to reflect the
complex and transnational nature of European history in both content and
structure. The aim must be to balance linguistic internationalisation in the
form of English instruction with a truly European approach to the content
taught. We hope that this handbook will contribute to this undertaking.

Our author teams are sourced from seventeen universities in the Czech
Republic, France, Germany, Hungary, the Netherlands, Norway, the United
Kingdom, and Spain. Our vision was that each chapter would be written by
an international team of authors from at least three of these countries. We did
not always succeed in fulfilling these aims. While the majority of the chapters
were written, as planned, by groups of three or four authors based at different
European universities, this proved impossible for some chapters, either because
of a lack of expertise in our team (this was the case for early modern history)
or because historical events affected our project of writing history: for the
most part, this handbook was produced during a global pandemic, successive
lockdowns and under the threat of serious illness, which took a toll on our
authors, their families and the project itself. People fell ill or were required
to care for sick relatives and could not contribute as they had intended. We
had elaborate plans for international project meetings and writing retreats in
which authors would dedicate themselves to writing multiperspective takes
on European history. Instead, we discussed plans in lengthy online meetings,
wrote and edited from our home offices, while nursing crying children,
struggling with isolation and loneliness, or recovering from serious illness.

While this partly derailed our plans—as happens with even the best-laid
ones—it did not undermine the purpose of this handbook. What we aimed to
do was to provide examples of ‘doing” European history, or case studies that
can be used to teach students what a multiperspective approach to European
history might look like.

This is why this handbook is not structured simply by important events
in European history —from the French Revolution to the fall of the Berlin
Wall—but by themes that cut across national boundaries and transcend clearly
demarcated historical trajectories. Each chapter shows how the respective topic



played out differently in early modern, modern and contemporary history, in
different European contexts. The chapters are broadly comparative, offering
national case studies to highlight the variety of the European experience. The
aim was not to offer another master narrative of European history. The aim
was not to provide a comprehensive, exhaustive account of European events
from all possible viewpoints, replacing a single national perspective with a
collection of national perspectives. How many national perspectives would
one need to create the European perspective, anyway? Five? Ten? Twenty-
seven? Completeness, even if it were attainable, is not the answer. Paul Dukes,
himself a renowned expert in European history, argued that “European history
must be more than the sum total of its constituent parts.” For us, European
history is not a body of knowledge, but a method, an approach.

This means that readers will always find important omissions. Due to the
nature of our team and the focus of this project, certain perspectives (e.g.
Scandinavian, south-eastern European, Polish or non-European and colonial
experiences) are sometimes underrepresented. We have tried to address these
gaps by providing relevant secondary literature in the bibliography of each
subchapter. We hope, however, that this handbook succeeds in demonstrating
the heterogeneity and complexity of the many different development paths
within (geographic) Europe, with attention to how these paths were linked to,
and dependent on, non-European developments.

The chapters in this handbook are not intended to answer all of the questions
that students might have about European history; on the contrary, they are
meant as discussion starters, designed to complicate seemingly conclusive
historical narratives and to generate class discussion. They should make
students think and ask themselves which perspectives are missing from this
collection of multiperspective histories, and which other approaches could
be taken. The one, overarching lesson that all chapters intend to teach is that
European history is always incomplete. This lesson is best expressed by this
book’s cover image: a classical sculpture, located in Carrara, Italy, missing its
head. The statue’s incompleteness not only reflects the double-sided nature
of European history—civilisation and violence—but also it ambiguous,
unfinished, and broken character. European history does not have a single
vision or master narrative, but instead results from a complex interplay of
forces that are best understood by drawing on multiple perspectives.

This handbook is one of the outputs of the Erasmus+ Strategic Partnership
‘Teaching European History in the 21** Century’ (TEH21), financed by the
European Commission and running from 2019-2022. We are grateful for
the support of the Dutch National Agencies Erasmus+ during this time,
particularly during the difficult first months when we had to adapt the project
to the challenges of the Covid-19 pandemic. Our project partner, the European



Association of History Educators (Euroclio), gave us important feedback on
the structure of this teaching resource and did invaluable work in making the
knowledge of this handbook available to a broad public beyond academia.

There are many individuals who have helped to make this project a success
and to whom we are deeply indebted. The members of our advisory board —
Joanna Wojdon (University of Wroclaw), Simina Badica (House of European
History, Brussels), and Oscar van Nooijen (International Baccalaureate
Organization, Den Haag)—provided us with invaluable feedback and advice
throughout this time. Justine Faure and Isabelle Surun (Université de Lille),
Heike Wieters and Paul Treffenfeldt (Humboldt-Universitat zu Berlin), and
Martial Staub (University of Sheffield) helped us get the project off the ground
and to establish it at their institutions. The project would not have run nearly as
smoothly without the tireless work of our project secretary, Miranda Renders
(Utrecht University).

This handbook is intended for undergraduate students in an international
classroom. Over the course of the project, we invited several groups of students
from all involved institutions to read and discuss selected chapters with a
critical eye, and whenever this representative audience had the feeling that
the scope, content or structure of this handbook did not serve its purpose, we
went back to the drawing board. We are grateful for their time, enthusiasm,
and critical engagement with our project. Most of all, we are thankful for the
hard work by our colleagues all over Europe, under often extreme conditions.
Their successful collaboration over three years, reconciling often very different
academic cultures, working habits, school holidays, and ideas about history-
writing, is the foundation of this truly European endeavour.
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UNIT 1

1.1.1 Ideas of Europe in Early Modern
History (ca. 1500-1800)

Péter Erddsi, Markéta KriZovd, Dirk van Miert, and

Roberto Quirds Rosado

Introduction

The concept of ‘Europe’, while firmly embedded in everyday images and
language, has always been uncertain and imprecise. It has resisted clear-cut
definitions, developing through time and acquiring specific meanings in given
places and at certain historical moments. But it was during the early modern
period that the idea of Europe became more solid and stable in the minds of
those inhabiting the region. Acquiring a concrete definition, its inhabitants
accepted it as ‘real” and objectively existing, being mostly defined from within,
rather than from without. Even though comparisons with ‘others” are crucial
for self-definition, equally important was the conscious and unconscious
search for common traits by those who constructed the image—the concept
of Europe.

The effort to grasp the supposedly shared essence of Europe was
complicated by the fact that it was approached from several different angles.
In the following text, three principal ways of conceptualising Europe are
briefly outlined: first, Europe as a geographical, social, political, and economic
reality; second, Europe as a cognitive order of political, religious, and cultural
ideas; and third, Europe as a named entity transmitted and discussed through
representation in text and image. To be sure, distinguishing between these
different ways of conceptualising Europe does not imply that these aspects
can be studied in isolation —they are all intrinsically entangled.
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Europe as a Geographical, Social, Political and Economic
Reality

As a reality, Europe can be seen, in the first place, as a geographical space,
defined by material, physical features. But while the northern, western, and
southern coastal borders could be drawn easily on a map, the problematic
delineation of the eastern limits of Europe confirms the fact that geography
alone is not sufficient. Europe was and is a layered complexity: a social reality
(a demographic entity), a political entity (with a legislation and a military
complex), and an economic trading zone. All of these aspects are determined
to a large extent by geography.

However, geography —as well as shared culture and in many cases also
political aspirations and/or self-identifications of their inhabitants—not only
created the entity of Europe, but in the modern period also split it into sections,
such as those labelled Western, Southern, Nordic, Eastern, Central, and even
North-West or East-Central. Such designations act as serious categories of
analysis in modern thought. A case in point is the shifting boundaries of
East-Central Europe in the early modern period. According to the Hungarian
historian Jendé Sziics, the countries of the region had to face “’Eastern
European’ conditions but with defective “Western-like’ structures.” East-
Central European societies had adapted “structures of the Western type” in
the Middle Ages, such as quasi-parliaments representing nobles, that allowed
a sense of communal autonomy for social groups vis-a-vis the state.

While ‘Central” and “East-Central” Europe are relatively unproblematically
inscribed into ‘Europe’ as a continent, the positions of Russia and the Ottoman
Empire have long been contested —and still are today. For most of the early
modern period, the Ottoman Empire covered South-East Europe, including
Greece, which was increasingly regarded as the cradle of European culture.
The powers in the West of Europe contested the Ottoman membership of
Europe: despite their own mutual antagonisms, they felt forced to cooperate in
containing an empire that they regarded as a mutual enemy. They were helped
by Russia, which putitself firmly on the European map in the eighteenth century
by fighting Swedish aspirations in the Great Northern War (1700-1721), and by
attacking Ottoman strongholds at the same time, in alliance with the Habsburg
Monarchy. Under the aegis of Tsar Peter I (1672-1725), Russia adopted
‘Western” and “Enlightenment’ culture and constructed its own sixteenth- and
seventeenth-century history as backward and pejoratively medieval. If we are
to believe eighteenth-century Russian erudites themselves, the country only
became part of Europe during Peter’s reign. Ever since, European historians
have bought into the idea that Russia ‘entered’ the stage of European history
only at the end of the seventeenth century. Until that time, Russia was largely



known in Europe only through a small number of eyewitness accounts. When
Ivan IV in 1558 looked to expand his empire westward, he met the combined
resistance of Sweden, Denmark, Poland and Lithuania: ‘Moscovia’ was not
culturally associated with Europe.

Heinrich Biinting, Map of Europe shaped as a virgin (1582), Wikimedia, https://commons.wikimedia.
org/wiki/File:Europa_Prima_Pars_Terrae_in_Forma_Virginis.jpg.

Europe as a Cognitive Order

This leads to the second important way in which Europe was conceptualised —
as a cognitive order. The emergence and the consolidation of the idea of Europe
in the early modern period was predicated on the entanglement of shared
notions, notions which suggested ‘Europe’ consisted of a particular political
order (dominated by composite states), a particular religion (a Christian faith
deemed ‘catholic,” in the sense of ‘universal’) or a particular culture (built
on a Roman heritage and a Christian tradition). Speaking about ‘Europeans’
implied that there were ‘others” not just in a geographical sense, but in
political, religious, and cultural terms. ‘Uncultured” peoples like Moscovites,
Scythians, Tartars, Cimmerians, Travellers or religious others such as Turks,
Persians, Arabs, and —more problematically—Jews, while displaying some
‘cultured’ traits, were still perceived as not adequate to the notion of civilisation.
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Later, this inadequacy also included the inhabitants of other continents, as
observations of ‘strange’ customs and behaviours by people from overseas
nations made Europeans more attentive to their own notions of normalcy.

The notion of mutual proximity and distinctiveness from the rest of the world,
based primarily on the shared Christian religion and the notion of ‘civilisation’
as opposed to barbarism or paganism, had existed among the inhabitants of
the ‘Old Continent’ since antiquity and the Middle Ages—and was borne out,
above all, during the Crusades (1095-1492) and later through the pressure of
the Ottoman expansion (1453-1566). But from the fifteenth century onwards,
these sentiments significantly grew as a result of European expansion into
other continents, leading to encounters with different ‘races” and different
social and cultural formations. In a defensive reaction to a sudden widening of
horizons, an intensive process of self-fashioning took place that is not easy to
tie to a particular time or place. This process of self-fashioning —of establishing
the imagined community of ‘Europe’ —ran parallel to the formation of specific
national identities over the same period. Even though the term “Europe” was
rarely used in sources before the eighteenth century, notions of superiority
and distinctiveness had appeared, and were shared by the intellectual and
social elites (more specifically, male elites) of various European countries.

As for the idea of a political order, the rise of the idea that the Habsburg
Empire acted as a part which stands in for Europe as a whole is exemplified
by ‘Europa Eidyllion’, a pastoral poem in Latin, written in 1558 by Johann
Lauterbach (1531-1593), in which a personified Europa represents the
Habsburg Universal Monarchy. Such dynastic monarchies as the Habsburg
Empire referenced a supra-national political order. The Peace of Westphalia
of 1648 was a crucial moment in which the powers of Europe were tied more
closely into a transnational order in which the ‘balance of power” was played
out on a field conceived as ‘Europe’. Crises in maintaining that balance, such as
the Spanish (1701-1714), Polish (1733-1738), and Austrian Wars of Succession
(1740-1748), and the Great Northern War (1700-1721) advanced the idea of
Europe as a complex political system: a theatre of war constituting a political
world in its own right.

When it comes to religion —even in such regions as the Holy Roman Empire,
Poland, or Hungary that were notorious arenas of confessional struggle —the
complexity of the European political world did not eliminate the prospect of a
Christian Europe, a community of the chosen, transcending doctrinal division.
In fact, the notion of Europe overlapped with the concepts of a Respublica
Christiana or Mundus Christianus—the idea, originating in the work The City
of God by Augustine of Hippo (354-430), a ‘father of the church’, that there is
a spiritual Commonwealth of Christians. This Commonwealth of Christians
was visualised as a unity of all true believers, subordinate to divine law, and
superseding political divisions within the European community. The concept



of Respublica Christiana could also denote the idea of a political alliance of
states with Christian rulers, headed by the Pope. However, the colonial and
subsequent missionary expansion in the sixteenth century greatly enlarged the
Christian community and put in doubt this specific way of defining Europe.

The dual inheritance of Europe itself—the Christian and the classical —
encouraged a dual classification of mankind, whereby peoples were judged in
accordance with their religious affiliation or with their degree of civilisation.
The fundamental division along religious lines was between Christian and
heathen. From the sixteenth century onwards, Christian scholars slowly
started to regard Jews, certainly not heathens, as heirs to a civilised Rabbinic
tradition, and from the seventeenth century onwards, these Christian scholars
also turned to Arabic literature. Renaissance Europeans also appropriated
from classical literature the distinction between Greeks and barbarians: the
barbarian, while heathen, was also rough and uncivilised. As for the cultural
order, then, it was since the sixteenth century that the ‘Republic of Letters’,
the idea that there was a learned world shared between Europeans, replaced
the idea of a unified Respublica Christiana as the realm of a shared civilisation.
Recorded for the first time in 1417 in a letter of the Italian humanist Francesco
Barbaro (1390-1454), the idea was taken up again in 1484 in a letter of the
Frisian philosopher Rudolph Agricola (1443-1485). Further advanced by the
Venetian printer Aldo Manuzio (1449-1515), it was championed by the Dutch
scholar Erasmus (1466-1536), who was generally regarded as a “princeps’ (first
citizen) of the Republic of Letters. When the Flemish philosopher Justus Lipsius
(1547-1606) addressed the French religious leader and scholar Joseph Justus
Scaliger (1540-1609) as “ocelle Europae” (darling of Europe) in a letter from
1575, or when an unknown correspondent called the Dutch humanist Hugo
Grotius (1583-1645) “truly the eagle of our Europe” in 1617, it showed not
only the geographic reach of the Republic of Letters but also that the category
of ‘Europe’ covered the widest possible frame of reference for the intellectual
universe these scholars inhabited. For the French writer Voltaire (1694-1778),
writing in 1751, people from the Pope in Rome to the Tsar in Russia inhabited
a commonwealth of learning that covered the nations of ‘Europe’, despite their
continuous wars and religious differences:

We have gradually seen established in Europe a Learned Republic, despite the wars and
despite the religious differences. All the sciences and all the arts have thus helped each
other. The academies have shaped this republic. Italy and Russia have been united through
learning. The Englishman, the German and the Frenchman went to Leiden to study. The
famous physician Herman Boerhaave gave advice to both the pope and the tsar.

Humanist communication, the attendance of universities in other countries,
travel writing and the circulation of news about political and military events
made ‘Europe’ as concrete for readers in Central Europe as the entanglement



of peripheral regions into the web of Western diplomacy did for political
decision makers. In some of these peripheries, such as the Principality of
Transylvania, the ruling elites had to balance their loyalties to the Ottoman
Empire with European allegiances. While politically and financially dependent
on the sultans, they tried to impress Western diplomats with the refined
manners of their court, and to position themselves on the brighter side of the
civilisation/barbarism” divide. Elite travellers from the West to the countries
of Central Europe, and their counterparts from this region, observed only
gradual differences between their own cultures and the ones they visited,
rather than perceiving unfamiliar worlds altogether. Polish and Hungarian
nobles, however, fashioned themselves as descendants of the Sarmatians and
the Huns respectively. Fictive genealogies linking them with those bellicose
ancient warriors from Asia were meant to highlight their own military virtues.
At the same time, the cult of Roman antiquity, Latin (persisting as a language of
education and governance in a multilingual context), and the influence of Neo-
Latin literature sustained a formative intellectual pattern there, as elsewhere
in Europe. The cities of Central Europe, most notably Vienna and Prague as
the residences of the Habsburg imperial court, functioned as nodes promoting
European intellectual, cultural, and artistic trends, from the Renaissance to the
Enlightenment.

The idea of “‘Europe” as a Latinised Christian culture that had transcended
the Jewish religion and inscribed itself in a Greco-Roman tradition remained
antagonistic toward Turkish and Arabic cultures and even toward a resilient
Jewry in Europe—to say nothing of ‘heathen’ cultures outside Europe. Tied
to this notion of Europe as a unique cultural entity is that of Europe as
coloniser, forcing its political system, Christian religion, and intellectual
culture on people ‘outside’” of Europe, in particular in the Americas, Africa,
India and Indonesia. In this perspective, China occupied a special place. Many
Europeans perceived it as a recognisable, self-contained culture with a long-
standing and well-recorded intellectual tradition. For seventeenth-century
thinkers, unconquered China became a supreme ‘other’, a mirror that showed
self-reflections of what it meant to be a European. Questions about the extra-
European origin of European peoples and languages —in particular from large
but unknown regions such as Scythia or Grand Tartary, which was seen as the
‘womb of nations’—came to occupy the minds of scholars such as the German
polymath Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646-1716).

/

Europe in Image and Text

Finally, the notion of Europe was visualised (or textualised) through various
media, such as pictures, maps, and textual conceptualisations. In the second



half of the fifteenth century, the explosive spread of the printing press brought
about a radical change in the cultural life of many Europeans. Printed books,
musical scores, and cartographies became more widely accessible, facilitating
an accelerated circulation of ideas and pictures that became entrenched in
the consciousness of Europeans during the early modern period. Through
the engravings of the German humanist Sebastian Miinster (1488-1552) or
the Italian scholar Cesare Ripa (1560-1622), for example, the continent was
personified. In the guise of a woman bearing rich clothing, treasures, and
cornucopiae, or as an anthropomorphic map, a common visual language for the
idea of Europe was embraced by its own elites. To be sure, such images were
not an entirely new construction. At the height of the Renaissance, different
influences such as the organicist heritage of Aristotle, the physical authority
of Galen, and the monetary propaganda of the Roman Emperor Hadrian had
laid the foundations for the idea of the corporeality of the continent. A telling
example is the Iberian impact of this ‘mapped” Europe during its period of
universal hegemony. There is no doubt that the illustration Europa Regina
composed by Miinster in 1544 or its derivative Europae descriptio (1587) by the
Dutch engraver Matthias Quad (1557-1613) and the version included in the
book Itinerarium Sacrae Scripturae (1587) by the German theologian Heinrich
Biinting (1545-1606) were known in the court of Philip II of Habsburg (1527-
1598). Michael von Aitzing’s De Europae Virginis descriptione (1587) is based on
an unknown Italian design from the 1540s that tried to conflate the Emperor of
the Holy Roman Empire and King of Spain—the Habsburg ruler, Charles V—
with Zeus as ruler of ‘Europe’, and that linked Charles” power with the thesis
of the Holy Roman Empire as the Fifth Empire, the continuator of universal
power of Assyria, Persia, Macedonia, and Rome.

In a world in which the new knowledge of the Atlantic, the Indian, and
the Pacific Oceans was rapidly codified in increasingly precise maps, the
Central European cosmographers delighted potential buyers of their printing
plates with the representation of distant African, Asian or American lands in
which Spanish, Portuguese, French, English, or Dutch explorers, conquerors,
and traders had just arrived, but also with classical allegories in the shape of
anthropomorphic maps. Until the great voyages of exploration, Europe saw
itself as the centre of the world —or, in fact, the world —with Africa and Asia
as appendices. Since the sixteenth century, however, it realised that it was a
relatively small part of an immense wider world inhabited by a multitude of
nations, languages, and religions.

Mixing the new geographical images and the fight for global hegemony, it
was not until the period called Pax Hispanica, coinciding with the reign of Philip
III of Habsburg (1578-1621), that the anthropomorphic idea of Europe —and
the figuration of Hispania as its ‘head”’ —became firmly established in the work



of Iberian cosmographers and historians. The consolidation of Spanish rule
over the Western Mediterranean, the Americas, and the African and South-
Indian coasts, and its influence over the Netherlands and Central Europe,
allowed King Philip’s vassals to reflect on the power of Europe and, within
it, the universalist sovereignty of the Monarchy of Spain. For the Aragonese
lawyer Joseph de Sessé, this continent, “although in quantity it is smaller than
the other parts, exceeds all of them not only in the multitude of cities and
places, but also in the multitude of people, industry, nobility, science, virtue,
strength, fear and knowledge of God, which are over all the treasures of the
world.” According to de Sessé, the political dominance of the Europeans from
the distant times of the Greeks and Romans until the Spanish conquered
America was uncontested, and the power of his monarch’s traditional enemies,
such as the Ottoman Empire, was negligible. From this Eurocentric perspective,
the continent was at the height of world power, with Spain in a leading role.
Another contemporary Castilian author, Balthasar de Vitoria (1619), portrayed
Europe as the best known of the four parts of the world. For this Augustinian
friar, “Felix Europa”, healthy and fertile, was the most powerful continent
because of its monarchs and the influence of the Pope, dominating the whole
world. Its creators were its inhabitants, its people, those “of better stature, of
more advanced understanding, of more courageous men, of more effort and
of more invincible spirit”. Others, such as the Portuguese author Antdénio de
Sousa de Macedo (1631), were keen to identify their homeland as the crown
of that human Europe on whose head the Iberian Peninsula was situated. For
Macedo, his kingdom of origin, supposedly situated by God in the Western
lands of the continent, was “the honour of Spain and consequently of the
whole world.”

Conclusion

From the beginning of the sixteenth century onwards, then, the notion of
‘Europe’ as a political and economic reality became more pronounced. It acted
as a geographical theatre of war. Already defined in political-religious terms
as a Respublica Christiana, the confrontation with the New World helped to
define it culturally as an entity of its own. Despite the intra-Christian wars,
a tradition of learning, embodied by scholars and learned institutes, created
an entangled network of learning which was called a Republic of Letters and
grew more pronounced and reflective—of itself and of its ‘others’—in the
eighteenth century. Visually, the notion of Europe as a ‘body” was shaped
in a diversity of forms and orientations. These expressed different political
viewpoints about the centres of power, but they agreed on the idea of a more
or less self-contained entity called ‘Europe’.



Discussion questions
1. In which ways did early modern encounters with non-European
peoples (through trade, colonial expansion, etc.) change the concept of
‘Europe’?
2. Does Russia belong to Europe? Why? Why not?

3. Religion played an important role in early modern ideas of “Europe’. Is
this still the case today? Why? Why not?
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UNIT 1

1.1.2 Ideas of Europe in Modern
History (ca. 1800-1900)

Nere Basabe, Karoly Halmos, Jacco Pekelder,

Heike Wieters, and Tonio Schwertner

Introduction

The nineteenth century, when nationalist movements rose up all over Europe,
is often considered the era of the nation-state. That said, the ideal of European
unity remained influential and widespread, although it shifted from the
Enlightenment idea of cosmopolitanism to a conception rooted in national
diversity, and from the idea of a European empire to that of a European
federation. Moreover, Europe during this time became far more than a
geographical term or a byword for Christianity —it became a political project.
This process began after 1789 with the French Revolution and particularly
the French general and dictator Napoleon (1769-1821), who later established
a French Empire encompassing most of Europe, based on military conquest
and a (supposedly superior) system of rational governance and common civil
law. Anti-revolutionaries countered with their idea of Europe as the spiritual
‘Empire of Christ’, reflected in works such as Christendom or Europe (1799) by
the German writer Novalis (1772-1801), or On the Pope (1819) by the Savoyard
writer and diplomat Joseph de Maistre (1753-1821). The Holy Alliance, a
coalition linking Austria, Prussia, and Russia founded after Napoleon’s demise
in 18141815, can be seen as a political translation of this traditionalist view.
In opposition to these reactionary ‘Eastern Powers’, the idea of Europe as a
‘brotherhood of nations’ emerged, and new political groupings and movements
such as liberals and socialists gathered around it. Thus, the nineteenth century
turned into a struggle of these different ideological groups over the exact
nature of Europe as a political project.

Inspired by romantic and historicist ideas that contested French
revolutionary universalism, public interest in general history became
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widespread after 1815, specifically in the writing of European histories that
placed Europe’s origins in the medieval Christian Church, the Roman Empire,
Greek democracy, or the ancient German assemblies. These narratives were,
of course, serving very different political purposes: while traditionalists
like Joseph de Maistre defended medieval unity under the Roman Catholic
Church as the core of European history, liberals like the French politician
Francgois Guizot (1787-1874) saw a plurality of values, religions and political
regimes as the common heritage that supposedly powered the progress of
the continent. Some of them even travelled to Greece —which they saw as the
cradle of Europe’s principal political idea, democracy —in order to fight for
its independence as a ‘brother nation’. Many liberal authors, such as Guizot
or the Swiss-French activist Benjamin Constant (1767-1830), opposed the
standardised Napoleonian Europe, arguing that ‘European civilisation” was
characterised by cultural and political plurality and peaceful commerce.
According to them, it was precisely this plurality that let Europe prosper and
would lead to a future of peace and freedom.

Patterns of Power in Europe

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, for most rulers, soldiers, and
diplomats, the idea of Europe was mainly concerned with external peace and
security. To uphold these, they imagined two antithetical solutions: that of
a hegemonic, pan-European ‘“universal monarchy’ or European Empire, and
that of a ‘balance of power’ between various great powers within a stable
European system of states. Universal monarchy had its roots in the empires
of Rome and Charlemagne, and for nearly a thousand years the Holy Roman
Empire (962-1806), that loose, multi-layered political structure at Europe’s
centre, remained its most important embodiment. The balance of power was a
more recent idea that emerged after the 1648 Treaty of Westphalia that ended
the Thirty Years” War (1618-48). The treaty had formally introduced to the
realm of European politics a vision of Europe as a patchwork of ‘sovereign’
states—political entities, in other words, ruled by princes (or, in exceptional
cases, republican governments) with mutually exclusive claims to authority
over clearly demarcated territories. Although references to a European whole,
often framed as ‘Christianity’, were still quite common, the ‘state’ had now
become the central reference point of international politics. Particularly in
the eighteenth century, it was thought to be the primary task of princes and
foreign policy experts to ably manage the balance of power and uphold a
multipolar ‘states system’ in order to prevent a return to ‘universal monarchy’,
i.e. hegemony by any single one of them.

When, in 1804, Napoleon established a new French Empire to replace
the almost extinct Holy Roman Empire and win hegemony over Europe,



the other European powers coalesced to restore the balance. But when
they finally succeeded in 18141815, the victorious powers, Russia, Britain,
Austria, and Prussia, did not simply restore the state-centred system of the
pre-Napoleonic period. Instead, the Treaty of Vienna that cemented the peace
with a re-established Kingdom of France produced a new vision of Europe,
in which the traditional ideal of a balance of power was combined with a
shared, five-power hegemony over the minor powers. They would act ‘in
concert’, on the basis of a novel security culture in which international peace
was tied to legitimist, monarchical orders within individual states (in breach
of the Westphalian state sovereignty that precluded this kind of meddling
with a country’s domestic affairs). On this basis, the five now took collective
responsibility over European stability and prosperity.

With greater emphasis on European cooperation came the increased
exclusion of non-European, non-Christian powers. The Ottoman Empire
was neither invited to the Congress of Vienna, nor was its territorial integrity
respected afterwards, for example when European powers forced it to accept
Greek independence in the 1820s. The powers also stopped recognising the
Barbary Pirates on Africa’s West-Mediterranean shore as sovereign states.
Instead, Europeans waged war on what they now saw as illegitimate, extra-
legal entities and began to subject them to colonial submission and exploitation.

Europe as a Shared “Civilisation’

During a business trip through Italy in 1859, the Swiss businessman Henry
Dunant (1828-1910) became a witness to the horrors of the Battle of Solferino
in the Second Italian War of Independence. Dunant’s experiences inspired him
to write the book A Memory of Solferino (1862). In his pamphlet, which was
published and circulated throughout Europe, Dunant called for the creation of
a transnational voluntary organisation to aid those affected by war and conflict,
based on Christian and humanitarian values. His efforts ultimately led to the
foundation of the International Committee for Relief for the Wounded, later
renamed the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC). Dunant, and
subsequently the ICRC, envisioned Europe as the central stage for transnational
cooperation, based on commonly shared values of humanity and civilisation.
This vision was put to paper in 1864, when European states ratified the
demands of the ICRC in the First Geneva Convention, which codified rules for
the protection of the victims of armed conflicts.

However, many of the members of the ICRC were convinced of the
superiority of European ‘civilisation’. They used this narrative to excuse
colonial violence as ‘civilising” missions. Hence, the ICRC’s vision of Europe
in the nineteenth century was twofold: on the one hand, Europeans were
believed to share the same values that made transnational cooperation possible



in the first place. On the other hand, the idea of alleged superiority was used
to propagate these principles around the globe, including the justification
of colonial force and even violence in those areas that did not yet adhere to
perceived European standards.

This civilisational idea of Europe had a long tradition rooted in Christianity
and wassstill very influential in the nineteenth century. In Hungary, for example,
ideas of a Christian community or the ‘Occident” were still the only ones that
most people, beyond diplomats or intellectuals, had of Europe. There was,
however, a new notion that arose during this time: the ideal of the West. To be
sure, in Hungary at least, the West did not necessarily mean Europe. During
the first half of the nineteenth century, it was fashionable among Hungarian
elites to visit Britain or France, but by the turn of the twentieth century North
America had already taken this place in the collective imagination.

Europe as a Community of Nation-States

Challenges to the Vienna Treaty came primarily from the related new ideologies
of liberalism and nationalism, which produced alternative conceptions of
European order based on nation-states. These ideas implied the destruction of
the political solutions created by the Vienna Treaty, such as the introduction of
Habsburg control to the Italian peninsula, the continued partition of Poland,
or the German Confederation, a defensive alliance of thirty-nine princes and
free cities meant to deter French revisionism and stabilise Central Europe.

In 1803, the Polish statesman Adam Czartoryski (1770-1861) formulated
a memorandum for the young Tsar Alexander I (1777-1825) about a new
direction for Russia’s foreign policy, which included ideas for a new European
order. Czartoryski’s proposal was arguably the first plan for a rearrangement
of Europe’s political geography by creating states with more ‘natural’ borders
and greater national homogeneity. This idea of a Europe of agglomerate nations
was inspired by German Enlightenment thinkers such as Johann Gottfried
Herder (1744-1803) and Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). Czartoryski, however,
only published his treatise in 1830, shortly before fleeing Russian Poland.

Starting from the 1830s, revolutionaries from all around the continent
gathered in various transnational political networks. The “Young Europe’
association was formed by the Italian nationalist thinker, writer and organiser
Giuseppe Mazzini (1805-1872) in 1834, while the ‘League of Friends of
Freedom and Peace’, led by the French writer Victor Hugo (1802-1885),
promoted the movement for a ‘United States of Europe’. In London, 1850,
exiled revolutionaries founded the ‘Central Democratic European Committee’.
All of these groups called for a brotherhood of nations.

Consequently, up until the series of revolutions that struck across
Europe in 1848 —often referred to as the ‘Springtime of Nations’—the



German, Italian and Polish movements that the historian John Breuilly calls
“unification nationalists” did not regard one another as rivals. Instead, they
tried to cooperate against their most formidable enemies, Russia, Austria,
and Prussia, which in 1815 had formed the Holy Alliance and promoted the
harsh repression of revolutionary actions and ideas. In fact, the nationalists
sometimes claimed to represent a “Holy Alliance of the Peoples” in opposition
to the three conservative powers.

For many revolutionaries in 1848, nationalist aims and a Europeanist
movement were not mutually exclusive. But there were clashes between
German, mostly liberal, nationalists and Poles, for instance, as well as between
Germans and Danish national-liberals. The failure of the revolutions of 1848,
however, strengthened the argument of those wanting to impose nationalist
goals over the idea of freedom and European unity. Still, Mazzini continued
to speak of “Europe [...] marching by the common consent of her populations
towards anew era of union” and announced the approach of “one vast market”.
In 1862, the French economist Pierre-Joseph Proudhon (1806-1865) attributed
the failure of the revolutionary movements to the fact that they had combined
the principles of democracy and nationality. Instead, Proudhon articulated
a new idea of European federalism, defined as a “federation of federations”
of independent communes totally detached from any national principle. At
the same time, many of the former revolutionary Europeanist movements
adopted more conservative doctrines that advanced ideas of supranational
regions, such as the German idea of Mitteleuropa (Central Europe), or Pan-
Slavism and Pan-Latinism. The idea of a Pan-Europe, however, did not enjoy
much support, despite the foundation of the monthly journal United States of
Europe in 1869 by the League of Friends of Freedom and Peace.

An illegal activist for Italian unity in his twenties and later a propagandist
of transnational nationalism, Napoleon III, Emperor of the French (1808-1873),
committed his reign to the replacement of the Vienna states system with one
based on nationalities. To achieve this, he waged war in the 1850s against
Russia and Austria, and in the following decade he was mostly supportive
of the Prussian bid for mastery in Germany. In the end, however, he still
appreciated the idea of the concert; once it was adapted to the new age of
nationalities it should resurge, albeit, of course, with France as Europe’s prime
arbiter.

In the end, it was Prussian minister president Otto von Bismarck (1815-
1898) who profited most from Napoleon’s ploy. He displayed a similarly
opportunist approach to the Concert of Europe, first outmanoeuvring the
other great powers to the best of his abilities during the three wars of German
unification, and then at times reviving the concert on his own terms to protect
a status quo that, after the establishment of the new Prussian-led Kaiserreich
in 1871, had become very favourable to Germany. Thus, nineteenth-century



efforts to merge the concert idea with nationality-based politics finally came to
an end with the arrival of a new age of global competition between industrial
nation-states. Only after the First World War (1914-1918) would U.S. President
Woodrow Wilson (1856-1924) again try to wed these unwieldy partners. It
was not without significance that this outsider, upon his arrival in Europe in
January 1919, began his peace-broking mission by paying tribute at the statue
of Mazzini in his birthplace, Genoa.

Pacifist, Liberal, and Socialist Ideas of Europe

Above all, nineteenth-century Europe was marked by accelerated
industrialisation, technological innovation and new ways of consuming and
circulating goods across regions and borders. The breakthrough of capitalist
modes of production and the era of mass consumption led to the formation of
new societal organisations and the forging of new networks for transnational
cooperation. Though different in their core objectives, many of these actors
and networks agreed on implicit or explicit visions of humanitarianism and
strove for a united Europe as the basis for lasting peace on the continent.

Focusing on unity and cooperation, the main goal was to achieve a ‘perpetual
peace’. Perpetual peace projects were known since the Middle Ages and widely
spread during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. While heterogeneous
in their political and ideological outlook, many of these movements and groups
shared the hope that a European federation would end military conflict and
provide political stability for the continent. At the Congress of Vienna in 1815,
the European powers tried to set up a new stable order in Europe. However,
the congress brought neither lasting peace nor stable political regimes and,
consequently, alternative ideas were discussed.

During the nineteenth century, this idea took the shape of a political union
of European states. The first and perhaps best known of these projects was
formulated in the manifesto On the Reorganisation of European Society, written in
1814 by the French philosopher Henri de Saint-Simon (1760-1825), who tried
without success to present it at the Congress of Vienna. In his manifesto, Saint-
Simon for the first time formulated the idea of a “great European parliament”
and described the unification of Europe as an incremental process: first
France and England would form a union, then Germany would join once it
had achieved its own unification. The conditions for membership were to be
decided under a constitutional, parliamentary and liberal system.

In 1849, representatives from peaceful societies all over the world met
in Paris for the third International Peace Congress. That year, Victor Hugo
acted as president of the congress and shared his vision of a brotherly,
united European federation. Hugo’s term of a “United States of Europe” was
later used by the French philosopher Charles Lemonnier (1806-1891), who



convened the Congress of Peace in Geneva in 1867 to find a solution to rising
tensions between the second French Empire and the Kingdom of Prussia over
the territory of Luxembourg. Lemonnier underscored in his appeal to the
delegates at the congress that a united Europe had to be a free and democratic
continent; in short, a Europe fundamentally different from the dynastic
realities of the time. The Congress of Peace in Geneva did not only call for the
United States of Europe as an abstract utopia, but also outlined the conviction
of many participants that individual freedom and democracy were necessary
preconditions for a stable, peaceful, and united Europe.

Over the course of the nineteenth century, industrial workers and
subsequently the labour movement emerged as new political subjects. The
European labour movement was initially a very heterogeneous grouping
of different ideological and political streams. In 1848, attempting to unify
these diverging currents, the German philosophers Karl Marx (1818-1883)
and Friedrich Engels (1820-1895) published The Manifesto of the Communist
Party, which relied heavily on a negative vision of Europe. In its opening
paragraph, the pamphlet depicted the “old” Europe as a religiously-based
alliance sharing a common agenda to fight the imminent rise of communism.
Conjuring up the existence of powerful anti-communist forces in Europe was
an important strategy to lend credibility to their slogan: “working men of all
countries, unite!” Individuals, unions, and political parties within the labour
movement subsequently developed an array of positive visions for a united
Europe. During the 1848 revolutions, Marx called for a democratic German
federation as a necessary precondition for a federation of free European states.
Just a few months later, Engels attacked liberal designs of European unity and
eternal peace as mere dreams. He stressed that a real “European brotherhood”
(europiische Vilkerverbriiderung) must be rooted in “thorough revolutions
and bloody fights”. The International Workingmen’s Association (also called
First International), founded in London in 1864 with the aim of improving
the international standing and networking of industrial workers, envisioned
a united Europe too. At its 1867 Lausanne Congress, the First International
underscored two connected core objectives: first, the transformation of the
social and political bases of society and, second, the creation of a federation of
free European states. These developments had further goals: first, the liberation
of workers from having to sell their labour to those owning the means of
production; second, an increased sense of solidarity and brotherhood among
workers; and finally, the aim of augmenting peace and prosperity for workers
and their families in Europe and around the world, by means of eradicating
capitalist modes of production in favour of a socialist and eventually even
communist society.

The disciples of Saint-Simon founded the utopian-socialist school of Saint-
Simonianism and published many European union projects during the 1830s



based on the idea of “universal association’, the motto of their new religion that
sought to attain solidarity far beyond European borders both in industrial,
political and mystical terms. Examples are the journal L’Européen founded
by the French politician Phillippe Buchez (1796-1865), in which he appealed
for a “European federation” in 1831, or the idea of the “Mediterranean
System”, formulated by the French economist Michel Chevalier (1806-1879)
in 1832, an economic and industrial project that would link West and East
through the Mediterranean Sea. Other utopian socialists like the French
writer Gustave d’Eichthal (1804-1886) and the French philosopher Victor
Considerant (1808-1893) published their plans for a European federation in
1840. This coincided with the diplomatic Oriental Crisis, itself a consequence
of the Egyptian-Ottoman war and the confrontational positions taken up by
the powers in Europe, where once again France risked an armed conflict. All
these authors claimed that after the Greek War of Independence of the 1820s
had brought Greece back to the European community, a ‘perpetual peace’
could not be attained strictly within European borders. They broadened the
mental map of Europe towards the East, even proposing Jerusalem, Istanbul,
or Alexandria as capital cities for the future European federation, where the
General Congress of Nations would sit. Meanwhile, the Spanish writer Juan
Francisco Sineriz (1778-1857) published the first European Constitution in
Paris in 1839, an attempt to shape the juridical framework of a future European
union. Despite their differences, which encompassed disagreements about
European institutions and different ideas about the membership of Britain or
Russia, all these projects shared the idea of a unity based on the independence
of nations and the principles of democracy and representation, social cohesion
and economic development.

Conclusion

In the aftermath of the French Revolution, different and often opposing ideas
of Europe thrived on the continent. Older notions of European civilisation
survived or were adapted to the new times. Meanwhile, contemporary
developments such as industrialisation and the rise of nationalist movements,
as well as political revolutions, had produced new ideas like a “United States of
Europe’. The development of the modern political spectrum of conservatism,
liberalism and socialism over the course of the nineteenth century was closely
related to these new notions of ‘Europe’, with each camp articulating their
own vision. In the context of the rise of modern nationalist movements, pacifist
ideas of ‘perpetual peace” gained importance as a solution to the conflicts that
the nationalist struggles generated.



Discussion questions

1. This chapter introduces many different ideas of Europe that developed
during the nineteenth century. Can you point to any similarities they
all share?

2. Describe the relationship between rising nationalism in Europe and the
changing ideas of ‘Europe’ in the nineteenth century.

3. What role did religion play in modern ideas of “Europe’?
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UNIT 1

1.1.3 Ideas of Europe in Contemporary
History (ca. 1900-2000)

Justine Faure, Heike Wieters, Tonio Schwertner, and

Kdaroly Halmos

Introduction

At the beginning of the twentieth century, European civilisation extended far
beyond the geographical borders of the continent. Colonies and dominions
throughout the world belonged to this cultural Europe. This reach of what
was considered European culture provided a feeling of exceptionality to many
inhabitants of European metropoles. At the same time, the power and reach of
European culture had begun to be challenged. Nation-building at home, along
with the increasing participation of people in politics on the national level, had
also become important issues.

One of the pillars of this culture-based European identity was Western
Christianity (WC). At the beginning of the First World War there were two
empires on the territory of geographical Europe with predominantly Orthodox
or Muslim populations: the Russian Empire and the Ottoman Empire,
respectively. The Habsburg Empire was also home to a substantial minority
of non-WC subjects. By the end of the war, all of these empires were gone
and were replaced by newly established states. However, in this Europe of
nations, the idea of supra-national organisation still thrived, and the twentieth
century remains a crucial period for the idea of Europe. During that period,
various structures were created which, over the years, have made it possible to
transcend national sovereignty in many areas through the institutionalisation
of the European idea. This progressive but incomplete integration during the
twentieth century is characterised by three major features.

First of all, it took place within specific time frames, marked by periods of
acceleration and stagnation. Secondly, integration has been driven by a wide
variety of actors, from political, economic, and intellectual elites, to the crucial
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influence of public opinion, emerging from the 1990s onwards. Finally, the idea
of Europe has taken on various forms over the century and has represented
issues that sometimes differ greatly from one country to another or from one
stakeholder to another.

The First World War and the 1920s

The First World War was a seminal event for the development of the European
idea in the twentieth century. After a fratricidal and deadly war between
the European countries, hopes of overcoming nationalism and building a
common identity grew amongst many Europeans. The post-war period was
also marked by the international affirmation of the United States. On 8 January
1918, the president of the United States, Woodrow Wilson, made a speech
before Congress. In his famous fourteen points, Wilson stated his vision
for a stable, international post-war system. The speech, which functioned
as the American basis for the negotiation of the peace treaty in Versailles,
proposed the principles of international cooperation, free trade, national self-
determination, and collective security—i.e. an international order designed
according to American interests.

Wilson's ideas were partly influenced by European scholars and politicians,
such as the Czechoslovak statesman Tomas Garrigue Masaryk (1850-1937).
Masaryk was one of the intellectuals associated with the British weekly
magazine New Europe, which promoted the transformation of the continent
into a federation of nations. Masaryk had close contacts in academic and
political circles in the US, had met Wilson during the war and, according to
the historian Larry Wolff, “shaped Wilson’s mental map” of the post-war
reorganisation of Europe.

However, the 1920s quickly revealed the problems of internationalism and
of certain states” unwillingness to participate in such a system: first of all on
the American side, when the Senate refused to ratify the Treaty of Versailles,
but also in Europe. This prompted a discussion on new approaches for
easing territorial tensions among European states, commitment to collective
security, and—significantly —Germany’s unwillingness to make vaguely
defined reparation payments. The consolidation of the United States as a great
economic and military power and the emergence of the Soviet Union also
seemed to indicate a relative weakening of European powers.

In this context, the Austrian-Japanese activist Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi
(1894-1972) developed his proposal for the Pan-European Union, an idea of
Europe also encouraged by the activities of the International Commission on
Intellectual Cooperation of the League of Nations. Coudenhove-Kalergi argued
for a united Europe, underpinned by ‘European patriotism’, calling for the



unification of continental Europe against Britain and Soviet Russia. According to
him, only a Pan-European Union could guarantee freedom, prosperity and —
above all—independence from American and Soviet influence. Coudenhove-
Kalergi not only disseminated his ideas widely through his newspaper
Paneuropa, but also managed to secure the support of prominent figures of
the political sphere in Europe —most notably Aristide Briand (1862-1932), the
contemporary foreign minister of France.

Briand also played a major role in Franco-German reconciliation, which
was often seen as an essential precondition for the construction of a peaceful
Europe. He and his German counterpart Gustav Stresemann were awarded
the Nobel Peace Prize in 1926 for their efforts. In a resounding speech before
the League of Nations on 5 September 1929, Briand imagined a “federal link”
and a “link of solidarity” between European countries, a vision which took
concrete form in September 1930, in a memorandum outlining the contours of
a peaceful and united Europe.

The First World War also triggered awareness of the continent’s waning
diplomatic and economic force, especially in relation to the rising power of
the United States. In this context, the industrial and business community
endeavoured to bring the European economies closer together, guided by
French writer Gaston Riou’s (1883-1958) injunction to “Unite or die.” For
example, the International Steel Agreement and the Potash Cartel were created
in 1926, under the leadership of the Luxembourg industrialist Emile Mayrisch.

Leaders of socialist movements also proposed a united Europe, but their
designs differed in terms of the degree of political integration envisioned. The
Russian revolutionary leader Leon Trotsky (1879-1940)—disagreeing with
Lenin (1870-1924) —published a socialist vision of the United States of Europe
against the backdrop of a strengthened United States. In an article published
in the newspaper Pravda on 30 June 1923, Trotsky argued for a proletarian
European Union. In his view, capitalism had proven unable to solve the
economic problems that had plagued the European continent since the end of
the war. He stressed that, given the differing pace of proletarian revolutions
in each country, “tight economic cooperation of the European people” in a
united and socialist European federation was a necessary intermediate stage
towards world revolution. Trotsky argued that a united Europe of workers
and peasants would resolve the tensions between European states over natural
resources and reparations. He proposed property and wealth taxes to refinance
reparations that would be distributed from a common European reparations-
budget. Customs barriers would be unnecessary in this centrally planned and
unified European economy. According to Trotsky, only a socialist European
Union could prevent the United States from eventually taking control of
Europe.



The International Federation of Trade Unions (IFTU), founded in 1919,
proposed a less wide-reaching concept of a united Europe. They advocated a
European customs union merely as an intermediate step towards a fundamental
global economic policy. In 1925, the Social Democratic Party of Germany (SPD)
adopted a new programme, the so-called ‘Heidelberg Programme’, in which
the SPD underscored its commitment to strive for a European economic entity
by democratic means and emphasised that the abolition of trade barriers
would be the first step towards the creation of the United States of Europe.

Many of the newly formed states in East and South-East Europe, such as
Czechoslovakia and Romania, were composed of heterogeneous parts, and
had to—quite literally —put themselves on the map. They engaged in nation-
building activities and had to fight for their own survival in the new post-war
order, seeking their own geopolitical patrons. While Coudenhove-Kalergi’s
Pan-European proposals had some resonance with Eastern European states,
there was a more pressing issue for these nations, namely that of Central
Europe. The question of how to manage the legacy of the Austro-Hungarian
empire after its collapse engendered many plans, proposals, and visions for a
new order in the region. For example, Masaryk's book The New Europe: The Slav
Standpoint (Novd Evropa: Stanovisko slovanské, 1918) proposed an anti-German
Central Europe based on Slavic nations: a united Poland, Czechoslovakia
and Yugoslavia. The German ideas of a Mitteleuropa (Middle Europe) or a
Zwischeneuropa (In-between Europe) were also influential in this debate. The
latter concept had a geopolitical connotation, since it envisaged a political
conglomerate separating the West from Hintereuropa (End Europe, a term
denoting Russia).

The concept of a Mitteleuropa had been articulated in 1915 by the German
liberal politician Friedrich Naumann (1860-1919). His plan proposed voluntary
economic cooperation and integration, as well as the substitution of sovereign
nation states for national autonomies. Naumann’'s ideas caused intense
debates in Hungary and other countries included in the plan. The central
question was whether economic integration meant economic and political
subordination to Germany. The economic background to Naumann’s plan was
the fact that Germany had overtaken the hereditary provinces of the Habsburg
Monarchy as dominant investors in the region. As the states of the East and
South-East of Europe were mostly agrarian, they had to decide if they could
accept these very German proposals. There was a cleavage between agrarian
and mercantile (viz. industrial) interests. Those representing the interests of
large-scale farming were in favour of the Middle Europe Plan, while those
representing the country’s large-scale industry were against it.



The 1930s and the Second World War

The fragile blossoming of the European idea during the 1920s—founded on
the pillars of a common culture, pacifism, and economic unification—was
crushed first by the onset of the Great Depression in 1929 and the exacerbation
of protectionism that had already been present in the previous decade, and
then by the rise of nationalism and the strengthening of authoritarian, fascist,
and Nazi regimes—a process that had begun in East-Central Europe as early
as the 1920s.

Conservative designs of Europe in the 1920s and ‘30s often combined anti-
American and anti-Bolshevik sentiments with an elitist and hierarchical social
model. For example, the Abendland (Occident) movement, most influential in
Germany but with ties to France, envisioned Europe as a Christian (Catholic)
unity dominated by the German and French nations and with a social structure
inspired by the Middle Ages. Such plans were revealing, in that they reflected
primarily on the question of which role Germany might play in a unified
Europe. The most violent of these designs was undoubtedly the Nazis’ concept
of Lebensraum (living space).

Drawing on racist, anti-Semitic, and social-Darwinist ‘theories’, Hitler
outlined his concept of a Germanised Central Europe in his book Mein Kampf
(My Struggle, 1925). The National Socialist focus on reconstructing the
agriculturally rich parts of Central and Eastern Europe stemmed from their
plans and fantasies of creating an autarkic European entity. The Nazis wanted
to expel and exterminate the people they considered ‘racially worthless” and
to recolonise the areas they inhabited with Germans who would cultivate the
territory.

With the exception of the Lebensraum concept, which the Nazi authorities
began to enforce during the Second World War, National Socialist ideals of
post-war Europe remained very vague. Senior officials merely stressed the
necessity of the Third Reich’s dominance in Europe, and of the reconstruction
of the occupied European states according to the German model. Thus—with
Hitler’s attempt to reclaim the European idea by linking it to an anti-Semitic
and anti-Bolshevik Neuordnung (Rearrangement, usually referred to as New
Order)—the period after the 1920s was a very dark one for supporters of a
united Europe.

While there were attempts by Britain and France to develop trade and
to establish closer contact with the nations ‘beyond Germany’ (i.e., in East-
Central Europe), these plans failed. For example, the so-called ‘Tardieu Plar’,
proposed in 1932 by the French prime minister André Tardieu (1876-1945),
set out ideas for a preferential tariff system in the region, but did not generate
much enthusiasm in the relevant states. It ultimately came to nothing. In



a sense, the states in the cordon sanitaire—the row of small states along the
western borders of the Soviet Union—were further away from France and
Britain than their overseas colonies.

Whether as a democratic republic or an authoritarian dictatorship, Germany
was the economic centre of gravity for the states of South-East Europe, even
after it became clear that the Nazi New Order was a lethal vortex for them.
The pro-German part of their public understood these Nazi plans as a ‘New
Europe’.

Post-1945

In the years immediately after the Second World War, all European nationstates
were working to rebuild their economies, people’s livelihoods, and institutions
for social welfare. As for the states of the so-called cordon sanitaire—for the
moment, a few of them disappeared from the European scene. Although the
immediate reason for their disappearance was German aggression, after the
Second World War these states could not ignore the fact that the alliances that
had been offered to them by Western powers had not been serious propositions.
This is important in order to understand the more-or-less publicly expressed
post-war scepticism of the idea of a unified Europe within these states.

During the Cold War, Europe as an idea was primarily associated with the
defence of democracy and liberty from the powers behind the ‘Iron Curtain’.
The United States took the lead in reorganising Europe —for example, through
the conditions of mutual cooperation that were attached to American aid funds
for the European Recovery Program (commonly referred to as the Marshall
Plan). In the immediate aftermath of the Second World War, the Soviet Union
also had plans to extend its influence further into Europe, hoping that an
impoverished Germany could be drawn into its sphere of influence. With
the 1948 currency reform in the three western occupation zones of Germany
which stabilised their economy, these Soviet hopes were dashed. However,
the Soviet Union tightened its grip on the satellite states in East-Central
Europe, imposing communist regimes on them. With this region behind the
Iron Curtain, out of reach, “‘Europe” was limited to the West, and the East was
considered lost. This was felt very keenly by the Hungarians who received
only humanitarian (but not political or military) help from NATO during the
Hungarian Revolution of 1956.

In the West, although the issue of European identity was not yet at the
forefront, the European idea blossomed once again in the post-1945 period —
just as it had after the First World War, inspired by visions of a peaceful
and prosperous continent. Various movements on the national (as well as
the international) level advocated for the establishment of a united Europe,



to promote both peace and socioeconomic prosperity in an increasingly
interconnected world. However, this multitude of European advocacy
groups was very divided on how to approach a more united Europe. While
federalist groups—most prominently the Union Européenne des Fédéralistes
(UEF)—were strongly in favour of a European federal state (and a European
constitution), other groups such as the “Unionists’” opted for more careful
approaches to European integration, favouring a union of nation states over
the creation of common European institutions and rules.

These post-war ideas of Europe were often promoted by prominent
individuals and public figures, such as the Italian politician Altiero Spinelli
(1907-1986), who supported the federalist cause, or the British politician
Winston Churchill (1874-1965), who was leaning towards the Unionists.
Post-war concepts of Europe were also embedded in existing international
institutions and organisations. The unification of Europe was one element of a
wider effort to establish a new, post-war order. Security issues, especially in the
context of an intensifying Cold War, were also addressed within the context of
NATO and the transatlantic community. Economic and social integration were
central tasks of the Marshall Plan’s institutions and international organisations
such as the Organisation for European Economic Co-operation (OEEC, later
OECD), the International Labour Organization, and even the United Nations
and its subsidiaries.

The post-war years thus featured a great variety of European ideas that
circulated within countless organisations, parties, and civic movements
aiming to create a stable, prosperous, and peaceful Europe in an increasingly
global world. The establishment of the European Coal and Steel Community
(ECSC) in 1951-1952 and the signing of the Treaty of Rome in 1957-1958 —
which created the initial, six-member European Community (EC)—was one
venture among many aiming to implement these ideas in the context of new
political and socioeconomic institutions and common sets of rules.

For those who lived in the eastern part of the continent, behind the Iron
Curtain, the notion of ‘Europe” arose in the concept of ‘East-Central Europe’.
The term first appeared in history texts, and referred to the row of states
from Finland in the north to Greece in the south that had previously formed
the cordon sanitaire. The notion of ‘East-Central Europe’, looking westward,
expressed distance between the satellite states of that region and the Soviet
Union. Hence, the term carried a certain political valence, and its usage showed
that there were efforts to speak out from within the severely restricted public
spheres of the Eastern Bloc.

The end of the Cold War reinvigorated the European idea. For those to the
East of the fallen Iron Curtain, Europe was identified again with ‘the West’,
a concept originating in the idea of the Occident, but without its Christian



connotations. In 1983, during the final phase of the Communist Bloc, as its crisis
became more and more evident, a new interpretation of the idea of Central
Europe was proposed by the Czech writer Milan Kundera. In his article “The
Stolen West or the Tragedy of Central Europe’, Kundera argued that Eastern
Europe should return to where, according to him, it had always been—the
“West’. The Hungarian-born British historian Lasz16 Péter has argued that this
idea of Eastern Europe as an integral part of ‘the West” may —at least partly —
have been a misunderstanding. Research shows that the accelerating relative
deterioration of everyday living conditions in the 1980s was a central driver
for change in Eastern Europe. Joining the EC seemed to offer an alternative
possibility, which made Europe and European integration of the East an
attractive goal for many social groups and organisations demanding change
(even if these groups neither shared, nor were actually offered, all of the ideals
that Western Europe publicly attributed to its union—such as democracy, a
common culture, economic unity and prosperity, solidarity, subsidiarity,
freedom of movement and rule of law). Furthermore, Western European
governments had a broad agenda that went beyond these concerns. While
uniting the continent politically and creating a stronger economic union was a
paramount goal, there were also geostrategic and security-oriented reasons for
integration, such as limiting Russian influence.

Another important phenomenon of the post-Cold War period was the
fact that the European idea, promoted since the beginning of the twentieth
century primarily by the continent’s elites, became an important issue for
European public discourse, as shown by the debates on the Maastricht Treaty
(1992-1993) and the treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe (2004-2005).
The European idea became an important subject of debate. This debate often
centred on a particular institutionalisation of the European idea, which
was often considered too bureaucratic and not democratic enough. Much
progress had been made in the fields of the Europeanisation of education,
free movement, and even social benefits —through, for example, the Erasmus
scheme for student mobility, the Bologna Process, and the introduction of the
European healthcare card. Still, the idea of Europe—or rather the EU—also
became identified with overly bureaucratic institutions, weak democratic
participation, and insufficient political representation for its citizens. Recurring
crises, such as the global financial crisis of 2008, and —more importantly —the
failure of the EU member states to adequately respond to them with one voice
and in solidarity, have aggravated preexisting anti-European sentiments across
diverse social strata and political parties in Europe. The current steep rise of
anti-Europeanism is therefore one of the major challenges to the European
idea at present.



Conclusion

Arguably, the idea of Europe was never tested as it was during the twentieth
century, a time when the continent was devastated by unprecedented violence
and bloodshed, driven by ideological divisions, and divided between two
superpowers locked in a seemingly endless stand-off. At the same time, by
the end of the century, the idea of a united, peaceful, and prosperous Europe
had become an everyday experience for most people on the continent. These
two extremes characterise the development of ideas of Europe in the twentieth
century. Throughout the crises of the first half of the century, when the reality
of a united Europe seemed further away than ever, the idea of Europe was
proposed as the solution to the continent’s upheavals, as a common goal in
peace and prosperity.

After 1945, this vision of European unity was limited mostly to Western
Europe and framed by the ideological struggle between East and West. When
this vision was put into practice, under American guidance, it lost some of its
allure through the evidently bureaucratic nature and undemocratic ethos of
European institutions. However, when the Cold War ended, the reality and
idea of Europe, embodied for many by the supranational institutions of the
European Union, seemed stronger than ever, and the natural model for the
whole continent. Since then, the lived idea of a united Europe has lost some of
its sheen, weathering internal and external crises, and has had to face growing
criticism by anti-European movements.

Discussion questions

1. This article introduces a range of different perspectives on the idea of
Europe in the twentieth century, including from Eastern Europe, Nazi
Germany, and the US. Which perspectives are missing?

2. In which ways do the European institutions in their current form (i.e.,
the institutions of the EU, the European Broadcasting Union, etc.)
embody the visions of European unity described in this article, and
how do they differ from them?

3. Is the concept of ‘Mitteleuropa’ still relevant today? Why? Or why not?
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UNIT 1

1.2.1 Borders in Early Modern History
(ca. 1500-1800)

Benjamin Conrad and Marketa KriZovad

Introduction

When thinking about geographical borders of the early modern period,
it is necessary to point out that twentieth- and twenty-first-century
conceptualisations of borders are inadequate for that period of history.
A combined customs, state and tax border requires a centralised form of
government, but this was rare in the early modern period. Moreover, states
need a certain degree of economic prosperity to finance border systems. This
was equally difficult to attain under the circumstances of the early modern
period.

In this chapter, the working definitions of the key terms are as follows: the
border is a dividing line; the frontier, an outer line of expansion. The second
term grows in importance when taking Europe’s overseas expansion into
account. However, there were also frontiers of expansion within medieval and
early modern Europe, such as the Iberian Peninsula, Eastern Europe beyond
Poland-Lithuania, and the Balkans. Also, the term ‘mental map’ is used
throughout the text, as it was used by such historians as Larry Wolff, to denote
the way physical space is imagined and represented within a given society
as a tool for cultural orientation and self-identification of its members.

For any human community, physical borders such as natural features,
as well as man-made marks or barriers and symbolic cultural markers, are
important in establishing the difference between ‘us’” and ‘them’—in other
words, the outlining of the community of belonging. The question of frontiers
is strongly connected to this question of identity. Establishment, acceptance,
affirmation, and refusal of identity is necessarily based upon the notion of
borders.

Barth (1969) brought the attention of social science to the constitution
of ethnic groups and the nature of boundaries constructed between them.
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According to Barth, the communities of early modern Europe shared basic
needs not only to define themselves in opposition to others and to mark social
and cultural boundaries, but also to protect and delineate the territories they
were living in. But there were also specificities to this process: some of them,
such as language, were present throughout the period under study, while
others evolved through time, such as the religious composition of a population.

Varieties of Geographical and Political Borders, and Types
of Travel

In the early modern period, political borders and the territorial state were
often marked by blazes on trees, boulders, ditches, earth mounds or by
signposts. There were no comprehensive systems of control posts or guard
patrols. To protect their border regions against outside invasion, a number of
early modern states established a system of smaller camps and larger castles.
This was the case, for example, in the second-biggest state of this period, the
Kingdom of Poland-Lithuania.

These political borders were very rarely linked to tax or customs borders.
As in the Middle Ages, toll roads, mountain passes, and narrow points on
rivers were used to collect tolls and customs. The control of these checkpoints
was often exercised by vassals. In the Holy Roman Empire, the Electorate of
Mainz was one such vassal that controlled the toll point on the Rhine river
near the town of Bingen. In Central European regions, town walls also marked
tax borders, a system that had likewise been adopted during the Middle Ages.

Named natural borders, however—physically incontestable as they might
seem—often did not completely overlap with cultural borders. There are
some exceptions, such as the Rhine River, which had had a double function as
natural and cultural border since the fall of the Roman Empire. The mountain
ranges of the Alps and Pyrenees also marked such a unified natural and
cultural border. Finally, seas such as the Strait of Dover or the North and
Baltic Seas marked combined natural and cultural borders separating Britain,
Ireland, and Scandinavia from its Southern neighbours. But in general, neither
rivers, nor coasts, nor mountains in themselves constituted inevitable cultural
dividing lines between states.

Of course, geographical phenomena like mountains, rivers and lakes limited
travel options for greater parts of early modern pre-industrial populations. But
apart from physical barriers, travel was generally possible between countries
in early modern times without controls. On the Italian Peninsula, consisting
of some dozen states, and particularly in Central Europe, in the Holy Roman
Empire of the German Nation, consisting of around 1,800 territories, local rulers
were technically incapable of controlling their borders. In France, however, a



passport was required from the beginning of the early modern period in order
to transport goods across the country. In the sixteenth century, France also
introduced passports for individuals, which replaced the former sauf-conduits
or Schutzbriefe that were originally necessary only during wartime. However,
for many decades, the French example of control of travel did not inspire other
rulers to follow.

The outer political borders and frontiers of early modern Europe were
more difficult to define than the borders between European states. During
the Middle Ages, the Mediterranean region had experienced an intrusion
of ‘Africa’ into “Europe’ due to the Arab conquest of the Iberian Peninsula.
There, the shift from the Middle Ages to the early modern period was marked
by the new military dominance of Spain in the western Mediterranean after
the Muslim states were crushed during re-Christianisation, the reconquista,
in Southern Iberia. Spanish expansion to North Africa followed, but after its
failure it was the Strait of Gibraltar that became a political frontier, and the
outer limit of ‘Europe’. The Muslim rulers at that point held only one coast:
that of North Africa.

In the eastern Mediterranean, the Austrian-Ottoman frontier marked a
confessional, military, political and cultural edge of ‘Christian Europe’ facing
the non-European ‘Ottoman Europe’. This long-lasting configuration of
frontiers with regions dominated by non-Christian rulers meant that “Europe’
had a shifting eastern and south-eastern border. Despite being Christian,
Orthodox Russia was—Ilike the Ottoman Empire—mostly seen as a non-
European power in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Only during the
eighteenth century did this view of Russia begin to gradually change, as a
result of an integration process of Russia into Europe.

It is worth noticing that the medieval idea of equating Europe with
Christendom faded with the decline of medieval Christianisation campaigns
and crusades during the Reformation of the sixteenth century. The early
modern period also saw massive overseas exploration and colonisation—the
worldwide expansion of the communitas cristiana.

Concerning Europe’s internal political borders, Febvre (1973) tied them
closely to the state. He has pointed out that in the Middle Ages the very
concept of territorial sovereignty had not yet been elaborated. The kingdoms
and duchies were not coherent territorial entities, ‘bounded’ in a linear and
consistent manner. Frequently one territory had several sovereigns. Fiefs were
detached from one crown and attached to another, together with all that went
with them and belonged to them. This changed with the strengthening of the
state in the early modern era.

Early modern boundaries were, for most of the continent, perceived
and defined less by clear geographical lines than by powers of jurisdiction,



taxation rights and feudal obligations. Their permeability was the result of
various factors, most importantly the lax enforcement of border controls. The
lack of a fixed or agreed division between one territory and another was quite
common, and even when they were fixed, the borders were frequently ignored
by the people crossing them, often with the silent approval of the lords. This
permeability allowed the—sometimes illegal —transfer of goods and people
from onejurisdiction to another, and alsobetween tax and price regimes. Despite
this permeability, the differences between residing under one jurisdiction, as
opposed to another, were nevertheless known to contemporaries, who often
utilised these modalities to their own advantage. In this sense, many borders
had a fixed character, respected by local inhabitants on both sides.

States could shift their boundaries in early modern times in various ways,
among them war, inheritance, or exchange. However, local boundaries and
lesser jurisdictions usually remained intact on such occasions. That means they
were taken over by the new ruler, but their inner coherence and outer borders
remained unchanged. Such was the case in France and in the Habsburg Empire.
This dynamic manifested during the early modern era in a mosaic of various
types of regions, subject to a supreme ruler but conserving the original inner
political structures, including tax regimes and even systems of ecclesiastical
governance. In this regard, we could think of Europe as a palimpsest of civil
and ecclesiastical borders, with its lowest layers almost always long-standing
and broadly accepted, even when fiercely disputed in detail. Thus, border
disputes tended to assume a chronic character in early modern Europe.

Mental Borders and Frontier Regions

Cartography developed slowly over the course of the early modern period,
and it was only by the eighteenth century that relatively precise maps could be
produced. Also, cartography was not an autonomous intellectual discipline;
rather, it reflected the power aspirations of its patrons, particularly the rulers
that invested in it. Enlightenment thinkers, as well as enlightened rulers,
sought ordered and rational investigations of nature, but also endeavoured
to influence statecraft by employing surveyors and other experts to identify
cartographic resources and establish an efficient basis for tax assessment.

In France, for example, the mapping of natural territory had a considerable
influence on the mental mapping of desired borders, resulting in policies to
gain control over ‘natural’ boundaries. The Pyrenees in the south formed one
of these desired borders, as did the Rhine between Germany and France. At
the Rhine, cartographers from both nations worked to combine natural and
political boundaries by drawing state borders along the course provided by
the river. However, studying the political maps of the eighteenth century can



often lead us to neglect the blurriness of the borders in practice. Maps imply
homogeneity within a given area, as well as sharp distinctions between a given
area and its neighbours—delineations that were socially constructed and did
not necessarily exist in practice.

Changes in manners, forms of behaviour, religious beliefs and language also
marked cultural borders for those travelling through Europe. Long-running
differences in lifestyle and natural conditions were a complex background to
the enduring existence of these cultural borders. For example, according to
Burke (2008), between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries there was a
‘cultural border’ in France, which could be drawn as a diagonal line from St
Malo in France to Geneva in Switzerland, dividing a north-eastern zone of
higher literacy from a south-western zone where fewer people were able to
read.

For a long time, historians have treated the borders of the early modern
period simply as barriers. In recent decades, this perception has changed to
acknowledge their role as meeting-places or zones of cultural interchange.
Both conceptions have their uses: walls and barbed wire cannot keep out ideas,
but cultural barriers do exist. There are at least some physical, political or
cultural obstacles, including language and religion, which slow down cultural
movements and transfer or divert them into different channels. However,
both borders and frontiers are also frequently zones of interaction for different
groups. This process sometimes produced border zones, areas of reciprocal
ethnic and cultural interaction and transmission in which distinctively hybrid
identities might evolve. This was the case in the Habsburg-Ottoman (i.e.
Christian-Muslim) frontier of the early modern Balkans.

The Evolving Functions of Borders, after Mental Mapping;:
Developments in the Early Modern Period

During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, confessional borders became
more and more important because of the European Wars of Religion. This
development reached its climax in 1648 with the signing of the Peace of
Westphalia, which ended the Thirty Years” War (1618-1648). The political
consequences—the emergence of the early modern state and the division of
Europe along confessional lines—changed the nature of borders. In many
instances, the monopoly of power in the hands of a single sovereign, including
the right to mint coins, to make and enforce laws, and to raise taxes, replaced
the dissipated power relations of the medieval feudal hierarchy. Holding
rights of jurisdiction over a community of subjects separated areas under the
sovereign rule from those where these rights did not apply. Besides other
developments, the religious wars of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
further increased the need for authoritative lines of demarcation.



Then, in the eighteenth century, the concept of sovereignty underwent
major changes. A growing national consciousness on the part of state subjects
was paralleled by the growing power and ambition of their rulers, who made
use of professional armies and military equipment. These were all steps in
the direction of the ‘nation-state’, a more coherent entity defined within clear
political borders.

Enlightened absolutism was practiced by eighteenth-century sovereigns
who aspired to supreme authority within their domains, while at the same
time drawing inspiration from the intellectual premises of the Enlightenment
for their rule. Absolute monarchs directed state-building measures towards
the creation of a national community, breaking down privileges and vested
interestsin favour of notions of citizenship and patriotism, including previously
maintained regional autonomies. France was Europe’s pioneer state in
combining mental maps and foreign policy, claiming natural borders such as
the Pyrenees, the Rhine and the Alps as part of its own territory. Borders were
again central to the process of defining a given nation vis-a-vis its neighbours,
but now they were also a vehicle for the emergent patriotic sentiment. These
new ‘national” borders gradually superseded the confessional ones of the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Thus, by the eighteenth century, several
European states again consisted of territories with different religions and
confessions. Confessionally homogenous territories were a phenomenon
limited to the decades of religious wars in the preceding centuries.

French rulers of the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were not only
pioneers in combining mental maps with foreign policy. They were also at the
forefront of establishing control over the movement of population. From the
seventeenth century, the French king’s subjects needed a passport to leave the
country. In the eighteenth century, a passport was also required for foreigners
travelling to France. Unsurprisingly, this passport and border system of the
ancien régime was considered part of the tyranny of the French monarchy, and
was abolished soon after 1789. However, following a very brief liberal period,
the system was swiftly reintroduced in the following decade for security
reasons, even though the 1791 constitution granted free permission to leave
the country.

In other regions of Europe, governments attempted to consolidate state
borders. For Habsburgian territories at the south-east edge of the continent, this
meant abolishing the frontier zone with the Ottoman Empire. After signing the
peace treaty of Carlowitz in 1699, the Austrian government sought to establish
a clear line of demarcation to separate Austrian and Hungarian territories from
Ottoman lands. These efforts were undertaken to avoid double taxation in
border regions and to reduce border violations from the Ottoman side. While
this process was quite successfully implemented by the Austrian authorities,



the clear marking of boundaries was not a model for other European states, as
fortifications and stationed troops turned out to be very expensive.

The early modern period finally saw efforts to unify state, tax and customs
borders. Alongside France, Austria and even Russia also established this form
of border in the eighteenth century. This process of merging of different border
types signified a huge step towards the unification of states, with long-lasting
effects for the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. At the same time, with the
imposition of these unified borders came the imposition of cultural borders,
a process involving the standardisation of languages and homogenisation of
cultures.

Conclusion

The meaning of borders underwent an important shift over the course of the
early modern period, and particularly in the eighteenth century. Relatively
fluid borders between political entities became more sharply defined over this
period, in relation to the strengthening and centralisation of the state. The role
of borders for the state was also transformed, especially with respect to tax and
custom collection. Internal borders were dissolved or weakened as part of the
same processes. At the same time, especially on the eastern and south-eastern
frontier of Europe, frontiers remained shifting and permeable, serving as both
physical and symbolic demarcations of the imagined community of Europe
and the Western Christian world, and as a site of extensive cultural transfers
and interchanges.

Discussion questions

1. What are the differences and similarities between natural and cultural
borders, according to the text?

2. The text argues that borders were important for people’s identity in
early modern Europe. Can you describe how?

3. Inearly modern Europe, borders were much more porous than today.
Why do you think that is?
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UNIT 1

1.2.2 Borders in Modern History
(1800-1900)

Karoly Halmos, Irina Marin, and Tomds Masar

Introduction

Borders in the modern sense—conceived as a fusion of political, taxation and
customs jurisdictions—only began developing during the nineteenth century,
undergoing a process of clarification and narrowing down as part of state
centralisation. At the start of the modern era, a variety of physical borders
were still to be found across Europe: there were hedges and fences running
along fallow land; there were ill-defined stretches of border that were no
more than open fields. There were also broad borders that were, well into the
nineteenth century in the case of Eastern Europe, practically no more than
wood- or marshland. On the other hand, there were imperial borderlands, the
great swathes of territory that bounded the European continental empires (the
Habsburg, Tsarist, Ottoman and German Empires) and where they clashed
with one another. These remained fluid zones, with ebbing and flowing lines
of political domination, resulting in a huge build-up of tension and friction
that spilled over into the twentieth century.

The wide, porous and fluid borders of the early modern period gradually
transformed during the nineteenth century into more definitive frontier
lines. The dynastic principle of domination was meanwhile replaced with
a geopolitical one, in which territorial units became more important than
dynastic connections. Loyalty to a state, to a defined land or territory, and
eventually to the nation, now came before the allegiance to a monarch.

Geopolitical Transformation

In geopolitical terms, the map of Europe changed drastically at the turn of
the nineteenth century. Following the French Revolution (1789-1799) and
the Napoleonic Wars (1803-1815), new states and new borders emerged and
disappeared within the span of a few years, sometimes overnight.
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The impact of the Napoleonic domination of Europe cannot be overstated.
The French general Napoleon Bonaparte (1769-1821), rising to fame and power
on the back of his exceptional military abilities and political shrewdness,
changed and abolished borders like those of the Holy Roman Empire, which
had until then encompassed a loose, multi-ethnic system of territories in
central Europe. He also set in motion political and social developments
across the continent that would lead European peoples to reconsider their
identity, their interests and motivations, their rights and laws. In the wake of
the Napoleonic Wars, the Congress of Vienna (1814-1815) primarily aimed to
bring stability to the European state system and ultimately to settle the dispute
on the continent’s borders. But at the same time, new challenges to European
politics and the potential for a new revision of borders were brought about
by the emerging ideology of nationalism, which sought to make the state
coterminous with the nation.

Fig. 1: Ragnhild Sellén, “A Finnish maiden stands on a rock and raises the blue cross flag”, postcard
published by Axel Eliassons Konstforlag (1905), Finnish Heritage Agency, CC BY 4.0, https://finna.
fi/Record/museovirasto.53F7EC754023DD17 ACEF348B0F5415D0.

A look at two maps of Europe from 1789 and 1914 —the beginning and the
end of the ‘long’” nineteenth century —shows that in this period the greatest
geopolitical changes took place at the heart of the continent along an imaginary
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line that crossed its centre, from Germany to Italy. The myriads of micro-
borders that once criss-crossed this longitudinal swathe of the European
continent disappeared during the nineteenth century after the initial impulse
of the Napoleonic conquests. This formerly splintered territory was replaced
by two sizeable territorial units, the German Empire and the Kingdom of Italy,
as well as several small and medium-sized states: the Netherlands, Belgium,
Luxembourg and Switzerland. In the same period, by contrast, the western
half of the continent remained reliably compact from a territorial point of view,
with minor border changes. And in Eastern Europe, though they faced wars
and revolutionary upheavals, the Habsburg and Tsarist Empires remained
firmly in control of their territories and even increased their possessions
marginally. This meant an increasing differentiation between east and west: in
Western Europe, modern nation-states were emerging while more traditional
empires survived in the east, a dynamic that produced its own territorial
shifts. An example is the case of the Habsburg Empire around the turn of
the nineteenth century. In 1795, during the French Revolutionary Wars, the
Habsburgs lost their lowland provinces in north-western Europe to France,
but simultaneously acquired the eastern territory of Galicia with the partition
of Poland. Yet Galicia’s borders were not as clearly defined as those of the Low
Countries, and its linguistic and religious composition was also much more
mixed than the Habsburg Empire’s western hereditary provinces, including
the lands of the Czech crown.

The exception to this rule of territorial preservation and consolidation is
to be found in the Balkans on the European fringes of the Ottoman Empire,
which by the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century
had transformed into several small independent states.

Cultural Transformation

In the nineteenth century a wave of nationalism spread across Europe, creating
political movements among many of the nations and ethnic groups of the
continent, from Spain to Russia and from Norway to the Balkans. During the
Napoleonic Wars, the fight against external aggression triggered uprisings in
many countries based on the concept of the nation. This rallying point did not
disappear after the end of the war. On the contrary, ideas of national unity
and collective identity, such as people sharing the same language, culture,
history, and territory —elements of what the scholar Benedict Anderson called
an “imagined community” —started to play an increasingly important role.
Whether they were big or small, independent entities or subjects of
empire, various European communities sought to define and assert their
national identity. Apart from a shared language, history, culture or religion,
a common territory or ‘homeland” was one of the most important symbols



of the nation. The leaders of nationalist movements in Europe wanted to
strengthen the abstract idea of a national community with the feeling of
belonging to a territorial homeland, delimited by clear borders. For the elites
of already established states such as France or Spain, of recently united states
like Germany or Italy, and of nations without states like the Czechs, Finns
or Slovenes, national identity became more important over the course of the
nineteenth century, overshadowing previous regional or religious identities.
Defining the national space became a pivotal part of constructing national
identity. A process of ‘spatial socialisation” occurred, by which citizens were
encouraged to see themselves as part of a collective identity defined by national
territory. In other words, the lines on the map delimiting their living space
became one of the symbols of their collective national identity. Nationally
minded elites looked upon these borders—frequently shown in maps, school
textbooks and atlases—as the most important physical markers of national
identity, as well as social, economic, and psychological symbols.

Thehexagonal shape of France displayed in atlases and geography textbooks,
for example, would become familiar to every French pupil during their school
attendance—or at least that was the intention of the French authorities. Finnish
borders were personified by the picture of the Maiden of Finland so much that
the north-western part of the country was nicknamed “the arm”, as it was
easily recognisable as the right arm of the maiden. Similarly symbolic images
were depicted on various maps across Europe with the aim of making the
nation spatially visible through its boundaries.

These clear-cut borderlines also helped citizens to define who their
compatriots were (those living within the borders) and who they were not (those
living outside them). This dichotomy, which helped to divide communities
into opposing categories, an us versus a them, was very much based on the
existence of clear borders between states, regions, and other administrative
units. Drawing a boundary between their own nation and those who lived
outside the national territory helped state leaders to create a sense of common
identity and cohesion among the inhabitants of the territory thus defined.
Borders were almost always used by states and nations to symbolise territorial
and national unity, irrespective of whether they were shaped according to
natural barriers like rivers (e.g. Rhine, Danube), mountains (Alps, Pyrenees,
Carpathians) and lakes (Bodensee, Ladoga), or whether they were constructed
on the basis of older historical traditions and fault lines (such as the Czech
lands or Finland).

However, such national territories were very rarely inhabited by uniformly
integrated nations. Many ethnic, national, and religious minorities across
Europe were scattered across several countries—including, for example, the
German minorities of Central Europe. Such ethnic enclaves were very often



seen as subverting efforts to construct nationally homogenous states and,
with the rise of nationalism, some became targets of forced assimilation (see
for instance the Russification campaigns in the western parts of the Tsarist
Empire, or the Norwegianisation of Sami and Kven peoples).

With the spread of nationalism and the increasingly popular notion that state
borders should correspond with ethnic boundaries, the scene was also set for
irredentism as a challenge to imperialism. The old European empires contained
territories and populations that had previously formed parts of other polities,
or that were claimed by newly formed states. Essentially, irredentism proposed
an alternative redrawing of borders, based on historical and ethnic precedents.

Mental Maps

Maps could be easily drawn on paper and, to a small intellectual elite, national
borders might have been evident and meaningful. But the maps within people’s
minds, the basic cultural coordinates by which they lived, changed much more
slowly in this period, usually due to state intervention, disruption by war, and
extended literacy and print culture. In Britain, for instance, the Napoleonic
Wars and the consequent military mobilisation increased awareness among
ordinary people of a grander scale of territory and identity, though without
erasing the imaginary boundaries associated with regional belonging. By the
1860s, ordinary Frenchmen were still very much attached to their pays, or region
of origin, and having to leave it in search of work amounted to an expatriation;
crossing the regional border was like crossing into a foreign country. Similarly
strong regionalisms also persisted after the unification of Italy. In the famous
words of Italian statesman Massimo d’Azeglio (1798-1866), once Italy was
made, the only thing remaining was to make the Italians: the boundaries of the
new nation-state did not yet correspond to the mental borders within which
people in the Italian Peninsula lived. Further east, when asked about their
origin and identity, a nineteenth-century peasant in the Carpathian Mountains
or in the Balkans was likely to answer by reference to their village or declaring
their religion, both of which constituted the centre of gravity of their life. A
Polish mayor would most likely identify with his native region and only find
out from newspapers that he was, in fact, Polish.

A key element in the transformation of the continent during the nineteenth
century was the industrial revolution, which went hand-in-hand with
explosive population growth, particularly in Western Europe and later in
the rest of the continent. The resulting overpopulation set in motion massive
waves of emigration, especially to America, but also across Europe as whole.
State frontiers may have become increasingly fixed and stable, but thanks to
new infrastructure and new possibilities of travel, Europeans also became



increasingly mobile and able to escape the gravitational force of tightly
demarcated states.

Such population movements were powered by people’s mental maps, in
which the centre of imagination often lay beyond native borders, in the nearest
city, the capital, or remote destinations such as the Americas. The hopes and
expectations that led people to follow the path of emigration could be seen as
a consequence of the changing frontier between what the historian Fernand
Braudel called the possible and the impossible. Thus, lower transportation
costs made it economically possible for many people to cover distances that
had previously been insurmountable. The same changes that made American
grain competitive on European markets during the nineteenth century also
made the emigration business flourish in the other direction. For many people
in the Hungarian half of the Habsburg Empire, for instance, the gravitational
centre was the “West’, variously conceived. Prominent focal points included
the imperial capital of Vienna, Britain during the post-Napoleonic Era, and
Paris at the time of the great revolutionary upheavals between 1789 and 1848
(and at the end of the century, as the city of grandeur and culture), not to
mention the German universities which, in a long tradition, were destinations
for study abroad among families of the Hungarian elite.

Another consequence of the industrial revolution was the increased
economic and commercial interconnectedness of the continent. The first
attempts at economic unification in Europe can be traced back to Napoleon’s
Continental System, which targeted Great Britain at the beginning of the
nineteenth century. Even after the fall of the French Emperor, the idea of
European economic unity was not completely abandoned. Since industrial
and agricultural goods often had to be transported over long distances, the
economic and custom borders between European states started to be seen
as a hindrance to economic growth. New unions and confederations were
created (for instance the German Customs Union in 1834) to ease economic
and commercial exchanges within Europe, contesting the previous economic
boundaries between European states.

Besides overpopulation, cataclysmic events such as the Irish Famine (1845-
1852) also acted as motors of emigration. The famine was caused by a failure
of diseased potato crops, leading to the deaths of around a million people
and compelling well over a million more to take a harrowing journey across
the ocean—driven by sheer desperation, rather than dreams of wonderland.
In many cases these were people who had never left their villages before
and who were now forced into making a transatlantic voyage in the worst
of conditions. They were likely to face generational poverty and fall prey to
illness, exploitation, discrimination and deceit. Across the European continent
German colonists who sought a better life in the east had a saying that



encapsulated the fate of émigrés: the first generation faces death, the second
generation faces hardship, and only the third generation enjoys the bread.

Borders remained porous and easy to cross for a long time, with passports
being rather rare and not strictly necessary for international travel, until the time
of the First World War. In the interwar period Austrian writer Stefan Zweig
(1881-1942) nostalgically reminisced about his youthful travels to America
and India before the Great War, when he was never asked for a passport, nor
had he ever seen one. Moreover, passports did not constitute proof of national
identity until well into the nineteenth century. For instance, British passports
were written in French and granted to both British and foreign nationals until
1858.

However, as borders between states were being consolidated throughout
the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth century, border checkpoints
and controls became more frequent and commonplace. A hardening of border
controls as well as a stronger conflation between passports and national identity
started with the economic slump of the 1870s, when a number of European and
non-European governments decided to introduce anti-immigration policies of
border control. These were aimed at groups of people deemed undesirable —
see, for example, the 1885 expulsion of Poles from imperial Germany or the
1905 Aliens Act in Britain against “destitute foreigners”, who were mostly
Jews from the pogrom-ridden Tsarist Empire. In the words of the writer Matt
Carr, this spelt the beginning of a bordered world based on “paper walls”.

Conclusion

Europe saw a massive redrawing of borders at the beginning of the nineteenth
century in the wake of the Napoleonic Wars. It underwent a gradual process
of state centralisation and a concomitant process of nation-definition and
nation-building, all of which went hand-in-hand with a clearer demarcation
of national and imperial borders and the slow but never-complete breakdown
of internal, regional borders. Just as physical borders were tightening up and
becoming less porous, social and economic pressures set in motion millions of
peoplein search of a better life, making use of new transport and infrastructural
possibilities to reach the destinations of their dreams. On the one hand, mental
geographies of hope made the crossing of borders and population relocation
possible on a mass scale. On the other hand, equally persistent mental maps
tied other people steadfastly to their village, region, or religion, and for a long
time remained in stark contrast to newly defined state borders. By the time
that these mental maps had come to approximate actual state borders and
state-directed national identities, the First World War had broken out and set
Europe on yet another course of major territorial transformation.



Discussion questions

1. Over the course of the nineteenth century, European borders became
‘harder” and less porous. What are the ways in which borders were
tightened that are listed in the text?

2. Can you explain why this happened, based on the information
provided?

3. What were the consequences of this process?
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UNIT 1

1.2.3 Borders in Contemporary History
(ca. 1900-2000)

Lorena De Vita, Jaroslav Ira, Thomas Serrier, and Andrew

Tompkins

Introduction

Political borders in twentieth-century Europe are usually thought of as lines
on a map, separating one nation-state from another. In practice, however,
there are many borderlands and border zones where belonging is ambiguous,
arbitrary, or unstable. Throughout the twentieth century, European borders
shifted repeatedly, and some have reemerged or continued to divide people
long after being dismantled. What borders mean and how they are represented
has also changed over time. This chapter examines how European borders
changed over the course of the twentieth century, and analyses what they have
meant at different times.

Border Shifts

There were three major waves of border changes in twentieth-century Europe,
each tied to the settlement of war: from 1918-1919 at the end of the First World
War, in 1945 at the end of the Second World War, and from 1989-1991 following
the end of the Cold War.

The First World War led to the disintegration of land empires within
Europe and the creation of new nation-states from their former domains. For
populations that had long felt stifled under the rule of distant powers, the
1918 peace conference at Versailles presented an opportunity for ‘national self-
determination” that would bring similar people together within independent
states. For others—especially minorities and the inhabitants of mixed regions
like Silesia or cities like Danzig (now Gdansk, Poland), Triest (now Trieste,
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Italy), and Salonica (now Thessaloniki, Greece) —new borders could mean lost
rights, dispossession, or forced migration. During the peace conference, the
United States, United Kingdom, and France formally decided which states
would exist where, but border changes were also shaped by local situations
over which the ‘big three’ victors had no control. Poland, which had been
partitioned out of existence in the eighteenth century, returned to the map
of Europe as a multi-ethnic state that included Lithuanians, Belarussians,
Ukrainians and Germans; the German Empire lost Alsace-Lorraine in the
west and parts of Prussia in the east; several new states were consciously
multinational, including the ‘Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes’ (later
Yugoslavia) and Czechoslovakia. For better or for worse, the Second World
War fundamentally redrew the map of Europe.

Conflicts over borders nevertheless continued between the two World
Wars, especially between Germany and its neighbours. Hitler's annexation
of Austria and of parts of Czechoslovakia in 1938 were but the prelude
to a larger war in which both Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union (USSR)
engaged in large-scale social engineering projects that violently altered the
ethnic composition of Europe, most importantly the systematic killing and
displacement of Europe’s Jewish population. By the time the war ended,
millions of people had been murdered, deported, or displaced. After the Allies
defeated the Axis Powers, they drafted a blueprint for the post-war settlement
at the Potsdam Conference in 1945, which rearranged the continent’s internal
borders more durably. However, the Allies” unfinished plans quickly became
a rigid reality, as conflict between the USSR and the USA led to the indefinite
postponement of a final peace treaty. In occupied Germany, for instance, the
Western and Soviet occupation zones became separate states that competed
with one another for nearly forty years. The Berlin Wall, though not built until
1961, became the symbol of a hard border between East and West running
across the European subcontinent.

Few European borders changed substantially during the Cold War era
but, in 1989, the unexpected collapse of Soviet-style communism called into
question both the placement and meaning of borders across Europe. While
much of the post-war order remained intact after 1990, there were several
momentous changes: East and West Germany united, the Czech Republic
and Slovakia ‘divorced’, the USSR dissolved, and Yugoslavia disintegrated.
Thereafter, large parts of Europe became more closely integrated within the
structures of the European Union (EU) and the Schengen Agreement, both of
which dramatically changed how European borders functioned.

Today’s EU was originally founded in 1957 (as the ‘European Communities’,
or EC) by six western member states, but it expanded in four key stages: the
so-called ‘northern enlargement’ in 1973, through which Denmark, Ireland, and



the United Kingdom became EC members; the “‘Mediterranean enlargements’,
which added Greece in 1981 and Portugal and Spain in 1986 (marking an
important milestone in these countries’ transition from dictatorship to
democracy); the accession of Austria, Finland, and Sweden—all countries that
had pursued a policy of neutrality during the Cold War—to the renamed and
restructured European Union (created by the Maastricht Treaty) in 1993; and
the long, complex “eastern enlargement’ that brought in ten new members in
2004 (Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia, Lithuania, Latvia,
Estonia, Malta and Cyprus), followed by three more in 2007 (Bulgaria and
Romania) and 2013 (Croatia).

These changes have not only altered the location of the EU’s external borders
to the north, south, and east, but also affected how its internal borders work. A
milestone in this regard was the signing, in 1985, of the Schengen Agreement,
which aimed to abolish checks at shared borders and to create a single external
border. The agreement’s implementation was delayed repeatedly, not least
because of Western European fears after 1989 that the EU’s parallel eastern
enlargement would lead to mass immigration. The Schengen Agreement
entered into force between some countries in 1995, gradually expanding to
encompass most (but not all) EU states and some non-EU members (Norway
and Switzerland), today promising the free movement of some 400 million
people within the Schengen Area. This represents a huge shift compared to
the hard borders and divisions that characterised long stretches of European
geopolitical history especially during—but also prior to—the Cold War.

The process of EU integration and the signing of the Schengen Agreement
have undeniably reduced barriers to individual mobility and trade between
European states, but the practice has not always lived up to the loftier promises
and expectations of ‘open borders’. EU states have repeatedly suspended
Schengen and reintroduced temporary border controls. This has usually taken
place briefly in advance of international summits or in response to terrorism,
and sometimes for extended periods. In 2015, many European states closed
their borders to refugees seeking asylum from civil wars in Northern Africa
and the Middle East, and renewed these ‘temporary’ restrictions for years
thereafter. Tellingly, in 2020, the first reaction to the Covid-19 pandemic in
much of the EU was to close borders, effectively shutting down free movement
in an attempt to curb the spread of the virus. And while many Europeans
are by now accustomed to roaming freely throughout the continent, non-
Europeans—including trading partners and the citizens of former colonies of
past empires of European nations—have faced increasing restrictions on their
mobility into and within Europe. European borders have become very open to
some people and very closed to others, with checks exercised across wide zones
rather than only at border crossings. To many observers, the Nobel Peace Prize



awarded to the EU in 2012 for its contribution “to the advancement of peace
and reconciliation, democracy and human rights” is a bitter counterpoint to
the remilitarised and digitalised borders that surround what critics describe
as ‘Fortress Europe’.

The history of Europe’s internal and external borders is therefore also
the history of their simultaneously inclusive and exclusive impulses, which
continue to evolve.

Changing Meanings of Borders

Borders are much more than just a line of division and administrative tool
for controlling space and territory. Some scholars have drawn attention to the
prominence, and even agency, of borders in structuring identities or inciting
artistic representations. Others have looked at borders as contact zones and
spheres of cultural exchange. Yet others have thematised everyday life along
borders. The focus has shifted from borders to borderlands, as landscapes that
in many respects were critical spaces of a social drama rather than peripheries.
Scholars have also had to reflect on how the many different terms associated
with borders (frontiére, border, confine, kraina, Grenze) have circulated for
centuries asnomadic concepts that also create unavoidable misunderstandings.

The Czech-German border illustrates some of these points. Since it is partly
formed by mountain ranges, its location has been stable and enduring, but its
roles have changed several times. Prior to 1938, it was the state border between
Germany and Austria-Hungary (later Czechoslovakia). Often more significant,
though, was the language border, or ethnic boundary, that went further inland
and which helped to define the so-called borderland, a vast peripheral area
that was largely coterminous with German-speaking territories. Between 1938
and 1945, the ethnic boundary became the state border after the signing of
the Munich Agreement, which was concluded by Nazi Germany, the United
Kingdom, France and Italy and which permitted German annexation of the
Sudetenland of western Czechoslovakia. From 1945 to 1948, the state border
was restored, but the ethnic boundary was removed following the expulsion
of the German population. As a result, the borderland acquired new meaning
as a territory to be resettled and cultivated afresh. After 1948, that part of the
state border which was shared with West Germany became part of the ‘Iron
Curtain’, or ‘stronghold of peace and socialism’, respectively, that separated
two competing blocs and their socioeconomic systems. The borderland in the
narrow sense of a border zone turned into a heavily guarded, militarised area.
After 1989, the opening of the Czech-German border proceeded in parallel
with the general delegitimisation of internal borders in Europe, culminating
in the Schengen regime. Perhaps more importantly though, the border finally



lost its long-cultivated meaning as an identity-reproducing frontier against the
major national enemy.

In the Czech national imagination, the border has long carried a strong
national meaning as the frontier dividing ‘“us’ from the national enemy,
augmented by a larger civilisational meaning of the frontier between Slavic
and Germanic worlds. The no less fundamental boundary between the
socialist and the capitalist system, concurrent with the ‘Iron Curtain” and the
line dividing ‘aggressive’ imperialists and the “peace-seeking’ socialist camp,
enhanced the existing template with new meaning. No wonder, then, that the
border was a strong theme of artistic representations, ranging from poetry to
novels and short stories. Czechoslovak film production followed suit, with Krdl
Sumavy (King of the Bohemian Forest, 1959), a film about border guards hunting
a human trafficker, representing an apex of the genre. Dozens of films, ranging
from simple propaganda to more critical dramas, employed themes from
crime and espionage to stage psychological inquiries into the formative nature
of the border for its guards, or for those who came to build a new society in the
rough conditions of borderlands. Film experts and historians have decoded the
borderland in fiction as a social laboratory in which new socialist characters
were formed, a sort of eastern “Wild West” in which the border played a role
similar to that of the western frontier of American civilisation—and it was the
border guards who played the heroes of this “socialist Western” (or ‘Eastern”)
genre.

The border played a role in narratives that (re)produced large-scale
collective identities, as well as in propaganda that legitimised the new spatial
and ideological order (with its radical closure of borders) after 1948. But the
border also had an identity-forming role in its own right. In the first half of
the twentieth century, the border region of Chodsko and the predominantly
Czech towns in the south-west part of the borderland, such as Kdyné, used the
region’s strategic position as a bulwark against outsiders, not only to reaffirm
their specific regional and local identities, but also to claim special assets,
such as district status. In the new conditions of socialist Czechoslovakia, small
towns also capitalised on their proximity to the dividing line between two
divergent socioeconomic systems—albeit mostly symbolically, through self-
promotion. For instance, a 1979 book celebrating the 700-year anniversary
of Nové Hrady, a town located close to the Austrian border, claimed that its
jubilee had “broader political implications”, as it highlighted the importance
of building and guarding socialism at the very frontiers of the Soviet bloc.
At the same time, however, the radical change of population in much of the
borderland led to a lack of local attachment to or sense of place in the region,
a problem that continues to affect parts of it today.



In terms of everyday culture, a specific milieu of controlled territory evolved
during the socialist era. The everyday coexistence of the local population with
military border guards and police forces was accepted —and retrospectively
remembered —with mixed feelings: a positive sense of security; a negative
sense of omnipresent surveillance; the often-praised role of border guards in
building social amenities and producing cultural activities in small border
towns; the abandonment or planned dilapidation of settlements in the border
zone.

At first sight, the post-1989 era appeared to overcome these dramatic
divisions and fears. The work of Polish contemporary artist Zbigniew Libera
illustrates this. He drew attention to this profound change with his work Kolarze
(Cyclists, 2002), which shows its protagonists calmly removing a border post.
He positioned the cyclists to mimic Wehrmacht soldiers from an infamous
Nazi propaganda photograph taken in September 1939, during Germany’s
invasion of Poland —two radically different crossings of the same border.
Characteristic of this fluid regime of territoriality, a number of local initiatives
all over Central Europe promoted what the Polish historian Robert Traba has
called the idea of “open regionalism”, particularly with regard to the legacies
of their national neighbours across the border. With the enlargement of the
EU, the expansion of the Schengen Area, and the spread of low-cost travel,
border crossings became a routine experience for most Europeans. In 2009,
the Austrian artists Iris Andraschek and Hubert Lobnig conveyed this idea in
an art installation along the Austro-Czech border. Amid images of the barbed
wire that once stood there, their work displayed large metal letters posing the
question: “where do the borders disappear to?”

Memory of Borders

Unlike Libera’s cyclists, many Europeans in the twentieth century often paid a
high price for passing, crossing, or knocking down borders. They were equally
aware of the cost of the painful new allegiances involved in changes of territory.
Several places, such as Berlin, Trieste, Strasbourg, Lviv/Lwéw/Lemberg and
Danzig/Gdansk (the latter transfigured in the 1959 novel Tin Drum by German
writer Gilinter Grass), symbolise the centrality of the border issue in European
history.

Hence borders—especially those that cut and divide—have been evoked
in dozens of twentieth-century cultural productions, lurking as they do in
the recesses of family and collective memories. The novel They Divided the Sky
(1963) by the German writer Christa Wolf illustrates this, as does the moving
Passages (1994) by the Israeli artist Dani Karavan, a memorial site at Portbou in
homage to the German intellectual Walter Benjamin (1892-1940), who tried to



escape the Nazis and committed suicide in this Spanish border town in 1940.
The Berlin Wall, erected in 1961, was for a long time the symbol of inhumanity
and oppression par excellence. Conversely, the fall of the wall amid euphoric
scenes in November 1989 has allowed it to serve as an icon of “passage” and a
symbol of overcoming arbitrary borders.

Derelict borders such as these stand out in landscapes that have long been
the scenes of clashes between neighbouring countries and systems. The Green
Belt along the former German-German border and the Berlin Wall Trail for
pedestrians and cyclists are two of the best-known examples. The Rhine River
is another emblematic one: it has served as the site of European institutions in
Strasbourg since the Second World War and, more recently, as the symbolic
backdrop for a final tribute to a “great European”, following the death of the
former German Chancellor Helmut Kohl (1930-2017).

Considering that past borders have manifested in a variety of modes,
the concept of ‘phantom borders’ is helpful. It describes former territorial
demarcations that seem to re-emerge after periods of absence, or which
continue to structure spaces even after territorial shifts have led to their
removal. The abolished borders of continental empires—the Habsburg,
Ottoman, and German Empires, but also the Soviet Empire and the border
dividing Germany from 1949 to 1989 —continue to have a long-lasting effect.
This can be seen today in architecture, settlement patterns, industrial heritage,
infrastructural legacies, maps and statistics, and other social practices. Telling
examples can be found in the electoral maps of many countries in east-central
Europe, and in this sense the case of Poland in the early twentieth century
is anything but unique: regional differences in voting patterns between the
eastern and western parts of the country recall the interwar state borders, sites
of forced migration after the Second World War, and even older boundaries of
partitioned Poland from 1795 to 1918.

Conclusion

Borders and boundaries remain, as French historian Daniel Nordman has
written, a “paradox in space”. The ambiguous Borne-frontiere (‘Boundary
Marker’) sculpture carved in 1945 by the French-Romanian artist Constantin
Brancusi (1876-1957) also expresses this fundamental ambivalence, showing
four surfaces featuring pairs of human profiles chiselled face-to-face in
limestone, apparently exchanging a kiss: romantic encounter or frozen
confrontation? Borders can be both a frontline and a place of encounter, a
barrier and a pathway. Amid the territorial conflicts of the interwar period,
the prominent French historian Lucien Febvre argued in his 1931 essay ‘Le
Rhin’ ("The Rhine’) that this famous border river represented both a coupure



(cut) and a couture (seam). European states have often called on this function
(or illusory promise) of separation and protection, and they continue to do so
when reestablishing their border systems—with Brexit, the so-called refugee
crisis in 2015, and the Covid-19 lockdown as telling examples. As a result,
borders have generated diametrically opposed responses, from demands for
their abolition to drastic measures to reinforce them. In his plea Pour I’Europe
(‘For Europe’, 1963), the French politician Robert Schuman (1886-1963), one
of the architects of the European Communities, argued that one of the aims
of European integration was finding a position between these two poles: “It is
not a question of obliterating ethnic and political borders. They are a historical
fact, and we do not presume to correct history [...] What we want is to remove
the rigidity from borders, what I would call their intransigent hostility.”

Discussion questions

1. What were the key turning points in the history of borders and border
shifts in Europe throughout the twentieth century, and why?

2. The meaning of borders has changed dramatically over the course
of the twentieth century. Can you summarise the different meanings
mentioned in the text?

3. Is there a difference between Western and Eastern Europe in the way
people have made sense of borders?

4. What is the role of conflict and violence in the construction of borders
in the twentieth century?
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UNIT 1

1.3.1 Migration in Early Modern
History (ca. 1500-1800)

Lars Behrisch, Tobias P. Graf, 1ldiké Horn, and Margarita

Eva Rodriguez Garcia

Introduction

Living in the twenty-first century, we often think that we inhabit an age
of unprecedented mobility. As a result of the technical innovations of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries—such as railways, steam ships, the
automobile, air travel, and communications technologies like the telephone,
the telegraph, and the Internet—we have dramatically increased the speed
of communication compared with that of the physical conveyance of written
messages in earlier times. Mobility and migration, however, were already
omnipresent in the early modern period, both within Europe itself and between
Europe and other parts of the world, such as Asia and the Americas. In fact,
the frequency of migration may have been even higher than in today’s world
of nation-states and potentially closed national borders, even if movement
itself —on foot, on the backs of animals, or aboard sailing vessels—was much
slower. Some historians have described a marked increase in geographic
mobility on a global scale as one of the defining characteristics of a global
early modernity.

One major reason for this high degree of mobility was the fact that,
throughout the early modern period, Europe was a patchwork of relatively
small territories and cities, many of which were de facto autonomous. This
situation created not only opportunities and incentives for migration—as
skilled labourers, for example, sought employment elsewhere—nascent
states had only very limited abilities, resources, and information to restrict
movement across the borders of their territories, even when they wanted to
do so. Nevertheless, early modern governments had a significant impact on
the movement of people. Cities—and capitals, in particular —attracted people
who could meet the governments’ demands for soldiers, administrators,
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entrepreneurs, and other specialists. Especially following the Thirty Years’
War (1618-1648), moreover, rulers in Central Europe in particular attracted
people of talent not only to repopulate their territories, but also to develop
local economies and enhance cultural life, all vital sources of prestige and
power. On the other hand, restrictive and repressive measures against religious
minorities and beggars would cause them to seek refuge elsewhere and military
conflict likewise displaced large numbers of people. Migration clearly was not
always voluntary, but frequently the result of circumstance and even outright
force. This chapter uses the specific lenses of religious migration, expulsion,
warfare, and coerced migration to explore the range of contexts, directions,
and occasions for early modern people moving within Europe and beyond.

Religious Migration and Diasporas in Early Modern Europe

Religious and confessional minorities were the most conspicuous migrants in
early modern Europe, although they may not have supplied the largest overall
number of migrants. As they migrated across the continent, many of them
settled permanently in another place. If they shared that place’s confession
(or else converted to it), they usually assimilated quickly. This is true for
most migrants adhering to one of the main (and in most states the official)
confessions —Catholic and Lutheran (or Anglican) —who mostly found refuge
in states or cities of the same confession. Where migrants did not share the
host society’s confession, however, they formed diasporas that would keep
their cultural and linguistic identity over generations, too.

Religious migration took on many different forms during the early modern
period, and it is hard to determine a beginning and end or to single out specific
phases. Jews had started to flee from Spain since the forced conversions and
massacres of the early fifteenth century. During the same period, Jewish
communities in Italy and in the Holy Roman Empire, too, were maltreated
and/or expelled. Many resettled in Poland and Lithuania—where they faced a
similar fate in the seventeenth century, while being allowed back into England
and France, from which they had been banned during the Middle Ages. Large
numbers of Iberian Jews also found new homes in the Ottoman Empire, notably
in Istanbul and in present-day Thessaloniki. The Protestant Reformation
triggered the migration of Lutherans from Catholic territories and vice versa, as
well as—from the middle of the century onwards—the migration of Calvinists
from both. The Calvinists’ greatest tribulations, however, occurred in the
seventeenth century, when the Habsburgs re-Catholicised their Bohemian
and Austrian lands in the wake of the Thirty Years” War, and the French king,
Louis XIV (1638-1715), drove more than 100,000 ‘Huguenots’ (Calvinists)
out of France. At the same time, the Reformation had triggered a continuous
splintering of Protestantism into ever smaller denominations—from Swiss,



German, and Dutch Anabaptists in the 1520s to the Quakers in the following
century. Most of them survived in disguise, thousands of them perished,
and tens of thousands fled abroad, where they were regularly tolerated as a
foreign religious minority, i.e. a diaspora. The Principality of Transylvania,
an Ottoman vassal but with complete internal freedom, deserves special
attention: uniquely in Europe, four confessions (Catholic, Lutheran, Reformed,
Unitarian) were officially accepted, while Orthodox Christians and Greek
Catholics were allowed to practise their faith, as were Jews and other religious
minorities, including radical Protestants such as Anabaptists and Sabbatarians
who were expelled from almost everywhere else in Europe.

More generally, however, religious diasporas became an important
phenomenon in early modern Europe—more so than in other historical
periods or places. There were three reasons for this: first, the highly fragmented
political and confessional landscape created spaces for persecuted minorities,
often coupled with rulers’ interests in profiting financially, economically, and
politically from their admission (thus, for example, the brain drain occasioned
by the Huguenot exodus benefited the host societies while weakening an
otherwise dominant France). Second, there was a peculiar mixture in early
modern Europe’s treatment of religious dissidents: on the one hand, they
were considered dangerous threats to a society’s religious “purity’ —which
led to regular persecutions and expulsions. On the other hand, religious
dissidents were partially tolerated for economic and political reasons, allowing
persecuted minorities to settle elsewhere. Third, late medieval spirituality and
the intellectual quest for the ‘true” interpretation of the Bible, fully unleashed
by Luther’s Reformation, engendered an unprecedented degree of religious
pluralisation both within Christianity and Judaism, with each confessional
variety claiming to offer the one and only way to salvation. In this way,
religion in a very specific (sub-)denominational form was, and remained well
into the eighteenth century, the mainstay of people’s daily aspirations. As a
consequence, a specific creed was also a sufficient motive to leave everything —
sometimes even including one’s family —behind and to risk one’s life in a
foreign and potentially hostile environment, where this creed would become
even more important as the core of one’s identity.

In addition to this common background, early modern religious diasporas
shared a number of particular features. Their members often developed
innovative economic skills and were commercially very successful; they
displayed high levels of moral and work-related discipline, as well as high
degrees of literacy and education (notably, including women); they were
generally more egalitarian than the surrounding majority societies. Finally,
undergirding their economic success, they maintained strong networks with
diaspora groups of the same creed. All of these characteristics were present
in (otherwise very diverse) Jewish communities, Calvinist and other ‘radical’



Protestant diasporas, as well as in Orthodox ‘Old Believer’ communities in
Russia. The fact that these features were shared by groups with completely
differentreligious convictions and practices suggests that they did not flow from
any specific theology as suggested, among others, by the German sociologist
Max Weber (1864-1920) in his Protestant Ethic Thesis, according to which
the uncertainty of salvation in Protestant dogma drove many communities
to embrace values of hard work, asceticism, and profitability. Rather, these
features often stemmed from their specific ‘diasporic’ situation: a precarious
existence, that is, within a foreign and often hostile society, usually coupled
with harsh financial conditions, forced diaspora communities to organise
themselves efficiently, to fully exploit their members’ potential, to develop
new economic skills, and to maintain bonds with coreligionists farther afield.

The Iberian Peninsula: Crossroads of Religious Migrations
and Expulsions

In Portugal, after the massive influx of Sephardic Jews from Spain and the
forced conversion of all Portuguese Jews in 1497, these so-called ‘New
Christians’ lived relatively quietly until 1536, when the Portuguese Inquisition
was established. In the second half of the sixteenth century, many New
Christians, who were accused of being crypto-Jewish (i.e. practising Judaism
in secret while outwardly presenting themselves as Christians), fled to Spain.
Their subsequent persecution, both in Spain and Portugal, created a major
diaspora in Europe and the New World, generating among the converts a
feeling of belonging to ‘the nation” (meaning the Sephardic diaspora). Thus,
from the beginning of the Atlantic expansion, New Christian families served
to populate the overseas Iberian empires (as early as the end of the fifteenth
century, Jewish children had been sent to populate the African island of Sao
Tomé). They also underpinned the creation of Atlantic networks that allowed
them to take advantage of commercial opportunities opened up by Iberian
overseas expansion. Although New Christians and Jews were formally
prohibited from emigrating to the Portuguese and Spanish Americas, the
Crown implemented formulae which made it easier for them to emigrate or
find other ways to escape these restrictions. Consequently, New Christians,
a great majority of them of Portuguese origin, established themselves in the
Caribbean, Mexico, Brazil, and Peru, where they played an important role
in businesses such as sugar plantations, the slave trade or mining. In these
places, some of them continued practicing Judaism, while others married into
Catholic families.

Another important Iberian diaspora is that of the Moriscos. These
descendants of the Muslim al-Andalus settlers were forced to convert to
Christianity in 1492 as a result of the so-called Reconquista, the ‘reconquest’



of the Iberian Peninsula by Christian kings. In terms of numbers and their
significance, the expulsion of this group from the Iberian Peninsula and
the resulting diaspora are of great importance. Very numerous in Valencia
and Aragon, but also in Castile and Andalusia, the Moriscos were a highly
heterogeneous group, whose relationship with the old Christians was complex
and not easily reducible to a binary opposition. However, between the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, the Moriscos suffered a double expulsion. After
the so-called Rebellion of Granada (1569-1571), they were forced to leave
the Kingdom of Granada to be exiled to the territories of western Andalusia
and Castile. Then, due to fears that the Moriscos were conspiring with the
Ottomans against the King of Spain and his Christian subjects, but mostly
for political reasons, King Philip III (r. 1598-1621) ordered their definitive
expulsion in 1609: about 300,000 Moriscos were forced to leave their lands
and workshops. While those who wanted to take their children under the age
of seven were forced to go to Christian countries, disembarking in Marseille
and Livorno, the majority went to North Africa (Morocco, Algiers and Tunisia)
where local rulers like Uthman Dey of Tunisia were eager for the trades,
techniques, and knowledge which the Moriscos brought with them, and to
the eastern Mediterranean, mainly to Istanbul. The transition was not always
smooth, even for those who, as Muslims, shared the faith of their new host
societies; but while many were subject to further exclusion, abuse, and assault,
most were eventually absorbed into the local societies.

Migration and War: Christian Europe and the Ottoman
Empire

As we have seen, migration in the early modern period often originated in the
displacement of the adherents of particular creeds, as a result of the repressive
and exclusionist religious policies of European rulers, as well as the efforts of
majority communities to rid themselves of the presence of religious minorities
in their midst. Another major cause for migration in the early modern period
was military conflict. This is particularly true for multi-ethnic East-Central and
South-Eastern Europe. In these regions, the expansion (and later withdrawal)
of the Ottoman Empire led to large-scale processes of migration which were
continuous from the sixteenth century to the mid-eighteenth century, even if
they varied considerably in terms of intensity, direction, and type over the
course of the period.

The Ottoman army’s move westward on the European continent, where it
had controlled territory since the fourteenth century, created large numbers
of refugees. Moldavian Romanians and different Cossack and Tartar tribes
displaced by Ottoman expansion settled in the eastern border regions of Poland,
while the southern parts of Hungary had already become a new home for a



mainly Orthodox Serb population at the turn of the fifteenth century. This first
wave of refugees was partly absorbed by the border defence establishments and
partly by the lands of the nobles. In parallel, ethnic Turks migrated westward,
especially into the Balkans, as colonists from Anatolia followed the Ottoman
armies—sometimes voluntarily, sometimes as a result of forced resettlement
programmes—with the aim of consolidating Ottoman rule over the recently
conquered territories. As the expansion moved closer to central Europe, and
especially after the occupation of Belgrade (1521) and Buda (1541), an ever-
growing number of Balkan people also settled in the lands conquered from the
Kingdom of Hungary. In fact, the people serving in Ottoman border fortresses
were mostly Bosniaks, Serbs, and Albanians who had recently converted to
Islam as well as Serbs, Vlachs, and Croats who remained Christians.

On the whole, the more affluent among the Hungarian, Croatian and
German population of these regions left the territories conquered by the
Ottomans. The burghers, who—for the most part—were ethnic Germans, were
received by Vienna and the northern Hungarian royal free cities because of
their previous trade relations. Some of the Croatians settled in eastern Austria,
where they played an important part in the protection of its borders, while
the others, along with the Hungarian nobility, moved to the northern part of
Hungary, which came under Habsburg rule after the death of King Louis II
(r. 1516-1526) in the Battle of Mohacs (1526). The inhabitants of the market
towns and villages, however, largely remained. While earlier generations of
historians had assumed that they migrated on a large scale, it has been shown
that they only left temporarily, fleeing into the surrounding woods and
swamps to escape the devastation of war or tax collectors, later returning to
their homes to continue farming or to market towns where safer and more
favourable economic conditions could be negotiated with the Ottoman rulers.

The greatest migration flows in East-Central and South-Eastern Europe
were caused by the great wars, such as the so-called Long War (1593-1606),
and the conquest of Hungary by the Habsburgs at the end of the seventeenth
century. In these instances, we cannot talk about refugee populations, but
about population exchange—as the more or less complete depopulation of
rich agricultural areas and river valleys was followed by immigration from
poorer peripheral regions. As a result, Slovaks and Russians moved farther
south and Croats, Serbs (who had already established major colonies north
of Buda), and Romanians arrived in great numbers. At the same time, both
central government and local landlords implemented settlement policies—
culminating in the first half of the eighteenth century, when Emperor Charles
VI, at enormous expense, brought nearly 400,000 settlers to Hungary, most of
them from South Germany. As they were settled en bloc in largely depopulated
areas, this migration caused significant ethnic changes.



Fig. 1: Stowage of the British slave ship Brookes under the Regulated Slave Trade Act of 1788, Public
Domain, Wikimedia, Ras67, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Slaveshipposter.jpg. Images
like this one have become iconic representations of the inhumanity of the Atlantic slave trade.

The military conflicts with the Ottoman Empire, as well as with various
North African rulers and the Crimean Tatars, also led to a steady stream of
slaves from Europe to North Africa and the Middle East, and vice versa. This
phenomenon, to be sure, was on a categorically different scale from the Atlantic
slave trade (discussed below), both quantitatively and qualitatively. Although
it is difficult to gauge the number of people affected, a recent estimate suggests
that roughly 35,000 enslaved Europeans lived in North Africa at any one point
in the seventeenth century. The number of Muslims held in captivity in Europe
appear to have been significantly lower: since Ottoman forces tended to be
more successful on the battlefield, they took more captives. The phenomenon
is well-attested, not least in countless captivity narratives written by Italians,
Spaniards, Dutch-, French-, and Englishmen who were taken captive by the
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‘Barbary’ pirates operating out of ports such as Algiers, Salé (in modern-day
Morocco), Tripoli, and Tunis, attacking ships and raiding coastal settlements.
Taking slaves was part of their business, but the point of that business was
largely to extort high ransoms in exchange for their safe return. At the same
time, many slaves were also released into freedom following their religious
conversion and integration into the host society. As a consequence, for many
European slaves as well as many Muslim slaves in Europe, slavery was not
permanent. In fact, well-known figures such as the Spanish writer Miguel
de Cervantes (1547-1616), the author of Don Quixote, spent time as slaves in
Algiers and elsewhere in the Ottoman Empire. Ironically, so did John Newton
(1725-1807), a British captain of a vessel engaged in the Atlantic slave trade,
who later became a clergyman.

Coerced and Forced Migration: Europe’s Global Footprint

If migration was not always voluntary, the nature and extent of force applied to
different groups differed widely. Settlement programmes like those mentioned
in the previous sections could offer incentives for those agreeing to move—
alongside a wide variety of punishments for those who refused to comply —as
with the expulsions of Jews and Moriscos from the Iberian Peninsula. Another
type of coerced migration is the movement of those who exchanged their prison
sentences in Europe for exile in overseas territories and —in so doing —played
an important role in the formation of empires. For example, the Portuguese
Empire in West Africa and the Indian Ocean (Estado da India) depended on
prisoners who served as soldiers in its outposts. ‘Gypsies’ (Romani people)
would also be transferred to the overseas territories. It is also worth mentioning
the so-called Orfis d’El-Rei—orphaned daughters and widows mostly of
minor nobility who served the Portuguese Crown—especially in the case of
the Estado da India. After spending some time in an orphanage in Lisbon,
where the values and qualities considered appropriate for model females were
instilled in them, they travelled to the overseas territories with a dowry that
enabled them to marry there. This migration, while forced by circumstance,
opened up interesting opportunities for these women and their families as a
result of their marital unions. The so-called filles du roy, sent by Louis XIV to
New France (Canada), played a similar role in helping to increase the number
of inhabitants of European descent in the French American territories.

The migration of around one million indentured servants to the British
colonies or to the Caribbean during the early modern period should also
be considered here. Indentured servants were men or women who took
out so-called ‘indentures’”: loans to pay for the cost of their transportation
overseas. In return, the labourers were obliged to work without salary for
their employers for typically between four and seven years. Although they



were not slaves, their living conditions were often not that different. Many
indentured servants decided to migrate to escape from poverty or to look for
new opportunities, but a significant number of them were deceived about the
conditions they were going to find, forced to migrate for religious reasons, or
as a punishment for having participated in rebellions or civil wars, while some
were even kidnapped. This brings this type of migration closer to others in
which coercion played a major role.

Europe and its colonies in the New World also played a key role, of course,
in what is not only a particularly gruesome example of forced migration,
but most likely the numerically largest global migration in the early modern
period: the deportation of approximately 8.6 million enslaved Africans to the
Americas between 1500 and 1800 (a relatively small number of about 11,000
Africans were also taken to Europe itself). Conditions aboard the vessels
which carried them were so disastrous that almost one and a half million
people lost their lives before reaching the Western shores of the Atlantic (see
Figure 1). After Europeans had brought new diseases that killed large parts
of the indigenous populations of the Americas, they established vast sugar
plantations (primarily in Brazil and the Caribbean) in which enslaved Africans
were worked to exhaustion and, more often than not, death. Europeans bought
and transported these forced labourers to supply plantations with manpower —
and it was also Europeans who consumed the sugar produced by slave labour.
While by far the largest numbers of enslaved Africans were transported on
Portuguese and British-owned ships, the slave trade was such big business
that it drew in players from all over the European continent—if not as active
participants, then at least as investors. Moreover, since slaves were not simply
robbed but often bought from African traders, the trans-Atlantic slave trade
provided a stimulus for export-oriented manufacturing in Europe itself as well
as the European colonies in Asia. Despite rising political agitation against the
slave trade and the enslavement of Africans from the late eighteenth century
onwards, the trade continued until the mid-nineteenth century.

Conclusion

For Europeans, migration was common in the early modern period, as they
migrated within the continent and to other parts of the world. They did so for
a wide array of reasons, but usually they migrated in order to improve their
situation, seeking safety and economic opportunities. However, migration was
not always voluntary. Repressive policies prompted religious minorities—
members of various Christian groups, Jews, and Muslims —to settle elsewhere.
Displacement caused by religious policies, as well as displacement caused
by warfare, had wide-ranging implications for economic, cultural, and
intellectual life in the migrants” new homes, as well as the places they left



behind. Migration was also stimulated by early modern authorities” deliberate
settlement programmes, which they undertook in order to repopulate war-
torn landscapes, increase their hold on newly conquered territories, or
attract particular talent. Europe’s contact with the wider world following
the voyages of “discovery’ in the fifteenth century created new opportunities
and destinations for migration, providing a way out for those who had few
opportunities, or substituting exile in the colonies for punishment at home. The
continued practice of slavery, finally, resulted in the large-scale deportation of
people, especially from Africa, across the Atlantic to Europe’s new American
colonies. This latter movement was predicated on the migration of Europeans
to the New World, a movement which had profound effects not only on the
populations, economies, political conditions, and cultures of Europe itself, but
also those of Africa and the Americas.

Discussion questions

1. This chapter shows that migration was a common experience in early
modern Europe. Describe how this experience differed in different
parts of Europe, e.g. Eastern Europe and the Iberian Peninsula.

2. What role did religion play in early modern migrations?

3. Think about similarities and differences with Europe today: how has
this experience changed or remained the same?

4. How has migration shaped Europe’s engagement with the rest of the
world in the early modern period?
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UNIT 1

1.3.2 Migration and Diaspora in
Modern History (ca. 1800-1900)

Ido de Haan, Juan Luis Simal, and Erika Szivods

Introduction

In the nineteenth century, the manifestation of European influence and power
and the worldwide presence of Europeans were expressed in dramatic histories
of migration. From the end of the eighteenth century, Europeans were on the
move on an increasing scale, and this movement had a profound impact on the
European continent and the world at large.

This increase in the mobility of Europeans took place, first of all, within
Europeitself. Older accounts of the nineteenth century focused on urbanisation,
understood as a unidirectional movement from the countryside to the cities.
In fact, internal European migration was a rather complicated, back-and-forth
movement of people between town and countryside on the tide of a seasonal
and conjunctural labour market and the pulse of international conquest and
conflict. An increasing number of people, enabled by improved highways and
waterways, and —especially —the fast expansion of the railway, were able not
just to leave their home, but also to travel back to places which they had never
completely left—places with which they had remained in touch anyway, due
to the expansion of the telegraph and the spectacular growth of the press.

The same can be said for the upturn in migration beyond Europe: even
at this greater distance, facilitated by the construction of large and fast
steel steam ships, migration was only partly a definitive emigration. Just as
Europeans moved around within Europe, their global trajectory of migration
was often more circular than linear. Even if European migrants settled
permanently elsewhere, they remained in close contact with their ‘homeland’
(a term that itself captures the nostalgic way that the territory of departure
came to be viewed). Additionally, increasingly invasive imperial rule by the
British, French, German, Dutch, and Belgians subjected people beyond Europe
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to colonial rule, and implicated them in multi-ethnic empires, thus creating
conditions for the migration of colonial subjects to the imperial centres in the
century thereafter.

Ironically, these tides of global migration emerged alongside the growing
influence of nationalism as an ideology, and of national states as the primary
form of political organisation. As migrants transitioned from one country and
culture to another, they increasingly identified themselves as members of
diasporic communities, with strong ties to their nations of origin. At the same
time, regional identities—for example of Galicians who moved to Madrid or
Buenos Aires or of the many Frenchmen from the provinces moving to Paris—
continued to play an important role in the broader context of developing
nationalisms. As the national state created new constitutional frameworks that
reinforced the position of national citizens, they also produced a new push-
factor of forced migration in the form of mass expulsion of, or discrimination
against, people who did not fit the specific characteristics of the nation as
defined by the state.

Political Exiles, Deportees and Refugees

The increased mobility of Europeans was driven by various factors, of
which economic needs and opportunities, infrastructural facilities, and legal
constraints were among the most important. But just as important were
political factors which forced people to migrate, such as political activism and
violent conflict. Political exile was ubiquitous in nineteenth-century Europe.
The phenomenon was, at the time, generally referred to as ‘emigration” in
most European languages—an etymological legacy of the French Revolution,
when thousands of reactionary noblemen and clergymen known as émigrés
(accompanied by their families and servants) left France to find refuge in
neighbouring countries.

Typically, exile followed revolution and regime change. From 1789
onwards, supporters of the previous regime and unsuccessful challengers
of the powers that be habitually went into exile. This continued until the
Paris Commune and the socialist and anarchist upheavals at the end of the
century. For instance, in 1821 many Italian liberals arrived in Spain and
Portugal, where constitutional governments had been installed the previous
year. However, the fall of both Iberian regimes in 1823 forced thousands of
Spanish, Portuguese, and Italians to find shelter in other parts of Europe,
especially England and France. Particularly significant was the Polish Great
Emigration, which began after 1830 and grew further after the 1863 uprising
against Russian domination. Also, the pan-European 1848 revolutions—and
their suppression—sent thousands of Italians, Germans, Hungarians, Czechs



and Romanians into exile. Many of them, known as the Forty-Eighters, left
Europe for the Americas.

Among these exiles were many prominent political and intellectual figures,
like the Italian Giuseppe Mazzini (1805-1872), the Pole Adam Mickiewicz
(1798-1855), the German Heinrich Heine (1797-1856), the Frenchman Victor
Hugo (1802-1885), the Russian anarchists Mikhail Bakunin (1814-1876) and
Pyotr Kropotkin (1842-1921), or their socialist compatriot Aleksandr Herzen
(1812-1870). Karl Marx (1818-1883), one of the foremost intellectuals of the
century and a father of communism, lived and produced most of his works
in exile in Belgium, France, and England. Some political leaders who lived
part of their lives in exile, like the Italian Giuseppe Garibaldi (1807-1882) or
the Hungarian Louis Kossuth (1802-1894), became truly European celebrities.
The circulation of exiles promoted the spread of political ideas and the
configuration of an international political culture based on the principles of
liberty, equality, and fraternity.

However, it was not just liberals, republicans, or socialists who experienced
exile. Counterrevolutionaries and royals also did; in fact, they were the first to
be called émigrés, in response to the French Revolution, and while Napoleon's
exile to Elba and Saint Helena was forced, the last French Bourbon king, Charles
X (1757-1836), left the country of his own accord after the 1830 Revolution.
Isabel II (1830-1904), Queen of Spain, settled in Paris for the rest of her life after
she was dethroned by the 1868 Revolution. Carlos (1788-1855), her reactionary
uncle and rival in the Carlist War of 1833-1840, died as an exile in Trieste, which
was then part of the Habsburg Empire. Dom Miguel (1802-1866), the losing
party in the Portuguese Civil War, was banned in 1834 together with all of his
descendants and died in exile, as did the French Emperor Louis-Napoléon
(1808-1873) after he was ousted in 1871. The German Emperor Wilhelm II
(1859-1941) was perhaps the last example of the nineteenth-century monarchs
who went into exile: after fleeing the country on 10 November 1918, he died in
the Netherlands in 1941.

Moreover, not all people who had left their homeland as a result of political
circumstances belonged to a hereditary or intellectual elite. The Napoleonic
Wars (1803-1815) were fought by multinational armies who, after the
decisive Battle of Waterloo on 18 June 1815, ended up far from their native
lands. Thousands of anonymous men and women spent years in exile in
precarious situations. Some resided in spaces purposely designed to receive
them, including what today would be called refugee camps. The acceptance
of large numbers of political refugees was sometimes inspired by tolerance
of political pluralism, yet more often than not, their presence was a source of
anxiety for indigenous political elites concerned with the import of violent
political radicalism. Notably, the dispersion of the demobilised soldiers of



Napoleon’s Grande Armée fuelled fears of an international revolution among
the elites of the post-revolutionary era. Similar fears were triggered by the
exiled revolutionaries of 1848 and 1871, and to an even greater extent by the
Russian, Italian, French, and Spanish anarchists who—after a series of bomb
attacks in the 1880s—targeted European heads of state during the ‘decade of
regicides’ in the 1890s. Each of these groups of political exiles were suspected
to belong to international revolutionary networks—and for good reason, as
many of these exiles aimed for this sort of international network. For instance,
Giuseppe Mazzini, founder of the nationalist movement “Young Italy’,
inspired the establishment in 1834 of the international association “Young
Europe’. Another example is the ‘Central European Democratic Committee’,
formed in London in 1850 to bring about revolutionary political change on a
continental scale. Also in London, the International Workingmen’s Association
was established in 1864 as the first of several consecutive 'Internationals’
which sought to unite all workers of the world. Their ultimate failure to do
so is characteristic of most of these international networks of exiled radicals.
Yet, ironically, their attempts did mobilise their opponents to create similar
international networks with counterrevolutionary aims. Notably, the various
national police forces developed an international network in their attempt to
monitor and control the movement of people through systematic forms of
registration and documentation like passports and visas.

Policing the mobility of Europeans was also a manifestation of the increased
power of the state. This increased power of the state was another important
factor which induced a growing number of people to leave their homelands.
Western European religious and political dissidents were, or at least were
made to feel, forced to leave their homelands: for instance, repression by the
Dutch state following the Protestant Church Secession of 1834 compelled some
7,500 Dutch orthodox Protestants to leave for lowa and Michigan. Both after
the revolution of 1848 and the Paris Commune of 1871, and also as a regular
punishment, several thousand French political opponents were deported to
the colonies of New Caledonia and French Guyana, the Jewish officer Alfred
Dreyfus (1859-1935) among them. Much larger numbers of refugees were
tleeing war, ethnic cleansing, and genocide. For instance, between 1821 and
1828 Greek nationalists forced some 200,000 Turks to flee from Greece. After
the Crimean War of 1853-1856, the Russian Emperor Alexander II (1818-1881)
forced a similar number of Tatars to move, mainly to Anatolia, yet these
numbers were dwarfed by the hundreds of thousands of Muslims expelled
after the Russian ‘pacification” of the Caucasus (1859-1864). In the aftermath
of the Franco-Prussian War (1870-1871), 80,000 Germans were expelled from
France, while 130,000 French citizens felt forced to leave Alsace-Lorraine. From
the end of the century through to the First World War, the fragmentation of



the Ottoman Empire and the continuous conflicts and wars that ensued in the
Balkans and in Eastern Turkey led to the movement of an endless number of
people— Armenians and Kurds, Bulgarians and Greeks—between contested
territories. And between 1880 and 1914, long before the Holocaust, around 2.5
million Jews from Russia and Eastern Europe tried to escape persecution and
murder, with many travelling across the Atlantic to the USA, while a small
number went southwards, ending up in Palestine.

Internal European Mass Migration

While exile, deportation, and refuge involved specific groups targeted for
political reasons, much larger groups were mobilised for social and economic
reasons. Various groups engaged in seasonal mobility or some form of
temporary migration: aristocratic families moved regularly between their
landed estates and urban residences; artisans and journeymen looked for
work in other regions—and even in other countries—for extended periods of
time, often settling down in remote cities; girls and older, unmarried women
moved away from their villages and towns to seek employment as domestic
servants; adolescents and young adults, primarily the sons of the nobility, the
intelligentsia, and children of urban patricians, strove for personal growth and
intellectual qualifications by attending secondary schools and universities in
other regions, or by touring around Europe to visit all the sites of Western
civilisation. But the lower strata of society —especially the peasantry, which at
that time constituted the decisive majority of societies—remained largely tied
to their birthplaces or narrow regions. The only exceptional situation in which
young adult males from rural areas experienced the outside world en masse
was war: tens of thousands of men, for example, participated in the Napoleonic
Wars as soldiers between 1800 and 1814, in search of money, adventure, or
heroism.

Here also, political and legal conditions were important. Despite the
growing impact of states on the movement of people, the nineteenth century
could become the age of migration due to the rising political influence of the
liberal notion of ‘laissez-faire, laissez-passer’, which resulted in a general
relaxation of legal constraints on mobility. This did not happen everywhere
at the same time: in the United Kingdom, the partial repeal in 1795 of the 1662
Act of Settlement and Removal marked the end of parish serfdom. However,
the central and eastern parts of Europe were characterised at that time by
relatively immobile societies. That was especially true of the rural population,
given the fact that serfdom was not abolished in all of Prussia until 1807 or in
the Habsburg Monarchy until 1848, and was not abandoned in the Russian
Empire until 1861. In certain areas of the Russian Empire, like the Baltic



governorates or the Kingdom of Poland (the eastern half of Poland then under
Russian rule) serfdom had ceased to exist earlier, and by mid-century, there
were legal opportunities in all of the above-mentioned countries for serfs to
buy the lands they cultivated. However, in practice very few people could
take advantage of those opportunities to become independent farmers: most
peasants remained subordinate, tied to the land owned by their landlords.

Migration did not and could not become a mass phenomenon as long as the
necessary infrastructure remained severely underdeveloped or was missing
altogether. In the German states (i.e. states that would after 1871 comprise
Imperial Germany) and in the lands of the Habsburg Monarchy (e.g. Lower
and Upper Austria, Bohemia, or Moravia), the road network was relatively
well-developed and well-maintained, but in East-Central and Eastern Europe
most roads and highways were not paved before 1850. The first railway lines
appeared in the region in the late 1830s, but it took decades even in the more
advanced areas for the railway network to develop into a dense web, and
railway connections remained extremely scant in South-Eastern Europe until
the last decades of the century.

While legal and infrastructural conditions enabled migration, the major
motives for mass migration within Europe were economic push and pull
factors: poverty, want, work, and pay. This implied that industrialisation,
urbanisation, and migration were interconnected processes which mutually
stimulated each other, yet never in a straightforward way: the availability
of work was influenced by the shift from an agricultural to an industrial
economy, forcing many people to move from the countryside to the city. But
the development of industry was never strictly related to urbanisation, and
industrialisation was unevenly spread across Europe. Emergent industrial
centres in England and Northern Europe attracted many immigrants, but
large-scale industries arrived only in the second half of the century in Central,
Eastern, and most of Southern Europe. Perhaps not by coincidence, these latter
areas were also sources of long-distance emigration to the Americas.

International and Global Migration

Throughout the entire nineteenth century, and long into the twentieth century,
many more emigrants left Europe than immigrants from elsewhere who
entered the continent. In this period, some 55 to 60 million people left Europe.
In relative terms, Argentina became the country with the largest immigrant
community: around 1914, fifty-eight percent of its eight million inhabitants
were first- or second-generation immigrants, often from Spain and Italy.
Other popular destinations were Brazil, Australia, and Canada. Yet in absolute
numbers, about a third of all European emigrants left for the United States



of America. Emigrants to North America initially came predominantly from
the British Isles (including Ireland), Scandinavia, and Germany. After 1870,
emigrants from Central, Eastern, and Southern Europe began to join them, with
numbers reaching mass proportions of one million a year in the first decade of
the twentieth century. They left Europe on giant ocean liners through seaports,
the most important of which were Hamburg on the North Sea and Trieste
on the Adriatic. Those who left Europe for the United States arrived at New
York first, and crossed the threshold of the ‘New World” through the port on
Ellis Island where they were registered by the US immigration authorities. By
the eve of the First World War, East-Central, Eastern, and Southern European
emigration had reached mass proportions.

Fig. 1: ‘From the old to the new world’: German emigrants for New York embarking on a Hamburg
steamer (1874), European Geosciences Union, https://www.egu.eu/medialibrary/image/2841/
illustration-depicting-germans-emigrating-to-america-in-the-19th-century/.

People who emigrated to the United States and to other target countries were
mainly motivated by economic considerations: poverty, lack of professional
opportunities, and infertile lands were the most common reasons why they
made the strenuous journey. Mass emigration in particular from the poorest
areas and provinces of Southern, Central, and Eastern Europe was a significant
phenomenon. For example, out of the total number of three million emigrants
from the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, 1.7 million came from Hungary; many
of them were natives of mountainous regions with meagre opportunities for
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agricultural cultivation. Some emigrants, however, were not destitute at all,
as emigration required investments. In several cases, people sold their houses
or landed property in order to finance their trip and establish themselves in
the Americas. These more enterprising types were seeking the opportunity
to improve their status and accumulate savings overseas which could also be
invested back home. Such intentions seem to be confirmed by noticeable rates
of re-migration: some migrants in fact travelled back and forth between the
United States and Eastern or Southern Europe two or three times.

Beyond such economic motives, decisions to emigrate—and more
importantly, the choice of country and region to which to migrate—were
made on the basis of a wide range of other parameters, which together shaped
a global ‘migration system’. One important factor was the deliberate policies
of European states to facilitate migration via financial and practical support
(for example), or through direct deportation. In most cases, these policies were
the product of a desire to be relieved of the burden of poor, unproductive, or
criminal(-ised) citizens. Another important factor influencing the destiny of
migrants were the policies of the receiving country. For instance, migration to
the USA only took off after an Indiana court in 1821 banned the ‘redemption
system’, in which destitute migrants were forced into bondage after they had
to borrow money to enter the country. Similarly, migration to Australia was
stimulated by the London-based Australian Colonial Land and Emigration
Commission.

Perhaps even more important for the decision of where to migrate were
family ties and local communities. From connections to preceding pioneer
migrantsin communities such as these, aspiring emigrantsreceived information
about the requirements of travel, and practical support once they arrived at
their destination. They received crucial information about prospects of work,
again conditioned by contacts with earlier migrants in the same profession
or trade. And as these interconnections created forms of ‘chain migration”—
of one group following another —migrants also remained connected to the
national communities they had left behind, contributing to the emergence
of nationally defined immigrant communities that only partially assimilated
into a new national identity. Many of these migrant communities were also
geographically clustered: the Irish in Boston, the ‘German Belt’ between Ohio,
Nebraska, Wisconsin, and Missouri; the Dutch who established Holland in
Michigan. This continued interaction between homeland and host country
also allowed for the possibility of a future return to Europe. Numbers varied
dramatically: no more than five percent of all Jewish immigrants to the USA
returned to Europe, while eighty-nine percent of the Bulgarians and Serbians



returned before the First World War, and half of the Italians who moved to the
USA between 1905 and 1915 moved back to Italy.

Despite the fact that migration between Europe and the Americas was the
most substantial movement of people in the nineteenth century, it is important
to note that other parts of the world were also part of this global migration
system. For instance, between 1848 and 1882, some 300,000 Chinese labourers
came to the USA, mainly to work in railway construction or gold mines—
until the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 banned all Chinese migration (until
1943). Even more significant is slavery and the slave trade. Although the
number of people enslaved and traded quickly declined in the first half of the
century (and came to an end in the second half) its impact on the USA and
other migrant societies remained crucial. Equally important is how the end
of slavery resulted in intra-imperial migration of indentured labourers, who
were needed to compensate for the loss of labour from enslaved Africans, and
who were employed under conditions that differed only marginally from that
of slavery. People were also on the move in the nineteenth century between
non-European parts of colonial empires—between India, Kenya, and South
Africa, between the Dutch Indies and Surinam. In this colonial framework, we
also catch a glimpse of the history of the odd one out: France. While it was for
most of the century the only European country with an immigration surplus—
as a result of the large number of British, Belgian, German, Italian, Russian and
notably Polish immigrants —some 700,000 French nationals moved to Algeria
after it was occupied in 1830 and incorporated as a department of the French
state in 1848.

Conclusion

From the point of international and especially overseas migration, the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries formed a continuum. The First
World War, however, represented a serious break, and after 1914 mass
migration from Europe was no longer possible in its previous forms. The
reasons were three-fold: first, countries which formerly sent and received
migration (e.g. Germany and the Habsburg Monarchy, and the United States,
respectively) became enemies during the Great War; second, state borders and
state formations changed beyond recognition in and after 1918; third, in the
1920s, strict immigration quotas were introduced in the United States by the
Emergency Quota Act of 1921 and additional legislation, which meant that the
citizens of former empires’ successor states could no longer emigrate to the
USA in the same numbers as before.



Discussion questions

1. This chapter shows that migration was a common experience in
nineteenth-century Europe. Describe how this experience differed in
different parts of Europe, e.g. Eastern Europe and Western Europe.

2. Think about similarities with and differences from Europe today: how
has this experience changed or remained the same?

3. How has migration shaped Europe’s engagement with the rest of the
world in the nineteenth century?
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UNIT 1

1.3.3 Migration in Contemporary
History (ca. 1900-2000)

Ondrej Daniel, Ido de Haan, and Isabelle Surun

Introduction

While the nineteenth century can be seen as the age of voluntary migration,
when millions of Europeans looking for work, livelihood, and freedom were
on the move—from countryside to cities, from East to West, both within and
beyond Europe—the twentieth century presents a much more complicated
picture. Its complexity partly stems from the manifold experiences of a wide
variety of people and groups, ranging from Russian emigrants in Europe after
the Russian Revolution in 1917 to Czechoslovakian refugees after 1968; from
Turkish labour migrants since the mid-1950s to affluent British migrants in the
Costa del Sol in the late twentieth century.

One important factor that shaped these experiences was the state, which
played a much more active role in controlling migration from 1900 onwards.
Particularly during the first half of the twentieth century, large groups of
people were pushed from one country to another by contradictory attempts by
nation states to restrict migration and to enforce population transfer. Forced
migration became one of the instruments of ethnic cleansing—next to forced
assimilation and genocide. It contributed to ‘the unmixing of peoples” which
by mid-century had resulted in a Europe of ethnically homogenised nation
states.

In the first part of the century, the flow of migration still largely moved
away from Europe; in the second half, migrants started to move towards
Europe, challenging the national orientation of the post-war welfare—and,
to a lesser extent, also the communist—state. And while European migration
before the nineteenth century already took place in a global context, a new
surge of globalisation after 1970 inaugurated a global migration system. In
this context, Europe was but one region among many between which people
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moved, yet it also created the conditions in which the channelling of migration
came to be seen as a collective European responsibility.

Migration in the Age of Territoriality: The First World War
and the Interwar Period

The historian Charles Maier has identified the period between 1870 and 1950 as
‘the age of territoriality’. In this period, European states defined their mutual
relations increasingly in terms of competition, both on the continent and in
imperial conquest beyond Europe. In this context, migration transformed from
a nineteenth-century solution to the Malthusian fear of overpopulation into a
threat to national strength, both because enterprising people left the territory
of the state and because other people, considered dangerous or unfit, came in.

This Darwinian view of the relationship between states was one of the
causes of the First World War, which in itself was an important impetus for
the dislocation of people in Europe. The scale of this war—geographically,
in terms of the total mobilisation of the population, and in the extent of
bloodshed —brought about a massive movement of people who tried to flee
from their homes. Around 500,000 people from Eastern Prussia and 800,000
from Galicia fled from the Russian Army, while the counteroffensive of the
Central Powers caused many Russians to flee to the east, contributing to a total
of seven million refugees in 1917.

The end of the First World War initiated yet another wave of forced
migration. During the collapse of the Russian Empire, the Russian Revolution,
and subsequent Civil War, some two million people tried to escape from
violence, fleeing to the West: to Berlin, Paris, and also the United States. The
defeat of the Central Powers resulted in the forced migration of some one
million German nationals and Hungarians to Germany. This was not only
a consequence of the war, but also of the following peace treaties which
reinforced this process of ethnic sortition. The underlying principle of national
self-determination informed the creation of new nation states, each of which
claimed the right to define the parameters of national identity, and to insist on
the removal of people who did not fit this definition. Often, this took the form
of deliberate population exchanges.

These transfers were a prelude to the migration restrictions that states
came to impose over the course of the 1920s. These restrictions were not only
motivated by racist ideas of cultural homogeneity, but often supported by
trade unions opposed to the import of cheap labour. Such ideas informed the
United States Immigration Act of 1924, which imposed quotas that severely
limited the immigration of Eastern and Southern Europeans, as well as Asians.
But within Europe as well, states closed their borders to foreigners. In many



states, temporary wartime restrictions on migration became permanent
barriers. In the United Kingdom, for example, the Aliens Restriction Act of
1914 was replaced in 1920 by the Aliens Order. The German Empire had
already initiated its first restrictions on immigration before the war, with a
requirement to carry passports and the compulsory return of seasonal migrant
workers during the winter. These restrictions were made permanent in the
Weimar Republic, which required that every alien crossing the borders of the
Reich in either direction had to present a passport with a visa.

But even then, there were also reverse trends. After many young men
had died in the war, a ‘National Alliance for the Growth of the French
Population” was established, which successfully campaigned for the reception
of immigrants in France, including some 500,000 Poles, one million Italians,
and 300,000 Belgians. The economic problems of the Weimar Republic caused
a wave of emigration to the Netherlands of some 200,000 German female
domestic workers and an even larger number of male factory workers and
miners. This only ended after the economic crisis impacted France and the
Netherlands in the early 1930s.

German-Jewish refugees were welcomed much less enthusiastically: they
were even formally banned from entering the Netherlands after the number
of refugees surged in the aftermath of the November Pogrom of 1938. At that
point, France had also established restrictions on migration, as had all other
countries. At the conference in Evian (France) of 6-15 July 1938, assembled
by President Franklin D. Roosevelt to discuss the fate of German-Jewish
refugees, none of the thirty-two countries present—except for the Dominican
Republic—were prepared to accept Jewish refugees.

Migration in the Age of Territoriality: The Second World
War

The turmoil in Europe created by the rise of Hitler and German expansionism
brought about population movements which overwhelmed formal legal
barriers. While the occupation of the Sudetenland in 1938 had already chased
several hundred thousand inhabitants from their homes, the start of the war
in September 1939 dislocated a huge number of people who were caught
between the frontlines. Immediately after the German invasion, hundreds of
thousands of civilians in Poland and the Baltics fled the region, while around
600,000 Polish prisoners of war (POWs) ended up in German and Soviet camps.
After Poland was overrun and its inhabitants robbed of their statehood, some
three million inhabitants —half of them Jewish—were forcibly expelled from
the western parts of the country and sent to the newly-established General
Government. Many were sent to concentration and labour camps, where most



perished. Elsewhere in Europe, people were also forced to leave their homes
or flee from violence. In 1939, some 500,000 Spaniards fled to France after the
collapse of the Spanish Republic (the ‘Retirada’), while some 100,000 Greeks
left Thrace and Macedonia after it was occupied by Bulgaria. Italian expansion
forced Serbs, Hungarians, Croatians, and Slovenians —perhaps 500,000 people
in total —out of parts of the South-East of Europe.

The number of people forced to leave their home increased exponentially
after Nazi Germany invaded the Soviet Union. The German invasion of the
Soviet Union constituted the start of the Holocaust, the destruction of the Jews
of Europe, when the large-scale and lethal violence against Jews in occupied
Poland transformed into a systematic attempt to remove and physically
extinguish all Jews present in Nazi-occupied Europe. While Jews were
deported, some 7.5 million people—German nationals and forced labourers,
mainly from Poland and the Soviet Union, but also over two million from
Western Europe —were brought into the pre-war realm of the German Empire.
Moreover, the German Army interned some 5.7 million Soviet POWs, of whom
about half were starved to death or shot.

At the same time, the Soviets held some three million German POWs, of
whom some 380,000 died in custody. They were only a small portion of the
people on Soviet territory who were subject to deportation or forced migration.
This had started as early as the 1930s, with dekulakisation, which targeted
some two million people between 1929 and 1932, the large-scale purges of the
1930s, and the Holodomor (or Great Famine) in Soviet Ukraine from 1932-
1933, all of which devastated the lives of millions of people.

As was the case at the end of the First World War, the end of the Second
World War saw another wave of forced migrations. While the Soviets had
gladly expelled political enemies in 1917, they now insisted on the repatriation
of all Russians in the West, not only to bring back Soviet citizens, but also to
prevent the creation of foreign opposition to the Soviet regime, as had emerged
after the First World War. The largest group consisted of Russian POWs in
German custody. Before being allowed to resettle, they were all assessed for
political reliability and productive capacity. As a result, some fifteen percent of
four million were directly sent through to Soviet forced labour camps, creating
fear and opposition of the last half a million Soviet POWs, who in 1946 resisted
repatriation.

They supplemented a much larger group of around eleven million displaced
persons (DPs), most of whom remained in Germany, now occupied by the
Allied Forces. Apart from POWs, this group consisted of forced labourers,
Jews, and political prisoners interned in concentration camps. Many of them
returned home before the end of 1945, yet the 250,000 Jewish DPs from all
over Europe who had survived the German camps had little to return to, as in



1946-1947 another wave of antisemitic violence against Jewish survivors swept
over parts of Eastern Europe. Many of them emigrated to Western Europe, the
United States, or Palestine.

And again, just as after the First World War, the peace settlements at the
end of the Second World War forced yet another massive number of people
to leave their homes. The Soviet military campaign had already motivated
many Germans in Eastern Europe to flee to the East. Yet even more followed
after the Potsdam Agreement of August 1945, which stated that “the transfer
to Germany of German populations [...] will have to be undertaken.” This
led to the expulsion of about 3.5 million German nationals (“Volksdeutsche”)
from Polish territory, 3.2 million people from Czechoslovakia, and about
225,000 people from Hungary. Despite the stipulation that this “should be
effected in an orderly and humane manner,” it is estimated that some two
million died in the course of these deportations. The large majority of these
‘Heimatvertriebenen’ (people chased from their homeland) settled in the
western occupation zones, bringing the total number of migrants in the newly
established Federal Republic of Germany to some twelve million people.

The transnational nature of the problem of forced migration during the first
half of the twentieth century led to the development of institutions dedicated
to this cause, in the context of newly emerging forms of global governance.
The first attempts at the international concertation of migration came in 1921,
when the Norwegian explorer Fridtjof Nansen (1861-1930) was appointed
High Commissioner on behalf of the League of Nations in connection with
the problem of Russian refugees. This project became further entrenched in
the “‘Convention Relating to the International Status of Refugees’ of 28 October
1933. Yet as the failure of the Evian conference in 1938 had demonstrated, there
was no strong commitment to such collective responsibility. A more successful
collaboration only emerged in response to the massive refugee crisis at the end
of the Second World War, when the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation
Administration (UNRRA) was established in 1943. Despite its successful
management of the repatriation of millions of displaced persons, it suffered
from disagreements that worsened due to the emergent Cold War and fell
apart in 1947. It was replaced by the International Refugee Organization,
which in 1952 in turn made way for the Office of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).

Migration in East and West during the Cold War

From the 1950s onwards, migration patterns in Europe started to change. After
more than half a century of often very violent and highly lethal population
transfers, deportations, forced migrations, and the flight from violence of



tens of millions of people, the demography of Europe had been drastically
reordered. As a result of this ‘ethnic sortition’, European states were now
composed of much more homogeneous national groups, which at the same
time consisted of many people who were very recent migrants. The Cold
War and consequent division of Europe also led to a bifurcation in migration
flows: in the east, countries were generally confronted with the emigration
of political and ethnic minorities, further reinforcing the cultural uniformity
of these countries, despite some immigration from developing countries (for
example of Vietnamese students and workers into East Germany). Western
Europe on the other hand became a region of immigration, which led to new
forms of diversity.

In the context of the Cold War and the imposition of communist rule in
Eastern Europe, many fled from oppression. Until the construction of the Berlin
Wall in 1961, around 3.5 million people fled from East to West Germany. Also,
tens of thousands of people fled from other communist countries annually, with
surges after the uprisings in Hungary (1956) and Czechoslovakia (1968) and
the imposition of martial law in Poland in 1981. After the partial liberalisation
of emigration policies in the Soviet Union in the 1980s, more than half of the
remaining 2.5 million Jews fled from the persistent antisemitic tendencies
they had faced there. A final chapter of emigration from communist countries
resulted from the war that ensued in 1991 after the break-up of Yugoslavia,
after which some 400,000 people fled to the West, with half of them ending up
in Germany.

The picture for Western Europe in the post-war period is very different.
There, immigration set the tone, from Southern Europe and Northern Africa,
but also from the former colonies, after the Second World War brought down
the colonial empires of Britain, France, the Netherlands, Belgium, and finally
also Portugal.

From 1948 onwards, Western Europe went through an extended period of
unprecedented economic growth, which lasted until the mid-1970s. Rising
investment, wages, and consumer demand contributed to acute shortages
on the labour market, especially for low-skilled and lower-paid labour.
This inspired national governments in close cooperation with employers’
organisations to invite able-bodied people to come to work in the industrial
centres of Europe. Initially, many came from the poorest regions of Italy,
Spain, and Portugal to the urban centres in their own country. But soon this
internal migration was overtaken by migration to France, Germany, and the
Benelux countries. Between the 1950s and the 1970s, several million Italians,
around one million Spaniards, and 1.5 million Portuguese—a fifth of the
latter’s total population—ended up in the factories and mines of the industrial



heartland, or as cleaners or domestic servants in the quickly expanding service
economy of North-Western Europe. These mass migrations contributed to
the depopulation of poorer regions in Southern Europe—a loss which was
compensated by the very substantial remittances sent back home. These
savings, as well as the temporary residence permits for these ‘guest workers’
underlined the expectation, both of the labour migrants and the host societies,
that the former would return home to enjoy the fruits of their labour once the
work was done.

But while their position in the host countries remained provisional—in
terms of political and social rights, housing, social support, education, and
cultural integration—the duration of their stays lengthened, because of the
lack of prospects in their homelands, but also because the demand for labour
only grew, leading to the attraction of workers from other countries, notably
Morocco and Turkey. The governments, and sometimes also members of the
indigenous population of their new homelands, were however ill-prepared,
and sometimes outright hostile to the idea of integrating these newcomers on
a more permanent basis. In this respect, the position of guest workers started
to resemble that of the second type of immigrant in post-war Europe: those
people within colonial empires.

(Post)Colonial Migration

Colonial rulers in the first half of the twentieth century had experimented
with a variety of halfway modes of citizenship. The neo-colonial arrangements
emerging during the course of decolonisation continued these ambivalent
forms of colonial citizenship, as substantial numbers of formerly colonised
people made their way to the imperial centres of power, via family ties, labour
migration, or as refugees. They contributed to the creation of a multi-ethnic
European society, which—due to their failure to acknowledge the violence
involved in its ethnic homogeneity —many Europeans found hard to accept.

In the post-imperial societies of Great Britain, France, Belgium, the
Netherlands, and Portugal, immigration from former colonies became a major
phenomenon in the last third of the twentieth century. It occurred at the same
time as empires were breaking up, and contributed to a recomposition of
societies in North-Western Europe. This type of migration is part of the long
history of exchange between colony and metropole, which gives it a particular
chronology and certain characteristics.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the presence of populations
originating from the colonies was minimal in the imperial metropoles.
Migration between metropoles and colonies had typically worked the other way



round: European empires encouraged the emigration of their citizens to settler
colonies. From the 1920s onwards settlement colonialism even experienced
a remarkable boom, after the United States had limited entry to its territory
through quota laws, practically ending mass immigration from Europe. For
example, the colonies, especially the dominions, became the most important
destination for British emigration after the First World War. The state sought
to control and intensify this process: the Overseas Settlement Committee
(1920) encouraged the settlement of demobilised soldiers by financing their
journey, and the Empire Settlement Act (1922) facilitated the departure from
Britain of more than 400,000 people. Similarly, French emigration to Algeria
and the Maghreb protectorates (Morocco and Tunisia) increased in the 1920s
and 1930s. In the Italian Empire, mass emigration began in the mid-1930s with
the settlement programme launched by Mussolini, to benefit the unemployed
and landless peasants. Portugal belatedly launched a supervised emigration
programme to its African colonies (Angola and Mozambique), which
accounted for fifty percent of Portuguese emigration in the 1950s.

Over the course of the century, many of these European settlers were forced
to return. Decolonisation after the Second World War led to the repatriation
of millions of Europeans (British, French, Italian, Belgian, Portuguese, and
Dutch). These returnees benefited from assisted return and reintegration
programmes, which they often considered insufficient. The auxiliaries of the
colonial armies, however, often received less support: for example, the Harkis
(auxiliaries of the French army in Algeria) who managed to relocate to France
at the end of the Algerian Independence War (1954-1962) were permanently
housed in camps.

Labour migration to the colonial metropoles began with the First World War.
For example, more than 225,000 workers were recruited in the French colonies
to replace the mobilised workers in the factories. By 1931, there were about
100,000 Algerians in France, and although their movement was not regulated,
the authorities sought to control them through health and social institutions.
Algerian immigration increased sharply after 1945 and the Algerian War of
Independence did not interrupt this movement, but led to its stabilisation:
periods of residence became longer, and family immigration increased.

A similar pattern was present in the decolonisation of the Dutch Empire:
some 300,000 migrants, predominantly Eurasians of mixed descent, came
to the Netherlands between 1946 and 1964. Before and after Surinamese
Independence in 1975, some 190,000 people —almost half of the population—
arrived in the former ‘motherland’. In this period another 100,000 people from
the Dutch Antilles moved to the European part of the Dutch Kingdom.



While Great Britain put an end to the free movement of Indians in 1947, after
Indian Independence, France on the contrary introduced agreements with its
former colonies that became independent in the early 1960s, allowing entry
into French territory without a visa or residence permit. This liberal migration
policy was brutally curtailed with the 1973-1974 oil crisis. Restrictive measures
were put in place in the early 1990s, transforming those nationals of territories
which had formerly enjoyed a form of imperial citizenship into foreigners.

Conclusion

The end of the twentieth century, in stark contrast to its beginnings, has been
characterised by free, peaceful, and voluntary movement. The end of the
Cold War and the fall of the Iron Curtain in 1989-1990 ushered in a period of
seemingly frictionless mobility in the supranational framework of the European
Union. The adoption of the Schengen Agreement (1985) and Convention (1990)
opened up an area of free movement between EU member states, but also put
in place ‘compensatory measures’ to secure external borders and prevent them
from being crossed by nationals of non-member countries.

With the Eastern enlargement of 2004 and 2007, which brought the states
of the former Eastern Bloc into the fold, Europeans were free to travel and
work throughout their continent. Turkey had already been granted candidate
status in 1999, promising to expand the area of free movement beyond the
continent. The nation state, which had played such a pivotal role in the control
of migration throughout the century, seemed to have been relegated to the
sidelines of European history.

The beginning of the twenty-first century has clouded this optimistic
image. Migration has once more become a contentious issue: the so-called
‘refugee crisis’ of 2015—the mass migration of people fleeing wars and unrest
in the Middle East—arguably led to a rise in populism and polarisation in
European politics. Frontex, the agency that has been operating the integrated
management of Europe’s borders since 2005, has been strengthened and
expanded since 2016. It embodies a migration policy that turns the Schengen
Area into what is sometimes called ‘Fortress Europe’: a tightly sealed, self-
contained and exclusive space. Migration also played a central role in the 2016
referendum on the withdrawal of the United Kingdom from the EU, with the
potential accession of Turkey treated as a particularly threatening prospect,
despite the fact that accession negotiations have stalled for years. Yet, these
contemporary concerns pale in comparison to the staggering numbers of
people forced to migrate around, into and out of Europe over the course of the
violent twentieth century.



Discussion questions

1. The twentieth century saw unprecedented movement of people in
Europe. Describe how this experience differed in different parts of
Europe, e.g. Eastern Europe and Western Europe.

2. How has migration shaped Europe’s engagement with the rest of the
world over the course of the twentieth century?

3. Migration is a contentious issue in Europe today. How does the current
situation differ from the twentieth century? How has this experience
changed or remained the same?
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UNIT 1

1.4.1 Europe’s Other(ed)s: The
Americas, Africa, Asia, and Middle
East in Early Modern History
(ca. 1500-1800)

Saul Martinez Bermejo, Ramachandra Byrappa, Tobias P.
Graf, and Markéta Krizovd

Introduction

In the Middle Ages, as the Roman Empire receded into the past, the Catholic
Church took over as a major force for European integration. But by the end
of this period, Europe’s centre of commercial gravity was gradually shifting
northwards from the Mediterranean system to the Hanseatic system —from a
civilisational ‘lake” around which peoples, ideas and products circulated, to the
mercantile ‘lake” of the Baltic Sea. In the fifteenth century, Ottoman expansion
in the eastern Mediterranean further affected the commercial activity of
Venice and Genoa, setting them on a path of terminal decline. This prompted
a number of ‘experiments’ in Atlantic exploration, based on Genoese seafaring
knowledge and led by the Portuguese. Atlantic navigation in the fifteenth
century led to an intense pursuit of military conquest and conflict on the west
coast of Africa, the Canary Islands, and the Azores. On the Atlantic frontier of
both the Mediterranean and Hanseatic systems sat two seemingly peripheral
territories: the Iberian Peninsula, which spearheaded European expansion in
the sixteenth century, somewhat unexpectedly; and Britain, which had become
the dominant maritime power by the late eighteenth century.

Between 1450 and 1800, direct knowledge about the multiple parts and
peoples of the globe was continuously expanding through exploration,
trade, and military confrontations. Merchants, missionaries, and mercenaries
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brought home with them their early impressions of the wider world.
Numerous contemporary chronicles, maps, atlases, and travel accounts
were published throughout this period. These sources of new information
were complemented by drawings, engravings, diaries, and letters. In this
respect, the introduction of the printing press was of tremendous importance
in accelerating the dissemination of knowledge about the world. However,
interpreting the knowledge that early modern Europeans produced about
the ‘others’ —the societies they encountered beyond the borders of the world
previously known to them —is a particularly complicated task. While all these
sources contributed to widening Europe’s understanding of the world, they
do not provide a straightforward reflection of the environment, physical
appearance, economic activities, social structure, and religious practices of the
peoples described. Historical documents are replete with information about
the ways in which Europeans perceived what they encountered, but these
ethnographical descriptions were, in various ways, structured and distorted
according to existing mentalities and cultural frameworks.

Religious beliefs were key to defining the ‘others’—usually identified as
pagans orinfidels —because these were the terms by which Europeans primarily
expressed their identity. Geographical, political, and cultural frameworks were
of secondary importance. In describing the “other’, Europeans often resorted
to gradation to explain the diversity of populations and customs encountered.
Thus, specific areas or human groups were considered more or less irreligious,
and more or less barbarian, when compared with other parts of the world. A
particularly influential hierarchy of non-Christian others was produced by the
Spanish missionary José de Acosta (1540-1600), who divided non-European
barbarians into three types. According to Acosta, the Chinese were similar to
ancient Greeks and Romans in that they lived within clear political structures
and possessed a written culture. The Incas (in Peru) and Aztecs (in Mexico)
also had powerful monarchies but lacked a system of writing. Finally, a large
third group contained all those who had ‘no law’ (a term that also included
religion), and who lacked political structures and fixed settlements. Explicitly
or implicitly, Europeans often produced this kind of gradation to order the
others, and to justify plans for religious evangelisation and the destruction of
local customs.

Perceptions are not merely accidental. They are important because of the
role they play in helping to create elaborate systems of prejudice with real
economic, political, and social consequences. The poor living conditions in
Europe sometimes fostered paradisiac mirror images of extra-European lands,
while the notion of ‘discovery” enabled the introduction and manipulation
of hierarchical structures by Europeans, for example to concoct claims of
dominion over faraway lands and peoples.



European Models of ‘Otherness’

Two forms of pre-existing knowledge were particularly important for
Europeans trying to make sense of new environments beyond their own
continent. Firstly, they often used the everyday experiences of their own
customs, ways of speaking, social hierarchies, foods, animals, and so on, to
compare themselves to others. The Spanish chronicler Fernando Gonzalez de
Oviedo (1478-1557), for instance, compared American avocados to European
pears. Second, they relied on literary sources. The Bible provided what was
regarded as the authoritative account of the creation of the world and the spread
of human groups around the planet. Holy scripture provided a surprisingly
flexible framework for integrating the various peoples and communities
encountered by Europeans into pre-existing worldviews and assigning them
a place in wider human history. Following the conquest of Constantinople by
the Ottomans in 1453, for instance, the military success of their empire was
increasingly interpreted in eschatological terms as divine punishment and a
harbinger of the approaching apocalypse. In no small way, this interpretation
contributed to the development of the theological positions associated with
the Reformation and the resulting split of European Christianity.

In dealing with other parts of the world, Europeans also drew on classical
sources describing geographical areas far away from the Mediterranean.
The ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle (385-323 BC) spoke about extreme
climatic zones and a middle area where civilisation flourished; the Roman
author Pliny (23/24-79) described fabulous races, including dog-headed
humans; the ancient Greek historian Herodotus (484—425 BC) produced
enduring depictions of external barbarians; and the Greek mathematician
Ptolemy (100-170) modelled geographical concepts on the shape and size of
the world. Many other formal and informal modes of knowledge undergirded
the frameworks within which Europeans were able to see, compare and talk
about the worlds of others. Fictional prose was sometimes used, too. The
Spanish soldier Bernal Diaz del Castillo (1492-1584) referred to the imagined
cities described in the well-known medieval chivalry novel Amadis de Gaula
when he tried to communicate the awe he experienced in his first encounter
with the city of Tenochtitlan, the capital of the Aztec Empire in today’s Mexico
City. As shown by these examples, new information was often arranged
through comparisons and filtered through previous experiences in order to
make sense of the world. But at the same time, this expanding body of factual
knowledge, alongside first-hand experiences of new worlds and new peoples,
altogether had a critical impact on established systems of European thought,
engendering new intellectual classifications and new methods of observing
and analysing natural phenomena.



Although multidirectional contacts proliferated between many different
regions of the world during this period, it was the American continent that
Europeans found particularly alien in relation to their existing frameworks.
This feeling of surprise and astonishment, together with the intellectual
impact produced by the materialisation—in European eyes—of an entirely
new continent, populated by human beings previously unmentioned in
classical and medieval sources, is not comparable to encounters with other
parts of the globe. Since antiquity, Europeans had cultivated knowledge of
Africa, extending far beyond the southern shores of the Mediterranean, even if
it was incomplete and distorted. Interaction with different parts of Asia dated
back millennia. The fifth, ‘austral’ continent was hypothesised and imagined
well before Europeans had established regular contact with Oceania in the
eighteenth century, meaning it did not provoke a shock comparable to the
‘apparition” of America in the European imagination.

Complexities and Ambivalences

The title of this chapter refers to the process of constructing boundaries and
defining the external. The other, therefore, is not a fixed category but rather a
malleable and complex relationship which could be invoked in various ways
at different times, and for different ends. Accordingly, the appreciation of
‘others” in European sources was very unstable, undergoing marked shifts in
accordance with the motives and interests of the authors in question, the areas
they described, the scale of their descriptions (from very local to extremely
general views), the media and channels of dissemination, and the contexts in
which such descriptions were produced.

The Ottoman Empire, early modern Europe’s nearest other and, with its
extensive territories in South-Eastern and Central Europe, a major actor in
the continent’s history, is a case in point. From the fourteenth century to the
mid-eighteenth, the Ottomans presented a formidable military challenge,
conquering, among others, large parts of the Kingdom of Hungary. In contrast
to the majority of its population, the empire’s ruling elite was Muslim,
meaning that Christian Europeans viewed them as both military and religious
adversaries. At the same time, European travellers, diplomats, military thinkers,
and even political theorists like the French Jean Bodin (1530-1596), frequently
admired the social, political, and administrative organisation of the Ottoman
Empire as well as its military discipline. Many European polities maintained
peaceful relations with the Ottomans or even forged alliances with them. The
kings of France famously did so in the sixteenth century in an attempt to curb
the power of Europe’s other powerful dynasty, the House of Habsburg. By the
turn of the eighteenth century, the fear and awe that had dominated European



conceptions of the Ottoman Empire were increasingly replaced by mockery
and contempt, especially as the balance of military success began to shift in
favour of the Austrian Habsburgs, especially with the failed Ottoman siege
of Vienna of 1683 and the Ottoman-Russian conflicts in the second half of the
eighteenth century. For many Enlightenment thinkers, such as the French
political philosopher Montesquieu (1689-1755), the Ottoman sultans became
the embodiment of ‘oriental despotism’. On the other hand, the eighteenth
century also witnessed an explosion of Turcophilia in arts, music, theatre, and
fashion. Therefore the only consistent feature of European attitudes towards
the Ottomans was, arguably, their ambivalence.

In contrast, early modern Europeans produced particularly positive accounts
of the Chinese civilisation, including its technical development (waterways,
means of transport); technological innovations (print, paper, gunpowder); a
developed urban culture; written culture and a strong literary tradition; social
hierarchisation; luxury and refinement—all existing under a stable and highly
centralised imperial structure. Chinese religious ideas were usually contested
and criticised, however. This generally positive image disappeared rather
quickly during the nineteenth century.

Europe’s perception of Safavid Persia went through similar changes. In the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, while commercial contacts expanded,
ruins of ancient and biblical origins located in Persia were described by
European travellers and missionaries with some enthusiasm. Positive attitudes
towards the Safavids were built to no small extent on common enmity with the
Ottomans. These two Middle Eastern powers had been locked in an imperial
rivalry since the emergence of the Safavid dynasty in the early sixteenth century.
Much like the conflict between Europe and the Ottoman Empire, the Ottoman-
Safavid conflict had a strong religious dimension, as the Ottomans fashioned a
distinctly Sunni Muslim identity for themselves, while the Safavids embraced
Shi’ism. As recent research has shown, this religious rift within the Muslim
community, which goes back to the first century of Islam and continues to
influence modern geopolitics, was significantly amplified and institutionalised
by the Ottoman-Safavid conflict. European observers were well aware of this
distinction, if not necessarily its exact foundations. When the Safavid dynasty
began to crumble in the eighteenth century, however, Europeans increasingly
characterised it as decadent, linking their account to earlier descriptions of the
ancient ruins that European travellers had encountered in Iran.

While wealth, splendour, and sophistication of court environments like
those of the Ottomans, Safavids, and Mughals won the praise and admiration
of Europeans, positive attitudes towards the first indigenous populations
encountered on the shores of the American continent focused instead on
paradisiac images of beautiful and innocent humans; such instances are found



in the diaries of the Italian explorer Christopher Columbus (1451-1506), and
the letter to Manuel I of Portugal sent by Péro Vaz de Caminha (c. 1450-1500),
notary of the expedition led to Brazil by the Portuguese commander Pedro
Alvares Cabral (1467/1468-1520). The French philosopher and essayist Michel
de Montaigne (1533-1592) famously described the indigenous people as
virtuous and ‘noble savages’, comparing descriptions of ritual cannibalism
in Brazil to the barbarous torture of religious opponents in sixteenth-century
France. But depictions of indigenous people in the Americas were not always
favourable. Descriptions of the elaborate Inca and Aztec civilisations and their
court ceremonial blend an appreciation of certain aspects of those cultures with
a more general sense of suspicion and harsh critiques of their religious rites.
Missionaries hoping to bring Christianity to these newly ‘discovered” peoples
often commented negatively on what they considered to be their resilient
paganism in the face of the ‘true religion” as well as their ‘inherent evilness’
(which often encoded negative images of sexual practices). Descriptions of the
natural environment—landscape, climate, and animals—either reinforced the
paradisiac stereotypes or stressed the idea of wilderness in the Americas.

Power and ‘Otherness’

European descriptions and ideas of non-European ‘others” were the product
of real-life interaction, conquest, colonisation, trade, exploitation, and military
confrontation. But these perceptions and debates also determined how these
human groups were treated and the kinds of relationships that Europeans
established with them. In numerous areas of the world, Europeans were not
able to disrupt completely the previous social and political structures, and acted
for many decades as participants and go-betweens within existing economic
and political systems, whose rules they themselves had not established. But
in other parts of the world, particularly in the Americas and through the
enslavement of African populations, disruption was substantial and lethal. The
American population was decimated by Eurasian diseases such as smallpox,
measles and many others. Partly to replace these population losses, around
8.6 million enslaved people from different parts of the African continent were
forced to work on plantations in the Americas between 1500 and 1800.

There were intense theological, moral, and juridical debates about the
status and nature of human beings throughout the early modern period. In the
Spanish dominions, forceful denunciations of the ill-treatment of indigenous
peoples in the Americas sometimes prompted new laws and measures aimed
at regulating and controlling these abuses. The theologian and jurist Francisco
de Vitoria (1483-1546) rebutted most of the legal arguments, as well as papal
donations and imperial ideologies, which supported the Spanish claims



to dominion of the American lands. In 1550-1551, the Dominican friar and
Bishop of Chiapas (Mexico), Bartolomé de las Casas (1484-1566), held a famous
debate in Valladolid, Spain, with the rival theologian Juan Ginés de Septlveda
(1494-1573) about the nature of the ‘Indians’. Sepulveda notably pointed to
Aristotelian writings to defend the idea of the natural servitude or slavery
of Amerindians and to underline their inferiority. Las Casas argued for their
human nature and highlighted their capacity for rational thought. While legal
concepts and regulations governing the rights and treatment of Amerindians
grew more sophisticated, abuses continued to take place throughout the
period, along with continuously evolving forms of exploitation.

Slavery, known to Europe at least since antiquity and, to different degrees,
present in many regions of the world, reached its frightful apex during the
early modern era with the transatlantic trade of enslaved Africans. Reaching
its highest intensity during the eighteenth century and continuing well
into the nineteenth, the forced migration of Africans to the Americas and
the Caribbean did not only change the demography of these regions, it
also provided the backdrop for the systematic development of racism and
discrimination on the basis of skin colour. It is here that modern categories
of ‘black’” and ‘white” had their origins. The initial decision to ship African
labour to the Americas, however, had much less to do with perceived racial
inferiority than the realisation that Africans were more resistant to New World
diseases than Europeans, while also having immunity to Old World illnesses
such as smallpox. Slave owners also considered Africans better suited to the
labour regime of plantations, on the basis of agricultural practices that were
prevalent in the latter’s home communities.

Conclusion

In the early modern period, European awareness of other parts of the globe,
their geography, inhabitants, flora, and fauna expanded massively. In trying to
make sense of these “discoveries’, Europeans could draw on a significant body
of knowledge about the world contained in the Bible as well as the writings of
ancient philosophers such as Aristotle and Pliny. Thus, the militarily successful
Ottoman “Turks’ could be equated to the Biblical Gog and Magog, who hailed
the end of the world, while indigenous peoples of the Americas could be
approached as representatives of the ‘Golden Age’ of which the Roman poets
had dreamed. But attempts to understand new human communities using
the frameworks provided by these texts enabled Europeans to assemble the
‘other” into their pre-existing worldviews. They also provided Europeans with
a means for structuring relations with these new places and peoples, including
the need to justify the exercise of power over them.



However, relationships between Europeans and their ‘others” were not
static. Over time, conceptions shifted in accordance with new information and
diverging interests. The changing attitudes of the Spanish writer Bartolomé
de las Casas (1484-1566) towards the enslavement of indigenous people and
Africans is a case in point: starting out as the owner of several Taino slaves
on the island of Hispaniola (present-day Haiti and Dominican Republic), he
came to oppose the enslavement of indigenous people, advocating instead for
the transportation of African slaves to address labour shortages; eventually he
also rejected the enslavement of Africans as “un-Christian’. Where Europeans
faced politically and militarily stronger ‘others’ such as in South Asia and the
Ottoman Empire, changing definitions of otherness played an important part in
creating a mirror image of Europeanness. Itis no coincidence that historians have
traced the emergence of a European sense of identity —that is, a geographical
identity as opposed to a religious one—back to the responses of European
leaders such as Pope Pius II (r. 1458-1461) to Ottoman expansion in Asia
Minor and south-eastern Europe. Concepts of otherness were often employed
to create boundaries between groups, but there were many other interactions
and exchanges—political, commercial, cultural, and sexual —that were just as
common as relations of enmity and adversity. These, too, played an important
part in how Europeans continually reconceptualised their ‘others’ in the early
modern period.

Discussion questions

1. Are there any similarities or differences in how early modern
Europeans imagined other parts of the world?

2. What role did religion play in these images?

3. Do these images still influence our view of the world? And if so, why?
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UNIT 1

1.4.2 Europe’s Other(ed)s: The
Americas, Africa, Asia, and the Middle
East in Modern History

(ca. 1800-1900)

Ramachandra Byrappa, Jaroslav Ira, Ozan Ozavci, and

Martin Wagner

Introduction

The nineteenth century was the age of an unprecedented global transformation.
In the period between 1800 and the 1910s, the world grew closer through
advancements in transport and communications, while on the other hand,
political and cultural differences became more visible. At the beginning of the
century a small number of European empires controlled thirty-five percent of
the world’s landmass, but by the 1860s this number had risen to sixty percent,
and in 1914 to an astonishing eighty-five percent. This was both the result and
the cause of new spaces and frontiers opening between different modes of
power: geopolitical, economic, military and technological. For example, while
Asian societies had supplied over sixty percent of the world’s gross domestic
product in 1700, by 1913 this share amounted to only 24.5 percent, and it was
Europeans who now claimed the commanding share of global GDP, at 68.3
percent. The rise of Europe as the world’s dominant power profoundly shaped
the way that Europeans understood the rest of the world and themselves. Yet
at the same time, they had to contend with the rise of new, non-European
players on the world stage, such as the United States and Japan, that were
poised to make their mark on the following century.
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The United States of America

Nineteenth-century views of America reflected profound changes on both
sides of the Atlantic. The United States, an embodiment of political ideas from
the European Enlightenment, ascended to economic power while also evolving
into a new model of polity for mass society. It attracted immigrants from the
Old World, as well as the attention of European observers who yearned to
understand it. It was only in the twentieth century that the mania for all things
American became commonplace, as Americanised popular culture poured into
the Old Continent, accompanied by a growing political and military presence.
But the nineteenth century remained an era of observations, comparisons, and
reflections; many ideas and models, including artistic styles and university
systems, still transferred from Europe to America, rather than the other way
around.

European views of the US ranged from admiration to aversion. At the
threshold of the long nineteenth century (1789-1914), many liberal or
democratic-minded Europeans became fascinated by this new constitutional,
democratic polity that had formed at the other side of the Atlantic—even if
it was racially exclusive, particularly when compared to surviving absolutist
regimes in much of Europe. A place of refuge for some, America was seen by
many as a model of political organisation for the future. Others were amazed
by the efficiency and immense productivity of the American economy, the
rapid pace of growth in many American cities, or the relatively high standard
of living that transcended rigid barriers of social class. There were however
many European intellectuals who voiced an aversion to America’s apparent
shallowness, its lack of intellectual creativity and bourgeois mediocrity,
often accompanied by a critique of consumerism and mass culture, as well as
growing fears of Europe’s own ‘Americanisation’. Some observers went even
further and condemned what they considered to be capitalism taken to the
extreme; the ‘rule of dollar’, which was symbolised by events like the expulsion
of Native Americans from their homelands driven by land speculation, or by
production sites such as the notorious Chicago slaughterhouse, described
by the Czech writer FrantiSek Herites (1851-1929) as a “mixture of human
brutality, human ingenuity, and human greed.”

For good or bad, Europeans perceived differences between each side of the
Atlantic, despite transnational connections, common traditions, and a constant
transfer of ideas. One such example was the model of great exhibitions.
Building upon European predecessors, the Chicago World Fair in 1893 was
a showcase of American civilisation and an opportunity for many Europeans
to visit the United States. Among them were dozens of Czech visitors who
left their testimonies in travel accounts. In the eyes of these observers, the



sheer scale of the fair reflected the essence of America. This was enhanced by
the urban setting of Chicago—perceived as the quintessential American city,
while the gateway of New York still retained something of the Old World —
with its immense and rapid growth, its towering skyscrapers, the rush of
its commerce, and its ethnic heterogeneity. For many observers it was the
epitome of American civilisation at large and, what is more, a city that was
becoming a global centre in the modern world. Josef Stolba (1846-1930), the
Czech playwright and traveller, characterised Chicago in 1887 as “the most
prominent city of feverishly active America, a city that represents the New
World in a most truthful way, providing on a small scale the accurate image of
this whole new part of the world.”

Rapidly growing cities that were often compared and contrasted to their
European counterparts were likely to epitomise the new American civilisation
in the eyes of Europeans. But so too did America’s vanishing indigenous peoples
and receding native wilderness, both of which were seen—and sometimes
idealised, by authors like the German writer Karl May (1842-1912) —as original
and authentic, but part of a disappearing America. And yet, some of the critics
from the Old World saw in the expanding American civilisation a particularly
European dimension. When the Czech poet Josef Vaclav Sladek (1845-1912), a
visitor to America in the 1860s, wrote a poem called ‘Na hrobech indidnskych’
(‘On the Graves of Indians’) along with a series of other reflections, he targeted
his moral condemnation at Europeans, or the “White Man”. The accompanying
illustration by his Czech compatriot Mikolas Ales (1852-1913) of a Native
American chieftain facing a majestic female figure representing European
civilisation made it utterly clear that the aggressive expansion of American
civilisation was but an offspring of European expansion and hegemony. For
all its differences, America was often seen as the completion of the worst, or
the best, of the European self.

This example reminds us of the necessity of taking a more nuanced and
differentiated approach in studying perceptions of the ‘other’. For the
representatives of stateless nations, such as the Czechs during the nineteenth
century, the melodramatic story of European civilisation advancing at the
expense of ‘less civilised” Native Americans might well have resonated with
debates over stateless ethnic groups or new national communities, and whether
they must inevitably succumb to established state societies. At the same time,
the empathetic view of Native Americans was but a part of a broader European
intellectual tradition, in which the perspectives of universal humanism were
combined with a romanticised view of the ‘noble savage’, including other
racialised stereotypes such as ‘redskins’.

Britain, as its former colonial ruler, was arguably affected most deeply by the
rise of the United States. With the end of the American Civil War in 1865 and the



completion of German unification in 1871, two modern powers appeared on
the world stage that forced Britain to confront its weaknesses, both commercial
and military. It desperately needed an ally and could not countenance an
alliance between the two newcomers. So rather than foregrounding British
supremacy, British elites started to advocate white supremacy, making space
for others to join the club. For example, in his now infamous poem, “The White
Man’s Burden’, the author Rudyard Kipling (1865-1936) pleaded for the US to
become a co-imperialist. At the same time, for many poorer British people, the
‘New World’ represented an opportunity to resettle and start a new life.

Fig. 1: Henry Meyer, China—The Cake of Kings (1898), Cornell University Library, https://digital.
library.cornell.edu/catalog/ss:3293809.

Asia

Asia is the only continent that is not separated from the European mainland by
a sea. Both Europe and Asia, perceived as historically and culturally distinct
entities, are situated on a common Eurasian landmass with no indisputable
border. Thus the question of what Asia meant to Europe and vice versa was,
and still is, a question of what exactly counts as part of Europe or Asia. The
idea of a dividing line marked by the Ural Mountains stemmed from Russian
Enlightenment thinkers of the early eighteenth century, who strove to prove
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that the Russian Empire was European. Whether the Caucasus Mountains or
the Kuma-Manych Depression (north of the Caucasus) mark the border—and
correspondingly whether Mount Elbrus or Mont Blanc qualifies as the highest
peak in Europe—remains disputed today.

European representations of Asia varied in scope, quality, and sense of
temporality. Was the Russian Empire European, Asian, or both? Or was it
neither —was it an entity sui generis? The relationship of both continents was
thus conceptualised either as a strict dichotomy or as an open-ended opposition
that allowed for spaces in between. As Europe’s ‘other’, Asia was framed as
a ‘counterweight’ and thus perceived either on equal terms or on normative
grounds. On the other hand, Asia could stand in as a symbol of a bright utopia
or a frightening dystopia. Such representations carried different assumptions
of temporality, including schemes of linear progress and the possibility of
different paths to modernity: was Asia preceding Europe, lagging behind, or
developing at its own pace? European images of Asia were intertwined with
Asian self-perceptions that were themselves derived from Asian depictions
of Europe. European representations of Asia, conversely, carried implicit
representations of Europe itself. In 1789, the German poet Friedrich Schiller
(1759-1805), for instance, characterised Europe’s position among the continents
“as an adult [...] surrounded by children of different ages.”

The age of Enlightenment was accompanied by a preoccupation with Asia.
Europe’s ‘armchair travellers’” were inspired by China and its meritocratic
social order, which stood in stark contrast to the unbeloved European
aristocratic elite. In 1697, the German philosopher Gottfried Wilhelm Leibnitz
(1646-1716) praised China as the “Europe of the East”, on the basis that both
China and Europe were where “the highest culture and the highest technical
civilisation of humankind are concentrated.” However, in the early nineteenth
century this positive image of Asia changed. In 1822, the German philosopher
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) judged that China possessed “no
history”, was untouched by “alien principle[s],” and that it had not been able
to develop and was thus forced to remain “ancient”. In contrast to European
models of democracy and monarchy, “Asia as such [is] the breeding grounds
of despotism,” he wrote.

While Europe’s economic and technical superiority was put on display
in the industrial revolution, Europe’s ‘others’ appeared to fall behind on the
track to modernity —perceived as a linear process and equated with European
progress. Whereas the Russian Empire after having defeated Napoleon
Bonaparte (1769-1821) was regarded as a European power among equals
at the Congress of Vienna (1814-1815), the loss of the Crimean War (1853—
1856) raised questions over its status. In the second half of the nineteenth
century, Russia’s military and economy were characterised as ‘backward’; its



system of serfdom alien to Europe. Thus Russian decline mirrored Europe’s
perceived superiority. The ‘Great Reforms’ of the 1860s were an attempt by
Tsar Alexander II (1818-1881) to modernise Russia in line with Europe’s great
powers, further endorsing European convictions regrding the linear progress
of history. And among Russian intellectuals, discussions never faded on
whether the country should Westernise or stick to its Slavic roots. At the end
of the century, however, defeat to an Asian power in the Russo-Japanese War
(1904-1905) led many European observers to again question Russia’s status
as a European power. But at the same time, Western European scholars could
also be found rediscovering a Russian tradition as progressive and ‘European’:
steam bathing, a tradition that was seen, paradoxically, as backward and non-
European in Russia itself.

As the European powers rose to become globally engaged colonial empires,
images of China mirrored Europe’s aggrandisement. Once the centre of
civilisation, now a periphery of the global economy, China was forcefully
opened up to the world. When the Daoguang Emperor (1782-1850) banned
the import of opium from British India to China, British and later French
gunboats—symbols of Europe’s technological advancement—waged two
Opium Wars (1839-1842 and 1856-1860). China’s traditional political system
and its weak military forces appeared to justify European interventions as
means of modernisation. China was then divided into spheres of influence, as
depicted by an illustration in the French newspaper Le Petit Journal published
on 16 January 1898: a helpless Chinese bureaucrat is forced to watch from a
position of inferiority as the European powers and Japan carve up his country.
To overcome Western dominance, Chinese reformers pursued Westernisation
to various degrees, whether full-fledged or with Chinese characteristics.
China’s resistance against all foreign presence in the country culminated in the
Boxer Rebellion (1899-1901), a militant uprising that triggered a wave of anti-
Chinese sentiment back in Europe, including new metaphors describing the
Chinese as evil, dangerous, or, in the words of Kaiser Wilhelm II (1859-1941),
a “yellow peril”.

The Middle East and Africa

The regions that came to be collectively known as the ‘Middle East” at the
start of the twentieth century, namely the Levant, Mesopotamia, the Arabian
Peninsula, Persia, and Asia Minor, as well as the African continent, were
sources of opportunities and threats in European eyes. After the loss of the
Americas, as imperial competition for colonies shifted from the west to the
east and south, the Middle East and Africa became critical strategic gateways



to Europe, but also provided valuable markets and resources that helped to
sustain European economies and uphold a measure of political stability.

When Napoleon Bonaparte’s men invaded Egypt in 1798-1801, the goal of
French strategists was not only to cut the jugular vein of Britain’s imperial
relationship with India, but also to colonise Egypt as a substitute for possessions
in the West Indies, in the meantime recovering Pondicherry and other French
possessions on the Coromandel and Malabar coasts. However, the French
démarche culminated with fiasco in 1801, as the Anglo-Ottoman forces drove
the French armies out of the Levant.

After the Napoleonic Wars and the Congress of Vienna in 1815, a new
inter-imperial order was established to suspend armed conflict, yet colonial
expansion all over the world continued almost unabated. With the piracy of
the Barbary Corsairs as a pretext, the French invaded Algiers in 1830 with
the exact same purpose of establishing influence in North Africa to compete
against Britain in the Mediterranean. This time the British were preoccupied
with events at home, in Portugal, and in the Dutch Kingdom, enabling France
to invade Algiers and begin its conquest of Algeria, which helped inaugurate
an era of European expansionism in Africa. By the 1910s, with the exception of
Liberia and Ethiopia, the entire African continent was under European colonial
rule. Lands were confiscated, territories were re-drawn on the map, resources
were exploited, and along the way, millions of lives perished. During the anti-
colonial resistance in Algeria alone, one third of the entire Algerian population
(around one million people) passed away due to incessant fighting, famine,
and epidemic diseases.

Conscious that colonial competition could spark inter-imperial wars
in Africa, especially after the unification of Germany and its entry into the
colonial contest, the European powers peacefully shared the lands of Africa
among their colonies at the Berlin Conference of 1884-1885, which went down
in history as the Scramble for Africa.

A scramble for the Middle East never took place in the same, explicit fashion,
nor was it ever formally colonised. The territories of the Ottoman Empire and
Persia were too big and too dangerous to swallow, and were never annexed in
one attempt by any of the European powers. The Europeans saw an existential
threat in the annexation of the strategically and economically prized morsels
from the empires of the Sultan and the Shah; any move in this direction could
upset the balance of power in Europe and engender a general war, bringing the
continent back to the horrors of the Coalition Wars in 1793-1815. Dubbed the
“Eastern Question’, this most complicated and dangerous issue of international
relations of the time indeed prompted the first armed conflict between great
powers since 1815, the Crimean War of 1853-1856. Britain and France fought



against Russia due to their differing perspectives on the future of the Ottoman
Empire.

Even though the Middle East was never colonised, each of the major
European empires still managed to establish dominance in certain parts of
the region. They exerted control over the Ottoman and Persian economies
by signing free trade agreements with the local authorities during politically
turbulent times for these Middle Eastern empires. Local monopolies were
abolished and custom:s tariffs for European exports and imports were lowered,
much to the benefit of the western metropoles.

Despite all these stark differences between the Middle Eastern and African
experiences of European imperialism, a particular form of discursive practice
ran through the nineteenth century. European direct control or dominant
influence in Africa and the Middle East was justified time and time again
when European colonialism and hegemony in Africa and the Middle East cast
it as a duty on the part of the civilised European nations: the duty of civilising
the rest, educating them, and thus rendering them “happier, wiser, better,”
to cite the British Foreign Secretary Lord Palmerston. Both the African and
Middle Eastern peoples came to be seen through an imperial and imperialist
hubris, which homogenised them into an un- or semi-civilised other prone to
barbarism and violence.

Conclusion

China, the Ottoman Empire and Persia were thus opened up by Europeans to
the circuits of global free trade, which continued over decades to impoverish
local economies. Local resistance movements and anti-colonial rebellions
such as the Boxer War came to be associated in Western parlance with eastern
barbarity, Islamic fanaticism, or the ‘yellow peril’. Yet rarely, if ever, were
the economic and psychological undertones of violence, or the European
triggers of rebellion and civil war, taken into account. Political instability in
the rest of the world supplied the powers with enough pretext for further
intervention, expansionism, or the establishment of direct control, as outlined
in the introduction to this chapter. But these manoeuvres only hardened local
sentiments and politics, resulting in ideological backlashes as anti-liberalism
gained traction in the non-European world as an offshoot of the nineteenth-
century experience. Only Japan and the United States made their way into the
privileged rank of great powers with their own imperial expansionism in the
name of civilisation at the end of the nineteenth century. It was at this point
that the context for a new international order was set. But it would take two
disastrous and unprecedented World Wars for this new order to finally take
shape.



Discussion questions

1. Are there any similarities or differences in how Europeans imagined
other parts of the world in the nineteenth century?

2. What role did imperialism play in these images?

3. Are these images still influencing our view of the world? How and
why?
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1.4.3 Europe’s Other(ed)s: The
Americas, Africa, Asia, and the Middle

Fast in Contemporary History
(ca. 1900-2000)

Gabriela de Lima Grecco, Ozan Ozavci, Balazs Sipos, and

Martin Wagner

Introduction

The twentieth century saw both the heyday and decline of European dominance
across the globe. At the beginning of the century, European empires (joined
by the United States and Japan) controlled nearly eighty-five percent of the
world’s land mass, but after two devastating global wars in the space of a
few decades, many of the societies that had been subjugated by these empires
became independent. The rise of a bipolar world order after 1945 replaced
many of the old colonial linkages, but justifications for decades of European
expansionism did not entirely disappear during the course of the century. What
endured was the idea of civilisation, the positivist and hierarchical system of
international law, and various processes of ‘othering’ that had unfolded at least
since the 1770s. European societies continued to cling to their own systems of
truth and narrative, considering their supremacy almost natural and a product
of innate qualities. To justify this narrative in the twentieth century Europeans
created, as in previous centuries, long-lasting ideational structures in relation
to other communities and polities of the world.

Africa

During the twentieth century, the relationship between the European ‘self’ and
the African ‘other’ does not appear to have significantly changed from that
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of previous centuries. In his Lectures on the Philosophy of World History, given
between 1822 and 1830, the German philosopher Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831)
wrote that Africa “in itself holds no particular historical interest, except for
the fact that men live there in barbarism and savagery, devoid of civilisation
[...] it is a childlike country, enveloped in the darkness of night.” This was a
fairly representative view for the nineteenth century. In the twentieth century,
similar views are still present in the European imagination. For example, as
recently as 5 July 1998, the Spanish newspaper ABC argued that “[African]
decolonisation was premature, and the forms of nationalism created were
something akin to placing a loaded bomb in the hands of a child. [...] Mentoring
is required for these child-minded people and their leaders.”

The dissolution of European empires over the course of the twentieth
century evidently changed Europe’s relationship towards the African
continent. The process of political decolonisation represented a new stage in
their relations, although there were still attempts by European colonisers to
maintain control by modifying certain rules in the colonial system. The colonial
powers, according to Frederick Cooper, also sought to domesticate the new
social forces unleashed by decolonisation through more ‘friendly” policies of
development and stabilisation. Thus, these new political ties did not imply a
profound change in the perception of Africa from the European perspective,
as the examples below show.

There are at least three central imaginary constructions in relation to Africa
that have persisted until today. The first is the ‘“Africa of Misery’, focusing on
extreme poverty and instability, as well as famine, sexual violence, and a lack
of basic sanitation on the continent. This image goes beyond an economic
perspective and enters the sphere of morality: Africans do not have “things’
(they are ‘underdeveloped’), because they supposedly lack the capacity
to manage their own wealth, whether as a result of geography, climate, or
social and historical issues. As such, they are often visually represented as
nude, suffering from the ravages of hunger, and inhabiting stark, inhospitable
environments. This ‘miserable’ Africa is the chosen land of intervention—
military interventions as well as charitable ones by non-governmental and
humanitarian organisations. This imaginary underpinned European imperial
and colonial ambitions for several centuries and persisted in the twentieth
century. An example is the dictatorship of Antonio Salazar (1889-1970) in
Portugal, which sought to reinforce, through military power, the role of Europe
in the civilising process. Various history books, such as Carlos Selvagem’s
Portugal Militar (1926) or Histdria do Exército Portugues (1945) by Luis Augusto
Ferreira Martins, supported this idea by glorifying past military actions in
the colonial wars. Another, contemporary, example of this image of African
people as ‘underdeveloped’ is the Spanish chocolate brand Conguitos, which



features a naked, infantilised cartoon character with bulging eyes and lips (see
Figure 1).

Fig. 1: A package of Conguitos, https://es-gl.openfoodfacts.org/images/products/841/055/600/7873/
front_fr.13.full jpg.

The character also reflects the second imaginary construct, which involves
the infantilisation of African people. According to this image, the African
continent represents the ‘infancy’ of humanity, while Europe in contrast
has advanced to the ‘adult’ stage. The famous Belgian comic book series The
Adventures of Tintin, created in the 1930s, includes a revealing example of
this process of infantilising the African other. The second volume, Tintin in
the Congo (1931), displays a paternalistic vision of Africa, particularly of the
Congo, whose inhabitants are presented as primitive, barbaric and uncivilised.
They are “grateful” for the presence of the colonisers, who appear to bring
forth progress and development in their societies, for example through
medicine or education. In one particularly controversial scene in the book, a
Congolese woman who is grateful to the white protagonist Tintin for healing
her husband, exalts him with the exclamation: “white man [is] very great!”
While Europeans—always white men—are portrayed as heroes, non-white
people are portrayed in a patently offensive and racist way: they are passive,
submissive, and in need of care, akin to children.

The third imaginary construct is that of the “exotic Africa’, characterised by
its natural parks, animals (typically lions, leopards, giraffes, elephants, and
so on), as well as its “exotic” culture and natural landscapes. According to this
construct, Europe must assume responsibility for preserving Africa’s natural
environment, through the intervention of numerous NGOs, by conserving



natural resources and promoting ‘true’ development. In this sense, Africa has
become an emblematic example of the contradictions that exist in Western
discourses on environmental preservation, development and the defence of
human rights. In reality, these imaginaries are ways of deconstructing the
dignity of the other and, upon closer analysis, what becomes evident is that
projects disguised as ‘humanitarian’ initiatives or other ethical justifications
are in effect acts of violence towards the other.

The Middle East

Unlike Africa, there is much uncertainty today as to where one can
geographically locate the Middle East and how we might think of the societies
that inhabit it. What is widely accepted is that the term ‘Middle East’” was
invented by Anglo-American strategists as a semantic and geographical
category at the turn of the twentieth century, possibly in relation to the
Boxer War (1899-1901) in China, which constituted the so-called Far Eastern
Question for Western European actors. In other words, from its inception the
term ‘Middle East” described an entire region through geographical reference
to Europe. It was defined through a Eurocentric perception of the globe.
Politically, culturally and economically it also helped identify Europe through
a process of ‘othering’ — categorising and hierarchising groups of people, often
implicitly but sometimes disdainfully overtly —which superficially associated
the West with progress, civilisation, and development, and the Middle East
with the binary opposites of those categories.

The term ‘Middle East’ thus symbolised how a handful of leading-edge
Western (European) empires had assumed managerial responsibilities to
govern the world, redraw its maps and define the inhabitants of its diverse
parts. At the same time, this region proved to be an indispensable source of the
most important energy resource in the twentieth century: oil.

At the end of the First World War, the seven-hundred-year-old Ottoman
Empire was partitioned by Western European empires in an attempt to secure
their strategic and economic interests, since oil had proved to be a viral
strategic weapon. The new states in the Levant and Mesopotamia founded out
of the ashes of the sultan’s empire were placed under the mandate of Britain
and France, which also controlled the oil resources of the region.

The end of the Second World War and the ensuing decolonisation
process coincided with the foundation of Israel and a period of rising Arab
nationalism, coups d’état, alongside attempts at nationalising the oil industries.
In the eventful and fateful history of this region, we can discern at least two
turning points where European othering of the Middle East is concerned. The
first of these was the Suez Crisis of 1956. The desire of Egyptian President



Gamal Abdel Nasser (1918-1970) to nationalise the Suez Canal went against
treaties imposed in the nineteenth century by Britain and France. Nasser’s
plan was met with ridicule. He was portrayed as “couscous Mussolini” by the
Western press. But he also sparked fears that his plan could jeopardise a most
important route that brought Middle Eastern oil to the west. Ultimately, the
crisis marked the end of Anglo-French dominance in the region, with Egypt
managing to meet its ends with the support of the United States and the Soviet
Union, which together emerged as the new dominant powers in the region.

A second event that merits attention here is the 1973 oil crisis, triggered
when the Organization of Arab Petroleum Exporting Countries (OAPEC)
halted oil exports to the United States and the Netherlands in an attempt to
negate Western and European support to Israel during the Arab Israeli War
of the same year. The resulting paralysis impacted gravely on the Western
economies of the time. It demonstrated that Middle Eastern countries had
become existential sources of political and economic vigour and stability in
Europe, not to mention its post-war recovery. Establishing cordial relations
with Middle Eastern leaders and helping them secure their dynastic regimes—
even if they were militarist, ultra-religious or ultra-nationalist, totalitarian or
authoritarian—became a prerequisite for maintaining immediate European
interests.

The countries of the Middle East have indeed proven to be some of the most
conflict-laden, undemocratic and politically turbulent neighbours of Europe
ever since the term Middle East was coined at the turn of the century. But
the Middle East was not simply Europe’s other. All of its problems, past and
present, have been by-products of the complex strategic and economic relations
between Western European empires and the region’s local inhabitants. Even
to this day the issues of the Middle East are seen in European popular culture
through a myopic lens, which obscures these entangled imperial histories and
eclipses the fact that the tragedies of the region are also products of global
connections.

Asia

Europeanimages of Asia have changed dramatically over time. In the nineteenth
century representations of China, for example, shifted from a civilised “Europe
of the East’ to an ancient country ‘without history’, or even to an evil ‘yellow
peril’. As Europe’s ‘other’, Asia provided mirror images that helped foster
a sense of European identity. The Asian present has appeared both as an
envisioned European future and as a perceived European past; as a symbol
of progressiveness or backwardness. Similarly, twentieth-century images of
Asia were represented in temporal metaphors that posited Europe as Asia’s



yardstick. These perceptions of Asia oscillated between anti-communist fears
of an ‘Oriental despotism’, grand hopes of Westernisation and democratisation,
and disillusionment with idiosyncratic paths to modernity.

After the First World War, when European ideas of political order, monarchic
and liberal alike, were in a state of crisis, the Asian continent appeared to be
a source of both inspiration and threat. The Paris Peace Conference (1919-
1920) revealed that Asia was still perceived as part of the European sphere of
influence. In an act of great power politics the Western nations decided to hand
over Qingdao, then a Germany colony in China, to Japan instead of returning
it to Chinese sovereignty. The May Fourth Movement (1919), a political protest
movement that erupted in China in response to its treatment as a bargaining
chip by foreign powers, paradoxically called for Westernisation as a means of
modernisation. At the same time, some European writers regarded the First
World War as having undermined the traditions of European intellectual
thought, finding new inspiration in Chinese Daoism. Other European
intellectuals, like the German sociologist Max Weber, conceived of Asia
as Europe’s religious and cultural ‘other’ in order to explain why modern
capitalism had only emerged in Europe itself. The Russian Revolution (1917),
on the other hand, became another seminal moment that had a severe impact on
perceptions of Asia in Europe. Early nineteenth-century notions of an ‘Oriental
despotism’ re-emerged after the Soviet Union had established a communist
dictatorship throughout Eurasia, along with rising fears of westward Soviet
expansion that could threaten the fragile political order of interwar Europe.
Insulating Europe from revolution thus motivated an Allied intervention in
the Russian Civil War (1917-1922).

After the Second World War, older assumptions about Europe’s relationship
with Asia were both strengthened and challenged by Cold War divisions in
Europe, which split the continent into two opposing political systems. With
a socialist bloc emerging on its eastern edge, the idea of “Europe’ as a liberal
realm seemed to diminish, whereas communism was on the rise. In Western
Europe (and the United States), an anti-communist ‘red scare’ was built on older
narratives of the dangerous and evil east. In August 1949, a few months before
China would also turn communist, the conservative Christian Democratic
Union of West Germany portrayed a gloomy, Asian-looking Bolshevik seizing
hold of Europe; an innocent Europe that was to be defended by conservative
values (see Figure 2). Left-wing intellectuals in Cold War Western Europe, on
the other hand, were inspired by communist China as an alternative to both
Western capitalism and Soviet socialism, though they largely neglected to
speak of the millions of Chinese who were victims of starvation. Paradoxically,
Mao became a symbol of domestic protest among parts of European youth



rebelling against older generations that were perceived to run a repressive
state.

Fig. 2: ‘Nein...Darum CDU’ ['No... That's why CDU’], poster of the Christian Democratic Union

of Germany for the West German federal election, August 1949, CC BY 3.0, DE: Landesarchiv

Baden-Wiirttemberg, Abt. Staatsarchiv Freiburg, W 110/2 Nr. 0144: https://www.europeana.eu/de/
item/00733/plink__f 5_171148.

The collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War sparked grand
hopes of Asia’s democratisation, understood as Westernisation, among
European intellectuals. These were proven to be ill-founded relatively quickly.
In the case of China, the Tiananmen Square Massacre in 1989 engendered
disillusionment with Beijing’s path to liberal modernity, which many European
observers had envisioned as being free of repression. In response to new anti-
Chinese sentiments in Europe, Chinese writers claimed that “China can say
no” to the political, economic, and cultural hegemony of Western powers.
The Russian Federation, on the contrary, initially turned into a democratic
system after 1991, endorsing European self-perceptions of being on the right
side of history. In 2005, President Putin even declared that “Russia was, is and
will, of course, be a major European power.” But after Russia annexed the
Crimean Peninsula and waged a military conflict in eastern Ukraine in 2014,
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both Russian and European politicians referred to the Russian Federation as
a political entity outside Europe. Again, Russia became Europe’s “other’, a foil
that fostered a European self-affirmation of liberalism, democracy, and rule of
law.

United States of America

When the American Army arrived in Europe in 1917 and played a decisive
role in the outcome of the First World War in 1918, Europeans could see for
themselves that the United States of America had become a world power.
Simultaneously, American companies became vital participants in European
economic life, while European cultural life was beginning to be reshaped
by American feature films, as well as jazz music. Another channel of this
transatlantic influence was formed by a multitude of American tourists that
visited Europe in the 1920s, where they were received as rich people on a poor
continent: in many European countries, young, American, female tourists
were described as ‘Miss Dollar’.

American economic and cultural influence sparked fears on both sides of
the political spectrum over America’s ‘cultural imperialism” and its ‘economic
colonisation” of Europe. Both right-wing and left-wing observers thought
that their homelands had lost part of their sovereignty due to the effects of
American popular culture and consumerism. They felt that these phenomena
had changed European attitudes to the extent that millions of Europeans had
been ‘Americanised’. For example, it was lamented in the conservative British
newspaper Daily Express in 1927 that the consumption of Hollywood movies
had turned millions of British people into “temporary American citizens”. The
criticism of specific attributes of American power, even when it used negative
stereotypes, should not be confused with anti-Americanism, since many critics
did not regard America as ‘evil’ or an “enemy’. During the interwar period and
the 1950s, conservative criticsemphasised the supposed egoism and materialism
of the Americans, in contrast to the cultural superiority of Europe—but they
also accepted the democratic political regime and the economic system of the
US. These critics were afraid of American gender relations, too, because the
modern American woman was said to be hedonistic and powerful, and this
type of woman might have been dangerous for traditional family values.

The anti-Americanism of the extreme right was rooted in chauvinistic
nationalism and a phobia of the Americanisation” of Europe and the wider
world. For example, the National Socialists in Germany asserted that the US
was founded and governed by Jewish and African American people who
were racially ‘inferior’. This approach contrasted American modernism and
internationalism with national traditions and the homely atmosphere of the



motherland. The anti-Americanism of the extreme left characterised the ‘non-
democratic’ US as the leading state of capitalist exploitation, oppression,
colonialism (see Figure ...), and consumer culture, where everything was ‘for
sale” and culture was degraded to a common commodity. While this version of
anti-Americanism already existed in the interwar period, it strengthened and
spread through Europe after the Second World War. Jazz, for example, was
banned in some socialist countries until the late 1950s and early 1960s because
it was regarded as the music of the imperialist US. Later, however, jazz found
clearer expression as the music of the oppressed African Americans.

Other Europeans, however, regarded the US as the model for modernisation
in Europe. Their Americophilia had a one-sided focus: the US was
characterised as a veritable paradise on earth with its high standards of living
and ‘“unbounded possibilities’. From this perspective, jazz was a means of
cultural democratisation: it bridged the gap between elite and popular culture,
since it was popular dance music for all social classes and seen as a symbol of
modernisation.

Although these different sentiments towards the US were mostly consistent
during the twentieth century, their acceptance shifted over time, from country
to country, and between age groups. For example, just after the Second
World War, the scientific prestige of America increased immensely thanks to
the financial possibilities offered by American research institutions and the
great number of European scientists who had moved there. During the 1960s
and 1970s the Vietnam War shaped European perceptions of the US more
negatively, because the conflict appeared to evidence an American imperialism
which was dangerous to Europe too. Later, in the early 1980s, only ten percent
of Europeans identified as anti-American, while thirty percent were pro-
American and the majority were neutral. But in the Netherlands, for example,
young people showed much more positive attitudes toward the US than old
people did. Italians trusted US foreign policy more than the French people,
while anti-American rhetoric was popular enough for the Panhellenic Socialist
Movement (PASOK) to win two general elections in Greece in the 1980s.

Latin America

European scholars often approach the countries of Latin America as a
relatively homogeneous bloc, assuming their national identities to be rooted
in the shared colonial past and associated Spanish and Portuguese heritage.
Simplistic references to ‘Latin America’ exclude strong legacies of Amerindian
and African communities in the history and culture of these nations; such
legacies include the name ‘Abya Yala’, the denomination of the American
continent of the Kunas (Panama) prior to the European conquest and a term



currently adopted by many indigenous communities as a counter-hegemonic
designation for the continent. Although the region’s countries were for several
centuries ‘dependent’ on foreign powers and organisations, it is clear that the
twentieth century initiated a new stage in relations between Europe and Latin
America, especially after the two World Wars.

During the first decades of the twentieth century, Latin American countries
embarked on a profound reflection on their identities. Brazil, for example, did so
through the modernist movement. One document that represents the thinking
of this movement is the Anthropophagic Manifesto, published in 1928 by the
Brazilian poet Oswald de Andrade (1890-1954). The manifesto claimed a form
of avant-garde art that sought to “cannibalise the European spirit” (referring
to anthropophagic rituals) and unite this legacy with that of indigenous and
African communities, in order to establish a “true” national identity. This
search for a new identity took place in the context of the declining European
hegemony after the First World War. Some decades later, during the Second
World War, Latin America achieved greater autonomy to make independent
negotiations with world powers such as Germany, the United States, or Spain.
The politics of Argentinian President Juan Domingo Peron (1895-1974), or
the Brazilian leader Getulio Vargas (1882-1954), are clear examples of a more
autonomous diplomacy in this period. This development paved the way for a
new period of relations between Europe and Latin America in which Europe
came to see the Latin American nations as more ‘equal’ to itself.

However, certain former imperial metropoles attempted to revisit symbols
of the colonial past in order to forge new relationships with their former
colonies. For example, during the years of General Francisco Franco’s regime,
Spain considered ‘Hispano-America’ to be a part of its nationalist ideological
project, as it sought to recover symbols of the past such as Catholicism, the
Castilian language, imperialism, and the “historical unity of Spain and Latin
America”. The aim was to form a kind of spiritual community (the ‘Hispanic
race’), which was to include Latin American countries. Portugal, on the other
hand, given its relatively weak economic and political position, for much of
the twentieth century stood in the shadow of its former colony, the immense
Brazil. Whereas stereotypes of Brazil may previously have revolved mainly
around its image as the country of football, carnival, samba and exotic nature,
by the end of the twentieth century it was one of the world’s major economic
powers, and in the first decade of the twenty-first century it joined the bloc of
major emerging national economies known as BRICS: Brazil, Russia, India,
China and South Africa.

Thus, while Europe might view Latin America as a continent facing diverse
challenges, such as economic and social inequality, violence in urban centres,
corruption, and authoritarian governments, its nations have also come to be



viewed as promising—“the emerging Latin America”. This is particularly
evident in a number of developments in the twentieth century and at the
beginning of the twenty-first: high rates of economic growth, foreign direct
investment, a growing middle class, scientific development, and greater
political relevance on the international scene.

Conclusion

The “other” and othering have always been open-ended discursive practices,
devoid of fixed content. They have been operationalised in the European
imagination, while rarely corresponding to historical reality, in order to justify
colonial or neo-colonial control. They have thus held different functions
and connotations at different moments in time and with regard to different
continents and regions, making it difficult to explain their workings precisely.
However there is perhaps one exception: othering has clearly helped Europe
style itself as the exceptional continent, distinguished from the rest. Despite the
decline and collapse of European empires, this did not change fundamentally
during the twentieth century. In political discourse, popular culture, and
international relations, Europeans still often referred to stereotypes such
as infantile Africans, despotic Orientals or even consumerist Americans to
describe the world, defining themselves as superior in the process. Responding
to the shifting global geopolitics of the twentieth century, old fears of invading
barbarian hordes were updated as red scares or visions of “Coca-Colonisation’,
but still they served the same purpose of characterising European civilisation
as the model for the world.

Discussion questions

1. What are the differences and similarities between Europeans’ images of
other continents in the twentieth century?

2. These images changed over the course of the twentieth century. What,
according to the text, were the reasons for this change?

3. Are these images still prevalent in the twenty-first century? How have
they changed?
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UNIT 2

2.1.1 Demographic Change in Early
Modern History (ca. 1500-1800)

Sarah Carmichael and Andras Vadas

Introduction

Most scholars agree that the European region saw its population almost double
between 1500 and 1750, followed by an even greater surge in population levels
as Europe entered the era of the industrial revolution. This post-Black Death
period was one of uneven improvements in welfare and the intensification of
land use, which fed ever larger numbers of mouths. The wealth from European
colonies also encouraged many to work longer hours, so that they could afford
small luxuries. But at the end of this period —in the time of British economic
theorist and cleric Thomas Robert Malthus (1766-1834) —worries about how
resources would keep up with rising population levels became ever more
prominent. Disease, malnutrition, and the interplay of the two could easily
tip populations over into periods of high mortality. Yet many historians are
critical of the assumption made by many present-day journalists that, because
average life expectancy in the early modern period was around thirty to thirty-
five years of age, no one lived to see old age. In fact, for individuals who made
it through their first five years of life, the outlook was quite decent. In general,
those who lived into their early twenties could expect to live to their sixties
(approximately, with some variation depending on time and place). This
chapter sketches early modern developments in fertility and mortality, framed
around Malthus’s model, to give the reader a general sense of demographic
trends across Europe. First, however, it discusses sources and methodological
problems in the study of these facets of early modern society.

Types of Sources and Methodological Problems

The early modern period is the earliest for which there is relatively precise data
on demographic behaviour and population change for some parts of Europe.
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Different political entities and self-governing bodies started to register their
inhabitants for several reasons, the two most important being taxation and
state control. The period from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century also
saw the written form take precedence over oral tradition throughout Europe.
This led both individuals and administrative bodies to produce more detailed
registers than ever before.

The act of registering people is not an early modern invention; some forms
of census existed in Ancient Rome as well as in several medieval polities,
cities, and ecclesiastical bodies. Conscription and taxation data have their
methodological limitations, as these sources were not created to come to an
estimate of the complete population or its demographic features. Nonetheless,
some of the sources provide data that allow for estimates of population
dynamics. The appearance of registers for tax (religious tithe and state tax),
household and estate conscriptions, church registers, and canonical visitations
appeared in different phases of the early modern period in different parts of
Europe, but ultimately most polities created similar records. There is however
an almost complete lack of overall population surveys—censuses—until the
eighteenth century. It was only at the beginning of the eighteenth century that
the first proper censuses were conducted in north-western Europe (Denmark,
Iceland, Prussia, and Sweden are pioneers in this respect). In the latter half
of the eighteenth century, many Western and Central European polities also
began to recognise the importance of conducting surveys of their populations.
As aresult, by the turn of the nineteenth century there were complete censuses,
or at least initiatives to carry them out, in the majority of Europe’s polities.

For most of the early modern period, however, scholars rely on partial
datasets that were put down in writing for purposes other than surveying
complete populations. While some of them, like parish registers, provide data
that allows a better understanding of demographic features than many early
censuses, these early modern sources all survive in highly scattered forms, even
in areas with the best source coverage, such as the Low Countries, England,
France, or Italy. Even if parish registers have survived, it is challenging to
reconstruct demographic processes or family structures from them. Other
sources, such as tithe and other tax records, as well as estate conscriptions
(such as land registers, manorial rolls, and urbaria—all forms of recording
property ownership) also provide information that in many cases censuses do
not. However, these sources present different methodological barriers from
church registers. While some of them cover major areas, such as tithe records
for particular regions of Europe, or state tax records kept by some polities,
they do not concern wider populations, only individuals who had holdings
and thus could potentially pay taxes. Women (except widows), elderly people
who lived in someone else’s household, servants, apprentices, and children



were all outside the scope of such surveys. Finally, as all of these records
served tax purposes in one way or another, many people had no interest in
being included in these lists. Those who tried to evade taxes therefore remain
invisible until, or even after, the introduction of censuses. Therefore, whenever
precise population estimates —of different polities, the death tolls of epidemics,
famines, military conflicts, and so on—are presented in the context of early
modern times, one must be very cautious with the figures.

That said, major advances in data collection have enabled the creation of
databases in which individuals are trackable across time and space, allowing
scholars to find the same person again in data from a later census. Another big
impetus to the field has come through close collaboration with genealogists,
using crowd-sourcing techniques and citizen science projects to record
information about past populations.

Early Modern Demographic Regime: Was There a
Malthusian Equilibrium in Europe?

The Malthusian model has been very influential in historical studies of
population and resources. Malthus’s model predicted regular crises, since
food production increases at a linear rate whereas population tends to increase
exponentially. There is some evidence suggesting that this may hold for the
medieval period and for some regions of Europe up until 1800. Malthus was an
English minister concerned with what he saw as a recurrent problem: that any
increase in food production led to greater population growth, which would
subsequently literally eat up any gains in living standards, thus trapping
populations at low standards of living and on the edge of subsistence. His
analysis identified a series of ‘positive’ (resulting in higher death rates) and
‘preventive’ (resulting in lowered birth rates) checks on population growth.
These checks might temporarily disrupt the relationship between food
production and population growth, but Malthus was generally pessimistic
about the long-term potential of populations to overcome this supposedly
natural tendency towards growth. The point at which the population outstrips
the growth in food production, leading to scarcity, famine, and disease, is
referred to as a ‘Malthusian catastrophe’.

What we know of the early modern period is that some moments were
more Malthusian than others. European populations do indeed seem to have
grown faster than food production, and living standards were negatively
affected. Owing to the demographic crisis caused by the fourteenth-century
Black Death, labour was relatively scarce in the late Middle Ages and at the
beginning of the early modern period. This scarcity drove up the wages of
both men and women and meant that women tended to marry later and have



fewer children. However, with large-scale change in farming practices and
other market developments, the demand for female labour subsided and so,
from around 1600 to 1800, women married slightly younger, populations grew
more rapidly, and living standards (as measured by real wages) declined.

Between 1000 and 1824, Spain, Britain, and Poland had steadily growing
population levels over the early modern period, with substantial increases
emerging in the eighteenth century. The population of Britain really took
off in the eighteenth century, reflecting a significant increase in birth rates
around this time. Poland also experienced a change in the rate of population
growth and, across the board, this trend was one of acceleration. This was a
time during which the continent stood at the cusp of significant demographic
changes, and it is here that we start to see the first signs of the demographic
transition to come.

In studies of the demographic transition, France is a famous outlier. There,
birth rates and death rates fell in sync with each other, leading to a far smaller
‘youth bulge” than one would normally expect to see. This pattern can already
be clearly observed over the course of the eighteenth century when French
birth rates decline precipitously while those in England and Wales rise. One
argument that has been put forward for the very distinct French pattern of
demographic development is an early process of secularisation, which lowered
expectations around producing large families in service of faith. This brings us
to the next section, where fertility is discussed in more detail.

Fertility

Fertility was high in the pre-modern context. In the absence of modern
contraception, childbirth occurred frequently —and, in the absence of modern
medicine, many women died giving birth. However, there are indications that
early modern Europeans (especially those in the west of the continent) did
not bear as many children as they could have. The fact that many women
from north-western Europe only married at the age of twenty-five and above
already limited fertility. The practice of extending the breastfeeding stage and a
preference for greater spacing between children limited the number of children
born in wedlock. Fertility stood between 4.5 to seven children per woman
for much of the early modern period. Given high levels of infant mortality,
this level of childbirth might well have left couples with only two to three
adult children, a figure at or just above the replacement level for a population.
However, certainly for the British case, the end of the early modern period
is one of increasing fertility; for France, however, the opposite occurred, and
women went from having approximately 4.5 children to having 3.5 children
between 1650 and 1800. As discussed above, the French case was exceptional.



With regard to Britain, data from British parish registers indicates that over the
early modern period the average gap between births dropped by eight percent
from their highest level of 33.27 months over the period between 1640-1660 to
30.54 months between births by the end of the eighteenth century. This means
that—on average—women had three fewer months between pregnancies
which, over the course of a lifetime, could significantly increase total fertility.
Looking beyond the British and French cases, detailed fertility data for other
parts of Europe is hard to come by, and, in the context of high maternal
mortality, many women did not reach the end of their child-bearing years.

Fig. 1: Jacob Ernst Marcus, ‘Study sheet with three old men and a young woman’ (1807), Public
Domain (CC0O 1.0), Rijksmuseum Amsterdam, https://www.lookandlearn.com/history-images/
YR0149274/Study-sheet-with-three-old-men-and-a-young-woman.

Mortality

Death rates in early modern Europe gradually declined across most of the
continent from the high Middle Ages (ca. 1000) onward. However, there
were numerous exceptional periods tied to weather events or environmental
crises, epidemics, and military conflicts, all of which could result in privation,
malnutrition, and famine. Extreme weather during the growing season or
during the harvest, the passing of an army, or simply a lack of hands to carry
out the necessary preparation of the soil, the sowing, or the harvesting, could
cause crises of crop production which, in some cases, could endanger the
very survival of a certain group. Crises connected to crop failures recurrently


https://www.lookandlearn.com/history-images/YR0149274/Study-sheet-with-three-old-men-and-a-young-woman
https://www.lookandlearn.com/history-images/YR0149274/Study-sheet-with-three-old-men-and-a-young-woman

happened in the medieval period and during the early modern age, often in a
localised manner, with particular regions suffering from high mortality rates
while others were spared, according to conditions. War in particular affected
regions differently: the late medieval and early modern wars of the Ottomans
in the Balkans and the Carpathian Basin, the Wars of Religion in France, and the
Thirty Years” War in German-speaking areas took a tremendous toll in those
parts of Europe involved in the conflict, but other areas did not experience these
shocks to mortality. In most cases, economic crises only affected particular
polities, and in many cases, these led to the rapid economic development of
other, competing regions. While famines were recurrent in much of Europe up
to the high Middle Ages, they became much more local phenomena by the late
Middle Ages. However, they never fully went away, and continued to strike
early modern Europe as a result of military campaigns, extreme weather,
plant or animal diseases, or the confluence of multiple factors. Most of these
famines were still limited to specific parts of Europe, such as the Russian
famine of 1600-1603, the Irish Famine of 1740-1741 or the Great Czech Famine
of 1770-1771. The kind of European-scale famines that had occurred in the
later Middle Ages and the early modern times became less frequent. The Great
Famine of 1315-1317 was probably the only late medieval example of such a
famine occurring on a European scale. It was followed in early modern times
by food crises and famines from 1590-1598 and from 1693-1697.

Epidemic diseases were also a significant cause of mortality. Smallpox,
influenza, measles, syphilis, malaria, and so-called ‘sweating sickness” were
all present in certain phases of the early modern period, causing serious
epidemics in some regions. However, none proved to be as lethal as the plague.
The so-called second plague pandemic that began in the mid-fourteenth (or,
according to other estimates, the mid-thirteenth) century, and recurred in
some areas until as late as the early nineteenth century, was a major factor in
mortality throughout early modern Europe. After the wave of Black Death of
the 1340s and 1350s, the plague never again caused comparable demographic
crises on a Europe-wide scale, but its recurrent spikes did cause regional
and local demographic stress. While the plague was long believed to have
been a primarily urban phenomenon or one which affected male and female
populations differently (further aggravating its demographic impacts), such
claims have recently been disproved. While there were obvious differences
in the waves of plagues in different parts of Europe—Italy likely suffered
more than areas north of the Alps or in Eastern Europe—both urban centres
and rural areas, and both male as well as female populations were severely
affected for decades.



It is important to note that mortality in general in this period hit children
and women hardest. Women died in childbirth or from postpartum bleeding
or infections and young children were susceptible to infectious disease.

Conclusion

At the very end of the early modern period, some European countries began to
experience demographic transitions. This was a phenomenon whereby a drop
in death rates was not immediately followed by a drop in birth rates, leading
to a period of rapid population growth followed by a stabilisation at low levels
of both birth and death rates. However, the position from which countries
started on this process and the speed with which the phenomenon developed
varied from region to region. Fertility and mortality were intrinsically tied
to developments in standards of living, and many periods of early modern
European history are characterised by Malthusian limitations. However,
Europeans were also proactive in limiting fertility and started to live longer
as incremental advances were made in the science of illness. Moreover,
wider societal developments had significant influence on demography with
secularisation, colonisation, and proto-industrialisation changing the ways in
which populations responded to different situations. This meant that across
the continent experiences differed, with some countries experiencing the
start of a so-called “youth bulge’ from the later seventeenth century onwards,
whereas others maintained stable populations with high birth and death rates.

Discussion questions

1. Describe the differences in demographic change between European
countries in the early modern period.

2.  What is the “‘Malthusian model” and why was it so influential? Is this
still a good way to think about demographic change?

3. Can we learn anything for today from early modern demographic
developments?
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UNIT 2

2.1.2 Demographic Change in Modern
History (ca. 1800-1900)

Karoly Halmos, Gabor Koloh, Rick ]. Mourits, and
Jakub Rakosnik

Introduction

The population changes of the nineteenth century have been studied
exhaustively by historians and demographers alike. States started to govern
populations in a biopolitical sense, meaning that they took responsibility for
the wellbeing of their subjects, for which they began gathering statistics on a
large and increasingly comprehensive scale. Statistical sources also recorded
the large and rapid demographic changes to which Europe was subjected
over the course of the nineteenth century. The European population grew
rapidly as lives lengthened, birth rates decreased, and labour markets changed
dramatically. In general, these trends were very similar across Europe,
however, the timing and underlying reasons for these demographic changes
differed between countries.

In the section on new sources, we outline the historical background against
which historical population data was gathered and warn against the uncritical
study of sources. In the section on demographic transition, we explore why
scholars use this term to describe rapid population growth and the underlying
dynamics of demographic change. After that, in the section on industrialisation
and demographic change, we show how transforming labour markets initially
had a negative effect on daily living conditions, but were also a driving force
behind improvements in the quality of life at the end of the nineteenth century.

New Sources

The nineteenth century saw a surge in the amount of information available
on population dynamics. Many countries in Europe started to register their
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inhabitants, so that they could keep track of their citizens. These developments
started at rather different times, however, and the quality of the data produced
also varied. The censuses, civil registries, and population registers (see Table
1 for a description) that were introduced in the nineteenth century were a vast
improvement on earlier administration by churches and cities. Information
was now more standardised, subject to controls, and better stored. To this
day these systems are still being used to monitor who lives in a country, and
have only grown more sophisticated, so that states can register their taxpayers,
property owners, students, patients, drivers, welfare recipients, and so on.

European administrative systems were made with specific goals in mind.
Before the nineteenth century, the registration of people was often a task
performed by churches. Over the course of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries this task was taken up by the centralising state (be it a nation-state or
an empire) that wished to register its citizens. The first state-run administrative
system in Europe started in 1792 when the civil registry —records of birth,
marriages, and deaths —was implemented in France for military conscription
and taxation. Other countries followed suit and implemented their own
registration systems, of which the census was by far the most common. Over
time, the ability of states to register and measure their citizens’ lives grew,
resulting in more specialised registers. Besides basic demographic information
on the population, militia registers, occupational censuses, housing surveys,
nationwide taxation tables, and cause-of-death registrations became available
on a nation-wide scale.

State-run registrations were by no means a European invention. Long
before nation-states started to form in Europe, there were already established
states with civil administrations in China, Japan, and Korea. What made
the registration systems in nineteenth-century Europe different was that all
inhabitants of a country were registered; not just heads of households or the
affluent. One of the main drivers behind the registration of all citizens was the
strive to improve societies and make them quantifiable. This was not only a
moral pursuit, but also an effort to build strong nations by making the most
of society in military and economic terms. The trend fully blossomed in the
second half of the nineteenth century, when the rise of statistics coincided with
the concerns of medical professionals and social scholars. Hygienic movements
tried to improve living conditions, while economists and other social scholars
were very concerned with the state of the population. During this time, the
civil administration was increasingly used to address economic and public
health issues, rather than military purposes.

The new records were used and accepted by the population, since civil
registration gave them rights, formalised family relations, and regulated



inheritance claims. But administrative records were not neutral instruments,
as they were also used for nation-building and enforcing social structures.
Registration indicated that the state recognised the existence of individuals
and wanted to improve or regulate their daily lives, yet these documents
were shaped by a very specific group of men in terms of affluence and social
standing, meaning that recognition followed normative patterns that were
dominant at the time. For example, forms of human bondage or slavery in
the colonies excluded certain groups of people from registration, enabling
structural dehumanisation. There was generally little interest in indexing
female occupations after marriage, since married women were not supposed
to work in the public sphere, nor was there much attention to the agrarian
division of labour from administrations that were mainly interested in
processes of industrialisation. From our contemporary perspective we see
this lack of registration as a form of marginalisation, since (aspects of) lives
remained structurally unknown and out of view. In order to make accurate (re)
constructions of the past, it is therefore imperative to understand the historical
perspectives and concomitant biases that are ingrained in each form of civil
registration.

Table 1: Overview of the major demographic sources.

Main data Type of information | Description

sources

Conscription Height Contain height measurements and other socio-

records & economic characteristics of military recruits or

prison records inmates.

Census records | Snapshots of the Census records provide a periodical snapshot
population of households and the persons that live in

them at the moment of enquiry by the state.
Information on household members is often
provided by the head of the household.

Conscriptio Snapshots of Periodical snapshots of religious communities
animarum population of a church | provided by the Roman Catholic Church,
roughly equivalent to the census. Other
denominations used different names for it.

Civil Continuous Civil certificates provide continuous
certificates registration of births, registration of births, marriages, and deaths
marriages, and deaths | by the state. However, people themselves are
not followed over time and matching strategies
are necessary to connect them manually or
digitally.




Parish registers | Continuous Parish registers provide continuous
registration of births, registration of births, marriages, and deaths
marriages, and deaths | by the church or religious denomination. They
are very similar to civil certificates, but are
generally less standardised and often already

existed before 1800.
Population Continuous Persons are followed over the course of their
registers registration of life by the state with continuously updated
households information and references of moves from one

place to another. Persons are followed from
birth to death, so that life courses can easily be
reconstructed.

Tax registers Income and/or wealth | Year-by-year conscription of taxpayers (who
can be heads of families or households);

the measure of their estates and duties.
Informative on economic status of the local

population.
Early Inequality and/or Empirically-focused research on particular
sociological social stratification social problems, such as conditions of
research industrial workers or poverty.

Demographic Transition

In 1798, the British reverend and demographer Robert Thomas Malthus (1766—
1834) published the first edition of his essay on population. Malthus believed
that population growth was close to stationary, as limited food supplies kept
populations in check. This mechanism has become known as the Malthusian
trap. Ironically, Malthus’s essay signalled the end of an old demographic
regime: when Malthus published the different versions of ‘An Essay on the
Principle of Population’, the relationship between population growth and
food scarcity had started to vanish. This process began with the so-called
agricultural and commercial revolution of earlier times, but gained speed over
the course of the nineteenth century with the massive and ongoing use of fossil
fuels leading to increasing returns on human labour.

The world population doubled in size over the course of the nineteenth
century. The estimated world population reached the first billion around
1800 and more than one fifth of that figure lived in Europe. Around a century
later, immediately after the First World War, the estimated world population
was approaching the second billion, with Europe accounting for a quarter of
that number. The speed and sheer size of the growth was unprecedented: the
previous doubling of the world population had taken roughly three centuries.



These numbers are even more impressive if we consider that people living at the
end of the nineteenth century were physically better off than their predecessors
a hundred years before. Europe had broken free of the Malthusian trap.

Notonly did populations grow, buthumanlife courses also started to change.
Some demographers use the term ‘demographic transition’ to designate this
change. The key to this mechanism would be the transition from a population
regime with high fertility and high mortality to a population regime with low
fertility and low mortality.

In its most stringent form, the demographic transition model divides the
mechanism into four phases:

* The first phase is a steady state where birth and mortality rates are
high. This phase has been described in the chapter on demographic
change in the early modern period.

* In the second phase the mortality rate diminishes while the birth
rate remains high, resulting in a growing gap between mortality and
fertility rates.

*  During the third phase the gap between mortality and birth rates
decreases—after an initial lag, the birth rate starts diminishing too.

* The fourth phase is when both rates get relatively close to each other
again and enter a new, steady state of low birth and mortality rates.
This is not necessarily the end of demographic change, as will be
discussed in the chapter on demographic change in the twentieth
century.

The demographic transition model was expected to provide a comprehensive
explanation of the changes that took place in Europe in the nineteenth century
and also occurred elsewhere in the twentieth century. However, in the last
few decades, the determinism of the theory has been heavily criticised by
social historians, historical anthropologists, and demographers alike, because
the timing, duration, order, and underlying reasons for the different phases
of the demographic transition differed between countries. Moreover, the
model is very descriptive and does not explain when or why people decided
to have fewer children. It might very well be possible that there was not a
single demographic transition that spread through Europe, but a myriad
of demographic transitions with slightly different causes. Therefore, the
demographic transition model can at best be seen as a descriptive mechanism,
merely stating that at aggregate levels there is an association between decreases
in mortality and fertility.



Fig. 1: Thomas Annan, The Slums of Glasgow (1868-1877), Rijksmuseum Amsterdam, https://www.
rijksmuseum.nl/en/collection/RP-F-F80005.

Decreasing Mortality and Fertility Rates

Death was a much more common occurrence in everyday life for those born
in 1800. Mortality was especially high for newborns. Infectious diseases and
dietary infections due to contaminated food and water often proved fatal for
the youngest in society. Children who survived the first year of life were still
not out of harm’s way, as infection with diphtheria, measles, and smallpox
in the first years of life could be fatal. Infectious diseases also caused high
mortality levels among adults. Malnutrition and a lack of knowledge about
(preventive) medicine made people susceptible to infection with cholera,
diarrhoeal diseases, and tuberculosis. These infectious diseases could be lethal
for any weakened adult and added to the wear and tear on the human body.

Yet, over the course of the nineteenth century, the impact of epidemics
diminished. With the improvement of hygiene, living conditions, preventive
medicine, and public health, infectious diseases began to lose ground at the
end of the nineteenth century. The developing understanding of the role of
hygiene had an especially significant impact on the trends of infant and child
mortality. The timing and pace of this decline in mortality varied by country. In
Sweden for example, mortality decreased throughout the nineteenth century,
whereas in Switzerland or the Netherlands it took until the second half of the
century before mortality rates began to drop.

Decreasing mortality was most noticeable for the youngest in society, and
it was the decline in infant and child mortality that generated significant
population growth, even in countries where both mortality and fertility
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declined relatively rapidly. Those who had already survived into adulthood
now also had better life prospects. Meanwhile, the economic boom in the
second half of the century created a favourable opportunity for agricultural
areas in Eastern Europe. Increases in production also brought positive changes
in the distribution of food, as steam hauling revolutionised transportation.
An improvement in living conditions was brought about by a more balanced
diet and increasing knowledge of preventive medicine. However, these
improvements in living standards were fragile and progressed in leaps and
bounds, amid setbacks related to agricultural crises and outbreaks of infectious
disease.

The trend in fertility is more complex than the trend in mortality.
Demographic transition theory does not consider regional variations. However,
throughout the nineteenth century, the total fertility rate (the average number
of children born to women aged between fifteen and forty-nine) varied
significantly between different parts of the continent. Central European
values, for example, remained below Eastern European values throughout the
century, but were higher than those of Western Europe. The decline in fertility
in Western European states began as early as the 1870s and 1880s, while in
Central Europe the same trend started around 1900. Yet, territorial differences
cannot simply be explained by the west-east slope of economic and cultural
processes.

On both sides of the divide, we can see much more differentiated processes.
The fertility transition started first in anti-traditionalist, revolutionary
countries, and was thereafter widely adopted across Europe, reaching
traditionalist, religious countries last. In Hungary, for example, the decline in
fertility started almost at the same time as in Western Europe —even before the
decrease in mortality in Hungary. It was somewhat later than France and the
US, the pioneers in the fertility transition, but much earlier than religiously
conservative countries like the Netherlands, where fertility decreased rather
slowly and remained relatively high well into the twentieth century. The
varied timing of fertility decline across Europe is at odds with demographic
transition theory, demonstrating that the mechanisms underlying demographic
modernisation differed across the continent.

The issue becomes even more complicated when we look at differences
within countries. Research has shown conscious and significant birth control
in some regions since the end of the eighteenth century. If we stay with
the Hungarian example, the one-child system of the Ormansag in South
Transdanubia is clearly such a phenomenon. Social stratification and rural-
urban differences were probably a more important indicator for the fall of
birth rates than the country of origin. In urban contexts, the upper and middle



classes usually limited their number of offspring earlier than labouring classes.
In the countryside, farmers, farm labourers, and peasants generally continued
to have large families and only started decreasing their family size during the
twentieth century. In other words, the demographic transition might describe
an association between decreasing mortality and fertility, but hides much
variation between countries, regions, and individuals.

Industrialisation and Demographic Change

The growth of the population was in its early phase correlated with increasing
poverty and pauperism that determined the physical conditions of the people.
According to estimations based on military conscriptions, there was a decrease
in the average height of recruits during the first half of the nineteenth century, a
phenomenon carried by the wave of the Industrial Revolution and which went
hand in hand with accelerating population growth. Somehow, matters had to
get worse before living conditions for the population started improving. At the
time, this was considered to be the heavy price of the Industrial Revolution,
which the German philosopher and activist Friedrich Engels (1820-1895)
famously described in 1845, writing that “[t]he condition of the working-class
[...] is the highest and most unconcealed pinnacle of the social misery existing
in our day.”

The Industrial Revolution of the nineteenth century had a similarly
stimulative impact on population growth in Europe, as did proto-
industrialisation in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Wage work
provided resources for an increasing number of households and drew ever-
increasing scores of people to the city. Urbanisation meant the relocation of large
numbers of people to hygienically unsatisfactory conditions. Cities suffered
from overcrowding and pollution, had limited water supplies, and were ideal
vectors for infectious diseases. These poor living circumstances negatively
affected the health of city-dwellers. Inhabitants of cities were shorter than their
counterparts from rural regions or previous generations. This situation has
been best documented for England. For example, Engels noted that “diseases
of the spine amongst people employed in factories presented themselves very
frequently,” to the extent that he had “seldom traversed Manchester without
meeting three or four [people] suffering from [...] distortions of the spinal
columns and legs.” Statistics paint a similar picture: London craftsmen had
shrunk from an average height of 170 cm in 1750 to 163 cm in 1840. Similarly,
the infant mortality rate rose during the first half of the nineteenth century in
British industrial cities, despite its slow decline during the second half of the
eighteenth century. This confirms the claims of older historiography that the
standards of living stagnated in the first half of the nineteenth century.



In the long run, however, the growth of per capita income during the
nineteenth century undoubtedly had a positive effect on the wellbeing of the
population. In one century, the mean income almost tripled. Higher personal
income improved the quality of life, as it made better housing, nutrition,
and hygiene affordable. The wheels of the demographic transition were
set in motion, as households were enabled to reach a desirable standard of
living, improving their own survival chances and those of their offspring.
Simultaneously, the income of governments and public authorities grew,
allowing administrations to provide much-needed improvements in public
hygiene by investing in sewerage and water pipes. Industrialisation had
introduced new social and health problems, but it also presented the economic
means to solve them.

However, the demographic transition cannot be explained by the growth
of bustling, industrial cities alone. Slower, longer, less visible, and equally
important was the revolution in agriculture that started in the eighteenth
century. Rapidly growing populations were fed by agricultural innovations,
as crop rotation replaced the medieval open-field and three-field systems,
new plants such as potatoes and corn were produced, modern machines like
seed drills and threshing machines were invented, and artificial fertilisers
made more land fertile. Simultaneously, steamships and railways introduced
a transport revolution which enabled Europeans to cheaply import food from
overseas, especially in the last three decades of the nineteenth century. Finally,
there were also rapid medical innovations in the second half of the nineteenth
century, such as the discovery of bacteria and parasites, and the development
of preventive healthcare. Combined with economic growth, these factors
allowed for rapid demographic change in the nineteenth century.

Conclusion

The nineteenth century can be characterised as a century of revolutionary
demographic change. States started to actively manage their populations,
mortality and fertility decreased, and living standards started to improve. The
changing role of states, the demographic transition, and improving quality of
life were surprisingly similar across Europe. But this transformative process
was still ongoing and, despite similar trends between countries, there were
many local differences. It took until the twentieth century before mortality and
fertility rates reached similar levels again.

Even though twenty to fourty percent of all children died before their fifth
birthday at the beginning of the nineteenth century, most intellectuals were
afraid of population growth as something that could only lead to hunger



and famine. The Industrial Revolution was at an early phase when, in 1798,
Malthus wrote:

A man who is born into a world already possessed, if he cannot get subsistence from his
parents on whom he has a just demand, and if the society do not want his labour, has no
claim of right to the smallest portion of food, and, in fact, has no business to be where he is.
At nature’s mighty feast there is no vacant cover for him.

These are cruel words, but the world at the time was even more cruel. More
people started to survive, but they were starving, lacking resources, and
pauperised. Few were born well-off and few could easily find their place in
the world of the early industrial revolution.

Nevertheless, the world had changed significantly by the dawn of the
twentieth century. Demographically, Europe was a forerunner, and its
nineteenth century saw an “escape from hunger and premature death,” in the
words of Nobel Prize laureate Robert Fogel (1926-2013). Increasingly, people
started surviving beyond childhood and the oldest in society grew older as
well. As a result, populations grew rapidly, even though fertility also started
to decrease. As it became evident that populations had escaped from this
Malthusian trap, European states started to value population growth: sizable,
healthy populations meant a stronger military and economic presence. The
stage was set for a new era, even though the demographic developments were
not immediately noticeable for everyone in society.

Discussion questions
1. What is the “‘Malthusian trap’?

2.  What were the main reasons for the population growth in nineteenth-
century Europe?

How did governments and experts respond to population growth?
4. Why was the industrial revolution a mixed blessing?

5. Do you think that ‘“demographic transition’ is a useful term to describe
demographic trends in nineteenth-century Europe?
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UNIT 2

2.1.3 Demographic Change in Europe
in Contemporary History
(ca. 1900-2000)

Gabor Koloh, Jakub Rdkosnik, and Thomas Schad

Introduction

The demographic development of Europe in the twentieth century can be
grasped by two indicators: firstly, the rate of natural demographic increase
and decrease (birth and death rates), which was also shaped by external factors
such as wars, plagues, and forced migrations; secondly, in order to explain
the more intrinsic dynamics of demographic change in Europe, all the other
factors of the changing Human Development Index (HDI) must be taken into
account—such as health, knowledge, education, and economic wealth.

The demographic history of Europe in the twentieth century can be broken
down into four periods, according to three historical breaks.

The first phase (pre-1914) was characterised by a gradual decline in birth
rates that had started to rise, in the vast majority of European countries,
during the last three decades of the nineteenth century. In less industrialised
countries, natality had recently peaked during the 1880s and 1890s (Serbia,
Romania), or at the beginning of the twentieth century (Bulgaria). The decline
in the birth rate then culminated during the First World War.

The interwar period induced the second phase: after a short wave of post-
war compensatory births (births postponed due to war), the decades of the
1920s and especially the 1930s were considered by many contemporaries to be
an age of population depression.

The third phase began with the post-1945 baby boom, which was particularly
pronounced in most Western European countries (although delayed in West
Germany), while behind the emerging ‘Iron Curtain’, it was more moderate.
The considerably long period of economic growth after the Second World War
and the benefits of the post-war welfare state provided better living conditions
for families with children. This also meant that people married earlier.
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The fourth period, the so-called ‘second demographic transition’, started
in the mid-1960s in the West. Individualist attitudes, career demands, and
changes in social attitudes (including the relaxation of traditional gender
roles), combined with the availability of effective contraceptives, led to very
low fertility. The lands behind the ‘Iron Curtain” were affected by this process
later, but the transformation of the 1990s had significant impacts on Central
and Eastern European societies in terms of fertility, and this process continues
to be very dynamic.

First Break: The Impact of the First World War

While the first, pre-1914 phase can be considered as part of the ‘long’
nineteenth century, with respect to the European demographic trends that
were described in the previous chapter, events after 1914 set new conditions.
In total, the First World War took an estimated seventeen million lives from
all over the world. Additionally, it is estimated that the three waves of the
Spanish Influenza pandemic killed more than fifty million people between
1918 and 1920, when the world population was estimated to be around 1.9
billion. Population losses were concentrated in the countries involved in the
war: in Germany or Hungary, for example, four times as many people died
as a result of the war than did from influenza; in Britain it was three times as
many; in Italy two times as many. But in other parts of the world, the opposite
situation prevailed.

During the war, there was also a sharp decline in birth rates due to family
disintegration and war-induced misery. For instance, in the territory of present-
day Austria, the number of newborns fell from 250,000 in 1914 to 140,000 in
1918. Moreover, the rate of stillbirths increased slightly during the war, as well
as the number of children born out of wedlock (in today’s Czech Republic this
accounted for 0.5 percent of all births in 1915, rising to 13.5 percent by 1918).
Germany offers another insightful example. A glance at the country’s birth
rate reveals a significant decrease: while in 1900, the birth rate was still 35.8
per 1000 inhabitants, it dropped to 27.0 in 1914, when the war started. The war
period itself saw further decreases in the birth rate, which dropped as low as
14.3 by the end of the war in 1918.

Although the interwar period saw a general decline of emigration from
Europe, immediately after the war, population movements were considerable.
In the Carpathian Basin, where the population had previously been in decline,
emigration to the American continent continued, primarily to Canada after
the introduction of the quota system in the US. But for the masses of people
becoming minorities in newly-formed states (predominantly Hungarians),
seeking refuge in Hungary became the most favourable option for getting by.
In the second half of the interwar period, increasingly extremist right-wing



demographic policies, inspired by racist conceptions spreading from Germany
especially, put an increasing migratory pressure on the Jewish population
of the region. Drawing from the same ideological mainstream of that time,
many political elites of the European interwar period started to adopt more
ambitious demographic policies. This resulted in the formulation of both
various population growth theories, and intrusive, pro-natalist policies with
an increasingly militaristic character —primarily but not exclusively in the
countries that lost the First World War. Yet still, there was a constant decline
in natality.

The Great Depression of the 1930s only intensified an atmosphere of
concern over the demographic development of Europe: in 1913, for example,
the number of newborns per 1,000 inhabitants was 19.0 in France, 28.2 in
Netherlands, 27.2 in Finland, and 27.6 in Germany; by 1935 this had declined
to 15.3 in France, 20.2 in the Netherlands, and 19.6 in Finland. That same year
in Germany, aggressive, pro-natalist policies increased the birth rate slightly
to 18.9, encouraged by the Nazis, who were in their second year of power.
In 1939, the first year of the Second World War, the birth rate rose to 20.4, a
number that would never be reached again in Germany.

Fig. 1: Propaganda poster of the British Eugenics Society (1930s). CC BY-NC, Wellcome Collection,
https://wellcomecollection.org/works/vzzcqeyx/items.



Population policies became the subject of passionate discussions. At one end of
the debate stood the populationists, who were seeking to promote the growth
of the birth rate. At the other end were the so-called Neo-Malthusians, who
promoted low fertility through contraception in order to improve the living
standards of the lower classes. Not only the quantity, but also the quality of
the population became an important issue of the time. Eugenics belonged to
scientific discourse. Numerous supporters of eugenicist selection could be
found among the socialists and liberals as well as among the nationalists. These
tendencies culminated in the 1930s in the German National Socialist practice
of forced sterilisation. This idea came from the USA, and we can also find it
in other European countries of that time, such as Sweden (1934) or Norway
(1934).

Second Break: The Second World War and the Post-war
Baby Boom

The Second World War is estimated to have cost sixty-five million people’s
lives (worldwide), with the highest number of losses in a single state being
the Soviet Union’s estimated twenty-seven million victims. As for Germany,
the figures of losses vary between 6.5 and seven million people, whereas
Poland lost six million, and Yugoslavia 1.7 million lives. These total figures
form a larger picture by including all groups of victims. But the demographic
landscape across Europe also changed from an ethnic viewpoint: for example,
European Jews were almost entirely extinguished or expelled by the Nazis
and their collaborationists.

In the years directly following the war, forced migration continued, as
the example of Germany shows: between 1945 and 1950, around 6 million
people, mostly ethnic Germans, were forced to migrate from other countries
in Central and Eastern Europe to post-war Germany, now divided between
East and West. There was moreover a significant migration movement from
East to West in Germany: an estimated four million people migrated between
1946 and 1961, until the Berlin Wall and the closure of the inter-German
border halted large scale migrations, without entirely ending them. Despite
population growth throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the rapidly growing
German economy needed more manpower. Consequently, West Germany
signed a series of bilateral contracts with countries such as Greece, Turkey,
or Yugoslavia. This led to an influx of workers (and later their relatives),
known as ‘guest workers” (Gastarbeiter). Low wages and a lack of currency
convertibility did not make the region behind the Iron Curtain an attractive
migration destination. Yetlabour migration was not completely new, as proven
by the example of East Germany, where ‘contract workers” (Vertragsarbeiter)



migrated from Mozambique, Poland, Hungary, Vietnam, Angola, Cuba, and
other mostly socialist countries.

In those European countries that remained colonial powers by the end of
the Second World War, the impact of decolonisation on demographic change
cannot be underestimated: following Algeria’s independence from French
colonisation, more than 800,000 so-called Pieds-Noirs (settlers of French and
European origin) relocated to mainland France and other French territories,
accompanied by numerous local collaborationists. On the other hand, France
saw significant numbers of immigrants from all its former colonies, who left
their homelands for economic or political reasons. In the UK, citizens of the
Commonwealth—a political association of fifty-four countries (as of 2022),
most of which formerly belonged to the British Empire—had privileged
immigration rights as British Subjects until 1962. The process of decolonisation
had an equally important impact on smaller colonial powers, such as Portugal
or Netherlands, where the influx of these newcomers increased the population
by five to ten percent. By 1970, Western Europe in particular had definitively
transformed from an emigrant continent into an immigrant one.

The word ‘boomer’ or ‘baby-boomer’ is derived from developments after
the Second World War, when birth rates rose and the economy flourished.
The ‘baby boom’ that arose in the United States or in Canada was milder in
Europe, however. Pro-natalist policies and the related ban on abortions, or
efforts to reduce them, were soon replaced in Central and Eastern Europe by
the complete liberalisation of abortion at the turn of the 1950s and into the
1960s. The only exception was Romania, where the abortion ban introduced
in the mid-1960s led to a very short-term increase in fertility. As a result of
the social and economic policies of the 1950s and 1960s, forced collectivisation
and rapid secularisation took place in all Soviet satellite states (though at very
different paces), impacting both the livelihoods and value systems of families.
The employment rate of women increased faster than it did in the West. This
process not only brought about a tension between childbearing and work,
but the intensifying spatial mobility also resulted in a shift away from the
immediate family, which meant the loss of help from parents and relatives, in
addition to low wages and limited nursery spaces.

Despite some demographic policy measures based on incentives, it was the
reduction in mortality rates that became crucial in the population growth of
Europe until the mid-twentieth century, driven primarily by the decline in
infant mortality. There were important regional differences, and a deterioration
of indicators can be traced from the West to the East of Europe. For example,
while the average infant mortality in interwar Sweden was fifty-four per
1,000 newborns, the number was 142 in Poland. The post-war period saw a
gradual decrease of these indicators, while regional differences persisted. At



the beginning of the 1970s, this rate had fallen to eleven in the case of Sweden
and to thirty in Poland.

An important indicator of the quality of life is life expectancy, which rose
throughout the twentieth century across Europe, albeit unevenly. The average
rise in life expectancy was between two and three months per year, due to
medical improvements as well as rising living standards. Growth trends were
visible in Western as well as in Eastern parts of Europe during the 1950s and
1960s. Divergence was evident only in the 1970s and 1980s, when Eastern Bloc
life expectancies grew significantly more slowly, stagnated, or even declined,
as in the case of the Soviet Union.

The historian Edward Shorter classified the decade of the 1960s as the period
of the (second) sexual revolution. Its typical features were a higher degree of
sexual permissiveness, women'’s sexual autonomy, and the decriminalisation
of homosexuality. One very important factor with respect to liberation of sexual
relations was increased access to contraception throughout the 1960s. When
Czechoslovak demographers researched this issue in 1956, they recognised
that more than two-thirds of people used a form of coitus interruptus as a
method of contraception. Condoms were acceptable only for one fifth of them.
In the second half of the 1960s, hormonal contraception became more readily
available, at least in the West. The lack of foreign trade and other economic
barriers in the countries of the East meant that access to the pill was scarce. The
scarcity of effective and comfortable contraception consequently led to higher
levels of abortions.

Third Break: 1970s, Start of the Second Demographic
Transition

The number of people living in Europe grew without respect to declining
fertility. Today, the population is twenty-five percent larger than in 1960.
However, this has been the case mainly due to Europe’s positive migration
balance. The decline in fertility observed from the mid-1960s has been described
by some demographic analyses as the process of the ‘second demographic
transition’. Its guiding features include sustained sub-replacement fertility,
population ageing, and the plurality of family arrangements other than
marriage.

The shift to more individualistic attitudes can also be considered a basis for
declining fertility. Marriage, in the meantime, had changed in nature, along
with the spread of extramarital births and domestic partnerships. Delayed
entry into parenthood has become a typical feature. At the beginning of the
twenty-first century, first-time mothers were more than five years older than



in 1970. In Western countries, the onset of this transition was longer and more
gradual. For the countries behind the Iron Curtain, the process was delayed, but
then became much more dynamic during the 1990s. Contrary to the Western
experience, the 1970s and 1980s were the years of rising fertility in the East,
though increases were very moderate. While the West started to be confronted
with the crisis of the welfare state during the economic ‘stagflation” of the 1970s,
communist regimes promoted a sort of family welfare that enabled citizens to
marry at a quite young age. The example of Czechoslovakia is instructive in
this respect. The country’s very generous pronatalist policy pushed birth rates
back up above the replacement rate (2.1 children per woman) in the 1970s.
However, this lasted only for a rather short period of time. In 1970, the fertility
rate was only at the level of 1.92 children per woman. Four years later, it was
at 2.44. After that, however, the sources of growth—massive investments in
housing and various forms of child allowance, as well as numerous cohorts of
mothers born during the post-war baby boom —were depleted, and fertility
fell below the replacement rate from 1980 onwards.

The turn of the 1980s and 1990s profoundly changed the circumstances
of everyday life in the East. The three pillars of the social welfare system of
Central and Eastern Europe, which guaranteed employment, social protection
and stable price levels, ceased to exist. The shock caused by this change
triggered a transformational crisis after 1990. Fertility continued to fall. On the
other hand, the improvement in mortality rates changed rapidly in Slovenia,
Poland and the Czech Republic and somewhat more slowly in Hungary and
the Soviet successor states. Health improvements can only be considered
stratum-specific due to the affordability of modern treatments, diagnostics,
medication, and so on.

At the same time, migratory pressures had increased: the previous
restrictions had been lifted, and an east-west migration began towards
the states of Europe with a better standard of living. The wave of political
refugees that had accompanied the twentieth century was also transformed in
several stages during the final decades of the century: 1980s refugees arriving
from communist states were replaced in the 1990s by those arriving from the
disintegrating Yugoslavia, then, at the turn of the millennium, by those coming
from crisis zones outside of Europe.

Conclusion

The delayed start of the first demographic transition outside of Europe (see
previous chapter) and its earlier completion in Europe than anywhere else—
in the form of low death rates as well as low birth rates—caused a dynamic
decline in the European share of the total human population. In 1900, one



quarter of the world population lived in Europe. By 2000, it was less than one
eighth.

Population growth outside of Europe, especially in the 1960s, provoked
dark predictions of imminent overpopulation. The then-natural increase of
population, such as in central America (3.2 per cent) or northern and central
Africa as well as south-eastern Asia (2.7 per cent) seemed to pose a threat
in terms of resource consumption. Europe at the peak of the demographic
transition never grew faster than 1.5 per cent per year, even while its leading
countries colonised other continents. The question remains as to how long
the demographic transition in the countries of the ‘Global South” will last.
The natural increase of populations in Africa, Asia, and Latin America was
lower in the 1990s than thirty years earlier. Recent UN estimates anticipate the
stabilisation of the world population at around ten billion during the second
half of the twenty-first century.

The decline of the birth rate in Europe has been slower in the twenty-first
century in comparison to its steep decline during the last three decades of the
previous century. The total fertility rate according to Eurostat is also slightly
higher today than at the end of the twentieth century (1.43 live births per
woman in 2001, and 1.53 in 2019). Although the outlook is less pessimistic now
than in the 1990s, the population decrease of Europe caused by the second
demographic transition is unlikely to be overcome in the following decades.
Immigration became the most important source of European population
growth long before the last decades of the twentieth century.

However, the very different patterns of present-day emigration from, and
immigration to, European countries also reflect the deep impact of the history
of the East-West rift caused by the Cold War. A paradigmatic example for
these oftentimes divergent developments inside Europe can even be found
inside the formerly divided state of Germany: while the western regions and
its capital city Berlin attract immigrants from all over the world, the eastern
German town of Eisenhiittenstadt, just eighty kilometres from Berlin at the
Polish border, is a centre of emigration and depopulation: its population has
halved from a peak of 53,048 in 1988 to only 23,878 in 2019, and parts of the city
that once supported this larger population are scheduled to be dismantled.

Discussion questions

1. In which ways was twentieth-century demographic development
different in Eastern and Western Europe?

2. In which ways did immigration shape European society in the
twentieth century?

3. Does Europe need immigration? Why or why not?
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UNIT 2

2.2.1 Interethnic Relations in Early
Modern History (ca. 1500-1800)

Benjamin Conrad, Tobias P. Graf, and Arndt Wille

Introduction

Contrary to nationalist narratives which generally postulated ethnic
homogeneity within the boundaries of given nation-states, early modern
Europe was ethnically diverse. This is most obvious in the case of territorially
extensive polities such as the Habsburg and Ottoman realms, which are
commonly referred to as ‘multi-ethnic empires’. However, significant ethnic
diversity existed even in much smaller spaces. This makes twentieth- and
twenty-first century conceptualisations of nationality as inadequate for
understanding early modern ethnic relations as the concept of borders (see
Chapter 1.2). When people in this period spoke about Germans, for instance,
they meant not just the inhabitants of what we might think of today as the
‘German-speaking lands’ (Germany, Austria, and parts of Switzerland),
but also populations living in Poland-Lithuania, Silesia, Bohemia, Croatia,
Transylvania, and the Baltic. These demographics were not necessarily the
result of recent migrations, but had existed for a significant period of time.
While a combination of language and descent were important for contemporary
understandings of ethnic belonging, other elements such as religion played an
equally important role.

In a first step, this chapter discusses early modern conceptions of ethnic
difference before investigating ethnic coexistence and conflict in Europe
through the example of Poland-Lithuania. It then turns to a discussion of
the status and treatment of Jews and the Romani people (often referred to as
‘gypsies’) at the hands of majority populations. The final section explores the
place of European indigenous peoples such as the Sdmi of Scandinavia.
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Ethnicity in Early Modern History

From today’s point of view, ethnicity appears to be a ubiquitous category
in early modern texts of all genres. Contemporaries clearly distinguished
between Germans, Italians, French, Poles, Turks, and so on, and there was
considerable fascination with the different languages, customs (including
dietary habits), ‘national character’ (reputations for ingenuity, servility, or
violence, for example), and styles of dress associated with different ‘peoples’.
These interests are amply attested to by ethnographic descriptions included
in geographical texts, travel accounts, and missionary reports, as well as
numerous manuscripts and printed costume books. Characteristically, such
works mixed first-hand observations to varying degrees with information
extracted from authoritative ancient and biblical texts. Nevertheless, for most
of the early modern period, there was no general theory or widely accepted
concept of ethnicity in the modern sense, even as contemporaries freely
used ethnonyms and grouped individuals into peoples and nations. These
concepts frequently remained ambiguous, combining and conflating ethnic,
geographic, linguistic, and religious identifications, while also sometimes
providing shorthands for describing juridical subjecthood to a given ruler,
such as the King of Spain. Ostensibly ethnic terms such as ‘Turk’ at once
designated a Muslim and a subject of the Ottoman Sultan. The phrase “to turn
Turk” found in numerous European languages denoted religious conversion
to Islam. Perhaps unsurprisingly, ethnonyms frequently served the purpose
of constructing the otherness of different communities, especially to exclude
perceived aliens such as Jews and Roma (see below).

The term nation, although used relatively frequently in early modern
sources, did not imply the same degree of ethnic, linguistic, and political
homogeneity associated with it from the late eighteenth century onwards (see
Chapter 1.2). In administrative terms, a nation was usually a loose grouping of
people of similar geographic, linguistic, and religious background. Although
the Ottoman Empire, for instance, recognised a French ‘merchant nation” under
the commercial privileges (Ottoman Turkish: ‘ahdname-i hiimayun) granted
to the French king, these rules also governed English merchants until 1580
and thus did not necessarily coincide with political affiliations. As practical
arrangements, such privileges regulated the assessment and collection of
customs duties and taxes, as well as the resolution of conflict among merchants.

The shift towards a more systematic distinction of ethnic groups occurred
only in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries with the formulation of
theories of race. Such attempts to establish a “scientific’ categorisation of human
beings, which built on Carl Linnaeus’s (1707-1778) system of taxonomy, were
stimulated by European interactions with the inhabitants of other parts of the



world (see Chapter 1.4.1). In the process, the term race—which had previously,
and rather vaguely, signified descent from a noble family, or could be used
more generally as a synonym for people (especially in English)—acquired
its modern meaning of membership in a biologically defined ethnic group,
which nevertheless remained culturally and socially constructed. In spite
of the scientific ideals of objective classification, proponents of race theory
like Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) enshrined ideas of alterity, which could
be used to provide justification for colonial rule and slavery. Such theories
also encompassed minorities in Europe like the Scandinavian Sdmi, whom
Georges-Louis Leclerc de Buffon (1707-1788) judged to have “few virtues, and
all the vices of ignorance”. Although very influential, such theories provide no
insight into the practical organisation of interethnic relations in Europe.

The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth as an Example of
an Early Modern Multiethnic Polity

While thereis much thatis unique about the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth,
the cohabitation of multiple ethnic, linguistic, and religious groups observed
here, as well as the institutions and policies adopted in relation to ethnic
diversity, in many respects resemble those found in other early modern
empires like Russia, Habsburg-ruled Southeast Europe, and the Ottoman
Empire. After the Union of Poland and Lithuania in 1569, the Commonwealth
was one of the six largest European polities. Although formally an elective
monarchy, contemporaries already referred to Poland-Lithuania as the
‘Republic of Poland” (Rzeczpospolita) because of the great political influence
of the wealthiest part of the nobility, the Magnates. The Union brought
together a staggering variety of beliefs and languages. Roman and Greek
Catholics formed the dominant religious groups but there were also large
numbers of Jews, Greek Catholics, and Protestants in the country. Polish and
Ruthenian (a relative of today’s Ukrainian and Belarusian languages) were
the most important Slavonic languages spoken in the Commonwealth besides
Lithuanian. In addition, the population included a considerable number of
German and Yiddish speakers.

At the beginning of the early modern period, the population of Poland was
estimated to consist of around seventy percent Poles, fifteen percent Ruthenians,
and at least ten percent Germans, with the rest comprised of Armenians, Jews,
Karaites, Romani, Tatars, Vlachs and others. After the Union with Lithuania,
Poles still formed about fifty percent of the overall population, whereas forty
percent were Lithuanians and Ruthenians, with the remaining ten percent
made up of Germans, Jews, non-Lithuanian Balts, and other ethnicities.



It is worth noting that these groups were differentiated not only by their
languages and religions, but also by their professions and their geographic
distribution. The diversity of the Polish-Lithuanian population was further
increased by the immigration of groups of Dutch, Italians, and Scots, some
of which enjoyed limited forms of communal autonomy. In fact, the only
group never granted such a status were the Roma, whom the Poles regarded
as economically, socially, and politically unimportant. The greatest measure
of autonomy was accorded to the Jewish community, which had the right to
administer its members across Poland-Lithuania independent of their specific
places of residence. Similar arrangements, allowing even for a measure of
state-enforceable jurisdiction in internal matters, existed for Christian and
Jewish communities in the Ottoman Empire, as well as for expatriates such
as merchants officially recognised by the Ottoman sultans. This model was
at times applied to settler communities within Europe, such as the Huguenot
immigrants to various German states (see Chapter 1.3.1).

Such multi-cultural, multi-lingual, and multi-religious societies were not
free from conflict. Throughout the early modern period, Poland-Lithuania
witnessed several riots over ethnicand communal differences and, occasionally,
minorities were expelled. This happened, for example, to the Protestant
Socinian Society, also called the Polish Brethren, during the Polish-Swedish
War (1655-1660). The Socinians afterwards took refuge in the Netherlands, the
non-Polish part of Prussia, and Transylvania, which provided a safe haven for
anumber of radical Protestant groups from all over Europe (see Chapter 1.3.1).

The relative political weakness of Poland-Lithuania’s royal government
and the limited power of its king in this period is comparable perhaps only
to the situation in the Holy Roman Empire. This potentially gave individual
groups greater bargaining power here than elsewhere in Europe, but the
overall pattern of organisation and cohabitation was by no means unique.

Outsiders Within: Jews and Roma

‘Stateless’” and scattered across numerous countries, Jews and Roma were often
referred to as strangers within, troublemakers, or enemies by the dominant
societies of early modern Europe. However, a clear ethnic, social, or religious
classification was considered difficult: Jews, who formed the largest minority
in early modern Europe, were understood as both an ethnic and a religious
community. Their position was fraught with a great deal of ambivalence.
While Christian majority societies sometimes regarded them as witnesses of
faith who were worthy of protection, Jews were also aggressively stigmatised
as blasphemers and diabolical evildoers, or even held responsible for the
death of Christ. And although customs, rites, laws, and languages (including



Yiddish, Judaeo-Italian, Judaeo-Spanish, and Hebrew) ensured a distinct
Jewish identity, strict segregation was a concern for Christians (and to some
extent, for Jews themselves).

Segregationist measures came to an unprecedented climax with the
expulsion of the Sephardic Jews from Spain in 1492: after the conquest of
Granada (then the last remaining Islamic kingdom in the Iberian Peninsula),
the Spanish monarchs sought to homogenise their ethnically and religiously
highly diverse subject populations. Sephardic Jews faced the choice of either
baptism or execution if they refused to leave Spain. A similar measure in 1609
targeted Spanish Muslims (called Moriscos) and their descendants, feared
to be an Ottoman ‘fifth column’ (see Chapter 1.3.1). Both policies triggered
massive migratory movements. While most Moriscos went to North Africa,
the Jews scattered more widely, moving to Portugal (where they were in turn
evicted in 1496/1497), the Ottoman Empire, North Africa, Italy, and some cities
in northern Europe. Even those Iberian Jews who opted for conversion so that
they were allowed to stay (the so-called conversos) were suspected of ‘crypto-
Judaism’ by the Spanish Inquisition. Furthermore, the proto-racist concept of
limpieza de sangre ('purity of blood”) functioned to preserve clear socio-symbolic
boundaries between Old and New Christians.

While the expulsion of 1492 was unprecedented in its scale, European Jews
had been subjected to regular expulsions across the continent since the Middle
Ages. Such measures were later frequently replaced by resettlement policies,
enacted by European rulers seeking economic and fiscal benefits from the
skills, commerce, and financial networks of Jewish people.

Where the presence of Jews was tolerated, ecclesiastical and secular
authorities made frequent attempts from the Middle Ages onwards to visually
distinguish Jews from Christians, through distinctive clothing and markings
such as the yellow badge. Separate streets and city quarters—notably the
Venetian Ghetto established in 1516 and the segregation measures implemented
in the Papal States by Pope Paul IV (1476-1559) in 1555—created largely
separate spheres of life. Legislation aimed at Jews was passed to regulate
everyday interactions with Christians, for example by prohibiting unregulated
interreligious disputations and sexual contact. Jews were excluded from
membership in the guilds and numerous other fields of employment such as
agriculture. Nevertheless, these laws and ordinances also protected Jewish life,
in combination with the existing grants of safety of body and property as well
as limited rights of communal self-administration. As peddlers, pawnbrokers,
cattle dealers, merchants, luxury traders, glaziers, goldsmiths, lenders, and
doctors—or as court Jews, Hebrew teachers, and also as friends and lovers—
Jews were an essential part of Christian societies in spite of their segregation.
The true emancipation of Jews, however, did not occur until the end of the



early modern period, during the Enlightenment and the French Revolution,
or, in some areas, even later.

Like the Jews, the Roma, who had come to Western Europe at the beginning of
the fifteenth century, soon faced considerable mistrust. As pilgrims equipped
with papal, imperial, and local safe-conducts, groups of Roma were initially
welcomed in most parts of Europe. Yet by the turn of the sixteenth century
elites began questioning the narrative of the penitential pilgrims. The Roma
were described as ‘strange’ in terms of skin colour, language, and their
high mobility (although the latter was often the result of necessity rather
than choice). Contradictory ethnic labels such as ‘Egyptians’, ‘Gypsies’ and
‘Tatars’ —the Romani word Roma does not appear in early modern sources —as
well as frequent (but incorrect) abuse of the Roma as “heathens’ all point to the
difficulties contemporaries found in placing the ‘new’ minority into any clear
category. Over the course of the early modern period, some commentators
came to doubt that they were a people in their own right, claiming, among
other things, that Romani identity had simply been assumed by vagabonds,
thieves, and robbers.

By the sixteenth century, Roma communities increasingly fell victim to
marginalisation and discrimination. Stigmatising accusations of laziness,
dishonesty, theft, robbery, fraud, espionage, magical practices, and bargaining
with the devil made their situation much more difficult. In addition, numerous
European territories tried to expel the Roma under the regulations of “poor
laws’, which were aimed especially atitinerant groups. Despite these hardships,
Roma worked as blacksmiths, basket makers, horse traders, construction and
farm workers, traders, healers, entertainers, miners, soldiers, and even in law
enforcement. They were often highly specialised workers and thus played a
complex role in most early modern European societies, meaning that their
history cannot be reduced to persecution.

The status and fate of the Roma as a group—or, more precisely, as a wide
range of communities—also varied over time and space. While those living
in Hungary were at times more firmly integrated into feudal structures and
faced less marginalisation, Roma communities were enslaved for several
centuries in the principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia. After a period of
extensive persecution during the eighteenth century, a few countries launched
new disciplinary policies to aggressively integrate and assimilate the Roma.
In addition to older Spanish settlement initiatives, the ‘enlightened” rulers of
the Habsburg Empire, Maria Theresa (1717-1780) and Joseph II (1741-1790),
enforced a rigid settlement policy (particularly in Burgenland in present-day
eastern Austria) which also aimed at undermining Romani collective identity.



Unlike in the case of the Jews, the situation of the Roma witnessed few
substantial improvements even as the early modern period came to a close.

Europe’s Indigenous Peoples

Ambivalence also characterised the dealings of majority populations with
ethnic groups today recognised as indigenous peoples within Europe, such as
the Tatars in Poland-Lithuania, the Sorbs in Poland and Germany, or the Sdmi
in northern Scandinavia. Among these groups, the Sdmi deserve particular
attention because they formed one of the last remaining European groups of
pre-Christian faith. Thelargely (but not exclusively) nomadic, reindeer-herding
Sami inhabited territories divided between Russia, Denmark-Norway, and
Sweden. Especially as suppliers of expensive furs, many Sami groups were
closely integrated into commercial networks in all three polities. Although
Christian missions to the Sdmi had already been undertaken in the Middle
Ages, the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries saw a renewal of state-backed
Christianisation efforts by Swedish and Norwegian Protestants as well as
Russian Orthodox monks. Intended to stamp out pagan beliefs, missionaries
undertook considerable efforts to seek out and destroy traditional religious
sites while establishing new churches in Sami settlements.

Even in the eighteenth century, the Sdmi (who were called Laplanders
at the time) had a reputation for witchcraft and magic which seems to have
been connected to traditional shamanic practices interpreted by the Christian
clergy and rulers as devil worship. Although King Christian IV of Denmark
and Norway (1577-1648) issued a decree calling for the vigorous persecution
of Sami witchcraft in 1609, the number of Sdmi accused of this crime was
relatively low, suggesting that, despite their reputation, the Sdmi were not
particularly vulnerable to allegations of witchcraft.

Both witchcraft persecutions and renewed missionary efforts need to be
seen in the context of attempts by Swedish and Danish-Norwegian monarchs
to increase control over the Sdmi through taxation and trade. Especially in the
eighteenth century, the Scandinavian crowns promoted the influx of Finnish
and Swedish settlers, with the aim of developing their northern territories
agriculturally, while an increasing number of Sdmi abandoned their nomadic
lifestyle to take up farming and animal husbandry. The same period, however,
also witnessed an expansion of Sdmi reindeer herding, which continued to
require a nomadic lifestyle.

Politically, the Sdmi nomads played a key role in the attempts of Denmark-
Norway and Sweden to delineate their common borders, since claims to
territorial control werelinked to usage of theland by the subjects of the respective



monarchs. The so-called Lapp Codicil, an addendum to the Stromstad Treaty
(concluded in 1751), protected the nomadic lifestyle of Sdmi reindeer herders
by recognising their right to cross this border in order to access pastures
and other key resources, even in times of war. At the same time, however,
the requirement that herders fixed their juridical subjecthood, along with the
subsequent hardening of the borders between Norway, Sweden, and Russia,
increased the pressure on them to assimilate to the majority populations and
submit to the authority of the respective states.

Conclusion

People living in the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries were
aware of the ethnic diversity of Europe, even if what we today refer to as ethnic
categories were more fluid at that time. Ethnicity, “peoplehood’, and ‘nation’
did not have the same political significance ascribed to them by nineteenth-
and twentieth-century nationalism, and different ethnic groups (defined by
geographic origins, language, cultural practices, and religion) coexisted in
all European polities. Of course, such coexistence was not necessarily always
peaceful, and there were significant power asymmetries between different
groups. Especially marginalised minorities such as Jews and the Romani
people were generally disadvantaged and abused. On the other hand, their
identities as distinct groups—imposed from the outside by European majority
populations as much as they were constructed from the inside by members
of such communities—did at times afford them a degree of protection and
autonomy, especially when early modern authorities considered it expedient.
This model of relative communal autonomy with direct relations to the ruler
was characteristic not only of Poland-Lithuania but also most other multi-
ethnic polities. To some extent, this principle also extended to Europe’s
indigenous peoples such as the Sdmi. However, the right of self-administration
also existed in tension with rulers’ attempts to increase their control over
their subjects, mobilise their resources, and homogenise their beliefs. In this
sense, therefore, interethnic relations in early modern Europe were precarious,
unstable, and subject to change over time. They remained volatile after 1800
when nationalist and racist ideologies took early modern scientific theories
of race to the extreme, in order to justify exploitation, colonisation, violence,
and even extermination in Europe and overseas. Long before that, Europe’s
deepening entanglements with lands and peoples beyond its shores had
already given rise to a growing presence of people from distant countries—
the result of conquest, enslavement, and religious missions. In the sixteenth
century, for instance, Sevilla was home to a sizeable community of people of



African descent. Thus Europe’s ethnic diversity further increased in the early
modern period.

Discussion questions

1. How does the early modern concept of nation differ from our present-
day understanding of the term?

2. How did early modern governments deal with ethnic diversity in
Europe in the early modern period?

3. How did the status and experiences of different ‘ethnic groups’ in
Europe vary in the early modern period?

4. How can we account for the hostility shown towards minority
populations?
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UNIT 2

2.2.2 Interethnic Relations in Modern
History (ca. 1800-1900)

Jaroslav Ira, Erika Szivds, and Irina Marin

Introduction

Ethnicity or ethnic group, as with similar collective nouns, is a commonly
used but fuzzy concept. Most dictionary definitions stress that ethnicity
presupposes a group of people that share a number of communal identity
features, the most frequently invoked being language, culture, traditions,
rituals, sometimes religion, and a sense of common descent. While to this
day theorists of ethnicity debate its nature and its composition, in nineteenth-
century Europe the concept itself did not exist, and only came into usage in
the twentieth century. The concepts that circulated at the time varied greatly
across time and geographical space. Depending on author and historical
context, the demographic map of Europe was inhabited by peoples, nations,
nationalities, or races. These concepts were sometimes used interchangeably;
in other contexts, they designated very specific historical realities. In some
cases, they were mere ethnographic terms; in others, they acquired political
meaning.

Ethnic groups had, of course, existed before the nineteenth century and
were mentioned by travellers, chroniclers, historians and governmental
officials. What the nineteenth century introduced was a sharpening (and
sometimes artificial creation) of lines of demarcation between various ethnic
groups across Europe, and their reconceptualisation as ‘nations’, which came
to be regarded as the legitimate basis for states. The emergent disciplines of
folklore collection, ethnography, philology, and statistics processed group
differences and came up with distinct categories of peoples. Thus, they also
served as instruments of codification, regularisation and unification.

A look at a demographic map of nineteenth-century Europe shows that
in terms of ethnicities or ethnic groups Western Europe was seemingly more
compact while the greatest amount of ethnic fragmentation was to be found in
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Central and Eastern Europe. Such an impression is not completely erroneous,
as indeed Central and Eastern Europe marked a region of the continent
where several empires met and chafed at the edges. Imperial borderlands
are usually much more ethnically complex. However, what a demographic
map hides is the complex reality of ethnicity throughout west and east. Well
into the nineteenth century, groups that might otherwise be represented as
compact (the Germans, the French, the Italians) did not in practice represent
one single ethnicity but rather myriads of regional dialects, local cultures, and
worldviews, sometimes mutually unintelligible and foreign to one another.

This subchapter is going to investigate European patterns of interethnic
experiences and state policies. The first section will concentrate on the
ways ethnic groups were viewed in the emerging modern nation-states of
nineteenth-century Europe, focusing on the links between state-building and
homogenisation efforts as well as on the relationship between majority and
minority groups. The second section will explore multi-ethnicity and multi-
national empires in Central and Eastern Europe, concentrating on the Habsburg
Monarchy as a paradigmatic example. The Jewish case will be presented in a
separate section as a special category of minority experiences.

The Emergence of Modern Nation-states and the Changing
Position of Ethnic Minorities in the Nation-state Paradigm

By the end of the early modern period, the common use of one dominant
language had become the norm in several European monarchies. Although
not all nineteenth-century states strove to achieve language homogenisation,
most of them worked toward the marginalisation of minority languages in one
way or another and strove to curtail the autonomy of historic minorities. In
France, a country which served as a model for many emerging nation-states of
nineteenth-century Europe, the centralisation of state power had progressed
hand-in-hand with policies of language homogenisation since the early
modern period. The 1539 Ordinance of Villers-Cotteréts declared that French
should be used exclusively in state administration and legal documents, as
the only official language of the country. The French Revolution continued
this tendency: linguistic diversity was interpreted as a risk to national unity,
so the official use of regional languages (such as Occitan in the south, Celtic-
influenced Breton in the north, and Basque near the French-Spanish border)
was suppressed together with the local autonomies and ancient legal privileges
of historic regions, which were all integrated into the uniform system of
départements. With the emergence of nationalism and the ideal of the nation-
state innineteenth-century Europe, efforts in favour of cultural homogenisation
became pronounced in several other European states as well. Education was



seen as a particularly effective tool for transforming domestic populations
into modern nations. The task of schools was, among other things, to raise
good citizens and instil patriotic feelings in children. Therefore, educational
systems were centralised in the course of the nineteenth century and ‘state
languages” assumed an increasingly dominant role in schools at the expense of
minority languages. In 1880, for example, a nationally uniform school system
was introduced in France, which left little or no room for regional languages.

However, even in countries with one dominant official language, a
diversity of dialects prevailed, local languages survived, and significant ethnic
minorities or nationalities continued to exist. The United Kingdom, officially
the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland from 1801, is a case in point;
despite the common language, it has never become a nation-state per se. In
nineteenth-century Britain, the Irish, Welsh, Scots and smaller ethnic groups
lived alongside the English and maintained their separate identities. These
‘nations” were all peoples of Celtic origin, descendants of the population that
had lived on the British Isles since before the Anglo-Saxon conquest.

Several members of those communities continued to use their own
languages, although their struggles to ensure the survival of their native
tongues were fought with varying degrees of success. In Ireland, Wales and
Scotland, for example, the native Gaelic languages had long lost their primacy
by the nineteenth century, and either bilingualism or the exclusive use of the
English language had become the dominant pattern.

In nineteenth-century Spain, centralising tendencies followed the French
model in many respects. The historic rights of significant minorities like the
Basques were gradually suspended throughout the late eighteenth century
and the nineteenth, and Spanish was declared to be the main language of the
state. Nonetheless, regional cultural identities such as that of the Basques,
Catalans and Gallegos proved to be strong enough to withstand the Spanish
monarchy’s centralising ambitions, and their languages survived, transforming
into modern languages during the nineteenth century.

In countries that achieved unification in the second half of the nineteenth
century, like Italy in 1861 or Germany in 1871, common language and common
cultural heritage were regarded as the chief unifying factors. However, strong
dialectal differences and regional identities survived in these countries, thanks
to centuries of territorial and political separation. It was to some extent a matter
of decision which dialect should become the basis of standard German and
standard Italian (and thus the language of state administration, the judiciary,
middle and higher education, literature, and the press), and dialects continued
to be spoken locally at work, in public, in informal social situations, and in
families. On the other hand, both modern Italy and Germany were conceived
as nation-states, and, at least in Germany, there was perceptible pressure on
minorities—such as the Poles in the eastern provinces—to assimilate.



In binational states or dynastically connected countries with two large
nations, ethnic relations and issues of national identity were complicated in
a different way. In the nineteenth century, countries and regions continued
to change hands in Europe as the result of wars and subsequent treaties by
which rising powers satisfied their expansionist ambitions. For example,
Denmark and Norway formed a dual monarchy together from 1537 to 1814,
which also contained Iceland, Greenland, and the Faroe Islands with their
native populations and languages. But then Norway was ceded to Sweden in
the Treaty of Kiel in 1814. As Norwegians refused to accept this solution and
declared their independence, a personal union (i.e., two countries joined by
the person of the monarch) with Sweden was created as a compromise, lasting
until 1905. In a country like Denmark-Norway, linguistic differences among
the major ethnic communities were not exceedingly sharp, as the languages
remained fairly close to each other until the end of the early modern period
and even beyond. At the same time, Danish clearly dominated in official usage
until 1814. So the nineteenth-century Norwegian cultural renaissance—very
similar in nature to kindred revivalist movements in early nineteenth-century
East Central Europe and other peripheral areas of the continent—did not
merely strive to make the Norwegian language more distinct from the other
Scandinavian languages by purification (for example, the replacement of
‘foreign’ loan words by indigenous ones) and spelling reforms, but was also
faced with the task of having to create a modern literary language.

In other cases, new, ethnically compound countries were created from
territories which had previously been ruled by other monarchies. Following a
revolution in 1830, Belgium, formerly part of the Protestant-dominated United
Kingdom of the Netherlands, was created in 1830 as an independent, bilingual
country, comprised of Dutch-speaking Flemish and French-speaking Walloon
inhabitants.

Multi-ethnic Empires

Throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, large parts of
Central and Eastern Europe formed portions of multinational and multi-ethnic
empires, namely the Habsburg Monarchy and the Russian Empire. A third
imperial power, the Ottoman Empire, ruled the peoples of the Balkans, and
although it was increasingly forced to give up control over territories during
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, it controlled a substantial part
of south-eastern Europe for much of the period discussed in this chapter. As
mentioned above, the German Empire also included significant non-German
populations as the result of Prussia’s territorial acquisitions in earlier
centuries.



Unlike states in Western Europe, empires in the eastern part of the continent
remained ethnically diverse until the end of the nineteenth century and even
beyond. Many historical reasons stood behind that. Firstly, the empires of
nineteenth-century Central and Eastern Europe had been formed over the
centuries of ethnically and culturally diverse lands, which often adhered
to their own political traditions and institutions and were linked together
by ruling dynasties. Secondly, the policies of assimilation by the state elites
appeared relatively late, in the late eighteenth century in Austria and even later
in Russia. Thirdly, in some places such as the Ottoman Empire or the Baltic
region in Russia, language diversity also served as a social barrier imposed
by the ruling classes on the masses. Less advanced economies and relatively
underdeveloped systems of communication and transport also hindered
stronger assimilation. The ethnic map was therefore particularly diverse. More
importantly, the power relations between states and ethnic groups (as well as
among ethnic groups) varied widely and tended to change over time.

An Example of a Multi-ethnic Empire: Ethnic Relations in
the Habsburg Monarchy

Until the emergence of national movements in the first half of the nineteenth
century, the multi-ethnic character of the Habsburg Empire did not cause
serious difficulties for Habsburg governments, nor did it lead to conflicts
among diverse ethnic groups. Emperor Joseph II (r. 1780-1790) promoted the
German language as a lingua franca in the Habsburg Empire, regarding it as
a tool of efficient centralisation, provoking a resistance that can be interpreted
as a sign of rising national consciousness in various parts of the empire. Apart
from that, however, the Habsburg governance of diverse areas rested on a
degree of respect for local languages, religions, cultural and political traditions.

Early nineteenth-century movements of ‘national awakening’, as they were
called in Central and Eastern Europe, were primarily cultural movements, but
they gradually acquired stronger political overtones. The ideology of modern
nationalism was intertwined with liberal ideas; the peoples of the Habsburg
Monarchy were no longer content with the political system of the centralised
empire and its absolutist government and demanded greater individual rights
and freedoms, as well as collective rights and autonomies. Linguistic and
cultural communities increasingly defined themselves as nations. Emerging
national movements within the Habsburg Empire often had conflicting goals
and interests and could be consciously pitted against each other by Austrian
governments—as the revolutionary events of 1848-1849 amply demonstrated.

In 1867, the Austro-Hungarian Compromise created the Austro-Hungarian
Monarchy (the official name of the Habsburg Empire between 1867 and 1918)



and established parliamentarism in both halves. In the Austrian half of the
Monarchy (Cisleithania), the constitution of 1867 secured rather generous
‘national’ rights for the corresponding ethnic groups. In addition, voting rights
in Austria were gradually extended by electoral reforms in the late nineteenth
century, while universal manhood suffrage (the right of all adult male citizens
to vote) was introduced in 1907. As a result, the demands of nationalities were
increasingly articulated in the Imperial Parliament, causing severe tensions.
In the constitutionally autonomous Hungarian Kingdom (Transleithania),
voting rights remained limited to a narrow circle of around six percent of the
adult population, and ethnic minorities were severely underrepresented in
Parliament. Although the rights of nationalities were stated in an important
law of 1868, state policies in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
Hungary were a de facto curtailment of minorities” cultural and linguistic
rights, and especially from the mid-1890s these policies strove to forcefully
assimilate non-Hungarians. All this together led to an increasingly strained
relationship between the Hungarian state and members of national and ethnic
minorities. The ‘nationality problem’ thus plagued domestic politics in both
halves of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy and contributed substantially to its
dissolution in 1918.

Still, the constellations were diverse. In Bohemia, the rise of the Czech
nation, markedly visible already during the revolution of 1848, led to intense
struggle with an outnumbered yet economically strong German minority,
which benefited from Germanophone networks and the German character of
the Austrian state. In the province of Galicia, both Ruthenians and Poles were
given broad space for their respective national activities. But it was the Poles,
better-positioned in society, who assumed political control of the province.

The sense of belonging to a distinct ethnic community was arguably
stronger in cases like those of the Czechs and the Poles, who could rely upon a
long literary tradition in their own printed language and a legacy of statehood.
The latter was still very much alive in the Polish case, while the ethnic identity
of other peoples, such as Ukrainians or Slovaks, was weaker at the threshold
of the ‘age of nations’. But even among these groups, ethnic identity was
not simply out there, waiting to be taken to the fore by nationalists. Rather,
national movements helped define and reinforce ethnic identities in the first
place, building upon existing cultural markers such as language or religion.
Ethnic identity was often unclear for many people, not to mention irrelevant
to their everyday lives. Many people spoke two or more languages and
switched depending on the situation, while identifying themselves primarily
by profession, social status, place of living, or confession rather than ethnicity
or nationality. Polish peasants, for instance, for a long time had little interest
in the efforts of the Polish nobility and gentry to restore the Polish state, as



class antagonisms rather than shared ethnicity defined their relations with one
another well into the late nineteenth century.

As the century progressed, people were increasingly forced to belong to
neatly divided ethnic groups. In the Habsburg Monarchy, modern censuses
were introduced in 1869 and became powerful tools in this regard. The
‘language of daily use’ (Umgangsprache, used as a technical term in Austrian
statistics) became an indicator of one’s ethnic belonging. Census data, in fact,
often concealed bilingualism or the use of multiple languages, and were unable
to reflect hybrid identities, shifting allegiances, and the complex situation of
people with mixed ancestry. From the perspective of nationalist agitators,
however, individuals characterised by national indifference or ‘ambiguous’
identities were seen with growing disdain. On a different level, ethnic features
were appropriated in newly invented national traditions and symbols (such as
national costumes) or studied, classified and displayed in the newly founded
ethnographic museums and exhibitions.

Fig. 1: Karl Freiherr von Czoernig, Ethnographic map of the Habsburg Monarchy (1855), Public
Domain, Wikimedia, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ethnographic_map_of_austrian_
monarchy_czoernig_1855.jpg.

Apart from political and intellectual struggles in state-wide arenas, interethnic
relations played out in local spatial frameworks. In multi-ethnic regions, but
sometimes in more homogeneous ones too, larger towns and cities were often
multi-ethnic and multi-confessional. Lviv/Lwow/Lemberg, the capital of
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Galicia, for example, was comprised of Ruthenians, Poles, Jews, and Austrian
Germans, while Timisoara/Temesvar/Temeswar/Temisvar had Romanian,
Hungarian, ethnic German, Serbian, Slovak, Jewish, and Ruthenian inhabitants
in the late nineteenth century. Ethnically mixed cities were the rule rather than
the exception in several parts of the region. Ethnic maps of the period can
therefore only provide an approximate image of regional and subregional
colourfulness and do not sufficiently reflect the actual complexity of local
conditions. In addition to the local ethnicities, cities in the Austrian half of
the empire would also include German-speaking officials of the imperial
administration.

Mass migration often thoroughly altered the ethnic composition of
nineteenth-century cities while transforming their social structure. Some of the
major regional capitals, such as Prague or Lemberg (in Polish Lwdéw, present-
day Lviv, Ukraine), became centres of competing national movements laying
claims to public space. Efforts by Czech elites to seize and symbolically recast
Prague as a Czech city, and of Polish elites to sustain Lemberg’s image as a
Polish city, were contradicted by “the politics of ethnic survival” (as described
by historian Gary Cohen), practised by the vital minority of Germans in
Prague, and by the growing presence of Ukrainian claims in the capital of
Austrian Galicia. At the street level, territories and places were symbolically
appropriated, such as the ‘Czech’ or ‘German’ promenades that stretched
westwards and eastwards from Prague’s Wenceslas Square.

It would be misleading, however, to imagine fin-de-siécle cities as divided or
even segregated. Interactions among members of different ethnic groups often
took place on a daily basis, in spaces of leisure, work, and consumption—
despite nationalist agitation encouraging people to follow precisely the
opposite strategy. Members of ethnic communities were urged to shop with
‘their” retailers and to avoid mixed marriages. However, many individuals,
such as some of the leftist or Jewish intellectuals, deliberately crossed these
ethnic boundaries.

Jews in Nation-states and Empires: Ethnicity or
Denominational Minority?

When it comes to interethnic relations, the position of the Jewish population
deserves special attention. Even though, statistically speaking, they were
regarded as a religious group and not an ethnicity in most European countries
by the late nineteenth century (with the exception of the Russian Empire),
they were perceived as an ethnoreligious group by many contemporaries as
well as by several members of Jewish communities themselves —especially the
Orthodox. Assimilated Jews, on the other hand, tended to identify themselves



in the second half of the nineteenth century primarily as members of one of
the European nations or of linguistic-cultural communities such as English,
French, Germans, Hungarians, and so on, depending on location and first
language. The legal emancipation of Jews, which occurred at different times
in different countries (1789 in France, 1812 in Prussia, 1867 in the Austro-
Hungarian Monarchy, 1917 in Russia), theoretically created the possibility of
full social integration for Jews. However, the success of the integration process
depended significantly on the social, cultural and political environments
of individual countries. Whereas the social integration of Jews reached
generally high levels in Western and North-western Europe, antagonisms
were much more likely to prevail in east-central and Eastern Europe, where
the proportion of Jews was significantly higher than in the western half of the
continent. Not all segments of non-Jewish society accepted Jews in their ranks,
and antisemites often called into question their Jewish compatriots” national
loyalties as well as their sincere identification with their homelands. Modern
antisemitism, often and increasingly combined with racial theories by the turn
of the twentieth century, had complex ideological, social and cultural roots,
which cannot be analysed here in detail. But the persistence of antisemitism
in modern European societies had grave consequences later on in the interwar
period, when authoritarian or totalitarian regimes emerged across much of
Europe.

In Russia, Jewish emancipation did not occur until 1917. Until the early
twentieth century, Jewish citizens were confined by law to the Pale of Settlement,
a large territory in the western part of the Russian Empire where they were
mandated to reside, and which they could leave only on certain conditions.
In other European areas, east-central Europe included, residential restrictions
affecting Jews had been abolished by the 1850s at the latest. They had to endure
various forms of popular as well as state-sponsored antisemitism, including
periodic pogroms, which were among the main reasons for large-scale Jewish
emigration from Russia after 1881.

Conclusion

The ethnic map of Europe at the turn of the nineteenth century was diverse and
characterised by time-honoured patterns of coexistence. With the emergence of
modern forms of nationalism, however, multi-ethnic and multi-cultural states
as well as their resident ethnic groups were faced with new challenges. Efforts
to transform countries into modern states often led to assimilationist policies
and the attempted marginalisation of ethnic minorities. In absolutist regimes,
‘national’ demands for greater representation erupted in revolutions; by mid-
century, national and ethnic tensions assumed different forms in constitutional



monarchies. In bi- or multi-national states, competing nationalisms caused
severe political tensions in the late nineteenth century and undermined
political stability (even where minority rights were guaranteed by law).

One would assume that competing nationalisms provoked increasingly
bitter conflict within local and urban communities in the second half of
the nineteenth century too, but that would be a misunderstanding of the
complexity of local conditions. Nationalist agendas were articulated in the
public space, in the press, in associations, and in parliament, but at the same
time, long-standing practices of interethnic communication and coexistence
continued to characterise everyday life on the local level.

In the age of mass migration, the proximity of old and new ethnic groups,
the appearance of culturally different ‘newcomers’, and particularly the rapid
change which altered the former ethnic and linguistic composition of towns
and cities, all together created the potential for conflicts within urban societies.
However, larger cities also functioned as crucibles where the linguistic and
cultural assimilation of minority groups proved much faster than in ethnically
homogeneous, isolated regions.

Discussion questions

1. What were the most important changes in interethnic relations in
nineteenth-century Europe and what were the reasons for these
changes?

2. Which role did language play in interethnic relations in nineteenth-
century Europe?

3. In which ways do these changes still shape Europe today?
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UNIT 2

2.2.3 Interethnic Relations in

Contemporary History
(ca. 1900-2000)

Jaroslav Ira, Thomas Schad, and Erika Szivos

Introduction

Interethnic relations and the complex relationships among states, nations,
and minority populations underwent several changes in twentieth-century
Europe. The First World War brought about the dissolution of empires on
the continent, the rearrangement of European borders and the emergence
of entirely new states, especially in the continent’s eastern half. These
geopolitical changes often thoroughly redefined the populations of European
states as well as the possibilities for minorities within them. Dictatorships
and authoritarian regimes in the interwar period fostered racialised thinking
and the persecution of ethnic and other minorities, culminating in genocide
and ethnic cleansing during and after the Second World War on a scale that
would have been unimaginable a century earlier. Even in the second half of
the twentieth century, discriminatory practices towards minorities continued
and nationalist or separatist movements re-emerged, leading to periodic
outbursts of violent interethnic conflicts. The remainder of this chapter will
examine the ambiguity of the term ‘ethnicity” and the changing relationships
between majority and minority populations in Europe, with a particular focus
on the more complex situation in multi-ethnic regions of Central, Eastern, and
south-eastern Europe.

Ethnicity, Nationality, and Markers of Identity

Ethnicity and ethnic groups are often equated or confused with nationality,
national minorities, or even nations. While these categories do overlap, they
are not necessarily identical. To take but one example, the Socialist Federative
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Republic of Yugoslavia (1945-1992) drew a distinction between nation (narod,
nacija) and nationality (narodnost), with the former term applying only to
Serbs, Croats, Slovenes, Muslims, Montenegrins, and Macedonians, all of
whom spoke Slavic languages and were considered the ‘constitutive people’
of the multiethnic state. However, residents of the same state who identified as
Hungarian, Albanian, Romani, Jewish, Czech, German, Romanian, Bulgarian,
Slovak, Turk, Rusyn, Italian, Vlach, or otherwise, were considered to belong
to a nationality (narodnost) instead, implying that their “true’” homeland lay
beyond the borders of Jugoslavija (literally “the land of South Slavs”).

Across Europe in the twentieth century (as in earlier periods), a commonly
accepted, uniform definition of ethnicity never emerged; most often, the
term was related to markers of difference such as religion, language, origin,
culture, or some combination of these attributes. Religion, for instance, is still
a decisive feature of identity in Northern Ireland: according to the 2011 census,
the majority of Roman Catholics (57.2 percent) identified as Irish, while most
Protestants (81.6 percent) declared themselves British. In the Balkans, religious
affiliation is often the most prominent marker before language, as the case of
Bosnia-Herzegovina shows, where Bosniaks —known until 1993 as Muslims
(Muslimani)—are traditionally Sunni Muslims, whereas Serbs are Orthodox
Christians, and Croats are Roman Catholics. However, the situation is radically
different in nearby Albania, where Muslim, Orthodox, Catholic, Bektashi, and
atheist Albanian speakers identify as Albanians, regardless of their respective
religious traditions.

Language is the decisive identity marker for Germany’s Slavic-speaking
Sorbs as well as for Frisians, who speak a Germanic dialect. In Spain and
France, the Basque minority speaks a language unrelated to that of the
dominant, surrounding communities. In Belgium, the two major population
groups speak either French or Flemish, but neither is usually referred to
as an ‘ethnic group’—instead, they are mostly referred to as Walloons and
Flemings, or collectively as Belgians. This example from the European Union’s
institutional centre draws attention to the widespread Eurocentric habit of
applying the label of ‘ethnicity” overwhelmingly to marginalised and minority
groups—particularly outside of Europe and in supposedly peripheral regions
such as the Balkans—but not to larger groups and majority populations in
(Western) Europe.

In other cases, like the Swedish, Norwegian, and Sami peoples of
Scandinavia, ethnicity is not only marked by linguistic difference, but also
by reference to different origins and origin myths. Cultural difference might
be associated with religious difference, as in the case of Bulgaria’s Muslim
Turkish minority. However, for the Sarakatsani people of Greece, North
Macedonia, Bulgaria, and Albania, cultural difference is associated with a



nomadic lifestyle. Nomadism became highly exceptional towards the end of
the twentieth century in Europe, although it remains a stereotype associated
with Europe’s largest ethnic minority, the Romani people. However, they use
different names (such as Roma and Sinti, Ashkali, Lovari, Kale, Calé, and many
others), they speak their own (Romani) and/or other languages, and they follow
various religious traditions. The Romani people are present in every European
country, from Finland in the north to Andalusia in the south. Throughout the
twentieth century, they were stigmatised in various ways, from the names
given to them by outsiders to open forms of racism and persecution, which
peaked during the Second World War. Estimations by Romani organisations
of their total population size in Europe vary between ten and fourteen million.
Spain has the largest Roma population in Western Europe (725,000-750,000),
whereas other significant centres are in the Balkans.

Ethnic Relations in Europe ca. 1918-1945

As these examples show, it is extremely difficult to grasp Europe and its
interethnic relations across the twentieth century from only one perspective.
It is nevertheless possible to draw a distinction between developments
in the western, south-western, and northern parts of the continent on the
one hand, and the central, eastern, and south-eastern parts on the other. In
Western Europe, a consolidation of nation-state structures accompanied by
ethnic homogenisation took place earlier than elsewhere (though often later
than commonly assumed). In Central and Eastern Europe, stretching from
present-day Poland, Czechia, Slovakia, Austria, and Hungary eastwards to
the western Balkans, ethnic diversity within the spaces of former multi-ethnic
empires persisted much longer. Whether it was the Austro-Hungarian, the
Ottoman, or the Russian Empire, all of these pre-national political structures
were intrinsically multi-ethnic.

The difference between mostly mono-ethnic nation-states and multi-
ethnic empires also helps to explain why inter-ethnic violence and tensions
often arose in areas which became nation-states comparatively late: the logic
of nationalism stresses the alignment of territory, population, and political
power (sovereignty) within one ‘nation’. According to this logic, ethnic
difference can easily turn into violent conflict over resources, especially when
new borders are drawn, new state bureaucracies emerge, or when citizenship
is redefined along linguistic, religious, or other ‘ethnic’ criteria. Nationalist
regimes homogenised populations through policies of ‘social engineering’ that
reshaped their demographic or ethnic composition, such as through ethnic
cleansing, forced resettlement, assimilation, or genocide.



While ethnic diversity in Eastern and Central European states was
commonplace before 1918, the “Versailles System” established after the First
World War created radically new conditions. The dissolution of the multi-
ethnic empires (Austria-Hungary, Russia, Wilhelmine Germany, the Ottoman
Empire) was followed by the emergence of successor states whose legitimacy
derived from the principle of national self-determination. But the new states
were far from ethnically homogeneous units and many ethnic groups found
themselves dispersed outside of ‘their’ nation-states.

Incongruencies between cultural and political borders fostered major
tensions both within and beyond individual nations during the interwar
period. Domestically, relationships were often strained between national
minorities and the majority populations (the so-called ‘titular nations’) that
became hegemons of their respective states. At the same time, national groups
became bones of contention between the states in which they formed a minority
(such as Germans in Czechoslovakia or Hungarians in Romania) and the states
where they were dominant (Germany, Hungary).

Legal measures were created to secure the rights of national minorities,
such as those enshrined in the Minority Treaties that newly established states
were obliged to sign in order to join the League of Nations. The League served
as arbitrator in cases of alleged mistreatment of minorities, but cases could
only be put forward by the recognised nation-states that were members of the
organisation. In practice, many new states imposed the cultural dominance
of the largest ethnic group and treated minorities that did not assimilate as
unreliable or disloyal.

Some states, such as Poland, adopted harsh policies toward minorities,
enacting measures of cultural Polonisation while excluding minorities from
state structures. This especially applied to Ukrainians, Belarussians, Jews,
and Germans, who together formed roughly one third of the population.
Czechoslovakiaadopted amoreliberal attitude towardsits German, Hungarian,
Ruthenian, and Polish minorities, but still regarded these groups” demands
for greater cultural or territorial autonomy with suspicion. The peculiar and
instrumental construction of a ‘Czechoslovak’ nation itself concealed the
unequal relationship between Czechs on the one hand and Slovaks on the
other, with the latter remaining underrepresented in state administration and
public institutions.

Mid-century Transformations

The Second World War and its aftermath brought about a profound
transformation of Central and Eastern Europe’s ethnic conditions. The war
itself triggered the flight and emigration of hundreds of thousands of people



from territories invaded or annexed by Nazi Germany and its allies. The largest
proportion of the refugees were Jewish by religion or by descent, but non-Jewish
citizens also had reason to fear persecution on ethnic or political grounds, and
thus fled in large numbers from countries like occupied Poland in 1939. As
the war continued and the Nazis pursued a policy of extermination towards
Jews, millions of people in Central and Eastern Europe were murdered. Jewish
emigration from the region during and after the war thoroughly changed
its composition and culture, as characteristic groups and urban subcultures
disappeared and the complex ties between Jews and Gentiles were broken.

Similar movements of mass flight and forced migration unfolded in
the other direction as well. In 1939, following the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact
signed by Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union, the Soviet Union annexed
eastern Poland, and in 1940 forced the Baltic states to join the USSR. The Nazis
themselves forced Baltic Germans, who had inhabited the region since the
Middle Ages, to resettle within the Third Reich. As the Soviet front approached,
the ethnic German population of East Prussia (today the Kaliningrad exclave
of Russia) was evacuated en masse, never to return to their former homeland.
At the end of the Second World War, the Allies instituted wartime agreements
that led to substantial border changes in Central and Eastern Europe, which
were often accompanied by ‘population exchanges’—mass expulsions that
forced several million people to relocate. To take Poland as an example:
Germans were expelled from the western territories incorporated into post-
war Poland, while Polish citizens were forced to move out of the areas ceded
to the Soviet Union. Simultaneously, a similar number of ethnic Belarussians
and Ukrainians had to leave Poland and move to the neighbouring Belarussian
and Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republics, areas which by then had become
permanent parts of the Soviet Union.

Almost everywhere in Eastern and Central Europe, the guiding principle
behind expulsions and population exchanges was the drive of post-war
governments to transform their countries into ethnically homogeneous states,
an idea that was initially supported by all Allied powers as well. However,
given the ethnic, linguistic and denominational diversity of Central and Eastern
Europe and the ethnic complexity of many of its sub-regions, homogeneity
in most cases could only be achieved—if at all—by coercion. For example,
under a so-called population exchange treaty in 1946, ethnic Hungarians
from Czechoslovakia and ethnic Slovaks from Hungary could ‘swap’ their
domiciles; however, the figures on the two sides did not match (approximately
120,000 resettled Hungarians vs some 73,000 resettling Slovaks).

Expulsions and forced resettlement, designed partly to solve the ‘nationality
problem’ and partly to administer collective punishment, disrupted age-
old patterns of coexistence. By placing people into rigid ethnic or national



categories, expulsions often targeted those who had compound identities and
those with multiple ties to their country and its communities.

Minority Issues and Policies During and After the Cold
War

Although states in post-war Central and Eastern Europe perceptibly worked
towards the greatest possible degree of homogeneity, several countries retained
a multi-ethnic character and/or ethnic minorities after 1945. Policies regarding
minorities varied from state to state and from period from period. After the
communist takeover, the Marxist doctrine of ‘proletarian internationalism” to
some extent relegated minority issues into the background, but ethnic realities
still had to be addressed. The USSR was itself a multi-ethnic state in which
contradictory policies coexisted. While Russification and the suppression of
local nationalisms was a marked tendency during the entire history of the Soviet
Union, so too was a whole range of working solutions developed with regard
to the languages of member republics and the historic and cultural heritage
of non-Russian nationalities. The countries of the Socialist Bloc were required
to adopt the principles of proletarian internationalism, but at the same time
they could look to the Soviet Union for practical examples of how to handle
nationalities within a multi-ethnic communist state. In some east-central
European communist countries, such as Hungary and Yugoslavia, the equality
of all nationalities was stated in the constitution; in others (Czechoslovakia for
instance), the rights of nationalities were regulated by various laws.
However, state socialism did little to cultivate the allegiances of minorities.
Communist governments required citizens to identify primarily with the
party and the state, usually regarding all other loyalties and identities with
suspicion. Where national minorities were permitted their own institutions
(such as schools, cultural associations, organisations, events, newspapers,
or regular radio and television programmes), these were closely monitored
and kept under strict state control. The case of the Roma in Czechoslovakia
is illustrative of the contradictory approach toward minority groups under
socialism. On the one hand, the state pursued assimilation strategies premised
on the idea that the Roma did not constitute a distinct nationality, but rather
represented akind of‘deviant’ lifestyle orasocial problem for the state. Measures
deployed against the Roma included not only continuous sedentarisation and
resettlement (from the countryside of eastern Slovakia to cities in the border
regions of Bohemia), but also much more aggressive policies such as the
sterilisation of Roma women or segregation of Roma children into ‘special
schools’. On the other hand, the proclamations of equality and extensive social
rights that legitimised the socialist regime also created a space for advocating



for the rights of Roma, their inclusion in society, and their recognition as a
nationality.

As far as Western Europe was concerned, intercultural issues underwent
significant changes after the Second World War as, for the first time in modern
history, Europe became a continent of mass inward migration (see the chapters
on ‘Demographic Change’ and ‘Migration’ in the twentieth century). In the
wake of decolonisation, an ever-larger number of non-Europeans arrived from
former colonies to countries like Britain, France, and the Netherlands. In the
economic boom that began in the 1950s, large numbers of so-called ‘guest
workers’ —initially from Italy, Spain, and Portugal, then increasingly from
Turkey and Yugoslavia—were recruited for employment in Germany, Austria
and Switzerland. By the 1990s, immigration had greatly diversified in terms of
the motivations of migrants and their countries of origin. With the emergence
of the European Community, later the European Union, intra-European
migration began to increase as well. These new patterns of migration raised
new kinds of concerns. Cultural differences, manifest in residential spatial
patterns such as segregation, and new issues of cultural integration began to
define discourses on interethnic relations.

The collapse of state socialist regimes in 1989-1990 put the question of
minorities on a new footing. Democratically elected parliaments and post-1990
governments sought to create legal frameworks in which minority rights were
respected and observed. In many cases, these new laws were shaped by the
European Union, which expanded to include the Visegrad countries (Poland,
the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and Hungary), the Baltic states (Estonia, Latvia,
and Lithuania), as well as Slovenia in 2004, followed by Romania and Croatia
three years later. Minorities in these countries thus obtained greater legal
protections. However, populist and right-wing nationalist parties claiming to
represent the entire ‘nation” (meaning, in fact, the majority ethnic population)
also pursued aggressive policies against minorities in this period. In some
countries, unbridled nationalism led to increasing tensions and discrimination
in everyday life.

In the aftermath of the Cold War, Europe was also reminded of the dangers
of violent interethnic conflict. The breakup of Yugoslavia in 1991 and the
subsequent wars in Croatia (1991-1995), Bosnia-Herzegovina (1992-1995),
and Kosovo (1998-1999) represented the first large-scale interethnic wars on
European soil since the Second World War. With the fall of the Muslim enclave
of Srebrenica (Bosnia) on 11 July 1995, the war even led to the first post-1945
genocide in Europe, against the Bosniak people. These conflicts shared many
similarities with those earlier in the century, when the disintegration of
multi-ethnic states had led to struggles between competing ethnic groups for
sovereignty over ‘their’ territory.



Conclusion

After the First World War and the dissolution of former empires, national
ideals informed the self-identification of new states, and continued to define
the strategies of governing elites throughout the century. This development
encouraged restrictive or assimilative policies towards national or ethnic
minorities, fuelling unresolved tensions and in some cases leading to
separatist movements. The period between the early 1930s and the late 1940s
irreversibly changed the ethnic maps of entire regions. Millions were killed
or forced to resettle as a result of the Second World War. War, genocide, and
mass expulsions broke up centuries-old patterns of ethnic coexistence in the
victims’ places of origin, while the arrival of forced migrants often led to new
tensions with the local populace in their places of arrival. After 1945, Europe
became a region of mass immigration due to post-colonial global migration
patterns and the globalisation of the labour market. Until 1989, Eastern Bloc
countries —being closed societies under the control of the Soviet Union—stood
largely outside the circuits of global migration. However, after the collapse of
state socialist systems, they too became countries of arrival for international
migrants within an expanding European Union.

The ‘national turn” that had taken place in the late nineteenth century thus
manifested itself in all countries of Europe throughout the twentieth century,
deeply affecting the relationship of majority nations with the minorities living
among them, as well as the relationships between different minority groups.
The ethnically and culturally homogeneous nation-state became the norm and
the ideal, even if that ideal was far removed from the existing realities of most
European countries, and particularly far from the conditions of large, multi-
ethnic states in early twentieth-century Europe. This was particularly true in
Central, Eastern and south-eastern Europe, regions whose twentieth-century
history exemplifies key problems of interethnic relations. Indeed, the habit of
speaking about ‘ethnic groups’ is far more prevalent in relation to Eastern and
south-eastern Europe than it is to Western Europe, though there exist important
tensions in minority-majority relations in the latter as well. Conflicts over
ethnic difference are thus not a specific feature of the east and southeast, but a
reflection of the longevity of nationalist thought and its assumption of ethnic
homogeneity. Given the bloodshed and body count of nationalist projects, one
must use ‘national” and ‘ethnic’ categories with care and critical reflection.

The most troublesome impact of the ‘national turn” has been on minorities
who have never had their own nation-state within Europe, such as Jews, the
Roma, and nomads. The Jewish response to the experience of being a ‘stateless’
people was often a strong identification with, and an effort to integrate into,
the state in which they lived. However, with right-wing political groups and



exponents of racial ideologies repeatedly calling such efforts at integration
into question, another Jewish response was the rise of political Zionism, an
early twentieth-century modern nationalist movement that sought to (re)
create a Jewish homeland outside Europe and encourage the emigration of
European Jewry into that new state. The societal integration of the Roma, the
Sinti and of various nomadic groups was similarly controversial and remained
incompletely addressed in many European countries, even in the late twentieth
century.

Discussion questions

1. Discuss the role of the nation state in interethnic relations in twentieth-
century Europe.

2.  What was the role of the Cold War in interethnic relations in Europe?

3. The twentieth century was full of interethnic tensions. Do you think the
EU has solved these problems? Why or why not?
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UNIT 2

2.3.1 Household and Family in Early
Modern History (ca. 1500-1800)

Sarah Carmichael and Xenia von Tippelskirch

Introduction

Since Aristotle, there has been a thread of thought which maintains that the
way parents and children, as well as husbands and wives, relate to each other
forms a subconscious model for political systems, serving as the template for
how the individual relates to authority. Whether one subscribes to this view or
not, everyday life and the organisation of society at the family and household
levels are clearly fundamental to how European societies have functioned over
time. Yet such topics were for a long time neglected by historians, who focused
narrowly on economic and political developments or who relegated them to
the field of women’s history, which they treated as separate and non-essential.
When it comes to our historical understanding of family and household, a lot
of what people presume is true of the past is based either on the behaviour of
elites, on portrayals in literature, or on ideologically framed, older research.
For instance, the idea persists that historically, girls across Europe married
universally and usually in their teens, or that large family groups were the
norm for all societies. Many of these assumptions, however, do not stand up
to scrutiny.

Examining the setup of care duties often associated with female roles in
society (childbearing and -rearing, housekeeping etc.) can help us understand
developments in a given period, not just for women themselves but for societies
as a whole. In this sub-chapter we sketch the most important characteristics
of family and household in early modern Europe, drawing out temporal
and geographical distinctions where necessary. The origin of these regional
differences is debated, with some historians arguing that differences in legal
systems, inheritance regimes, or agrarian practices (such as the presence or
absence of certain types of plough technology) are at the bottom of these

© 2023 Carmichael and von Tippelskirch, CC BY-NC 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0323.19


http://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0323.19

differences. It is in any case important to differentiate between rural and
urban settings and between the conditions of high nobility and peasants.
Furthermore, the distinction between family and household also differs
between contexts. Sometimes all individuals living together in domestic groups
will be related by blood but in other situations there may be many additions to
the basic domestic unit in the form of lodgers, servants, apprentices, and so on.
Historians have tended to find it easier to research domestic residential groups
(i.e., households) than kinship networks.

The structure of this chapter follows that of the life course, running from
birth (including infanticide), children and childhood, marriage, households
and servants, to old age and death (including inheritance regimes). Finally,
we will focus on how early modern houses were furnished and on the role of
property during one’s lifetime and after one’s death.

Childbirth and Childhood

Childbirth and childhood were highly risky periods for those born in the early
modern period. But during this period important changes also took place
in how both were dealt with and both topics have stimulated wide-ranging
research on various subjects associated with infancy. The focus on birth has
allowed social historians (especially since the 1970s) to reconstruct the particular
position that women occupied in early modern families, to question the role
of legitimacy and how transmission of heritage was managed. Investigations
of the history of childbirth have also given us insight into the anatomical and
medical knowledge of the period. In this context, religious dimensions proved
to be very important: the questions of when a foetus was actually alive and
the fate of children who died unbaptised occupied contemporaries intensely.
Early modern mortality rates for mothers and newborns were extremely
high, with roughly twenty-seven precent of infants not living to see their first
birthday (and about half didn’t make it to adulthood), and four to five births
out of every thousand leading to the death of the mother. (Taking into account
that mothers in this period were likely to have multiple children, the risk for
any given mother was therefore much higher.) Thus, births were accompanied
by religious and magical rituals by which contemporaries hoped to achieve
a fortuitous birth. Once the child was born, efforts were made to baptise it as
quickly as possible in order to integrate it into the community of believers.
Throughout the early modern period children were born at home with the
help of midwives, who mostly passed on their knowledge orally. We know
of the practices that characterised midwifery thanks to the regulations of
territorial authorities, but also through some medical literature —Eucharius
Rosslin’s Der Rosengarten (The Rose Garden), an illustrated text from 1513 that



circulated widely throughout the sixteenth century in Latin, English, French,
and Italian translations. From the seventeenth century onwards, we also have
treatises written by midwives. The French royal midwife Louise Bourgeois
(1563-1636) was the first woman to publish about her art; the handbook of
the court midwife Justine Siegemund (1636-1705) from Lower Silesia enjoyed
particular success. In her richly illustrated book, which she compiled on the
basis of her readings and her own practical experience, she primarily addressed
other midwives she wanted to teach. Siegemund shows how assistance could
be given during birth. Another famous treatise by the Parisian midwife
Angélique Marguerite Le Boursier du Coudray (first published in 1759) even
had coloured plates in its second edition (1777). The rarity of such colour
illustrations proves that it was a very popular text, for which such expensive
additions were seen as worthwhile. These works reveal how midwives dealt
with difficult births, but also which instruments and manual techniques they
used, how they performed emergency baptisms and, more generally, the ways
in which the unborn were imagined.

At the end of the eighteenth century, responsibilities shifted: midwives
were no longer chosen by childbearing women as before, but instead had to
pass examinations organised by (male) physicians. The first lying-in hospitals
were established during the eighteenth century. If one compares the situation
in Europe, then clear differences become visible. For example, the university-
affiliated lying-in hospital (Accouchierhaus) established in Gottingen in 1751
served primarily to train male obstetricians. Lying-in hospitals in Catholic
countries existed in part to offer unmarried women the possibility to preserve
their honour. In Milan (since 1780) and Paris (Office des Accouchées of the
Hotel-Dieu, founded in 1378 but with vastly greater influence in the latter half
of the eighteenth century), they were directly connected to foundling homes.
In England, however, hospitals such as the Lying-in Hospital for Married
Women (established in London in 1749) accepted only poor married women
and existed thanks to philanthropic organisations. Throughout Europe, at
the beginning of this process of medicalisation, the risk of infection (childbed
fever) in these clinics was extremely high, so that better-off women preferred
to give birth at home until the nineteenth century. In some regions, newborns
were systematically given to wet nurses. In Tuscany, sometimes fathers-to-be
were involved in discussions about the choice of wet nurse, demonstrating
that the task of caring for newborns was not an exclusively female one.

With the increasing regulation and institutionalisation of marriages in the
course of the Reformation and Catholic reform, pregnancy outside marriage
became a real problem. Until well into the sixteenth century, a marriage vow
and consummation of the marriage had been sufficient to declare a marriage
legally valid. However, in subsequent decades ecclesiastical authorities



increasingly required marriages to take place before a priest and in the
presence of witnesses. At the same time, they stigmatised extramarital sexual
intercourse. Unmarried women who were pregnant affirmed their good
faith and honourable status in church courts, hoping to obtain marriage and
recognition for their children. They were not always successful. Sometimes the
social pressure was so great that they saw no other way out than to get rid of
the unwanted newborn.

Unlike in many other parts of the world, not much evidence has been found
for sex-selective infanticide or child abandonment in early modern Europe. The
Constitutio Criminalis Carolina (1532) defined infanticide as a crime, ordered
torture for questioning suspects, and threatened the death penalty. Those who
had deprived still unbaptised children of the possibility of salvation were to
be punished severely. Thus, in the area of the Holy Roman Empire, the rules
for dealing with child murderers were clearly defined. Research has found
different patterns in dealing with suspected child murderers. Proceedings
were not always initiated at all, as the evidence was often difficult to produce.
There also seem to have been marked differences between urban and rural and
Catholic and Protestant areas. At the end of the eighteenth century, there was
an increasing number of voices arguing for awareness of the impact of social
pressures on single women from the lower classes and thus for a reduction of
the penalty.

Childhood was a concept of growing importance in early modern Europe,
though historians differ in how they assess it. Some have argued that
modern childhood emerged in the transition from the Middle Ages to the
early modern period or that the sentiment of motherly love was ‘invented’
in the seventeenth century, while others point to later changes during the
Victorian era. No matter what position one takes, it is clear that something
indeed changed in the understanding of childhood over the course of the early
modern period. Children started to gain a status of their own, no longer seen
merely as tiny adults but increasingly as innocents in need of protection from
the adult world (particularly from the world of work). Education thus took on
increasing importance. Early childhood education was a family affair in this
period, especially for girls from the lower classes, who were educated within
the framework of their families. But this period also saw a steady increase in
schooling, often provided by the church. Many middle-class boys and even
some girls were sent to school around age six, certainly in Britain but also in
other parts of Europe. Apprentices and periods of servitude long remained
a normal part of childhood, with the guild system creating opportunities for
parents to outsource the housing and education of their children to a skilled
master. Communal institutions also emphasised the importance of charity and
education for abandoned children, trying to keep boys out of gangs and girls



out of prostitution. Orphanages were introduced in various regions partly in
order to reduce infanticide—the baby hatches or foundling wheels found in
many churches during the medieval and early modern periods bear testimony
to that.

The Adult World and the Household

In early modern Europe, key stages of adult life were defined by marriage,
work, old age, and death, each of which had an impact on the organisation
of the household as an institution. Much of the historical work on marriage
in early modern Europe revolves around proving or disproving the claims of
John Hajnal. Hajnal was a mathematician who, in 1965, identified a geographic
line running through Europe from Trieste to St Petersburg which seemed to
separate Europe into two marriage systems: one in the east, where marriage
was universal, where women married young to partners substantially older
than themselves, and another system in the west, in which at least ten precent of
people remained unmarried, while women married around the age of twenty-
three to men who were, on average, two and a half years older. This contrast
between the two halves of Europe has been much critiqued, but a picture
has emerged which confirms that, at least for England and the Netherlands,
marriage ages were (and remain) high for both men and women. However,
the debate around this topic has demonstrated that rather than a strict line of
division across the continent, it might be more accurate to talk of a gradient,
with Central Europe representing an intermediate case where marriage ages
were lower than in the west but higher than in the east. We therefore see,
roughly speaking, marriage ages of twenty-four and above (often substantially
so) for both men and women in north-western Europe, between twenty and
twenty-four for women in Central and Southern Europe, and under twenty for
women in many parts of Eastern Europe, though the male age at marriage is
often substantially higher in these regions.

In a period where contraception methods were unreliable and sex outside
of marriage was frowned upon (though pre-marital sex did occur, and
frequently), marriage ages had a direct effect on the number of children women
bear. Relatively close ages of spouses have been linked to a more consensual,
equitable type of relationship. Studies of present-day couples show that in
regions where the age gap between husband and wife is large, with husbands
much older than their brides, this leads to more exposure to domestic violence,
less investment in children’s (particularly girls’) schooling and less say in
important decisions such as the distribution of expenditure on health care.

One factor which may explain higher marriage ages in north-western Europe
is the fact that couples, upon getting married, were expected to establish their



own households. This meant that time was needed to train, work and save
enough to do so. While households in Eastern Europe consisted largely of
family members related by blood, west of the so-called ‘Hajnal line’, live-in
servants and lodgers frequently extended the otherwise ‘nuclear family” (i.e.
a married couple and their children). These servants were often (although not
always) young employees working for wages. This system led to a life-cycle in
which a period of service was the norm in north-west Europe, as opposed to
the situation in Eastern Europe. At almost all levels of society, families in north-
west Europe sent their adolescent children out of their households to work as
servants or apprentices, to board near a teacher or school, or to perform service
for royalty. This mobility was notable to visitors from further afield. Life-cycle
service died out with the shift from pre-industrial to industrialised production
techniques, which was detrimental to the position of women, as they no longer
had access to labour markets in which to gain skills and earn wages.

In addition to pointing out the significance of marriage patterns, research
has been conducted on the legal and confessional dimensions of marriage.
Very often, religious conversion was a precondition to marriage. The existence
of denominationally mixed marriages demonstrates how fluid confessional
identities could be in the early modern context. Dowries had to be negotiated
in each case, but economic considerations were not the only connection
between spouses. In cases of domestic violence or other marital conflict,
divorce was only possible in Protestant countries. In Catholic areas, it was
sometimes possible to obtain a dispensation on proof of an unconsummated
marriage or to demand separation from table and bed before a church court.
The petitions and testimonies required in the context of investigations and
court trials provide insights into what early modern people had to say about
their everyday married life. What often emerges is that those living in the early
modern period had a lot more “agency” than we might sometimes assume,
and that particularly women petitioned courts to uphold promises of marriage
where they had not been fulfilled and they were left literally holding the baby.

An important feature of how the life-cycles of households were arranged
is what happened after death. Although life expectancy at birth for the early
modern period sat at around thirty to thirty-five years of age, most individuals
who survived infancy could expect to live much longer —perhaps to around
the age of sixty. This also meant that some degree of old age care provision was
often necessary. In the Netherlands, early forms of retirement homes emerged
where elderly couples could pay in advance for care. In many other parts of
Europe, care by family members remained the norm. These patterns of what
different generations do for each other and how they live together have long
historical roots, with ramifications right through to the present day. In Spain
and Italy, for example, even the state provision of old age care today is heavily



influenced by the idea that it is your children who care for you once you are
no longer able to do so. Households in north-western Europe were frequently
extended by live-in servants, or lodgers who provided commercialised care or
the money with which to buy care.

Households of course exist not only as a set of relationships but also as
tangible, material spaces. Historians like Raffaella Sarti have demonstrated
the significance of objects in the context of early modern households. Young
couples needed to procure the material conditions of living together, with
basic necessities including a bed and a fireplace. The early modern period also
witnessed a growing demand for luxury goods such as the wave of goods
that became available through colonial trading networks, with spices and
textiles from Asia arriving in the European market. This contributed to the
so-called “industrious revolution”, a shift in which households devoted more
time to employment and less to leisure in order to afford luxuries. Tied in
with this, the putting-out system—subcontracting manufacturing tasks to
remote workers—meant that manufacturers across Western Europe in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries could tap into a large labour supply
available in rural households. The ability to produce goods for manufacturers
at home while combining this with agrarian work meant that rural households
could increase monetary incomes. As a result, early modern urban households
became further embedded in a monetary system and the market, both in terms
of production and consumption.

Conclusion

This chapter has shown that household and family arrangements across
Europe differed greatly across the continent, including distinct east/west
variants associated with marriage patterns. These differences are debated but
also had a significant impact on how societies operated. It is often argued that
those from regions where networks were based on extended family ties put
trust in the extended family over market-based relationships, whereas in a
nuclear family setting individuals perhaps engaged more actively with the
marketplace and put more trust in anonymous transactions, thereby fostering
the rise of individualism and capitalism. Households and families are therefore
key to our understanding of many other important historical processes. They
also help to explain the emergence or persistence of disparities across the
continent. Smaller nuclear households in north-west Europe provided less of
a safety net to fall back on when times were hard. These ‘weaker’ family ties
can also be linked to the development of forms of collective action (i.e. where
people work together to improve their lot and to achieve a common goal)



such as guilds, commons, and other collaborative forms that were based on
common interests rather than family ties.

Discussion questions

1. In which ways was childhood in early modern Europe different and
how was it similar to today?

2. How did family and marriage differ across Europe?

3. In which ways did religion shape family relations in early modern
Europe?

4. What was the role of sexual relations in early modern families, and in
which ways is this different to today?
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UNIT 2

2.3.2 Household and Family in Modern
History (ca. 1800-1900)

Sarah Carmichael, Darina Martykanova, Monika Matay,

and Julia Moses

Introduction

Improvements in agriculture and the industrial revolution had a profound
effect on European societies, not just economically but also in the way that
households and families were organised, largely through its impact on
the way that people earned their incomes. The timing of the increase in
agricultural productivity and the industrial revolution differed across the
continent. Its impact was shaped by the pre-existing forms of household and
family organisation and by the political context. However, the establishment
of a system whereby income for a large part of the population was earned
by working in mining, industrial establishments and services had a number
of significant consequences for the family and household. First, it meant that
household workin cottage industriesbegan to decline, as work was increasingly
undertaken outside the home. Second, and relatedly, larger family and kinship
networks were no longer regarded as necessary for contributing to household
industries, and individuals began to seek work elsewhere, including far from
home. Finally, the shift to industrial work meant that labour increasingly came
to be seen as something performed by male family ‘breadwinners’, even if the
important contributions of women and child workers continued.

These developments, of course, varied dramatically across Europe and
even within individual countries. For this reason, among others, historians
and social scientists have debated whether there has been a single model of the
‘European family’. Some have debated over divisions between north-western
Europe and the rest of the continent. Others have pointed out specifically
Eastern European or Southern European family models in which agriculture
and intergenerational families played a greater role into the early twentieth
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century —though even in these regions, nuclear families (based on a mother,
father and their children) were the most common pattern in cities. The idea
of a European family model has also been questioned by scholars who have
argued that households based on the nuclear family were not necessarily the
norm in the past, despite popular memory. Indeed, a number of scholars have
highlighted the role of single mothers and patchwork families during this
period, not least because of spousal abandonment and widowhood in an era
of high mortality and difficult divorce laws.

Nonetheless, despite these variations within the history of the family and
household, there were several common trends during this period, including
the predominance of patriarchy —the rule of the father, which determined the
legal status of women and children as well as how households were generally
governed. Moreover, in this era of mass migration and imperial expansion,
frequent encounters with ‘others” of various kinds helped to solidify certain
ideas about what families and households should look like in particular
countries or societies.

This chapter draws attention to several facets of these issues, including the
vast socioeconomic and legal changes affecting marriage and the family, as
well as cultural redefinitions of the family and the often moralising discourses
surrounding sexuality, which likewise shaped the household and the family
in modern Europe.

Fig. 1: A Swedish family with their five children in 1898, Public Domain, Wikimedia, https://
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Swedish_family_1898.jpg.
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Changing Economic and Legal Frameworks

The industrial revolution, which took hold at different times in different
countries, had profound effects on how households functioned. Both the guild
system and the “putting-out’ system were replaced almost wholesale by factory
production. The rise of factory production and wage labour meant that, where
previously households had operated as units of production, goods were now
increasingly manufactured outside the home. This meant that remuneration
for paid labour became increasingly important as households became ever
less self-sufficient. At the same time, an ideal model of family organisation
emerged among upper-middle-class families whereby men should earn the
sole income to support the household, with women focused on creating
a domestic sphere. This so-called male breadwinner model persists to the
present day, but its origins are to be found in the time of industrialisation, when
wages that had previously been paid to a household were increasingly paid
to individuals. However, this was only ever an ideal. In reality, particularly in
poorer households, women and children did a lot of work both in and outside
the home. And of course, a male breadwinner household could only exist
if the male of the household was alive and present. For many households,
death and disappearance, travel for work or conscription to fight in wars
led to men’s absence, leaving women and children to make do as best they
could. In many European countries, such as Spain, Portugal or France, the
concept of the man as an exclusive breadwinner did not become hegemonic in
the nineteenth century, and men welcomed their wives and single daughters
bringing complementary income home—so long as men remained by law the
supreme authority (chef de famille, cabeza de familia) in the household.

Parallel to the advance of industrialisation across much of Western Europe,
there emerged another significant development: the rise of the modern
state. In the late eighteenth century and into the nineteenth century, states
around Europe began to develop modern bureaucracies, new tax systems
and comprehensive legal codes which enabled them to know more about the
families that lived within them. These developments also enabled states to
shape families in new ways, largely as a result of the shift in power over daily
affairs from religious institutions to governmental ones.

This transformation could be seen, first of all, in the domain of family law,
which became a distinct area of jurisprudence from the eighteenth century
and began to outline how to deal with areas such as marriage, inheritance,
adoption, and divorce. The emergence of new civil codes in the wake of the
French Revolution and various subsequent revolutions over the nineteenth
century also brought about clear rules on matters pertaining to the household
and family. For example, the Prussian Civil Code of 1794 declared the purpose



of marriage as mutual support, both financial and procreative. Just a few
years later, in 1804, the French Civil Code, which had been introduced in the
Napoleonic backlash against the French Revolution, marked a return to more
conservative rules on marriage and the family after various revolutionary-era
experiments that had included rights to civil marriage and divorce, as well as
women’s rights within marriage.

These legal developments were a watershed in the relationship of the family
(and household more generally) with the states in which they resided. To be
sure, the family had previously been subject to some governmental regulations
and was certainly subjected to church rules on a wide variety of matters, from
incest to marriage and its collapse. Throughout much of European history,
marriage had been seen as a sacrament, a sacred ritual within Christianity
that bestowed divine grace. As such, various church edicts in the medieval
and early modern period allowed people to marry as long as they chose to do
so freely, and as long as they married in front of witnesses who could testify
to the new union. The marriage contract was effectively between the couple
and God, not between the families of the marrying couple or as an act before
the state. The advent of new Protestant traditions in the early modern period
meant that, at least for Protestants, marriage was no longer seen as a sacrament,
but it was still upheld as something special and worthy of protection.

New legislation that took off with the French Revolution was therefore a
radical change, as were the reforms instituted by various civil codes afterwards.
One of the most significant changes was the introduction of compulsory civil
marriage, which meant that individuals needed to marry through the state—at
state registry offices or with judges—rather than through the church, even if
they chose to marry in the church afterwards. In countries that adopted laws
on civil marriage, the only marriages that were valid were those registered
with the state. The civil marriage movement took off across much of Europe
over the course of the long nineteenth century, for example, in France (1792),
Prussia (1794) and as an option in England in 1836, and its roots could also
be seen in earlier attempts to separate matters of church and state, such as
Austria’s 1783 Marriage Patent.

Alongside marriage, divorce and marital separation shifted to the centre of
debates about changing policies on the family in nineteenth-century Europe.
Under Catholicism, separation ‘from bed and board” was allowed in cases of
marital breakdown, but not divorce. Protestants allowed divorce, but rules
varied widely, with some more restrictive than others. Against this backdrop,
different states gradually introduced laws on divorce and these varied, for
example, with allowances only in case of spousal abuse, abandonment or
adultery. Rules on divorce also varied within countries, depending on how
unified their legal systems were. For example, in Germany, divorce was easier
to obtain within predominantly Protestant Prussia than within predominantly



Catholic Bavaria. In Austria and in the Ottoman Empire, the laws on divorce
and separation were determined by one’s religion. In any case, even where
divorce laws existed, as in Britain after a key reform in 1857 (the Matrimonial
Causes Act), it remained expensive and legally difficult to end a marriage,
meaning that marriages that did break down often did so under the radar.

Although marriage and divorce, as well as other aspects of family law, came
increasingly within the remit of the state over the course of the nineteenth
century, the impact of the law within the household was limited. Ideas about
the rule of the husband and father, and of parents more generally, meant that
the law often turned a blind eye to abuse, whether physical, emotional or
financial. For example, the English social reformer Caroline Norton’s husband
took custody of her three children and barred her from seeing them after she
left him in 1836. It was his legal right to retain custody, though she campaigned
and eventually succeeded in the enactment of the Infant Custody Bill in 1839,
which allowed mothers to keep their children. Divorces like Norton’s moreover
reveal the double standard applied to husbands and wives: whereas the laws
of many European countries allowed husbands to divorce on grounds of
adultery alone, women were usually required to prove not only adultery but
some other forms of abuse as well such as living bigamously or committing
incest.

Fig. 2: Emma Fergusson, Watercolour sketch of Caroline Norton (1860), CC 4.0, Public Domain,
Wikimedia, Stephencdickson, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Watercolour_sketch_of_
Caroline_Norton_by_Emma_Fergusson_1860,_National_Portrait_Gallery_of_Scotland.jpg.
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Uneven power relations in the household also meant that financial decisions,
the holding of marital property, and decisions about children were usually in
the hands of husbands and fathers. The concerted efforts of various individuals
like Norton, the Swedish reformer Ellen Key and the German reformer Helene
Stocker, as well as women’s rights groups like the Belgian League for the
Rights of Women (1893) and the German League for the Protection of Mothers
(1904), meant that many of these practices of patriarchy came into question
or were reformed. In the name of ‘maternalism’ —defined by historian Ann
Taylor Allen as “the exaltation of motherhood as the woman citizen’s most
important right and duty” —married women rallied together to call for rights
to manage their own finances, to choose whether or not to work, and to have a
say, for example, in the education of their children.

Emotional, Cultural and Moral Dynamics

Changing patterns of family relations affected the expectations that people
had of different family members. While the presence of servants continued to
be the norm in well-off European families throughout the nineteenth century
(with demand in the cities met by massive female migration from rural
areas), the definition of family began to narrow in scope, to the ties of blood
and affection; service, meanwhile, was redefined with an increasing stress
on economic, contractual aspects, particularly in the case of male servants.
European societies came to perceive a manifest emotional preference for one of
the children (mostly, but not always, the oldest son) as unjust and undesirable,
while the stress on gender differences among children did not diminish, but
rather grew due to a growing emphasis on formal education for boys. More
intense care became expected from mothers, who were now supposed to
oversee their children’s care, upbringing and education. Previously, these
tasks had often been performed by nannies, older siblings, or elderly female
relatives, while the poorer mothers worked and the wealthier ones socialised.
Indeed in many countries, from Spain and Austria-Hungary to the Ottoman
Empire, supporters of women’s education stressed the requirements of
motherhood to defend their stance. Childrearing, however, was not their only
argument: the ideal of companionship in marriage was another key point.
Even in the countries where polygamy existed, the ideal of marriage came
to revolve around the notion of a couple that married for love and a woman
who submitted —of her own free will and not because of the law—to her
husband’s authority and guidance. Novels, poems, operas and plays helped
spread this idea and render it desirable to people in Europe and far beyond.
Young men became critics of sexual segregation and forced or arranged
marriages, and defended the education of women not only from a political,



philosophical, or patriotic stance, but also because they learnt to expect and
long for a companion in their wife. While this new ideal of marriage insisted
on emotional and intellectual intimacy and joint activities, it continued to be
a hierarchical one, with the husband in charge of supervising and guiding the
wife. The gendered division of tasks between the couple often increased, as
productive and political activities moved from households to public spaces.

Political discoursesheavily shaped attitudesto the family as well: particularly
in the regions where stateless nationalist movements, like the Basque or the
Czech ones, emerged, the home was not to be an apolitical haven, but a place
of patriotic education and sociability. Moreover, pro-natalist discourses and
policies strove to actively shape family size and lifestyles as well as opinions
and legislation on the suitable age for marriage, the upbringing of the children
and parenting. Not only public institutions intervened in this debate, but
also legal and medical professionals, charities, social movements (such as
feminism), and political movements and parties.

Historical research, especially the critical views of twentieth-century
theorists like Michel Foucault and Judith Butler, has challenged previous
assumptions about nineteenth-century sexual behaviour, such as the notion
that the Victorians were extremely prudish and repressed their sexual desires.
Foucault refused the so-called 'repressive hypothesis’ that the nineteenth-
century was asexual and that sex was not even mentioned in public. In fact,
he suggested that just the opposite was the case: sexual behaviour was widely
discussed in legal, medical, and religious texts.

Behind the proliferation of discourse on issues related to sex and sexual
attitudes, one can identify new social developments all over Europe. One of the
most important factors in social change was the immense growth of the urban
population. The resulting social mixing meant not only a statistical increase in
population size, but also the emergence of new relations, novel urban social
figures, and identities. As cultural historian Judith Walkowitz explored in
her treatise on the narratives of sexual danger in Victorian London, the big
city —the metropolis—was constructed in contemporary literary texts as a
“seductive labyrinth”, a powerful and dark monster. Contemporaries referred
to the metropolis as a modern Babylon, where many lives were broken and
where young men and women were trapped.

Although we have no idea of the exact numbers, prostitution—or, as it was
labelled by contemporaries, the ‘Great Social Evil’—grew radically within
European urban environments. In the nineteenth century prostitution in its
various forms was considered one of the major social problems. Politicians,
doctors, journalists, and other intellectuals were preoccupied with the figure
of the prostitute, her role in the spread of the dangerous venereal disease
syphilis, and the moral threat that prostitutes supposedly embodied for



European societies. The prostitute, the ‘fallen woman’, undermined the
moral well-being of the middle class and the ‘nation’. She thus represented
the opposite of the contemporary female ideal of the “innocent virgin” and of
values such as chastity and grace.

In the nineteenth century, the word ‘prostitution’ referred not only
to women who sold their bodies for sexual services (as the term is used
today) but was also used to describe women who lived with men outside of
marriage, or who gave birth to ‘illegitimate’ children. Moreover, only men
were considered to experience sexual pleasure, while women who maintained
a relationship for their own delight and happiness earned a bad reputation
for themselves. Various forms of prostitution existed, including serving in
brothels, streetwalking, or being a ‘kept woman’. Authorities constantly
monitored prostitutes and prosecuted illegal forms of prostitution. As the case
of prostitution shows, differences between urban and rural areas as well as
between social classes were decisive for how differences of gender played out
in the sexual culture of the nineteenth century.

Conclusion

The nineteenth century stands out as a period of major transformations in
family dynamics. First and foremost, households ceased to be the main centres
of production. A symbolic separation between public and private spaces took
place, situating household and family firmly in the latter, while political and
productive activities shifted to outside of the household. At the same time,
family became a truly public issue, as revolutionaries, social reformers, and
moralists from across the political spectrum argued that the state of the family
was intrinsically linked to the state of the nation. Furthermore, the rise of the
individual as a cornerstone of modern subjectivity led to a redefinition of the
ideal family. According to most nineteenth-century Europeans, the authority
of the father and the husband was to be preserved and exercised —but it should
be based on love and persuasion, not on violence or the threat of it. In any
case, adult sons were to be respected as fully autonomous individuals who
could decide freely on their marriage and profession. The notion of marriage,
in particular, shifted towards a union of feelings, in which the wife submitted
to the husband’s leadership and loving guidance —though the law took care to
reaffirm male authority within the couple. Nonetheless, the nineteenth century
also witnessed more dramatic ruptures within the hierarchical family and the
development of ideas about equalitarian marriage, free love, and alternative
spaces for child-rearing. At the same time, public authorities and civil society
intervened ever more frequently into family life, with justifications ranging



from the well-being of helpless children to the social responsibility of fathers
and mothers.

Discussion questions

1. In which ways did family life differ between rural and urban
communities in nineteenth-century Europe?

2. “People nowadays are much more liberated regarding sexual relations
than people in the past.” Based on this text, do you agree with this
statement? Why or why not?

3. How has the status of mothers changed since the nineteenth century?
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UNIT 2

2.3.3 Household and Family in
Contemporary History
(ca. 1900-2000)

Sarah Carmichael, Julia Moses, Angelu Pérez del Puerto,

and Florence Tamagne

Introduction

The last century and a quarter have seen sweeping changes in how people
organise their household and family life. From the emergence of private day
care facilities to the establishment of general pension schemes, from rising
divorce rates to far higher life expectancies (meaning that couples who stay
together can expect to spend many more years in each other’s company),
households and families are very different now compared to those of our great-
grandparents. Many of the services previously provided within a household
(most significantly childcare) have been outsourced to organisations outside
of the household, changing the roles of parents and relatives in the raising
of future generations. Significant differences exist in how these changes have
taken place across Europe.

Another major change in households is that couples now live together for
long periods without marrying, or never marry but have children and live
together without the formal status of marriage. Many more households than
ever before consist of single individuals who live alone for much or all of
their life-course or who create blended households unrelated to formal family
ties. Divorce and remarriage have also meant that many children grow up
with siblings originally born in other families and to whom they may not
be biologically related. Although such blended families existed in the past,
generally due to the death of one parent, they are now far more frequent and
may mean that children are part of two households. The ramifications of these
changes are far-ranging for adults too, and often gendered in their outcome.
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Multiple studies show that divorce is often detrimental to a woman’s economic
position, but that men are in many cases actually financially better off after a
divorce. Parts of this chapter therefore focus on the female position in this story,
asitis often women who are most affected by changes to household and family,
having long been officially and unofficially the centre of these two societal
units (especially during the nineteenth century). However, it is also important
to note that with the growing visibility of LGBTQ+ individuals, gender roles
tied to a male/female binary are in flux and contemporary households may
well be centred on different roles and definitions. The changes to household
and family thus took place in many dimensions. In this chapter we discuss
shifts in the division between public and private realms, in marriage and
family law, and in relation to sexuality.

Fig. 1: P. B. Abery, Portrait of a Welsh family (1930s), CC 1.0, Wikimedia, National Library of Wales,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Family_portrait_(4601533194).jpg.

Public versus Private

The twentieth century saw a clear redefinition of the boundaries between what
was public and what was private, and women opened many doors which had
previously been closed. On their non-linear journeys between public and
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private, some women left their homes for public professions from which they
had previously been barred, others remained or returned to the private sphere
but questioned the impositions within it, and others experienced the difficulty
of reconciling both options. Women had long been involved with the labour
market (especially during the Industrial Revolution) but this period saw
further, massive increases in the degree to which women worked for wages.

The new century saw the continuation of the struggle for suffrage, a
mobilisation that brought together women from different backgrounds to fight
for their citizenship. The ‘woman question” became a topic that dominated
public debates and exposed for many housewives the social and legal bases
of discrimination against their gender. Very different kinds of feminism
represented women in the home and in the factory, but the movement suffered
significant setbacks with the outbreak of the First World War in 1914. During
the war, female participation was key to the defence of the nation, whether
it meant safeguarding the family structure at home or working in factories
to replace men who now fought at the front. Women and their labour were
required in the arms sector, in agriculture, in banks, and so on. In addition,
many participated in the war as nurses, even at the frontlines of battle. As a
result, the work of women, inside and outside the home, was essential for the
war effort. At the same time this called into question arguments that had been
used in the past to justify their social and legal discrimination.

Female participation in the war effort, following years of struggle for
suffrage, precipitated women’s securing of the right to vote in many countries
in the 1920s, though this proceeded in parallel with the reinstatement of earlier
discourses of female domesticity. Once their patriotic work was accomplished,
women were effectively told to return home to make way for men returning
from the front. However, many women used their experiences to question this
and to challenge the biological determinism that had until then justified their
limited access to certain jobs or social functions. The rise of fascism, though, led
to the strong imposition of a patriarchal model in which women were above all
mothers and wives. With no time to heal the wounds of the First World War,
another conflict broke out in 1939, and women were again incorporated into
the tasks that men at the front left vacant. They also re-experienced, like a déja
vu, the contradiction of public policies when, as war came to a close in 1945,
governments once again asked them to return to the home as their supposedly
‘natural’ place. The post-war home was a mechanised one, presenting the
modern housewife as a fulfilled woman surrounded by washing machines
and stoves. However, many women had embarked on a one-way journey
out of the domestic sphere, pursuing higher education and positions of ever
greater specialisation. This situation strengthened the second feminist wave
in the 1960s, which emphasised cultural challenges and the weight of gender



constructions. This gave all women the opportunity to question their own
assumptions about their supposedly ‘natural” limitations.

This path led to an unrelenting rise in the access of women to the world
of non-domestic work, but at the same time it revealed certain challenges
that remained unresolved even at the end of the century. In particular, the
‘double burden’ of balancing professional and personal life has made it hard
to reconcile a maternal desire with work aspirations. Thus there continues to
be a very clear dividing line between those who opt for the domestic sphere
and those who choose the public sphere.

Marriage and Family Law

The twentieth century witnessed competing movements of liberalisation and
reaction in terms of marriage and family law that roughly mirrored the waves
of revolution, war and the growth of new ideologies across the continent.
Prior to the First World War, a number of countries experienced a push to
democratise divorce and improve the rights of women within and beyond
marriage, and the results of these movements continued into the interwar era.
For example, in Britain, women were unable to hold property in their own
names upon marriage until 1870, and it took several reforms, up until 1926,
for married women to have the same rights to own and dispose of property as
men. Similarly, divorce was uncommon and expensive prior to the First World
War. It took a number of legal reforms to make it more accessible, including
laws in 1923 and 1937 that first allowed women to end their marriages if their
husbands committed adultery and also enabled partners to split on grounds
including cruelty, desertion, and insanity.

Both World Wars, alongside the prolonged period of economic decline
between them, generated reactions against the growing role of women outside
the home, and more generally against the supposed breakdown of what many
perceived as the traditional family. This movement cut across the political
spectrum and across the continent, from liberal Britain to fascist Italy and
Germany as well as the Soviet Union. One impetus for the movement to uphold
this ideal of the family was the fact that so many marriages had broken down
during the war through abandonment, separation, or death on the battlefield.
For example, in Germany, the marriage rate almost halved between 1913 and
1916. In the interwar period, a number of different measures around Europe
encouraged families to have more children, and women to stay at home.
These included “marriage bars’ that prevented married women from taking
up certain jobs (such as working for the post office), and family allowances or
even prizes to encourage women to have more children. Fascist Italy famously
introduced a “bachelor tax’ to encourage men to settle down and start families.



Even in the Soviet Union, which had initially sought equality for women and
innovation in the sphere of the family, later constitutional changes meant that
women were encouraged to prioritise their roles as wives and mothers.

Some of the movements to preserve the family during this period did not,
however, aim to preserve the old order but rather to forge a new, supposedly
‘purer’ order. For example, National Socialist Germany banned intermarriage
between Jews and non-Jews in 1935. Germany was not unique in adopting
racial and eugenic family policies. Sweden, too, for example, introduced laws
that banned ‘undesirable” individuals, such as the disabled, from marrying
and having children, while Switzerland separated parents and children within
the partly nomadic Yenish population between 1926 and 1973, in an attempt to
force this minority group to assimilate.

Progressive campaigns related to marriage and family law nonetheless
continued in parallel with movements that sought to preserve what was seen
as the traditional family. This could be seen, for example, in the international
arena, where a woman'’s right to retain her own citizenship upon marriage
was fought out in the interwar period. Eventually, countries like Britain,
France and Germany changed the law so that women could maintain this
essential aspect of autonomy in cases of intermarriage. International bodies
and conventions in the interwar and post-1945 period, such as the Convention
on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (1979), continued to call
for greater rights for women to choose whether and whom to marry, and also
for rights within marriage, such as the right to retain a professional life and
to be educated. They also outlined universal rights for children, regardless of
their family of origin, as in the 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child.

In fact, the period after 1945 continued to be characterised by the tension
between conservatism around the family and calls for loosening restrictions —
on women as well as on different sexual practices. This could be seen, for
example, in the movement for no-fault divorce that took off across Europe
(from the late 1960s), as well as ongoing changes to women’s rights to property
and inheritance (as was the case in France into the 1980s), and women’s equal
rights within marriage (introduced in West Germany, for example, as late as
1977). It could also be seen in the outlawing of marital rape across much of
Europe in the last quarter of the twentieth century (as was the case in Italy in
1976 and in England and Wales only in 1991).

Some of the most significant shifts in family law came in the 1990s and 2000s,
with legislation creating civil partnerships and same-sex marriage. Europe has
since continued to witness significant legal changes, including the expansion
of adoption and pension rights for civil partners and same-sex couples, new
rights for cohabitees, and recognition of transgender individuals. Indeed, the
many shifts in marriage and family law described above were part of a broader



story, in which questions of sexuality (including sexual rights, women’s rights
and the treatment of children) were intimately intertwined, as we shall see in
the following section.

Sexuality in Europe in the Twentieth and Twenty-first
Centuries

For much of the twentieth century (and especially its first half), sexuality was
still understood as the privilege of married couples that were procreative,
heterosexual, and monogamous. Nevertheless, by the 1960s, a kind of sexual
liberation (sometimes described in terms of a “sexual revolution’, although it
was the result of a long-term shift) had taken hold within a context of growing
secularisation and the affirmation of feminist and LGBTQ+ rights.

At the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth centuries,
anarchist and socialist thinkers (from Charles Fourier in France to Alexandra
Kollontai in Russia) had already begun to question the traditional family and
advocating gender equality, free union and sometimes sexual freedom. In the
1920s, psychoanalysts such as Sigmund Freud and Wilhelm Reich denounced
sexual repression as a source of neuroses, while the World League for Sexual
Reform (1928-1932) and others promoted birth control, the prevention of
prostitution, and the decriminalisation of homosexuality. Although some
countries, such as France, had already decriminalised sodomy as early as 1791,
others created new penalties for sexual relations between men (though rarely
for those between women), as in Britain’s Criminal Law Amendment Act
(1885) and Germany’s Paragraph 175 (1871). From 1897 onwards, homosexual
movements, such as the Scientific Humanitarian Committee from Magnus
Hirschfeld in Germany, fought for their rights.

Hitler’s rise to power put an end to this first wave of emancipation. Although
the Nazi regime encouraged sexual relationships outside marriage (as long as
they contributed to the pro-birth policy), it forbade interracial relationships
and sent men accused of homosexuality (‘Pink Triangles’) to concentration
camps. In 1934, Stalin’s Soviet Union re-criminalised both homosexuality and
abortion, which had been legalised in 1917 and 1920 respectively.

After the Second World War, many European countries—whether they
were governed by Christian democrats or by communists—sought to restore
supposedly ‘traditional” gender and sexual norms. It was not until the 1960s
that this model began to be challenged openly, by both the scientific field of
sexology (the publication of the Kinsey Reports on human sexual behaviour,
1948-1953) and the movements associated with 1968 (including so-called
‘counterculture”). Over time, sex education became mandatory in schools
(as in Sweden in 1955), censorship generally lost ground (leading to a rise



in pornography), and sexuality came to be seen as a fundamentally political
question.

Birth control and abortion were among the main demands of second-
wave feminist movements, which had been notably influenced by Simone de
Beauvoir’s essay The Second Sex (1949). Even though birth control in the form
of ‘the pill” (first trialled in 1956) gradually liberated women from the fear
of unwanted pregnancies, abortion rights were often only granted after years
of struggle in different countries across Europe (as early as 1967 in Britain
and as late as 2018 in Ireland). Poland, which had authorised abortion in 1956
(following the example of the USSR), has since drastically limited its use,
introducing stringent legislation since 2016 to essentially outlaw it in nearly all
cases. Since the 1990s, Assisted Reproductive Technology that was developed
to tackle infertility has become a subject of public debate, especially when
same-sex couples are concerned.

In fact, achieving visibility and the recognition of rights for LGBTQ+
persons has been one of the biggest challenges for European societies of the
last fifty years. Following the United States, European countries saw the rise
of revolutionary movements for gay and lesbian liberation in the 1970s, which
began coming out of the closet, advocating gay pride, and demanding LGBT
rights. In Western Europe, states began decriminalising same-sex relations
between consenting adults at the end of the 1960s (Britain in 1967 and West
Germany in 1969 for instance), although laws on age of consent continued
to penalise homosexual relations more than heterosexual relations for much
longer (until 1982 in France and until 1994 in united Germany). In Central
and Eastern Europe it was generally only in the 1990s that homosexuality was
decriminalised, often under the pressure from the European Union. Strong
opposition remains in countries such as Poland where, although homosexuality
has not been a crime since 1932, local governments have since 2019 started
declaring themselves as “LGBT-free zones”. When the LGBT community
was struck by AIDS, new demands emerged in favour of recognising same-
sex relationships through civil unions (the first of which were established in
Denmark in 1989) and, later, same-sex marriage (starting with the Netherlands
in 2001). The World Health Organization ceased to regard homosexuality as a
mental disease in 1990, and did the same for trans identity in 2019. Even though
some European countries today acknowledge non-binary gender identities,
facilitate the changing of one’s legal gender, and support transgender rights,
transgender people still suffer numerous legal and social discriminations, and
often see their identity negated or questioned, even in LGB and feminist circles.

The outcomes of the sexual revolution remain controversial. In the 1970s,
some feminists worried that sexual freedom would only prove profitable for
men. The quest for sexual gratification generated new fears related to sexual



performance (or at least new markets, as demonstrated by the authorisation of
Viagra in 1998). Although many countries strengthened their laws regarding
sexual assault, sexual and gender-based violence is still a massive issue (as
shown by the #MeToo movement). Prostitution remains a divisive topic, with
countries such as the Netherlands, Switzerland, or Germany regulating red-
light districts (while at the same time condemning sex trafficking), and others
like Sweden making it illegal to buy sex (1999). Child sexual abuse, for a long
time a taboo subject, has been a topic of concern following several high-profile
media cases, some of them directly involving the Catholic Church.

Conclusion

This chapter has shown that understandings of household and family
remained in flux in the contemporary period. Large changes were—and still
are—underway, with wide-ranging implications for society as a whole, as
households and families have become ever more fluid. While we know that
many families in earlier periods also did not conform to the two-parent norm,
personal choice is now a much greater factor than in previous centuries (when
death and abandonment were the main drivers of diversions from the nuclear
family). Households and family influence how the rest of society is organised,
but they have also been reshaped by changes in the wider world. The
emancipation of women, the growing recognition of sexual rights/freedoms,
and the burgeoning recognition of the LGBTQ+ community in the twentieth
century had profound impacts on how households and families were defined
and how they continue to operate.

Discussion questions

1. In which ways were changes to perceptions of sexuality and to the role
of the family linked in twentieth-century Europe?

2. In which ways did the developments described in this text change the
lives of women?

3. The twentieth century saw major changes in the way people organise
their household and family life. How do you think the family of the
future will look? Which aspects of the twentieth-century family will
remain and which will change? Why?
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UNIT 2

2.4.1 Inequalities in Early Modern
History (ca. 1500-1800)

Devin Vartija and Saul Martinez Bermejo

Introduction

Inequality can refer to very different areas of human life and experience, but at
present it is most common to conceive of inequality as an economic indicator.
Inequality usually refers to economic differences—in wealth, income, or in
access to goods and services. This section aims instead to illustrate social and
political inequality in early modern Europe. It analyses differences in social
conditions and practices, along with inequalities of access to the political arena
or to participation in government (local or general). The focus is first placed on
a general description of the structural inequalities in early modern Europe and
on the development of ideas of political equality up to the French Revolution.
Second, the family is presented as a model of systemic inequality, and gender
inequality is addressed. Lastly, Racial inequalities are discussed, though it is
maintained throughout that different sources of inequality intersected and
interacted in the early modern age.

Structural Inequalities in Early Modern Europe

Inequality is a more complex idea than it may seem at first sight, because
it necessarily implies the concept of equality. However, a sense that all the
individuals who compose a given society are or should be considered equal
developed very slowly up to 1800. It may now seem obvious or natural to
conceive of the world as made of individuals that, at least in theory, are equal
according to central criteria such as rights, liberties, or personal choice. But
the idea of equality among human beings is a sophisticated one. It did not
develop overnight in Europe, nor did its arrival erase previous social practices
completely.
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During the Middle Ages and up to at least 1300, individuals were conceived
as insufficient, incomplete or imperfect, and intermediate communities were
instead seen as essential to protect and fulfil those individuals. Pre-modern
Europe was, according to historian Paolo Grossi, a “society made of societies”.
Around 1500, European societies were still notably fragmented. The world was
to a large extent composed of families and guilds, while religious confessional
identities also played a key role. Individuals belonged to different estates and
corporations, and it was belonging to those groups which granted privileges
and created obligations. Inequality between the privileged and the non-
privileged was not only acknowledged but an integral part of the system. The
social order was consistently conceived as hierarchical and vertical —rulers
placed above the ruled —while images of horizontality or equality were
uncommon. Inequality therefore lay at the very core of the political and social
order of ancien régime Europe.

Several elements contributed to dissolving and changing some of the
fundamentals of what historians have designated as a ‘society of orders” or
of ‘estates’. First, shifts in the anthropological conception of the individual
stressed the centrality of human agency. Examples of this are a renewed
attention to civic participation, and attention to the differences between
human groups around the world since at least 1400. Second, during the
seventeenth century, natural law theories (known also by the Latin term
iusnaturalismus) developed. These theories conceived the origins of society
by imagining an initial moment in which individuals acted or lived alone.
This speculative moment, sometimes called a “state of nature’, was crucial to
considering individuals as equals, bearers of rights, and the main agents of
history —who, after the original moment, transferred their rights and power to
a sovereign. Third, violent political conflicts also contributed to discussions of
the established order and its very foundations. A case in point is seventeenth-
century England, where political and military unrest and a strong parliament
led to parallel developments in the ideas of political participation, alongside
the protection of a space of liberty inherent to the subjects. Finally, the
eighteenth century saw rapid increases in literacy rates in western European
urban centres (with changing social conditions, increased urbanisation and the
growth of manufacturing prominent among them), leading many to question
the traditional basis of hierarchy. This phenomenon was captured in growing
discussions about the legitimacy of inequality. The end of the eighteenth
century was marked by revolutions whose aims included a complete alteration
of previous notions of inequality and the development of procedures to cope
with inequality.

It was precisely a controversy over how to cope with inequality that
helped precipitate the French Revolution of 1789. The near-bankruptcy of the



French Crown led to Louis XVI’s decision to convene the Estates-General, a
representative body of the three estates of the kingdom that had last metin 1614,
to acquire its approval for new taxes. The judges of France’s most important
court of law, the Parlement de Paris, and many members of the First Estate (the
clergy) and the Second Estate (the nobility) insisted that voting should occur
by estate and not by head. This would give an obvious advantage to the clergy
and the nobility, even though the First and Second Estates together consisted
of just over one percent of the total French population.

In What is the Third Estate?, a popular and fiery pamphlet published in
January 1789, the non-noble clergyman Emmanuel Sieyes argued forcefully
against voting by estate in the upcoming Estates-General. More importantly,
he attacked the special privileges that members of the First and Second Estates
enjoyed. Public office and many of the top positions in French society were
open only to those of the first two estates and Sieyes was particularly enraged
by the limitations placed on a person’s career based purely on accidents of
birth. He argued that members of the Third Estate performed all of the useful
work in society but were not recognised for it: “Whatever your services,
whatever your talents, you will only go so far; you will go no further. It would
not do for you to be honoured.” The fundamental social, political, and legal
inequalities that were so deeply engrained in early modern society came to
be seen as suspect by Sieyes and many others. Ultimately, when the Estates-
General met in May and June 1789 and Louis XVI insisted on voting by estate
and not by head, the Third Estate and a number of defectors from the First and
Second refused to comply, forming what they called the ‘National Assembly’.
This helped transform the ongoing constitutional crisis into a revolution.

The assertion in the French Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the
Citizen, drafted at the beginning of the French Revolution in 1789 —that “men
are born and remain free and equal in rights” —is breath-taking in its simplicity
and scope. While the revolutionaries had something much less universal in
mind than what this statement seems to imply, the fundamental change in
worldview reflected and reinforced in this declaration continues to capture
our attention and imagination. It was a world-historical turning point because,
for the first time, equality became a grounding principle in a European state
constitution and thus obtained fundamental political standing. Until the
French Revolution, statements of equality mainly pertained to souls before
God, not to human beings in the face of political authority. How this volte-face
could have happened has occupied historians for generations, as they have
sought to explain the power that equality acquired by the end of the eighteenth
century in various long- and short-term developments in the shifting social,
intellectual, cultural, and political fabric of early modern Europe.



The search for equality was revolutionary. However, it was also marked by
very significant attempts to limit the scope of just how such equality would be
applied. Notably, white men with some level of property settled in a town or
city were the main beneficiaries, in theory and in practice, of ideas of equality.
For the ‘popular classes’—workers without recognised property, women, and
all others—an unequal social system, whose basic traits had emerged and
been consolidated in the Middle Ages, endured well into the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries in many regions of Europe.

Gender Inequality and the Family

A useful example for understanding how deeply inequality was entrenched
in the system is the family. Many books in many different languages were
written on the administration of households and the different roles that
men and women held within them. In fact, before the rise of capitalism and
of strong commercial and mercantile societies, the term ‘economy’ referred
to the rules of the household. From around 1500 to 1800 this literature and
other sources depicted the family as a group of unequal individuals, within
which the father held a particular type of authority over his wife, servants,
and descendants. This paternal authority was hierarchical and had nothing
to do with the limited, horizontal political and social relationships that could
operate in the governance of cities, guilds, and parliaments. The family was
a sphere that other powers were not allowed to enter. Although wives were
relatively better positioned than servants and the offspring of the familial unit,
the enduring effects of paternal authority underpinned many elements of the
marginalisation and inequality of women.

The family was often used as a model or a metaphor to refer to the whole
political structure of early modern societies. Major political thinkers, such as
the French theorist of sovereignty Jean Bodin or the English theorists Robert
Filmer and John Locke, reflected on the similitudes between families (organised
hierarchically and inherently unequal) and different aspects of political order.
Kings and rulers were often considered to extend a paternal care to their
subjects, although the extent and obligations of this patriarchal authority
were debated and coexisted with systems of restricted political representation
(parliaments and other political bodies). Conversely, well-ordered families,
with a balanced distribution of male public roles and feminine administrative
activities and caring duties, were considered to be the basis of a stable social
order. Religious reformers, including Puritans and more radical sects, also
considered families and paternal control key to maintaining the religious
foundations of such order.



Class (or status), gender, and race inequalities overlapped and intersected
within this essentially unequal system. Gender inequality can be documented
for the whole register of human activities, from prehistoric times to the
present. Many different past European cultures had constructed gender
relations hierarchically, considering the male element not only stronger, but
more strongly associated with public activities and culture, while depicting
the feminine element as private and linked to the realm of the natural. But
even while the early modern era inherited some structural elements of gender
inequality from preceding periods, the general trend in Europe between the
sixteenth and eighteenth centuries in fact shows some deterioration in the
public involvement of women. Women continued to have virtually no access to
public office, to representative bodies, or to municipal government. Moreover,
some medieval examples of all-female guilds tended to disappear, as did the
formal participation of women in guilds and their governing bodies. Changes
in the production system during the early modern age did not benefit women
either. New capitalist forms of production, including manufactures inside
households, relied notably on the work of women or children, but neither
received a separate income or recognition for such work. Women had more
difficulties when it came to travelling, starting a business, or working for wages,
and were therefore more likely to work under the authority of a household
(either as wives or domestic servants). The scarce visibility of women’s work
was aggravated by the demands of caring and domestic occupations such as
housekeeping.

Researchers such as Maria Agren have shown that in several areas of
Europe, married couples were better off in all types of business. Others
have emphasised the particular position of widows, a peculiar status that
offered access to otherwise restricted spheres of action, such as shopkeeping
or guilds, and which placed women at the head of family units. As already
mentioned, in early modern Europe inequalities in social provenance and class
overlapped with gender and racial inequalities. Therefore, queens and other
powerful (noble)women were often better positioned to assert their power,
administer their properties and conduct politics. Despite some difficulties,
aristocratic women were involved in informal power, networks of diplomacy
and gift exchange, family alliances and strategies, or they influenced politics
from the inside of powerful convents, for instance. However, non-aristocratic
women also developed strategies of agency within the cracks of the system,
negotiating their access to motherhood, re-marrying, contributing to business
(from shops to artisan production), participating in colonial exploits, and
producing cultural works from painting to literature.



Racial and Entangled Inequalities

Along with gender and sex, race has become one of the central categories
for understanding and critiquing inequality throughout history and in the
contemporary world. Importantly, it was in early modern Europe that the
concept of race first gained traction, but it meant something different from
how we understand the concept today. ‘Race” has obscure origins, appearing
in many European vernaculars by at least the fifteenth century, where it
originally referred to the lineage of prized animals such as dogs and birds of
prey, and soon thereafter to noble families. Race, understood to mean major
groupings within the human species based on shared physical characteristics
or ancestry (or both), was a seventeenth-century innovation, while the older
meaning maintained dominance until at least the end of the eighteenth century.
Although the nobility of the Second Estate did not consider itself distinct in
physiognomy from others as the modern concept of race would imply, they
did generally consider themselves ‘naturally born leaders” and biologically
superior. As the seventeenth-century French writer Nicolas Faret (1600-1646)
stated:

Those who are well born ordinarily have good inclinations, which others only rarely have,
and it seems that they come naturally to those of good birth, whereas it is only by accident
that they are found in others. For in the blood flow the seeds of good and evil, which sprout
in time to produce all the good and bad qualities that cause us to be loved or hated by
everyone.

It is important to note that this ideal of the nobility as a closed social caste
never wholly conformed with reality, because warfare, high mortality rates,
and political instability made a self-reproducing and sealed-off Second
Estate impossible to maintain. Ranging from as much as ten percent of the
population in Eastern Europe to as little as one percent in Western Europe
across the early modern period, nobles embodied and relied upon forms
of inequality that evolved significantly from 1500 to 1800. They began as a
wealthy, land-owning and warrior class that received special privileges such
as tax exemptions. But the traditional shape of noble power was threatened by
the centralisation of increasingly powerful states, the advent of capitalism, and
the emergence of a humanist culture that valued civility. Some nobles were
unable to adapt to this new social and political world and lost much of their
wealth and power, but leading historians have shown that a great many noble
families were able to accommodate themselves to the novel situation, using
their wealth in obtaining a classical education and buying the venal offices that
were necessary to maintain political power in a world of centralising states.
The rise of ‘modern’ racist or racialist views of inequality, especially
white supremacy, developed slowly and in complicated ways across the



early modern period as European interaction with the non-European world
intensified. During the first period of European expansion in the early
modern period, known as the Columbian Exchange, Europeans did not
generally use physical features to classify humanity, and thus “whiteness’,
‘blackness’, and so on did not yet exist as identity markers or sociological
categories. Rather, language and especially religion were the most important
basis for the creation of classificatory systems. Climatic theory —the idea that
geography and environmental factors, broadly construed, impact physical
and psychological character on the individual and the collective level —also
played a role in classificatory schemes both within and beyond Europe. Such
a perspective could work against the creation of fixed racial categories, as the
idea that Europeans began to look and behave like the indigenous population
was a very common trope from the beginning of the Columbian Exchange that
lasted throughout the eighteenth century. For example, Jean-Baptiste Demanet
was not unusual in reporting in his Nouvelle Histoire de I’Afrique francaise (New
History of French Africa, 1767) that there was a colony of Portuguese settlers in
west Africa who had become black over a few generations without any mixing
with the indigenous population.

Religion could be involved in the creation of racialised systems, however.
In what is arguably the first example of thinking in terms of heritable, and
therefore ‘racial, inequalities in the post-classical world, the doctrine of
limpieza de sangre (“purity of blood”) developed on the Iberian Peninsula in the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries as a background to various discriminatory
laws enacted against Jews, even against the many thousands of Jews who had
converted to Christianity, known as ‘New Christians’. The hallmark of racist
thinking —that a given ethnic group is inherently and inescapably inferior or
suspect in some way—marked this new form of discrimination and formed
part of the background to the expulsion of Jews from Spain in 1492.

But paradoxical as it may seem, a racist ideology of inequality did not lie
behind the European imperial projects of the early modern period because
these were premised on the idea that all peoples are part of a single human
species with a shared ancestry who must be exposed to the teachings of Jesus
Christ, and that all non-Europeans can—and should—live like Christian
Europeans. Europeans required Native American knowledge to survive in the
New World and learned about the many differences among Native American
peoples in terms of customs, language, and history, factors that militated
against the construction of an all-encompassing ‘Native American race’. And
although the transatlantic slave trade and the strong racial element of New
World slavery would seem to lend themselves to the creation of race as a
fundamental category of inegalitarian thought, Europeans had to respect local
African political authority and the myriad differences among sub-Saharan



African peoples that prevented the easy creation of a uniform ‘black race’.
However, with the growth of slave societies throughout the New World in the
seventeenth century and especially the eighteenth century, new racist views
began to develop in which blackness was identified with servility and baseness.
It was the Atlantic Revolutions, during which equality acquired foundational
status in the constitutions of states such as the United States, France, and Haiti,
that proved the catalyst for the development of biological and often fanatical
theories of fundamental inequalities, especially concerning race and sex. The
incorporation of equality into state constitutions was a world-historical turning
point because no other foundational document for a political community had
ever promised universal equality. From that moment on, inequality required
debate and explicit justification.

Fig. 1: Nicolas de Largilliere, “Portrait of a Woman, Possibly Madame Claude Lambert de Thorigny
(Marie Marguerite Bontemps, 1668-1701), and an Enslaved Servant MET DP312828” (1696),
Wikimedia Commons (from the Metropolitan Museum of Art), https://commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/File:Portrait_of_a_Woman,_Possibly_Madame_Claude_Lambert_de_Thorigny_(Marie_
Marguerite_Bontemps,_1668%E2%80%931701),_and_an_Enslaved_Servant_MET_DP312828jpg.
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Conclusion

Looking at inequalities across the early modern period, a number of prominent
developments can be discerned. Profound social changes associated with the
rise of capitalism threw the inequality of social status that lay at the centre of
ancien régime society into doubt. As we now know, capitalism is compatible with
profound income inequalities but its rise across the early modern period added
anovel level of abstraction to social relations, disrupting the inequality of rank
that is central to all hierarchical societies. Early modern European expansion
made possible both the invention of white supremacy by the eighteenth century
but also the vindication of universal human rights independent of culture, sex,
or race. While we live in a world of profound inequalities, especially income
inequality, the basis of that inequality is fundamentally different from the
early modern world, bound up as it is with ideas of social utility and merit
rather than the privileges of noble birth. Studying equalities and inequalities
in the early modern period remains valuable because this was a period during
which deeply entrenched inequalities came to be questioned. Understanding
why this was so can help us to better grapple with the social and political
tensions that follow from the profound and rising inequality of our own time.

Discussion questions

1. Describe the role of the family in the development of inequalities in
early modern Europe.

2. Which role did events outside of Europe play in the development of
inequalities in early modern Europe?

3. Do early modern inequalities still persist in Europe today? Why or why
not?
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UNIT 2

2.4.2 Inequalities in Modern History
(ca. 1800-1900)

Esme Cleall and Juan Pan-Montojo

Introduction

At the dawn of the modern period, European society continued to be
structured by sharp inequalities, some of them inherited from earlier periods
and some of them new. Many different hierarchies, including those of class,
gender, ‘race’, and disability intersected and overlapped, creating complex
patterns of privilege and disadvantage throughout the nineteenth century and
across Europe. These forms of inequality were in some cases connected and
interlocking. As well as that, they changed over time. Here we tackle four main
axes of inequality: (1) class and economic inequality, (2) gender and sexual
inequality, (3) forms of inequality supposedly justified by ideas about race,
religion, and ethnicity, and (4) those that were orientated around ideas about
disability. However, whilst our structure is organised around these four areas
of concern, they neither cover all the forms of inequality present in nineteenth-
century Europe, nor should they be taken as discrete categories. Issues of
inequality in this period were, as today, profoundly relational.

Class and Economic Forms of Inequality

Thanks to the collection and analysis of data by economist Thomas Piketty and
his team of collaborators, we know that at the end of the eighteenth century,
economic inequality was very high in Europe. The nineteenth century saw
liberal revolutions and diverse reforms that brought about the end of legal
privileges in some European societies, the end of serfdom where it existed
in Central and Eastern Europe between 1848 and 1865, and that gradually
opened social elites up to new groups almost everywhere. Yet inequality
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did not diminish. By the end of the long nineteenth century, both property
and income were at least as unequally distributed as they had been at its
beginning—and very often even more so. Moreover, European economic
growth was based on the transfer of income from the wider world, as a return
of financial, commercial, and industrial investments. European inequality was
fed by flows from formal and informal colonies and by asymmetric exchanges
that by 1914 covered almost all the regions in the world.

As our references to revolutions, reforms, and growth imply, the persistence
of inequality did not mean the reproduction of ancient social hierarchies. The
various legal devices that sustained the property of aristocrats and members of
the clergy were gradually abolished or reshaped and, almost everywhere, rich
merchants, bankers, industrialists, and other affluent proprietors joined the
ranks of the social elite. The social prestige of aristocratic titles and the political
entitlements connected to them did not disappear. Many noble families kept
their estates and some accumulated new wealth thanks to their urban property,
to mining projects, or to the business opportunities presented by their gainful
social and political connections. However, new families benefitting from social
dynamism and economic changes also took part in enjoying the privileges of
aristocrats, sometimes marrying into old, established families.

At the bottom of society, new forms of destitution were born from the
weakening of communitarian resources and links, the differentiation of
peasant groups, and the growing deficits of nutrition and sanitation in
many urban areas throughout Europe. There has been a long debate among
historians on the living standards during industrialisation, with no clear
and general results. However, we know that during most of the nineteenth
century some indicators point towards a lower quality of life in urban areas,
the so-called urban penalty. Growing public concern over the ‘social question’
was multiplied by a burgeoning literature that portrayed the ‘dangerous
classes” as a fuel of crime, sex work, and forced or free emigration overseas.
This became a common element all over Europe, including countries where
industrialisation had not taken place. We cannot tell what happened with
much of the rural population: even where they had more access to property,
as in many countries, it seems that their average consumption increased only
very slowly and underwent setbacks. Villages tended to become more unequal
micro-societies, since the privatisation or nationalisation of common goods, as
well as the commodification of natural resources and human labour, widened
the distance between the elites and the lower groups in rural communities.
Where serfdom had been the generalised condition of peasants, emancipation
offered some of them the possibility to accumulate certain wealth and other
forms of capital and to distinguish themselves from their peers. At the



same time, the middle classes—integrated by shopkeepers, professionals,
civil servants, military, artists, and other new categories—increased their
demographic weight and social influence in most countries, although their
size and material conditions varied greatly from place to place.

All in all, social mobility was greater in the early stages of industrialisation
and after major socio-political changes. In the last decades of the century and
during the Belle Epoque, class barriers might have become more rigid, a fact
that would partly account—together with the expansion of suffrage—for the
relative success of working-class and agrarian movements in a highly unequal
world.

Gender and Sexuality

Liberalism was deeply rooted in gender differentiation. Prevailing views of
gendered roles spread through Christian churches and Muslim and Jewish
communities were gradually replaced in the nineteenth century by new secular
discourses that combined images inherited from religion with new ‘scientific’
approaches to the nature of women and, therefore, of masculinity. Civil and
commercial codes, statutes, and jurisprudence translated these changes into
new norms, defining roles and appropriate and inappropriate behaviours in a
sharper manner than in early modern Europe.

In most European societies, the image of separate spheres became very
powerful, especially among the middle classes and, through them, in public
opinion. However, what this separation actually meant for the daily life of
men and women varied greatly from country to country, from class to class,
and from one religious group to another. Despite those differences, women
were second-class citizens on every level. They had less access (if any) to
formal education, they earned less when they worked for a wage, and they
were subordinated to men in workshops and farms. Women could not dispose
of family goods without paternal or marital permission and often were
discriminated by inheritance laws or customs, while their sexual behaviour
was subject to a more rigid discipline. Social habits reinforced by norms
turned women into permanent minors, ostensibly protected by —and of course
subordinated to—their male relatives.

Itis true that scientific discourses, liberalism, and (even more so) democratic
and socialist projects held a progressive and emancipatory narrative of society
that opened the path to new views on the relationship between genders, and
eventually to new social practices. The growth of cultural and educational
markets created some spaces for women writers, dramatic actresses, or
singers. State-building and nation-building processes allocated cultural and



political tasks to women as mothers of future citizens, which demanded
their civic formation, whilst concerns about the ‘social question” increased
the value of motherhood and supported those who demanded some kind of
education for women. However, the existence or creation of these windows of
opportunity for women, especially for middle-class ones, sometimes triggered
social attitudes and legal norms that veered towards closing or limiting the
disruption of socially accepted gender roles.

Religion, ‘Race’, Ethnicity

The nineteenth century was a period in which ‘race” was profoundly influential
in shaping questions of identity and structuring inequality. Overseas, race was
used to justify the gaping inequalities of empire, patterns of exploitation that
included the transatlantic slave trade, and the reappropriation of land across
the globe. Back in the European metropoles, the language of racial difference
was also used to articulate other forms of inequality such as that based on class
or ethnicity. The language of racial difference was used to frame perceptions
of working-class irreligion. Missionary organisations, important vectors
of information about the overseas empire, also performed extensive work
amongst those they called the ‘heathen at home’.

Ideas about ethnicity were intimately bound up with questions of religion.
Even though almost all European states kept an established church or a state
religion, different legal reforms gradually introduced religious tolerance
and some even accepted equality before the law of all citizens whatever
their religious adscription. Belonging to religious minorities entailed social
discrimination and often legal barriers that banned access to certain positions
in the military, in politics, and in the professional world. Protestantism became
a key part of what it meant to be British, for example, despite substantive
Catholic populations, particularly in Ireland, and minority Jewish populations.
Irish Catholics were seen as so very different from English Protestants as to
constitute an entirely separate ‘race’ or ‘ethnicity’ from Anglo-Saxon. Over
the course of the century, with the development of Fenianism and Irish
nationalism, these tensions, whilst taking on new inferences, continued to
remain important and, amongst other things, shaped attitudes to migrants
from Ireland who migrated elsewhere in the United Kingdom, particularly to
large cities.

State-building nearly always implied the choice of a language as the state
language, and as such its becoming the language for the school system, the
language of courts, the language of the military forces, the language of political
institutions, and so on. Those who did not master the state language faced



a strong barrier in their relationship with civil servants and a real obstacle
to climbing the social ladder. In Britain, for example, English, which already
held legal and political dominance, increasingly displaced the indigenous
languages of Irish Gaelic, Scots Gaelic, and Welsh, which were discriminated
against in the legal system and outright banned in many schools. In some
cases, children were punished for using mother tongues other than English,
and there were a great many cultural disadvantages to not being able to speak
English. Very often, when a linguistic group had a cultural elite of its own, its
members organised a defence of the collective culture that could lead to the
creation of regionalist or nationalist movements, as happened in the Austrian
Empire, the Russian Empire, Belgium, and Spain.

Jewish migration across Europe increased over the course of the nineteenth
century in part due to pogroms and other antisemitic violence in Russia.
Within this timeframe, antisemitism became increasingly laden with ideas
about ‘racial” as well as religious difference, as demonstrated by antisemitic
cartoons and caricatures which increasingly depicted Jewish people as being
ethnically different. Whilst some historians have focused on the specific roots
of antisemitism in Germany due to the later rise of Nazism, antisemitism was
widespread in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Europe. In France,
where a strong tradition of anti-Jewish and eventually antisemitic literature
developed following the different measures that emancipated Jews, the
Dreyfus Affair (1894-1906) revealed deep schisms in society over questions
about Jewishness and belonging to the nation. In Britain, Jewish migrants,
who largely moved to major cities, particularly London, were used as cheap
labour. New Jewish migrants, mainly of Ashkenazi origin, who started
arriving from 1880 onwards, tended to remain distinct from the established
British Jewish community, with the former occupying a more impoverished
and less enfranchised position. Here we can strongly see the relationship
between class, religion and ethnicity, as the hostility towards Jewish migrants
in part arose from their impoverished position and in part contributed to it.

All over Europe, Romani people faced discrimination in social and legal
terms. Industriousness, honest ways of earning a living, and other new socio-
political understandings of what was “proper’ and ‘improper’ effectively
criminalised their activities. The nomadic way of life of many Roma and
Sinti people excluded them from political rights at all levels, even after the
introduction of universal male suffrage, because those rights were associated
with permanent residence. Racist discourses cast them as members of the
European underworld or, alternatively, as primitive people. Liberalism
therefore did not bring about the emancipation of the dispersed Roma and
Sinti groups.



Fig. 1: Johan Braakensiek, “Zola en de zaak-Dreyfus”, Rijksmuseum.nl, 1898, http://hdl.

handle.net/10934/RM0001.COLLECT.771622. This drawing shows how Zola literally pulls the

personification of truth or veritas out of a well, while the personification of humanity or humanitas

crowns him for his deed. The French officers are unable to look at the truth, in this case the deep-

rooted antisemitism in society. The text is a quote from an open letter, sent by Zola to the President

of France. It reads as follows: ‘The deed I am fulfilling is nothing but a revolutionary means to
hasten the breakthrough of truth and justice.’

Inequalities of Disability and Health

Although not part of the commonly repeated trinity of class, gender, and race—
typically seen as the dominant categories for analysing inequality —disability
and health were also important lines along which privilege and discrimination
were drawn. Like the other categories of difference discussed in this chapter,
disability and health were also intersectional. Rapid industrialisation
throughout the century created disability on a large scale due to the unsafe
working conditions found in factories, mills, and mines. In some workplaces,
the sound of the industrial machinery was so loud as to be literally deafening,
and workers developed lip-reading and basic signs to communicate with
other workers. The cramped living conditions that followed intense patterns
of urbanisation also generated disability by facilitating the spread of disease
and other life-changing conditions. However, disability was of course not
limited to one particular class. Whilst the relationship between poverty and
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disability was strong, congenital and acquired disability were both found
across boundaries of class and economic wellbeing. Disability thus constitutes
an axis of inequality in its own right.

This period saw the growth of what we might tentatively call ‘special’
education. In late eighteenth-century Paris, the Abbé Charles-Michel de L’Epée,
watching deaf Parisians conversing with each other in the street using sign
language, was inspired to develop a form of deaf education that used a manual
sign language. A few years later, in Scotland, Thomas Braidwood founded
the first school for the deaf in the British Isles. After a rather hesitant start,
by the mid-nineteenth century deaf people, previously seen as ‘uneducable’,
were increasingly being taught in schools and institutions using a diversity
of methods including both “‘manual” systems (which used sign language) and
‘oral’ systems (which focussed on lip-reading). Teachers of these methods
across Europe became increasingly antagonistic towards each other and in
1880, an international conference was held in Milan. The conference aimed
to advocate oralism as a ‘superior’ method of deaf education, a controversial
move that has since been accredited by many deaf historians not only as a
demonstration of the low regard in which sign languages were held, but also
as a direct contribution to the alienation of and discrimination against the deaf
community. Blind education also developed in this period across Europe, with
Louis Braille’s new system of writing in France, completed in 1829, being a
particularly important development internationally.

Alongside educational institutions for disabled people, the nineteenth
century also saw the increased institutionalisation of disabled people for other
reasons. In Britain, the workhouses, introduced in 1834 ostensibly to deal
with poverty, housed vast numbers of disabled people in terrible conditions.
Specialist institutions and asylums for disabled people also grew, sometimes
under the pretext of providing specialist care. They also performed a function
in allowing non-disabled family members to remove stigmatised disabled
relatives from the household. Psychiatricillnesses and mental distress were also
addressed for the first time in a systematic manner in the nineteenth century,
through the creation of so-called ‘insane asylums’, institutions that aimed to
achieve, at best, the ‘recovery” of people with mental illness, or at least their
‘containment’. The quality of life in these institutions varied enormously and
was also shaped by class and economic wellbeing. Some were highly abusive
institutions whilst others provided a more well-intentioned, if in many ways
deficient, standard of living. Gender, too, heavily inflected the experience of
life in institutions of all sorts, with female inmates often enlisted to help with
the domestic running of the institution, whilst male inmates were instructed in
other forms of early occupational therapy, such as woodwork.



Despite widespread patterns of discrimination and prejudice, the
nineteenth century also saw the emergence of what we might today
describe as “self-advocacy” groups for disabled people across Europe. These
included blind organisations such as the British and Foreign Blind Association
for Improving the Embossed Literature of the Blind and Promoting the
Employment of the Blind, which was founded in Britain by Thomas Armitage
(who was partially sighted) in 1869. Deaf clubs, churches, newspapers, and
organisations were prolific in the second half of the nineteenth century. There
was a considerable degree of internationalism in these organisations and the
famous banquets which were held each year in Paris were important occasions
in the development of an international deaf community.

Conclusion

The long nineteenth century was a period of increasing inequality in Europe,
but simultaneously a time of a diffusion of new discourses that called for the
general emancipation of human beings and the progressive attenuation of
suffering through the combined action of social solidarity, state institutions,
and the advancement of science. Income differences were widened by
the creation of national and imperial markets, the gradual increase in the
number of wageworkers, and the destruction of resources and regulations
that had previously protected the poor sectors of the population. Whereas
the legitimising ideas of the diverse ancien régime monarchies had justified
inequality, liberalism did not: it promised a utopia of an open society where the
destiny of each man would be determined by his work and his values. Precisely
for this reason, the growing socioeconomic distances—between peasants and
manual workers on the one hand, and the middle classes, the new industrial
and commercial bourgeoisie, and the aristocracy on the other —generated all
kinds of demands, organisations, and collective actions. Those discourses
inspired social movements, which then reshaped their language and created
new concepts and new practices. The contrast of liberal utopias with the actual
outcomes of reforms and revolutions and the traits of new capitalist societies
inspired not only those who joined democratic and socialist movements.
Women, whose role had been reimagined by liberal societies through the
metaphor of the ‘separate spheres’ that gave men the ‘burden’ of ordering the
public space, could also claim rights on the basis of liberal programmes—and
on the basis of anti-liberal ones. Quite a few women and some men did so, which
at the end of the century was starting to set a new political agenda: feminism.
The revolutionary triplet of equality, liberty, and brotherhood was also used to
denounce the differences founded on ethnic prejudices and on disability and
illness. Ethnic inequality was legally suppressed in most countries, although it



was not socially or politically dismantled. Its defence came under the banner
of “scientific’ racism, which reframed old forms of discrimination so that they
could still be applied to Jews, Sinti and Roma, and to other minorities, as well
as to non-European peoples. As for the disabled and the ill, civil charities
and public institutions tended to replace the pre-existing communitarian
and religious ones, whilst new medical and philanthropic techniques were
developed to alleviate suffering (and, sometimes, hide it from the public eyes).

Discussion questions

1. What was the “social question” and why was it so important in
nineteenth-century Europe?

2. What was the role of religion in inequalities in nineteenth-century
Europe?

3. Can you identify any inequalities in current European society? How
are they related to developments in nineteenth-century Europe?
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