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Ideological Conflict and National UNIFICATION, 1815-1871

In March 1871, the president of the French government ordered two detachments of troops to take control of the National Guard artillery in Paris. The Parisians, bitter over the government's signing of the armistice with Prussia, surrounded the detachment commanders and executed them. The French government laid siege to the city to crush the radical municipal government of the Paris Commune. After a few weeks, French troops took the city with street-by-street fighting. The government killed 25,000 Communards, while the Commune executed many hostages, including the archbishop of Paris. The events of the Paris Commune exemplify the ideological conflicts in Europe in the period from 1815-1871. 

I. New Ideologies in the Early Nineteenth Century 

Four new ideologies influenced European politics in the nineteenth century. They were liberalism, conservatism, socialism, and nationalism. 

A. Liberalism: The Protection of Individual Freedom 

The ideology of liberalism is centered on the principle of political, social, and economic freedom. The political agenda of the liberals consisted of three aims. First, liberals aimed to establish and protect civil liberties. Second, they worked for the extension of the right to vote to the middle class. They rejected giving the vote to people without property. Third, they promoted free trade. Their wealth backed their claim to a share in political power. Liberals followed the ideas of Adam Smith, who argued that government should allow the economic interests complete freedom of action (commonly called laissez-faire). For Smith, the only function of government was to protect property and maintain public order. Most liberals favored a limited monarchy. Liberalism drew most of its supporters from the urban middle-class professionals, merchants, and manufacturers. Liberal ideas had their roots in the works of leading nineteenth-century advocates, and in utilitarian philosophers Jeremy Bentham and David Ricardo. They argued that social and economic policies should follow the principle of providing the greatest good for the greatest number of people. 

B. Conservatism: Preserving the Established Order 

The reaction to the excesses of the Enlightenment and the French Revolution produced the ideology of conservatism. Its leading theorist was Edmund Burke. Burke viewed the social order as a partnership between past, present, and future. He rejected the notion of equality or natural rights. He argued that rights were inherited from the past. Burke and other conservatives believed monarchy was the form of government most capable of protecting peoples' rights. Conservatives differed from reactionaries in that they accepted gradual change. The leading conservative governments of Europe in 1815 formed the Concert of Europe to maintain the peace settlement of 1815 and avoid another revolution. 

C. Socialism 

The reaction to the rise of industrial capitalism and liberalism and the justification of the awful conditions in which the working class found itself was socialism. Socialists advocated ownership of the means of production by the community. The earliest socialists were the Utopian socialists, such as Robert Owen. Owen turned his factory in New Lanark, Scotland into a model community where the workers were well housed and the children received education. The second generation of socialists included people such as Louis Blanc, who advocated using the power of the state to guarantee the workers' wages. The most radical form of socialism was the communism ideology developed by Karl Marx. Friedrich Engels and Karl Marx concluded that history advances through a process they called the dialectic. The idea had been borrowed from Friedrich Hegel, who believed that history advances because of a class of ideas. Marx argued that historical change was the result of economic factors, so his theory was known as dialectical materialism. According to Marx, history had advanced to a new stage when the bourgeoisie took power from the aristocracy. A new stage of advancement would result from conflict between the bourgeoisie and the working class (proletariat). Communism calls for a workers' revolution and complete economic equality. 

D. Nationalism 

Another new ideology was nationalism. Nationalism first appeared during the French Revolution. A nation refers to a large community of people who share a homeland and cultural identity. Nationalists argued that nationalities have a right to national self-determination, and their main aim was to establish nation-states. Although nationalists spoke of the antiquity of their nation, most people who were identified in the nineteenth century with a particular land shared little cultural unity. For example, the French spoke many different dialects and the Swiss spoke several different languages. In addition, establishing the ideal nation-state was almost impossible, as patterns of settlement meant that a minority lived within the geographical borders of another nation. Some states such as the United Kingdom and the Habsburg Empire were made up of many different peoples. One of the ironies of nationalism was that acquiring colonies and controlling other peoples strengthened nationalist sentiment among the people at home. In the early nineteenth century, nationalism was identified with liberalism, since both shared a belief in representative government. Later in the nineteenth century, nationalism identified more with conservatism. 

E. Culture and Ideology 

The nineteenth-century ideologies were influenced by two opposing traditions: scientific rationalism and romanticism. 

1. Scientific Rationalism 

Scientific rationalism had its origins in the Scientific Revolution. It is an effort to create a science of human nature. One form of scientific rationalism developed by Auguste Comte (1798-1857) is positivism, which states that science is the highest form of knowledge and will inevitably lead to human progress. Comte argued that the highest stage of human development was the positive stage, in which scientific or positive knowledge would allow people to discover the laws of human behavior and use them to improve society. 

2. Romanticism 

Romanticism rejected many of the ideas of the positivists. Romantics recognized the limits of human reason to comprehend reality and be objective. They also rejected the order and rationalism of the eighteenth-century artistic style called classicism. Many romantic writers explored the exotic, strange, mysterious, and satanic aspects of human nature. Much of their literature was set in the Middle Ages, a period which they associated with religion and order in politics and society. Romantic operas incorporated folk music and myths. Romanticism appealed to liberals, who agreed with its emphasis on individual liberty and a rejection of the established order. Romanticism also appealed to conservatives with its idealization of the traditional social and political order of the Middle Ages and of its elevation of the societal importance of religion. The works of Johann Gottfried von Herder (1744-1803), who emphasized the cultural traditions of Germany, were identified with the nationalist cause. 

II. Ideological Encounters in Europe, 1815-1848 

The confrontation of ideologies of the nineteenth century frequently led to violent political conflict. In the years after the Congress of Vienna, conservatives led by Austrian Chancellor Metternich were determined to suppress any signs of revolution. 

A. Liberal and Nationalist Revolts, 1820-1825 

A series of revolts in Europe in the early 1820s revealed the influence of liberalism and nationalism. 

1. The Liberal Revolts of 1820 in Spain and Portugal 

After the fall of Napoleon, King Ferdinand VII returned to power in Spain. He refused to accept the liberal constitution written by the Spanish cortes (parliament) in 1812. In 1820 a group of military officers seized power. Then, an army of the Holy Alliance invaded Spain and restored Ferdinand to the throne, signaling a liberal defeat. Liberalism regained power in 1833 when Ferdinand died and was succeeded by his liberal-minded daughter Isabella II. Civil Wars and instability prevented liberals from making further gains. In Portugal, a revolt in 1820 established a liberal regime and forced King John VI to return to Portugal from Brazil. The liberal forces lost influence after his return. His successor, Maria II, restored the liberals to power. 

2. The Nationalist Revolt of 1821 in Greece 

Nationalism had its earliest success in Greece. In 1821 the Greeks revolted against the Ottoman Empire. The Greeks' attack received support from liberals and conservatives alike. However, western Europeans intervened, as they identified the Greeks with the foundation of western civilization and the conflict as a struggle between Christianity and Islam. In 1833, the Turks were forced to accept Greek independence. 

3. The Decembrist Revolt of 1825 in Russia 

The liberal revolt in Russia in December of 1825 failed. A group of army officers who had served in France led a revolt against Tsar Nicholas I (r. 1825-1855). The Decembrists, as the rebels became known, were suppressed. They failed to influence any change in the regime of Nicholas I. 

B. Liberal and Nationalist Revolts, 1830 

A second group of liberal and nationalist revolts erupted in the early 1830s. 

1. The French Revolution: The Success of Liberalism 

The most important revolution took place in France. The ultra-conservative King Charles X took steps to undermine even the mild concessions made by his predecessor, Louis XVIII. When Charles X dissolved the Chamber of Deputies and restricted the franchise, violence erupted in the streets of Paris. Charles X abdicated, and the liberals placed Louis-Philippe, Duke of Orleans, on the throne. Louis-Philippe served the interests of the liberal bourgeoisie by extending the franchise slightly and by declaring that Roman Catholicism was no longer the state religion. 
2. The Belgian Revolution: The Success of Nationalism 

The liberal revolution in France triggered a nationalist revolution in Belgium. Belgians resented the control of the Netherlands. When they heard of the revolution in Paris, they too took to the streets to demand autonomy. When the Dutch government refused, Britain called a conference of European powers to resolve the situation. The conference recognized Belgium independence. 

3. The Polish Rebellion: The Failure of Nationalism 

The revolution in France also triggered a revolution in the kingdom of Poland. In 1815, Poland had been made a separate kingdom under the Russia tsar, Alexander I. In 1830, the Poles revolted against Russian control. Both liberals and nationalists joined the revolt. The members of the National Assembly, though, refused to rally the peasants behind the cause of Polish nationalism for fear they would rebel against their landlords. Western European powers refused to intervene on their behalf, and thus the Russians easily crushed the Polish revolt. 

C. Liberal Reform in Britain, 1815-1848 

The situation in Britain was different from that of the continent, as the British had long enjoyed many rights that other Europeans were still fighting for. British liberals demanded a series of reforms to the British political system: parliamentary reform, expansion of the franchise, repeal of restrictions denying Catholics and Protestant non-conformists the right to serve in Parliament, free trade, and repeal of the agricultural protectionist legislation called the Corn Law of 1815. The Great Reform Bill of 1832 expanded the franchise to include the urban middle class. In 1828, Parliament granted emancipation to the non-conformists, and one year later to the Catholics. Repeal of the Corn Law took longer, as the landed interests held considerable power in Parliament. The start of the Great Famine in Ireland (1845-1848) finally pushed the British Parliament to repeal the Corn Law. The Chartist Movement undertook a push for more democratization of the political system in the 1830s and 1840s, but it failed to produce results. 

D. The Revolutions of 1848 

A third set of liberal and nationalist revolutions exploded in 1848. They were fueled by the bad harvests of 1845 and 1846 and the economic recession of 1847. 

1. The French Revolutions of 1848 

The first revolution in 1848 took place in Paris. The economic decline led the workers to start demonstrations calling for the right to vote and government assistance. When the troops of Louis-Philippe killed several demonstrators, barricades went up in the streets. Louis-Philippe abdicated, and the revolutionaries created the Second French Republic. The provisional government implemented universal manhood suffrage and established national workshops to provide work for the unemployed. The appeal of the revolution and of the socialist reforms did not last long, and the conservatives gained control in the election of April 1848. In June of 1848, the conservative-dominated National Assembly closed the workshops, and riots exploded again. This time they were crushed. In December 1848, Napoleon's nephew, Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte (1808-1873), was elected president. He had support from conservatives, liberals, and moderate republicans. In 1851, he proclaimed himself Emperor Napoleon III. 

2. The Revolutions of 1848 in Germany, Austria, Hungary, and Bohemia 

News of the revolution in France triggered revolutions in the German states, Austria, Hungary, and Bohemia. German revolutionaries wanted both liberal constitutional reforms and national unification. The explosion of revolutions forced the German princes to grant the constitutional changes. In Austria, demonstrators demanded conservative minister Clements von Metternich's resignation, and the emperor summoned a constitutional assembly and implemented a moderate government. In Bohemia, Czech nationalists called for autonomy. In Hungary, nationalists led by Lajos Kossuth (1802-1894) pushed for liberal reforms and autonomy. A Pan-Slav Congress was held in Prague and called for unity of the Slavs within the empire. In the meantime, an assembly of German representatives was meeting at Frankfurt and writing a constitution for a united Germany. By the middle of 1849 the conservative forces were regaining the upper hand in central Europe. In Germany, Austria voted against the plan for unification and the king of Prussia refused to accept the crown of a unified Germany. With the failure of its agenda, the Frankfurt Parliament disbanded. The revolutions in Austria, Bohemia, and Hungary were crushed by the Austrian army. 

3. The Revolutions of 1848 in Italy 

Italy also experienced a series of revolutions. The revolutionaries' success in Milan inspired similar developments in other Italian regions. In the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, King Ferdinand II was forced to grant a constitution. In northern Italy, the Austrian troops were driven off. Italian nationalist leader Giuseppe Mazzini founded secret organizations to promote Italian unification. He hoped to create a unified, liberal Italian republic. However, it was King Charles Albert of Piedmont who assumed leadership of the Italian nationalist cause. He alienated republicans and rulers of other Italian states with his desire to achieve personal gain. His failure to defeat the Austrian army signaled a failure of the revolution. 

4. The Failure of the Revolutions of 1848 

Liberals, nationalists, and socialists were defeated in the revolutions of 1848. The conservatives soon were once again firmly in control. Divisions among the revolutionaries help to explain their defeat. The liberal leaders who formed the goals of the revolutions felt little connection with the lower-class participants. The ideologies of national self-determination and individual freedom often clashed. The revolutions' failures did lead to the demise of the ideologies of liberalism, nationalism, and socialism. They continued to gain strength and even influenced the policies of conservative leaders and governments. 

III. National Unification in Europe and America, 1848-1871 

Prior to 1848, nationalism had only been successful in Greece and Belgium. Nationalist efforts in 1848 had failed to unify the states of Germany and Italy. The situation changed between 1848 and 1871, and nationalist efforts succeeded in Italy, Germany, and the United States. In the Habsburg Empire, unity was achieved, although nationalism did not prevail. 

A. Italian Unification: Building a Fragile Nation-State 

Italian unification faced several problems: first, the opposition of Austria, which controlled northern Italy; second, the strong tradition of local autonomy; third, the presence of the church states in central Italy, which, if attacked, might prompt other powers to intervene on behalf of the papacy; and fourth, the question of who would provide leadership. After the failure of 1848, Piedmont-Sardinia remained the strongest Italian state. Prime Minister Camillo di Cavour (1810-1861) of Piedmont-Sardinia favored unification as a federation of states under the leadership of the Piedmontese monarchy. The antithesis to this vision was Mazzini, who favored unification under a democratic republic. In 1859, an alliance of France and Piedmont-Sardinia defeated Austria and forced it to give up Lombardy. By 1860, most of northern and central Italy unified. 

In the meantime, a force of volunteers known as the Red Shirts, led by Guiseppe Garibaldi, attacked the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies and took Naples. Shortly afterward, the Two Sicilies and most of the Papal States joined Piedmont-Sardinia. In 1866, Austria gave up Venetia to Italy and in 1870 Italy annexed the rest of the Papal States, creating a unified Italian state. Unity remained fragile. Northern Italy was economically much more developed than southern Italy. The underdevelopment of the South led to the rise of banditry and the Mafia. 

B. German Unification: Conservative Nation-Building 

In 1848, German efforts at national unification had failed. The leadership for German unification in the 1860s came from the conservative chancellor of Prussia, Otto von Bismarck (1815-1898). He was primarily interested in strengthening Prussia, but was willing to embrace the nationalist cause to achieve his main goal. In 1866, Prussia defeated Austria and left Austria out of unification plans. Bismarck then created a union of 22 states, the North German Confederation. In 1870-71, the Germans defeated France in the Franco-Prussian War, which began when Napoleon III objected to a Prussian effort to place a member of its royal family on the Spanish throne. In the aftermath of the French defeat, the newly formed German Empire proclaimed the king of Prussia as its emperor. Although the empire officially remained a federation of states, power was autocratic and centralized. The liberal middle class was not a part of the political power of the empire, but the government won its support by supporting free trade policies. 

C. Unification in the United States: Creating a Nation of Nations 

The United States engaged in a long process of unification after it won independence from Britain. The Constitution of 1787 tried to preserve a balance between the state and federal government, but in the early years Americans felt more loyalty to their own states than to the nation. The primary source of division was created by the addition of new territories, resulting from U.S. victories against Mexico and the Native Americans. These new territories and the influx of immigrants increased cultural diversity, hindered the assimilation of new peoples, and prevented Americans from feeling they had a common identity with people in other areas of the U.S. When 11 southern states left the union over the issue of preserving slavery, the U.S. fought a bitter civil war to preserve the union. With the defeat of the South, slavery was abolished and the union was preserved. 

D. Nationalism in Eastern Europe: Preserving Multinational Empires 

Nationalism remained a major challenge to the Habsburg Empire, which was made up of many ethnic groups. In 1867, the Ausgleich, or Settlement, created a dual monarchy of Austria-Hungary. Equality among ethnic groups was proclaimed, but only the largest ethnic group-Germans in Austria, Magyar in Hungary-was allowed to dominate its state at the expense of the other ethnic groups. Unity was preserved in the person of the ruler, who was emperor of Austria and king of Hungary. The ideology of nationalism continued to threaten the Habsburg Empire. 

IV. Ideology, Empire, and the Balance of Power 

A. Britain, the United States, and the Monroe Doctrine of 1823 

In North America, the United States became fearful that the conservative powers of Europe might intervene to restore the Spanish Empire. The U.S. allied itself with Britain in supporting Latin American independence. In 1823, U.S. President Monroe issued the Monroe Doctrine, which declared that the U.S. viewed any attempt to colonize in America as a hostile act. The British Navy enforced the doctrine. 

B. Russia, the Ottoman Empire, and the Crimean War, 1853-1856 

Russia also represented a multinational empire, and imperial ventures added even more nationalities to its empire. In the Crimean War, Russia moved into Moldavia and Wallachia to gain access to the Mediterranean Sea. To disguise this motive, Russians claimed they were protecting Eastern Orthodox Christianity from the threat of Turkish Muslims. They also claimed to promote Pan-Slavism, although it was actually a form of extreme imperialism that ignored the nationalism of individual Slavic nationalities. Britain, France, and Turkey intervened and defeated the Russians. Defeat forced the conservative regime of Alexander II to reluctantly give into liberal reforms, including the emancipation of the serfs in 1861. 

C. The German Empire and the Paris Commune, 1870-1871 

Another challenge to the Balance of Power came from Prussia's drive to unify Germany. Prussia defeated Austria and France and became a major military power. The defeat of France ended the imperial regime of Napoleon III, but Paris only surrendered after a long siege. In January 1871 Adolph Thiers was appointed head of the provisional government. He hoped to restore the monarchy. The provisional government asserted its control over France and crushed the Paris Commune. The crushing of the Commune marked the defeat of French socialism and radicalism. The regime that emerged in France was the conservative nationalism known as the Third Republic. 

V. Conclusion: The Ideological Transformation of the West 

The ideologies of liberalism, conservatism, socialism, and nationalism influenced and directed encounters, such as political movements and revolutions that significantly altered the political culture of the West. Western governments, no matter which ideology they favored, found themselves under pressure to incorporate reforms of opposing ideologies, often leading to a redefinition of their political objectives. 

From: Brian Levack, et al, The West: Encounters & Transformations, 2nd Edition. Volume 2, Summary of Ch. 21.
