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forty years Eric Hobs- 
bawm’s polymathic brilliance 
has enriched the study of mod- 
ern history. Few historians 

anywhere  have  played such a semi- 
nal role in many debates; few  have 
wider interests. A recently  compiled 
bibliography of  his writings about  labor 
history, peasant studies, historiography 
and contemporary politics came to 
more than thirty  pages and his  pace 
does not seem to  be  slowing.  Reading 
Hobsbawm hearing him speak, one is 
struck by the same characteristic quali- 
ties: remarkable factual command, lucid 
analysis, a conviction that theory- 
in his  case  Marxist  theory-and  poli- 
tics are inseparable from the practice 
of history, and a refreshingly old-fash- 
ioned  belief that a historical perspec- 
tive  is vital to understanding the  world 
we inhabit. 

While  it can be  read as a self- 
contained work, of 
1875-1914 is the final part of a trilogy 
on the  “long  nineteenth  century” that be- 
gan with the American and French Rev- 
olutions and closed  with World War 
Hobsbawm’s goal in these  volumes  is 
to reach a wide audience and the books 
are immensely readable and provoca- 
tive, free of the arcane apparatus of 
semiotics econometric models, in- 
formed but not overwhelmed by theory. 
Yet  this  is not a conventional narrative 
history devoted to coverage  of the main 
facts but a sustained interpretation that 
traces the emergence, triumph and glob- 
al impact of Europe’s industrial bour- 
geoisie. A thorough grasp of recent 
scholarship and a quick eye for recon- 
dite but telling details (e.g.,  the number 
of opera houses,  golf clubs, working tel- 
ephones translations of the Bible at 
certain dates) is combined with  bold  in- 
terpretations that draw together the 
processes  of economic, social, political 
and cultural change. Above all, per- 
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haps, these books suggest  the  complex 
connectedness of all things. 

Hobsbawm began  with of 
1789- 1848 (1 %2),  which 

covered the decisive “dual revolution’’ 
of an industrial capitalism pioneered  in 
Britain and the transformation of politi- 
cal  values spearheaded in  America and 
France. Conceptually this “dual revolu- 
tion” gave  unity and symmetry to an 
era of unprecedented change. It encom- 
passed the retreat of the old landed 
order and absolute monarchies, the first 
faltering advances of a new bourgeois 
liberal  society and successive  waves  of 
political and social revolution culminat- 
ing  in the general  crisis of  1848. The 
conflicting ideologies and artistic exper- 
imentalism of the Romantic period are 
anchored in the same social and politi- 
cal matrix. Certain chapters require 
revision in the light of more recent mon- 
ographic research, the treatment of 
some subjects-especially  women’s  his- 
tory-is  now  clearly deficient, but  as a 
general interpretation the book holds up 
remarkably well. 

Asequel, TheAgeofCkpitall848-1875 
(1975), traced the global expansion of 
the capitalist market economy during 
the unprecedented mid-century boom, 
and the triumph of Europe’s liberal 
bourgeoisie (although Hobsbawm ac- 
knowledges that this  was  seldom trans- 
lated into  formal political  rule). This 
volume  filled a scholarly void  by map- 
ping the main contours of these com- 
plex and eventful decades. Hobsbawm’s 
focus widens  beyond the core states of 
Europe to the United States, China,  In- 
dia  and Latin America, showing  how 
formerly remote regions  were drawn 
into the tightening web  of the interna- 
tional economy. At the heart of the 
study is  his depiction of the bourgeoisie, 
richer and more conscious  of  class  iden- 
tity than before, convinced  of  scientific 
and technological  progress, and supreme- 
ly confident of man’s  rational  ability  to 
find solutions to the problems he con- 
fronted. Hobsbawm’s picture of unre- 
lieved boom and bourgeois assertiveness 
is, to my mind, overdrawn, but as a syn- 
thesis the book has great merits. 

Now, thirteen years later, we have the 
final volume, which  begins  with  the 
abrupt economic downswing of the ear- 
ly 1870s and concludes with the surge of 

popular patriotism in August 1914 as 
the European powers  mobilized for war. 
Like the previous two, this book begins 
with an analysis of economic change as 
the chief determinant of  social and 
political development. The long boom 
ended  with the great stock exchange 
crash of  1873,  ushering in a more unset- 
tled period of expansion, punctuated by 
sharp economic contractions. Not until 
the mid-1890s did the global economy 
again shift gears, bringing renewed 
inflationary pressures and continuous 
growth. Heightened international com- 
petition among manufacturing nations 
lowered  prices, profits and interest 
rates, while the opening up of vast new 
farm acreage in North America and 
elsewhere  placed enormous competitive 
burdens upon European agriculture. 

Some historians will certainly find 
Hobsbawm’s account too grim, too 
ready to heed the alarmist rhetoric of 
business in an  era of diminished  expec- 
tations; others may  claim  excessive 
reductionism in his effort to  link PC, 
litical and cultural phenomena to the 
changing character of  the economy. But 
for Hobsbawm the “Great Depression” 
(1873-95)  is  the  key to the period, impel- 
ling entrepreneurs and governments to 
adopt a variety  of national strategies: pro- 
tective tariffs; business concentration, 
cartels and market  control; increased gov- 
ernmental intervention at home and the 
carving out of formal imperial  “spheres 
of influence’’ to safeguard overseas 
markets and raw materials. In short,  the 
eclipse of the mid-century liberal free- 
trade system. This set the scene for in- 
tensified economic and political rivalry 
in the 1890s and a dramatic national re- 
ordering as Britain lost ground relative 
to the explosive growth of the German 
and U.S.  economies. 

The image  of  pre-1914 Europe  fash- 
ioned in the turbulent 1920s and sedu- 
lously promoted by films and TV today 
is that of a a rapturous 
summer before the guns of August 
thundered. Hobsbawm cannot resist the 
occasional reference to its civility-in 
contrast to what followed-but his air, 
is to demystify a period that  for his  genr 
eration existed in that twilight  between 
memory and history.  Retrospectively,  the 
“Age of Empire’’ called forth images of 
power, wealth, stability and order; im- 
perialism  had  reshaped the self-image of 
the colonizers as much as their colonial 
subjects. By contrast, Hobsbawm de- 
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picts an increasingly troubled and be- 
= leaguered  bourgeoisie, alarmed by eco- 

nomic fluctuations, confronted by  newly 
organized labor and democratizing 
political  pressures at home and uneasy 
about powerful national rivals abroad. 
Their numbers, of course, were aug- 
mented by vast new armies of profes- 
sionals, business  executives,  clerks and 
the petite bourgeoisie, but this  very 
diversity  somehow  diminished iden- 
tity  and  coherence as a class and shook 
their  collective  sense  of  historic  mission. 

Throughout this book, as in its prede- 
cessors, Hobsbawm maintains a thor- 
oughly comparative approach. This has 
obvious  virtues but also some draw- 
backs, especially in the chapter titled 
“The Politics of Democracy.” The 
themes  developed are familiar: wider 
electoral participation, the dissolution 
of local frameworks of political power, 
the mobilization of new political strata 
and the professlonalism of  mass poli- 
tics. The new scale of politics,  chides 
Hobsbawm (perhaps reacting too much 

.to the present), ended frank debate  and 
&legated serious political  discussion to 
an educated minority, while politicians 
“wrapped  themselves  in  rhetoric,”  and 
produced “a yawning gap between  public 
discourse and political Far from 
being an automatic  reflex of moderniza- 
tion,  democratization  proceeded  unevenly 
out of a tangle of popular pressures, 
governmental concessions, elite manip- 
ulation and strategies of containment. 

Hobsbawm eschews a systematic sur- 
vey of  the  politics of the 1870s and 
1880s as “difficult, and almost point- 
less”  (in fact, none is provided for the 
post-1890 period, either). In conse- 
quence, he does not delineate the dif- 
ferently evolving  political institutions 

state structures of the major Euro- 
pean nations and the particular balance 
of social forces they represented. The 
crisis  of the liberal state assumed  very 
different forms in Britain, Germany, 
Italy and France. And since  he does not 
clarify these different national patterns 
of development, he  provides little basis 
for grasping  the  radically  divergent 
routes of  these states after 1914. 

Hobsbawm has  never  been as inclined 
say, E.P. Thompson to spell out the 

theoretical assumptions of  his history. 
While  these  may  be implicit, 1 do not get 
from this book a clear picture of his 
views about the modern state. There are 
general comments about the shlft to col- 
lectivism and a wonderful section on the 
growing  recourse  of governments to ir- 

rationalist appeals and “the invention 
of traditip,” that IS, the use  of or- 
chestrated public rituals, monarchical 
spectacles and patriotic symbolism 
(flags, anthems, etc.)  to promote unity 
and consent. Acute observations about 
the  widening sphere of state interven- 
tion and the forms of ideological  he- 
gemony are scattered through every 
chapter. But the state is seen above all  in 
terms of  its functional effects rather 
than its structure. 

There is, for example, no clarifying 
discussion of what is meant by a 
“bourgeois revolution.” If it  signifies 
only the successful installation of a le- 
gal, constitutional and ideological frame- 
work that promotes capitalism, then 
it can clearly take on very different 
national forms. if the state oper- 
ates on  behalf  of an ascendant bour- 
geoisie, what degree  of autonomy is en- 
joyed by political and  state institutions? 
In what  ways do state and capital con- 
flict? And how does the state act as a 
forum reflection  of  class confllct? 

There are also some notable silences. 
While the book is  versatile  in its use of 
Gramsci’s concept of hegemony, re- 
markably little is said about the coercive 
aspects of state power, about the mili- 
tary the police what one might call 
the nineteenth-century transformation 
from a traditional to a modern police 
state. Also, by concentrating so heavily 
upon the bourgeoisle and working  class 
as the chief protagonists in this  Age  of 
Empire, Hobsbawm never  really ad- 

the residual  power  (economic and 
political) of pre-industrial, aristocratic 
elites, and their varying national roles. 
He fails to debate, for example, the con- 
troversial thesis  of Arno Mayer’s 

of (1981) or 
Martin Wiener’s 

of 
(1981),  which stress the degree to which 
aristocratic codes and the old governing 
structures survived the challenge of the 
bourgeoisie. 

Far more successful are the two 
chapters devoted to “byproducts” of 
democratization, namely the rise of 
working-class parties and of political 
nationalism. They are the condensed 
product of a lifetime of reading. Hobs- 
bawm points, for example, to the diffi- 
culties-intensified  where  divisions of 
religion, nationality and language ex- 
isted-in transforming local and oc- 
cupational solidarities into national 
working-class trade union and political 
movements. Drawing on his  earlier spe- 
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cialized studies, he traces  the  ways  in 
which the heterogeneous structure of 
the industrial economy fractionalizes 
the  working  class, producing differ- 
ences  of status and organizational divi- 
sions; but he also shows the increasing 
definition of a “world of labor,” social- 
ly segregated, culturally separate, more 
self-enclosed than before and politically 
independent. He brilliantly  evokes  the  dy- 
namism and complexity of class  relation- 
ships. There is nothing static or me- 
chanical about the analysis: it captures 
both the interaction of diverse groups 
within a class and  the relationships be- 
tween  classes. 

Nationalism exerted enormous ap- 
peal  in the period after 1880 and in 
many areas became a general sub- 
stratum of all  varieties of politics. The 
decline  of localized communities 
intensified popular longings for an imag- 
inary community to fill the void. This 
coincided  with governmental strategies 
to promote solidarity. Hobsbawm ex- 
plores the role  of nationalism as a new 
civic religion, increasingly  annexed by 
the  right and imbibed “as a cocktail” 
with quotients of anti-Semitism and 
anti-socialism. He reminds us of  its 
mobilizing power, its cohesive impact in 
some states, its centrifugal threat to the 
existing state structures elsewhere  (in the 
Habsburg lands especially, but he also 
treats Basque, Finnish, Irish and Zionist 
movements). The emphasis is upon na- 
tionalism as a consciously  developed ar- 
tifact: primarily an urban, middle-class 
phenomenon  with particular appeal for the 
new,  fast-growing strata of white-collar 
workers and tertiary sector employees; 
related to the spread of  literacy and new 
educational systems; and incubated not 
least among exile cultures in the New 
World. 

]om The Nation Assmate, a group of 
loyal and comrmtted Nakon readers 
who prowde mvaluable support for 
the magazine through annual con- 
tnbutions of $20 more. Membership 
includes a subscnphon to ”The Nation 
Assoclate,“ a newsletter that you 
what’s on behind the scenes at 

Natlon, and mvitatlons to many 
Natmn-sponsored events. 

further lnformatlon wnte call 
Sandra Zlckefoose, 72 Fifth Avenue, 
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By contrast to the previous  volumes, 
this one includes a chapter on women. 
“The New Woman” is  largely about the 
middle  class, although some effort is 
made to indicate the diverse  ways in 
which industrialization transformed the 
lives  of laboring women. The very proc- 
esses of democratization that included 
more men  in public life increasingly  re- 
stricted the place of women, creating a 
new formal political  realm that, initially 
at least, was male. But by 1914 striking 
new developments  in  women’s lives were 
evident: in the  size  of  families, educa- 
tion, the range of women’s employ- 
ment, women’s organization around a 
variety of social  causes and growing 
pressure for political emancipation. In 

of Capital Hobsbawm pointed 
to  the tension  between the patriarchal 
organization of the bourgeois family 
with “a male lord dominating a number 
of hierarchically graded females” and 
the ruling economic and political doc- 
trines of liberty and individualism; here 
he  begins to explore the threats to the 
patriarchal order as one more factor 
contributing to the “uncertainties” of 
the male  bourgeoisie. 

major goal of the trilogy is to show 
how the social and economic power of 
the bourgeoisie  was translated into he- 
gemony in the realm  of ideas. Hobs- 
bawm has been  consistently more con- 
servative in his attitude toward base and 
superstructure than other leading Marx- 
ist  writers in Britain without mechani- 
cally  reducing intellectual to material 
life. In of he  seeks in 
two insightful and densely  packed chap- 
ters to reveal  how the crises and contra- 
dictions of the bourgeois order mani- 
fested themselves in the arts  and sci- 
ences. This produced a sharp break 
with the past, a proliferation of innova- 
tion, uncertainty and fragmentation. 
Essentially we have a Schorskean pic- 
ture of vanishing mid-century verities 
(positivistic science, confidence in social 
and moral progress, conviction that 
man was above all a rational being)  re- 

by the loss of  coherence, a sense of 
having no fixed  limits.  Even the founda- 
tions of  science  were shaken and then 
reconstructed by Einstein, Planck, 

and Freud, although little space 
is devoted to the last of these. The gulf 
between public and avant-garde wid- 
ened; indeed, Hobsbawm argues, the 
intellectual elite  which  set  itself the task 
of revolutionizing culture was far out- 
paced by the transforming power of 
new forms of entertainment, pro- 
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vided by astute businessmen. It wa? 
popular music, a cheap press,  mass ad-’ 
vertising and above all  the cinema that 
transformed cultural life,  signaling the 
dawn of the age  of  mass  consumerism 
and with  it the cultural predominance of 
the United States. 

The final convulsion of this liberal 
order was  triggered by the intersection 
of two interrelated crises. First, there 
was a global pattern of political turmoil 
and revolution, resulting from the re- 
newed expansion of the industrial econ- 
omies after 1895, which  weakened tradi- 
tional sociopolitical structures in the 
colonial  periphery,  undermined  pre-exist- 
ing  regional  balances of power and threat- 
ened the more  rickety  political  struc- 
tures among the imperialists  themselves. 
Hobsbawm refers to a “global political 
earthquake zone,” stretching  from Mex- 
ico to Morocco,  through  the  Habsburg 
and  Ottoman Empires to Persia, Russia 
and China, all of  which  experienced the 
shocks of impending or actual revolu- 
tions after 1900. Second, there was the 
intensification of Great Power tensir 
played out through the nervous dipl& 
macy of two antagonistic alliance  blocs 
and made even more dangerous by the 
seemingly  inflexible requirements of 
military planning. The shots at Sarajevo 
coupled the  crises  of revolution and 
state rivalry  in a war that shattered the 
old Europe. 

Hobsbawm’s reworking of the Lenin- 
ist argument reintroduces a measure 
of economic determination into the 
standard accounts of the ways  in  which 
the major states were drawn into con- 
flicts in the unstable periphery. Of 
course, there are problems, not least 
that the economic and political linkages 
along Hobsbawm’s global fault line are 
often rather than demonstrated. 
But a more serious objection can be 
made to this as a general  assessment of 
the war’s  origins.  His comparative ap- 
proach leads  him to concentrate on the 
similarities in the conditions of the ma- 
jor powers rather than their marked dif- 
ferences. In particular, Hobsbawm does 
not adequately analyze the structure, in- 
ternal dynamics, policies and goals of 
the Wilhelminian  Reich. He says litt’ 
about the  shattering  impact of  Germany’s 
emergence as a world  power  (aside from 
some perfunctory comments on the na- 
val race with Britain). 

If there was a divergent course of 
German development or 
and in a recent  discussion at the New 
School for Social  Research New 
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York City, Hobsbawm sided  with  this 
wew-then I t  needs to be  specified more 
clearly.  As he seemed to admit in that 
same discussion, his  view  of the nine- 
teenth century is somewhat Anglocen- 
tric; his cynosure is Brltain  as a paradig- 
matic case of the triumphs and travails 
of bourgeois  society. The twentieth cen- 
tury, he asserts, is dominated by the 
Bolshevik Revolution and the reshaping 
of Western capitalism in reaction to it. 
Overlapping the  two chronologically, of 
course, the meteoric rise and fall of a 
unified German nation.  It is  this  sense 
of the Age  of  Empire-as the start of a 
struggle for German hegemony  which 
accelerated  the “political collapse of 
Europe”-which  somehow  gets  lost In 
Hobsbawm’s book. 

Running through this  volume is 
another theme, softer and more inter- 
mittent than the  others-a horror  at the 
barbarism of the post-1914 period, a 
sense  of  how far we have slipped from 
the nineteenth century and its high 
expectations of  civility and human 

.progress. The epilogue returns to this 
-theme, in effect the contrast between 
Hobsbawm’s own  world (he was born 
in  1917) and  that of  his parents. Before 
1914,  he points out, only population 
statistics entire nations were cal- 
culated in  millions; subsequently, such 
magnitudes described the numbers of 
those driven into exile and the victims 
of war and genocide. “Hecatombs on 
this scale,” he adds, “were  beyond the 
range of imagination in the nineteenth 
century.” He tries to leave  us  with hope 
but  pessimism  seems  to  prevail: 

predlctlon suggests not a continued as- 
cent,  but  the posslblhty, perhaps even 
the immmence. of some  catastrophe 

of forms a splendld 
capstone to the two earlier volumes. 
closed  this  book  full of admiration for 
the way it  brings interpretive unity to 
the period without minimizing its diver- 
sity and complexity. Where else can we 
find a synthesis of this sophistication 
that places  class struggle at the center of 
the  analysis? Written agalnst the back- 
ground of Margaret Thatcher’s rejec- 
Rion of Britain’s postwar political con- 
sensus and the post-Vietnam realization 
of the limits and contradictions of U.S. 
power, It emboldens readers to think 
about the larger  historlcal patterns of 
our own  times; it remlnds us, if we  need 
a reminder, that our world is as imper- 
manent, fragile and transitlonal as  the 
pre-1914 “World of Yesterday.” 0 
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