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Abstract

In The Great Transformation, Karl Polanyi described the period between 1815
and 1914 as the “Hundred Years’ Peace.” Indeed, relative to previous and
subsequent centuries, battlefield deaths were considerably lower between the
Napoleonic and Great Wars. The European Great Powers’ reluctance to go war,
Polanyi suggested, was due to the growing interdependence generated by the new
capitalist system — what he termed “market society”. = However, applying a
different sociological theory of war - one that does not reduce the significance of
war to battle death tolls, but rather considers wars’ qualitative geopolitical and
social significances - establishes a new framework through which we can better
understand this ‘peaceful’ 19th century. Furthermore, we should expand the
frame of reference beyond the European stage as the globalizing trajectory of
capital in this period brought non-European regions into a unifying economic
world system. Wars in the periphery of the system at this time would therefore
have greater significance and would further qualify Polanyi’s thesis. The
assumption that the 19th century was a uniquely pacified society undermines our
ability to understand the crucial links between war, society, and economics in the
present era, and needs to be reassessed using new theoretical tools and insights.
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2 The Myth of the Hundred Years’ Peace

Since 1953, the end of the Korean War, the ‘Global North’ has been at
peace with itself. The Cold War never led to World War IIl. Europe let its
economic interdependence trump its historic political and ethnic differences
toward the creation of the E.E.C. and the E.U.! International Relations theorists,
raised in the era of nuclear deterrence and superpower, have debated whether this
peace was caused by market integration,” democratic-peace,’ balance-of-power,
or American hegemony.* Interest in the causes of war and peace clearly has
instrumental purposes: what are we doing right? Can we keep doing it, do it in
more places, or realize when we have stopped doing it?° Though this effort is not
in vain if it can help prevent inter-state war between the ‘Great Powers’ - many of
which have nuclear weapons capability — a picture of the post-war period as an
era of world peace is clearly off the mark. The division between East and West
Europe and North and South Korea ended the era of ‘hot” world wars, but was
followed, not by a ‘Cold War,” but by what Niall Ferguson terms, “The Third
World’s War.”® The United States, the Soviet Union, China, and other ‘advanced’
nations never ceased fighting each other via proxy wars, which were safe in so far
as they did not disrupt the global balance-of-power. The Third World’s War was
fought by the likes of Fidel Castro in Cuba, the Derg in Ethiopia, and the Khmer
Rouge in Cambodia. To the millions in these ‘developing’ nations who fell victim
to these wars, the notion of a post-war peace might sound ludicrous and
grotesque.

Yet this is precisely the way we tend to perceive the 19™ century in
history. Between the Napoleonic Wars (which belong to the 18" century) and
World War I (which belongs to the 20™) there lies “a phenomenon unheard of in
the annals of Western civilization, namely a hundred years’ peace — 1815-1914.””
So stated Karl Polanyi in 1944 amidst the ruins of that very civilization. An
economic historian concerned with the social ramifications of what he called
‘market-society,” Polanyi began his magnum opus, The Great Transformation,
with the puzzle of this unusual peace. 19" century civilization, he said, rested on
four institutional pillars — the balance-of-power system, the international gold
standard, the self-regulating market, and the liberal state. Two of these institutions
were political, two were economic. In another configuration, two were domestic
and the other two were international. The hundred years’ peace was maintained
by the international balance-of-power political system and the international
economy maintained through the gold standard. Though the breakdown of these
systems were the proximate causes of World Wars I and II, Polanyi considered



Eric Royal Lybeck 3

the domestic political-economic configuration of the self-regulating market,
artificially maintained by the liberal state, to be the underlying root cause of the
seemingly stable, but ultimately superficial 19™ century civilization.®

Polanyi has not been alone in suggesting the concept of a 19™ century
peace.’ Indeed, in terms of average battle durations, battle deaths per year, and a
host of other statistical criteria, 19" century Europe does not rate with either the
18™ or the 20™ century versions of itself.'® As Polanyi figures it — “apart from the
Crimean War — a more or less colonial event - England, France, Prussia, Austria,
Italy, and Russia were engaged in war among each other for altogether only
eighteen months,” compared to an average of sixty to seventy years of major wars
in the 17" and 18™ centuries." Though Polanyi does not provide his data sources,
the proportions of his facts seem to bear out according to his criteria. During the
17" and 18" centuries, the Great Powers were involved in war 94% and 78% of
the time, respectively, compared to 40% of the time in the 19" century (including
the Napoleonic Wars of 1800-1815)."2 If we focus on wars between Polanyi’s
‘Great Powers’ - the Austro-Sardinian War (1848-49), the Roman Republic War
(1849), The War of Italian Unification (1859), The Seven Weeks War (1866), and
the Franco-Prussian War (1970-71) amounted to a total of 17.7 months."

However, before accepting Polanyi’s claim outright, his calculation
needs to be examined further. For one, there is no reason why the Crimean War
should be left out — it was not “a colonial event,” as Polanyi suggested, but was
rather one of the century’s most significant wars, involving Britain, France, and
Turkey against Russia. The war dramatically shifted the balance-of-power as
Austria-Hungary became isolated from the Holy Alliance;" Russia stalled its
persistent incursion through the Caucasus and Black Sea in the hopes of seizing
Constantinople;® while Britain preserved the Ottoman Empire and its
communications network to India. As Winfried Baumgart suggests, “if the
fighting had carried on during 1856, the First World War would then have taken
place 60 years earlier.”'® Adding this conflict’s 28.3 months back into the
calculation brings the ‘Great Power’ total to 46.0 months — nearly 4 years. This is
still a long shot from previous centuries’ 60 to 70 years of major wars.

But, Polanyi’s six powers, while the greatest, were not the only
European, or “Western’ powers during this period as states declined out of, or
entered into the core inter-state system. One could add the Ottoman Empire
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(Turkey), Holland, Spain, the United States, Japan, and China by the end of the
period. Wars between these twelve powers would yield an additional 95 months
of war between ‘Western” powers.'” Finally, if one adds all of the wars that were
not between these powers, but involved one or more of the powers against weaker
states, like the newly independent Latin American' or Balkan states an
additional 125.5 ‘nation-months’ of war can be accounted for. Adding colonial
wars by these powers against non-state actors yields an astonishing additional
790.8 months. All of these figures combined amounts to approximately 88.11
years of war in which major powers were involved. There is no way to
characterize states as peaceful during this period of time. They were involved in
nearly constant preparation for, and execution of, war at home or abroad. Using
a slightly different data set from 1648-1989, Kalevi Holsti determined that the
ninety-nine years after the Congress of Vienna had only a 13% lower occurrence
rate of war than the previous period - one war every 3.3 years compared to one
every 2.8 years.”

Yet, Holsti notes:

Except for the three brief wars of German nation-building and
Russia’s armed interventions into Hungary and Poland at mid-
century, the center of Europe running from London, through
Paris, Berlin, and Vienna constituted a significant zone of
peace.”!

Indeed, this was part of Polanyi’s point. Rather than peace between powers, one
can think of ‘pacified regions’ upon which a transnational economy could take
place. Several sociologists have noted the way the war-making nation-state in
this period “caged” citizens within boundaries.”? Anthony Giddens, employing
some of Foucault’s categories, suggested that this was due, in part, to a routinized
system of surveillance which allowed for an externalization of military
functions.” “It involves...not the decline of war but a concentration of military
power ‘pointing outwards’ towards other states in the nation-state system.”?

Yet, during the 19" century, the military was still called up during labor
and bread riots, fought irregular revolutionaries, and was only gradually
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supplemented by (not replaced by) police and paramilitary forces.”” Polanyi
described the first third of the hundred years’ peace, as being under the firm grip
of the Holy Alliance (Prussia, Austria, and Russia): “Its armies were roaming up
and down Europe putting down minorities and repressing majorities.”? This was
partially true within the territories they were responsible for, which included the
minimally militarized remnants of the Holy Roman Empire. The army did not
exist solely for repressive purposes, however, nor could a military achieve such
ends without political and legislative mechanisms in the form of local
concessions and alliances between middle classes (Birgerlich) and old regime
nobles and patricians.”’” Still, Giovanni Arrighi, following Polanyi, described the
Holy Alliance and the Concert of Europe, the two primary diplomatic
mechanisms to emerge from the Treaty of Vienna in 1815, as “an instrument of
British governance of the continental balance of power.”® While the novelty of
the post-Napoleonic international system, arranged primarily through Prince
Metternich of Austria, was a commitment toward domestic order,” Britain was
actually notably absent from Continental diplomatic issues and spent most of the
period consolidating its overseas empire.

Jeremy Black outlined the three main functions of the military in the 19"
century: international, domestic and colonial.*® The weaponry, organizational
systems, logistics and communications employed were similar, but in the case of
domestic conflict, for example, the fighting took place in urban environments,
quite different from the traditional open field battles of previous eras. Colonial
action consumed much of the military’s attention, particularly in Britain and
France — the two dominant colonial powers throughout the period. Michael Mann
suggested that many colonial conflicts, such as those against the Zulu, the Mahdi,
and the Sheriffians were often considered “war games” by military staffs in
which new technologies could be experimented with and opportunities for
promotion could be determined.’' The British empire grew at an average annual
pace of about 100,000 square miles between 1815 and 1865, and by the 20®
century held a quarter of the world’s land surface and nearly the same proportion
of the world’s population.*

Though Lenin, adapting J.A. Hobson’s ‘surplus capital’ theory,*
considered imperialism to be driven by the economic necessity of incorporating
‘outside’ markets into the capitalist ‘inside,’** materialist considerations were not
always dominant for the imperial players. As the Golden Age of capitalist growth
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(1848-1873)% settled into its deflationary and big industrial phase,” imperialism
had become a cultural necessity. Missionaries, who had been an active element in
the unique British impulse to export millions of its citizens to the corners of the
Earth, involved themselves in such humanitarian missions as the banning of
suttee (the ceremonial immolation of widows) in India, ending the Atlantic and
Arabic slave trade, and exploring the ‘dark heart of Africa’ around Lake Victoria
and the Mountains of the Moon in advance of ‘Christian civilization.”*® Though
British military support was never removed from material considerations, the
Empire was not always cost-effective. Some happy accidents like the discovery
of gold and diamonds in South Africa (which led to the Boer War of 1899-1902)*
had demonstrated to Cecil Rhodes and others - no territory, however barren,
should be left unclaimed. As other powers, notably Germany and Russia, began
encroaching on key regions, especially those along communications routes,
‘geopolitical imperialism,”*® that is, imperialism for its own sake, became the
order of the day.

The cultural context of 19™ century imperialism cannot be underrated.
In Lords of Human Kind, V.G. Kiernan described the manner in which racist
attitudes developed in every region of the world where the Europeans came in
contact with native peoples.*' In some areas like the South Seas this led to an
idealized image of the ‘noble savage.” Elsewhere, as in the Sudan, the “horror and
human depravity” of the “witches’ brew of African primitivism and Muslim
fanaticism” caused the British to engage in acts of violence equivalent in
ruthlessness and self-righteousness.”?At the battle of Omdurman (1898), the
Anglo-Egyptian forces used Maxim machine guns to slaughter up to 95% of the
52,000 dervishes with a loss of only 48 British soldiers.” General Kitchener
followed up the battle by desecrating the Mahdi leader’s tomb and carrying off
his skull.* Though some native races, such as the Zulus under Shaka, became
idealized to portray the colonials as having put up a fight, most were considered
‘child-races.” As the century went on, race-thinking was used to scientifically
justify the treatment and confiscation of property from weaker peoples.” In the
20™ century, this race-thinking was applied back upon Europe itself.

Victorian Society, a label which Peter Gay applied not just to British, but
to German, American, and French civilization as well, was not the prim, proper,
and static world of top hats and zoos.** Rather, the men who preached
individualism and pious responsibility employed alibis for their psychological
repression in the form of scientific racism inspired by Herbert Spencer’s
evolutionism. Imperial chauvinism took Bonapartist form in the likes of Theodore
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Roosevelt, Napoleon III, and Bismarck. Even the women, who were more
imprisoned by patriarchy in this period than, perhaps, any other, took their
aggression out on those they did have authority over: the household servants and
the children. Perhaps, along with ‘surplus capital,” those citizens of pacified
Europe exported to the colonies the pent-up violence Freud described as thanatos
— the death drive.”

Indeed, this was the period during which the process Max Weber
described as ‘rationalization’ developed to its full potential. The ‘iron-cage’ of
administration led to the disenchantment of the world. Scientific rationality and
bureaucratic anonymity, compelled by the tyranny of the written rule, provided
nation-states, economic elites, and militaries with tremendous power. This
bureaucratic administration was itself a product of military discipline, as Weber
and others have noted in the Prussian case.® These military origins precede this
period and can be located as far back as the military revolution of the 15" century
caused by the technical innovations of gunpowder and the trace itallienne
fortification systems.” State-directed military discipline began amid these
conditions when Maurice of Orange incorporated the notion of drill. With almost
scientific precision, every movement of the musketman’s routine was observed
and codified so that the entire corps could move like clockwork.” The
mechanization and division of labor created one of the first examples of a
functional top-down organization that communicated vertically and horizontally
according to rank and instruction. The broader relevance of this innovation was
made quite clear by Lewis Mumford:

The general indoctrination of soldierly habits of thought in the
seventeenth century was, it seems probable, a great psychological
aid to the spread of machine industrialism. In terms of the
barracks, the routine of the factory seemed tolerable and natural.
The spread of conscription and volunteer militia forces throughout
the Western World after the French Revolution made army and
factory, so far as their social effects went, almost interchangeable
terms. And the complacent characterizations of the First World
War, namely that it was a large-scale industrial operation, has also
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a meaning in reverse: modern industrialism may equally well be
termed a large-scale military operation.™

Though Spencer and other contemporary sociologists saw their era as being
‘Industrial’ as opposed to ‘Militaristic,” the gap between these two forms of
social organization was not as wide as it appeared to those living during the
Hundred Years’ Peace.

For the era of two Industrial Revolutions, the impact of war-making and
the military-as-customer is rarely given due credit.”® For example, in Britain, new
coke-fired blast furnaces were installed in Wales and Scotland during the
Napoleonic Wars despite substantial investment risk and expense. Both the
absolute volume and the mix of products that came from British factories and
forges between 1793-1815 were profoundly affected by government expenditures
for war purposes.” These ironworks, in conjunction with the substantial
organizational apparatus at drydocks for naval construction, were the prime
industrial advantages in British hands as they entered the 19™ century. Similarly,
across the Atlantic, mass-production of arms by New England factories for the
Civil War and overseas export were a part of that region’s industrial dominance
and were among the early sites to popularize F.W. Taylor’s scientific management
techniques.* Much of the entrepreneurial innovation in the period was directed
towards weapons of mass destruction, by men like Hiram Maxim and Alfred
Krupp, and lesser known crackpot engineers enticed by stricter patent rights.”
Furthermore, it must be remembered that this was primarily a naval century and
the evolution from wooden galleons to ironclads to torpedo boats to Dreadnaught
battleships was one of the notable achievements in an era excited by engineering.
By the 1880s this development in ships, artillery, rifles, and shells was being
accomplished by what William McNeill termed, a “command technology”
system,’® which was essentially a military-industrial-complex eighty years before
Dwight Eisenhower coined the term.

Certainly, rationalized organization was the major development within
militaries during the long peace. As medieval colleges in Gottingen, Berlin, and
elsewhere codified their curricula to become modern research universities,®’
military colleges, originating first in France at the Ecole Spéciale Militaire de
Saint-Cyr in 1802, were established to expand the technical capabilities of
soldiers. Initially education was only required of artillerymen, who needed
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special engineering skills, but the mathematically-minded Napoleon encouraged
further knowledge within the ranks. As military theorists like Antoine-Henri
Jomini codified the principles of Napoleonic warfare, which emphasized flexible
corps and sharp, direct attack, the armies of Europe became academically
imitated and uniform. When, in 1871, Helmuth von Moltke led Prussia to
decisive victory against the leading nation of Europe, France, his techniques of
efficient transport by rail to deliver overwhelming force led competing nations
away from Jomini into the hands of Carl von Clausewitz, whose theory inspired
Moltke’s plans. The change of inspiration was reflected visibly by nations
changing from French-styled uniforms to the Prussian dress still sported by
dictators.*®

The application of scientific principles to military affairs led to the
creation of General Staffs and the autonomous power of militaries.** This would
have devastating consequences during World War I when military strategies like
the rapid mobilization schedule in Russia and the German Schlieffen Plan were
executed by default without leaving time for diplomats to negotiate.” In the latter
case, geopolitics by map had the Germans automatically invade Belgium to
eliminate France, ensuring Britain’s entry into the war, without the
foreknowledge of either the chancellor or the kaiser!

Though the need for technical skills allowed a certain amount of
meritocracy to enter the nepotistic military hierarchy, war was still left, by and
large, to the old regime. The vast majority of officers were drawn from landed
nobility and gentry, especially in the General Staffs, which represented a sharp
contrast to the democratizing societies at large. The same holds true of
diplomats, as Michael Mann pointed out: “Foreign policy remained the private
domain of a small group of notables, plus special interest groups advising the few
politicians who aspired to be ‘statesman’.”®" Routine foreign policy was handled
by a small ruling elite, even in parliamentary countries like Britain, France, and
the United States, as, indeed, it still is today. Only in crises and wars were outside
parties consulted.

Yet, it was precisely at this stage that the transnational economic class
Polanyi identified as haute finance became involved.”> After all it was the
members of this elite class of bondholders, embodied in the Rothschilds and J.P.
Morgan, who would have to float the loans required to pay for wars. The
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international financial class, which owed allegiance to no single government,
was, in Polanyi’s view, primarily responsible for the hundred years’ peace.
Though he noted:

They were anything but pacifists; they had made their fortune in
the financing of wars; they were impervious to moral
consideration; they had no objection to any number of minor,
short, or localized wars.%

Ultimately, the transnational capitalist class was interested in the preservation of
the core international markets.* Significant disruptions of economic activity
within Western countries would jeopardize long term investments, like railroads,
while a decline of commerce between warring nations could amount to
substantial economic losses. Even the threat of war could impact bond markets
reflecting the credit-worthiness of European governments.”” Though Polanyi
overestimated the “intimate contact between finance and diplomacy,”® for, as we
have seen, the old regime still ruled the day in inter-state politics, the effect of
financial variables was a real and novel factor in 19" century considerations of
war and peace.

Polanyi, however, was wrong to suggest that economics was the sole
and primary cause of peace during this period. Cultural, political, racial, and pure
military considerations were just as important at various times in deflecting
Great Power statesmen away from war with each other. And, in any case, the
option to go to war with weaker peoples overseas was the road most frequently
travelled. The pacification of the core of the emerging world economic system
was an important step in the spread of the Western financial system, but more
importantly, the spread of Western civilization. As we consider the instability and
fragility of this financial system today, we must recall that one hundred years ago
a world war was considered both impossible and probable, as Henri Bergson
pointed out.” We must not take our Fifty-Seven Years’ Peace (and counting) for
granted, and neither should we ignore the violence within and without our
‘advanced’ societies.
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