
The Long Nineteenth Century: A Period 
of Transformation 

The Long Nineteenth Century, a term coined by historian Eric Hobsbawm, refers to 

the extended period from the late 18th century to the early 20th century, 

approximately 1789 to 1914. This period encompasses some of the most profound 

political, economic, and social transformations in human history, spanning the 

French Revolution, the Industrial Revolution, and the dawn of World War I. The Long 

Nineteenth Century redefined global power structures, altered the nature of work and 

industry, and laid the foundations for the modern world.1 

Political Revolutions and Ideologies 

The French Revolution of 1789 marked the beginning of the Long Nineteenth 

Century, initiating an era of radical political change. The revolution dismantled the 

monarchy, challenged feudal privileges, and introduced democratic principles that 

would inspire subsequent uprisings in Europe and beyond.2 The Napoleonic Wars 

(1803–1815) further spread these revolutionary ideals but also led to the rise of 

conservative reactions such as the Congress of Vienna (1815), which sought to 

restore monarchies and maintain the balance of power.3 

Despite these conservative efforts, the 19th century witnessed the spread of 

nationalism, liberalism, and socialism. The Revolutions of 1848, often called the 

"Springtime of Nations," demonstrated the widespread demand for constitutional 

government, national self-determination, and social reform.4 Meanwhile, the 

unification of Italy (1861) and Germany (1871) reshaped the political map of Europe 

and established new powerful states.5 

5 Jonathan Sperber, Revolutions of 1848: A Social History, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 
1994, pp. 212–215. 

4 Christopher Clark, Revolutionary Spring: Fighting for a New World 1848–1849, London, Allen Lane, 
2023, pp. 25–30. 
 

3 Mark Mazower, Governing the World: The History of an Idea, New York, Penguin, 2012, pp. 86–87. 

2 François Furet, Interpreting the French Revolution, trans. Elborg Forster, Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 1981, pp. 12–15. 

1 Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Revolution: 1789–1848, London, Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1962, p. 1. 
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Economic and Industrial Transformation 

The Industrial Revolution, which began in Britain in the late 18th century, was one of 

the defining features of the Long Nineteenth Century. The mechanisation of 

production, urbanisation, and expansion of railway networks revolutionised 

economies and societies.6 Factories replaced cottage industries, and cities became 

the centres of economic activity. New technologies such as the steam engine, 

telegraph, and mechanised textile production significantly increased productivity.7 

Industrialisation also led to profound social changes, including the rise of the working 

and middle classes. While it created immense wealth, it also resulted in harsh 

working conditions, child labour, and social inequality, which fuelled the rise of 

socialist and labour movements. Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels' Communist 

Manifesto (1848) responded to these inequalities, advocating for the overthrow of 

capitalism and the establishment of a proletarian state.8 

Imperialism and Global Expansion 

The Long Nineteenth Century was also characterised by the expansion of European 

imperialism. The Scramble for Africa, initiated at the Berlin Conference (1884–1885), 

saw European powers carve up the continent, exploiting its resources and peoples.9 

British, French, and other European empires extended their influence in Asia, Latin 

America, and the Middle East, often justifying their expansion through ideologies 

such as the "civilising mission" and Social Darwinism.10 

Imperialism brought technological advancements and economic growth but also 

resulted in significant exploitation, resistance movements, and conflicts. Anti-colonial 

10 Richard W. Burkhardt, Patterns of Evolution and Social Darwinism in Late Nineteenth-Century 
Thought, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1978, p. 89. 

9 P. J. Cain and A. G. Hopkins, British Imperialism, 1688–2015, 3rd edn, London, Routledge, 2016, 
pp. 321–325. 
 

8 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto, London, Penguin Classics, [1848] 2002, 
p. 67. 

7 Joel Mokyr, The Enlightened Economy: An Economic History of Britain 1700–1850, New Haven, 
Yale University Press, 2009, pp. 251–255. 

6 Robert C. Allen, The British Industrial Revolution in Global Perspective, Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 2009, pp. 135–140. 
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struggles began to emerge as indigenous populations sought to resist European 

dominance, laying the groundwork for later independence movements in the 20th 

century.11 

Social and Cultural Changes 

The 19th century saw dramatic shifts in social structures, gender roles, and cultural 

developments. The rise of literacy, the expansion of public education, and the growth 

of the press transformed public discourse.12 Scientific advancements, such as 

Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution, challenged traditional beliefs and reshaped 

human understanding of nature and society.13 

Women’s rights movements gained momentum, particularly in Britain and the United 

States. The suffragette movement, advocating for women’s voting rights, gained 

traction by the late 19th and early 20th centuries.14 Simultaneously, working-class 

movements pushed for better wages, labour laws, and political representation.15 

The End of the Long Nineteenth Century 

The Long Nineteenth Century came to an end with the outbreak of World War I in 

1914. The war marked a profound rupture in global history, bringing an end to many 

old empires, such as the Austro-Hungarian, Ottoman, and Russian Empires, and 

ushering in a new era of political and technological change.16 

Conclusion 

The Long Nineteenth Century was a period of immense transformation that shaped 

the modern world. The political revolutions, economic transformations, and social 

16 Hew Strachan, The First World War, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2001, pp. 3–6. 
 

15 Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Capital: 1848–1875, London, Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1975, p. 201. 
 

14 June Purvis, Emmeline Pankhurst: A Biography, London, Routledge, 2002, pp. 144–147. 
13 Charles Darwin, On the Origin of Species, London, John Murray, 1859, pp. 210–211. 

12 Eugen Weber, Peasants into Frenchmen: The Modernization of Rural France, 1870–1914, Stanford, 
Stanford University Press, 1976, pp. 72–75. 

11 C. A. Bayly, The Birth of the Modern World, 1780–1914: Global Connections and Comparisons, 
Malden, MA, Blackwell, 2004, pp. 333–338. 
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upheavals of this era set the stage for the conflicts and developments of the 20th 

century. Understanding this period provides crucial insights into the forces that have 

shaped contemporary society, from democratic governance and industrial capitalism 

to imperial legacies and social movements. 
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