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Defining the <Social Question) and making <society>

in the long nineteenth century

Julia Moses and Martin Lengwiler

Zusammenfassung/Abstract

Der Beitrag untersucht in diskursanalytischer Perspektive die Entwicklung
der «Sozialen Frage» in Westeuropa während des 19. Jahrhunderts. In den

1830er-Jahren geriet die «Soziale Frage» in den westeuropäischen Staaten
auf die politische Agenda. Der Kulminations- und gleichzeitige Endpunkt
dieser Debatten fiel mit dem Ende des Ersten Weltkriegs zusammen, als

eine neue internationale Ordnung geschaffen wurde, die explizit der Wahrung

des sozialen Friedens dienen sollte. Die «Soziale Frage» erhielt im
Verlauf des 19. Jahrhunderts je nach Kontext unterschiedliche Bedeutungen.

Einige sahen in ihr eine Frage des humanitären Gewissens. Andere
ein Vehikel, um die gesellschaftliche Ordnung aufrechtzuerhalten. Diese
Positionen wurden durch spezifische Gesellschaftsbilder noch akzentuiert,
je nachdem ob die Gesellschaft als ökonomische oder zivilgesellschaftliche

Einheit verstanden wurde. In der «Sozialen Frage» kamen ökonomisches

Denken, sozialphilosophische Traditionen, politische Debatten und
der Blick der Regenbogenpresse zusammen, getrieben von unmittelbaren
Ängsten vor Fdungerkrisen und den Schatten des Fabrikwesens. Der Begriff
fiel auch deshalb auf fruchtbaren Boden, weil er verbreiteten Unsicherheiten

tiber den gesellschaftlichen Wandel und die Rolle von Gesellschaft für
die Definition individueller Lebensentwürfe einen Ausdruck verlieh.

This article traces the discursive framing of the <social question) in Western

Europe over the long nineteenth century. The <social question) sprang onto
the political map across industrialising Europe in the 1830s. Debates about
the concept found both their swansong and culmination in the establishment,

following the First World War, of a new international order that
consciously sought to ensure <social peace>. The <social question) evoked
different understandings in different contexts over the course of the

century. For some, it was an issue of humanitarian sensibilities. For others,
it was about maintaining social order. Underscoring these deliberations

were differing views about the meaning of society, as an economic unit,
on the one hand, and as a form of community, on the other. Bridging
economic thought, social philosophy, political debate and the popular press,
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the <social question) transcended immediate anxieties about factory reform
and mass hunger. The concept spoke to a broader concern about changing
social structures and the role of <society> in shaping the lives of individuals.

Introduction

This chapter traces the discursive framing of the <social question) in Western

Europe over the long nineteenth century, from the outbreak of the
revolution in France in 1789 through to the end of the First World War.
The <social question) sprang onto the political map across industrialising
Europe in the 1830s and came to a climax amidst the wave of industrial
rest that beset much of the continent from the 1880s to the 1910s. Debates
about the concept saw their swansong during the First World War, as domestic

worries about poverty and ill health elided with new concerns about

preserving both national and international order. Across interwar Europe,
language shifted towards an emphasis on maintaining the <social peace>
that the League ofNations had seemed to promise in 1919. Within national
contexts, from depression-era Britain to National Socialist Germany and
Soviet Russia, meanwhile, the <social question) had been replaced by new
conceptions about the role of the individual in what had come to be seen,

more than ever, as nation-states. Within this context, the <social question)
lost significance. On the one hand, the nation and national obligations
came to replace society as a point of reference. On the other, international

and humanitarian obligations, embodied in new languages of universal

norms and human rights, had replaced a narrow focus on <the social».1 The
long nineteenth century, therefore, was unique in conceptualising society

as a locus that could be characterised by common standards of living to be

upheld through the collaborative work of civil society, individuals, families
and the state.

To be sure, the <social question» had evoked various understandings over
the course of the long nineteenth century. For some, it was an issue of
humanitarian sensibilities that cut across confessional and class divides. For
others, and especially in the aftermath of the revolutions that had swept
across Europe in 1848, the question was about maintaining social order.

Underscoring these deliberations were differing views about the meaning

1 Moses, Julia: Social Policy, Social Welfare and Social Identities (1900-1950). In:
Doumanis, Nicholas (Ed.): The Oxford Handbook of Early Twentieth-Century
Europe. Oxford 2015.
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of society, as an economic unit and as a form of community. Bridging
economic thought, social philosophy, political debate and the popular press,
the <social question) transcended immediate anxieties about factory reform
and mass hunger. The concept spoke to a broader concern about changing
social structures and the role of <society> in shaping the lives of individuals.
Despite these differences, concerns about the «social question) were
widespread across much of Europe over most of the century and served as a

powerful motor for the creation and modernization of social policies. As

Holly Case has recently observed, the phrase «possessed above all a

structuring tendency) that seemed to require its user to make a choice about
how to act.2 This chapter aims to shed light on the tension between the

universality and the particularity of the «social question« as both a concept
and a heuristic mechanism for social reform across Europe during the long
nineteenth century. The success of the concept of the social question was
based on addressing ostensibly universal problems and values. At the same

time, the «social question« took on specific semantics in different contexts.
This chapter focuses primarily on Western Europe and analyses transfers

of ideas, and shared experiences of «social problems«, yet it also considers
how social policy debates differed across Europe. With this comparative
and transnational perspective, we aim to shed light on some of the broader

conceptual trends that informed social policy in Europe during the long
nineteenth century, offering an intellectual backdrop to Glarus' pathbrea-
king Factory Act of 1864.

Our chapter is structured thematically and chronologically, linking specific

political and economic moments in nineteenth-century European history
with distinct but connected themes in the development of the «social question«.

Due to space constraints, we have decided to focus on Britain, Germany
and Switzerland, though we have attempted to situate these examples within
a broader European context. Each of these countries provides an illuminating

optic into understandings of the social question during this period. On
the one hand, each country saw — in different ways — a dramatic upsurge in
industrialization and urbanization. On the other hand, these countries not
only differed in terms of their religious make-up. They also differed in terms
of how the state interacted with confessional groups, as well as other
philanthropic groups and local and regional governments in addressing social

problems. These complex and unique experiences, we suggest, contributed
to different ways of conceiving the «social question«. Nonetheless, we show

2 Case, Hollv The Social Question 1820-1920 In Modern Intellectual History,
First-View Article (2015), pp 1-29, here at p 3
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that there was a great deal of commonality across Western Europe, in part,
because commentators were keen observers of developments abroad.

With this broad comparative and transnational perspective, we seek to
shed new light on the classic narrative about the rise and treatment of social

problems in the long nineteenth century. In particular, we intend to go
beyond the classic view from social history which situates the <social question)

as a political struggle between the working class and the bourgeoisie,

or between socialist and liberal or conservative parties.3 Instead, we
would like to consider aspects which have been less reflected in research:

the confessional (often, but not exclusively, conservative) roots of the debates

on the social question, the role of academic discourse; and international

or global transfers of concepts and policies. Whereas major classic studies

primarily took the perspective of intellectual history (or Begriffsgeschichte),

we will also look beyond the realm of ideas and reflect on the significance
of institutions and actors in the history of framing the <social question).
In this way, we embrace a revisionist strand of recent welfare history that
has emphasised the fluidity of concepts, complex connections between
civil society and political institution and the international flows of ideas.4

With this perspective, we also question the traditional <finality> of the social

question that offers a teleology charting the transformation of nineteenth-

century social policies into twentieth-century welfare states. That is, our
argument de-socializes the <social question) by highlighting hidden strands
that were fundamental for its various conceptions and have remained criti-

3 For the German context: Grebing, Helga (Ed.): Geschichte der Sozialen Ideen in
Deutschland. Sozialismus - katholische Soziallehre - protestantische Sozialethik.
Wiesbaden 2005. vom Bruch, Rudiger (Ed.): «Weder Kommunismus noch Kapitalismus».

Bürgerliche Sozialreform in Deutschland vom Vormarz bis zur Ära Adenauer.

München 1985. Grimmer-Solem, Erik: The Rise of Historical Economics and Social

Reform in Germany. 1864-1894. Oxford 2003. Schieder, Wolfgang: «Sozialismus»

in: Brunner, Otto; Conze, Werner, Koselleck, Reinhart (Eds.): Geschichtliche

Grundbegriffe. Historisches Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland.

Stuttgart 2004 On Britain, see for example Bruce, Maurice. The Coming of the

Welfare State. New York 1966. To be sure, this view was common amongst social

commentators at the time. See, for example: Goldman, Lawrence: The Life of R H.
Tawney. Socialism and History London 2013, pp. 21, 29.

4 For example van Kersbergen, Kees; Manow, Philip (Eds.): Religion, Class Coalitions
and Welfare States. Cambridge/New York 2009. Kott, Sandrine; Droux, Joelle
(Eds.): Globalizing Social Rights. The International Labour Organization and Beyond.

Basingstoke 2013. Rosental, Paul-Andre (Ed.) - Dust to Dust. A Global History
of Silicosis. Baltimore (forthcoming). An impetus for much of this recent literature:
Baldwin, Peter: The Politics ofSocial Solidarity. Class Bases of the European Welfare
State. 1875-1975. Cambridge 1990.
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cal for its reformulation into the twentieth century and beyond. By offering
a broad sketch of rather unknown traditions in thinking about social
problems, we hope to shed new light on some of the ideas that helped to shape
the modern welfare state.

With this broad focus, we seek to assess why the <social question) has

preoccupied wider national publics in many Western countries — and beyond - for
such a long time. It is not obvious why the concept of the <social question)

and the debate surrounding it rose rather quickly, in the 1830s and
1840s, rapidly spreading across Europe, and remaining at the forefront of
public debate up to the beginning of the First World War (with a peak
around 1900). It is not possible to locate a single factor for the enduring
concern with the social question — say, the rise of mass socialist parties in
the 1870s—90s or the sharp increase in poverty amidst economic downturn
and famine in the 1840s. Nonetheless, we suggest that the <social question)
proved so intractable because it offered a locus for debate and consensus

building in the face of political and social upheaval throughout the

century. Through the <social question), diverse groups could unite to define

<society> and share their visions for its future while cutting across confessional,

ideological and social divides. Drawing on political and reform tracts,
parliamentary debates, newspaper articles, work in the social sciences and

legislation, we show the broad lines of continuity that resulted from this

process of consensus building. To be sure, the languages behind the social

question varied, with confessional reformers in the early nineteenth century
citing <evils> to be overcome, while social scientists at the turn of the twentieth

century looked to industrial unrest and called for the harnessing of
market forces. These diverse languages suggest that the causal understanding

behind the (social question) varied greatly, with some highlighting the
hand of fortune or injustice, while others looked to statistical probabilities
and natural law. Nonetheless, through broad public debate, a great deal

of agreement emerged about the (social question), as these various
understandings and languages blended together, cutting across political factions,
geographical divides and what historians have often seen as distinct periods

of time. That is, through the (social question), participants in these

discussions could, regardless of their disagreements, attempt to participate
in — and structure — the societies in which they lived.

Our argument will proceed in three steps. First, we will trace the emergence
of an explicit (social question) that was framed as a problem for humanitarian

philanthropic and confessional social reform movements, especially
in the early to mid-nineteenth century. We will then chart how the social
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question was seen in the period before the 1848 revolutions as a problem
that connected poverty with political unrest and new democratic claims.
The final section examines changing understandings of the social question

amidst the rise of modern labour movements, on the one hand, and

new social scientific understandings of poverty and unemployment, on the
other. The conclusion sheds light on a topic that merits further exploration
in future research: the export of the social question - and answers to that

question - across the globe at the height of European imperialism at the

turn of the twentieth century, which would continue in a new form into the

interwar era and beyond under the aegis of internationalism and guided by
the various new international organisations that have come to mark social

politics to the present.'

Humanitarianism, Religion and the Social Question

The concept of a <social questiom emerged in the first half of the
nineteenth century, in the context of Christian welfare traditions. The distinction

drawn between the «social question« and the «political question« was a

common theme in socio-political debates in the first half of the nineteenth

century. The social question seemed to evoke natural law and a universal
code of morality and «humanitarianism«, while the political question was

seen as a corporal, almost profane aspect of daily life, associated with
masculine pushes for the vote and labour reform. In this context, the «social

question« could be used as a tool for Christian milieux to present a direct
alternative to the political claims of liberal and radical movements like the
French radicals surrounding Charles Fourier and Henri de Saint-Simon,
the circle in the German lands around Karl Marx and Ferdinand Lassalle or
the British Chartists. Many Christian communities across Europe also saw
themselves challenged by the rise of liberalism and secularism, in the late

eighteenth and early nineteenth century. For some, new forms of religiosity
were a way forward, such as the rise of Methodism in Britain. For others, a

way to deal with new political and cultural trends was raising the profile of
Christianity in civil life through creating new social reform organizations.

5 On the imperial to international connection in this regard, see, for example, Maul,
Daniel. Human Rights. Development and Decolonization. The International
Labour Organization. 1940-70. Basingstoke 2012.
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This was perhaps most evident in the rise of the temperance movement that

campaigned against alcohol in Britain, but could be seen in various
campaigns from advocacy groups to protect child and women workers to
organisations focused on poverty amidst the famine that swept across Europe
during the 1840s.6

In Britain, for many, the «social question« was synonymous with Christianity

in the early nineteenth century. As the Reverend William M'Call
claimed in a sermon in Bradford, a boomtown for the woollen textile industry,
Britain had yet to become a «virtuous country«. To do so, it needed to offer
«regular employment, cheap food, and little inequality of condition«. «There

is little hope for the moral and religious welfare of England«, he claimed,

«till it assumes something of [this] physical aspect. This, my friends, is

not a political question; if it were such, I would not introduce it; it is a

great social question - a great Christian question. If Christianity consists

in reverencing the paternity of God, and in promoting the brotherhood
of man, we can neither reverence the one nor promote the other whilst
the community is divided into hostile sections, with opposing interests
and clashing privileges ...«

The implication for M'Call was that industrialisation had brought new
hardships, evidenced by unemployment and hunger. The main problem,
though, was that it had brought social divisions. To unite society, cutting
across class divides and new forms of inequality, the «social question« needed

to be answered. That is, precisely because of its economic nature, the
«social question« had eroded the communal bonds of society. A remedy
could therefore be found in Christianity — and, in particular, in
Evangelicalism, rather than in financial or legislative reforms alone. In this view,
M'Call was joined by a broad range of fellow travellers, including advocates

of «Tory paternalism« in parliament such as Lord Ashley, an advocate for
a «Ten Hours« Bill to limit the workday for women and children in 1844.
Christian language was ubiquitous in British political debate during this

6 On this general problematic, see van Kersbergen/Manow: Religion. For information
on specific movements, see for example: Harrison, Brian: Drink and the Victorians,
the Temperance Question in England. 1815-1872. London 1971. Frie, Ewald:
Caritas und soziale Verantwortung im gesellschaftlichen Wandel. In: Jahrbuch fur
Christliche Sozialwissenschaften 38 (1997), pp. 21-42.

7 «Extract from a Sermon«, The Bradford Observer, 17 September 1840.
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period about groups that were perceived to be vulnerable, but it is important

to bear in mind that Evangelical thought on these issues was varied.8

As Boyd Hilton has observed, market downturns, inequitable labour
contracts and workplace accidents could just as easily be seen as manifestations

of divine providence.9 With this view in mind, many Christian reformers in
1830s and 1840s Britain argued against interfering in God's will — unless,

perhaps, women and children were adversely affected. Thus, Lord Ashley
called women's factory work an <evil> to be avoided, yet also campaigned for
the limitation ofwork hours in general on the ground that it would increase

productivity.10

London matchmakers at work (1905); Streichholz-Arbeiter in London (1905).
(Robert H. Sherard's Child Slaves of Britain. London: Hurst and Blackett, 1905, p. 52)

8 Grey, Robert: The Factory Question and Industrial England. 1830-1860.
Cambridge 1996, p. 57.

9 Hilton, Boyd: The Age ofAtonement. The Influence ofEvangelicalism on Social and

Economic Thought. 1795-1865. Oxford 1988.
10 Anthony Ashley Cooper, Lord Ashley, later took on the title Lord Shaftesbury and

continued his plight for further social reforms into the late nineteenth century. House
of Commons Debates 29 January 1846, vol. 83, cc. 379—94.
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The fluid blend of Evangelical Christian thought and market ethics may
have been a particularly British characteristic of early debates about the
<social question). Nonetheless, reconciling Christianity and economics

proved important in other debates during this period. In Germany, for
example, the <social question) was initially taken up in Catholicism in
the so-called Vormarz period before the revolutions of 1848 as part of the
broader context of disputes between the region's main confessional groups.
Catholic social doctrine during this period was heavily influenced by the

religious revival of the early nineteenth century which took form, in part,
in response to the secularization politics of the late Holy Roman Empire.
These included the Imperial Final Recess of 1803 that secularized ecclesiastical

states across Central Europe as part of a redrawing of borders during
the Napoleonic wars." As part of this movement, the Church and confessional

orders became more active in the social domain, which also served

to answer the civil and constitutional demands of liberalism. By addressing
the «social question), the Church therefore was able to simultaneously
respond to the «political question« that characterised the secular movement
for constitutional reform. This process would continue even after 1848,
which saw the failure of revolutions across Germany and the collapsed

attempts to create constitutional monarchies. It was only in the second half of
the nineteenth century, with the programmatic concept of diacoma — or,
social welfare work, that the Church was able to mark its own departure
into social policy.

In Catholicism, various orders were involved in diacoma, and Catholic
politicians also took part. For example, church notables like the Mainz
Bishop Wilhelm Emmanuel Ketteier, Adolph Kolping, the founder of the

Kolping works and a priest at Cologne, and Peter Franz Reichensperger all

fought for social reforms in the mid nineteenth century. Catholic social

thought encompassed, above all, ethical claims on the conscience that
spoke to Catholic morals, but from the middle of the nineteenth century,
demands related to social politics increasingly took centre stage. Education
policy, including the preservation of confessional education, played a

prominent role, but family policy also became important, with the view that
the family was a root of the corporative social model.12 In Catholic social

11 Grebing Geschichte der Sozialen Ideen, pp 334 ff
12 Pilgram, Friedrich Sociale Fragen betrachtet aus dem Prinzip kirchlicher Gemeinschaft

Freiburg 1855 von Ketteier, Wilhelm Emmanuel Die grossen socialen Fragen
der Gegenwart Mainz 1849 von Ketteier, Wilhelm Emmanuel Die Arbeiterfrage
und das Christentum, Mainz 1864, p 32 ff, 62 ff, 97 ff; S 104—111
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doctrine, therefore, associational life and communal bonds took on
particular importance and could be found in Ketteler's work to improve the
<moral and economic position of rhe working classes» that, in part, had been

inspired by the socialist Ferdinand Lassalle.13 This emphasis also appeared
in Kolping's initiatives to aid young journeymen workers. In German
Catholic doctrine, therefore, we see a similar emphasis on community to
that espoused in Britain, but the links between economic hardship and the
need for social reform were framed differently. The emphasis on communal
cooperation and relative silence on natural market forces may have stemmed

from different philosophical traditions and popular understandings
about the economy, but it may also have derived from the unique context of
confessional conflict in nineteenth-century Germany.

Against this backdrop, the second half of the nineteenth century witnessed
the foundation of numerous Catholic associations that aimed to grapple
with the <social question»: the education-oriented craft associations (especially

the groups devoted to journeymen that were associated with Kol-
ping), but also savings banks, mutual health funds, cooperatives and credit
associations. This efflorescence of Catholic efforts in the social domain
took place in the context of the so-called <cultural struggle», or Kulturkampf,

between church and state (and, especially, the Catholic Church and

Prussia) in the 1870s and early 1880s.14 Alongside these civic associations,
the Catholic Church remained active in providing assistance to the poor,
through setting up houses for the poor, hospitals and institutes for the
disabled. This social-political breakthrough led to the vast expansion towards
the end of the nineteenth century of Catholic social welfare establishments,
in caring for the poor, in the field of health and in education, and many
of these bodies were eventually absorbed into institutions associated with
Germany's <social state» in the twentieth century. This was particularly the

case for institutions targeting poverty and providing educational opportunities,

which took on a central role in the modern welfare state.15

In Germany, the Protestant Church also addressed issues related to the
<social question», but began to take action slightly later. In the Protestant

13 von Ketteier: Arbeiterfrage, p. 1.

14 Grebing: Geschichte der Sozialen Ideen, p. 336-341. Pilgram: Sociale Fragen. On the
broader context, see Clark, Christopher M.; Kaiser, Wolfram (Eds.): Culture Wars.
Secular-Catholic Conflict in Nineteenth-Century Europe. Cambridge 2003.

15 For Switzerland see for example: Jenzer, Sabine: Die «Dirne», der Burger und der
Staat. Private Erziehungsheime fur junge Frauen und die Anfange des Sozialstaates

in der Deutschschweiz. 1870er- bis 1930er-Jahre. Köln 2014.
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Community, the «social question) was mainly discussed in the context of the
Innere Mission, missionary activities within the German Reich (as opposed
to the overseas mission) that focused on alleviating poverty.16 The myriad
Catholic and Protestant organisations in Germany - like their Jewish
counterparts17 — targeted the «social question) while also constructing what that

question meant. As in Britain, confessional undertones coursed through
broader political debates about social problems in the mid-nineteenth
century, and the emphasis on fraternity and community made by later social-
scientists in Germany certainly echoed these earlier movements and their
heirs.

Poverty as the Social Question: political and social-scientific
understandings

From the 1830s onward, two related discourses on the «social question)
paralleled and occasionally intersected with confessional discussions. First, as

we saw in the work of Lord Ashley and Kolping alike, new forms of poverty
associated with industrial work increasingly came under scrutiny during the
middle of the nineteenth century. In 1830s France, in particular, the «social

question« emerged at the forefront of political debate due to the combination

of economic downturn and industrial unrest. By 1848, while liberal
reformers and nationalists across Europe called for constitutional change
and political rights, the «social question) took on new prominence as not
only an issue of poverty but also as a political cause. In this revolutionary
context, the «social question) came to be seen as a universal issue that cut
across geographical or confessional divides. In this way, the political debates

about the «social question) during 1848 and the 1830s were connected

to earlier humanitarian discourses that sought to solve poverty and labour
problems as ethical imperatives. Flowever, the debates of 1848 instead cited
the ostensibly universal norms embodied in natural law and Roman law
rather than morality. Various strands of liberalism ran through these

discussions, with some advocates like Ferdinand Lassalle calling for an activist
state while others, including Ketteler, looking to communal solutions to
social problems. These complex debates about the «social question) thereby
reflected the broader historical context of state building that characterised
this period, evidenced for example by the creation of a professional civil

16 For example: Guth, Heinrich: Die Soziale Frage und die innere Mission. Heilbronn 1881.
1 See, for example: Liedtke, Rainer: Jewish Welfare in Hamburg and Manchester.

C.1850-1914. Oxford 1998.
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