
Chapter 2

The Disastrous Birth of Modernity  
in Europe

Goethe’s memoirs vividly describe the Lisbon earthquake of 1755: 

On the 1st of November, 1755, the earthquake at Lisbon took place, and 
spread a prodigious alarm over the world, long accustomed to peace and 
quiet. A great and magnificent capital, which was, at the same time, a 
trading and mercantile city, is smitten, without warning, by a most fear-
ful calamity. The earth trembles and totters, the sea roars up, ships dash 
together, houses fall in, and over them churches and towers, the royal 
palace is in part swallowed by the waters, the bursting land seems to vomit 
flames, since smoke and fire are seen everywhere amid the ruins. Sixty 
thousand persons, a moment before in ease and comfort, fall together, and 
he is to be deemed most fortunate who is no longer capable of a thought 
or feeling about the disaster. (Goethe 1974 [1811–1814] Vol. 1: 24–25)

The Lisbon earthquake occurred when Goethe was a young boy of six years 
old. His autobiography recorded the disaster as disturbing the foundations of 
European society and fostering profound social anxieties. ‘Perhaps the demon 
of terror had never so speedily and powerfully diffused his terrors over the 
earth’, he wrote (Goethe 1974 Vol. 1 [1811–1814]: 25–26). The earthquake 
was a watershed moment in the European Enlightenment and its confronta-
tion with nature’s power.

Disasters have had fundamental importance for human populations as is 
seen in surviving ancient myths like the Gilgamesh epic and its tale of a 
great flood (George 2000). Natural disasters have elemental aspects speaking 
to the human condition. Floods, earthquakes, and volcanic eruptions have 
portended momentous events. Disasters have marked watersheds in human 
history. The American sociologist E. L. Quarantelli’s typology classifies 
three broad historical understandings of disasters as acts of God, nature, 
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42 Chapter 2

and man (Quarantelli 1978, 1998). The three correspond with the traditional 
pre-enlightenment, the modern enlightenment, and the postmodern condi-
tions. They involve presumptions about humanity in the world, their relation 
to nature, and their capacity to know and act in the world: the first fatalism 
towards acts of God, the second progressive agency towards acts of nature, 
and the third governance constraining human activity. Religious interpreta-
tions see disasters as warning humanity to return to faith against their sin-
fulness and encourage stoicism accepting suffering and the limited human 
capacity to manage nature. Enlightenment-inspired interpretations see disas-
ters as preventable or mitigable through human collective endeavour. Post-
modern interpretations of disaster put ecological and social justice concerns 
at the centre, are more sceptical towards human progress, and are inclined to 
indict human activity risking unintended consequences.

Disasters loom large in the imagination and express the fears or hopes 
of an era transcending their direct physical impact. The chapter discusses 
the rise of modern European approach towards disasters as comprehensible 
acts of nature. Humanist ideals propelled the new sciences to study natural 
forces and develop modern engineering solutions and infrastructure to pre-
vent disasters. Competing interpretations of disasters were linked to distinct 
philosophies, political visions, and models of social progress. Disaster meta-
phors were associated with political revolution and radical politics. Goethe 
feared revolution. His Faust envisaged industrial development providing 
material security and social stability. Science, industries, and engineering had 
the potential to improve the human condition, but the introduction of new 
machinery did not necessarily improve the condition of the labouring classes. 
Political questions also mattered. Byron, the Faustian child of Goethe’s 
poem, was among those voicing the discontents of industrialisation in Britain 
as the first industrialising society.

REPRESENTING DISASTERS FROM ACTS OF GOD TO 
ACTS OF NATURE

Disasters from ancient times have had terrifying significance. The ancient 
understanding of disasters as divine portents treated comets and solar eclipses 
as disasters along with earthquakes, floods, and volcanoes (Kempe 2003: 
151–2). The word ‘disaster’ originated in astrology, meaning bad star or 
ill-starred (Gramsci 1971: 450). Ancient Greek myths often presented disas-
ters as the malicious sport of the gods, notably Poseidon, the sea god and 
earthshaker. Later antiquity, especially in the monotheist religious traditions, 
viewed disasters as God’s punishment of human wickedness. Yet suffering 
in disasters did not strike the wicked alone but the good and the innocent, 
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 The Disastrous Birth of Modernity in Europe 43

requiring more complex reflection. Disasters came to be interpreted as having 
primary divine causes and secondary human causes, and had a dual charac-
ter as divine events and events related to human behaviour (Akasoy 2009; 
Favier and Granet-Abisset 2009; Weintritt 2009). In this more sophisticated 
interpretation, disasters were represented as tests of faith and portents of 
judgement day. The biblical story of Noah and the flood offered the rainbow 
of hope to the faithful. The figure of Job in both the Bible and the Koran 
affirmed religious steadfastness in the face of suffering and a duty to submit 
to one’s fate, whereas Goethe’s modernist Faust proposed a duty to strive and 
overcome natural forces (Goethe 1808 ‘Prologue’ in Wayne 1949: 41; Goethe 
1932 Act V ‘Mountain-Gorges’ in Wayne 1949: 282).

Research has documented how ‘bygone societies did not passively endure 
these climatic events, as many historians once believed’ (Favier and Granet-
Abisset 2009: 119). These studies are a useful corrective to condescension 
to the past. Nevertheless we should be careful not to idealise pre-modern 
coping strategies in ways legitimising the neglect of infrastructure or over-
looking the cruel inhumane aspects of their disaster responses, not least the 
persecution of witches. Religious rituals were developed to mark the distinct 
pre-disaster, disaster, and post-disaster phases: including public prayers, 
processions, fasting, or abstinence to atone for sins, and later thanksgiving 
for lives spared (Favier and Granet-Abisset 2009: 108–9). These ceremonies, 
while religiously inspired against divine punishment, also sought to curb dis-
order and panic and calm communities. Treating disasters as acts of God did 
not preclude trying to understand secondary causes in nature and undertaking 
preventative and relief actions (Akasoy 2009: 188; Favier and Granet-Abisset 
2009: 109; Weintritt 2009: 177–8). Populations developed adaptive cultures 
despite the ‘primitive state of technology’ (Prieto 2009: 300). Communal 
experience of previous disasters, documented in public and private records, 
helped communities develop local preventative and coping strategies within 
their limited technological capacity. In the face of floods, for example, these 
could include securing vital bridges and local food supplies, relocating pre-
cious livestock to higher ground, organizing boats, and making shelters in 
trees, or the longer-term construction of flood defences and irrigation systems 
(Endfield et al., 2009; Favier and Granet-Abisset 2009: 113; Prieto 2009: 
296–9; Weintritt 2009). After all, the biblical Noah built his ark and did not 
simply rely on divine intervention.

Ideas of primary causes and secondary causes allowed religious and practi-
cal responses to coexist. They also opened up secular distinctions between geo-
logical and human time and ultimately undermined religious understandings 
of disasters as caused by divine anger towards human sinfulness. The Renais-
sance writer Giovanni Boccaccio’s 1353 The Decameron discussed the plague 
epidemic of his day drawing on the body of accumulated writings on earlier 
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44 Chapter 2

epidemics. His description of the plague’s symptoms echoed Thucydides and 
an earlier eighth-century manuscript by Paul the Deacon (1906). Their writ-
ings showed shifting understandings within the religious social framework. 
Boccaccio cited metaphysical theories of the plague’s origins, circulating 
alongside practical official measures of clearing refuse and imposing quaran-
tine, the absence of medical cures, and the public responses ranging from reli-
gious petitions and processions to social dissipation (Boccaccio 1995 [1353]: 
5). He speculated whether the failure of medicine was because cures did not 
exist or because qualified doctors succumbed to the disease, and ineffectual 
quack healers reigned over the disaster (Boccaccio 1995 [1353]: 6).

Disasters continued to be treated as omens of dynastic rule in early modern 
Europe. Accordingly Goethe’s historical play Goetz von Berlichingen, set 
in the sixteenth century, included the appearance of a comet portending the 
death of the Habsburg and Holy Roman Emperor Maximillian (Goethe 1851 
[1773] Act IV Scene I: 484). The significance of cosmic portents propelled 
key areas of scientific research well into the seventeenth century (Koestler 
1964 [1959]). Studying disasters as natural forces grew amid the stargazing 
and demonic scares. Unsurprisingly the archetypal Renaissance man Niccolo 
Machiavelli (1469–1527) was a pioneer of this attitude towards the world. 
Machiavelli depicted fortune as dangerous waters requiring human mastery:

I compare fortune to one of those violent rivers, which when they are enraged, 
flood the plains, tear down trees and buildings, wash soil from one place to 
deposit it in another. Everyone flees before them, everybody yields to their 
impetus, there is no possibility of resistance. Yet although such is their nature, it 
does not follow that when they are flowing quietly one cannot take precautions, 
constructing dykes and embankments so that when the river is in flood they 
would keep to one channel or their impetus be less wild and dangerous. So it is 
with fortune. She shows her potency where there is no well-regulated power to 
resist her, and her impetus is felt where she knows there are no embankments 
and dykes built to restrain her. (Machiavelli 2003 [1532]: 79)

Machiavelli’s The Prince was written in 1513 and began to be circulated 
just a few years before Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses were nailed onto 
the Wittenberg church door, and it was posthumously published in 1532, 
exactly three centuries before Goethe’s Faust. The Prince expressed a new 
sense of human agency to shape the world. His explicit account of statecraft 
has been condemned as Faustian in its frank exposition of political power. 
Machiavelli declared we could shape our circumstances; our lives were not 
simply fated:

Many have held and hold the opinion that events are controlled by fortune and 
by God in such a way that the prudence of men cannot modify them, indeed, 
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 The Disastrous Birth of Modernity in Europe 45

that, men have no influence whatsoever. . . . None the less, so as not to rule 
out our free will, I believe that it is probably true that fortune is the arbiter of 
half the things we do, leaving the other half or so to be controlled by ourselves. 
(Machiavelli 2003 [1532]: 79)

Humans did not have to passively endure floods. They could build flood 
defences channelling any flood waters safely away.

Machiavelli’s metaphor brought together the new political thinking and the 
new engineering. His work emboldened those wanting to go beyond tradi-
tional authority. Bacon, the pioneer of the scientific method, wrote: ‘We are 
much beholden to Machiavel and others that write what men do and not what 
they ought to do’ (Bacon 2000 [1605]: 215). Tellingly it was a Machiavellian 
character, Edmund in Shakespeare’s King Lear, who questioned his father’s 
traditional beliefs that the gods or stars directed the affairs of men (Shake-
speare 1972 [1606] Act I Scene II: 28–30). Yet there was no straightforward 
march of scientific progress against a tide of superstition. The age giving 
birth to the Faust legend was marked by portents and demons. Consider the 
reports collected by the Fugger banking house, one of the leading European 
bankers in the sixteenth century, founded in Augsburg, an imperial free city 
of the Holy Roman Empire. Their reports provided succinct news on political 
alliances, wars, earthquakes, plagues, and famines and adhered to a world 
reading omens in the skies and fearing sorcery. In this vein, a Fugger agent 
credited reports of a dreadful apparition in the Viennese skies in August 1590:

The firmament was rent asunder and through this gap one could distinguish 
chariots and armies, riders with yellow, white, red and black standards, moving 
as though to do battle against each other. This awesome and unusual vision . . . 
was witnessed with alarm and dismay by many honest and trustworthy people. 
The significance thereof is known but to God Almighty. (in Matthews 1959 
[1590]: 188)

The following month an earthquake in Vienna was greeted as signalling the 
day of judgement (in Matthews 1959 [1590]: 188–189). Belief that the stars 
directed the affairs of men persisted well into the next century. The shatter-
ing of religious certainties fostered existential fears, including fears of malign 
demonic spirits and Faustian pacts. The early modern period witnessed moral 
panics about witchcraft and witch trials. Accusations had the authority of the 
Protestant Scottish and later British King James’ 1597 Daemonologie and the 
earlier 1487 Malleus Maleficarium or the Hammer of Witches by a Catholic 
cleric, Heinrich Kramer, with a dubious career. The Fugger bank paid close 
attention to reports of witches and new alchemic discoveries or claims to 
be able to turn baser metals into gold (Matthews 1959: 173–6, 181–3). The 
path of scientific discoveries was not smooth where superstition flourished in 

:QL R = A 9H A :QL R 2E DF D 4Q L =F F C 3F P A 3 R H LI P . F AHF D 5 Q P 
6QI F I I FPPH CF HA :Q?HF E ' ' : Q P 4? 2 P H EPPL. ? P H L MQ P I HF? PPF DE I A P FH PF 0A 73/ &- -

2 P A C I PPF DE I ' '& & -. . ,

2
L

FD
EP

'
'

I
FPP

H
CF

HA
:

Q?
HF

E
1

HH
FD

EP
R

A



46 Chapter 2

war-broken societies. The era’s contradictions marked the astronomer Johann 
Kepler’s life. He enjoyed princely patronage for his study of the stars, but 
his mother was one of the many unfortunates prosecuted for witchcraft and 
narrowly escaped her aunt’s fate of being burnt at the stake (Koestler 1964 
[1959]: 389–93).

Arthur Koestler’s The Sleepwalkers documented how the prolonged inde-
cisive conflicts of Europe’s Thirty Years War encouraged rulers to examine 
the stars to know their fate, and fund astronomers and the development of the 
telescope (Koestler 1964 [1959]). The Copernican revolution in astronomy 
was advanced by princes of state wanting to discover their destiny in those 
turbulent times. Their conflicts touched on fundamental questions of politi-
cal authority distinct from the papal authority of the universal church. The 
origins of the modern international order have conventionally been traced 
back to the European wars arising from the Reformation and the Peace of 
Westphalia in 1648, which concluded the Thirty Years War (Croxton 1999; 
Gross 1948; Morgenthau 2006 [1948]; Wedgwood 1938). The architects of 
the Westphalian peace represented an exhausted Europe. The subsequent 
Westphalian myth developed to endorse a world order ratified by the United 
Nations organised around sovereign nation states, constituted through the 
self-determination of peoples, and promoting their freedom, security, and 
development (Gross 1948; Morgenthau 2006 [1948]).

The political philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679), whose work Levia-
than (1651) was written in response to both the British Civil Wars and the 
Thirty Years War, was one of the first to articulate the new European concepts 
of sovereign statehood. The famous frontispiece to his Leviathan with its two 
plague doctors underscored how his Leviathan state was concerned with pro-
tecting public health, and keeping society secure from disease and disaster, 
and conflict and disorder (Ginzburg, 2017; Poole, 2020). Hobbes broke with 
the old way of seeing disasters as acts of God and declared witchcraft to be a 
false belief without ‘any real power’ (Hobbes 1960 [1651]: 12). He dismissed 
necromancy as ‘juggling and confederate knavery’ (Hobbes 1960 [1651]: 
75). He was sceptical towards judicial astrology treating ‘unusual accidents’, 
such as ‘eclipses, comets, rate meteors, earthquakes, inundations’, as political 
portents (Hobbes 1960 [1651]: 75). Demonology was essentially heathen and 
accepted in order to keep populations in awe (Hobbes 1960 [1651]: 418–23). 
Our ideas of demons should commonly be understood as metaphorical use, 
although poets encouraged us to attribute the passions and madness to demonic 
figures, turning qualities into persons. Hobbes conceded apparitions from God 
in our dreams but was sceptical towards miracles and looked to other explana-
tions (Hobbes 1960 [1651]: 11–3, 285–91). He outlined a naturalised world, 
in which humanity had authority and responsibility for transcending a state of 
nature in which humans were vulnerable, and securing their protection against 
the forces of nature, including human nature (Hobbes 1960 [1651]: 80–4). 
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Galileo and Bacon influenced Hobbes’ materialist philosophy and the scientific 
approach of Isaac Newton (1643–1727). Newton was interested in alchemy, 
but it was his 1687 Principia, on the universal laws of motion, that helped 
him gain his scientific reputation and offered new rational explanations for the 
movement of stars, planets, and comets (Russell 2002 [1945]: 484–96).

Newton’s publication coincided with the new political settlement in Brit-
ain, allowing for more religious tolerance and freedom conducive to scientific 
exploration and invention, building on the breakthroughs of the telescope and 
the microscope. The writings of the philosopher and politician John Locke 
(1632–1704) were important in legitimising this settlement and became the 
founding texts of modern liberal philosophy. His Two Treatises of Govern-
ment (1689) outlined the law of nature for individuals and humanity as a 
whole being concerned with the preservation of their own ‘life, health, liberty 
or possessions’ and that of others (Locke 1947 [1689] II.2.6: 78). Protection 
of these freedoms and rights were the proper concern of civil government 
(Uzgalis 2019). His thesis On Tolerance (1689) deemed matters of religious 
belief and individual conscience outside the sphere of government, except 
insofar as religious affiliations threatened to overturn the political order 
(Locke 1947 [1689]: 25–26). Locke had previously been secretary to the 
national Board of Trade and Plantations set up by the Restoration monarchy, 
and his labour theory of property and cultivation, while affirming the property 
rights of small holders as well as the landed estates also legitimised expand-
ing commercial trade, innovation, and colonial settlement. The established 
national churches and religious responses to disasters persisted alongside 
newer scientific discoveries and practical interventions.

REPORTING DISASTERS

The English writer Daniel Defoe (1660–1731) illustrates the transitory period 
in Europe where seeing disasters as acts of nature gained importance. His 
accounts of disasters encompassed practical details and larger political, reli-
gious, and social concerns. Defoe’s 1704 book The Storm, a shorter essay 
The Lay-Man’s Sermon upon the Late Storm, and a poem The Late Storm: An 
Essay addressed the Great Storm of 1703, one of the worst in British history 
(Defoe 2005 [1704]). The hurricane was a national disaster, causing the loss 
of 8,000 lives in Britain, a fifth of the navy’s ships, and thousands of buildings 
and trees (Hamblyn 2005: x). The Dutch across the North Sea suffered poten-
tially far greater loss of life, although their navy was less damaged. Defoe him-
self was nearly killed by flying debris. He described death or survival as often 
down to chance. His account combined the melodramatic and the mundane, 
from hell’s pandemonium to barometer readings and the price of roof tiles. His 
first chapter was devoted to ‘Natural Causes and the Originals of Winds’ and 
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innovated a ‘Table of Degrees’ to capture the scale of the winds, anticipating 
the more scientific Beaufort scale by a century (Defoe 2005 [1704]: 11, 24).  
He advertised in newspapers for people to send in their personal accounts to 
inform his report, an innovative practice important in the history of British 
journalism (McKay 2007). The solicited and edited accounts of devastation 
and deliverance gave names, voices, and dignity to those caught up in the 
disaster (Hamblyn 2005: xxii-xxxii). Their range built up a picture of the 
national calamity, urgently demanding the mobilisation of national resources 
to address the disaster. To quote him ‘in publick Callamities, every Circum-
stance is a Sermon, and everything we see a Preacher’ (Defoe 2005 [1704]: 
186). Just three weeks earlier, he had been released from prison for seditious 
writing in the Dissenters’ cause. He saw in ‘every Blast’ the demand for 
political ‘REFORM’, and in falling timbers the cry ‘REPENT’ against social 
corruption (Defoe 2005 [1974]: 203). The Storm concluded his ‘live coverage’ 
with notice of newly arrived reports too late to include, reinforcing the work’s 
currency, and new practices of journalism (Defoe 2005 [1704]: 180; Hamblyn 
2005).

Among his innovations, the traditional framing of disasters as ultimately 
acts of God with secondary natural and human causes remained in force: 
‘We may at any time resolve all things into Infinite Power, and we do allow 
that the Finger of Infinite is the First Mighty Cause of Nature herself: but the 
Treasury of Immediate Cause is generally committed to Nature’ (Defoe 2005 
[1704]: 13). The government issued a proclamation ‘loudly’ calling ‘for the 
deepest and most solemn humiliation of our people’ and declared a Day of 
National Fasting in atonement for ‘the crying sins of the nation’ (Cavendish 
2003). Newton was discovering universal laws of physics, but Queen Anne’s 
Britain was still a world believing in a providential order, where God deter-
mined the forces of nature. Defoe concurred. The destruction wrecked on the 
country was comparable to the fate of the sinful city of Nineveh smitten by its 
enemies (Defoe 2005 [1704]: 183–99). God was manifesting his own being 
through the storms, whereby ‘the Storms above’ reproved ‘the storms below’ 
(Defoe 2005 [1704]: 6–7, 211). The disaster showed divine indictment of 
British foreign policy and the navy’s failures against its Catholic foes in the 
Wars of Spanish Succession (Defoe 2005 [1704]: 197–8). His Essay poem 
and Layman’s Sermon concluded with him declaring political loyalty to a just 
government, denouncing the powerful traitorous factions dividing the coun-
try through ‘Oppressions, Tyranny and Pride’ and the need for institutional 
reform (Defoe 2005 [1704]: 212). He made political condemnations behind 
his show of political allegiance.

Defoe’s writings on the 1703 disaster have a raw intensity. His 1722 work 
A Journal of the Plague Year was a more composed study of the 1665 plague 
epidemic in London through a fictional contemporary narrator. The account 
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kept the feel of a living testimony though written six decades later, invoking 
official reports and personal stories, from the first intimations of the disease 
to the full-blown epidemic and its final abeyance. The reconstructed Plague 
Year joined Thomas Vincent’s God’s Terrible Voice in the City (1667) and 
Richard Bradley’s The Plague at Marseilles Consider’d (1721) of the previ-
ous year, tapping into the renewed topicality of the subject with historical 
insights. The work provided tables, extracts from official reports, and death 
bills from parishes. Facts and rumours of the times were counterposed. As 
he strove to untangle events, he critically scrutinised the official figures. The 
authorities took measures to secure the city’s provisions and issued decrees 
banning the congregation of people and shutting up the inhabitants of disease-
affected houses. The public measures were not enough to halt the march of 
the disease. Defoe reported the flight of the rich and the struggle of the poor 
(Defoe 1966 [1722]: 39). Order broke down; people evaded regulations, 
looted, and disregarded social moral codes. He sympathised with the victims 
in their torments, the horrors of the immured houses of the diseased, and the 
mass graves, with their ‘heaps’ of the dead (Defoe 1966 [1722]: 57–76, 203). 
He contrasted how individuals responded to disaster, whether with acts of 
courage and charity or predation towards their fellows. Terror could exclude 
compassion or induce ‘immovable affection, pity, and duty’ (Defoe 1966 
[1722]: 131). We read the extremes of people’s reactions, from heightened 
acts of conscience to villainy, robbery, and cruelty to the afflicted, and from 
desperate pleadings for divine forgiveness to strong blaspheming (Defoe 
1966 [1722]: 49).

The inadequacy of human medical understanding of the disease encour-
aged people to turn to quack remedies peddled by ‘mountebanks, wizards 
and fortune-tellers’, ‘conjurers and witches, and all sorts of deceivers’ (Defoe 
1966 [1722]: 48–56). Faustian tricksters typified this ‘wicked generation of 
pretenders to magic, to the black art’, where ‘if but a grave fellow in a velvet 
jacket, a band and a black cloak’ appeared, then people would crowd and 
pester them with frantic questions (Defoe 1966 [1722]: 47–48). He wryly 
observed how ‘Abundance of Quacks too died, who had the Folly to trust 
their own medicine’ (Defoe 1966 [1722]: 56). The authorities attempted to 
limit these speculations. The College of Physicians published cheap medical 
remedies for the poor to discourage quackery (Defoe 1966 [1722]: 40–48, 
55). Defoe’s narrative anticipated why Goethe’s Faust rejected his father’s 
medical quackery, which was ravaging more than the diseases themselves, 
and he withdrew from the world to try and study nature’s secrets (Berman 
1988 [1982]: 45; Goethe 1808 ‘Outside the City Gate’ in Wayne 1949: 
65). Quackery or occult beliefs persisted in the absence of advanced medi-
cal interventions and disaster prevention. Even in the more educated and 
enlightened Dutch society, scientific understanding of nature and the world 
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was rudimentary. Indicative of the paucity of seventeenth-century medical 
knowledge, the main cure the pioneering Dutch physician and anatomist 
Nicholas Tulp offered was tea, from the humble nettle to the exotic prod-
uct of imperial trade (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 198–9). A scientific outlook was 
encouraging greater human observation and understanding and systematic 
study of what practices worked or did not work. As the wife of a British 
ambassador in the Ottoman empire at the beginning of the eighteenth century, 
Lady Mary Wortley Montague observed how the Ottomans made small pox 
‘entirely harmless’ through ‘ingrafting’ or inoculation (Montague 1906 [1 
April 1717]: 123–4). Her curiosity and enthusiasm for this preventive custom 
sparked attention in Britain, and its subsequent experimental refinement and 
adoption involved another leap of courage.

For all of his modernity, Defoe saw the plague, like the Great Storm, as 
ultimately an act of God, with secondary natural and human causes. Natural 
disasters refuted atheism and summoned religious faith, but with the passing of 
disaster, people relaxed their behaviour and returned to their old habits (Defoe 
1966 [1722]: 256). Defoe’s occult works sought to reaffirm a spiritual cosmol-
ogy against the clockwork universe of physical laws (Coetzee 2009). They 
included discussion of angels, devils, apparitions, and ghosts, while condemn-
ing the persecution of witches and recognising the power of the human imagi-
nation and a troubled conscience in supernatural phenomena (Baine 1962: 
341; Sill 2010). Defoe’s Vision of the Angelic World (1720) and The Political 
History of the Devil (1726) warned that denying the devil would lead to deny-
ing God and atheism (Defoe 2003 [1726]). As his earlier Essay poem quipped, 
society ‘turn’s the Devil out to let the Atheist in’ (Defoe 2005 [1704]: 209).

By the eighteenth century, those seeing portends of disasters in the stars 
were being satirised as charlatans and objects of ridicule among the reading 
public (Swift 1930 [1732]: 159–91). The creeping secularisation was evident 
in Defoe’s work. He scorned those blaming the devil for our human failures 
and pragmatically appealed to reason for faith—if atheists were wrong, they 
had much to lose after death (Baine 1962: 342–3; Defoe 1720: 13; Defoe 
1966 [1722]: 40–44; Defoe 2005 [1704]: 7). His popular works tacitly recog-
nised a shift from sacred to profane interest in apparitions with the declining 
hold of religion on public life. He explicitly justified to the reader why he 
devoted so much attention to religious texts in a popular work, and adopted 
a levity of tone compatible with readers wanting entertainment rather than 
religious instruction (Baine 1962: 226; Defoe 2003 [1726]: 6–17).

With growing secularisation in society, people were less willing to attri-
bute disasters to sinfulness and lack of religious observance. Overall Defoe’s 
approach to disasters was one of realism, and his human sympathies con-
tributed to the secular analysis of disasters, although maintaining a religious 
reading (Hamblyn 2005). Just as there was a need for scientific medicine 
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against quackery, there was a need for substantially improved public infra-
structure and advanced engineering to prevent natural disasters and disease. 
Defoe was a manufacturer and free trader wanting to expand economic activ-
ity (Defoe 1951 [1706–1713]: 107–49). His was still the pre-industrial mer-
cantile world amid the expanding commerce. Change was galvanising when 
the dying English writer Henry Fielding arrived in Lisbon in autumn 1754 
(Fielding 1907 [1755]). Fielding’s posthumous The Journal of a Voyage to 
Lisbon discussed ‘the spirit of improving arts and sciences and of advancing 
useful and substantial learning’ and the rising numbers of ‘speculative societ-
ies in Europe’ distinguishing the age (Fielding 1907 [1755]: 31).

Nearly two and a half centuries after Luther and Machiavelli’s seminal 
tracts, the 1755 Lisbon earthquake consolidated the movement for an enlight-
ened Europe and the shift to viewing disasters as acts of nature susceptible to 
human understanding and intervention. Defoe’s Plague Year enjoyed a sec-
ond edition in 1755, the year of the Lisbon earthquake, and another in 1835, 
after the outbreak of cholera in Britain in 1831. We now turn to the Lisbon 
earthquake, which propelled the Copernican revolution in European thinking 
about disasters, and hopes of mobilising collective human resourcefulness to 
tame natural forces against humanity.

KANT ON THE LISBON EARTHQUAKE

Religious interpretations of disasters as acts of God were profoundly shaken 
in the 1755 Lisbon earthquake and tsunami. The disaster occurred on the 
Catholic Feast of Saints and killed thousands, many in church, and destroyed 
most of the city’s buildings (Dynes 2005; Jack 2005: 9–12). Lisbon was a 
major international port and commercial centre, and there were prominent 
foreign casualties and economic losses. Consequently the city’s fate stimu-
lated religious and scientific debates across Europe (Braun and Radner 2005; 
Kendrick 1956). Writing from Italy the following year, Lady Mary Wortley 
Montague observed how people were preoccupied with earthquakes:

There is nothing talked of here but earthquakes, the greatest part of which 
I believe to be wholly imaginary. But the panic is so spread, that if a rat runs 
over the ceiling it is supposed a shock, and here are daily processions, pilgrim-
ages, &c, to depreciate divine vengeance. I am tempted to laugh, but restrained 
by prudential considerations. (Montague 1906 [19 May 1756]: 473)

Traditional theology was interrogated, and the new philosophical, theologi-
cal, social, and political ideas were debated. The disaster long resonated in 
Enlightenment discussions, whether explicitly alluded to or not.
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Influential voices saw the Lisbon earthquake as testimony of human sin-
fulness and social corruption, requiring people to change their behaviour. 
The philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) invoked the Lisbon 
earthquake to indict the state of European society. He condemned its focus 
on commerce and immorality and neglect of social concern (Rousseau 1958 
[1756]: 102–19). His novel Emile argued that disasters could awaken human-
itarian concern, confronting those enjoying wealth and position with loss, and 
their duty and interest in not neglecting the unfortunate:

We never pity another’s woes unless we know we may suffer in like manner 
ourselves . . . Why have kings no pity for other people? Because they never 
expect to be ordinary men. Why are the rich so hard on the poor? Because 
they have no fear of becoming poor. Why do the nobles look down upon other 
people? Because a nobleman will never be one of the lower classes. (Rousseau 
1992 [1762]: 185–6)

Education should explicitly remind pupils that disaster could strike them, and 
they could find themselves in need of charity from others:

So do not train your pupil to look down from the height of his glory upon the 
sufferings of the unfortunate, the labours of the wretched, and do not hope to 
teach him to pity them while he considers them as far removed from himself. 
Make him thoroughly aware of the fact that the fate of these unhappy persons 
may one day be his own, that his feet are standing on the edge of the abyss, into 
which he may be plunged at any moment by a thousand unexpected irresistible 
misfortunes. (Rousseau 1992 [1762]: 185–6)

The Lisbon earthquake disturbed belief in the providential nature of the 
world, expressed by the philosopher Gottfried Leibniz, and captured in the 
poet Alexander Pope’s Essay on Man that ‘Whatever is, is right’ (Pope 
1924 [1734] Epistle I x: 189). The deaths of so many worshippers in Lisbon 
churches on a special holy day shook conventional religious assurances. Vol-
taire (1694–1778) wrote on the Lisbon disaster. His poem ‘An Inquiry into 
the Axiom: “All Is Well” ’ and his bestselling novel Candide championed 
enlightened thinking and social improvement against religious frameworks, 
and attacked philosophical complacency about living in the best of all pos-
sible worlds (Voltaire 1911 [1756]: 1–7; Voltaire 2006 [1759]). Rousseau’s 
call for religious moral renewal, although sharply criticising Voltaire’s reac-
tion, was also no simple return to religion. His condemnation of individual 
sinfulness contained its own sharp social critique of urban development, 
luxury, and inequality demanding European society reform itself (Dynes 
2005). Religious and secular responses involved new expectations of human 
deeds and public interventions to address social ills, not resigned acceptance 

:QL R = A 9H A :QL R 2E DF D 4Q L =F F C 3F P A 3 R H LI P . F AHF D 5 Q P 
6QI F I I FPPH CF HA :Q?HF E ' ' : Q P 4? 2 P H EPPL. ? P H L MQ P I HF? PPF DE I A P FH PF 0A 73/ &- -

2 P A C I PPF DE I ' '& & -. . ,

2
L

FD
EP

'
'

I
FPP

H
CF

HA
:

Q?
HF

E
1

HH
FD

EP
R

A



 The Disastrous Birth of Modernity in Europe 53

of human misery and one’s allotted position in life. The active state responses 
of Lisbon itself expressed new confidence in human potential to improve the 
world (Dynes 2005; Jack 2005: 12–13). A defiant spirit treating disasters 
as acts of nature susceptible to human intervention became the enlightened 
model for the next two centuries (Pupavac 2014).

The philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) was inspired by Rousseau 
to pursue philosophy. Kant’s exhaustive philosophical inquiry addressed the 
divisions between Bacon’s ants and spiders of philosophy, and the British 
empiricists and continental rationalists that had developed since the seven-
teenth century (Bacon 1855 [1602]: 28), while famously asking of philosophy 
that it should also address questions concerning what was man, what could 
we know, and what could we hope (Kant 1998 [1781–1787] A805/B833: 
677). Appropriately as the philosopher who shook the foundations of philoso-
phy and rebuilt them, Kant had earlier written a series of essays on the causes 
of earthquakes after the Lisbon disaster (Kant 2012 [1756]: 327–73). Indeed 
the Lisbon earthquake arguably precipitated the ‘Copernican turn’ of his Cri-
tique of Pure Reason, a work dedicated to Bacon (Kant 1998 [1781–1787] 
Second Preface Bxvii-xxii: 110–113; Larsen 2006: 364). He welcomed the 
public discussion provoked by the catastrophe and hoped it would stimulate 
research into the causes of natural disasters (Kant 2012 [1756]: 330).

Kant wrote of the terrible human suffering in the disaster, destroying 
people’s lives, homes, and communities:

All the terrible things the imagination can conceive have to be taken together 
to understand even to a small extent the horror people must experience when 
the Earth moves under their feet, when everything around them crashes to the 
ground, when a body of water moved in its foundations completes their misfor-
tune through flooding, when the fear of death, the despair at having lost all one’s 
earthly goods, and finally the sight of other people in misery must dishearten 
even the most courageous. (Kant 2012 [1756]: 342)

Kant’s three essays offered natural explanations for earthquakes—‘it is my 
intention to adduce only physical reasons for supposing that earthquakes 
may occur’ (Kant 2012 [1756]: 332). His account of the natural causes of 
the earthquake departed from those seeing the Lisbon earthquake, either 
as divine punishment or as evidence for the non-existence of God (Larsen 
2006; Reinhardt and Oldroyd 1983). He saw a duty to provide the public 
with rational explanations of earthquakes: ‘the natural philosopher’s obliga-
tion to the public is to give an account of the insights yielded by observa-
tion and investigation’ (Kant 2012 [1756]: 330). He warned the state of 
current knowledge could only provide probable explanations rather than 
‘mathematical certainty’ (Reinhardt and Oldroyd 1983: 258). Even if natural 
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causes were hidden to us, we could still build up our understanding by learn-
ing from ‘their effects’ (Kant 2012 [1756]: 340). He noted links between 
earthquakes and volcanoes and how the accompanying tsunami involved a 
wave-like impact from the tremors (Reinhardt and Oldroyd 1983: 250).

Kant discussed how we should protect ourselves from those natural causes 
(Kant 2012 [1756]: 363). He was loath to increase our fear and suffering over 
things few of us were ever likely to experience or we could do little about 
‘fates, which cannot be prevented in the slightest by any amount of worry’ 
(Kant 2012 [1756]: 330). Instead of succumbing to irrational fears and misdi-
agnosing the evils we face, we should act and address misfortunes we could 
reasonably prevent or mitigate (Kant 2012 [1756]: 331). We should not over-
reach our current knowledge and be like Prometheus, pursuing wild specula-
tive ideas to avert disaster (Reinhardt and Oldroyd 1983: 272). We could, 
for example, consider where and how we built houses to lessen the dangers. 
The survivors of Lisbon earthquake should consider the earthquake’s path 
when rebuilding the city (Kant 2012 [1756]: 331). Kant opposed moralizing 
natural disasters and blaming people rather than natural causes. If his voca-
tion were to preach ‘the improvement of morals’, he might well let citizens 
fear earthquakes as divine punishment, but this would be a weak grounding 
for virtue. Earthquakes hit believers and non-believers alike, and plenty of 
evil people slept peacefully at night (Kant 2012 [1756]: 363–4). Attribut-
ing natural disasters to sin went against compassion and assistance towards 
victims of disasters, not least accidents of birth and habitation making us 
more or less at risk of disasters. After all, the state of Prussia was ‘almost 
entirely flat’ and therefore unlikely to experience any divine punishment from 
earthquakes (Kant 2012 [1756]: 332). Moralizing claims were arrogant and 
usurped divine judgement to bolster our own opinions. They hubristically 
assumed the whole of God’s creation revolved around us, whereas we were 
merely one perspective of the world (Kant 2012 [1756]: 363–4). We should 
have more humility, and not expect the laws of nature to guarantee humans 
enjoyed only pleasant conditions:

Even the terrible instruments by which disaster is visited on mankind, the shat-
tering of countries, the fury of the sea shaken to its foundations, the fire-spewing 
mountains, invite man’s contemplation, and are planted in nature by God as 
a proper consequence of fixed laws no less than other accustomed causes of 
discomfort which are thought to be more natural merely because they are more 
familiar. (Kant 2012 [1756]: 340)

Humans suffered in earthquakes and other natural disasters, but the human 
condition would be untenable were natural laws not to exist, and nature 
completely subject to our wishes (Kant 2012 [1756]: 359–360). As Pope had 
written, the universe was governed by ‘gen’ral laws’ not ‘partial’: (Pope 1924 
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[1734] Epistle I v: 185). We did not yet understand how our life on earth 
might depend on these life-threatening earthquakes, but we knew the same 
forces causing volcanoes caused hot springs with health-enhancing minerals. 
By analogy, we preferred fine days over rainy days, but we knew we needed 
water for wells.

The Lisbon earthquake precipitated Kant to develop his philosophy 
towards recognising different spheres of being and understanding, revolv-
ing around the distinctions between the sphere of material necessity and the 
sphere of human freedom (Larsen 2006: 363–4). Being subject to unchange-
able natural laws did not mean that we should simply acquiesce to nature and 
external determination. We could also carve out a greater space of human 
freedom determined by human relations, human reasoning and debate, and 
morality and practical action (Kant 2012 [1756]: 360). Together, humans had 
the freedom to imagine and act in ways allowing us to rise above the givens 
of nature and biology, and pursue higher purposes. Since divine purpose in 
nature was not fully revealed to us, we had to create our own approximations 
of divine purpose (Larsen 2006: 364).

Kant’s third essay concluded that the very fact humans confronted a world 
we could never fully comprehend allowed us to enjoy the possibilities and 
responsibilities of freedom, carve out our own purposes amid the laws of 
nature, and determine how we governed ourselves and natural processes 
(ibid.). Human history called upon humanity to take responsibility for the 
evils of our condition and not blame providence or original sin (Kant 1991 
[1786]: 233; Larson 2006: 365). If we or our neighbouring cities and coun-
tries were threatened with catastrophe—whether human or natural—we 
could act to address these dangers. The right actions became clearer when 
threatened with catastrophe (Kant 2012 [1756]: 363–4). Any political leader 
who cared about human misery should fulfil God’s will and act to prevent 
the catastrophe of war too (Kant 2012 [1756]: 363–4). Humans could not 
know God’s intentions, but we knew enough to understand and apply natural 
laws in ways according with the ideals of providence. Humans were not born 
to build permanent physical edifices and live for ever but had more noble 
spiritual purposes. Our mortality and the impermanence of our creations 
reminded us that material things were not enough to fulfil us (Kant 2012 
[1756]: 363–4). Kant’s later writings on aesthetics and the sublime argued 
when humans confronted awe-inspiring forces of nature transcending our 
human scale, both spatially and temporarily, we were provoked into identify-
ing ourselves against these forces in ways pushing us out of our complacency 
towards asserting human freedom and aspirations beyond biological survival 
or material needs (Kant 1960 [1764]; Larsen 2006: 365).

Overall, Kant offered an optimistic philosophical response to the Lis-
bon earthquake after the shaking of its traditional theological grounding, 
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developing the study of earthquakes as a value-free geological science, 
and founding a humanist philosophy constituted in our humanity as beings 
of nature going beyond nature (Arendt 1992 [1970]). Kant’s humanism is 
captured in his words on looking up at the stars and seeing the moral agent 
within us: ‘Two things fill the mind with ever renewed and increasing awe 
and reverence, the more often and the more steadily we mediate upon them: 
the starry heavens above and the moral law within’ (Kant CPrR 1996b [1788] 
5:162: 269; emphasis in the original, modified translation). His 1795 essay 
‘Towards Perpetual Peace’ imagined an international federation of republican 
states rationally organised around the moral law (1996c [1795]).

Kant’s Copernican revolution in philosophy inspired European political 
earthquakes. He endorsed the historical changes and republican advances 
brought about by the French Revolution, although explicitly condemning the 
revolutionaries (Arendt 1992 [1970]: 44–61; Kant CPr 1998 [1787] Second 
Preface Bxvii-xxii: 110–113; Kant IUH 2001 [1784] 8:18: 119–20; Kant PP 
1996c [1795] 8:3498:353: 322–5; Larsen 2006: 364; Williams 2003). As such 
Kant was a political vulcanist and a revolutionary thinker rather than a politi-
cal Neptunist, giving paramountcy to harmonious social waters. Goethe’s 
account of the Lisbon earthquake written six decades after the disaster was 
wary of the political earthquakes of his age. We now turn to Goethe and his 
opposition to political vulcanism.

GOETHE ON THE LISBON EARTHQUAKE

Goethe’s autobiography described the Lisbon earthquake as shattering his 
confidence in a divine providential order:

The Boy, who was compelled to put up with frequent repetitions of the whole 
matter, was not a little staggered. God, the Creator and Preserver of Heaven and 
Earth, whom the explanation of the first article of the Creed declared so wise and 
benignant, having given both the just and the unjust a prey to the same destruc-
tion, had not manifested Himself, by any means, in a fatherly character. In vain 
the young mind strove to resist these impressions. It was the more impossible, as 
the wise and scripture-learned could not themselves agree as to the light in which 
such a phenomenon should be regarded. (Goethe 1974 [1811–1814] Vol. 1: 26)

The earthquake was portrayed as the writer’s first encounter with the 
demonic and how our efforts to create a moral humane world order could 
be shaken by uncontrollable destructive forces (Brown 1992: 478). Yet did 
his account accurately portray contemporary responses? After all, he was 
writing six decades later about events when he was only six years old. The 
first three parts of his autobiography were written between 1811 and 1814, 
and the fourth between 1830 and 1831. Was he right to suggest Lisbon 
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shattered philosophical optimism (Brown 1992: 478)? After all the lead-
ing philosophers Rousseau, Kant and Voltaire all looked forward to social 
change, while questioning how enlightened their age was (Brown 1992: 479). 
Kant and Rousseau maintained their religious faith, while Voltaire happily 
condemned existing European society as failing to represent the best of all 
possible worlds because he was optimistic about creating alternative ways of 
organising society (Voltaire 2006 [1759]). Goethe’s account contradicted his 
mother’s recollections of her son affirming his belief in a providential God 
(Brown 1992: 481). Instead Robert Brown suggests his autobiographical 
Poetry and Truth, spanning the perspectives of scientist, historian, and artist, 
sought to convey fundamental truths about his times, rather than document 
the ‘mere factual’ of his life (Brown 1992: 482). In this endeavour, the older 
Goethe was projecting back onto his infant self what the Lisbon earthquake 
had come to mean for him. The disaster had threatened a harmonious order 
and prefigured the later political revolutions, wars, and social disturbances 
marking his life right up to the 1830 revolutions (Goethe Letter to Wilhelm 
von Humboldt [19 October 1830] No. 1213: 1111 in Brown 1992: 483–85). 
His interpretation repudiated the influences of Voltaire and other radicals 
whom he condemned for rejecting religion and the natural order (Eckermann 
1930 [12 October 1825]: 120; Goethe 1974 [1811–1814] Vol. II: 95–110). 
Accordingly his account emphasised the breakdown of social order rather 
than the actions of the Lisbon authorities re-establishing a functioning city: 
‘The flames rage on, and with them rage a troop of desperadoes, before con-
cealed, or set at large by the event. The wretched survivors are exposed to 
pillage, massacre, and every outrage: and thus, on all sides, Nature asserts her 
boundless capriciousness’ (Goethe 1974 [1811–1814] Vol. 1: 24–25).

Goethe’s model of government echoed his early idealisation of Oliver 
Goldsmith’s novel The Vicar of Wakefield. For Goethe, Goldsmith’s vicar 
embodied ‘priest and king in one person’ and ‘to him is it given to guide men 
through life. . . ’ (Goethe 1974 [1811–1814] Vol. II: 36–37). He admired the 
Holy Roman Empire amid its weaknesses ‘division, anarchy, and impotence 
had been brought as a reproach against the German Empire’. For these small 
states afforded ‘room for the special cultivation of each, according to its 
necessities, which must vary with the site and peculiarities of such widely 
different provinces’ (Goethe 1974 [1811–1814] Vol. II: 281–2). Everyone 
had an allotted position in the traditional organisation of society:

A highly varied gradation of ranks, which, instead of holding the several classes 
apart, seemed to bind them the more closely together, had promoted the interest 
of all, from the highest to the lowest—from the emperor to the Jew. If the sov-
ereign princes stood in a subordinate relation to the emperor, still their electoral 
rights and immunities, thereby acquired and maintained, were a full compensa-
tion. (Goethe 1974 [1830–1831] Vol. II Part 4: 351)
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He looked back regretfully to a time without apparent tensions between the 
classes when people were content pursuing their life’s calling:

In Germany scarcely any one had as yet learned to look with envy on that mon-
strous privileged class, or to grudge its fortunate advantages. The middle class 
had devoted themselves undisturbed to commerce and the sciences, and by these 
pursuits, as well as by the practice of the mechanical arts, so closely related to 
them, had raised themselves to a position of importance, which fully balanced 
its political inferiority: the free or half-free cities favoured this activity, while 
individuals felt a certain quiet satisfaction in it. (Goethe 1974 [1830–1831] Vol. 
II Part 4: 351–2)

Individuals focused on economic improvement rather than being distracted 
by divisive political quarrels with other groups in society. People could enjoy 
social esteem through their achievements in their own sphere of life:

The man who increased his wealth, or enhanced his intellectual influence, espe-
cially in matters of law or state, could always be sure of enjoying both respect 
and authority. In the supreme courts of the empire, and, indeed, in all others, a 
learned bench stood parallel with the noble; the uncontrolled oversight of the 
one managed to keep in harmony with the deepest insight of the other, and expe-
rience could never detect a trace of rivalry between them; the noble felt secure 
in his exclusive and time-hallowed privileges, and the burgher felt it beneath his 
dignity to strive for a semblance of them by a little prefix to his name. (Goethe 
1974 [1830–1831] Vol. II Part 4: 352)

Here he idealised citizens living and working as a community within their 
existing social positions (Goethe 1974 [1830–1831] Vol. II Part 4: 354–6). 
Even before Lisbon and the following political earthquakes, the absolutist 
states and their European wars, requiring more taxes and centralising rule, 
were undermining the traditional order (Brown 1992: 483). Enlightened 
despots sought to control change, but political rivalry between the absolut-
ist powers upset the balance of the old order. Frederick the Great of Prus-
sia’s challenge to the Holy Roman Empire held by the Habsburgs impinged 
on Goethe personally, because his father and grandfather held opposing 
political positions (Brown 1992: 485). Against the dangers of revolution 
and war, the older Goethe downplayed his youthful criticism of social 
hierarchies whether in his bestselling 1774 novel The Sorrows of Young 
Werther or in his 1787 play Egmont eulogising the Dutch struggle against 
imperial authority (Goethe 1969 [1787] Act V: 188–90; Goethe 1989 
[1774]). Instead he emphasised his 1773 play Goetz von Berlichingen and 
the virtue of acting uprightly in lawless times (Goethe 1974 [1830–1831] 
Vol. II Part 4: 352–3).
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Goethe reviled the political vulcanists celebrating the renewed activity of 
Mount Vesuvius and the violent revolutionary changes (Constantine 2009: 
xxxv). He feared violent revolution and the subterranean undercurrents of 
les miserables (Goethe letter to Lavater [22 June 1781] in Arendt 2005: 40). 
Goethe repeatedly condemned political revolution:

I am, indeed, not friend to the revolutionary mob: whose object is robbery, 
murder, and destruction; and who, behind the mask of public welfare, have their 
eyes only upon the meanest egotistical aims. I am no friend to such people, any 
more than I am a friend of Louis XV. I hate every violent overthrow, because 
as much good is destroyed as is gained by it. I hate those who achieve it, as 
well as those who give cause for it. But am I therefore no friend to the people? 
(Eckermann 1930 [27 April 1825]: 106)

He described the French Revolution to his friend and fellow writer Friedrich 
Schiller as ‘rivulets and streams’, dashing against each until they become 
tremendous floods, overwhelming those in its path and crushing the free-
dom envisaged by philosophers (Brown 1992: 487; Goethe and Schiller 
1879 Letter [9 March 1802] No. 846: 406–7). Napoleon or Byron were 
demonic creatures, inflaming the masses and overturning the old political 
order, across Europe. So too were Peter the Great and Frederick the Great 
as enlightened despots pushing modernisation of their traditional societies 
(Eckermann 1930 [8 March 1831]: 394). His mythologising of the great 
men of history was politically ambivalent. Subsequently he was accused of 
glamorising political tyranny, especially in the wake of the Nazis (Butler 
1956 [1949]: 209–22).

Here we come to Goethe’s attraction to the demonic as an expression 
of vitality and the life forces (Brown 1992: 487–88). Just a year before his 
death, he wrote, ‘The daemonic is that which cannot be explained by Reason 
or Understanding; it lies not in my nature, but I am subject to it’ (Eckermann 
1930 [24 February 1831]: 392). His idea of the demonic was distinct from 
Christian concepts of evil, and perhaps closer to ancient ideas of the gods as 
capricious forces (Brown 1992: 476):

He thought he could detect in nature—both animate and inanimate, with soul 
or without soul—something which manifests itself only in contradictions, and 
which, therefore, could not be comprehended under any idea, still less under 
one word. It was not godlike, for it seemed unreasonable; not human, for it had 
no understanding; nor devilish, for it was beneficent; not angelic, for it often 
betrayed a malicious pleasure. It resembled chance, for it evolved no conse-
quences: it was like Providence, for it hinted at connection. All that limits us it 
seemed to penetrate; it seemed to sport at will with the necessary elements of 
our existence; it contracted time and expanded space. In the impossible alone 
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did it appear to find pleasure, while it rejected the possible with contempt. 
(Goethe 1974 [1830–1831] Vol. II Part 4: 423)

Most obviously his Faust depicted a demonic principle at work in human 
history:

The demoniacal element, which is in play on both sides, and in conflict with 
which the lovely falls while the hated triumphs; and above all the prospect that 
out of this conflict will spring a third element which will answer to the wishes 
of all men. (Goethe 1974 [1830–1831] Vol. II Part 4: 424)

The demonic was a contradictory force whose opposition to the established 
order helped advance human history, ‘a power, which, if it be not opposed to 
the moral order of the world, nevertheless does often so cross it that one may 
be regarded as the warp and the other as the woof’ (Goethe 1974 [1830–1831] 
Vol. II Part 4: 425).

His idea of the demonic here coincided with the philosopher Hegel’s dia-
lectical understanding of history, or Kant’s recognition of the crooked timber 
of humanity, and the paradox of human moral development through conflict, 
or how war challenged the lethargy society tended to sink into in peace 
(Hegel 1975 [1830]; Kant PP 1996c [1795]; Lukacs 1968 [1947]: 171–5).

Goethe wrote of using imaginary creations to combat ‘this fearful principle’ 
(Goethe 1974 [1830–1831] Vol. II Book 20: 423). His conservatism favoured 
political Neptunism and ordered harmonious social progress. His 1790 study 
The Metamorphosis of Plants (Goethe 2009 [1790]) honoured evolutionary 
change. Against his own temptations towards the demonic, his Faust gave a 
voice to Thales, one of the pre-Socratic ancient Greek philosophers. Thales 
has been described as the first European scientist trying to understand nature 
in unified material terms and developing a theory of water as the originating 
source of life (Feldman 1945: 5). Thales suggested the earth was situated on 
water, and earthquakes were caused by land being knocked together by the 
waves. Goethe’s Thales eulogised life-engendering water against seismic 
violence (Constantine 2009: 110–111; Feldman 1945: 5). Symbolically he 
portrayed his Nereids and Tritons as cradling men in the sea, and his sirens 
singing of shipwrecks and drowning men, thereby spanning the life cycle 
from birth to death (Goethe in Constantine 2009: 128). Symbolically too the 
test-tube Homunculus, product of Faust’s former pupil Wagner’s demonic 
laboratory, was brought to life through the fusion of Protean fire and Neptu-
nian water. In this fusion, ‘Eros is sovereign’ (Constantine 2009: 131). Thales 
envisaged the seas uniting people in a political federation of coastal city states 
under the protection of the sea-god Poseidon against the imperial Persia (Feld-
man 1945: 5). Again Faust alluded to the mythical King Eurotas, who drained 
the marsh waters and carved out a river to the sea, and whose daughter gave 
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the name to the city state of Sparta (Goethe 1832 III ‘Inner Courtyard’ in 
Wayne 1959: 194). The sea as a life-giving force spilled over into Goethe’s 
views that people living by the coast were generally ‘far more productive and 
 possessed of more active force’, an idea implicit in Egmont portraying the 
Dutch revolt as the seas breaking the dikes and reclaiming the usurped land 
(Eckermann 1930 [12 March 1828]: 253; 1969 [1787] Act V: 189).

Alongside Thales, Goethe was attracted to Spinoza as a philosopher who 
understood our connection to nature and opposed mechanical thinking about 
the universe (Goethe 1974 Vol. II Book 16: 306–11). He cited Spinoza to 
question the Cartesian view of animals, and our reluctance to admit animals 
could exhibit ‘anything like reason’. He objected: ‘So rooted within us is the 
idea of our own superiority, that we absolutely refuse to concede to the out-
ward world any part or portion in it’ (Goethe 1974 [1830–1831] Vol. II Part 
4: 310–11). Spinoza spoke to our social distortion and expectations for moral 
and social material improvement:

Much that is most inwardly peculiar to us we are not allowed to develop; much 
that we need from without for the completion of our character is withheld; 
while . . . so much is forced upon us which is as alien to us as it is burdensome. 
(Goethe 1974 [1830–1831] Vol. II Part 4: 307–8)

Goethe’s political philosophy was earthy and practically orientated, con-
cerned with our material conditions. His love of nature was not a recipe for 
spiritual idealism and renunciation, and his Faust wanted to harness its ener-
gies. In these ambitions he was an industrial vulcanist within his political 
Neptunism.

GOETHE’S POLITICS OF SCIENTIFIC IMPROVEMENT

By the 1830s, when Goethe was completing Faust, a new age of steam and 
industrial engineering of the future was opening up internationally. Thomas 
Carlyle’s 1832 essay on Goethe conjured up the spectre of the New Europe 
as a time of catastrophe: ‘New Europe . . . has had its Mirabeaus, and Byrons, 
and Napoleons, and innumerable red-flaming meteors, shaking pestilence 
from their hair; and earthquakes and deluges, and Chaos come again’ (Carlyle 
1893 [1832]: 238). How should one live in the New Europe? Carlyle saw 
Goethe as bringing light to his contemporaries, and meaning out of the confu-
sion (Carlyle 1893 [1832]: 238). He was the great reconciler who could give 
them guidance on how to navigate the times in ways that upheld tradition but 
‘with the expansion and increased endowment of a modern’ (Carlyle 1893 
[1832]: 243). In rejecting revolution, he was not rejecting social progress 
and intervening in nature. His inspiration for Faust’s plans was prompted 
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by the 1825 February North Sea disaster when the high tides battered Dutch 
and German coasts and flooded land, killing 800 people. He was appalled 
by the human suffering and devastation to communities in what was known 
as the Great Hallig Flood in German, and the worst Dutch flood disaster of 
the nineteenth century. His 1825 essay on meteorology, responding to the 
disaster, declaimed:

the elements have a constant urge to go their own wild and brutal way. Where 
man has taken possession of the earth and is obliged to keep it, he must be for-
ever vigilant and ready to resist. But these individual defences are not nearly so 
effective as the use of law to counter the unruly, and here nature has prepared 
the way for us in a wonderful fashion by setting an alive, formed existence 
against the formless. (Goethe 1995 [1825]: 147)

Individual efforts could only do so much. Collective efforts and the state of 
local sea defences mattered in the death toll. Good government supervising 
material improvements was required to avoid natural disasters and political 
revolution:

I was as little a friend to arbitrary rule. Indeed, I was perfectly convinced that 
a great revolution is never a fault of the people, but always of the government. 
Revolutions are utterly impossible as long as governments are constantly just 
and constantly vigilant; so that they may anticipate them by improvements at the 
right time, and not hold out until they are forced to yield by the pressure from 
beneath. (Eckermann 1930 [4 January 1824]: 36)

Famously Johann Eckemann’s Conversations of Goethe recalled his enthu-
siasm for the ambitious engineering projects to build the Panama and Suez 
canals inspired by the German explorer Alexander von Humboldt’s travels: 
‘If they succeed in cutting such a canal that ships of any burden and size can 
be navigated through it from the Mexican Gulf to the Pacific Ocean, innu-
merable benefits would result to the whole human race, civilized and uncivi-
lized’ (Eckermann 1930 [21 February 1827]: 174). He foresaw the United 
States developing as the leading industrial country:

But I should wonder if the United States were to let an opportunity escape of 
getting such work into their own hands. It may be foreseen that this young state, 
with its decided predilection to the West, will, in thirty or forty years, have occu-
pied and peopled the large tract of land beyond the Rocky Mountains. It may, 
furthermore, be foreseen that along the whole coast of the Pacific Ocean, where 
nature has already formed the most capacious and secure harbours, important 
commercial towns will gradually arise, for the furtherance of a great intercourse 
between China and the East Indies and the United States. (Eckermann 1930 [21 
February 1827]: 174)
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There would need to be new international lines of communication and travel, 
as Marlowe’s Dr Faustus had dreamed of:

In such a case, it would not only be desirable, but almost necessary, that a 
more rapid communication should be maintained between the eastern and 
western shores of North America, both by merchant-ships and men-of-war, 
than has hitherto been possible with the tedious, disagreeable, and expensive 
voyage around Cape Horn. I therefore repeat, that it is absolutely indispens-
able for the United States to effect a passage from the Mexican Gulf to the 
Pacific Ocean; and I am certain that they will do it. (Eckermann 1930 [21 
February 1827]: 174)

He regretted he would not live to see the great industrial schemes of the new age:

Would that I might live to see it!—but I shall not. I should like to see another 
thing—a junction of the Danube and the Rhine. But this undertaking is so gigan-
tic that I have doubts of its completion, particularly when I consider our German 
resources. And thirdly and lastly, I should wish to see England in possession of 
a canal through the Isthmus of Suez. Would I could live to see these three great 
works! It would be well worth the trouble to last some fifty years more for the 
purpose. (Eckermann 1930 [21 February 1827]: 174)

Earlier he had called for promoting individuals with expert knowledge and 
of practical action to reconstruct Europe after the Napoleonic wars (Goethe 
1974 [1830–1831] Vol. II Part 4: 422). He was attracted to the demonic as an 
‘active power’, propelling enlightened leaders to drive national development 
and improve ‘the condition of humanity’, while ruling ‘by law and justice’ 
(Goethe 1974 [1830–1831] Vol. II Part 4: 349–51). Creative demonic spirits 
could be affirmed insofar as they did not descend into mere negation and 
destruction of existing institutions: ‘The great point is, not to pull down, but 
to build up’ (Eckermann 1930 [24 February 1825]: 88; see also Eckermann 
1930 [16 December 1828]: 286). In this vein, he approvingly wrote of the 
‘late Grand Duke’s demonic spirit’ (Eckermann 1930 [8 March 1831]: 394). 
Goethe had administered the royal mines for the Duke of Saxe-Weimar 
encouraging his own Faustian scientific and development visions. A Faustian 
spirit could be admired in great leaders but could not be permitted among 
their subjects. Rulers needed to avert the disturbing political earthquakes, 
floods, and volcanoes of their day through their enlightened governance.

INDUSTRIAL SUBLIME

Many European intellectuals like Goethe fearing political anarchy turned to 
the new sciences and new technologies to advance society, from the French 
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founding sociologist and positivist philosopher August Comte to the former 
English radicals, the chemist Humphry Davy and the poet Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge. The divide between the sciences and arts was not so clear-cut in 
the age of Goethe. Artists and writers followed the new scientific discover-
ies and technical inventions, and discussed whether they could ameliorate 
the human condition (Holmes 2008; Uglow 2002). As Europe’s first indus-
trialising society, Britain reflected the conflicting experiences of the Indus-
trial Revolution. Economic debates on the social impact of commerce and 
industrialisation went from the classical liberal economics of Adam Smith’s 
1776 work The Wealth of Nations, Benthamite utilitarianism, Lockean labour 
and cultivation theories of property, Ricardian labour theories of value, 
Malthusian population theories, and Owenite utopian socialism to Carlyle’s 
conservative essays and the revolutionary critiques of modern capitalism of 
Friedrich Engels’ 1845 work The Condition of the Working Class in England 
(originally published in German) and his writings with Marx on communism.

The Industrial Revolution was acclaimed culturally through the aesthetic 
ideals of the sublime and awe-inspiring forms, creating the Faustian industrial 
sublime. These ideals developed in the wake of the Lisbon earthquake (Burke 
1998 [1757]; Kant 1960 [1764]). The artist Joseph Wright (1734–1797) from 
Derby was associated with the Lunar Society of the industrialising Midlands. 
Its members were key figures in the British enlightenment and its scientific 
and industrial revolutions. The new sciences and industries inspired his work 
(Nicolson 1968: 111–22). Wright saw hope and magic in the technological 
innovations (ibid.). His paintings celebrated humanity’s new Faustian knowl-
edge and Promethean powers. The Alchemist in Search of the Philosopher’s 
Stone (1771) depicted Hennig Brand’s discovery of phosphorous. An Iron 
Forge (1772) identified the iron-founder with Prometheus, boldly manipulating 
fire and shaping nature before his family. His Vesuvius in Eruption (1776–1780) 
depicted the sublime in nature but resonated with the political vulcanism of the 
American Revolution, and the economic vulcanism of the Industrial Revolu-
tion at home. Derbyshire was where in 1771 Joseph Arkwright set up what is 
regarded as the first modern industrial factory. His painting of Arkwright’s 
Cotton Mills by Night (1782) presented the Derbyshire factory as lighting up 
the sky akin to a fiery volcano. If his paintings mythologised the new industries, 
he was also alert to the ambiguities of how humanity might use its discoveries 
and inventions (Uglow 2002: 122–24, 333–5). His fascination with light and 
dark was in tune with contemporaries wanting to advance an age of Enlighten-
ment and overcome their unenlightened age (Kant AWE 1996a [1784]). An 
Experiment on a Bird in the Air Pump (1768), with its gasping bird, a tradi-
tional symbol of love and freedom, asked questions of science (Ackroyd 2016: 
295–7; Uglow 2002: 123). The symbolic human resonances were reinforced 
by the artist’s own asthmatic condition and made explicit by the philosopher  
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of the sublime, Edmund Burke criticised philosophical writings supporting the 
French revolutionaries who ‘considered men in their experiments no more than 
do mice in an air pump’ (Burke 1796 in Uglow 2002: 448). Some Lunar Soci-
ety associates were indeed political and industrial vulcanists.

Wright’s industrial sublime influenced the next generation of painters. The 
artist and engineer John Martin (1789–1854) embodied the closer relation-
ship between the arts, science, and industry in this period. His engineering 
designs were innovative in their ambitions, including railways, lighthouses, 
and a sewage system for London, even if not taken up. It is for his paintings 
associated with political catastrophism and the industrial sublime that he is 
most remembered (Morden 2010; Myrone 2011; Paley 1986). His apocalyp-
tic themes were propelled by the Industrial Revolution, social turbulence, and 
reform politics rather than religious beliefs (Morden 2010: 37–66). He was a 
deist and had radical sympathies, and knew figures such as the philosopher 
William Godwin and the writer and publisher Leigh Hunt. While his meeting 
in London with the Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg and future King of Bel-
gium helped secure him a European reputation. The figures of Faust, Lucifer, 
and Prometheus haunt his work (Morden 2010: 52–59). His Destruction of 
Sodom and Gomorrah (1852) or The Great Day of His Wrath (1853) or ear-
lier 1824 engravings of Milton’s Paradise Lost echoed the landscapes of the 
new collieries and factories. His engraving Satan Presiding over the Infernal 
Council (1824) condemned continental and domestic political oppression. 
The Seventh Plague of Egypt (1824), Eve of the Deluge (1840), and The Last 
Judgment (1853) all underscored the precariousness of the social order and 
urged reform (Morden 2010: 57–59). The new industries represented new 
Promethean heights for humanity and the wealth of the nation (Smith 1970 
[1776]). However many industrial workers suffered stunted growth and lost 
dignity as mere hands to machines (Ackroyd 2016: 257–80; Porter 1991 
[1982]: 311–39). Symbolically, Luciferian gaslight could light the night 
and also allow Faust the Developer to extend industrial labour through the 
night (Ackroyd 2016: 259). Industrialised society transformed people’s lives 
for the better in Britain over the next two centuries, and they became more 
protected from disease, disaster, and hunger. Yet the immiseration of those 
hands serving the new industrial experiment was exacerbated and persisted 
too long.

Enlightened humanist ideals wanted to address human suffering, whether 
manifested in oppressive government, slavery, or in poverty, and sought to 
universalise technological advancements and advance social progress. The 
works of Joseph Turner (1775–1851) displayed Faustian strivings against 
the sublime power of nature. Turner’s early works, such as Dutch Boats in a 
Gale (1801) or The Shipwreck (1805), depicted precarious human vessels in 
ferocious stormy seas. His later works showed human engineering ingenuity 
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defying the forces of nature and affirming the human spirit. Bell Rock Light-
house (1819) was commissioned by the Scottish engineer Robert Stevenson, 
who led the major engineering feat. Stevenson wanted future generations to 
be inspired by earlier generations of engineers as he had been, and wanted 
their work honoured in different ways (Stevenson 1931 [1824]: 7). The 
lighthouse was portrayed sturdily defending the vessels against the relentless 
waves. Life-boat and Manby Apparatus Going Off to a Stranded Vessel Mak-
ing Signal (Blue Lights) of Distress (1831) showed further human ingenuity 
evading the dangerous waters to rescue those in peril. Turner painted human 
engineering as sublime cultural achievements, not just practical projects 
(BBC 2013; Rodner 1997). His figures were not simply passive victims or 
onlookers of disasters but part of an active chain of collective human endeav-
our and mutual struggle against the natural elements. Greater belief in the 
possibilities of material change also witnessed expanding human sympathy. 
In this vein, A Disaster at Sea (1835) depicted the sinking of the Amphitrite 
transporting women convicts in 1833, and The Slave Ship or Slavers Throw-
ing Overboard the Dead and Dying—Typhon Coming On (1840) invited 
viewers to identify with their fate as part of our common humanity. Turner’s 
lines, composed in his twenties, and accompanying exhibition of The Slave 
Ship, pronounced ‘Hope, Hope, fallacious Hope! /Where is thy market now?’ 
(Turner [1812] in Lindsay 1966: 189).

FAUST’S BYRONIC CHILD?

What of Lord Byron (1788–1824), whom Goethe so admired and represented 
as Faust’s son? Byron famously declared in his bestselling Childe Harold’s 
Pilgrimage, ‘I love not the man less but nature more’ (Byron 1980 [1812] 
Canto IV Verse 178: 184). Overall, though, his was a human-centred aesthet-
ics. Mont Blanc or Mount Etna had their claims to the sublime, but the human 
element transformed a landscape poetically (Byron 1991 [1821]: 129–35). 
He disagreed with making ‘a Diety’ of the world (Byron: 1991 [1821] 134). 
Human artifice enhanced nature—‘without the vessel—what should we care 
for the tempest’ (Byron 1991 [1821]: 131).

Poetic veneration of nature did not necessarily mean opposing the new 
industries where they actually enhanced individuals’ lives (Holmes 2008; 
Uglow 2002). Byron, like Goethe, celebrated the improved turnpike roads 
and a future where steam engines might go to the moon. Human pursuit 
of knowledge and development was ‘A thing of comfort to counterbalance 
human woes’ (Byron 1986 [1823] Canto X Verse 2: 437). Still he was all too 
aware that human invention did not necessarily improve the lot of the com-
mon people. For Davy’s safety lamp invented to save miners’ lives allowed  
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dangerous mines to be reopened, and thereby put more workers’ lives at 
risk. Equally, human invention could mean the lethal refinement of weapons 
of war. As his narrative poem Don Juan satirised, ‘This is the patent-age 
of new inventions / For killing bodies, and for saving souls’ (Byron 1986 
[1819] Canto I Verse 132: 50–51). The uses of new technology depended on 
other political and social factors. Seven years earlier, Byron had taken up the 
cause of the Luddites aligning himself with liberal Whig peers (Byron 1991 
[1812]: 22–27). The Luddite movement involved handloom weavers who 
opposed the new machine looms destroying their livelihoods and had begun 
in Nottinghamshire, not far from the seat of his ancestral home. His House of 
Lords speech of February 1812 declared, ‘The rejected workmen . . . instead 
of rejoicing at these improvements in arts so beneficial to mankind, conceived 
themselves to be sacrificed to improvements in mechanism’ (Byron 1991 
[27 February 1812]: 23). He defended the Luddites as driven to smashing 
machines by their desperate conditions:

These men were willing to dig, but the spade was in other hands; they were 
not ashamed to beg, but there was none to relieve them. Their own means 
of subsistence were cut off; all other employments pre-occupied; and their 
excesses, however to be deplored and condemned, can hardly be the subject of 
surprise. (Byron 1991 [27 February 1812]: 24)

Byron did not attack the introduction of industrial machinery per se. Rather 
he attacked how the new frames were being introduced in an irresponsible 
way and were as yet only producing inferior ‘spider-work’ for export. The 
national priority should not be the ‘enrichment of a few’ at the expense of 
the many unemployed ‘industrious poor’, whose difficulties had been exac-
erbated by the war (Byron 1991 [27 February 1812]: 24). Just ‘as your char-
ity began abroad’, he contended, ‘it should end at home’ (Byron 1991 [27 
February 1812]: 26). Aid was being provided overseas to Portuguese allies, 
and aid should be provided to Nottinghamshire workers. A couple of days 
after his speech, he anonymously published ‘An Ode to the Framers of the 
Frame Bill’ in the Morning Chronicle newspaper. His satirical ode attacked 
how human life was being treated as worth less than machinery since ‘Stock-
ings fetch better prices than lives’, and the authorities’ suppressive measures 
imagining ‘Gibbets on Sherwood’ would ‘heighten the scenery’ (Byron 1981 
[2 March 1812]: 9). His later 1816 ‘Song for the Luddites’ identified with ‘the 
Liberty lads o’er the sea’ and imagined the exploited weavers exchanging 
‘the shuttle . . . for the sword’ (Byron 1981 [24 December 1816]: 150). The 
Luddites were the ‘Lutherans of politics’, demanding political reformation 
and defending their livelihoods (Byron 1981 [1816]: 150). Their movement 
embodied the demand to be subjects in the new machine world, not just 
objects of industrialisation (Berman 1988 [1982]: 5).

:QL R = A 9H A :QL R 2E DF D 4Q L =F F C 3F P A 3 R H LI P . F AHF D 5 Q P 
6QI F I I FPPH CF HA :Q?HF E ' ' : Q P 4? 2 P H EPPL. ? P H L MQ P I HF? PPF DE I A P FH PF 0A 73/ &- -

2 P A C I PPF DE I ' '& & -. . ,

2
L

FD
EP

'
'

I
FPP

H
CF

HA
:

Q?
HF

E
1

HH
FD

EP
R

A



68 Chapter 2

Byron belonged to the so-called Satanic School of poets, whose dissident 
writers were inspired by Milton’s fallen angel. Radical political movements 
readily identified themselves with disastrous natural forces, from the earth-
shaking Bible-reading republicans in seventeenth-century England to the 
twentieth-century anti-colonialists invoking the volcanic potency of their 
national struggles. As Defoe recognised, one unfreedom or calamity could be 
used metaphorically to express another (Bernard 1967; Defoe 1994 [1719]: 
242; Richetti 2005: 385–6). Political catastrophism could be underpinned by 
humanist ideals and political optimism, and was not necessarily associated 
with reaction or despair. Byron’s 1819 Don Juan depicted a ship wrecked 
by storms and the responses of the crew and passengers facing death: sailors 
courageously toiling to save the ship and others wanting alcoholic oblivion, 
passengers clinging to their humanity and faith and others resorting to can-
nibalism to survive (Byron 1986 [1819] Canto II Verses 26–110: 97–123). 
His verses were less confident than Rousseau’s view that adversity and 
disasters awakened general humanitarian sympathies (Rousseau 1992 [1762]: 
185–186). Byron’s play Sardanpalis, which he dedicated to Goethe, saw the 
floods as the enemy overwhelming the fortress walls of the defenders (Byron 
1991 [1821]: 117). Elsewhere he treated the waves as a collective force wear-
ing away the fortress rock of power. Under tyranny the waters shrivelled and 
were enfeebled, latent forces, waiting to be roused again. His poems ‘The 
Giaour’, ‘The Destruction of Sennacherib’, and ‘The Siege of Corinth’ all 
made this linkage between politics and the seas in their different ways (Byron 
1981 [1813]: 39–82; [1815]: 310; [1816]: 335). Alternatively the high seas 
represented the lawless conditions of unfree, oppressed people where force 
ruled, and degraded individuals took up piracy and revenged themselves 
against the world (Byron 1986 [1821] Canto III Verses 53–55: 177–8). Sea 
Beggars, though, could become statesmen (Schiller 1990 [1788]: 120). The 
floods were cleansing healing waters, or political forces sweeping away 
corrupt oppressive relations. Luddism was suppressed, but their demands 
re-emerged in Chartism after Byron’s death, calling for the  franchise and 
parliamentary reform. Arthur Clough’s famous 1849 poem ‘Say Not the 
Struggle Nought Availeth’ was written in the wake of the Chartist defeat 
in 1848. Clough’s imagery suggested their movement for political change 
would again swell and overcome opposition. So while the waves at the front 
were ‘tired’ and making little gain, invisibly they were being joined by waters 
from ‘creeks and inlets’ far behind to make an irresistible flood (Clough 1951 
[1849]: 63). Against the flowing waters of human solidarity was the Dick-
ensian Scrooge’s ‘misanthropic ice’, where human sympathy was frozen and 
offered no charity (Dickens 1915 [1843]: 15).

The fierce elements portended political change in the work of Byron’s friend 
and fellow satanic verser Percy Shelley. His poem ‘Prometheus Unbound’ 
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depicted the destructive natural forces transforming from ‘Earthquake-fiends’ 
and instruments of persecution to forces raging against tyranny ‘the contagion 
of a mother’s hate / Breathed on her child’s destroyer’ (Shelley 1983 [1820] 
Lines 1.166–1.179: 38). His 1819 poem ‘The Mask of Anarchy’ denounced 
the Peterloo Massacre, when soldiers fired on demonstrators petitioning for 
the franchise in Manchester in 1819. There he called for non-violent civil 
disobedience, but his words warned of a volcano ‘heard afar’ and ‘oppres-
sion’s thundered doom’ (Shelley 1983 [1819] Lines 367, 369: 75–76). His 
‘Ode to Liberty’ looked to the Spanish uprising to awaken England against 
its oppression ‘as with its thrilling thunder / Vesuvius wakens Etna’ (Shelley 
1983 [1820] Stanza 13 Lines 182–3: 95). Byron was more negative about the 
1819 Peterloo protesters than the Luddites of 1812. Amid his trenchant satiri-
cal writings, he was inclined towards cautious reform domestically, while 
tempted by a revolutionary path abroad. For the author of Childe Harold felt 
he had yet to earn his spurs and was temperamentally impatient with slower 
incremental emancipatory domestic reform.

PROGRESS OR CATASTROPHISM?

Internationally Byron remained a palpable influence in continental European 
national movements. Domestically his legacy was tamed to the ‘bad, mad and 
dangerous’ Byronic hero of romantic fiction. His influence was eliminated 
as far as possible from reform circles. We see this in George Eliot’s 1866 
novel Felix the Radical. Her hero was a respectable worker emphasising 
self-education and moral responsibility as necessary to social improvement 
and the incremental expansion of the franchise. He symbolically condemned 
Byron’s works:

A misanthropic debauchee . . . His corsairs and renegades, his Alps and Man-
freds, are the most paltry puppets that were ever pulled by the strings of lust and 
pride. (Eliot 1995 [1866]: 69)

Eliot’s novel joined other ‘condition of England’ literature from Benjamin 
Disraeli’s novel 1845 Sybil or the Two Nations to Edwin Chadwick’s 1842 
Report on the Sanitary Condition of the Labouring Population (Williams 
1965: 202–43). They wanted serious domestic reform and improved com-
munication between the classes, to address the divisions of society and avoid 
revolution. Many came from the Victorian evangelical movement, that is, 
‘the Saints’, not the ‘Satanic School’ (Claeys 1989; Howse 1953). Eliot’s 
condemnation of Byron drew on Lord Macaulay’s 1831 essay on the poet. 
Thomas Babington Macaulay (1800–1859) highlighted Byron’s attachment 
to the cause of national liberation in southern Europe against empire, but not 
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his domestic reform politics and speeches in the House of Lords defending 
the plight of the Luddites, Catholic emancipation, and petitioning for parlia-
mentary reform (Byron 1991 [1812–1813]: 20–45). The politician, historian, 
and colonial administrator Macaulay sought to distance his own Whig poli-
tics from any alarming association with Byron as a former Whig peer. He 
was particularly concerned about the younger generation being influenced 
by a Byronic legacy of misanthropy and moral dissolution (Macaulay 1907 
[1831]: 613–42). Instead Macaulay outlined a social reform agenda and 
liberal education empowered by material transformation and international 
commerce:

It has lengthened life; it has mitigated pain; it has extinguished diseases; it has 
increased the fertility of the soil; it has given new securities to the mariner; it has 
furnished new arms to the warrior; it has spanned great rivers and estuaries with 
bridges of form unknown to our fathers; it has guided the thunderbolt innocu-
ously from heaven to earth; it has lighted up the night with the splendour of the 
day; it has extended the range of the human vision; it has multiplied the power 
of the human muscles; it has accelerated motion; it has annihilated distance; it 
has facilitated intercourse, correspondence, all friendly offices, all despatch of 
business; it has enabled man to descend to the depths of the sea, to soar into the 
air, to penetrate securely into the noxious recesses of the earth, to traverse the 
land in cars which whirl along without horses, and the ocean in ships which run 
ten knots an hour against the wind. These are but a part of its fruits, and of its 
first fruits. (Macaulay 1907 [1837]: 375–6)

Macaulay attributed such ideas to Bacon’s philosophy, which aimed ‘to supply 
our vulgar wants’ and eradicate the causes of popular discontent (Macaulay 
1907 [1837]: 373). He was impatient with ancient philosophies who eschewed 
material development as beneath them. ‘The wise man of the Stoics would, no 
doubt, be a grander object than a steam-engine. But there are steam-engines’, 
he declared (Macaulay 1907 [1837]: 374). Even if one dismissed such aims as 
philistine, they were being achieved and opened up other possibilities (Macau-
lay 1907 [1837]: 374). Material progress would raise the population’s living 
conditions and their level of education and help secure stable, reformed politi-
cal institutions on liberal principles against the dangers of radical disorder or 
reactionary malaise. The injustices or disturbances of industrialisation would 
be addressed through society’s combined economic and moral progress, and 
incremental social reform guided by socially minded and morally responsible 
leaders. British industrial development and slow reform avoided the Byronic 
revolution domestically he feared, although it was more conflicted than pro-
gressive Whig history averred (Butterfield 1931; Plumb 1966: 272–89).

Steamships and railways, Macaulay believed, would open up communica-
tions between societies across the globe and facilitate a global liberal civilising 
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mission (Morris 1973: 74–76). Did European expansion facilitate or regress 
economies, industrial development and material security elsewhere? What of 
Egypt’s own Faust the Developer and initiatives towards Egyptian industri-
alisation at this time? The expanding British colonial administration, where 
Macaulay held various senior positions, was riven with further contradictions 
and conflicts over the ends it served. The Irish famine of the 1840s, just a 
few years after Macaulay’s confident words, showed liberal reform devastat-
ingly late to comprehend the situation and too ready to disparage the subjects 
they sought to improve (Gray 1999; Lebow 1973; Morris 1973: 75). Did 
colonial development prevent disasters or precipitate and exacerbate them? 
The Bengal famine of the 1770s had shown the ruinous policies of the East 
India Company in the previous century (Damodaran 2009). Byron’s odes and 
songs on the plight of Nottinghamshire framers could apply to many Indian 
weavers under British rule. A political catastrophism identifying with the 
disastrous forces of nature, whether the blazing comet or volcano, tidal wave 
or epidemic, reacted against the old and new European imperialism from 
Croatia to the Caribbean (Césaire 1983 [1949]: 242; Césaire 1995 [1939]: 99; 
Krleža 1965 [1922]: 416–17).

The next chapter considers the Dutch engineering of its nation and its 
efforts to realise Faustian dam-building projects. The rise of the Dutch 
republic spurred modern progressive development and the beliefs of Goethe, 
Macaulay, and others about the possibility of shaping the world materially 
and politically (Macaulay 1906 [1848]).
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