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One H.mzmcwmm for the World

The Metric System, International Coinage,
Gold Standard, and the Rise of Interna-
tionalism, 1850~1900

MarTIiN H. GevVER

In 1866 Charles Sumner, the well-known Republican aboli-
tionist from Massachusetts, tried to persuade his fellow
members of the US Senate to embrace the metric system of
weights and measures:

There is something captivating in the idea of one system of weights
and measures, which shall be common to all of the civilized world,
so that at least in this particular, the confusion of Babel may be
overcome. Kindred to this is that other idea of one system of
money. And both of these ideas are, perhaps, the forerunner of
that grander idea of one language for all the civilized world.!

The topoi so strongly supported by Sumner were familiar to
like-minded reformers in other countries, whether in the
Americas or Europe. ‘One set of measures for all, one
coinage for world trade, is the demand that is at present
being voiced in all countries.” wrote a German author in
1869.7 This enthusiasm needs to be understood within the
context of vigorous efforts at the time to turn the French
metric system into a new international system of standards.
Also up for debate was the proposal to establish an Interna-
tional Monetary Union, in which the member countries
were to issue uniform gold coins based on the French

' Charles Sumner, The Metric System of Weights and Measures: Speech of Charles
Sumner in the Senate of the United States, July 17, 1866 (Boston, 1866), 3.

* C.Bopp, Die internationale Maf-, Gewichts- und Miinz-Einigung durch das metrische
System (Stuttgart, 1869), p. iii.
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currency that would circulate freely and be recognized as
legal tender in all countries jof the Union. Both issues were
crucial to the emerging int¢rnational movement from the

middle of the nineteenth cei

tury. The first part of this essay

will examine why the metric system created during the

French Revolution played :
internationalism. It will be a
metric system was an ideol

strongly to influential group

ich a prominent part in this
cued here that inherent in the

gy both of state- and nation-

of scientists, civil servants, and

1
r
0
building in a universal sefting. This ideology appealed
5
le

businessmen who were ref
closer economic, political,
nation-state within the br

plan to create an internatio;

:cting on the possibilities for
and social integration of the
ader setting of transnational

al coinage, the topic addressed

J

exchange. The same appligs to the far more complicated
il
)

in the second part of this ess

y. Although originally these two

initiatives were closely interlinked, they fared quite differ-
ently. Whereas the Metre Tr mwmQ of 1875 laid the foundations
for one of the most imporfant international organizations
and international systems of standards ever to be created,

efforts to establish a forn
based on gold failed utterly.

1 universal system of coinage
nstead, the 1870s witnessed the

rapid spread of that ‘mythic mm beast’,3 the international gold
standard, and thus anothdr path toward internationalism

i

different from that of the etre and the proposed interna-
tional coinage. The last part of this essay examines the

constraints on the internat w:& political system that created
the framework for establishing two different, almost ideal-
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1. The Metre and the Ideology of Internationalism:
A Success Story

anmn.msm on the origin and meaning of the word ‘interna-
tionalism’ in 1870, the American scientist, businessman, and
representative of the US government at several m:ﬁmnbwmoﬁz
conferences Samuel B. Ruggles wrote in a report to Secre-
tary of State Hamilton Fish that it was John Quincy Adams
Migo held the honour of having been the first to propose an

association of nations to promote the common interest of
man’ that would agree on a common standard of weights
and measures. Until that time neither England nor France
r.ma any definite idea of the ‘thing, that the word [interna-
tonalism] now denotes’.# A few philanthropists in Adams’s
.Qmw\ may have vaguely foreseen that common ‘international-
1ty’ to which the civilized nations now aspired, continued
Wsmm._nm. but the idea was not clearly ?‘mmmbmnm for the
consideration of any civilized government until Adams, then
Secretary of State in President Monroe’s cabinet Eomcgm
his @Eo:.m and lengthy report on weights and dwmwmcamm to

Congress in 1821. In it he traced the history of weights from

the Garden of Eden to the present and praised the metric

system. Ruggles was deeply imbued with the spirit of the new,
mid-century :.:nnsm..c.osm:ma that promised interaction 5“
the mo:d. of ‘links of sympathy’ between societies on issues
from Sr_n,r each country would profit. He was sure that
some day ‘one common language of weights and measures
will be spoken from the Equator to the poles’.5 And as a true

typical mechanics of wsmm:svaosm:ma in the early 1870s. It

argues that, despite their rddically different institutional set-
ups, the ideologies underly ing the metre and gold became
powerful signifiers of nirjgteenth-century liberal interna-
tionalism and popularized| a language of ‘civilization’ and
economic and social ‘progress’ that characterized this move-
ment before the First World War.

3 Barry Eichengreen, ‘Editor’s In wroduction’, in id. {ed.), The Gold Standard in

Pt

Theory and History (New York, 1985),

36, 2.

mﬂnmzv:nmp he knew where to look for enemies: the
progress’ produced by the French Revolution, which had
mm:r.mwma the metre, was being jeopardized, n<mb lost, in a
period of reactionism after 1815, when ‘the fugitive ?)m:nmm
restored to their thrones, lost no time in digging up and
remstating the obsolete and musty weights and measures of

+ Untitled report by Samuel B. Ru; 3 i
/ - Ruggles to Secretary of State Hamilton Fish, N
Mﬁwar. m_ww th 1870 (National Archives, Washington, RG 59 M 37 gmnqomM: Mom vﬂ%
A >3- D. G. Brinton, mz.m%&w of New York: A Life of Samuel B. Ruggles (New York Gmmv.
reprint of the 1946 edn.), is deficient in many respects. ~
5 Ruggles, Report, 14.
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the preceding age’. They saw Ihe metric system as the ‘hate-

ful offspring of the French rey
tional congress proposed |
congresses in the post-Napol:
the sovereigns of the Holy

ambitious objects, and concer

slution’.® Unlike the interna-
by Adams, international
onic period were Smm.an.a by
\liance and their ministers

ling very slightly, if at all, the

/
Sing i i ars for
strictly for the purpose of ‘¢losing their various w
1
¢

civilization and advancement

f their people’.7

Ruggles brings up all the arguments of the nineteenth-

century liberal internationalis:
than just one among man

5. This is not surprising. More
other national systems of

measurement, the metric system was surrounded by an

ideology that was closely linke

d to that of the French Revo-

lution. Inscribed in the metric system was a set of closely

linked narratives of mnwmsnmﬁ__.
well as state- and bmao:-UE_C
Proponents of the metric sy

brogress and perfectibility, as
ng in a universal setting.
stem usually argued five main

points in its favour. First, they stressed its rationality. H%Mw
strength of the system lay in ifs invariability, commensurabii-

ity, and consistency, and its gl

only simple and logical but supposedly also easy to learn.

Defined as the ten-millionth

ecimal structure that was DOM

part of the earth’s quadrant,

the metre was based on natijite and not on men. Scientists
had defined and controlled|the new standards, and made

them prescriptive; scientific g
tion. The Graeco-Latin foung
based on the assumption aﬁ
international language, Wi
DNQODM to nOuHHBC.SwGNHQ A(mm_,y

6 Ibid. 12.

8 Witold Kula, Measures and Men (]
Revolution to Measure: The Political Er
M. Norton Wise (ed.), The Values of mv;,,b
Porter, Trust in Numbers: The Pursuit of (b

7T

xpertise had conquered tradi-
ation of the nomenclature was
1t it created a unifying, truly
ch allowed scientists of all
each other.?

7 Ibid. 7, 16.
inceton, 1986), esp. 267 £f; H.An: Zanm ..>
nomy of the Metric System in France’, in
ion (Princeton, 1995), wwlﬂw.ﬂrmc.ac_,m M.
jectivity in Science and Public Life (Princeton,

1995), 21 ff. There is an extensive Engligh
of the metric system, in which these arg
them resemble arguments developed by
Metric System, Considered with Reference i

literature, starting in the 1850s, in defence
iments were used time and again. 7.?3“ ,ow
John Quincy Adams, Charles UsSn,m. The
its Introduction into the United States; Embrac-

ing the reports of the Hon. John Quincy \» 4
York, 1871). ) }

9 The nomenclature was highly con
the unfamiliar names. Several changges

ms, and the Lecture of Sir John Herschel (New

tested from the start, not least because of
were made as early as the revolutionary
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Second, it was argued that the metric system fitted into
the overall attempt to destroy the established notions of the
feudal past by way of the new calendar, the decimal division
of time, and the decimal measurement of the circle.”® It
embodied the possibilities of modernity, namely, the spirit of
a labula rasa associated with the French Revolution. Thus
British contemporaries often viewed it as the opposite of
such ‘stubborn things’ as ‘national liberty and customs’."* To
replace the thousands of local and occupational weights and
measures of pre-Revolutionary France was a prerequisite for
creating market transparency. Pre-modern units that embod-
led traditional notions of task and value had to be replaced
by the new neutral units, however foreign to a population
accustomed to traditional modes of calculating.'?

This is closely related to the third point made by the
system’s supporters. The establishment of the metric system
was analogous to the narrative of building the modern
nation. Italy is a good example in this respect. Originating in
Sardinia in 1844, the metric system spread and, in fact,
became one of the foundations of the newly founded
nation.’ This argument on assisting nation-building dates
back to the French Revolution. The point was not simply
that the metric system would enable the citizens of the new

period, see G. Bigourdan, Le Systéme métrique des poids et mesures: son établissement et sa
propagation graduelle, avec Uhistoire des opérations qui ont servi a déterminer le métre el le
kilogramme (Paris, 1got), 8o £; as in France itself after 1812 (ibid. 193 ff.), efforts were
made abroad to introduce more familiar, customary names, albeit usually rather
unsuccessfully. See Edward Franklin Cox, ‘A History of the Metric System of
Weights and Measures, with Emphasis on Campaigns for its Adoption in Great
Britain and the United States Prior to 1914° (Ph.D. thesis, University of Indiana,
1956), 137 ff.

1 Michael Meinzer, Der franzisische Revolutionskalender (1792-1805): Planung,
Durchfiihrung und Scheitern einer politischen Zeitrechnung (Munich, 1992); Paul Smith,
‘La Division décimale du jour: I’heure qu'il n’est pas’, in Bernard Garnier and Jean-
Claude Hocquet (eds.), Gendse et diffusion du systéme mélrigue (Caen, 1990), 123~35.

"' Thus Lord Donoughmore, who argued that he ‘was not prepared to say that
if this country had just passed through a crisis similar to that which occured in
France in 1789, and we had a tabula rasa to deal with, it might not be desirable to
adopt the metric system’. Debates in Both Houses of Parliament on the Metric Weights &
Measures Bill: Session 1864 (London, 1864), 12.

'* Alder, ‘Revolution to Measure’, 45. Ministére de I’Agriculture et du
Commerce, Congrés International pour I'Unification des Poids, Mesures et Monnaies, tenu
d Faris, les 2, 4, 5 ¢l 6 seplembre 1878 (Paris, 1878), 55.

*# Ibid. Report by the Italian Senator and chemist Stanislas Cannizzaro, 45.
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language of weights and

measures, but that, as the Polish mnouoaﬁ.n Emﬁoams. Witold
Kula has argued, metrological and juridical equality went

hand in hand.** Thus the hisf

ry of the metre came to be

seen as tantamount to the potentials of political moderniza-

tion. Even though the metre}

the kilogram, the litre, and

their decimal nomenclature did not become legal until 7

April 1795, and the prototypes

were not finalized until 1799,

the Jacobin National Convention had produced a prelimi-
nary metre as early as 1 August 1793. The French nation,

stated a report of the National

Convention, was to receive as

quickly as possible that beneflt of the Revolution, thus root-
ing out the territorial and feudal divisions that evolved from

the old weights and measures.’s

Fourth, the history of the metre supported the romantic
narrative of the ‘positive’ state. The post-Revolutionary
period was one of failure for those wishing to introduce the
new metric system, simply begause @n. state refused to exert
its power over a recalcitrant p cmuz._mﬁom. In 1812 French F.@M
lation gave in to widespread public resistance to change an

permitted the still noBBomJ
measures to be used in additip

found traditional weights and
n to the metric &aSB.a It was

not until 1837 that the metric system was reinstated 5. France

as the sole authoritative syst¢tm, coming into force in 1840.

To impose the metric system pn the French people meant to
]

rely on the full force of the
tration of weights and measure
capacity to police the peoplg,
schools (which in France ha

ate: the hierarchical adminis-
:s of the départements with their
the courts, and, not least, the
1 never stopped teaching the

metric system). Although ceftain branches of the economy

and the people stubbornly
effort to impose the system ¥

14 Kula, Measures, 185 ff.
% Bigourdan, Systéme, 34 ] :
6 Cox, ‘History', u7 ff.,, provides a/g
metric system; Yannick Mareck, .>So,,,:
Garnier and Hocquet (eds.), Genése, 155
7 The eradication of old habits of|(

resisted change, this second

as quite successful.”? These and

ood surmary of the protest against the
N T
des résistances au systéme metrique’, in

44 ) )
ounting remained an important 1ssue in

France, not least in order to demonsiydte to critics from ucao»ua that the Ems,a_n
system was to replace all older systoms, see Ministere de I'Agriculture et du

g

Commerce, Congrés International, 57; {p

the continuity of pre-metric habits and
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other subsequent successes in national integraton were
eagerly studied by other countries. The lesson was crucial: in
order to meet the demands of national integration—
economically, politically, and socially—and fulfil the
promises of the Revolution, the capacities of the state were
required.’8

Fifth, this integration of the (nation-)state by way of the
metric system was to be embedded in a universal framework.
Once again, by reason of its origin, the ideology of the metre
was heavily imbued with a narrative of international co-oper-
ation and understanding. The metre had a distinct univer-
salist quality. The medal struck to commemorate the
introduction of the metric system in France on 19 Frimaire
of the year VIII (10 December 1799) bore the inscription ‘A
tous les temps, a tous les peuples’.’9

However, the creation of a new metrological system in
France during the r790s was not the result of international
scientific co-operation, which many scientists, including
Thomas Jefferson, had called for in the eighteenth century.
Britain never responded to French requests for co-opera-
tion.* Nevertheless, from the beginning France sought
international legitimization of its metric system, which was
the prerequisite for spreading it. Late in 1798, Charles
Talleyrand, in his function as Minister of Foreign Affairs,
invited on behalf of the Republic a number of nations occu-
pied by France to send scientists to what became the first
modern conference of its kind. The scientists were to
approve the geodetic work of the French scientists. Only
upon completion of the scientific reports resulting from this

thinking see Arthur E. Kennelly, Vestiges of Pre-metric Weights and Measures Persisting in
Metric-System Eurape 1926-1927 (New York, 1928).

*® For a good survey of the different national efforts, see the Reports from Her
Majesty’s Representatives in Europe on the Metric System, Part I, July 1900, House
of Commons, Sessional Papers 1900, vol. 80; Reports from Her Majesty’s Representa-
tives Abroad on the Metric system, Part IT, Feb. 1go1, ibid. 9o, 19oL.

'9 For the text of the law, see Bigourdan, Systéme, 176 f.

# Talleyrand maintained that Great Britain and France had too long been ‘at
variance with each other, for empty honour or for guilty interests’ and that it was
time ‘that two free Nations should unite their exertions for the promotion of a
discovery that must be useful to mankind’, letter quoted in A. E. Berriman, Histor-

ical Metrology: A New Analysis of the Archeological and the Historical Fuidence Relating to
Weights and Measures (New York, 1953), 141.
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conference in the spring of

National Institute of Science:
platinum prototypes of the m

Even though this internati
convened as much for show
nevertheless reflects the effort
issue for an international ‘epi:

who were to collaborate closel

their respective governments.
ons were gradually ‘diffused

1d internationally to become

community, whose innovatif
nationally, transnationally, aj
the basis of new or changed ir
tutions’, only emerged late in

When the metric system w:
in the 1840s, all five argumey
One factor helping to stimula
edly that Belgium, Hollan:
formerly occupied by Franc:
throughout, albeit at times iri
nomenclature and subdivisio;
treaties that multiplied after
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treaty not only laid the founc
trade in Europe, but also p:
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the following year did the
and Arts authorize the final

eire and the kilogram.”
onal conference was probably

as for scientific purposes, it
s to make the metric system an
temic community’ of scientists

y with each other and also with

However, such an epistemic

fernational practices and insti-
the nineteenth century.”?

s propagated by France again
s played a considerable role.
> the new efforts was undoubt-

1, and some German states
¢l had kept the metric system

hybrid forms in terms of both

n5.%3 The system of commercial

the Franco-British trade treaty
proposals for unification. The
itions for rapidly growing free

L r—

romised to bind Great Britain

e Crosland, ‘The Congress on Definitive
ternational Scientific Conference?’, Isis, 6o

(1969), 226—31. Basing the metre on ge:
Thomas Jefferson objected, for example|
nation on earth from communion’ w
‘Jefferson's Efforts towards the Decil

letic measurements was widely criticized.

| that this process ‘excludes, ipso facto, every

th French scientists, C. Doris Hellmann,
alisation of United States Weights and

Measures’, Jsis, 16 (1931), 266-314, 286. ]|
the American Congress and which were
of his time, were to use the second |
Measurements of the second penduluni
the nothern border of the United Stat¢
between Europe and the United States;
1o all persons, in all times and places’, |

sfferson’s own plans, which he proposed to
more in tune with the scientific community
pendulum for the basis of the measures.

were to take place on 45 degrees longitude,

s, which he considered an easy connection
thus the measurement would be ‘accessible
bid. 201 £, 297.

anuel Adler and Peter M. Haas, ‘Conclu-

22 Thus the general formulation of
sion: Epistemic Communities, World:

Order, and the Creation of a Reflective
zition, 46 (1992), wmﬁ.wo. 373-

Research Program’, International Organ:

2 Bigourdan, Systéme, 245 ff.; Aimé I
mesure entre la France et d’autres pay
?%.YO&@&S»I@ = [

v O

nmier, ‘Quelques Echanges d’étalons des
au XIX siécle’, in Garnier and Hocquet
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&omm.w to the Continent.*¢ The new international forums
provided by universal exhibitions and international
congresses were vitally important for the emergence of the
metric movement. The statisticians, economists, and govern-
ment Ommnmm._m who assembled at the International Statistical
Oo:mnmmmwm in Brussels in 1853, Paris in 1855, Vienna in 1857
London in 1860, Berlin in 1863, and Florence in 1867 m:m
s.%o considered themselves keen to confine ‘the 5<n,mamw.
tions m:& discussions within the domain of actual fact’ and
to avoid ‘abstract and empty speculation’,s regularly passed
resolutions that drew attention to the difficulties arising
wwoa the various systems of weights and measures. Pragmatic
issues of statistical comparison played a prominent role, and
the call for standardization of the various systems was WOB
the start imbued with highly idealistic language.?6 Likewise
the Jurors and commissioners of the Exposition Universelle
of 1855 in Paris appealed to their ‘respective governments
and enlightened individuals who were well disposed towards
civilization and advocates of peace and harmony throughout
the world’ to adopt a universal system of weights and
measures based on the decimal system.?’ Working with some
of the delegates attending the Statistical Congress that was
also taking place in Paris for the Exposition, they set up an
informal meeting of about 150 delegates. This meeting
affirmed earlier pro-metric resolutions, and, on the initiative
of a2 member of the Royal Society of London, James Yates
mmﬁ_u:mrmm the International Association for Obtaining a
Uniform Decimal System of Measures, Weights and Coins
By the late 1850s, this association could boast an Ecmﬁosm.
group of members from fifteen different countries, includ-
ing the United States. ‘

_These British reformers were of great importance, also
with respect to similar initiatives in other countries. a,ﬁ_mb

* For an excellent analysis see Gabriele Metzl ] ]
) : lent > er, Grofbritannien—Weltmacht i
WMMMW‘E. Handelspolitik im Wandel des europiischen Staatensystems 1856 bis 1871 Ammzmwx
uw Ruggles, Report, 19.
* For a good summary of resolutions passe i i
Cow, "Hisrory it 4 passed on international congresses, see
7 Bigourdan, Systéme, 248; Cox, ‘History’, 169.




64 MARTIN H. GEYER

Parliament facultatively intrbduced the metre in Great
Britain in 1864,?¢ supporters Hoped that this would be only a
stop on the way towards compulsory introduction. However,

the Royal Standards Commi

ssion claimed in its second

report in 1869 that however advantageous the decimalization
of weights and measures as wall as coinage, the superiority of
the metric over the existing |customary system had not yet
been proven. The Commissipn went on to explain that the

imperial standards were as P

erfect as modern technology

and science could make then. Finally, the Commission was
concerned about public ‘resijlance, active and passive’. Self-
government and the fact that the executive had ‘far less
power of compelling obedienjde to the law’ than had govern-

ments on the Continent woul

1 make legal compulsion diffi-

cult, concluded the report.?9{The pro-metric groups stepped

up their agitation. A bill to m
sory, introduced into the Hp
defeated by a narrow vote. |¢
British government had rejec
This development is symptom
British government to block
Continent after 1869-70.3°

The British case is impar
imperial standards of weights

28 The metamorphosis of the wa&:

1ke the metric system compul-
use of Commons in 1871, was
Dne year earlier, in 1870, the
ted similar demands in India.
atic of the overall efforts of the
any entanglements with the

tant in another respect. The
and measures in Great Britain

branch is symptomatic of the rise of the
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were de \a.&Q. spread all over the world. Yet in contrast to
France, Britain apparently made no effort to disseminate its
system actively. The fundamental reform of weights and
measures, the older prototypes of which had been destroyed
ch._:m a fire in 1834, was not used as an opportunity to co-
oa:ymﬁ.m any sort of international standards, not even with
the United States, a country which, since its foundation, had
struggled with the challenge of unifying and meQmawNmsm
its own system of weights and measures.3' The British
Hm.mozbm. which set the two countries further apart, actually
aﬁ:mo.nnma the pro-metric movement in the Gs?m& States
mmvm.n_m._g under the auspices of the Republican Party, the
metric issue became a major factor for the wQ<Onm8m“Om a
stronger federal government in the 1860s.32

Hrn seemingly favourable reception of the metric system
during the 1850s and 1860s in the world’s greatest economic
power, Great Britain, was followed attentively on the Conti-
nent. In the German states, the metric movement had gath-
ered momentum rather slowly. With the introduction in 183g
of the Zollpfund (customs pound), defined as 500 grams, the
OcmﬂoBm Union took the first step towards unifying Smmwra
Following much lighthearted discussion on this issue the
Omzd.mb Bund set up a commission of experts who 2&.@ to
submit recommendations for a uniform system of measure-
ments for Germany.33 This report lashed out against the
English system, which was not considered to be an alterna-

metric movement in that country. WHereas the branch originally advocated only tive. Reference was made to the British branch of the Inter-

the decimalization of English coinagg and the customary system of weights and
measures —issues that gained consideijable attention in Great Britain at the time—
its members soon become adamant praponents of the metric system. For a short
summary of the failure of the movement for the decimalization of coinage at the
end of the 1850s see D. F. O’Brién, The Correspondence of Lord Ouerstone, i
(Cambridge, 1g71); for further developments cf. Henry Tayler, The Decimal System as
Applied to the Coinage & Measures of Gredal Britain Dedicated to the Lord’s Commissioners
of Her Majesty’s Treasury (London, 1851); James Yates, Narrative of the Origin and
Formation of the International Associatioh (2nd edn.; London, 1856); Cox, ‘History’,
169 ff., 249 ff. :

29 Second Report of the Commissionen Appointed to Inquire into the Condition of the
Exchequer (Now Board of Trade) Standaras:|On the Question of the Introduction of the Metric
System of Weights and Measures inlo the [ rited Kingdom (London, 1869), in House of
Commons, Sessional Papers 1868~1869, al. 23, 4, 6; a good summary of the report is
given by Cox, ‘History’, 314 ff. 1

3 Cox, ‘History’, 325; Ministére de|UAgriculture et du Commerce, Congrés Inter-
national, 18, 32; Metzler, Gropbritannief}, ch. 15.

3t W. H. Miller, On the Construction of the New Imperial Si ;
Qe:._\sag of the New Standards with the .@.\NMNESE«, des wx&m&w&mmm:eﬂm “MM ﬁmwﬂw?wﬂnh i
Waﬁ ,M.MM:«N\@« WRMN&%M mua::m? a Ten-Pound Weight, a Kilogramme, and a .%S.& of wmﬁeew

eights (London, 1 57); Cox, ‘History’, 430; Sarah Al :

Measures in Congess: Historical Summary Oeeh:w«*wa Period of HMM MMMMM§MMwﬂ~MM QMM
and Including the Adoption of the Joint Resolution of 1836 and 1838, National Bur mmi f
w&m&mam Z,mmnm:w:no:m Publication Mi22 (Washington, émmv.. e

ww WS N_M:N\”WQ mvm 9.@ >§w1nm= movement see Cox, ‘History’, 432 ff.
Un.:m M_E " :::wmr Der mb.m und die Unifikation der Masse und Gewichte in

chland im spéten 18. und im 19. Jahrhundert', in Jean-Claude Hocquet (ed.)
Acta sﬁﬁ.eﬁwsn historicae Il (Ostfildern, 1992), 4972, 65. A good description of wau”
commission and subsequent events can be found in Second Report of the Commissio
ers &%E:R& to Inquire into the Condition of the Exchequer, 1ot f£.; for some of the t h.
M_Mw_mmmmcﬂm Nan:_mmn% _mmo also Kathryn M. Olesko, ,wnnnm&os .Ho_mnw:nn Mm:m
sus: Local Cultures i 2 iti ista :

bt < (. :ulumvn_mw -_m. Germany and British Resistance Standards’,
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national Association, which Hemoaned the fact mvm.m ‘sad
confusion and total want of fixed principles prevail in the
English system of measures’, and that in this respect ‘neither
the law nor actual practice of the country can be regarded as
[a] guide for any civilized nption’.3* Specialists vml.uocwﬂa
serious reservations about Byitish concepts of ._uwmﬁmwon.&
Strong trade links with neighbouring countries such as
Switzerland, Belgium, Frange, and the Netherlands also
favoured the metric system. [[he Deutsche Emﬁ&&mﬁwmu the
influential association of the chambers of commerce in the

German states, also strongly

endorsed the metric system,

referring time and again Hoﬂgrn resolution of the interna-

tional congresses.3 ,;,
Although, with hindsight,

the metric system appears to

have been the most plausible{way to unify the various hetero-
geneous systems of weights pnd measures, this course was

not uncontested in the Germ
like Great Britain, had embar]

an states. In the 1830s Prussia,
ked on a reform of its custom-

ary weights and measures o the basis of 9@.20% .o», the
highly acclaimed Prussian gstronomer Friedrich Wilhelm

Bessel. This new scientific bj

sis undoubtedly enhanced the

authority of these old standards. Bessel had also fundamen-
tally undermined the scientjfic authority of the metre. He
had demonstrated that the njetre contained a serious defect,

k!

namely, that the ‘true lengtl
authoritative Parisian prototy
metre of its scientific aura

was 1/75,000 smaller than the
pes. Thus Bessel stripped the
and apparently ridiculed the

‘ideal pretensions’ of the Franch system. Given the supposed

superiority of the Prussian u
Sciences strongly opposed ti

ﬁerm.snnm‘ the Berlin Academy of

e metric system.37

In the end, the decision [to introduce the metric system

was fundamentally a political

one. To many of its supporters

3t Second Report of the Oe::im&.e:& Appoinied to Inquire into the Condition of the

Exchequer, 102.
35 Qlesko, ‘Precision, Tolerance, anfl

Consensus’, 132. o
Istag in seiner Entwicklung und Thatigheit

36 Julius Gensel, Der Deutsche N&E\
1861-1gor (Berlin, 1g02), 8, 20. N
37 Kathryn M. Olesko, ‘The Meanir)

of Precision: The Exact Sensibility in Early

3
Ninenteenth-Century Germany’, in W r_mw {ed.), The Values of Precision, 103-34, 121-5;
.

Witthdft, ‘Staat und CEmwﬁﬁeﬁﬁmﬁ
Lebenshoffnungen (Berlin, 1911), 89 £.

. Wilhelm Forster, Lebenserinnerungen und
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in the southern German states, it came as a ‘pleasant
surprise’ when the Prussian administration opted against its
own national standards after 1866.38 At the first session of the
newly founded Reichstag of the North German Federation,
the government introduced a widely acclaimed law for the
unification of weights and measures. The metre became a
means of national integration that could draw on a broad
liberal consensus and at the same time appease ‘jealousies
prevailing between the individual states’.39

By the 1860s, the metre and the kilogram were rapidly
becoming international standards in terms of their
increased acceptance throughout Europe and the Americas.
This development posed some problems. It was well known
that physical duplicates of the metre and kilogram were only
approximations of the Parisian prototypes. When an official
mission of German scientists went to Paris in 1863 in order to
compare the weights which Prussia had received via Alexan-
der von Humboldt in 1817, the Germans discovered that the
customs pound, which was based on Prussian prototypes, was
too ‘light’. In close collaboration with French scientists, they
undertook the first significant research into what was to
become the German metre and kilogram.4°

Given that many countries had adopted or were seriously
considering adopting the metre, it is understandable that
the question of how to define the metre as a universal,
authoritative standard was one of the principal issues
concerning the advocates of the French system. In 1861 the
Committee of the North German Federation asked for a
convention between all states interested in constantly main-
taining total uniformity of weights and measures, ‘so that it

3% August Pleibel, Lehr und Hilfsbuch zur Einfiihrung des metrischen Systems fiir Map
und Gewicht in Wiirttemberg (Stuttgart, 1869), p. iv; Forster, Lebenserinnerungen, 8q f.;
Second Report of the Commissioners Appointed to Inquire into the Condition of the Exchequer,
102 f.

39 Witthoft, ‘Staat und Unifikation’, 71; an English version of the report of the
commission of the Reichstag can be found in Second Report of the Commissioners
Appointed to Inquire into the Condition of the Exchequer, 103 ff.; Forster, Lebenserinnerun-
gen, 9o.

0 A. Brix, Bericht iiber die im Jahre 1863 angestellte Vergleichung zweier dem Kénigl.
Handels-Ministerio angehirenden Metermafe mit dem Urmeter der Kaiserlichen Archive zu
Paris (Berlin, 1867). The German prototype was calibrated to be 1.00000301 of the
original French metre, see also Olesko, ‘Precision, Tolerance, and Consensus’, 135.
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should not be endangered by ithe self-will or the separative
tendencies of any single State’.#' Similarly, a committee of
Russian scientists, appointed by the Academy of Science in St
Petersburg, extolled the superiority of the metre as a univer-
sal system, but bemoaned the dangers inherent in the
current situation. The Frengh had constructed copies for
the different nations to use. [§ince these copies were made
independently of each other}, slight discrepancies between
them arose, thus giving rise o the danger that a French, a
German, an Austrian, a Swiss; a Danish, and an American
metre would soon exist. The [Russians called for an interna-
tional commission, noavomm@ of delegates from all coun-
tries, to be charged with the task of constructing uniform
prototype standards.#* They reiterated the demands of the
International Geodetic Assoc &50? which had met two years
earlier, it 1867, in Berlin to meﬁ:mm how to measure the shape
and size of the earth. In its resolution, the association had
called for a ‘common unit [of measurement’ to be estab-
lished ‘for all the countries of Europe, and for all times, as
exactly and invariably as poss ible’. It also recommended the
‘construction of a new Eurc ?mw: prototype metre’, a task
that was to be transferred tp an international commission
representing all the interested states.43

In order to unify the systefn, it was necessary both to find
procedures for agreement and to establish ultimate authori-
ties. To put it somewhat wmwnmoinmzx since the metre was a
matter of convention guardnteed at national level by the
authority of law, it needed to be regulated by international
convention at supranational|level. The necessity to establish
some sort international comnfrol over the metre was one of
the obvious outcomes of atte mﬁwﬁm to universalize the metric
system. Although highly suspicious of allegations that the
work of the founders of the metric system was inaccurate and

41 Second Report of the Commissioners |Appointed to Inquire into the Condition of the
Exchequer, 107. :
42 ‘Systeme métrique: confection dis étalons prototypes des poids et mesures.

Rapport de la commission nominée
I’Académie des Sciences de Saint-Pdt
Sciences, 69 (1869), quoted in wmmc:am._

4 Allgemeine Conferenz der Eugopdischin
vom 30. September bis 7. Oktober (Berlin, ii8

par la Classe physico-mathématique de
erburg’, Comptes rendus de I'Académie des
Systeme, 257.

Gradmessung: Bericht tiber die Verhandlungen
b8), 126 ff.
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of suggestions that the prototypes under French control
should be dethroned, the Bureau de Longitude and the
Academy of Sciences of Paris did see the need to strip the
metre of its image as a purely French undertaking and to
delegate to an international commission some authority in
determining the construction and verification of the stan-
dards destined for different countries.# On the basis of
these considerations, the French government on 16 Novem-
ber 1869 issued invitations to an official conference of
experts that met in Paris the following year.45

2. Creating an International Coinage: A Story of Failure

The French invitation in 1869 came at a time when debate
was flourishing in many fields about the use of international
conventions to regulate the increase in the volume of
transnational interactions. Another area in which the inter-
nationalization of standards was intensively debated in the
late 1860s was coinage. Was it not possible to arrive at some
sort of international agreement first, by creating a universal
standard of account, for example, by way of a uniform deci-
erwmmo: of the monetary unit, and second, by establishing
a uniform standard of value, for example, by using gold, silver,
or both metals as the monetary unit? Moreover, the shape
and weight of coins would have to be defined.

The idea of creating some sort of world currency was
anything but new. Utopian thinkers and aspiring empire-
builders throughout the ages had dealt with it, and much of
their thinking had highly idealistic connotations.4® Even if
lofty idealism continued to be characteristic of the ideas of
some money reformers, the issue was, as in the case of the
metre, also associated with highly pragmatic interests in
state- and nation-building. In Switzerland, Italy, Scandinavia
and the German states, fragmented authority over Boswmmaw
matters came to symbolize the lack of national unity. There

# Bigourdan, Systéme, 258 ff.
4 Ibid. 272 ff.

# For a good summary, s i i i
. Y, see Wilhelm Trimborn, Der Weltwdh : B
hastorisch-kritische Untersuchung (Jena, 1931). . hringagadanie bine
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were numerous efforts to unifyl the various systems Qﬁ&.vﬁmww
bilateral or, more often, muliilateral agreements.#? Switzer-

land, Italy, and Belgium based

their coinage on the French

franc and its fractions as a sta
possible for the coins of the fq
as legal tender. Finland also b

formally joined in the Latii

dard of value, which made it
Ir countries to circulate freely
sed its coinage on the French

Monetary Union.#® In the

1

U

w .
system. In 1865, France, Switzerland, Italy, and Belgium

)

@

United States and England, ¢

bates started in the 1850s on

assimilating the two national gurrencies. 49
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unit. At mid-century, only Gre

debates over unification of
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41 For a survey, see Teresia Theuer], E
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3: ‘Monetary Integration in the XIXth
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It is not surprising that the advocates of the metric system
had the clearest ideas of how to unify the various currencies.
The decimalization of the units of account and possibly also
uniform metric gold weights promised a clean slate. Every
country embracing this universal standard would have to
change its monetary system in order not to privilege any one
country by allowing it to keep the currency with which it
identified.> One of the most outspoken members of this
group was the French economist Michael Chevalier, who had
close links with the English metric movement. As early as
1850, he proposed the introduction of altogether new units
of coinage for France, consisting of 5 and 10 grams of gold
respectively. He found supporters for his cause outside his
own country.>® His most ardent followers were in England
Leone Levi, in the United States the radical Republican and
chairman of the Congressional committee for coinage,
measures, and weights William D. Kelley, and in Germany an
odd group consisting of slightly esoteric souls and of bureau-
crats who hoped to use the metric system as a means to
strengthen the Customs Union.53

However, with regard to money the metric enthusiasts
were fighting a losing battle in France as in most other coun-
tries. Their opponents argued that they underestimated the
tremendous difficulties of such a fundamental change of

chs. 4-5, 0; Robert Sharkey, Money, Class and Party: An Economic Study of Civil War and
Reconstruction (Baltimore, 1959), 57 ff.

> Rumours persisted that the so-called *decammatrists’—those wishing to base
the coinage on a decagram (10 grams) of gold—were planning a ‘Saxon Monetary
Union' with which to counteract French hegemonic ambitions in monetary
matters. See Samuel B. Ruggles, International Coinage: Supplemental Report to the
Department of State (Washington, 8§ Apr. 1870), 27, 33 £.; A. G. Mosle, Das teutonische
Miinzsystem: Ein Beitrag zur Losung der deutschen Miinzfrage (Bremen, 1870), 3 ., spoke
out against ‘Frenchifying’ the German monetary system.

52 Trimborn, 5&@&33@%&@3? 46 f., 56; T. A, Tefft, Universal Currency: A Plan
Jor Obtaining a Common Currency in France, England, and America, Based on the Decimal
System with Suggestions for Rendering the French Decimal System of Weights and Measures
more Simple and Popular (London, 1858); M. Léon, De [ ‘uniformité des monnaies: notés
presentées & UAcadémie des Sciences et suivies d'une letire de M. le Ministre des Finances
(Paris, 1868); M. Léon, Uniformité des poids et mesures et établissement d’une monnaie
universelle (Toulouse, 1863).

% Trimborn, Weltwihrungsgedanke, 46f., 56 ff.; Eugene Nothomb, ‘Die

Weltmiinze’, Preufische Jahrbiicher, 24 (1869), 161—go; Mosle, Das teutonische
Miinzsystem.
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system. Furthermore, there wis sensitivity to the fact that the

public at large would not act
again critics referred to the

ept the new units. Time and
example of the gold crown

(Krone) of a decagram (10 grams) issued by the German

Customs Union after 1857 far
fact that this coin embodiec

trade purposes. Despite the
all the virtues of the metric

system, it turned out to be a failure.5t
Standardization of coinage| had to be based on pragmatic
ideas, argued the majority of the proponents of interna-
g

tional coinage. In fact, it is 4

tonishing to see how quickly

this group gained ground aft¢r the Fifth Statistical Congress,

held in Berlin in 1863, had

put the topic of worldwide

currency unification onto the agenda of an international
public. As in the case of the metric system, it was again the
)

British delegation that der
proposing an international s

British coinage, which at th
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model for universal coinage
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1at was intensively discussed in

the years that followed. Such

a coinage was to be based on
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5t At the time it was debated whethgr
been rejected by the people, because it w
it had no lower denominations. Dr Soch
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Verhandlungen des dritten deutschen Hangle

1865 (Berlin, 1865), 52 f.; Ruggles, Ini rnational Coinage, 87; see also ‘Conférence
Monétaire Internationale, procésverbhux’, in Report from the Royal Commission on

International Coinage; together with the
Commons, Sessional Papers 1867-1868, vp

inutes of Evidence and Appendix, House of
. 12, appendix II, 165; Ministére de I’Agri-

culture et du Commerce, Congrés Interic

tional, 83.

55 Although the above-mentioned [Royal Commission spoke out against the
metric system with regard to weights an 1 measures, it explicitly advocated the deci-
malization of the coinage, cf. Second Report of the Commissioners Appointed to Inquire
into the Condition of the Exchequep,4.f.

56 Russel, International Monetary Qi farences, 21 £
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unit. ..H,TG gold content of the British sovereign and the
gmzmmd half-eagle were to be slightly reduced, so that one
sovereign, five American dollars, ten Austrian florins, and
twenty-five gold francs all had the same value.5 Ruggles’s
?,owOmmH. required most countries to make compromises:
Great Britain by reducing the gold content of its sovereign
and France by abolishing its bimetallic standard. The Gbmmmm
States was least affected because silver and gold were de facto
out of circulation as a result of the Civil War. This proposal
was farreaching and controversial indeed, and the Fifth
Statistical Congress adjourned with the recommendation
that the different governments be invited to a ‘special
congress’ to discuss these matters.

The French Emperor Napoleon III put himself at the fore-
front of the movement toward monetary integration. As a
first step, in 1865, the Latin Monetary Union was formed
under .9@ leadership of France. It was to unite more closely
a.pm Sﬁm.ﬁr names, form, and circulation of all the gold and
silver coins in France, Switzerland, Belgium, and Hﬁ:v\.wm The
purpose of this union was defensive in nature, a reaction to
the Q&.E%%m effects of the appreciation of silver. However
Qmm.mﬁm:\mv economic reasoning played into the hands of
political calculation. Probably Napoleon III and his advisers
calculated from the outset that this union would become the
nucleus of a broader union including other major countries.
While preparations were made to set up an international
monetary conference to coincide with the Exposition
Universelle in Paris in the summer of 1867,59 the United

57 Reports of Samuel B. Ruggles, Dele, 7 isti
] . ) gate 1o the International Statistical Congress at
Berlin, on the Resources of the United States, and on a Uniform System of Weights, EWMESM
h:mmw Coins (Albany, ZK 1864) 453 Russel, International Monetary Conferences, 21 £.
Redi m.n:“ the ».o=.o§=m cf. Willis, History of the Latin Monetary Union, 33 ff; Angela
mﬁwnw_wr.a%mn W\WQM z_omnMpQ Union and the Emergence of the International Gold
tandard’, in Michael D. ordo and Forrest Capie (eds. imes in Ty
sition (Cambridge, 1994), 68-85, 76 ff. ple (eds.), Monetary Regimes in Tron-
39 An international committee was formed that
. z r t was to set the agenda for tl
nwnmnwnbnﬁ see Paris Universal Exposition, 1867, Reports of the United m.w“nn& QQSSMW.
M@%& Mx?ana \wi: the Report of the International Committee on Weights, Measures and
Owwi.,wsnws a N/\@w_wa e“_q the NM,&. of the Metric System in the United States and its Relations to
er Systems of Weighis and Measures (Washington, 1870); S 01
P Qo:\wain&. g gton, 1870); Russel, International Mone-
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States, Prussia, and other dduntries received formal invita-

tions to join the Latin Mongtary Union.

6o

Nineteen European courjtries and the United States sent
delegates to the diplomati¢ conference arranged by the
French government. This [nternational Monetary Confer-
ence was to deal solely with matters of coinage.® Concur-
rently, an ‘independent mefdting’ was held, also in Paris, by

the British branch of the

International Association for

Obtaining a Uniform Deciral System of Measures, Weights,
and Coins and the British Association for the Advancement

of Science. Although the

French government provided

ample help to make this mjeeting of experts possible, it did
{

not have the same official ¢

atus as the International Mone-

tary Conference. However, its delegates consisted of an illus-
trious group of scientists, inen of industry and commerce,
and government officials, many of whom attended on behalf

of their respective mo<mnD:_ ents.

62

Despite all the &mmnam:m_“wm of opinion expressed at these

two conferences, it was cle;
broad consensus in favour o

¥ from the start that there was a

f gold as a single monetary stan-

dard. Those who favoured @an altogether new system of gold
coinage based on metric weights did not make much head-

way.% If there was to be any
ing currencies promised |t
However, it was anything b
come about. Only the gron

o Russel, International Monetary Gp
Britain and the ensuing debate over [h

solution, the assimilation of exist-
o be the only plausible one.
ut clear how to make even this
p of like-minded men attending

iferences, 38, 40 ff. For the invitation to Great
e participation at the conference cf. also the
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n.rm.mbo—mmum:m.mbn meeting agreed relatively easily on estab-
rm:_sm E.n five-franc piece as the basic unit of this interna-
tional coinage and on introducing a new twenty-five-franc
piece to correspond to the new English sovereign, which was
to be slightly devalued in terms of its gold content.%

This proposal was also debated at the Monetary Confer-
ence from the first day on with less success. The diplomatic
nature of the meeting made things much more difficult
Neither the representatives of the German states, nor Hrcmm
of Great Britain wanted to commit themselves. The English
delegate, Rivers Wilson of the Royal Mint, declared that the
present system in Great Britain offered no serious inconve-
niences and that the British government did not consider it
to be its duty to initiate efforts to assimilate its coinage with
Swmm of the Continent. The British delegates, continued
<§_.mo? could not ‘vote for any question tending to bind
Hrm‘z, government or express any opinion to induce the
G%%mmm%rwm Great Britain would adopt the convention. of
1865 .

Thus the results of the Monetary Conference, which
ended on 6 July, were in many respects inconclusive. Clearly
there was no consensus on the form such a new interna-
tional monetary sytem should have. However, it would be
wrong to consider the conference a failure. By hosting these
conferences at the Exposition Universelle, Napoleon had
made himself the champion of monetary unification
Although the close association of this plan with his contro-
versial personality might seem a considerable liability, work-
Ing against the idea’s chances of success, it caught on in most

documents in Report from the Royal Cymmission. on International Coinage, appendix L.

6C For an excellent summary see Russel, International Monetary Conferences, 34 ff.;
Nugent, Money and American Society| ¢h. 8; Friedrich Xeller, Die Frage der interna-
tionalen Miinzeinigung und der Reform s dewtschen Minzwesens mat besonderer Riicksicht

auf Siiddeutschland (Stuttgart, 1869).
62 Report of the International Confere
June 1867; Communicated to Lord Stan

=

e on. Weights, Measures, and Coins, Held in Paris,
bl by Professor Leone Levi and Report of the Master

of the Mint and M. Rivers Wilson on the I'niernational Monetary Conference Held in Paris,

June 1867, House of Commons, Sessi

nal Papers 1867-68, vol. 27. For a summary see

Russel, International Monetary Confertnres, 47 £t

83 One of the most avid advocates
not a member of the French delega

| the French economist Michael Chevalier, was
ion; one of the Belgian delegates who took up

this issue, pleading emphatically nag just to leave ‘traces in the snow but imprints

in stone’, saw himself isolatgd...CE. ¢
verbaux’, 166. u

s

onférence Monétaire Internationale, procés-

countries that had participated in the conferences.

. That there was substance behind the theoretical reflec-
tions at the conferences was demonstrated by the prelimi-
nary treaty between Austria and France, signed on g1 August

64 ‘Re . . .
port on the Uniformity of Coinage’, in Report of the Ir ] ¢
! age’, > International
on Weights, Measures, and Coins. ! ol Confrence

Mm ‘Conférence Monétaire Internationale, procés-verbaux’, 175 £.
See also for the following Russel, /nternational Monetary Conferences, 87 ff. and
particularly the excellent description by Nugent, Money and American .wepw& ch 10
Karl Helfferich, Geschichte der deutschen Geldreform, 2 vols. (Leipzig 1898), i. me mu _
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mew.@ After its defeat by Prussia in 1866, Austria severed its

ties with the German Custq|
opportunity to expand the

bearing the head of the ¢
with the reverse side un

ns Union. Suddenly, here was an
atin Monetary Union across the

nperor of each respective state
ormly inscribed ‘10 florins, 25

n
L
entire European contineijt. Specimen coins were struck,
1
f
|

francs’. In addition, fourf

srin and eightflorin coins were

minted that were the equivplents to the ten-franc and twenty-
franc pieces of the Latin Mpnetary Union.% On almost every
count, the preliminary treaty between Mnm:nm and Austria
fulfilled some of the conditions upon which the delegates of
the Paris Congress had agr ced, namely, the introduction of

a single standard based dxclusively on gold; specific gold -
coins of equal quality (fingness was to be 9,

o that, is a deci-

mal fraction), with the five-franc gold piece and its multiples
to be the unit; the coins of|¢ach nation could bear the names

and emblems wnmmm:ma by

each, but all were to be accepted

in every country as legal tender, public and private.

The idea caught on. ‘I

pursuance of the decisions of the

Paris Monetary Conferende’ the Swedish government, in the

spring of 1868, proposed |

siccessfully to the diet that a ten-

franc gold piece be minted and used in foreign trade,
followed by a twenty-five-franc piece as soon mm.ﬁrn latter was
issued in France.% One of the influential .EESacm_m push-
ing for this option was Wallenberg, the president of the Bank
of Stockholm and a member of the first chamber of the
Swedish Diet. Wallenberg| was an avid advocate of the metric
system and had participaled in the Monetary Conference n

Paris. .

In the German states, ¢rucial trading partners for Scandi-

navia, similar sentiments

67 Documents on the negotiatipr
and Austria cf. Report from the Royp
VIIL

6 Ruggles, International Coinags,
Trimborn, <§§S&§s=®u®&&=§. 55-

69 See the letters from the Fordg

were being expressed, with the
is for a monetary convention between w_.w:n.n
Commission on International Coinage, appendix
o; Russel, International Monetary Conferences, 88;

1 Office to the Treasury transmitting informa-

tion relative to the Swedish currp

wcy, Report from the Commission on International

Coinage, appendix XIII; Ruggles, International Coinage, 14; A. Janssen, Les Conventions

monétaires (Paris, 1911), 107.~Thé

Carolin became legal tender in France, see

Ministére de I’Agriculture et du Gommerce, Congrés International, 79.
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Deutsche Handelstag and the Congress deutscher Volk-
swirthe almost unanimously supporting the introduction of
gold as a monetary standard.’® The authority in monetary
matters, the syndic of the Hamburg chamber of commerce,
Adolph Soetbeer, called for coinage unification based on the
five-franc piece as a means to unify the diverse monetary
units of the mark, the thaler, and the florin, thus reversing
an earlier resolution of 1865 which had called for a silver
currency on the basis of the mark. Although some members
of the Handelstag rejected the French scheme—the resolu-
tion in favour of this scheme that Soetbeer introduced at the
1868 meeting almost fell through”—it became the official
position of this organization.”?

Soetbeer expressed the hope that, under the influence of
Sherman and Sumner, the United States would implement
the plans which its delegate Ruggles had so arduously advo-
cated in Paris.”3 Undoubtedly the United States promised to
be the best ally of the supporters of international unifica-
tion under French leadership.7+ It was a particularly
favourable time for reform in the United States, because
specie resumption had become a pressing issue following
the Civil War.7> Early in 1868, John Sherman, chairman of
the Senate Finance Committee, introduced a bill which
called for the establishment of the gold standard and a
coinage designed according to the guidelines of the French
system. Opposition and uneasiness about what action other
countries would take prompted the Senate to postpone the

? Nugent, Money and American Society, 119 f.; Deutscher Handelstag, Zusammen-
stellung der Erkldrungen und Gutachien von 35 Handelsvorstinden in Betreff der Goldaus-
minzung in Deutschland, ed. Bleibender Ausschufl des Deutschen Handelstages in
March 1865 (Berlin, 1865); see also Helfferich, Geschichte, 1. 125 ff.

7 Verhandlungen des Deutschen Handelstags 1868 (Berlin, 1868), 27 {f., 50.

7 Adolph Soetbeer, Denkschrift zur deutschen Miinzeinigung; ed. Deutscher Indus-
trie und Handelstag (Berlin, 1869).

73 Ibid. 61; Knut Borchardt, “Wahrungs- und Finanzpolitik von der Reichsgrin-
dung bis zum 1. Weltkrieg’, in Deutsche Bundesbank (ed.), Wahrung und Wirtschaft
in Deutschland 1876-1975 (Frankfurt, 1976), 3-55. 5.

7 See the letter by John Sherman to Ruggles, in which he wholeheartedly
supported Ruggles’s idea of making the American gold coins correspond to the
gold five-franc piece, Russel, International Monetary Conferences, 42 f.

% For the following see Nugent, Money and American Society, 96 1f.; Russel, Inter-
national Monetary Conferences, 93 ff., 110 ff.
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set up a Royal Commission after France had enquired
formally whether Britain was prepared to associate its efforts
with those of other nations. The majority of those testifying
before the commission spoke—at times quite emphatically—
in favour of joining a monetary union, even if this required
a slight reduction of the gold content of the sovereign in
order to make it conform with the future French twenty-five-
franc coin. In the end, while the commission stressed the
advantages of unification in its report, it clearly advised
against ‘tampering’ with the pound. Instead, the members
proposed a unification on the basis of the English currency,
an idea which was to be proposed and discussed at another
international monetary conference.8' Observers at the time
were already interpreting this as an elegant effort to ‘choke
the scheme’.8*

However, this was not the end of the debate. In the
summer of 1869 the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Robert
Lowe, took up the issue. He argued that both France and
England had to give up some of their prejudices in exchange
for the “blessings of one coinage throughout Europe’, which
he deemed ‘a great step in civilization’. He referred to the
report of the French Imperial Commission, which indicated
that France was ready to abolish the bimetallic standard.83
Regarding the recommendations of the International Mone-
tary Conference, Lowe proposed that Great Britain reduce
the gold content of the sovereign by 1 per cent so that this
coin would correspond almost exactly to the weight of the
twenty-five-franc gold coin. An outright devaluation was to
be circumvented by introducing a small charge for the mint-
ing of coins, a ‘seigniorage’, of the same amount. This solu-
tion, he argued, would allow the sovereign to remain the
same value at home while its international value—measured
in terms of gold—would correspond to the French system.
.HLoimv.m speech caused an uproar, not least because he was
implying that the government could determine the value of

8¢ Report from the Ro issi i i
yal Commission on International Coinage, p. xviii; N y
and American Society, 112 f. 86 b il Nugent, Mong

U2 Speeches, Letters, Articles, etc. on the G i
3 , , elc. old Coinage Contro 8
waov. 290 (F. Hendricks). ¥ e ¢f 1809 (London,
3 Ibid. 1 ££; Russel, International Monetary Conferences, 102.
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tional coinage? One was the desire to create one large
market to allow the free circulation of capital, goods, and

manpower. ‘“Those countrig

s which have the international

coinage will be brought intlo as intimate a commercial rela-

tion with one another as we
own country’, argued the
chairman of the Associatio
In the majority report of th

o= iliry)

ire now with the counties of our
anker Sampson Samuel Lloyd,
for Chambers of Commerce.%
Senate, John Sherman wrote:

Every advance towards a frde exchange of commodities is an

advance in civilization. Every

obstruction to a free exchange is

born of the narrow, despotic spirit which planted castles upon the

Rhine to plunder peaceful
commerce is a tax on cors

commerce. Every obstruction to
mnption; every facility to a free

exchange cheapens commaodiies, increases trade and production,
and promotes civilization. Nothing is worse than sectionalism

within a nation and nothing i
unrestricted freedom of int
other.86 !

better for the peace of nations than
crcourse and commerce with each

Although critical of the lfrench scheme, Walter Bagehot,
editor of The Economist, wrote in 1868 that ‘ultimately the

world will see one code d
symbol of it’.%7 ‘

¢ commerce, and one money as a

8 Russel, International Monetary Gpnferences, 102; it did not take long for general
opinion on this issue to shift within ghe Association, cf. Royal Commission on Interna-

:.EENQS.:Q%..EGwnocmn:_d:amv, u
8 Ibid. 1. t
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Like the metric system issue, the international coin issue
was discussed in terms of creating a ‘universal language’, or, as
the Astronomer Royal, George Airy, a member of the English
commussion, corrected an imprecise banker, ‘the language of
measure of value’.8 Money would facilitate communication
and intercourse between nations. It would create market
transparency—especially for smaller merchants who hoped to
gain a foothold in the continental market—simplify interna-
cosm._ monetary transactions, and ease the difficult translation
of prices. Undue attention was paid to the plight of travellers
and tourists who lost money when paying abroad in their
national currency.?9 Resentment ran high against money
changers. The introduction of international coins of equal
value would put them out of business and force them to
engage in labour of a ‘productive character’.9° Proponents of
an international coinage were not impressed by the fact that
much international trade was financed by bills of trade, the
prices of which would continue to fluctuate. They conceived
money and exchange almost exclusively in terms of coin and
bullion.

. Hrm.mm arguments were the stock phrases of economic
liberalism, which envisaged a world without borders. Yet the
idea .Om creating a set of universal coins implied certain
premisses that are noteworthy with respect to the proposed
Eﬁmn:mmos& community of nations. Most important was the
assumption that each country joining the Convention would
accept the other countries’ international gold coins as legal
tender. The stamp which each government put on its gold
coins was to certify their value in terms of metal content.
Money was a commodity like any other, which, by way of
economic exchange, communicated its economic and soci-
etal value. If necessary, it could be melted down into ingots.

The international coins were to represent their respective

Mm Report from the m&S.N ﬂei%:w&eem on International Coinage, 115,

o The Royal Commission contains numerous testimonies in this respect. Sce
particularly that of the secretary of the Institution of Civil Engineers and _,a?mmm:-
tative o.m the firm Robert Stephenson & Co., ibid. 33 ff.; Edmund Knowles Muspratt
a chemical manufactarer of Liverpool, 37 f£., esp. 57; the professor of political nno:H

omy William Stanley Jevons, g8 ff.; the Astronomer Royal, Ge i
99 Ibid. 55 (Alfred Field). yal, George Al 15
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3. Two Modes of Internationalism

The enthusiasm for international coinage that ran so high,
at least among proponents, as late as 1870 was dampened
almost from one day to the next. The reason for this is to be
found in the logic of power politics. After the Battle of Sedan
in the military conflict between Prussia and France, the
Emperor Napoleon, the spiritus rector of the international
coinage movement, vanished. Once the Franco-Prussian
War was over, the chances of states committing themselves to
binding treaties on such a sensitive issue as money dwindled.
As has already been mentioned, early in 1870 the American
Senate had asked the President to ask other countries about
possible co-operation in international gold coinage. By
September it was clear that the ‘whole scheme had fallen to
the ground’.9 The logic of power politics vindicated those
who had been highly suspicious of these initiatives from the
start.

Victorious Prussia set the agenda in monetary matters as
in others. France was on the defensive. The unification of
the currency was one of the top priorities of nation-building.
But the French scheme was no longer to be the basis.9 A
feature of the newly created German mark was that in terms
of its gold content it bore an odd relation to other foreign
currencies, whereas in terms of value it pretty nearly
matched the northern German thaler (from which it was, in
fact derived) and, although to a lesser degree, the southern
German gulden. This made the switch to the mark relatively
ecasy, especially as the older denominations remained in
circulation.9” Similarly, the new American gold dollar, the
new Dutch gulden, and the krone, which Sweden and
Denmark introduced through a monetary union, did not
correspond to each other in terms of their gold content. The
fact that Sweden stopped the coinage of the above

9 Russel, International Monetary Conferences, 114; Helfferich, Geschichie, i. 132 f,
9 For a concise summary, see Borchardt, ‘Wihrungs- und Finanzpolitik’, g ff;
Helfferich, Geschichte, ii. 139 ff.

97 The old silver coins were legal tender until 1908, thus creating a ‘limping’ gold
standard.
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conference soon had to be interrupted because of the
approaching war front, it outlined the framework for an
international structure for the metric system, an issue which
had not been on the agenda of the conference when
Napoleon sent out his invitations. This conference estab-
lished a preliminary research committee, consisting of the
French delegation and nine scientists from other countries,
including two Germans who could not attend. The war was
seen as a nuisance more than anything else, disturbing the
delegates” work and depriving the conference of some
respected members. Wilhelm Foérster, the director of the
recently founded Normaleichungskommission (Bureau of
Standards and Weights), relates that his English colleague,
the Astronomer Royal, George Airy, had proposed that
Forster attend the conference to represent his government
despite the impending war. Forster himself was apparently
ready to go to Paris although the Prussian government—
not surprisingly—stopped him from doing so. Only in the
spring of 1872 were Forster and his other German colleague
able to go to Paris for the first meeting of the preliminary
research committee. This committee worked out proposals
for the conference that convened in Paris in the autumn
and that was attended by fifty-one delegates from thirty
states (eleven of which were from the Americas).!°3 On the
agenda were technical questions that sparked heated
debates reflecting different cultures, concepts of science,
and definitions of precision both nationally and transna-
tionally.”®* A Permanent Committee was formed, which
prepared the details for the diplomatic conference.’®5 Of

'3 Forster, Lebenserinnerungen, 105 f. It is not clear why Airy, who was also chosen
to be a member of the research committee, did not come to Paris; Great Britain was
represented by another delegate.

194 These issues cannot be dealt with here. For documentation of the debates, see
A Report to the Board of Trade wpon the Formation and Proceedings of the International
Metric Commission at Paris, 18691872 by the Warden of the Standards, One of the Delegates
JSfrom the United Kingdom (London, 1873); Commission Internationale du Meétre,
Comité Permanent, Procés-verbaux des séances de 1872 et 1873 (Paris, 1873); for a vivid
description, see Forster, Lebenserinnerungen, 111 ff.,

'% Bigourdan, Systéme, ch. 28, 328 ff. Cf. also Papers Relating to the Meeting and
Proceedings of the Diplomatic Conference at Paris for Making Provision, by Means of a
Convention, for Effecting the Objects of the International Metric Commission (London,
1875).
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numerous positions and functions in the relevant interna-
tional movements and organizations. The same is true of the
director of the observatory in Neuchitel, Switzerland
w.rnmnr‘ who served as first secretary of the Comité Hbﬁmasmu
tional and, with Ibanez, was a leading member of the Inter-
:mamww&m Organisation der Gradmessung until his death in
1901.

Third, the efforts to keep the new organization out of the
hands of national politics is most clearly illustrated by the
fact that the extensive research facilities of the new Bureau
were located on extraterritorial grounds outside Paris.
>ﬁvmnm~.:€ this was a compromise to prevent the Bureau
m.oB‘UQDm transterred to Switzerland while at the same time
keeping it out of direct French control.'o8

Fourth, the prototype of the international metre was to be
created and deposited in the new Bureau and was not to be
associated with any nationality. Despite resistance from some
French scientists who were very protective of ‘their’ metre,
%Q,m. was from the start a broad consensus in favour of trans-
forming the French standard into an international one. This
was achieved by doing away with the authority of the vener-
ated métre des archives. As early as 1870, it had been agreed
that the French metre should not be used as the new inter-
national prototype. In terms of the logic of internationalism
the solution is highly intriguing. A new, truly ‘international
metre’ was to be created on the basis of the métre des archives
under the auspices of the international scientists. The latter
supervised the French scientists, who carried out this
extremely difficult task.’ The scientists were aware that
identical bars could not be created for all member countries.
Hence the new international prototype was selected from
among the copies made for the countries which had signed

5, I . .
hd Ibid. 148. As is mcim.:.r geodesists played an important role. In 1886 this orga-
nization, which had traditionally been under strong German influence, was reor-
ganized to resemble the Bureau of Measures and Weights. It changed its name from
Permanente ﬁoE::xmm_o: fir Gradmessung to Internationale Organisation fiir
quasmmm:sm. See Forster, h&wﬁgﬁ_sﬁﬁzhgv 189 f.
o . . .
mcvvomnmmw this compromise was strongly favoured by Forster and the German
government; Forster, Lebenserinnerungen, 112.
109 o o
% The creation of these bars was not only extremely expensive but also caused
serious contflicts between the scientists, an issue that cannot be dealt with here
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the treaty. The new NCmTOlJ\m was, so to speak, a primus inter
pares. At 0.12 micron, its barjhad the m.:am__omm probable error
by comparison with the méiye des E.Q:@&. Hr.m 099, nations
were allocated the remainir % bars (with variation ‘w_w to 0.4
micron) by lottery in order fo prevent any jealousy.”® On 28
September 1889, the new Ejﬂsmson& Eoﬁonmm were MQ,@-
moniously installed, and thie lottery was held.'" Four | mv\mm
rotated sexennially among the members of the Internationa

Committee, were necessary| to gain access to the under-
ground safes in which the international prototypes of the
metre and the kilogram were stored. .

By establishing an inteynational scientific authority to
oversee the standards of weights and measures, Hrw interna-
tional community ensured jhat the metric system did E%Mmm
live up to the expectations of those E.r.o. rm.& 2&58&. e
metre to become a symbol of a global civilization, "a univer-
sal language which more tlosely unites countries in Ew_mm
respects in which their interests are one and the same .m
Although the metric syst¢m was mcz. forced to nMHWﬁ.m e
against other major natiorial systems (in Europe mb& %wvm
its proponents boasted thaf it now defined the standards oﬂ
the modern world, the more so as it co-opted electrica
units.3 Because the meifric system soon became firmly
rooted in the new technologies, it is not surprsing that an
ever greater number of countries joined the metre n.o,ExWT
tion.'* The adoption of the metric system gave scientists t M
opportunity to join an wbﬁmn:wso:m; epistemic community o~
like-minded colleagues, yet still left ample room for nationa
styles of precision and pontrol. For emerging Dﬂcosm,
membership in this international community offered new

1o Ways were soon developed of ditermining the length of the metre by the wave-
ths of light, cf. Bigourdan, Syséémy, 407 f. ) .
~Q_~_m mwmo:nmw:_ @&%ﬁ ch. 17. Conjfrence Génévale des Poids et Eﬁ:@.ﬂ. ,Szﬁwaézmwh
des séances de la premiére Conférence Gérérale des Poids et Mesures, réunie é Paris en 1889
(Paris, 18g0). .
u2 Cited by Cox, ‘History’, 37G. i o
" O_:ulnm%mao:m_d Guillaume, ‘J.ds Systémes de mesures et I'organisation inter
i systé strique’, La|Vie internationale, 3 (1913), 5-44-
nationale du systéme métrique’, La|Vie siSSESNE 3 (1 o
G, _wmmo_w_du:. Les Récents Pipgrés du systéme mélnque: rapport \i&sawn E
cinquiéme Conférence Générale des Poidsiet Mesures, réunie a Paris, en oclobre 1913 (Paris,
> des Poid
1913), 58 ft., Gs.

ONE LANGUAGE FOR THE WORLD 89

forms of national representation, and at the same time
taught them crucial lessons about state- and nation-building
using what was heralded as the scientific and progressive
decimal system.

These complicated arrangements and the subsequent
development of the metre reveal a great deal about why
efforts to create a universal coinage failed. First, it would
have been almost impossible to delegate the entire ‘techni-
cal’ issue associated with such an endeavour to a special
group of experts like those responsible for administering
weights and measures. Second, an international coinage
would have demand an unprecedented degree of political
and economic co-ordination and co-operation between the
different countries, which was hardly possible in the highly
competitive, ‘anarchistic’ international political environ-
ment. Third, a convention would have linked the members
of the International Monetary Union to the weakest and, at
worst, to the potentially most ruthless of partners. The Latin
Union with its subtle methods of bringing undervalued
coins into circulation, and the various exchange crises, not
only in Italy after 1866, but also in France during the Franco-
Prussian War, are good examples in this respect.” Liberals
such as the German Ludwig Bamberger were loath to
describe and condemn these weaknesses. Not only in
Bamberger’s view, a convention in monetary matters for

modern states was the equivalent of slavery for human
beings:

A human being cannot dispose of his freedom by means of a
contract, and a state cannot dispose of its freedom by means of a
monetary convention. The principle of its physical and spiritual
existence is inherent in its monetary system. The circulation of
money is, like the circulation of blood, a basic condition of its
survival, and to tie these conditions of survival to other existences
is both impermissible and impractical.'6

Soon the language became more radical. A monetary

"5 Theuerl, Eine gemeinsame Wihrung, 192 ff,
16 1 ndwig Bamberger, Reichsgold: Studien iiber Wihrung und Wechsel (3rd edn.;

Leipzig 1876), 36; cf. also id., Die Schicksale des Lateinischen Miinzbundes: Ein Beitrag zur
Waihrungspolitik (Berlin, 1885).
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convention, declared the Prussian Finance Minister, Scholz,

was nothing but ‘treason’."!
To understand this ad;

3

mant rejection of a monetary

convention, one must be aware that the issue had changed
radically since the 1870s. Witliin a few years, the earlier debates
over the creation of a univepsal coinage had been replaced by
debates over remonetizing silver, and establishing a bimetallic
standard of gold and silver, whereby the value of the latter was

to be fixed by way of an intgimational agreemen

Bimetallists attacked m
gospel of gold. Somethip
these heated debates. Go
which had come to pr¢
conferences in Paris in 186
ful signifiers of ‘internatif

1

1 =

m.:m

nometallists who preached the
g important happened during

d as a single standard of value,

ninence during the monetary
, became one of the most power-
nalism’, for both the defenders

and the detractors of whit become known as the interna-
tional gold standard. The new ideologues of the gold stan-
dard energetically sang the praises of this metal as a power
transcending national porders through its inherent

language of value.'9

First, gold epitomized free economic intercourse between

nations, the free mobilily

of capital, goods, and human

beings.'?® The resemblange between money and people was

obvious. Just as men and

17 Quoted in Ludwig Bamberge
exp. edn., Berlin, 1893, 77. :
18 At the end of the 1870s this iy
United States, which initiated a num
all failed, not least because Great Biji
ipate in any formal, international f¢

At

women of wealth ideally crossed

Die Stichworte der Silberleute (18g2; 5th rev. and

svernent was spearheaded by France and the
ber of conferences to address this issue. They
ain and Germany stubbornly refused to partic-
gimes in monetary matters. These controver-

sies over bimetallism and the remgnietization of silver culminated in the 18gos and

split all countries along similar lings
For a description of the various f¢
Monetary Conferences, is still unsurg
actions depended greatly on what/G
to entering into or helping to crez
Anatomy. :

19 Nugent, Money and American 8
Gold Standard’, in Michael D. Borlc
the Classical Gold Standard 1821-1931

although none as badly as the United States.
ngressses and meetings, Russel, International
assed. As 1 will show elsewhere, Bismarck’s
reat Britain did. For Great Britain’s resistance
te a formal monetary regime, see Gallarotti,

ciety, ch. 5. Leland Yeager, “The Image of the
and Anna J. Schwartz (eds.), A Restrospective on
(Chicago, 1984), 651-69; Gallarottd, Anatomy,

143 ff., Eichengreen, ‘Editor’s Intrpduction’.

20 Bamberger entitled the fourih

chapter of his book Reichsgold ‘Die Fahigkeit

auszuwandern: Grundbedingung ljeder guten Minze’ (The Ability to Emigrate:
Fundamental Condition of Every 3pod System of Coinage).
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borders without passports, gold was to circulate freely and
GSWEA_ASQ. The gold flow between nations would function as
an ‘invisible hand’ regulating economic exchange and prices
opumizing the situation of all actors, and, finally, Qmmm:mv
economic stability by way of stable exchange nmmmm., By estab-
:mr:wm gold as a standard, countries would have to abide by
the Z“;mm of the game’ and ‘weak’ or financially ‘undisci-
plined countries would have to revert to paper money.
Second, inherent in gold was a narrative of progress
advancement, and civilization. Gold was the currency om
advanced, ‘civilized nations’ with well-developed economies
?m the proponents of gold repeatedly argued, silver Q:.wmzw
cies were synonymous with retarded economic development
Just as large silver coins supposedly appealed to ﬁi:&m/\mm“
at home and abroad. Joining the club of the countries with
moa currencies was not only a matter of economic opportu-
nity but also proof of full standing in the ‘civilized world’
Third, all of these arguments were based on the ?‘Q:.wmm
that gold had an inherent, ‘essential’ value. Unlike the
metre or an international coin, the value of which needed to
be agreed upon by way of convention, it was assumed that
the value of gold conveyed itself objectively to all human
dmim.m. This is an important aspect with respect to concep-
tualizing internationalism on the basis of gold. Ideally, for
the proponents of gold, this societal appreciation of the
commodity gold (as opposed to governmental fixation of its
@Enm.v created the very foundation of an economic and soci-
etal internationalism that linked societies in an imagined
world of peaceful competition which would make possible
Eo peaceful ‘colonisation des uns chez les autres’ (coloniza-
tion om each other) that internationalists talked about so
much."* Indeed, this societal appreciation of gold, so funda-
Em:nm_ to the monometallic orthodoxy, enabled .9@ estab-
lishment of an international monetary regime that was by
nature national and not international in its objectives.'2? ~

?t H. La Fontaine and P. Otlet, * ie i
. . et, ‘La Vie internationale et ’ef!
o H nt } , effort pour s an-
_mwumo: » La Vie internationale, 1 (1912), g-84, 9, 12. pottrson organ
Yet, as Gallarotti writes, ‘the collective convergence onto similar domestic

g1 g f *
monetar y regiumes enerated a set o definitive international outcomes Gallarott
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Thus the metre had no dquivalent in a system of uniform

coins, although this idea, st
disappeared altogether.!®
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21 rules that were associated 2_?
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al gold standard vanished and
e truly nationalized with the

War, it was realized what a power-

and international, political, and
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\nale internationale’, La Vie internationale, 5

4

Passports and the Status of Aliens'

ANDREAS FAHRMEIR

The Nineteenth Century as an Era of Liberal Migration Policy—
a Misunderstanding?

As part of the 1889 Paris World Exhibition, the French Ministry
of Commerce, Industry, and Colonies organized an interna-
tional conference on state intervention in international migra-
tion. This conference, which was attended by officials and
Journalists from many European countries and the United
States, passed two resolutions. First, it declared that migration
was beneficial to states and individuals alike. Second, it
expressed the opinion that states should not interfere with it.?
The participants were convinced that these resolutions were an
adequate description of states’ policies, not calls for change.
Recent works agree with this assessment. A survey of the
history of migration published in 19g2 sums up the state of the
debate as follows: in ‘the century of peace thatfollowed [the
Napoleonic Wars], only minimal state intervention touched
migration practices. Working people wanted to cross borders,
and they were usually free to do so.’3 If international migration
was not limited by governments, then everybody was free to
travel, reside, and work where they wished without facing any

obstacles related to nationality. Surely this would have been
practical internationalism at its peak.

' More detailed documentation of some of the topics covered, particularly on
German states and Britain, can be found in my Citizens and Aliens: Foreigners and the
Law in Britain and the German States, c.1789~1870 (New York, 2000).

? Ministére de Commerce, de I'Industrie, et des Colonies, Exposition Interna-
tionale de 1889, Direction Générale de I’Exploitation, Congrés international de Uinter-
vention des pouvoirs publics dans Uémigration et Uimmigration tenu 4 Paris du 12 au 14 aoit
1889: procés-verbaux sommaires par M. le prince de Cassano (Paris, 1890), 17, 34.

3 Leslie Page Moch, Moving Furopeans: Migration in Western Europe since 1650
(Bloomington, Ind., 19g2), 107. Cf. also Robin Cohen, ‘Prologue’, in id. (ed.), The
Cambridge Survey of World Migration (Cambridge, 1995), 5.




