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PREFACE TO ARNOLD TOYNBEE’S THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION 

 

by Arnold J. Toynbee 

 

 

    This book is the work of a man who died at the age of thirty. He did not live to write even 

this one small book with his own hand. It was written for him, after his death, by his friends 

and pupils, out of the notes they had taken of a course of lectures that he had delivered in 

1880-1881 in the University of Oxford and out of his own notes on the subject. This was, for 

them, a labour of love, and they performed it so skilfully that the book which they have 

produced bears the authentic stamp of Arnold Toynbee’s personality. Because of this 

personality which shines through the words, this book is one of that small number of books, 

dealing with matters of fact, that share the privilege of poetry. It will always remain fresh, 

and therefore will always continue to find readers. 

    Though Arnold Toynbee’s account of the Industrial Revolution does not become “out of 

date”, it does, of course, “date”. One of the features of the book that gives it a lasting interest 

is that it is a pioneer work. Toynbee was the first economic historian to think of, and to set 

out to describe, the Industrial Revolution as a single great historical event, in which all the 

details come together to make an intelligible and significant picture. In doing this, he created 

the frame within which all subsequent work on the Industrial Revolution has been carried 

out. The work done during the seventy years since the publication of Toynbee’s book has 

been great in quantity and fine in quality. The evidence has been repeatedly worked over 

and revised. Masses of additional statistics have been collected and analysed. And, in this 

sense, Toynbee’s work has been superseded long ago. Yet, as a masterly first reconnaissance 

of a very important field of historical study, this pioneer work by a young man is still as much 

alive as ever It was. 

    If it is true that The Industrial Revolution is a reflexion of Arnold Toynbee’s personality, 

the reader may feel curious to learn what Arnold Toynbee was like. Though I am his nephew, 

I did not have the chance of knowing him myself. I was named for him because I happened 
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to be the first male child bearing his surname to be born into his immediate family after his 

death in 1883. I did, however, come to know him rather well at second hand, as he appeared 

in the eyes of people who had known him personally and intimately. His widow, my aunt 

Charlotte Toynbee, outlived him by nearly fifty years, and several of his colleagues at Balliol 

College, Oxford, where he had been a tutorial Fellow (that is, a teaching member of the 

governing body of the college) lived to see the First World War. I was a member of the same 

college, in my turn, from 1907 to 1915, first as an undergraduate and then as a tutorial 

Fellow, like my uncle; and the men who had been his contemporaries used often to talk 

about him and to try to convey to me what it was about him that had made so great a mark 

at so early a stage in his short life. They all agreed that it was difficult to put their impression 

of him into words; yet their words did bring out this impression rather clearly, to my mind. 

The vision that I caught was one of simplicity, sincerity, disinterestedness, and ardour, and 

these qualities combined to strike an unmistakable note of greatness. 

    Arnold Toynbee would have made his name simply by virtue of what he achieved. To have 

produced this book, and to have inspired the foundation of Toynbee Hall as a posthumous 

memorial to him, were notable achievements for a man who died at thirty. But it was evident 

to me that his surviving contemporaries revered and loved him for being what he was, even 

more than for doing what he did. 

    Death overtook Arnold Toynbee unexpectedly and abruptly. He was in the middle of a 

debating campaign, in the Lincoln-Douglas manner, with Henry George, the American 

advocate of a single tax on land, when he was suddenly carried off by a mysterious disease 

that was diagnosed as “brain fever” in the medical language of the day. Medicine has made 

great strides since then, and one may speculate whether, to-day, his life might not have been 

saved. What might he not have gone on to achieve if he had lived to sixty-six? This tale of 

years comes into my mind because, at the moment of writing this preface, I myself am in my 

sixty-seventh year. How famous Arnold Toynbee was at thirty, and how utterly obscure I, for 

example, among others should have been if I had died at that age. What might not Arnold 

Toynbee have done if he had lived thirty-six years longer? I have often wondered about this, 

but I am also sure that, like a truly inspired poet who dies young, Arnold Toynbee was, in 

one sense, independent of the dole of time. In so far as he achieved greatness, it was through 
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being what he was, and he was his characteristic self already in early manhood One became 

aware of this as one listened to his contemporaries talking about him. 

 

 

 


