The time period known as the “Belle Époque”, (French for beautiful era), is generally considered a time of peace and progress throughout Europe.  While it is true that the interval between the Franco-Prussian War and World War I was largely free of armed conflict, as well as being a fertile era for ideas and the arts, it is just as possible to see the era as one of escalating tension cutting across every facet of society.  Specifically, this period can be seen as a transitioning from a more traditional Europe into the modern age.  Europe is literally straddling two wildly different epochs, never entirely comfortable with either one.  Therefore, as can be expected, the new clashes bitterly with a traditionalism still reluctant to give up its hold on society.  Just as old empires and alliances are propelling Europe toward an inevitable and cataclysmic war which will realign the continent, society and culture are similarly experiencing the growing pains that are bound to occur when a torrent of new ideas buts up against entrenched mores.

France of the Belle Époque is a perfect microcosm of this tension. The decades just preceding World War I are as tumultuous as they are rich in new ideas.  Events like the Dreyfus Affair have effectively polarized French society, pitting traditionalists against those who would set few limits upon the ideas they espouse.  France is also increasingly a magnet for free-thinkers from all areas of Europe, thus increasing the flow of new and innovative ideas.  This all makes for a richly variegated cross-pollination of thinking that permeates every facet of French culture.  However, with almost any wave of revolutionary thinking, there is an inevitable backlash from people less receptive to rapid change; France in the decade running up to World War I is no exception.  This backlash manifests itself in many ways, from a generalized and palpable nervousness all the way up to violence.  These repressive backlashes serve not just to quicken the pace of revolutionary ideas but also to heighten their intensity.  In the 

Cultural conflict eventually gives birth to Dada, whose aim is the destruction of art.  A direct parallel to WWI’s destruction of civilization.

The polarization of the Dreyfus Affair presages an even larger battle between the forces of traditionalists, clinging to the old world, and the forces 

France was fast becoming the place where ideas and cultures were commingling and cross-pollinating with one another.  

The more traditionalists fight to hang on to old ways, the more forces of change react with bolder and ever more transgressive art and philosophy.  Era whose 

No idea can be too transgressive.

