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JONATHAN SPERBER, The European Revolutions, 1848-1851, New
Approaches to European History (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1994), xviii + 282 pp. ISBN 0 521 38526 1 (Hardback). £27.95.
$49.95. ISBN 0 521 38685 3 (Paperback). £9.95. $14.95

The extent to which the celebrations and publications marking the one
hundred and fiftieth anniversary of the 1848-49 revolution bring out
the European character of this momentous event is striking. National
exhibitions in Paris, Frankfurt, and Vienna devoted to the 1848 move-
ment illustrate its international interconnections. Seams that have long
been inexcusably ignored are now being mined, producing a rich
historical yield. Jonathan Sperber, Professor of History at the Univer-
sity of Missouri, Columbia, has written a history of the European
revolutions quite independently of this drive to mark the anniversary
of the revolution. If we look back to the older accounts by Priscilla
Robertson and Peter Stearns, and the brief outline by Roger Price,
Sperber’s book is not the first. Yet I consider his work a pioneering
achievement because it is the first historical synthesis of the history of
the European revolutions of 1848 that takes up all the essential threads
of modern research on revolutions.

Sperber deliberately distances his work from the older interpreta-
tions which either presented the revolution romantically as the out-
break of a springtime of the people and created the myth of the
barricades, regarded it as the work of dilettantes and idealists far
removed from reality, or measured it against the more successful
revolutions of 1789 and 1917, stressing the failure of 1848. Sperber, by
contrast, is interested in the social and political mass movements
which were set in motion in 1848, and whose effects have continued to
be felt into the twentieth century, whether in the republican tradition
of France, the nationality conflicts in central and eastern Europe, or the
German parliamentary system shaped by five parties. For Sperber,
Europe consists largely of Britain, France, Italy, Germany, and the
Habsburg Monarchy. It is only the constantly changing perspective
that reveals the interconnections between the major events of 1848. Yet
in Sperber’s account it is not just the major events that are important,
but also the revolutions that took place outside the capital cities, in the
towns and villages, and in the country. We are introduced not just to the
famous national political figures, but also to local activists – the
craftsmen, workers, and peasants who made up the majority of the
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European population and the participants in the revolutionary events.
This perspective has been gaining ground since the 1980s. In empha-
sizing the local milieux, different aims and expectations, and the
everyday experience of revolution, in short, social, economic, and
cultural changes, this approach excludes one-dimensional explana-
tions of the revolution. Instead, it stresses the ‘complexity of 1848’.

This ambitious project combines narrative and analytical history-
writing. It might at first sight seem surprising, although it is fully
justified, that the author devotes more than one-third of the book to
historical background and the social, economic, and cultural founda-
tions of the period before 1848. The rest of this review will concentrate
on the new, original aspects of the book, going beyond the many
colourful individual observations. Sperber rightly stresses something
that has generally been lost sight of, covered up by the long reign of the
modernization perspective, namely, the predominantly agrarian char-
acter of Europe around the middle of the nineteenth century. This gave
rise to specific conflicts which had more to do with feudalism, the guild
system, and land-owning élites than with the crisis of emergent indus-
trialization. The comparative weakness of those states whose scope of
action was, in essence, limited to justice, public order, taxes, and the
army, is striking. In contrast to the usual view of state power forging
ahead, Sperber points to cases of weak bureaucracy. What troubles me
in this context is how we are to assess the complaints of the intellectual
oppositional élites, who rejected the repressive aspects of the restora-
tion and the arbitrary nature of the police and justice, and drew
strength to resist from these abuses. None the less, we must agree with
Sperber’s basic argument that the crisis of 1848 grew out of essentially
premodern conflicts, which supports Hans Medick’s view of the ‘long
eighteenth century’ (1648 to 1848). Of course, it is a dislocation typical
of this revolution that concepts derived from the modern ideas of 1789
were built on a premodern foundation.

In his description of the pre-revolutionary political universe, Sperber
emphasizes the strength of the state as expressed in the preponderance
of the monarchy, the repressive practices of censorship, and the sup-
pression of political associations whose radical members sought ref-
uge in secret societies. Sperber also outlines the rudimentary forms of
political participation available at the time – in the Landtage, the press,
and at festivals and banquets. Mass political participation was strictly
circumscribed. Although there were no political parties, the 1840s
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offered some scope for articulating political doctrines. Sperber looks
carefully both at the political movements and the social contexts to
which they belonged. Examining liberalism, conservatism, and radi-
calism, he in no case resorts to simplifications. Nationalism is treated
as a cross-party phenomenon which proclaimed its dual character,
split between participation and aggression, even before the 1848 revo-
lution. Here the European perspective dominates again, as Sperber
cleverly draws out action and reaction, model and imitation since 1789.

In order to explain the outbreak of the revolution, the author
distinguishes clearly between the economic crisis which, although
serious, he assesses as only an indirect cause, and the political crisis,
which revealed the gulf between absolutist governments and the
liberal movement. In the context of his European comparison, Sperber
points out that a strong impulse for revolution came from Italy and
Switzerland, before culminating in Paris. He acknowledges the signifi-
cant part played by popular movements, including the long underes-
timated rural population and the urban lower classes, in the outbreak
of revolution. At the same time it becomes clear that the central
conflicts had long been simmering around the rights and objectives of
the nationalities, and merely became public in the revolution.

Sperber makes a strong link between state-building along national
lines and wars. The aggressive potential of the national principle
becomes particularly clear in the Habsburg Monarchy which the
author, unlike many other historians of revolution before him, treats
extensively and in a differentiated fashion, drawing particular atten-
tion to Vienna, Budapest, Galicia, and the Hungarian provinces. Oddly
enough, it seems to him that in the context of central and southern
Europe, the German movement for unification was the most peaceful.
In his fourth main chapter, Sperber closely argues the main thesis of his
interpretation of the revolution, namely that it was ‘a pioneering
venture in mass political mobilization’. Instead of stressing its failure
like many writers before him, Sperber emphasizes the various forms of
political participation in a European comparison: national parliaments
as the focus of political life with which the electorate was connected
through petitions, the political press as an indicator of the growing
popularization of political content, public policy for the streets with its
folkloric elements, and freedom of assembly and organization in the
association movement which spread by leaps and bounds, spilling
over from the capital cities into the provinces and small rural towns. At
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the same time Sperber asks what factors influenced the political
attitudes of the national population – social, economic, religious, or
dynastic loyalties.

In his event-orientated fifth chapter, Sperber looks at the decline
and failure of the revolution as a process of growing polarization and
confrontation. Drawing a European comparison (the June battle in
Paris, the Prague uprising, counter-revolution in Vienna and Berlin,
and finally, the last revolutionary wave in the spring of 1849), Sperber
manages to tease out the complicated interrelationships between the
various European revolutionary scenes. In the process, he devotes
particular attention to the special role of the Habsburg Monarchy.
Whenever he takes up seemingly established interpretations, Sperber
seeks new approaches: the June battle in Paris was not, in fact, a class
struggle between workers and the bourgeoisie; the Prague uprising
not the result of national discord between Germans and Czechs; the
revolution was by no means over by December 1848, but developed
new dimensions in a second wave in the spring of 1849, when the forms
of political organization and agitation were much more strongly devel-
oped than they had been in the spring of 1848. We must agree that any
assessment of the degree of repression is influenced by the point of
view taken. Compared with the mass murders of the twentieth century,
it was mild, yet in the eyes of those affected, it was unbearable
measured against the persecution and political flight of the leading
democratic élites.

Sperber does not see the lack of violence as a cause of the revolu-
tion’s failure, as many other writers have recently suggested. Here the
comparison with the more successful revolutions of 1789 and 1917 is
productive. Looking back to 1789, in particular, Sperber develops an
original and plausible argument to explain both what was special
about the 1848 revolution, and its failure – he points to the power of
myth, or in other words, the collective memory. The experience of the
great French Revolution was a permanent presence in the general
awareness, ranging from conservatives to radical democrats. More-
over, the modern nationality conflicts dampened the momentum in
1848, whereby it must be added that in contrast to the French Revolu-
tion of 1789, the 1848 revolution as a rule had to struggle with unde-
fined and disputed borders between nation-states which were not yet
fully developed. Understandably enough, when Sperber discusses the
continuing impact of the revolution a perspective oriented by the
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notion of progress creeps into his interpretation, through the emanci-
pation of the peasantry, the granting of constitutions in Prussia and
Sardinia-Piedmont, and the permanent presence of an agenda whose
programme for the future included the constitutional state. Thus
Sperber to some extent justifiably sees the 1860s as the victory of 1848
constitutionalism. However, when he describes the main feature of the
1848 revolution, with a glance back at 1789, as ‘Jacobinism with a
human face’, that is, as a great republican experiment, the expert begins
to wonder whether the revolution’s anti-modern undercurrents, its
backward looking tendencies, are not being pushed too far into the
background. Ultimately, after all, it was both a rejection of modernity
and an emancipatory uprising at the same time. Sperber classifies his
brilliant, lucid, and well-written account as a textbook. This seems to
me a tremendous understatement because his work easily measures
up not only to books on the subject that are written specifically for
teaching, but also to those written for research purposes. It gives
European research on 1848-49 a boost, and truly opens up ‘new
approaches to European History’.
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