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PREFACE

 

Though this book is intended to stand on its own, like the other volumes in the History of Civilisation of which it is a part, it happens that the volume which chronologically precedes it in the series has been written by the same author.i Consequently The Age of Capital is likely to be read by some who know The Age of Revolution, Europe 1789–1848 as well as by others who do not. To the former I apologize for including, here and there, material already familiar to them, in order to provide the necessary background information for the latter. I have tried to keep such duplication to a minimum and to make it tolerable by distributing it throughout the text. The book can, I hope, be read independently. Indeed, it ought not to require anything more than an adequate general education, for it is deliberately addressed to the non-expert reader. If historians wish to justify the resources society devotes to their subject, modest though these are, they should not write exclusively for other historians. Still, a very elementary acquaintance with European history will be an advantage. I suppose readers could, at a pinch, manage without any previous knowledge of the fall of the Bastille or the Napoleonic Wars, but such knowledge will help.

The period with which this book deals is comparatively short, but its geographical scope is wide. To write about the world from 1789 to 1848 in terms of Europe – indeed almost of Britain and France – is not unrealistic. However, since the major theme of the period after 1848 is the extension of the capitalist economy to the entire world, and hence the impossibility of any longer writing a purely European history, it would be absurd to write its history without paying substantial attention to other continents. My treatment is divided into three parts. The 1848 revolutions form a prelude to a section on the main developments of the period. These I discuss in both a continental and, where necessary, global perspective, rather than as a series of self-contained ‘national’ histories. The chapters are divided by themes rather than chronologically, though the main sub-periods – roughly, the quiet but expansionist 1850s, the more turbulent 1860s, the boom and slump of the early 1870s – should be clearly discernible. The third part consists of a series of cross-sections through the economy, society and culture of the third quarter of the nineteenth century.

I cannot claim to be an expert on all but tiny parts of the immense subject matter of this book, and have had to rely almost entirely on second- or even third-hand information. But this is unavoidable. An enormous amount has already been written about the nineteenth century and every year adds to the height and bulk of the mountain range of specialist publications which darken the historical sky. As the range of historians’ interests widens to include practically every aspect of life in which we of the late twentieth century take an interest, the quantity of information which must be absorbed is far too great for even the most encyclopedic and erudite scholar. Even where he or she is aware of it, it must often, in the context of a wide-ranging synthesis, be reduced to a paragraph or two, a line, or a passing mention, or regretfully omitted. And one must necessarily rely, in an increasingly perfunctory manner, on the work of others.

Unfortunately it is impossible to follow the admirable convention by which scholars punctiliously acknowledge their sources, and especially their debts to others, so that nobody but the originators should claim as their own findings made freely available to all. In the first place, I doubt whether I could trace all the suggestions and ideas I have borrowed so freely back to their origin in some book or article, conversation or discussion. I can only ask those whose work I have looted, consciously or not, to forgive my discourtesy. In the second place, even the attempt to do so would overload the book with a quite unsuitable apparatus of learning. For its object is not so much to summarize the known facts, which implies guiding readers to more detailed treatments of the various topics, but rather to draw them together into a general historical synthesis, to ‘make sense of’ the third quarter of the nineteenth century, and to trace the roots of the present world back to that period, in so far as it is reasonable to do so. However there is a general guide to further reading (see pp. 333–9) which includes some of the works I have found most useful and to which I would wish to acknowledge my debt.

References have been almost entirely confined to the sources of quotations, statistical tables and some other figures, and for some statements which are controversial and surprising. Most of the scattered figures taken from standard sources or from such invaluable compendia as Mulhall’s Dictionary of Statistics have not been specifically acknowledged. References to works of literature – e.g. Russian novels – which exist in a variety of editions are to titles only: exact references to the precise edition used by the author, but which may not be the one available to the reader, would be mere pedantry. References to the writings of Marx and Engels, who are major contemporary commentators in this period, are both to the familiar title of the work or date of letter and to the volume and page of the existing standard edition (K. Marx and F. Engels, Werke [East Berlin 1956–71] hereafter ‘Werke’). Place-names have been given in the English form where there is one, otherwise in the form generally used in publications at the time. This implies no nationalist prejudice one way or another. Where necessary the current name is added in brackets, e.g. Laibach (Ljubljana).

Sigurd Zienau and Francis Haskell have been kind enough to correct my chapters on the sciences and arts, and to correct some of my errors; Charles Curwen has answered my questions on China. Nobody is responsible for my mistakes and omissions except myself. W. R. Rodgers, Carmen Claudin and Maria Moisá helped me enormously as research assistants at various times. Andrew Hobsbawm and Julia Hobsbawm helped me to select the illustrations, as did Julia Brown. I am also indebted to my editor, Susan Loden.

E.J.H.

i E. J. Hobsbawm, The Age of Revolution, Europe 1789–1848 (London 1962).


 

INTRODUCTION

 

In the 1860s a new word entered the economic and political vocabulary of the world: ‘capitalism’.i It therefore seems apposite to call the present volume The Age of Capital, a title which also reminds us that the major work of capitalism’s most formidable critic, Karl Marx’s Das Kapital (1867), was published in these years. For the global triumph of capitalism is the major theme of history in the decades after 1848. It was the triumph of a society which believed that economic growth rested on competitive private enterprise, on success in buying everything in the cheapest market (including labour) and selling in the dearest. An economy so based, and therefore resting naturally on the sound foundations of a bourgeoisie composed of those whom energy, merit and intelligence had raised to their position and kept there, would – it was believed – not only create a world of suitably distributed material plenty, but of ever-growing enlightenment, reason and human opportunity, an advance of the sciences and the arts, in brief a world of continuous and accelerating material and moral progress. The few remaining obstacles in the way of the untrammelled development of private enterprise would be swept away. The institutions of the world, or rather of those parts of the world not still debarred by the tyranny of tradition and superstition or by the unfortunate fact of not having white skins (preferably originating in the central and north-western parts of Europe), would gradually approximate to the international model of a territorially defined ‘nation-state’ with a constitution guaranteeing property and civil rights, elected representative assemblies and governments responsible to them, and, where suitable, a participation in politics of the common people within such limits as would guarantee the bourgeois social order and avoid the risk of its overthrow.

To trace the earlier development of this society is not the business of the present book. It is enough to remind ourselves that it had already achieved, as it were, its historical breakthrough on both the economic and politico-ideological fronts in the sixty years before 1848. The years from 1789 to 1848 (which I have discussed in an earlier volume [The Age of Revolution, see the preface, p. xiii above] to which readers will be referred back from time to time) were dominated by a dual revolution: the industrial transformation pioneered in, and largely confined to, Britain, and the political transformation associated with, and largely confined to, France. Both implied the triumph of a new society, but whether it was to be the society of triumphant liberal capitalism, of what a French historian has called ‘the conquering bourgeois’, still seemed more uncertain to contemporaries than it seems to us. Behind the bourgeois political ideologists stood the masses, ready to turn moderate liberal revolutions into social ones. Below and around the capitalist entrepreneurs the discontented and displaced ‘labouring poor’ stirred and surged. The 1830s and 1840s were an era of crisis, whose exact outcome only optimists cared to predict.

Still the dualism of the revolution of 1789 to 1848 gives the history of that period both unity and symmetry. It is in a sense easy to write and read about, because it appears to possess a clear theme and a clear shape, and its chronological limits are as clearly defined as we have any right to expect in human affairs. With the revolution of 1848, which forms the starting-point of this volume, the earlier symmetry broke down, the shape changed. Political revolution retreated, industrial revolution advanced. Eighteen forty-eight, the famous ‘springtime of peoples’, was the first and last European revolution in the (almost) literal sense, the momentary realization of the dreams of the left, the nightmares of the right, the virtually simultaneous overthrow of old regimes over the bulk of continental Europe west of the Russian and Turkish empires, from Copenhagen to Palermo, from Brasov to Barcelona. It had been expected and predicted. It seemed to be the culmination and logical product of the era of dual revolution.

It failed, universally, rapidly and – though this was not realized for several years by the political refugees – definitively. Henceforth there was to be no general social revolution of the kind envisaged before 1848 in the ‘advanced’ countries of the world. The centre of gravity of such social revolutionary movements, and therefore of twentieth-century socialist and communist regimes, was to be in the marginal and backward regions, though in the period with which this book deals movements of this kind remained episodic, archaic and themselves ‘underdeveloped’. The sudden, vast and apparently boundless expansion of the world capitalist economy provided political alternatives in the ‘advanced’ countries. The (British) industrial revolution had swallowed the (French) political revolution.

The history of our period is therefore lopsided. It is primarily that of the massive advance of the world economy of industrial capitalism, of the social order it represented, of the ideas and beliefs which seemed to legitimatize and ratify it: in reason, science, progress and liberalism. It is the era of the triumphant bourgeois, though the European bourgeoisie still hesitated to commit itself to public political rule. To this – and perhaps only to this – extent the age of revolution was not dead. The middle classes of Europe were frightened and remained frightened of the people: ‘democracy’ was still believed to be the certain and rapid prelude to ‘socialism’. The men who officially presided over the affairs of the victorious bourgeois order in its moment of triumph were a deeply reactionary country nobleman from Prussia, an imitation emperor in France and a succession of aristocratic landowners in Britain. The fear of revolution was real, the basic insecurity it indicated, deep-seated. At the very end of our period the only example of revolution in an advanced country, an almost localized and short-lived insurrection in Paris, produced a greater bloodbath than anything in 1848 and a flurry of nervous diplomatic exchanges. Yet by this time the rulers of the advanced states of Europe, with more or less reluctance, were beginning to recognize not only that ‘democracy’, i.e. a parliamentary constitution based on a wide suffrage, was inevitable, but also that it would probably be a nuisance but politically harmless. This discovery had long since been made by the rulers of the United States.

The years from 1848 to the middle 1870s were therefore not a period which inspires readers who enjoy the spectacle of drama and heroics in the conventional sense. Its wars – and it saw considerably more warfare than the preceding thirty or the succeeding forty years – were either brief operations decided by technological and organizational superiority, like most European campaigns overseas and the rapid and decisive wars by means of which the German Empire was established between 1864 and 1871; or mismanaged massacres on which even the patriotism of the belligerent countries has refused to dwell with pleasure, such as the Crimean War of 1854–6. The greatest of all the wars of this period, the American Civil War, was won in the last analysis by the weight of economic power and superior resources. The losing South had the better army and the better generals. The occasional examples of romantic and colourful heroism stood out, like Garibaldi in his flowing locks and red shirt, by their very rarity. Nor was there much drama in politics, where the criteria of success were to be defined by Walter Bagehot as the possession of ‘common opinions and uncommon abilities’. Napoleon III visibly found the cloak of his great uncle the first Napoleon uncomfortable to wear. Lincoln and Bismarck, whose public images have benefited by the cragginess of their faces and the beauty of their prose, were indeed great men, but their actual achievements were won by their gifts as politicians and diplomats, like those of Cavour in Italy, who entirely lacked what we now regard as their charisma.

The most obvious drama of this period was economic and technological: the iron pouring in millions of tons over the world, snaking in ribbons of railways across the continents, the submarine cables crossing the Atlantic, the construction of the Suez canal, the great cities like Chicago stamped out of the virgin soil of the American Midwest, the huge streams of migrants. It was the drama of European and North American power, with the world at its feet. But those who exploited this conquered world were, if we except the numerically small fringe of adventurers and pioneers, sober men in sober clothes, spreading respectability and a sentiment of racial superiority together with gasworks, railway lines and loans.

It was the drama of progress, that key word of the age: massive, enlightened, sure of itself, self-satisfied but above all inevitable. Hardly any among the men of power and influence, at all events in the western world, any longer hoped to hold it up. Only a few thinkers and perhaps a somewhat greater number of intuitive critics predicted that its inevitable advance would produce a world very different from that towards which it appeared to lead: perhaps its very opposite. None of them – not even Marx who had envisaged social revolution in 1848 and for a decade thereafter – expected any immediate reversal. Even his expectations were, by the 1860s, for the long term.

The ‘drama of progress’ is a metaphor. But for two kinds of people it was a literal reality. For the millions of the poor, transported into a new world, often across frontiers and oceans, it meant a cataclysmic change of life. For the peoples of the world outside capitalism, who were now grasped and shaken by it, it meant the choice between a doomed resistance in terms of their ancient traditions and ways, and a traumatic process of seizing the weapons of the west and turning them against the conquerors: of understanding and manipulating ‘progress’ themselves. The world of the third quarter of the nineteenth century was one of victors and victims. Its drama was the predicament not of the former, but primarily of the latter.

The historian cannot be objective about the period which is his subject. In this he differs (to his intellectual advantage) from its most typical ideologists, who believed that the progress of technology, ‘positive science’ and society made it possible to view their present with the unanswerable impartiality of the natural scientist, whose methods they believed themselves (mistakenly) to understand. The author of this book cannot conceal a certain distaste, perhaps a certain contempt, for the age with which it deals, though one mitigated by admiration for its titanic material achievements and by the effort to understand even what he does not like. He does not share the nostalgic longing for the certainty, the self-confidence, of the mid-nineteenth-century bourgeois world which tempts many who look back upon it from the crisis-ridden western world a century later. His sympathies lie with those to whom few listened a century ago. In any case both the certainty and the self-confidence were mistaken. The bourgeois triumph was brief and impermanent. At the very moment when it seemed complete, it proved to be not monolithic but full of fissures. In the early 1870s economic expansion and liberalism seemed irresistible. By the end of the decade they were so no longer.

This turning-point marks the end of the era with which this book deals. Unlike the 1848 revolution, which forms its starting-point, it is marked by no convenient and universal date. If any such date had to be chosen, it would be 1873, the Victorian equivalent of the Wall Street Crash of 1929. For then began what a contemporary observer called ‘a most curious and in many respects unprecedented disturbance and depression of trade, commerce and industry’ which contemporaries called the ‘Great Depression’, and which is usually dated 1873–96.

‘Its most noteworthy peculiarity [wrote the same observer] has been its universality; affecting nations that have been involved in war as well as those which have maintained peace; those which have a stable currency … and those which have an unstable currency …; those which live under a system of the free exchange of commodities and those whose exchanges are more or less restricted. It has been grievous in old communities like England and Germany, and equally so in Australia, South Africa and California which represent the new; it has been a calamity exceeding heavy to be borne alike by the inhabitants of sterile Newfoundland and Labrador, and of the sunny, fruitful sugar-islands of the East and West Indies; and it has not enriched those at the centres of the world’s exchanges, whose gains are ordinarily the greatest when business is most fluctuating and uncertain’.2

So wrote an eminent North American in the same year in which, under the inspiration of Karl Marx, the Labour and Socialist International was founded. The Depression initiated a new era, and may therefore properly provide the concluding date for the old.

 

 

i Its origin may go back to before 1848, as suggested in The Age of Revolution (Introduction), but detailed research suggests that it hardly occurs before 1849 or comes into wider currency before the 1860s.1


Part One

REVOLUTIONARY PRELUDE


 

CHAPTER 1

‘THE SPRINGTIME OF PEOPLES’

Please read the newspapers very carefully – now they are worth reading … This Revolution will change the shape of the earth – and so it should and must! – Vive la République!

The poet Georg Weerth to his mother, 11 March 18481

Truly, if I were younger and wealthier than I unfortunately am, I’d emigrate to America today. Not out of cowardice – for the times can do me personally as little harm as I can do them – but out of overpowering disgust at the moral rottenness which, to use Shakespeare’s phrase, stinks to high heaven.

The poet Joseph von Eichendorff to a correspondent, 1 August 18492

I

Early in 1848 the eminent French political thinker Alexis de Tocqueville rose in the Chamber of Deputies to express sentiments which most Europeans shared: ‘We are sleeping on a volcano … Do you not see that the earth trembles anew? A wind of revolution blows, the storm is on the horizon.’ At about the same time two German exiles, the thirty-year-old Karl Marx and the twenty-eight-year-old Friedrich Engels, were spelling out the principles of the proletarian revolution against which de Tocqueville was warning his colleagues, in the programme they had been instructed to draft a few weeks earlier by the German Communist League, and which was published anonymously in London around 24 February 1848 under the (German) title Manifesto of the Communist Party, ‘to be published in the English, French, German, Italian, Flemish and Danish languages’.i Within weeks, indeed in the case of the Manifesto within hours, the hopes and fears of the prophets seemed to be on the verge of realization. The French monarchy was overthrown by insurrection, the Republic proclaimed, and the European revolution had begun.

There have been plenty of greater revolutions in the history of the modern world, and certainly plenty of more successful ones. Yet there has been none which spread more rapidly and widely, running like a brushfire across frontiers, countries and even oceans. In France, the natural centre and detonator of European revolutions (see The Age of Revolution, chapter 6, p. 120), the Republic was proclaimed on 24 February. By 2 March revolution had gained south-west Germany, by 6 March Bavaria, by II March Berlin, by 13 March Vienna and almost immediately Hungary, by 18 March Milan and therefore Italy (where an independent revolt was already in possession of Sicily). At this time the most rapid information service available to anyone (that of the Rothschild bank) could not carry the news from Paris to Vienna in less than five days. Within a matter of weeks no government was left standing in an area of Europe which is today occupied by all or part of ten states,ii not counting lesser repercussions in a number of others. Moreover, 1848 was the first potentially global revolution, whose direct influence may be detected in the 1848 insurrection in Pernambuco (Brazil) and a few years later in remote Colombia. In a sense it was the paradigm of the kind of ‘world revolution’ of which rebels were henceforth to dream, and which at rare moments, such as in the aftermath of great wars, they thought they could recognize. In fact such simultaneous continent-wide or world-wide explosions are extremely rare. In Europe 1848 is the only one which affected both the ‘developed’ and the backward parts of the continent. It was both the most widespread and the least successful of such revolutions. Within six months of its outbreak its universal defeat was safely predictable, within eighteen months of its outbreak all but one of the regimes it overthrew had been restored, and the exception (the French Republic) was putting as much distance as it could between itself and the insurrection to which it owed its existence.

The 1848 revolutions thus stand in a curious relationship to the contents of this book. But for their occurrence, and for the fear of their recurrence, the history of Europe in the next twenty-five years would have been very different. Eighteen forty-eight was very far from being ‘the turning-point when Europe failed to turn’. What Europe failed to do was to turn in a revolutionary manner. Because it did not, the year of revolution stands by itself, an overture but not the main opera, a gateway whose architectural style does not quite lead one to expect the character of what we shall find when we go through it.

II

Revolution triumphed throughout the great central core of the European continent, though not at its periphery. This included countries too remote or too isolated in their history to be directly or immediately affected to any extent (e.g. the Iberian peninsula, Sweden and Greece), too backward to possess the politically explosive social strata of the revolutionary zone (e.g. Russia and the Ottoman Empire), but also the only countries already industrialized, whose political game was already played according to rather different rules, Britain and Belgium.iii Still the revolutionary zone, consisting essentially of France, the German Confederation, the Austrian Empire stretching far into south-eastern Europe and Italy, was heterogeneous enough, including as it did regions as backward and different as Calabria and Transylvania, as developed as the Rhineland and Saxony, as literate as Prussia and as illiterate as Sicily, as remote from each other as Kiel and Palermo, Perpignan and Bucarest. Most of them were ruled by what can be roughly called absolute monarchs or princes, but France was already a constitutional and indeed bourgeois kingdom, and the only significant republic of the continent, the Swiss Confederation, had actually initiated the year of revolution with a brief civil war at the end of 1847. The states affected by revolution ranged in size from the 35 millions of France to the few thousand inhabitants of the comic opera principalities of central Germany, in status from independent great powers of world standing to foreign-ruled provinces or satellites, in structure from the centralized and uniform to loose conglomerates.

Above all, history – social and economic structure – and politics divided the revolutionary zone into two parts, whose extremes appeared to have little in common. Their social structure differed fundamentally, except for the substantial and pretty universal prevalence of countrymen over townsmen, of small towns over big cities; a fact easily overlooked, because the urban population and especially the large cities were disproportionately prominent in politics.iv In the west peasants were legally free and large estates relatively unimportant; in much of the east they were still serfs and landownership was highly concentrated in the hands of noble landlords (see chapter 10 below). In the west the ‘middle class’ meant native bankers, merchants, capitalist entrepreneurs, those practising the ‘liberal professions’ and senior officials (including professors), though some of these would feel themselves to belong to an upper stratum (haute bourgeoisie) ready to compete with the landed nobility, at least in expenditure. In the east the equivalent urban stratum consisted largely of national groups distinct from the native population, such as Germans and Jews, and was in any case much smaller. The real equivalent of the ‘middle class’ was the educated and/or business-minded sector of the country squires and minor nobles, a stratum which was surprisingly large in certain areas (see The Age of Revolution, pp. 16, 183–4). The central zone from Prussia in the north to north-central Italy in the south, which was in a sense the core of the area of revolution, combined the characteristics of the relatively ‘developed’ and the backward regions in various ways.

Politically the revolutionary zone was equally heterogeneous. Apart from France, what was at issue was not merely the political and social content of states, but their very form or even existence. Germans strove to construct a ‘Germany’ – was it to be unitary or federal? – out of an assembly of numerous German principalities of varying size and character. Italians similarly tried to turn what the Austrian Chancellor Metternich, contemptuously, but not inaccurately, described as a ‘mere geographical expression’ into a united Italy. Both, with the usual biased vision of nationalists, included in their projects peoples who were not and often did not feel themselves to be Germans or Italians, such as the Czechs. Germans, Italians, and indeed all national movements involved in the revolution, aside from the French, found themselves stumbling against the great multi-national empire of the Habsburg dynasty, which stretched into Germany and Italy, as well as including the Czechs, Hungarians and a substantial portion of Poles, Rumanians, Yugoslavs and other Slavonic peoples. Some of these, or at least their political spokesmen, saw the Empire as a less unattractive solution than absorption by some expansionist nationalism such as the Germans’ or the Magyars’. ‘If Austria did not already exist’, Professor Palacky, the Czech spokesman, is supposed to have said, ‘it would be necessary to invent it.’ Throughout the revolutionary zone politics therefore operated along several dimensions simultaneously.

Radicals admittedly had a simple solution: a unitary centralized democratic republic of Germany, Italy, Hungary or whatever the country happened to be, built according to the tried principles of the French Revolution on the ruins of all kings and princes, and raising its version of the tricolour which, as usual on the French model, was the basic model of the national flag (see The Age of Revolution, pp. 128–9). Moderates, on the other hand, were enmeshed in a web of complex calculations, based essentially on the fear of democracy which they believed to equal social revolution. Where the masses had not already swept away the princes, it would be unwise to encourage them to undermine the social order, and where they had, it would be desirable to send or drive them off the streets and to dismantle those barricades which were the essential symbols of 1848. So the question was which of the princes, paralysed but not deposed by the revolution, could be persuaded to support the good cause. How exactly was a federal and liberal Germany or Italy to be brought about, on what constitutional formula and under whose auspices? Could it contain both the King of Prussia and the Emperor of Austria (as the ‘greater german’ moderates thought – not to be confused with the radical democrats who were by definition ‘great-germans’ of a different kind) or would it have to be ‘little german’, i.e. exclude Austria? Similarly moderates in the Habsburg Empire practised the game of devising federal and multi-national constitutions which was to cease only with its demise in 1918. Where revolutionary action or war irrupted, there was not much time for such constitutional speculation. Where they did not, as in most of Germany, it had full scope. Since a large proportion of moderate liberals there consisted of professors and civil servants – 68 per cent of the deputies to the Frankfurt Assembly were officials, 12 per cent belonged to the ‘free professions’ – the debates of this short-lived parliament have become a by-word for intelligent futility.

The revolutions of 1848 thus require detailed study by state, people and region, for which this is not the place. Nevertheless they had a great deal in common, not least the fact that they occurred almost simultaneously, that their fates were intertwined, and that they all possessed a common mood and style, a curious romantic–utopian atmosphere and a similar rhetoric, for which the French have invented the word quarante-huitard. Every historian recognizes it immediately: the beards, flowing cravats and broad-brimmed hats of the militants, the tricolours, the ubiquitous barricades, the initial sense of liberation, of immense hope and optimistic confusion. It was ‘the springtime of the peoples’ – and like spring, it did not last. We must now briefly look at their common characteristics.

In the first place they all succeeded and failed rapidly, and in most cases totally. During the first few months all governments in the revolutionary zone were swept away or reduced to impotence. All collapsed or retreated virtually without resistance. Yet within a relatively short period the revolution had lost the initiative almost everywhere: in France by the end of April, in the rest of revolutionary Europe during the summer, though the movement retained some capacity to counter-attack in Vienna, Hungary and Italy. In France the first landmark of conservative revival was the election of April, in which universal suffrage, though electing only a minority of monarchists, sent to Paris a large majority of conservatives, elected by the votes of a peasantry which was politically inexperienced rather than reactionary, and to which the purely urban-minded left did not yet know how to appeal. (In fact, by 1849 the ‘republican’ and left-wing regions of the French countryside, familiar to students of later French politics, had already emerged, and here – for instance in Provence – the bitterest resistance to the abolition of the Republic in 1851 was to be encountered.) The second landmark was the isolation and defeat of the revolutionary workers in Paris, defeated in the June insurrection (see below, p. 17).

In central Europe the turning-point came when the Habsburg army, its freedom of manœuvre increased by the flight of the emperor in May, was allowed to regroup, to defeat a radical insurrection in Prague in June – not without the support of the moderate middle class, Czech and German – thus reconquering the Bohemian lands, the economic core of the Empire, while shortly afterwards it regained control of north Italy. A short-lived and late revolution in the Danubian principalities was put down by Russian and Turkish intervention.

Between the summer and the end of the year the old regimes regained power in Germany and Austria, though it proved necessary to reconquer the increasingly revolutionary city of Vienna by force of arms in October at the cost of over four thousand lives. After this the king of Prussia summoned up the nerve to re-establish his authority over the rebellious Berliners without trouble, and the rest of Germany (except for some opposition in the south-west) fell quickly into line, leaving the German parliament, or rather constitutional assembly, elected in the hopeful spring days, and the more radical Prussian and other assemblies to their discussions, while they waited for dissolution. By the winter only two regions were still in the hands of the revolution – parts of Italy and Hungary. They were reconquered, following a more modest revival of revolutionary action in the spring of 1849, by the middle of that year.

After the capitulation of the Hungarians and Venetians in August 1849 the revolution was dead. With the single exception of France, all the old rulers were restored to power – in some instances, as in the Habsburg Empire, to greater power than ever before – and the revolutionaries scattered into exile. Again with the exception of France, virtually all the institutional changes, all the political and social dreams of the spring of 1848, were soon wiped out, and even in France the Republic had only another two and a half years to live. There had been one and only one major irreversible change: the abolition of serfdom in the Habsburg Empire.v Except for this single, though admittedly important, achievement, 1848 appears as the one revolution in the modern history of Europe which combines the greatest promise, the widest scope, and the most immediate initial success, with the most unqualified and rapid failure. In a sense it resembles that other mass phenomenon of the 1840s, the Chartist movement in Britain. Its specific objects were eventually achieved – but not by revolution or in a revolutionary context. Its wider aspirations were not lost either, but the movements which were to take them up and carry them forward were to be entirely different from those of 1848. It is no accident that the document of that year which has had the most lasting and significant effect on world history is the Communist Manifesto.

All the revolutions had something else in common, which largely accounts for their failure. They were, in fact or immediate anticipation, social revolutions of the labouring poor. They therefore frightened the moderate liberals whom they pushed into power and prominence – and even some of the more radical politicians – at least as much as the supporters of the old regimes. Count Cavour of Piedmont, the future architect of united Italy, had put his finger on this weakness some years earlier (1846):

‘If the social order were to be genuinely menaced, if the great principles on which it rests were to be at serious risk, then many of the most determined oppositionists, the most enthusiastic republicans would be, we are convinced, the first to join the ranks of the conservative party.’4

Now those who made the revolution were unquestionably the labouring poor. It was they who died on the urban barricades: in Berlin there were only about fifteen representatives of the educated classes, about thirty master craftsmen, among the three hundred victims of the March fighting; in Milan only twelve students, white-collar workers or landlords among the 350 dead of the insurrection.5 It was their hunger which powered the demonstrations that turned into revolutions. The countryside of the western regions of revolution was relatively quiet, though south-west Germany saw a great deal more of peasant insurrection than is commonly remembered, but elsewhere the fear of agrarian revolt was sufficiently acute to take the place of its reality, though no one needed to use much imagination in areas like southern Italy, where the peasants everywhere spontaneously marched out with flags and drums to partition the great estates. But fear alone was enough to concentrate the minds of landowners wonderfully. Frightened by false rumours of a huge serf insurrection under the leadership of the poet S. Petöfi (1823–49), the Hungarian Diet – an overwhelmingly landlord assembly – voted the immediate abolition of serfdom as early as 15 March, but only a few days before the imperial government, seeking to isolate the revolutionaries from an agrarian base, decreed the immediate abolition of serfdom in Galicia, the abolition of forced labour and other feudal obligations in the Czech lands. There was no doubt that the ‘social order’ was in danger.

That danger was not equally acute everywhere. Peasants could be – and were – bought off by conservative governments, especially where it happened that their landlords, or the traders and moneylenders who exploited them, belonged to another, and as likely as not ‘revolutionary’, nationality, Polish, Hungarian or German. It is improbable that the German middle classes, including the confidently rising businessmen of the Rhineland, were desperately worried by any immediate prospect of proletarian communism, or even proletarian power, which was of little consequence except in Cologne (where Marx made his headquarters) and in Berlin, where a communist printer, Stefan Born, organized a rather important working-class movement. Yet just as the European middle classes of the 1840s thought they recognized the shape of their future social problems in the rain and smoke of Lancashire, so they thought they recognized another shape of the future behind the barricades of Paris, that great anticipator and exporter of revolutions. And the February revolution was not only made by ‘the proletariat’ but as a conscious social revolution. Its object was not merely any republic, but the ‘democratic and social republic’. Its leaders were socialists and communists. Its provisional government actually included a genuine worker, a mechanic known as Albert. For a few days it was uncertain whether its flag was to be the tricolour or the red banner of social revolt.

Except where questions of national autonomy or independence were at issue, the moderate opposition of the 1840s had neither wanted nor seriously worked for revolution, and even on the national question the moderates had preferred negotiation and diplomacy to confrontation. They would no doubt have preferred more, but were quite prepared to settle for concessions which, it might be reasonably argued, all but the most stupid and self-confident of absolutisms such as the tsar’s would sooner or later be forced to grant, or for international changes which, sooner or later, were likely to be accepted by the oligarchy of ‘great powers’ who decided on such matters. Pushed into revolution by the forces of the poor and/or the example of Paris, they naturally tried to turn an unexpectedly favourable situation to the best advantage. Yet they were certainly in the last analysis, and often indeed from the start, much more worried by the danger from their left than by the old regimes. From the moment the barricades went up in Paris, all moderate liberals (and, as Cavour observed, a fair proportion of radicals) were potential conservatives. As moderate opinion more or less rapidly changed sides or dropped out, the workers, the intransigents among the democratic radicals, were left isolated or, what was even more fatal, to face a union of conservative and formerly moderate forces with the old regimes: a ‘party of order’, as the French called it. Eighteen forty-eight failed because it turned out that the decisive confrontation was not that between the old regimes and the united ‘forces of progress’, but between ‘order’ and ‘social revolution’. Its crucial confrontation was not that of Paris in February but that of Paris in June, when the workers, manœuvred into isolated insurrection, were defeated and massacred. They fought and died hard. About 1500 fell in the street-fighting – some two-thirds of them on the government side. It is characteristic of the ferocity of the hatred of the rich for the poor that some three thousand were slaughtered after defeat, while another twelve thousand were arrested, mostly to be deported to Algerian labour camps.6 vi

The revolution therefore maintained its impetus only where the radicals were sufficiently strong and sufficiently linked with the popular movement to drag the moderates forward, or to do without them. This was most likely to occur in countries in which the crucial issue was national liberation, an aim which required the continued mobilization of the masses. This is why the revolution lasted longest in Italy and above all Hungary.vii

In Italy the moderates, rallying behind the anti-Austrian king of Piedmont and joined, after the insurrection of Milan, by the minor principalities with considerable mental reservations, took over the fight against the oppressor, while constantly glancing over their shoulders at the republicans and social revolution. Thanks to the military weakness of the Italian states, Piedmont’s hesitations and, perhaps above all, the refusal to call in the French (who would, it was believed, strengthen the republican cause), they were heavily defeated by the regrouped Austrian army at Custozza in July. (It may be noted in passing that the great republican G. Mazzini [1805–72], with his unfailing instinct for the politically futile, opposed an appeal to the French.) The defeat discredited the moderates and passed the leadership of national liberation to the radicals, who gained power in several Italian states during the autumn, finally actually setting up a Roman republic in early 1849, which gave Mazzini ample opportunity for rhetoric. (Venice, under a sensible lawyer, Daniele Manin [1804–57], had already become an independent republic, which kept out of trouble until it was inevitably reconquered by the Austrians – admittedly later than even the Hungarians – at the end of August 1849.) The radicals were no military match for Austria; when they made Piedmont declare war again in 1849, the Austrians won easily at Novara in March. Moreover, though more determined to expel Austria and unify Italy, they generally shared the moderates’ fear of social revolution. Even Mazzini, with all his zeal for the common man, preferred him to confine his interests to spiritual matters, detested socialism and opposed any interference with private property. After its initial failure, the Italian revolution therefore lived on borrowed time. Ironically, among those who suppressed it were the armies of a by now non-revolutionary France, which reconquered Rome in early June. The Roman expedition was an attempt to reassert French diplomatic influence in the peninsula against Austria. It also had the incidental advantage of being popular among the Catholics, on whose support the post-revolutionary regime relied.

Unlike Italy, Hungary was already a more or less unified political entity (‘the lands of the crown of St Stephen’), with an effective constitution, a not negligible degree of autonomy, and indeed most of the elements of a sovereign state except independence. Its weakness was that the Magyar aristocracy which governed this vast and overwhelmingly agrarian area ruled not only over the Magyar peasantry of the great plain, but over a population of which perhaps 60 per cent consisted of Croats, Serbs, Slovaks, Rumanians and Ukrainians, not to mention a substantial German minority. These peasant peoples were not unsympathetic to a revolution which freed the serfs, but were antagonized by the refusal of even most of the Budapest radicals to make any concessions to their national difference from the Magyars, as their political spokesmen were antagonized by a ferocious policy of Magyarization and the incorporation of hitherto in some ways autonomous border regions into a centralized and unitary Magyar state. The court at Vienna, following the habitual imperialist maxim ‘divide and rule’, offered them support. It was to be a Croat army, under Baron Jellacic, a friend of Gaj, the pioneer of a Yugoslav nationalism, which led the assault on revolutionary Vienna and revolutionary Hungary.

Nevertheless, within roughly the present area of Hungary, the revolution retained the mass support of the (Magyar) people for both national and social reasons. The peasants considered that they had been given their freedom not by the emperor but by the revolutionary Hungarian Diet. This was the only part of Europe in which the defeat of the revolution was followed by something like a rural guerilla, which the celebrated bandit Sandor Rósza maintained for several years. When the revolution broke out, the Diet, consisting of an upper house of compromising or moderate magnates and a lower house dominated by radical country squires and lawyers, had merely to exchange protests for action. It did so readily, under the leadership of an able lawyer, journalist and orator, Louis Kossuth (1802–94), who was to become the internationally best-known revolutionary figure of 1848. For practical purposes Hungary, under a moderate-radical coalition government reluctantly authorized by Vienna, was an autonomous reformed state, at least until the Habsburgs were in a position to reconquer it. After the battle of Custozza they thought they were and, by cancelling the Hungarian reform laws of March and invading the country, faced the Hungarians with the choice of capitulation or radicalization. Consequently, under Kossuth’s leadership, Hungary burnt its boats, deposing the Emperor (though not formally proclaiming a republic) in April 1849. Popular support and the generalship of Görgei allowed the Hungarians to do more than hold their own against the Austrian army. They were defeated only when Vienna in despair called in the ultimate weapon of reaction, the Russian forces. This was decisive. On 13 August the remnant of the Hungarian army capitulated – not to the Austrian but to the Russian commander. Alone among the revolutions of 1848, the Hungarian one did not fall or ever look like falling by internal weakness and conflict, but by overpowering military conquest. It is of course true that its chances of avoiding such conquest after the breakdown of all the rest were zero.

Was there any alternative to this general débacle? Almost certainly not. Of the main social groups involved in the revolution, the bourgeoisie, as we have seen, discovered that it preferred order to the chance of implementing its full programme, when faced with the threat to property. Confronting ‘red’ revolution moderate liberals and conservatives drew together. The ‘notables’ of France, i.e. the respectable, influential and wealthy families who ran the political affairs of that country, stopped their former feuding between supporters of Bourbons, Orléanists, even of a republic, and acquired a national class consciousness through a newly emerging ‘party of order’. The key figures in the restored Habsburg monarchy were to be the Minister of the Interior, Alexander Bach (1806–67), a former moderate liberal oppositionist and the shipping and commercial magnate K. von Bruck (1798–1860), key figure in the thriving port of Trieste. The Rhineland bankers and entrepreneurs who spoke for Prussian bourgeois liberalism would have preferred a limited constitutional monarchy, but settled down comfortably as pillars of a restored Prussia which at all events avoided a democratic suffrage. In return, the restored conservative regimes were quite prepared to make concessions to the economic, legal, even the cultural liberalism of businessmen, so long as it implied no political retreat. As we shall see the reactionary 1850s were to be, in economic terms, a period of systematic liberalization. In 1848–9 moderate liberals therefore made two important discoveries in western Europe: that revolution was dangerous and that some of their substantial demands (especially in economic matters) could be met without it. The bourgeoisie ceased to be a revolutionary force.

The large body of the radical lower middle classes, discontented artisans, small shopkeepers, etc., and even agriculturalists, whose spokesmen and leaders were intellectuals, especially young and marginal ones, formed a significant revolutionary force but rarely a political alternative. They stood in general on the democratic left. The German left demanded new elections, because its radicalism made a strong showing in many areas in late 1848 and early 1849, though by then it lacked the focus of the great cities, which had been reconquered by reaction. In France the radical democrats polled 2 million in 1849 as against 3 million for the monarchists and 800,000 for the moderates. The intellectuals provided their activists, though perhaps only in Vienna did the ‘Academic Legion’ of students form actual shock troops of combat. To call 1848 the ‘revolution of intellectuals’ is misleading. They were no more prominent in it than in most other revolutions which occur, as this one did largely, in relatively backward countries in which the bulk of the middle strata consists of people characterized by schooling and a command of the written word: graduates of all kinds, journalists, teachers, officials. But there is no doubt that intellectuals were prominent: poets like Petöfi in Hungary, Herwegh and Freiligrath in Germany (he was on the editorial board of Marx’s Neue Rheinische Zeitung), Victor Hugo and the consistent moderate Lamartine in France; academics in large numbers (mainly on the moderate side) in Germany;viii medical men like C. G. Jacoby (1804–51) in Prussia, Adolf Fischhof (1816–93) in Austria; scientists like F. V. Raspail (1794–1878) in France; and a vast quantity of journalists and publicists of whom Kossuth was at the time the most celebrated and Marx was to prove the most formidable.

As individuals such men could play a decisive part; as members of a specific social stratum, or as spokesmen for the radical petty-bourgeoisie, they could not. The radicalism of the ‘little men’, which found expression in the demand for ‘a democratic state constitution, whether constitutional or republican, giving a majority to them and their allies, the peasants, as well as democratic local government which would give them control over municipal property and over a series of functions now performed by bureaucrats’,7 was genuine enough, even though secular crisis on one hand, threatening the traditional way of life of master artisans and their like, and temporary economic depression on the other, gave it a special edge of bitterness. The radicalism of the intellectuals was less deeply rooted. It was based largely on the (as it turned out temporary) inability of the new bourgeois society before 1848 to provide enough posts of adequate status for the educated whom it produced in unprecedented numbers, and whose rewards were so much more modest than their ambitions. What happened to all those radical students of 1848 in the prosperous 1850s and 1860s? They established the biographical pattern so familiar, and indeed accepted, on the continent of Europe, whereby bourgeois boys sow their political and sexual wild oats in youth, before ‘settling down’. And there were plenty of possibilities of settling down, especially as the retreat of the old nobility and the diversion to money-making of the business-bourgeoisie left increasing scope for those whose qualifications were primarily scholastic. In 1842 10 per cent of French lycée professors had still come from the ‘notables’, but by 1877 none. In 1868 France produced barely more secondary graduates (bacheliers) than in the 1830s, but far more of these could then go into banking, commerce, successful journalism and, after 1870, professional politics.8

Moreover, when faced with red revolution, even the rather democratic radicals tended to retreat into rhetoric, torn between their genuine sympathy for ‘the people’ and their sense of property and money. Unlike the liberal bourgeoisie they did not change sides. They merely vacillated, though never very far to the right.

As for the labouring poor, they lacked the organization, the maturity, the leadership, perhaps most of all the historical conjuncture, to provide a political alternative. Strong enough to make the prospect of social revolution look real and menacing, they were too weak to do more than frighten their enemies. Their forces were disproportionately effective, in so far as they were concentrated in hungry masses in the politically most sensitive spots, the large and especially the capital cities. This concealed some substantial weaknesses: in the first place, their numerical deficiency – they were not always even a majority in the cities, which themselves generally included only a modest minority of the population – and in the second place, their political and ideological immaturity. The most politically conscious and activist stratum among them consisted of the pre-industrial artisans (using the term in the contemporary British sense for journeymen, craftsmen, skilled manual workers in non-mechanized workshops, etc.). Swept into social-revolutionary, even socialist and communist ideologies in Jacobin–Sansculotte France, their aims as a mass were distinctly more modest in Germany, as the communist printer Stefan Born discovered in Berlin. The poor and unskilled in the cities and, outside Britain, the industrial and mining proletariat as a whole, had hardly any developed political ideology as yet. In the industrial zone of northern France even republicanism made hardly any headway before the very end of the Second Republic. Eighteen forty-eight saw Lille and Roubaix exclusively preoccupied with their economic problems, directing their riots not against kings or bourgeois, but against the even more starving immigrant Belgian labourers.

Where the urban plebeians, or more rarely the new proletarians, came within the radius of Jacobin, socialist or democratic-republican ideology or – as in Vienna – of student activists, they became a political force, at least as rioters. (Their participation in elections was as yet low and unpredictable, unlike that of the pauperized rural outworkers who, as in Saxony or Britain, were highly radicalized.) Paradoxically, outside Paris this was rare in Jacobin France, whereas in Germany Marx’s Communist League provided the elements of a national network for the extreme left. Outside this radius of influence, the labouring poor were politically insignificant.

Of course we should not underestimate the potential of even so young and immature a social force as the ‘proletariat’ of 1848, barely as yet conscious of itself as a class. In one sense, indeed, its revolutionary potential was greater than it was to be subsequently. The iron generation of pauperism and crisis before 1848 had encouraged few to believe that capitalism could, still less would, yield them decent conditions of life, or even that it would last. The very youth and weakness of the working class, still emerging from among the mass of labouring poor, independent masters and small shopkeepers, prevented an exclusive concentration on their economic demands among all but the most ignorant and isolated. The political demands without which no revolution is made, not even the most purely social one, were built into the situation. The popular objective in 1848, the ‘democratic and social republic’, was both social and political. Working-class experience injected into it, at least in France, novel institutional elements, based on the practice of trade union and cooperative action, though it created no elements as novel and powerful as the soviets of early twentieth-century Russia.

On the other hand, organization, ideology and leadership were sadly undeveloped. Even the most elementary form, the trade union, was confined to bodies of a few hundred, at best a few thousand, members. Often enough even the societies of the skilled pioneers of unionism only made their first appearance during the revolution – the printers in Germany, the hatters in France. The organized socialists and communists were even more exiguous in number: a few dozen, at most a few hundred. Yet 1848 was the first revolution in which socialists or more likely communists – for pre-1848 socialism was a largely apolitical movement for building cooperative utopias – appeared at the front of the stage from the beginning. It was the year not only of Kossuth, A. Ledru-Rollin (1807–74) and Mazzini, but of Karl Marx (1818–83), Louis Blanc (1811–82) and L. A. Blanqui (1805–81) (the stern rebel who emerged from a lifetime in jail only when briefly liberated by revolutions), of Bakunin, even of Proudhon. But what did socialism mean to its adherents, other than a name for a self-conscious working class with its own aspirations for a society different from, and based on the overthrow of, capitalism? Even its enemy was not clearly defined. There was plenty of talk about the ‘working class’ or even the ‘proletariat’, but during the revolution itself none about ‘capitalism’.

Indeed, what were the political perspectives of even a socialist working class? Karl Marx himself did not believe that proletarian revolution was on the agenda. Even in France ‘the Paris proletariat was still incapable of going beyond the bourgeois republic other than in ideas, in imagination’. ‘Its immediate, admitted needs did not drive it to want to win the forcible overthrow of the bourgeoisie, nor was it equal to this task.’ The most that might be achieved was a bourgeois republic which brought the real nature of the future struggle – that between bourgeoisie and proletariat – into the open, and would in turn unite the remainder of the middle strata with the workers ‘as their position became more unbearable and their antagonism to the bourgeoisie became more acute’.9 It was in the first instance a democratic republic, in the second the transition from an incomplete bourgeois to a proletarian-popular revolution and finally a proletarian dictatorship or, in the phrase which he may have derived from Blanqui and which reflected the temporary closeness of the two great revolutionaries in the immediate aftermath of 1848, ‘the permanent revolution’. But, unlike Lenin in 1917, Marx did not conceive of the substitution of proletarian for bourgeois revolution until after the defeat of 1848; and, in so far as he then formulated a perspective comparable to Lenin’s (including ‘backing the revolution with a new edition of the peasant war’, as Engels put it), he did not do so for long. There was to be no second edition of 1848 in western and central Europe. The working class, as he soon recognized, would have to follow a different road.

Thus the revolutions of 1848 surged and broke like a great wave, leaving little behind except myth and promise. They ‘ought to have been’ bourgeois revolutions, but the bourgeoisie drew back from them. They might have reinforced one another under the leadership of France, preventing or postponing the restoration of the old rulers, and keeping at bay the Russian tsar. But the French bourgeoisie preferred social stability at home to the rewards and dangers of being once again la grande nation, and, for analogous reasons, the moderate leaders of revolution hesitated to call for French intervention. No other social force was strong enough to give them coherence and impetus, except in special cases the struggle for national independence against a politically dominant power, and even this failed, since the national struggles were isolated and in any case too weak to withstand the military force of the old powers. The great and characteristic figures of 1848 played their heroes’ parts on the stage of Europe for a few months, to disappear for ever – with the exception of Garibaldi, who was to know an even more glorious moment twelve years later. Kossuth and Mazzini lived out their long lives in exile, contributing little directly to the winning of their countries’ autonomy or unification, though rewarded by a secure place in their national pantheons. Ledru-Rollin and Raspail never knew another moment of celebrity like the Second Republic, and the eloquent professors of the Frankfurt parliament retired to their studies and auditoria. Of the passionate exiles of the 1850s, forming great plans and rival governments in exile in the fog of London, nothing survives except the work of the most isolated and untypical, Marx and Engels.

And yet, 1848 was not merely a brief historical episode without consequence. If the changes it achieved were neither those the revolutionaries intended, nor even easily definable in terms of political regimes, laws and institutions, they were none the less profound. It marked the end, at least in western Europe, of the politics of tradition, of the monarchies which believed that their peoples (except for middle-class malcontents) accepted, even welcomed, the rule of divinely appointed dynasties presiding over hierarchically stratified societies, sanctioned by traditional religion, of the belief in the patriarchal rights and duties of social and economic superiors. As the poet Grillparzer, himself by no means a revolutionary, wrote ironically about, presumably, Metternich:


Here lies, all his celebrity forgot

Legitimacy’s famous Don Quixote

Who, twisting truth and fact, thought himself wise

And ended by believing his own lies;

An aged fool, who’d been a knave in youth:

He could no longer recognise the truth.10



Henceforth the forces of conservatism, privilege and wealth would have to defend themselves in new ways. Even the dark and ignorant peasants of southern Italy in the great spring of 1848 ceased to champion absolutism, as they had done fifty years earlier. When they marched to occupy the land they rarely expressed hostility to ‘the constitution’.

The defenders of the social order had to learn the politics of the people. This was the major innovation brought about by the 1848 revolutions. Even the most arch-reactionary Prussian junkers discovered during that year that they required a newspaper capable of influencing ‘public opinion’ – in itself a concept linked with liberalism and incompatible with traditional hierarchy. The most intelligent of the Prussian arch-reactionaries of 1848, Otto von Bismarck (1815–98), was later to demonstrate his lucid understanding of the nature of the politics of bourgeois society and his mastery of its techniques. However, the most significant political innovations of this kind occurred in France.

There the defeat of the working-class insurrection of June had left a powerful ‘party of order’, capable of defeating social revolution but not of acquiring much support from the masses, or even from many conservatives who did not wish by their defence of ‘order’ to commit themselves to the precise brand of moderate republicanism which was now in office. The people were still too mobilized to permit a limitation of elections: not until 1850 was a substantial section of ‘the vile multitude’ – i.e. about a third in France, about two-thirds in radical Paris – excluded from the vote. But, if in December of 1848 the French did not elect a moderate to the new presidency of the Republic, they did not elect a radical either. (There was no monarchist candidate.) The winner, by an overwhelming majority – 5·5 out of 7·4 million votes cast – was Louis Napoleon, the nephew of the great Emperor. Though he turned out to be a remarkably astute politician, he seemed, when he entered France in late September, to have no assets except a prestigious name and the financial backing of a devoted English mistress. He was evidently not a social revolutionary, but neither was he a conservative; indeed his backers made some play with his youthful interest in Saint-Simonianism (see p. 57 below) and alleged sympathies for the poor. But basically he won because the peasants voted solidly for him under the slogan: ‘No more taxes, down with the rich, down with the Republic, long live the Emperor’; in other words, as Marx noted, against the republic of the rich, the workers voted for him, because in their eyes he meant ‘the deposition of Cavaignac [who had put down the June rising], the dismissal of bourgeois republicanism, the rescinding of the June victory’,11 the petty-bourgeoisie because he did not appear to stand for the big bourgeoisie.

Louis Napoleon’s election signified that even the democracy of universal suffrage, that institution identified with revolution, was compatible with the maintenance of social order. Even a mass of overwhelming discontent was not bound to elect rulers dedicated to the ‘overthrow of society’. The wider lessons of this experience were not immediately learned, for Louis Napoleon himself soon abolished the Republic and turned himself into an emperor, though never forgetting the political advantages of a well-managed universal suffrage, which he reintroduced. He was to be the first of the modern chiefs of state who ruled not by simple armed force, but by the sort of demagogy and public relations which are so much more easily operated from the top of the state than from anywhere else. His experience demonstrated not only that ‘social order’ could masquerade as a force capable of appealing to supporters of ‘the left’, but that, in a country or an age in which the citizens were mobilized to participate in politics, it had to. The revolutions of 1848 made it clear that the middle classes, liberalism, political democracy, nationalism, even the working classes, were henceforth permanent features of the political landscape. The defeat of the revolutions might temporarily remove them from sight, but when they reappeared they would determine the actions of even those statesmen who had the least sympathy for them.

 

 

i It was in fact also translated into Polish and Swedish in the course of that year, though it is only fair to state that its political reverberations outside small circles of German revolutionaries were insignificant until it was reissued in the early 1870s.

ii France, West Germany, East Germany, Austria, Italy, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, part of Poland, Yugoslavia and Rumania. The political effects of the revolution may also be regarded as serious in Belgium, Switzerland and Denmark.

iii There is also the case of Poland, divided since 1796 between Russia, Austria and Prussia, which would certainly have participated in the revolution but for the fact that its Russian and Austrian rulers succeeded in mobilizing the peasantry against the (revolutionary) gentry. See p. 16 below.

iv Of the delegates to the German ‘pre-parliament’ from the Rhineland, forty-five represented large cities, twenty-four small towns and only ten the countryside, where 73 per cent of the population lived.3

v Broadly speaking, the abolition of serfdom and seignorial rights over peasants in the rest of western and central Europe (including Prussia) had taken place in the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic period (1789–1815), though some remainders of dependency in Germany were abolished in 1848. Serfdom in Russia and Rumania lasted until the 1860s (see chapter 10 below).

vi The February Revolution in Paris had cost about 370 lives.

vii In France national unity and independence was not at issue. German nationalism was preoccupied with the unification of numerous separate states, but what prevented this was not foreign domination but – apart from particularist vested interests – the attitude of two great powers which were considered German themselves, Prussia and Austria. Slav national aspirations conflicted in the first instance with those of ‘revolutionary’ nations such as the Germans and Magyars, and were therefore muted, if not actually supporters of counter-revolution. Even the Czech left regarded the Habsburg Empire as a protection against absorption into a national Germany. The Poles did not take a large part in this revolution at all.

viii French teachers, though suspect to governments, had been quiet under the July monarchy and appeared to have rallied to ‘order’ in 1848.


Part Two

DEVELOPMENTS


 

CHAPTER 2

THE GREAT BOOM

Here the man who is powerful in the weapons of peace, capital and machinery uses them to give comfort and enjoyment to the public, whose servant he is, and thus becomes rich while he enriches others with his goods.

William Whewell, 18521

A people can achieve material well-being without subversive tactics if they are docile, hard-working and constantly apply themselves to their own self-improvement. From the statutes of the Société contre l’Ignorance of Clermont-Ferrand, 18692

The inhabited area of the world is rapidly expanding. New communities, that is, new markets, are daily springing up in the hitherto desert regions of the New World in the West and in the traditionally fertile islands of the Old World in the East.

‘Philoponos’, 18503

I

Few observers in 1849 would have predicted that 1848 would be the last general revolution in the west. The political demands of liberalism, democratic radicalism and nationalism though not the ‘social republic’ were to be gradually realized over the next seventy years in most developed countries without major internal upheavals, and the social structure of the developed part of the continent was to prove itself capable of resisting the catastrophic blows of the twentieth century, at least up to the present (1974). The main reason for this lay in the extraordinary economic transformation and expansion of the years between 1848 and the early 1870s which is the subject of this chapter. This was the period when the world became capitalist and a significant minority of ‘developed’ countries became industrial economies.

This age of unexampled economic advance began






II


















	

	

	

	




	

	

	

	




	

	

	

	




	

	

	

	




	

	

	

	




	

	

	

	




	

	

	

	






III













IV














A WEIDENFELD & NICOLSON EBOOK

First published in Great Britain in 1975 by Weidenfeld & Nicolson This ebook first published in 2010 by Orion Books

Copyright © Eric Hobsbawm 1975

The moral right of Eric Hobsbawm to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor to be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.

ISBN: 978 0 2978 6528 5

The Orion Publishing Group Ltd
Orion House
5 Upper Saint Martin’s Lane
London WC2H 9EA

An Hachette UK Company

www.orionbooks.co.uk

OEBPS/Misc/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/Images/9780297865285_oeb_015_r1.jpg
PHOENIX
PRESS

S UPPER SAINT MARTIN'S LANE
Tresiond





OEBPS/Images/9780297865285_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
THE
AGE OF

CAPITAL
1848 — 1875

ERIC HOBSBAWM

HISTORY OF CIVILIZA TION





