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Anna Ross’s thematic study of the ten years which followed the 1848 Revolution in Germany 

is a masterclass in the importance of interrogating the nuances of the broad sweep. The 

book succeeds in making the case for the significance of a long-neglected decade of an 

increasingly neglected century; a neglect which has led to a reliance on simplistic myths, 

largely unchallenged since the early twentieth century. It also forms an important part of a 

broader conversation starting to take place about the nature of European politics in those 

post-revolutionary years. A period that was so often seen as something of a Dark Age, after 

the hopes of a generation were dashed. It remains true that, almost without exception, the 

pre-revolutionary ruling classes reasserted their authority over the state. But anti-

revolutionary was not the same as retrograde (whatever the perceptions of contemporaries). 

Ross’s argument, then, that 1848 changed everything and that the status quo ante was 

simply not an option is both compelling and necessary. It is hopefully the start of a broader 

reimagination of the post-revolutionary period in a European context. 

Each chapter deals with a facet of state-building: politics, bureaucracy, justice, business, 

planning and public opinion. In each area, long-held assumptions were rocked by the 1848 

Revolution. Ross engages with the way this phenomenon then effected profound changes 

in the following decade, as Prussia moved from a largely feudal model to one of direct state 

engagement. It is not an approach without risk; it invites comparative judgements about the 

significance of each aspect to the broader thesis. But Ross succeeds in making this a more 

challenging task by considering the value of information, and its exchange across Europe, to 

this ‘revolution in government.’ It is this which, in bringing these different areas together, 

allowed the post-revolutionary state to penetrate society further and faster than ever 

before. 

Ross is rightly wary of the propensity to see nineteenth-century German history as a prelude 

to Nazism and the Sonderweg (special path) does not even get a mention. But, although 

German history is rightly no longer considered to have followed a Sonderweg, it did follow 

a Weg of some sort. This is somewhat lost here. Even unification is only considered 

concretely as a possibility and treated as an internal debate in the aftermath of the offer of 
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the imperial crown to the Prussian King Friedrich Wilhelm IV (pp.41-48). Instead, this 

analysis of Prussian state-building is positioned at the end of an historical pattern whose 

origins lay in the inchoate reforms of the Napoleonic period. And, in itself, this is a largely 

convincing argument. However, although the short-term effects of the state-building 

project are considered at the end of each section and in the conclusion, consideration of its 

longer-term significance is largely left to individual readers. While most will be very capable 

of doing so, it would have been interesting to have been given some idea of where Ross 

feels that they fit into this broader picture. 

Throughout the analysis, the contemporary resonance of the developments instituted in 

these years is not lost on the reader. The way in which small concessions by moderate 

conservatives were lambasted as ‘communist’ by the Ultraconservatives (p.111), for example, 

demonstrates the role that rhetoric and bombast was beginning to play in politics. The 

section on the development of the press and its management has particular echoes with 

present-day concerns, particularly with regards to spin, control and self-censorship (pp.180-

189). It is with insights such as these that Ross skilfully demonstrates how valuable the study 

of state development in the nineteenth century still is. 

The question of balancing context and analysis is an increasingly difficult one for 

nineteenth-century historians writing for an undergraduate audience. Because of changes to 

secondary teaching over the past couple of decades, they can no longer rely on a familiarity 

with even the most significant events of the period. However, in places, detail – especially 

biographical detail – can feel too prominent. While it is true that individuals (and their 

understanding of the post-revolutionary reality) are central to Ross’s thesis, this has served 

to create an approach which is broadly top-down. In addition to the role of individuals, it 

would have been interesting to have heard more about the way the state and extrastatal 

groups developed symbiotically in the period, and how these groups influenced the state-

building project. The army and the church, for example, do appear, but only in passing. 

Although this could reasonably constitute a different book, more engagement with the 

influence of the ideas and debates about state-building in the post-revolutionary period 
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could have further strengthened Ross’s conclusions. And, where the relationship between 

these ideas and the individuals are interrogated, the book is at its most compelling. 

Overall, this is an ambitious, ground-breaking work and a fascinating insight into the 

contradictions and complexities of post-revolutionary Prussia, ably unravelled. The reader is 

left in little doubt that Prussia the 1850s should no longer be seen as exceptional either 

within Germany’s history more broadly or within Europe in the years after the 1848 

Revolution. 


