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FOREWORD 

History, we arc frequently told, is a seamless web. However, by iso­
lating and studying the strands that compose the tapestry of man's past, 
we arc able to discern the pattern, or patterns, of which it is com­
prised. Such an effort docs not preclude a grasp of the warp and 
woof, and the interplay of the strands; rather, it eventually demands 
and facilitates such a comprehension. It is with this in mind that the 
individual volumes of the MAIN THEl\tlES series have been con­
ceived. 

The student will discover, for example, that the population changes 
discussed in one volume relate to the changes in technology traced 
in another volume; that both changes arc affected by, and affect in 
turn, religious and intellectual developments; and that all of these 
changes and many more ramify into a complicated historical network 
through all the volumes. In following through this complex interrela­
tionship of the parts, the student recreates for himself the unity of 
history. 

Each volume achieves its purpose, and its appeal to a general audi­
ence, by presenting the best articles by experts in the field of history and 
allied disciplines. In a number of cases, the articles have been translated 
into English for the first time. The individual volume editor has linked 
these contributions into an integrated account of his theme, and sup­
plied a selected bibliography by means of footnotes for the student 
who wishes to pursue the subject further. The introduction is an orig­
inal treatment of the problems in the particular field. It provides con­
tinuity and background for the articles, points out gaps in the existing 
literature, offers new interpretations, and suggests further research. 

v 



VI FOREVlOHD 

The volumes in this series afford the student of history an unusual 
opportunity to explore subjects either not treated, or touched upon 
lightly in a survey text. Some examples are population-the dramatis 
personae of history; war-the way of waging peace by other means; 
the rise of technology and science in relation to society; the role of 
religious and cultural ideas and institutions; the continuous ebb and 
How of exploration and colonialism; and the political and economic 
works contrived by modern man. Holding fast to these Ariadne threads, 
the student penetrates the fascinating labyrinth of history. 

BRUCE MAZLISH 

General Editor 
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INTRODUCTION 

"An nescis, mi fili, quantilla prudentia regitur orbis?" 
-Count Oxenstierna (1583-1654) 

(Knowest thou not, my son, with how little wisdom the 
world is governed?) 

The first thing to be said about t1ze modern state is that it does not 
exist and never has existed. What has existed historically is a great 
number of modern states, with very varied constitutions, internal 
political lives, and international careers. When, therefore, we speak of 
t1ze modern state, we speak of an abstraction concocted of common 
denominators, of features common to many or most such states much 
of the time, but certainly not to be met with in precisely the same 
forms in all such states, nor in any one of them over a very long period 
of time. When I speak, in what follows, of "the modern state," I shall, 
therefore, be speaking of what social scientists nowadays generally call 
a "model" or-more nearly, perhaps-of what Max Weber called an 
"ideal type." In dealing with the modern state in this very general 
and more or less abstract fashion-the articles that follow deal with 
concrete details of its historical development-we may hope to achieve 
a measure of systematic clarity as to some of its essential character­
istics. But our ideal type will be ideal in the sense that it will not, 
without substantial modifications, qualifications, and exceptions, cor­
rectly or adequately describe any one of the many structures properly 
called "modern states." 

I 

The modern state is a European, or more exactly, western 
European, creation. It gradually emerged in the course of the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries and found its first mature form in the seven­
teenth. It is worth noting that the modern state came into existence 
in the same area and during the same period as did modern capitalism, 
modern science and philosophy, and that specifically modern form 

I 



2 HEINZ LUBASZ 

of Christianity, Protestantism. The simultaneous emergence of dis­
tinctively new forms of political, economic, intellectual, and religious 
life is by no means a matter of mere coincidence. All forms of human 
activity are, as we know, to some degree interconnected, though the 
extent to which they display common features will, of course, vary 
a great deal. Suffice it to say that a remarkable change in the style 
and focus of human activity is discernible in western Europe in the 
era of the Renaissance, which leaves its mark on almost every aspect 
of civilization. Men's activities appear to become more systematic, in­
tensive, and secular. Modern capitalism is more relentless in its 
pursuit of gain, and more proficient and advanced in its techniques, 
than medieval capitalism; modern science is less restrained in its 
quest for knowledge of all kinds, and more concerned with 
method, than medieval; and Protestantism, by drawing a sharper line 
between the sacred and the secular, between God and man, than 
medieval Christianity had done, allows men to pursue their worldly 
goals with almost undivided attention, even if it enjoins them to do so 
for the greater glory of God. 

This increased attention to technical proficiency (skill, method, 
efficiency, specialization, routine, the appropriateness of means to ends), 
coupled with a heightened goal-directed dynamism (single-minded, 
intensive, and very'nearly limitless pursuit of an objective) and with a 
significant separation of this-worldly from other-worldly considerations, 
is also very much in evidence in political life. The state (which at first 
means the ruler, the prince) comes to employ ever more efficient means 
to pursue, with great intensity and to the full extent of available re­
sources, one principal objective: the accumulation of power (cf. Ritter). 
From its inception, the modern state seeks to acquire sole authority 
and effective power within a given territory, as well as autonomy 
vis-a-vis other states. Exclusive domination over a certain territory and 
its population (the ruler's domain, the dynasty's realm, the king's 
inheritance) and the power to be the arbiter of its own conduct in 
relations among states-that is the twin aspect of modern sovereignty, 
the Janus face of the modern state. The modern state is, first of all, 
the sovereign state. 

Exclusive domination does not in itself mean unlimited or total 
domination. The modern state is, in fact, not only a sovereign state; 
it is also a state governed by a public and more or less stable system 
of law, which regulates an ever-growing number of activities and of 
relationships among individuals and groups in society, but also regulates 
the state itself and sets some sort of limit to the operations of govern-
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ment. The modern state claims exclusive and compulsory jurisdiction 
over its subjects or citizens, but it exercises this claim in accordance 
with set and known procedures, and, normally at least, it does not 
punish acts that have not previously been declared to be punishable. 
Furthermore, the modern state claims onlv to regulate or control 
economic, social, or even religious and cult~ral activities: it does not 
itself undertake these activities or attempt to absorb them into the 
state. There is a distinction between state and society, between the 
formal, public "organization of the community for the purposes of 
government" (Kitson Clark), and society itself-the sum-total of 
citizens and their nongm·ernmental organizations and activities; a dis­
tinction, in short, between what is public and concerns the state and 
what is private and none of its business. The maintenance of this 
distinction, no matter how imperfectly, is absolutely fundamental to 
the modern state. It is the very foundation not only of the rights of 
the citizen or subject, but also of at least a measure of free economic, 
social, and cultural activity of whatever kind. The drawing of a dis­
tinction between state and society is, in short, itself a fundamental 
characteristic of the modern state. 

In a similar way, the state's claim to be the sole arbiter of its own 
actions vis-a-vis other states does not necessarily mean that it claims 
to destroy all other states and to establish dominion over the whole 
globe. On the contrary, the modern state is, in fact, not only a sovereign 
state; it is also a state that recognizes, even if it does not always respect, 
the sovereignty of other states. Hence from the sixteenth century to 
the twentieth, Europe has more or less adhered to the principl~ of a 
balance of power and has developed an international law, not to prevent 
war, but to regulate the conduct of states in war as well as in peace. 
That the principle of balance of power frequently led to war is not an 
argument against it, since it was not intended, any more than inter­
national law was, to preserve the peace, but only to serve as a regulative 
principle that would allow many sovereign states to exist side by side .. 
There is a difference between claiming sovereign autonomy and 
claiming world domination; between regarding another political entity 
as an adversary to be worsted or defeated, and regarding it as an enemy to 
be utterly vanquished or even destroyed. The recognition of this dif­
ference is absolutely fundamental to the modern state system, and 
hence to the existence of the modern state as a power-unit. It is the 
very foundation not only of limited war, but also of a regulated and 
orderly peace. The reciprocal recognition of sovereignty is, in short, 
likewise a fundamental characteristic of the modern state. 
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II 

The fi.rst modern states arose in Italy, England, France, and Spain. 
Th Italian principality, partly because of its small size, did not as 

~ serve as a model for later developments (cf. Ritter), though it 
sue the first to evolve a number of institutions-notably the bureau­
was. dmi'nistration and the mercenary army (cf. Chabod)-tvpical 
cratiC a -

f h state throughout the modern era. Spain, which did exert con-
o t e h . 
siderable influence on t e emergmg patterns of the modern state in the 

. th and seventeenth, and to some degree even in the eighteenth sixteen ' 
. both in Europe and overseas (cf. Chabod Lefebvre) sub-centunes, . . . ' ' 
tly went into declme, and Its mRuence on the evolution of 

sequen f . 
the modern state was therea ter very shght. England and France, 

h r which had been the strongest of medieval monarchies (a fact 
oweve , h . b . h 

hl elevant to t elf ecommg t e most powerful d . thoroug Y r . . an m-
fluential of modern states) became, each m Its way, models for other 

F the development of European states the example f F states. or . 1 . If . o ranee 
nt· as a contmenta state Itse , Its geopolitical sit t' d was paramou ' d' . . ua Ion an 

. and social con JtiOns were m many ways simila t h its economic d . 1. . 1 . . r o t ose 
h t·nental states, an 1ts po Itlca mst1tutions were as l of ot er con I , a resu t 

'd I . 't ted both before the French Revolution (absolute mo h )' WI e y Imi a , . . narc y 
and after (constitutwnal~sm). ~ngland, whose development during 
the Middle Ages and until the nmeteenth ~entury was in some impor-

t respects different from that of the contment, had a greater impact 
:~ the non-European world (largely. via its colonies, especially the 
American colonies) than _on Europe ~tse_lf, ~ho~gh in the nineteenth 
century, if not indeed earlier, s~me of Its I~StitutJOns, too, were adapted 
to continental practice. At the nsk of considerable oversimplification we 
may say that Engl~nd is the prototype of the pa.rliamentary, constitu-
. I state in which local self-government provides for a substantial uona , . .1 F . 

degree of decentralizatiOn; whi e ranee IS ~he prototype of the authori-
tarian (which does n~t, of course, ne?essanly mean dictatorial) regime 
with a highly centralized, bureaucratic administration (cf. Hintze). 

In France, and i~ ~ost·o·f the states of continental Europe, including 
the many small pnncipahties, dukedoms, and kingdoms in Germany 
and Italy, a permanent bureaucracy and a standing army were the 

rincipal technical tools with which the modern state was built, and h was money that enabled the ruler to acquire them. The availability 
of Ruid wealth made it possible for him to replace the feudal nobility, 
in the two functions that in the Middle Ages had made it indispensable 
to him, with hired professionals. With the rise of a professional 



INTRODUCTION 5 

bu~e~ucracy and a professional army, the nobility also lost the important 
polJtJcai role it had once held in the state. As it now had little actual 
pow~r, either military or administrative, and as, by the terms of its own 
c~en.shed privileges, it was largely exempt from substantial taxation 
(!t Simply collected the peasants' taxes) and therefore did not directly 
supply much of the state's income the kino could afford to ignore 
it politically. The great councils an'd the ass~mblies of estates, which 
had p!ayed so important a role in the medieval "monarchy of estates," 
~.vere m the absolute monarchies of the seventeenth century gradually 
put to sleep" (Lousse). For two centuries or more (i.e., until the era 

?f the middle-class revolutions), the monarchs of continental Europe, 
mcluding those of Prussia and Russia even manaoed to obtain the 

• ' 1::> 

act~ve or passive support of this nobility, by allowing it extensive 
soc!al and economic privileges, and a very nearly free hand with the 
peasantry (cf. Lefebvre) . 

. But .the very element that had made it possible for the prince to 
bUJld. his state-to wit, money-also proved to be the source of his 
undo.mg. As the state expanded its activities, as it enlarged its army 
and Its administration, and as funds were lavished on the pomp· and 
luxury with which the absolute monarch liked to surround himself, 
the state's need for ready cash constantly grew. The principal producers 
of cash were the commercial and industrial middle class and the 
peasantry. Though both these classes felt the heavy hand of the 
tax collector and the oppressive weight of state-imposed restrictions 
and regulations of many kinds, and though both bitterly resented the 
privileges and the wealth of a largely unproductive, parasitical aristoc­
racy, the bourgeoisie alone was able, in the late eighteenth and in 
the nineteenth century, to carry through revolutions which sharply 
curtailed or even abolished both the privileged status of the aristocracy 
and the authority of the monarch. Thus the bourgeoisie acquired a 
measure of control over the state which it had been so largely financ­
ing. 

These revolutions radically transformed the conception of the state 
in respect of its physical and human foundations. The bourgeois revolu­
tions were carried through in the name (though not to the benefit) 
of all the state's population, of the whole nation, in the name of 
natural rights and popular sovereignty. Thus the state, which had 
hitherto been thought of as the domain and personal inheritance of 
the king, as the king's land, was henceforward conceived to "belong" 
instead to the people who inhabited it, to the nation. It is with the 
era of the bourgeois revolutions that the state ceases to be, in fact 
as well as in conception, a proprietary-territorial state and becomes 
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instead a nation-state. And just as it was France that had served as 
the principal model of the absolutistic, dyna~tic stat~, s~ it was c~i:Ry 
France that inspired, by example and by react1on agamst 1t, the bmldmg 
elsewhere in Europe of the liberalistic nation-state. 

In England, as we have noted, the whole course of development 
was somewhat different. During the Middle Ages, feudalism and 
monarchy had evolved in England along line~ ~hat differed more 
or less markedly from continental patterns; and 1t 1s to a great extent 
because of these peculiarities that, in the modern period also, the 
English monarchy-one hardly dare speak of "the English state" 1-
has followed a path that diverges from the European norm. It will 
suffice for our present purpose to say that in England the feudal lord 
was less wealthy and less powerful (relative both to the king and to 
the rest of the population) than his continental counterpart; and that 
the rest of the rural population was less poor and less abject in its 
condition than most of the continental peasantry. What is more, there 
existed a substantial range of landholders of middling rank and pros­
perity, who were neither feudal lords nor landless agricultural laborers, 
and whose wealthier members fused with the lesser aristocracy into the 
so-called "gentry" of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The very 
existence and the strength of this intermediate class proved a serious 
and effective obstacle to the growth of royal bureaucracy and royal 
militarism in England. Furthermore, this gentry, being neither so 
proud as the continental aristocracy nor so humble as the continental 
peasantry, did not find it difficult, when occasion arose, to make com­
mon cause with the middle classes of the towns. 

Occasion did arise. When, in the early seventeenth century, the 
Stuart dynasty, following the common pattern of European absolutism, 
tried to put Parliament to sleep, to govern through the king's hench­
men and to keep a standing army in peacetime, a large part of the 
gentry and of the urban middle class joined the rebellion against the 
king, which ended with the king literally losing his head, after which 
England was for some few years a republic. When the monarchy was 
restored-though another, very tame, revolution was required to make 
matters quite clear and definite-provision was made for ensurino 
the continued active existence of Parliament, securing "the rights of 
Englishmen," and making the king dependent upon Parliament for 
the money with which to finance both the administration and the 
military. In addition, the gentry, together with some of the aristocracy 
and some of bourgeoisie, formed a "governing class" which, through 
its role in national as well as in local government, in fact constituted 
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the backbone of the English polity. The English revolutions of the 
seventeenth century ( 1642, 1688) gave expression to libertarian and 
republican ideas which in the following century were to inspire both 
England's own American colonists and the middle classes of several 
European states, notably France, to overthrow the despots (enlightened 
or otherwise) 2 who ruled them, and to adopt one form or another 
of constitutional government (cf. Hintze). 

In the nineteenth centurv the distinctive achievements of the 
English monarchy (parliamen~ary government-by a small oligarchy; 
constitutionalism without a written constitution; a tradition of liberty; 
and a considerable measure of local self-government-by the same 
small oligarchy) arc fused with the distinctive achievements of the 
French state (centralized government; bureaucratic administration; 
formal, written constitutions; a tradition of militarism) to form the more 
or less liberal, bourgeois nation-state (cf. Harris). The monarch's 
power is either substantially reduced or altogether abolished, and the 
chief power in the state is now economic power, the power of the 
truly wealthy among the commercial and industrial middle class. The 
old aristocracy continues to play a role in the state, thanks to its 
positions in bureaucracy and army. Its political role actually increases, 
but now depends on wealth rather than privilege. The power of property 
either is formally expressed through the restriction of the suffrage (as, 
for. example, in England and France) or makes itself felt unofficially 
where property restrictions on the right to vote are slight (as in the 
United States). The politically dominant position of wealth is given 
justification by the appeal to the natural right of property (much as 
the dominant position of the monarch in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries had been justified by the appeal to the divine right of king­
ship): those who have the greatest material stake in the state are 
entitled directly or indirectly to control it. 

At the same time the population as a whole, under the impact of 
the powerful ideology of nationalism, is called upon loyally to serve 
the interests of the bourgeois nation-state (much as religious ideology 
had formerly been effective in keeping the people loyal and obedient 
to the monarch). In particular (and this constitutes a change from 
previous practice whose importance can hardly be exaggerated), the 
mass of the population is henceforward either induced or coerced 
into swelling the state's military forces in time of war. When, with 
the total wars of the twentieth century, the whole population becomes 
not only liable to military service but also the wholesale object of 
military assault, the territorial state ceases to be an impenetrable power-
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instead a nation-state. And just as it was France that had served as 
the principal model of the absolutistic, dynastic state, so it was chieAy 
France that inspired, by example and by reaction against it, the building 
elsewhere in Europe of the liberalistic nation-state. 

In England, as we have noted, the whole course of development 
was somewhat different. During the Middle i\ges, feudalism and 
monarchy had evolved in England along lines that differed more 
or less markedly from continental patterns; and it is to a great extent 
because of these peculiarities that, in the modern period also, the 
English monarchy-one hardly dare speak of "the English state" 1-

has followed a path that diverges from the European norm. It will 
suffice for our present purpose to say that in England the feudal lord 
was less wealthy and less powerful (relative both to the king and to 
the rest of the population) than his continental counterpart; and that 
the rest of the rural population was less poor and less abject in its 
condition than most of the continental peasantry. What is more, there 
existed a substantial range of landholders of middling rank and pros­
perity, who were neither feudal lords nor landless agricultural laborers, 
and whose wealthier members fused with the lesser aristocracy into the 
so-called "gentry" of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The very 
existence and the strength of this intermediate class proved a serious 
and effective obstacle to the growth of royal bureaucracy and royal 
militarism in England. Furthermore, this gentry, being neither so 
proud as the continental aristocracy nor so humble as the continental 
peasantry, did not find it difficult, when occasion arose, to make com­
mon cause with the middle classes of the towns. 

Occasion did arise. When, in the early seventeenth century, the 
Stuart dynasty, following the common pattern of European absolutism, 
tried to put Parliament to sleep, to govern through the king's hench­
men and to keep a standing army in peacetime, a large part of the 
gentry and of the urban middle class joined the rebellion against the 
king, which ended with the king literally losing his head, after which 
England was for some few years a republic. When the monarchy was 
restored-though another, very tame, revolution was required to make 
matters quite clear and definite-provision was made for ensuring 
the continued active existence of Parliament, securing "the rights of 
Englishmen," and making the king dependent upon Parliament for 
the money with which to finance both the administration and the 
military. In addition, the gentry, together with some of the aristocracy 
and some of bourgeoisie, formed a "governing class" which, through 
its role in national as well as in local government, in fact constituted 
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the backbone of the English polity. The English revolutions of the 
seventeenth century (1642, 1688) gave expression to libertarian and 
republican ideas which in the following century were to inspire both 
England's own American colonists and the middle classes of several 
European states, notably France, to overthrow the despots (enlightened 
or otherwise):! who ruled them, and to adopt one form or another 
of constitutional government (cf. Hintze). 

In the nineteenth centurv the distinctive achievements of the 
English monarchy (parliamentary government-by a small oligarchy; 
constitutionalism without a written constitution; a tradition of liberty; 
and a considerable measure of local self-government-by the same 
small oligarchy) arc fused with the distinctive achievements of the 
French state (centralized government; bureaucratic administration; 
formal, written constitutions; a tradition of militarism) to form the more 
or less liberal, bourgeois nation-state (cf. Harris). The monarch's 
power is either substantially reduced or altogether abolished, and the 
chief power in the state is now economic power, the power of the 
truly wealthy among the commercial and industrial middle class. The 
old aristocracy continues to play a role in the state, thanks to its 
positions in bureaucracy and army. Its political role actually increases, 
but now depends on wealth rather than privilege. The power of property 
either is formally expressed through the restriction of the suffrage (as, 
for. example, in England and France) or makes itself felt unofficially 
where property restrictions on the right to vote are slight (as in the 
United States). The politically dominant position of wealth is given 
justification by the appeal to the natural right of property (much as 
the dominant position of the monarch in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries had been justified by the appeal to the divine right of king­
ship): those who have the greatest material stake in the state are 
entitled directly or indirectly to control it. 

At the same time the population as a whole, under the impact of 
the powerful ideology of nationalism, is called upon loyally to serve 
the interests of the bourgeois nation-state (much as religious ideology 
had formerly been effective in keeping the people loyal and obedient 
to the monarch). In particular (and this constitutes a change from 
previous practice whose importance can hardly be exaggerated), the 
mass of the population is henceforward either induced or coerced 
into swelling the state's military forces in time of war. When, with 
the total wars of the twentieth century, the whole population becomes 
not only liable to military service but also the wholesale object of 
military assault, the territorial state ceases to be an impenetrable power-
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unit (cf. Herz). At the same time and by the same token. the dis­
tinction between soldier and civilian virtually disappears. \Vith the 
emergence of total war (whose roots lie in the nation-at-arms of the 
French Revolution), it is no longer the armed might of the stat~ but 
all the resources of society-from economy to "civilian" populatJc~n­
that is pitted against the enemy and becomes the object of destructiOn· 
It is with World War I that we can first cleadv detect the J,reahdoll'll 
of the distinction between state and society \\;hich signalizes the be­
ginning of the end of the modern state (cf. Rothfels). In this sense 
total war is intimately related to the totalitarian systems, Left and 
Right, which deliberately set about the destruction of the modern state. 

III 

Throughout the nineteenth century, the painful involvement of 
the mass of the population with the destinies of the state in time of 
war, coupled with the profound and, for the lower classes, generally 
deleterious effects of the industrial revolution, powerfully stimulated 
the demand of the lower middle class and the working class for a 
voice in the affairs of the state. This took the form of a demand for 
the vote or, alternatively, for further revolution. In the later nineteenth 
century and in the twentieth, the exclusion of the less wealthy and 
the propertyless from a share in government led to a more or less 
militant campaign for genuine political democracy. This campaign was 
at length successful in many European states, with the introduction of 
universal suffrage-strikingly enough, after the extraordinary exertions 
and sacrifices demanded of populations in World War I. 

At the same time (i.e., in the nineteenth century and after) a 
powerful movement grew up which sought to counteract the gross 
economic and social injustices and the manifest ills which resulted 
from the rapid development of industrial capitalism, the equally rapid 
spread of congested, unsanitary, and oppressive living and working 
conditions, and the inequitable distribution of the wealth which 
industrial capital and labor jointly produced (cf. Kitson Clark). 
Socialist and labor movements aimed to combat these conditions either 
through the establishment of political democracy, which should give the 
worker some indirect control over industry by allowing him a voice 
in the councils of state; or through social and economic measures, not 
excluding revolution, which should give him direct control over industry 
to a greater or less degree. In the extreme case, the problems of the 
worker were to be solved by making all industry, business, and agri­
culture the property of society as a whole, rather than of individual 
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entrepreneurs, and by overthrowing the bourgeois nation-state al­
together. 

vVhere the movement for political democracy has been successful, 
the modern state has in essentials survived, though its political opera­
tions have been to some extent altered, not least bv the rise of a 
class of professional politicians. (In mass democracy,. political parties 
have themselves to be svstematicallv oroanized-cf. Chabod-and the 

. • b 

llrst qualification for political office becomes the ability to get elected.) 
Where, on the other hand. the movement for social equality has been 
successful, it has taken one of two forms: the limited social democracy 
of the Welfare State, which is indeed a form of the modern state; or 
the unlimited social totalitarianism of the Communist system, within 
which the modern state is largely destroyed. To be more precise, 
Communism abolishes the distinction between state and society which, 
as we indicated above, is itself crucial to the existence of the modern 
state, as being the essential precondition of a public and more or 
less stable legal order, and as setting a limit to tlze extent to wlziclz 
society is organized for the purposes of p,ot'ernment. 

State control over the economy is, of course, quite compatible 
with the existence of the modern state; indeed, the modern state has, 
historically, alwavs exercised some control over the economy, though 
the extent of tha·t control has varied a great deal. vVorkers' control of 
the particular enterprises in which they are engaged is, to judge by 
certain Scandinavian examples, likewise compatible with the existence 
of the modern state. But totalitarian socialism 3 (i.e., Communism, as 
distinct from democratic socialism), which goes beyond control of the 
entrepreneur to itself becomiug the entrepreneur, undermines the 
distinction between state and society, between what is absorbed into 
governmental organization and what is left alone. In order to mobilize 
and control all the resources of society, Communism organizes and 
regiments not only economic activity, but almost every form of social, 
cultural, and intellectual life as well. Family life, leisure time, thought, 
science, and the arts-in short, everything that in the typical modern 
state belongs to the realm of private life uot organized for the purposes 
of government-ali this becomes so thoroughly subject to governmental 
organization that it is scarcely possible any longer to distinguish the 
state from society. Whether one calls this the destruction of society 
by the state, or the destruction of the state by society, is largely a 
matter of taste and terminology. 

This total organization of society into a totalitarian socialist system 
is given justification in terms of the historical right of labor, much as 
absolutism uses the divine right of kingship and bourgeois liberalism uses 
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the natural right of property as a justification for the political system. The 
totalitarian form of socialism takes over the bureaucratic techniques and 
the monopoly of military power developed by the modern state; but 
it largely destroys the stable legal order in terms of which the modern 
state has functioned. It substitutes what is called "socialist legality," 
which replaces the legal order of the modern state with a process in 
which laws, orders, procedures, and the actual measures taken, are all 
derived, supposedly from the "objective" needs of society, but in fact 
from the more or less arbitrary will of the ruler. As a result, Com­
munism is more arbitrary and more tyrannical, and controls human 
activity to an infinitely greater degree, than the most absolute of 
monarchs had done in the early centuries of the modern state. 

If totalitarian socialism is the total organization of society in the 
supposed interest of labor, totalitarian capitalism 3 (i.e., Fascism, as 
distinct from democratic capitalism) is the total organization of society 
in the supposed interest of capital, which is somehow made to seem 
identical with the national interest. Fascism thus perpetuates and 
tightens the link between bourgeois capitalism and the ideology of 
nationalism which was forged in the nineteenth century. In what it 
claims are the interests at once of the nation as a whole and of big 
business in particular, totalitarian capitalism, instead of taking over both 
the human and the physical means of production (factories, businesses, 
land) as Communism does, takes over only the humm1 means of produc­
tion-the workers. Fascism destroys not only the democratic political insti­
tutions but also the economic institutions (unions labor law collective 

' ' ' bargaining) by means of which the workers have improved their situa-
tion. It ruthlessly regiments the working population, and solves the 
problem of unemployment by means of public works, arms production, 
and large-scale military service. At the same time it allows big capital 
(and even small) a more or less free hand, provides it with cheap 
labor (by controlling wages), and affords it enormous financial gain by 
the fantastic increase in the production of armaments which-needless 
to say-is said to be essential to the national interest. As Communism 
does, but for a completely different main purpose, Fascism subjects 
the whole range of social existence to organization for the purposes 
of government; the distinction between state and society is abolished; 
and the stable legal order of the modern state is replaced by the 
arbitrary will of the leader. 

But whereas socialist totalitarianism mobilizes and organizes society 
for the primary purpose of creating a new sort of society, capitalist 
totalitarianism mobilizes and organizes society for the primary purpose 
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of waging war. \Vhereas Communism promises to bring in the mil­
lennium the world over, by securing the historical right of labor, 
Fascism promises to bring in the millennium for its own nation only, 
by securing the natural right of the superior nation. Consequently, 
whereas socialist totalitarianism typically makes war by economic and 
political means, including revolution, on a world-wide class (the 
bourgeoisie), capitalist totalitarianism typically makes war by military 
means on other nations or, in the extreme case, on the whole rest of 
the globe. Communism, in other words, aims to replace the world 
of sovereign nation-states with a single classless society; Fascism aims to 
replace the world of sovereign nation-states with the world-wide 
supremacy of a single nation. Thus totalitarianism, whether of the Left 
or of the Right, and making due allowance for differences between 
them, not only destroys the modern state i11temally, as a form of politi­
cal organization; it also threatens to destroy the modern state extemally, 
as the member of a system of sovereign states. 

IV 

The modern sovereign state, which came into existence in the 
ferment of the Renaissance, is in danger of succumbing amidst the 
multiple crises of the twentieth century. 

In that part of the world in which it has been the predominant 
form of governmental organization for more than four centuries it 
survives, at least for the time being, in modified form. It is being modi­
fied internally, through the Welfare State, in the direction of greater 
governmental control over society, i.e., of intensified sovereignty; 
externally it is being modified, through international organization and 
cooperation, in the direction of a lessened independence in international 
affairs, i.e., of reduced sovereignty. 

In the non-European world, new states are coming into existence 
in conditions which differ profoundly from those in which the modern 
state first arose. The new states of Africa and Asia are being born into 
a world in which, given the vulnerability of all states to nuclear attack 
(cf. 1-Ierz), full autonomy vis-a-vis other states is unattainable to them 
from the start; and in which limited control over society may seem to be 
inadequate to deal with the enormous tasks of economic, social, and 
cultural development which is mandatory in all the areas of the world 
which are seriously underdeveloped. 

Totalitarianism is born of crisis, of the felt need to mobilize all the 
resources of society to meet some extraordinary challenge, to tackle some 
extraordinary task. Whether the highly developed countries of Europe 
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and North America can avoid the critical breakdowns which invite 
totalitarian expedients; and whether the underdeveloped countries of Asia, 
Africa, and Latin America can meet the critical challenge of rapid 
development without recourse to totalitarian solutions-these are, on 
the domestic, on the social side, the crucial issues which will determine 
whether the modern state will be succeeded by another limited, or by 
an unlimited, form of organizing society for purposes of government. 

But there is another area of crisis besides the domestic one. The 
crisis of total war, and of the constant and imminent threat of total 
war, makes for totalitarian solutions ,just as surely as does social crisis. 
And it is only reasonable to say that, unless this crisis too can be 
averted or resolved by peaceful means, it is almost certain that it will 
be the unlimited domination of totalitarian systems which will succeed 
the limited domination of the modern state. 
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NOTES 
1 In English constitutional law and theory "state" ha b h · 11 ' s never ecome 

~tee mea y precise term, though in recent years it has perhaps come to 
more frequently used than formerly. Even in ordinary usage, however 

"government" and "kingdom" are terms used to describe what in othe; 
countries would be called the state. 

2 It should he noted that though the American colonists fancied them-
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selves oppressed by that "tyrant," George III, it was Parliament, if anyone, 
that was doing the oppressing. 

3 Neither Communism nor Fascism is a purely economic phenomenon, 
though in both systems the totalitarian organization of the economy is a 
vital clement. For additional pcrspccti\·cs on totalitarianism, sec the article 
by l\lr. Kennan, below, and the works listed in the bibliography appended 
to it. 

ORIGINS OF THE l\,10DERN STATE* 

Gerlwrd Ritter 

The historical. roots of the modem state must be sought, as Profes­
sor Ritter (Professor emeritus of Modem History, University of 
Freiburg, Germmzy) shows, as far back as tlze High Middle Ages. As it 
emerp,es otrt of tlw mrarcl1y of tlw decayi11g fetrdal system, the embryonic 
modem state already displays tlze relentless quest for power tlwt remains 
o11e of its lwllmarhs throughout its history. 

I. Disintegration of the Res Publica Christiana and 
Formation of a European State System. 

It .used to be thought that a single event, if possible even a specific 
date, could be taken as separating "Middle Ages" from "Modern 
Times." Thus it was long customary to regard Columbus' discovery 
of America (1492) or the French invasion of Italy (1494) as the 
watershed between the two epochs. By now we know perfectly well 
that the crucial change in man's sensibility which occurred in the 
sixteenth century had little if anything to do with the expansion of 
geographical horizons or the invention of new devices. Unquestionably 
a new era opened when history moved from a European to a world-wide 
stage. But the full effect of this change on political practice and on 
the minds of men made itself felt only in the course of many genera­
tions. Even the sudden emergence of a new "state system" spanning 
all of Europe, which seems to be observable in the foreign invasions 
of Italy from 1494 on, proves on closer inspection to be an illusion. 

"Gerhard Ritter, Die Neugestaltung Europas im 16. Jahr1mndert, Berlin: 
Verlag des Druckhauses Tempelhof, 1950, pp. 19-28. Translated by Heinz Luhasz 
with permission of Verlag Ullstein, Darmstadt. 



GETIHATID TIITTER 

!his .state system had at least partially de\'eloped and established 
Itself m the course of several centuries. In the Italian wars it merely 
underwent a significant extension, all its energies being dramatically 
brought into play on a single spot. 

It is not a single event that marks the transition from the medieval 
~0 the modern world, but a gradual transformation-a transformation of 
Intellectual, social, economic and political life. The political face of 
Europe began to change early. The intellectual and the social unity 
of the West, however, endured in essentials until the close of the 
Middle Ages: the unity of the church, of learning, art and fable, of 
the matter and forms of poetry, of the intellectual world as a whole; 
as well as the sense of communitv that informed the several ranks of 
society-the clergy and the feudal' nobility especially-which cut across 
national boundaries. But the political foundations of this unity had 
already crumbled in the thirteenth century. 

The foundations were destroyed by the conAict of Empire and 
Papacy. When these two pinnacles of the 1miversitas Christimw became 
locked in irreconcilable conAict, the whole edifice began to totter. When 
the German Empire was at last defeated, chaos set in both south and 
north of the Alps. The once vigorous Empire was replaced by a 
multitude of principalities and cities .engaged in bloody feuds with 
one another. The political center of gravity shifted decisively from the 
middle of Europe to the west. The Empire, with its nebulous claims 
to universal authority, would henceforward be able to count for 
something only in the hands of a dynasty whose real strength lay in 
its possession of substantial power outside of Germany. 

The future belonged to the national states of western Europe, 
where strong monarchs allied themselves with the great nations that 
were slowly awakening to self-consciousness. The political world of 
northern and eastern Europe was for a long time unable to attain a 
similar internal cohesiveness. But even there, under national dynasties, 
there now arose power structures of enormous extent which not only 
threw off every memory of former feudal dependence on the German 
emperor but, from the fifteenth century on, threatened and in part 
overpowered the eastern marches of the Empire with superior forces. 
In eastern as in western Europe the sense of community-of a single 
Christian political community of the West-disintegrated like the 
merest phantom on the winds of great power struggles. The old spirit 
of a common Western front united against the non-Christian world 
counted for less and less by the side of conAicts among national and 
dynastic power-interests. 

Out of the interminable wars of the late Middle Ages, over the 
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Stauffer [Hohenstaufen] legacy in Naples and Sicily, the Angevin­
Plantagenet dynasty in France, and finally even for the French crown 
itself, there soon emerges a new, purely secular power system. All the 
powers of western Europe from Scotland to Aragon share in it. If a 
political crisis grips one of these states, all the others are also set in 
motion, more or less: whether as allies or as foes, they all have an 
interest in the outcome. Bv its side there arises a multifarious svstcm of 
small and medium-sized Italian states which from the first ar~ drawn 
deep into the affairs of the western powers and whose own rivalries 
arc in part determined bv this involvement. The effects of west and 
south European power c~nAicts make themselves felt as far away as 
eastern Europe; Hungary in particular is frequently embroiled in Italian 
affairs. Only the north remains almost completely uninvolved. Germany, 
as the land at the center, only rarely fails to become involved. One 
comes across west German princes now in the pay of the English, now 
of the French, or in the retinue of the buffer-state Burgundy. The Ger­
man monarchy all too frequently seeks to profit by the fierce conAicts 
between England, France, Spain, the Italian Guelphs and Ghibellines. 
For lack of comparable strength, however, the German king is generally 
limited to playing a subordinate role. Their dynastic interests them­
selves oblige the German kings of the Luxemburg and Habsburg line 
to divide their interests between east and west. They are thus instru­
mental in bringing the eastern and the western state systems in con­
tact. Then, when at the close of the fifteenth century the Habsburgs 
extend their matrimonial connections from Hungary and Bohemia 
across western Austria (upper Rhine region) and Burgundy as far as 
Spain, east and west are amalgamated into one great European state 
system, which nevertheless does not in the least resemble the Christian 
community of states of the high Middle Ages. A multitude of extremely 
self-conscious states has appeared on the historical scene, all bent on 
self-determination. Every one of them seeks to extend its power as far 
as it possibly can, by wheatever means, fair or foul, with no regard to 

loyalty or faith. At the threshold of the modern era the international 
politics of Europe were dominated by the most Machiavellian methods­
long before the great Florentine wrote his famous handbook for princes. 

The great powers of the world have always made ample use of ways 
and means of tricking and duping their enemies. But the naive and 
unscrupulous way in which the great powers of the period around 1500 
deceived one another has always been a source of amazement. The rich 
and varied experience, the mature political concepts, the firm traditions 
of modern Machiavellism had not yet been established. Statesmen fum­
bled uncertainly with pacts, pseudo-alliances, open antagonisms; they 



GERI-IARD RITTER 

changed allies far too frequently and arbitrarily; and they did not yet real­
ize how greatly a state's power could be enhanced hy a reputation for de­
pendability. They overextended themselves in aggressive schemes, strove 
with feverish ambition for foreign conquests before the internal re­
sources of the state had yet matured, and then had to rely on the whole 
bag of diplomatic tricks which a strong and self-confident statecraft can 
do without-on intrigue, bluff and delaying tactics, on being on the 
look-out for lucky breaks. They knew their own interests, but had only 
the most inadec1uate grasp and appreciation of the interests of foreign 
courts. They were astute enough to sec through the diplomatic maneu­
vers of others, but at the same time they were so naive as to expect the 
others to be taken in by their own often quite gross stratagems. No 
vow, no marriage or promise of marriage was too sacred to be heed­
lessly broken for changing political requirements. Yet ever and again 
new political alliances were founded on vows and plighted troths: 
engagements of one and two year old princesses were not unknown­
even engagements in advance of princesses yet unborn. Vast sums were 
wasted in bribing inAuential statesmen at foreign courts, on lavishly 
staged meetings between princes, on the dispatching of renowned "ora­
tors," despite the repeated experience that all such efforts were of no 
avail. A very long time elapsed before it finally dawned on people that 
the policies of great powers were in the long run determined by the 
weight of their natural interests, nor by the whims, inclinations and 
prejudices of individual personages. In fact, the courts of Europe learned 
only very gradually and through bitter experience to distinguish be­
tween a state's genuine interests and mere adventures, and to heed the 
voice of rational insight rather than the caprice of princely ambition. 
The legacy of the feudal age was still powerfully and variously at work 
in the Renaissance period. It is no accident that only a single Renais­
sance state was as early as the beginning of the sixteenth century basing 
its policy on systematically gathered knowledge of the tangled interests 
of the great powers, namely, the merchant republic of Venice. Venice 
was the first to employ the system of permanent embassies at foreign 
courts. The famous final reports of its ambassadors, made upon their re­
turn home (the so-called Relations), are still one of the most valuable 
sources of our knowledge of the power-relations of Renaissance Europe. 

II. Suppression of Feudalism in the Late Middle Ages 
The real business of the epoch, in domestic politics as well, was the 

task of suppressing feudal traditions. Whoever made the greatest strides 
in this direction would gain a decisive lead in power. 
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The authority of the medie,·al ruler did not rest on the material 
power he possessed but almost exclusively on moral factors. What had 
once impelled the wandering Germanic tribes to subject themselves to 
a leader was their confidence in the elected warrior-king's skill in war 
and in his uprightness. \Vhat had curbed the warlike Franks' stubborn 
passion for freedom was their almost superstitious respect for the super­
natural powers of the consecrated royal line, notwithstanding the fla­
grant and monstrous vices and crimes of the Merovingian dynasty. It 
was the church that gave the quasi-sacred and martial kingship [Dmrids­
konigtllm] of the Carolingians and later imperial families its real and 
principal glory-through consecration, anointment and coronation. It 
was fidelity, not obedience, that formed the moral bond between the 
feudal overlord and his vassals in the age of the Stauffer [Hohen­
staufen]. This fidelity was felt to be reciprocal, not one-sided; hence it 
included, rather than excluding, the right to resist an "unfaithful" 

I . h d" d d h "I " F h "I "b · " 1 ru er, 1.e., one w o 1sregar e t e aw. or t e aw, emg eterna 
law," was higher than the ruler's will, higher than any necessity of 
state. It was neither king nor people that was sovereign, but the law. 
The highest task of constituted authority-strictly speaking, the only 
one-was the preservation of peace and justice. Something could be 
justified morally and politically only if it appeared to be in keeping with 
this supreme and proper objective: a war, for example, could be justi­
fied only if it was a "just war" of defense against flagrant "injustice." 
The sober realization that political conflicts can arise which pit justice 
against justice or injustice against injustice was foreign to medieval 
thought, just as foreign as the naturalistic idea of a "necessity of state" 
which in certain circumstances can release the ruler from moral obliga­
tions. The state itself as a suprapersonal organism, whose vitality and 
whose demands were by far the greatest of all, had not yet been discov­
ered. There existed only individual rulers, princely families singled out 
from the mass and elevated above them, who enjoyed special privileges 
but also had special moral obligations. A natural force called the 
"power" of the state, which demanded unconditional subjection, was 
still unknown. There existed only the graduated rights of the ruler and 
his vassals. The king as the highest feudal lord was indeed the source 
of all positive law, that is, of the rights and privileges of his vassals; 
but he was neither sovereign nor all-powerful. He was, as it were, lim­
ited by the confines of his own princely prerogatives, and he shared 
public authority with his feudatories, especially with the great feudal 
aristocracy of the country (who, furthermore, had to a great extent 
already possessed this authority in their own right before the feudal 
system arose). In the feudal period the ruler did not distribute authority 
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by assigning this or that function in public administration to this or 
that individual, the way the modern state appoints its officials. Instead 
the sum total-or at any rate the greater part-of governmental author­
ity for a given area was transferred to a particular feudat~ry-more pre­
cisely, to a particular family, since the feudal regalia were no longer 
bestowed on an individual for life but had long ago become hereditary. 
Not just this or that branch of the administration was distributed, but 
provinces and whole counties. This was the only way in which large 
areas could be organized politically long before the means of transpor­
tation existed which made it possible to dominate them. But the imme­
diate relation of the ruler to the mass of the people, i.e., to the body 
politic, was interrupted at a thousand points by intermediate feudal 
authorities. Individual churches, convents and monasteries as well as 
secular authorities (especially in Germany) were granted special privi­
leges (immunities); the most diverse privileges were extended to eccle­
siastical, secular and municipal corporations; all sorts of crown rights 
were frequently mortgaged, sold or lost; finally a kind of state-within­
the state was created through the formation of alliances within the 
various estates (leagues, as they were called), especially between cities 
and among the knighthood or even among the peasantry (for instance 
in Switzerland). All of this served continually to weaken the bonds of 
the feudal polity. The ruler did not confront a uniform body of sub­
jects, as he does in the modern state: he was merely so to speak the apex 
of a pyramid of rulers-princely and other vassals of the high aristocracy, 
ecclesiastical feudatories, municipal authorities. The "good old law" 
which it was his highest duty to protect and preserve consisted of the 
countless particular rights of the various estates. 

This feudal system had of course established itself in very varying 
degree in the various countries of Europe. Consequently the task of sup­
pressing it, of gathering all public power into a single pair of hands and 
so founding the modern state, also proceeded at a very varied pace, with 
differing degrees of success, and in a variety of ways. As a result the dis­
tinctive character of the several nations, in contrast to the uniformity of 
the feudal age proper, was already in process of formation in the late 
Middle Ages. 

Development was particularly slow and painful in the heartland of 
the medieval Empire, in Germany. There both the memory of what had 
once been the semi-spiritual character of the imperial office, and the 
petrified forms of the old feudal constitution of the Empire, were in 
the main preserved until the beginning of the nineteenth century. As 
late as the eve of the Thirty Years' War the two parties of German 
princes, the Catholic and the Protestant, were still joining issue over 
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their political difference~ in the true medieval form of a legal dispute 
over feudal prerogatives [stii11discl~e Gerechtsame]. Only in the cramped 
and motley world of the small and medium-sized German states, in the 
proprietary domains of the German territorial princes, were modern 
forms of government developed from the fourteenth century onwards . 
. . . Even so it was not until a very late date, and by no means every­
where, that these territorial princes did achieve real SO\'ereignty, sover­
eignty unhampered by the legal, ecclesiastical and moral restraints and 
the feudalistic considerations of medieval tradition. 

In the southern half of the old Empire, in Italy (in contrast to the 
northern half), feudal forms of oovernmcnt disinteorated vcr)' rapidly 

b b • 

and completely. t\ comparatively modern form of royal autocracy had 
already been adumbrated in the Norman Sicily of Frederick II; it has 
been called-not quite correctly-the first Renaissance state. In the 
anarchic centuries of the Interregnum there then shot up on the fertile 
soil of urban dcmocracv on which aristocratic feudal elements fused 
rapidly with bourgeois ~apitalist clements, a motley array of radically 
novel power structures-new states devoid of any traditions. The world 
of Italian states of the so-called Quattroccnto displays a great variety of 
forms: the crude tyranny of warlike men of violence; the patriarchal 
rule of princely courts descended from the old feudal nobility, who 
eagerly competed with one another in providently fostering the state's 
economy and in enthusiastically patronizing the arts; the conservative 
aristocracy of patrician families in Venice, with their hereditary political 
sagacity; the most various forms of urban government, ranging from 
popular rule to clique-rule; finally the theocracy of a Savonarola and the 
ecclesiastical tyranny of the Papal States. Common to them all is the 
absence of those moral bonds of feudal fealty (or the destruction of 
these bonds, as in Rome during the Avignonese capacity of the church) 
with whose aid the monarchs of the high Middle Ages had governed. 
Moreover, most of them lack credentials of any kind, be they those of 
ancient and honorable custom, of historical antiquity, or of religious 
consecration. Almost all of them are upstarts who instead of possessing 
authority as a secure inheritance must constantly defend it against bit­
ter enemies, both foreign and domestic, and whose states are in many 
instances mere temporary structures of no great historical stature. Cruel 
violence, deep-seated cunning and the display of 51 lavish pomp with 
which the masses are bought-these are their most important means of 
asserting themselves. A new self-awareness and a new self-confidence in 
man as an earthly creature awakened in this environment, a passionate 
delight in the beautiful splendor of this world which impetuously sun­
dered the penitent piety of the Middle Ages; a spiritual world arose 
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which was ennobled by close contact with the treasures of classical an­
tiquity and by the renewal of Greek ideals of beauty. The splendid 
beauty of Italian Renaissance art and literature makes us forget the 
world of bloody horror and human depravity within which they flow­
ered. They also serve to glamorize the historical picture of the political 
world of that period. But the political importance of the Italian states 
must nevertheless not be exaggerated. Nowhere can one discern a direct 
impact of the Italian model on the internal development of the other 
states of Europe. These little Italian states were hardly the shape f 
international politics. They were rather the tools of the great rs 0 

d h b. f h · powers 
an t eo Jects o t eu covetousness. The Italian city republics d h 

t t f h d " an t e s a es o t e espots seem modern" to us because of the1· f · }" h · r care ree 
vJta Jty, t e1r purely worldly and instinctual striving after power which 

no longer acknowledges any principle of political conduct other than 

expediency, or any p()litical virtue other than cleverness and resilient 

enetf{Y· Hut even Machiavelli, the theorist of these artful rules, saw 
painfully clearly that Italy was not the country in which the modern 
power-state of the future could come to fruition. The world of Italian 
Hcnaiss::mcc states is a freak, the product of unique political conditions 
and historical memories. The cradle of the great modern powers, of the 
modern national power-state, is not Italy but western Europe. There, in 
contrast to I_taly, it grew quite naturally out of the soil of late feudalism. 

There, m the last centuries of the Middle Ages, one can alread 
sec the decisive transformations of social and economic conditio yf 
I I 'I . . ns, o 
ega JC eas and constitutiOnal arrangements. The transformation of 

things military was particularly important. The whole political and so­
cial structure of the feudal period had been determined by the knight­
service of aristocratic vassals: the army of knights went hand-in-hand 
with the political and social status of the aristocratic professional war­
riors-lordship. But in the great battles between the French and the 
English in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries it was no longer the 
mounted warriors alone but partly the foot soldiers who were decisive, 
among them the middle-class English crossbowmen and archers. The 
long spears of the Swiss peasants were the undoing of the mounted 
knights of Burgundy, the proudest cava_lry of _Euro~e. ~e battlefield 
of the future belonged to the foot soldiers dnlled m. Sw1ss style. No 
castle wall was any longer an adequate safeguard agamst the blunder­
busses of the new artillery. War became a trade that could be learned 
and that attracted lost souls from all over the world who were always 
at the disposal of the highest bidder in return for payment. Mounted 
soldiers too could be had for money, and princes soon got into the habit 
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of maintaining a standing paid cavalry in place of the cumbersome and 
uncertain feudal levv. The foundations of the whole feudal system 
began to crumble as ~oon as compensation in cash replaced the bestow­
ing of landed property and the so-called money economy shut out nat­
ural economy. Political inAuence and wealth were now no longer tied 
to aristocratic property in land. The urban middle class with its great 
fund of money took its place as a \'ery self-conscious third estate by the 
side of the clergy and the nobility. It challenged the clergy's monopoly 
in education and the nobility's in the bearing of arms. The more money 
proved itself indispensable to monarchical governments as a means of 
power, the greater became the inAuence of the middle class and particu­
larly of the capitalists. The state's own resources-the income from the 
royal demesne and regalia-were as inadequate to the financial needs of 
the modern state as was the income from papal property to tremendous 
cost of centralized administration in the late medieval church. State and 
church both found themselves increasingly obliged to employ fiscal 
means of power, to drain the taxable resources of their subjects. In the 
process they more and more encroached on each other's preserves. With 
the passing of time the yield from the financial apparatus which govern­
ments had inherited from feudal times proved ever more inadequate. 
Hence there arose the perennial impecuniousness of great modern states 
which in turn became one of the most powerful spurs to the develop­
ment of modern capitalism. Without the financial assistance of Genoese 
banks and of the great South German commercial firms Charles V 
would not have been able to carry on any of his wars. 

In spite of all this the old personal relationship-the bond of mutual 
fidelity between crown and nobility-was not by any means destroyed. 
Feudal service continued to be owed and many of the old forms of 
enfeoffment continued to exist. The nobility was still taken to be the 
favored estate, the true pillar of monarchy. And this remained substan­
tially the case until the eighteenth century. But as feudal military 
service lost its practical significance vis-a-vis the liability to taxation­
a burden quite predominantly borne by middle class and peasantry-a 
new spirit came nevertheless to inform the relationship of ruler and 
subject. The ideal, almost idyllic relation of fidelity was gradually 
transformed into a system of very prosaic obligations which was strictly 
regulated by law. In the great states of western Europe the king's 
counselors-the heads of the great noble families, princes of the bloo~, 
seigneurs and barons-were at an early st/ge supplemented and even m 
part supplanted by groups of professional middle-class administrators 
most of whom were trained in law at the universities.1 These crown 
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law ers saw the position of the ruler very differen~\~ than the hi~h a_ris-
y d'd Th ded neither historical traditiOn nor ecclestastlcal tocracy 1 • ey regar . , 

and religious consecration as an adequate mtel~ectual prop for the ~uler s 
authority. They insisted on a juristic foundauon. and found one_ m the 
theory of contract in the law of the Roman Empue (the lex regm), the 
Church Fathers, and certain chapters of papal Canon law. According to 
this theory the office of the earthly ruler is founded on a (fictitious) 
social contract in which the governed unite to form a body politic 
[staatliche Gemeinschaft] and subject themselves to a governor.2 This 
theory of contract was later used by rebellious aristocrats and revolu-

tjonary popular leaders to challenge the divine right of kingship, to 
invoke the ultimate sovereignty of the people, and to limit the rights of 
absolute monarchy. An attempt to reduce the stature of the secular 
ruler's authority with the aid of this theory had already been made by 
the Papacy's clerical publicists in the Middle Ages: one who merely 
ho\ds a commission from the people (they said] simply must not dare 
t~ compare the dignity of his office with the divine dignity of the 0 
\,ut_ the crown \awyers of the late Middle Ages like the 1·u · pf lpe. 
antlquit d • nsts o ate y, manage to use the ancient th . 
~hrough an irrevocable contract the whole eory m a _contrary sense: 
1tself once and for all to unqualified obed' body ~h~U~Jects had bound 
mere scholastic theorizing. But its pract1'c1elnc~. ·c. 1S ook_s at first like 
tl , J - ' a s1gmncance 1s f · 

lcln. t lat: he hind this theory there lurked h ll ar greater 
hens · 1. l a w o y nove\ c 

IVc VIew o t 1C nature of political authorit . The con , ompre-
a?solutc royal power of command and of co y cept of an 
ti~~ ~hich t~c scholastic theory presuppose:h:c;e ian! ~eterdal subj:c­
sti een quite unknown. Far more w _n e eu a\ penod 
attendance on the king and the fealt as now bemg demanded than 
obedience. Finally new and old lega{dof a vassba~-namely, unqualified 

J I J . I cas com med to ra. h 
ilfC J S 1/[Jf ](JfJI Y lO limitless heights: equip\)Cd w'th lSC t e man-

' . 1 supernatural powers 
iJf!fl(Jj II 1 l'd by ( ,r 1(1, Clli.W'Cfllll'd and i\l~om_lcd \~y ~he church, backed b; 

. _· I I r in\wnlt\1\l'l' and lhl' lll\e\,ty n{ \m vassals, robed in the 

. 1111 II' Ill II ~!l \ 11 . r \ ·,1.\(l\'\' '\\\l\ l'\\\i\\\\', ass\\\'l'l\ by the "contract of 
I , _ 'I\ \1\ \ ,) • I I , ' ' 

\ \ 111- 11\ Ll'l\\\\1\l. \'\' \ \ \\\,\~ntm n\)cthcncc of a\\ h1s sub· ',\1 l'l\l . \ \l'( i\\\l . . . ,, \ \ \H' ''"l\l\.\ . ·\ )~ the 1mKlcm age made h1s 
-;uhjec\Hll\ 11 \ , . \)Sll\U\C \1\0\1<\\C \ l . r \ • d'd their · \ w \ H: ,\ · '\'\ \' • ·rs or t 1C crovm 1 
jccts-that IS 10 r \1istnT'-'· \C o.Jil:C , d means 

\ , st·1oc or ; .1 ,·th more mo ern 
a1111carance on t lt: · 'n l \ \'t'gation anu '' 1 . r t 

\ oh [cUt a I 1 ' · e b)' p1ece to pence 
utn1ost, hoth t 1r<~lln . \ d ilitary strength, P1ec 

I. \ · I n·1nc1a an m " atTunnl aung 1 • \. · le of 11S power. d d't' n but 
ant\ en\ n:nch the plcmtu' . f cace, law an tra IIO 

\ the 11reservat10n o P · d most l-or it was no ongcr d as the pnmary an 
. f r r that now appearc 
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urgent business of monarchy. It stood the crown in good stead that the 
strengthening of its power nearly always also meant the securing of 
domestic tranquillity and hence of the public weal. In al_l the major 
countries of western Europe-in England, France and Spam-the new 
absolutism was welcomed with relief bv the great mass of the people, 
and especiallv bv the new middle class: as a deliverance from the most 
fearful domc~tic. feuds. The feudal system had outlived itself and had 
dissolved in an anarchy of willfulness: The monarchy was able to claim 
that its demands were at one with the "general interest" (the new slogan 
of the day). The prince's honor and reputation, the luster of the dy­
nasty, seemed largely to coincide with the "general interest." In prac­
tice, to be sure, it very soon turned out that the former was being avidly 
pursued without too tender a concern for the latter. 

Where "general interest" becomes the lodestar of policy, there lie 
the beginnings of modern reason of state [rais011 d'etat, Staatsriison ]. 
Rational action, i.e., action appropriate to one's objectives, becomes the 
first commandment. The rule of expediency is no doubt also quite 
capable of overcoming the moral scruples and inhibitions of legal 
thought. The early medieval ideas of law grow weak. The new scholas­
tic jurisprudence inculcates the distinction between "eternal law," "law 
of nature," or "divine law," on the one hand, and mere positive statute 
on the other. The former is unalterable untouchable; but it is now con-, 
fined to the most general principles of legal thought (for instance, to the 
right of property, the divine origin of the church, and the like). The 
great mass of law actually in effect consists of mere statute, of mere 
particular decisions on concrete legal issues, and can be changed when­
ever it seems necessary. Mere tradition is more clearly distinguished 
than formerly from written statute; mere legal conviction is now open 
to challenge when it is not supported by written evidence. Uncertain 
tradition is replaced by general rules of jurisdiction laid down in writ­
ing; general legislation gradually comes to supplement mere particular 
decisions and privileges. The excessively close connection-indeed, the 
confusion-of law with morality is loosened; law is no longer rigidly 
tied to ancient usage. Room is made for the creation of new law. But 
of course this liberation is gained at considerable cost: the new power­
state did not come into existence ·without countless flagrant infractions 
of the law, the harshest acts of arbitrary power, horrors and cruelties of 
every kind. Here too, and terrifyingly enough, the demonic force of 
power revealed itself, which follmvs all earthly greatness like a shadow, 
a shadow that grows deeper the more brightly shines the sun of success. 

Contemporaries did not experience the birth of this new political 
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temper and the slow death, or at least the fading, of the old ideals of 
chivalry, honor and fidelity without profound spiritual perturbation. 
The uneasy mood of the time, divided as it was between abhorrence 
and admiration, is mirrored most graphically in the famous memoirs of 
Sire Philippe de Commines who, like many another of his class, had 
entered the pay of Louis XI of France as official, officer and diplomat. 
He describes with constant amazement how in the king's personality 
strict piety is combined with icy cruelty, the arbitrary temperament of 
a great feudal lord with the most sober sense of responsibility. The 
whole life of the court seems given over to wild hunting parties and 
perpetual military expeditions, and yet time is found for the regular and 
considered conduct of affairs: for the promotion, through mercantilistic 
measures, of urban industry and of trade; for the constant enlargement 
of state revenue; for assiduous diplomatic activity which seeks to avert 
rather than to court war. The king counts no humiliation too great 
when he is unable to deal forcibly with foreign enemies or rebellious 
vassals; but at the first opportunity he takes cruel and malicious re­
venge, and rarely does a campaign end without captured foes being 
executed. No ruler of Europe possesses so grand a standing army; never­
theless he does not shrink from very ingloriously buying off an invading 
English army by paying a subsidy to the English king instead of ex­
pelling it by force of arms. When he needs new taxes he greets the rep­
resentatives of the towns in the guise of the people's friend, the kindly 
father of his country; he protects the privileges of hereditary councilors 
against the artisans and the lesser folk; but he violates these same privi­
leges ruthlessly when he wants to fill municipal offices with his hench­
men. He binds the nobility to his service by excessive gifts of money, 
office and land; but no one is secure from his sudden displeasure. Sus­
picious as any Italian tyrant he isolates himself from his people behind 
the bars, moats and .drawbridges of his own castle, Le Plessis. lnde­
fatiguably he does penance, prays, creates pious foundations-none of 
which prevents him from misusing the church with cynical ruthlessness 
as an instrument of power. He takes diabolical pleasure in laying traps 
for refractory vassals through every kind of ruse; he invents narrow iron 
cages in which to tame their haughty defiance-Commines reports that 
the Bishop of Verdun spent fourteen years in one of these prisons. 
Terror, even more than real strength, is used to secure the new power 
position of the crown. But at the close of his reign peace has been 
established in the country, and all France willingly submits to the 
tyrant. Whether this great success has been brought about by divine 
providence, by the cleverness of human measures, or possibly by no 



ORIGINS OF THE MODERN STATE 

more than the caprice of what the Humanists called "fortuna"-that, 
for the contemporary observer, is a constant puzzlement. 
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1 On the rise of a professional bureaucracy see Chabod, 'Was There a 

Renaissance State?" (next selection). 
2 Strictly speaking this contract was really two contracts, a "social con­

tract" proper and a "contract of government," that is, the formation of a 
political community and the establishment of a contractual relationship 
between ruler and ruled. 

,. Compiled by the editor. 
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WAS THERE A RENAISSANCE STATE?* 

Federico Clzabod 

The modern state came into being in the fifteenth m1d sixteenth cen­
turies, i.e., during the period of the Renaissance and the Reformation. 
In the following talk, the late Professor Chabocl (University of Rome) 
11uzkes clear how reckless it would be to read all t11e c1zaracteristics of 
the fully matured modern state back into the first 1'1wse of its history. 

I shall here do no more than put forward a few points which seem 
to me best suited to open up the topic we arc to discuss. 1 

But first: what do we mean by "Renaissance" in respect of politics, 
of the State? It seems to me essential that we be specific as to chro­
nology, so that the problem be clearly defined from the outset. In the case 
of most of the European States-France, England and Spain above all­
we shall clearly be dealing with the sixteenth century, except for an 
occasional glance back to the reign of Louis XI. The same goes for the 
German States, though in their case it would be better to speak of the 
Reformation State than of the Renaissance State. But this pcriodization 
does not lit the Italian States. There we must go back at least to the fif­
teenth century and even further, while at the other end the second half 
of the sixteenth century is in Italy, much more than in other countries, 
already the era of the "Counter-Reformation" State-or the era of the 
Baroque. This latter State is no doubt very closely related to the Renais­
sance State; yet it displays certain novel features, and new situations 
and conceptions arise, with new shades of significance, which will 
continue into the seventeenth century. 

This having been said, we can ask ourselves whether one may prop­
erly speak of a "Renaissance State," that is, of a State with a number 
(though of course only a limited number) of fairly distinct features. 

,. "Y a-t-il un etat de la Renaissance?" in Actes du Colloque mr la Reuaisscmce 
organise par la Societe d'histoire moderne, Paris: J. Vrin, 1958, pp. 57-74. Trans­
lated by Heinz Lubasz with permission of the publishers. The paper, having 
been prepared for oral presentation at a conference, contains a number of rhetori­
cal questions, some of which have been rephrased in translation as statements. 
The translator has also taken the liberty of occasionally "running on" paragraphs, 
to give the paper a less disjointed format; and, in three instances, of putting bib­
liographical or incidental information into the footnotes. Nothing of substance has 
been altered, and nothing has been omitted. 
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For the Italian States Burckhardt once coined the celebrated phrase, 
"the State as a work of art," meaning that the State is created by the 
cold, clear, perspicacious will of a prince or tyrant who, just like an 
artist, makes a preliminary sketch and precisely calculates the means he 
must employ in order to achieve success. It is a very elegant formula, 
which has enjoyed a great vogue, particularly among historians of 
Renaissance civilization. But it is only a superficial formula which no 
one any longer thinks of applying, even to the Italian signories and 
principalities of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. 

Can we then, despite diversities and despite differences in periodiza­
tion, find common features, common clements of some importance, in 
these States of the Renaissance, not only in Italy, but in Europe as a 
whole? Or shall we have to relinquish the search for such a State and 
confine ourselves to examining the various States of the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries? It may well be that our search for the "Renaissance 
State" is at bottom no more than the desire to discover once again what 
has been called the "modernity" of the Renaissance, of the sixteenth 
century. I .would want us to be very much on our guard against such 
an a ]Jriori view, against taking such a preconceived position. 

If we want from the outset to discover the "modernitv" of the six­
teenth century (or, for that matter, of any century whateve~: the remark 
applies generally), we shall, even without wanting to, end by coax­
ing the texts, without worrying overmuch about niceties-by more or less 
appreciably changing timbres, by imparting an eighteenth, nineteenth 
or twentieth-century tone to ideas, institutions, and customs which in 
the sixteenth century were fed by a very different spirit. Especially in 
the case of ideas and feelings, we would run the risk of being at least 
slightly off key. 

I would therefore want us, in this instance as in every other, to try 
to see the Renaissance "State" in the spirit of the men of the Renais­
sance, and with their propensities; except that, once we have finished 
our analysis, we shall single out whatever in that State, in the political 
life of that period, may already be "modern." But that must be a final 
finding, not a preconceived notion. 

For this reason I shall not dwell on the idea of nationality or on 
patriotism, as I do not regard them as characteristic elements of the 
Renaissance State-elements to which, in my view, the interpretations 
of, for example, Henri Hauser assign too much space.2 First of all, be­
cause they do not constitute a general characteristic. It would in fact 
be quite difficult to speak of "patriotism" in the case of most of the 
Italian States in the fifteenth and even in the sixteenth century, ex­
cepting Florence and Venice. The "liberty" of Florence is, from the end 
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of the fourteenth and the beginning of the fifteenth century on, exalted 
by Coluccio Salutati and Leonardo Bruni. The "cultural" pride of the 
Italian humanists vis-a-vis the "barbarism" of others docs not yet amount 
to a "political" force. It is hardly possible to detect "patriotism"-even 
Lombard patriotism, let alone national-in the Sforzas' State of Milan, 
though it was one of the strongest and soundest. 

What common bond can one find even between Florence and Ven­
ice themselves, both of which were prepared to declare themselves 
protectors of Italian "liberty," and to accuse each other of "egoism"? 
Venice also appealed to foreign powers-to France or Spain-for the 
purpose of breaking the resistance of the other Italian States, but, find­
ing its hopes disappointed, it broke with the foreigners. 

The self-same Machiavelli who in I 513, in chapter XXVI of the 
Prince, exhorts the Italians to rid themselves of the barbarian foreigners, 
and to restore Italian freedom, and in whom the Italian national spirit 
finds its loftiest expression, is distressed in I 509 after Agnadello, because 
Louis XII and Maximilian I fail to drive home their war against Ven­
ice.3 That is altogether in the anti-Venetian style of Florentine policy; 
but there is certainly nothing "national" about it. 

It is only after disasters, particularly after the battle of Pavia of 
1525, that one can see politically oriented Italian national feeling blos­
som to some extent, a feeling that animates not only Machiavelli, but 
also Guicciardini, who strikingly sketched its development in his History 
of Italy. And besides, what was desired was not that the "barbarians" 
be completely expelled from every part of Italy and driven beyond the 
Alps (or beyond the sea, since it was now the Spaniards who threatened 
"the liberty of Italy"), but only that no single foreign ruler (in this 
case, Charles V) become lord of all Italy, become "monarch." 

Thereafter, to be sure, during the sixteenth and seventeenth cen­
turies, there was a whole series of works, pamphlets and discussions 
on the "liberty" of Italy. And the Venetian Paolo Panlta in 1579, in 
his work Bella perfezione della vita politica, exalted "this holy and ven­
erable name, 'Fatherland,'" holding none of mankind's goods to be 
more precious than "the Fatherland." 

But these expressions of patriotic sentiment play only a very limited 
role in politics, that is to say, in the life of the State. Venice has a policy 
of its own, and the Venetian State wants to be sufficient unto itself: 
there is a Venetian patriotism that is not Italian. One has only to con­
sider Paolo Sarpi's attitude after 1606, and his political projects, in 
order to become convinced of this. 

It seems to me that some quite analogous observations can be made 
concerning the German States. Here too it is enough to leaf through 
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the correspondence of Charles V and read his appeals to the German 
princes, urging them to reject the French offers of alliance. There is 
talk "des gemainen Vatterlanndts" [of the common fatherland], of the 
"libertet unnd freyhait" [liberty and freedom] of the "teutscher nation" 
[of the German nation]-while for his part the king of France simi­
larly appeals to the "libertes germaniques." The men who were the 
objects of these appeals had a political lark. 

To be sure, here it was again the humanists who celebrated the 
glory of Germany, den R11hm De11tschlands, as Wimpfeling wrote. 
Luther and his reformation, the German language as the language of the 
Bible, the polemics against Rome beginning with Hutten's: especially 
these things undoubtedly had an extremely profound effect. But how far 
does this blossoming of national feeling, which often turns into an ex­
cessive nationalism, affect the German "State," to what extent does it 
shape German political life? 

It is a rather different story with the three great States of the West, 
France, Spain and England. Yet in this case too it will not do, in my 
opinion, sic et simpliciter [i.e., without further ado] to seize upon the 
national spirit that is already present among humanists and writers and 
to read it into the life of the "State." Bude's Le Geuie de la France; 
the French humanists' claims for the primacy of France; "the natural 
affection for my Country" of which Joachim du Bellay speaks, and the 
"lauds of France," which "in respect of piety, religion, moral righteous­
ness, stoutheartedness and all those rare and ancient virtues . . . has 
indisputably always taken first place:" to what extent did these ideas, 
these feelings that were voiced in cultural circles, imbue the life and 
policy of the State? 

One is, at any rate, entitled to doubt that patriotism is already an 
essential force in politics, that it is already-to use Montesquieu's phrase 
-the "principle" by which government and the State are moved. In 
actual fact, from the wars of religion on, whenever one side looks for 
support to Elizabeth of England and the German Protestant princes, 
the other looks to Philip II: religious passion (or rather, religious frenzy) 
was a more powerful element than national patriotism. It is, in any 
case, among the "Politiques," after St. Bartholomew['s Eve], that we 
may find the first manifestation of a definite determination to transform 
"cultural" patriotism into "political" patriotism. Moreover, the fifteenth 
century had something to offer in France that the sixteenth had not: 
Joan of Arc obviously does not belong to the era of the Renaissance. 

To summarize: in France as in Spain-for all of Spain's great 
"pride," which was prompted not only by Spain's power in Europe but 
also by the "conquests" in America-the State seems to me still to rest 
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much more on feelings of loyalty to the king than on patriotism of a 
modern sort.4 The idea of the king's sacred character is still strong 
enough to provide a solid moral foundation for the State, a basis later 
formed by national feeling and patriotism. The "nation" (and the word 
is in very widespread usc) has not \'l't the political signification that 
it will l1ave later on. . 

In monarchical regimes it is L'\'L'r lumor that is the foundation of 
loyalty, and it will still he so for \lontesquicu in the eighteenth centu~)'· 

The value of the (ro11tier itsell' is a different one in the SIX­

teenth century than in the nineteenth. The idea of a Halural frontie~­
an idea closely linked with the "political" conception of the nation, wtth 
its geographic and linguistic boundaries--has not yet emerged: su~ce 
it to recall the CJUarrcl between francis I and I lenry II on the one stde 
and Charles Von the other o\'er Piedmont. \\"hich the French want to 
retain as a "rampart" of France. while the Spaniards (and certain Ital­
ians in the service of Spain) co\'ct it as a "rampart" of Spain's Italian 
dominions against France. Or, again: consider the Low Countries, which 
certain Spaniards-the Duke of 1\lba among them-want to get rid of 
after [the Treaty of] Crespy in 1544, judging them to be of little value 
to Spain, but which most of them want to keep because, over and 
above their wealth, their geographic and military importance, etc., they 
are a "patrimonio tan antiguo de V. i\'1'1 y stados hereditarios" ["so an­
eie~t a patrimony of Your Majesty's, and hereditary estates"], with 
subJects "que ticnen amor v lldelidad" ["who bear ( vou) love and loy­
alty"]. The fact that they a·re "ancient patrimony," tl;e legacy of distant 
forebears, is decisive for a Charles V and a Granvella and others besides. 

. ~e might also mention certain English designs on Calais at the be­
gmnmg of the wars of religion in France: it is ever the traditional pol­
icy of the State, of the king, that is pursued, not that of the nation. 

Not only Charles V's empire-that presents a clear-cut example-but 
the very monarchy of Philip II, with its domains in Italy and the Low 
Countries, divided as it was in respect of geography and nationality 
notwithstanding the fact that it was governed by Spaniards, seems to 
me much more akin to that last great multinational state that was the 
empire of the Habsburgs until 1918, than to the nation-state of the nine­
teenth and twentieth centuries. 

Let us, furthermore, note the characteristic fact that there are many 
people serving in the administration, the diplomatic service, and even 
in the army, of "foreign" rulers. This is not a matter of isolated occur­
rences: suffice it to recall the numerous Italians who entered service and 
were called to high-sometimes to very high-office, be it at the court 
of the Habsburgs, be it at the court of France. We are here con-
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fronted, not by political nationalism, but by the beginnings of the sort 
of "cosmopolitanism," as one may call it, which could later find a haven 
only in the empire of the Austrian Habsburgs. This had already been 
the case with the Habsburgs in the sixteenth century; not only 
Charles V, with his Burgundians and his Italians, his Mercurinos da 
Gattinara and Granvellas and Gonzagas, but certainly Philip II as well, 
with his Granvellas junior, his Alexander Farneses, etc. Only: at that 
time this was not true of the Habsburgs alone-look at the splendid 
careers of some Italians at the French court. This is a fact that is 
thoroughly relevant to the history of Italy, which supplied a substantial 
contingent of recruits to that "International," not only men of letters 
and humanists, but also administrators, men of finance, military engi­
neers, and soldiers. (I am touching only upon matters that bear on the 
general problem.) 

If there are feelings that play a role in the life of the State in the 
sixteenth century, it is religious feelings that one must think of, rather 
than national or patriotic feelings. In France this applies to domestic 
politics only, its foreign policy having been freed from all ideology at an 
early stage; but with the Habsburgs it seems to be true of foreign policy 
as well. Political life is certainly affected by ideology, but not by an 
ideology of the nineteenth-century kind: in the sixteenth century it is 
still religion, the faith of Christ, the respublica christiana. It is perhaps 
only among the insurgents of the Low Countries that religion and na­
tional patriotism combine and become a political reality, a new State. 
l-Ienee, in my view, it is not possible to regard national feeling and 
national patriotism as characteristic features of the Renaissance State. 
It would be anachronistic to do so. They would, in any case, be charac­
teristic of only some countries and some situations, but by no means 
of all. 

What of the absolute power of the Prince? Is speaking of the Ren­
aissance State tantamount to speaking of absolute monarchy in its first 
phase? u 

The Italian principalities of the fifteenth century and the French, 
Spanish and English 6 States of the sixteenth are indeed already abso­
lute monarchies (I think it unnecessarv to stress the fact that this abso­
lutism is not unlimited, is not "despdtism"). But let me refer at this 
point to M. Mousnier's very judicious opening remark,7 that in theory 
monarchy had long been "absolute." So far as the Empire is concerned, 
it suffices to recall what was said at Roncaglia in 1158 to the honor and 
glory of Frederick Barbarossa: the will of the emperor is law: "tua 
voluntas tu lex viva pates dare, soh•ere, condere leges . . . rem quo­
cumque velis lex animata geris ius est." 8 
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What, then, distinguishes the factual absolutism of the sixteenth 
century from the theoretical absolutism oF the i\ liddle Ages which was 
not embodied in practice, or was so only temporarily, discontinuously, 
sporadically? To answer this question we must look at the State's new 
structural organization, that is to say, at the reinforcement, the exten· 
sion, and the growing power of the corps of public officials, of the 
Ki ' ( P · ' ) " ffi " 1 d II l "b " ng s or rmce s o 1cers -w 1at to ay we ca t 1e ureaucracy -
which is now in the very foreFront of public liFe, in the day-to-day 
activity of the State. 

And first: foreign policy. 
Here the organization of a permanent and stable diplomacy is con· 

tinued. The wealth of archives which allows us to Follow the intricate 
play of international relations from day to day (for the Italian States 
from the mid-fifteenth century, for the others from the sixteenth), and 
which are a most valuable new source for the modern historian, these 
offer us clear, concrete evidence of a new fact: the appearance of a 
permanent diplomatic organization in the service of the State. It is the 
"technique" of international relations that is changing: in the thirteenth 
and fourteenth centuries the negotiations conducted among sovereigns, 
whether through personal meetings or, especially, via their agents, give 
no indication whatever that "a corps or a career" has as yet been estab­
lished.9 In particular, diplomatic missions arc always non-permanent: 
they are what would today be called extraordinary or special missions. 
It is not until the middle of the fifteenth century, in Italy, that a per· 
manent diplomatic service is established. This fact is so well known that 
I need not emphasize it. I would merely like to conjure up, as a pictur· 
esque expression of the new technique and the attitudes it called for, 
the scene of the discussions between the ambassadors of Charles VIII 
and those of the [Italian] League, in September 1495: "And on their 
side no one spoke but the said duke (of Milan), and on our side, one; 
but it is not at all our way to speak as calmly as they, and sometimes 
two or three of us spoke at once, and the said duke [said]: 'Ho! one 
at a time.' " 10 

But it is not merely a matter of "technique." As always, technical 
improvement, which stems from previous progress, leads in its turn to 
other advances. In this case, technical innovation made it possible for 
an activity to arise-an activity external to the State-which would have 
been inconceivable without it: Richelieu's "ceaseless negotiating, openly 
or secretly, everywhere" presupposes a permanent diplomatic service. 

Parallel to the development of a system of permanent diplomacy in 
Europe there develops, likewise on a European scale, the principle of a 
European equilibrium of the powers, of the "balance of power": here 
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too [we find that] the doctrine is first defined in Italy, from the mid­
fifteenth century on, and then in France, in England, and so on. The 
theory of "eguilibrium," which was to endure for centuries, progressively 
extending its geographical scope by linking, first the northern countries 
(in the seventeenth century) and then Russia (in the eighteenth) with 
western central Europe, is indeed a typical Renaissance theory. It is 
hardly necessary to say that the European States e:x.isted prior to the 
enunciation of this principle; and as a matter of fact there was, well 
before the fifteenth century, a system of international relations which 
linked the life of one State with that of the others. The asserting of this 
principle is what is new-an indication that the problem of international 
relations is assuming a novel importance of which contemporaries are 
fully cognizant. 11 

Let us now turn to domestic policy, to the State's internal organiza­
tion. 

Here too the importance and the power of the prince's "officers"­
in modern terms, of the bureaucracy-is developed and consolidated. To 
be sure, the king's "officers" are not "invented" by the Renaissance 
State. Even the sale of offices, which is always laid at the door of 
Francis I, flourished much earlier.12 \Vhat is essential is that the State 
comes to center completely on two poles: the power of the ruler and 
the hierarchy of "officers." The role played by the nation's estates, by 
the Estates General, in the life of the sixteenth-century State, is occa­
sional rather than regular, and in reality their influence on the actual 
operations of government is very much reduced. It is rather the prince 
and the "offices" which perpetually initiate these operations. It is the 
rapid extension of these "offices," the multiplication of posts and the 
increased importance of the officials, which constitute the new reality. 
Richelieu noted this most succinctly, in speaking of the sale of offices: 
"one has to be ignorant of history" not to know that even Saint Louis 
[Louis IX] did not dispense offices free of charge; but it was Francis I 
who, "impelled by the necessities of his century, put them in regular 
commerce" and so became "the originator of these evil institutions." 

Whether it was Francis I or Louis XII, certain it is that the "neces­
sities of the century" increased both the number of offices and the 
traffic in them to an unprecedented degree, and created the "system." 
This is not merely a guestion of technique or of money. At bottom 
something else is involved, something specifically political, and again it 
is Richclieu who helps us to discover what it is. 

Nothing so much enables the Duke of Guise to make himself powerful in 
the League against the King and his State as the great number of officers 
who, thanks to his inRuence, enter the principal offices of the kingdom; 
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and I have learned from the Duke of Sully that this was the most powerful 
motive prompting the late King to establish the annual impost [the Paulette 
tax on income from office], that this great prince [i.e., the king] had been 
not so much mindful of the revenue that he might derive from it as of 
the desire to make himself proof against such disadvantages, and that 
though the fisc counted heavily with him, on this occasion reason of State 
was more powerfuJ.l 3 

The strengthening of the royal administration, the multiplication of 
officers who paid the King for their offices, were a powerful way of 
keeping out cabals and political factions, and of reducing the ancient 
nobility, its political influence, and its chances of having men of its 
own in important positions in the administration. 

Venality of offices, despite its very serious drawbacks, was ·thus of 
political significance. It was the equivalent, in civil administration, of 
the military system of hired soldiers, of "mercenaries" -a system that 
was also much censured, and not by Machiavelli alone, H though it was 
tied to the good and growing fortunes of the royal power which, thanks 
to its existence, was now no longer dependent upon the feudal nobil­
ity's monopoly of military power. Mercenary troops and officials who 
buy their posts form a single system comprising the foundations of the 
State. 

I need not stress the very well-known fact that in this, too, [Italy 
was in the lead:] the Italian principality of the fifteenth century is 
already a state composed of "p~ince and functionaries." Miss Santoro's 
recent work on Gli uffzci del dominio sforzesco (1450-1500) [The of­
fices of the Sforza domains] 15 allows us very closely to examine this 
new type of state whose officials have very explicitly defined functions. 
It is worth stressing the fact that, so far as Milan is concerned, the cadre 
of officials docs not at bottom vary a great deal over a period of more 
than two centuries, despite all the political changes, which from this 
point of view are superficial changes only. The most important reform 
undertaken is Louis XII's reform of the Senate in 1499; yet the system 
remains intact. Milan will pass from the Sforzas to Francis [I of France] 
and to the Spaniards; but the foundations of its organic structure and of 
its administration have already been firmly laid under the Sforzas. 

There is more. Where did these officials come from? A careful 
analysis allows us to draw rather interesting conclusions. For in the 
ranks of the uffzciali of the Sforzas there appear members of the fam­
ilies which three centuries earlier had formed the dominant political 
group in the free commune of Milan. The de Burris, for example, gave 
the commune a goodly number of consuls, consuls of justice, even po­
destas, in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries; in the fourteenth they 
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continued to supply members to Milan's General Council; and as early 
as the beginning of the fifteenth century they appear among the "house­
hold nobilitv and officers resident at the court of the Duchess." In the 
second half' of the century, these no hili l'iri furnish the Sforzas with 
castellans and podestas. The same applies to the Landrino, Lampu­
gnano, Pusterla, Settala, Marliano, Della Croce, Vimercate, and other 
families. (I am citing only a few examples.) 

In fact, the ancient political aristocracy has transformed itself into 
an aristocracy of high officials in the service of the prince. The offices 
are very often and for very long periods transmitted from father to son, 
from uncle to nephew, etc.; even if it is not the same office, a "tradition 
of office-holding" is established in the same familics.16 It is not only 
diplomacy that attracts these ancient families and arouses their ambi­
tions: all the offices of public administration do. sometimes even offices 
that arc not of the first rank. 

Having lost political power, which passes into the hands of the Si­
gnor-later to be Duke-the old aristocracv of the commune partially 
takes over the administration. This is a d~velopment which is, more­
over, discernible in Florence at the time of the establishment of the 
Medici principate. In order to establish their power firmly and to make 
the Florentines forget "some of their foolishness rather than their lib­
erty," to which the old people are so devoted (all this according to 
the very interesting memorandum by Ludovico Alamanni of 25 Novem­
ber 1516, recently published),n the Medici were obliged to turn to the 
younger· people, and not only to raise them to "Ia cortegiana" [courtier 
status], habituate them to the "costumi cortesani" [customs of the court] 
and the "modi della corte" [fashions of the court], but also to give them 
o~ccs-some in the army, others in diplomacy, others still in the finan­
Cial offices, in customs, and so on. 

In France, as M. Mousnier has shown, it is above all the bourgeois 
who come into office: there the formation of a strong royal bureaucracy 
comes about by a different route. The old politically powerful class, i.e., 
the nobility, by and large remains outside the system except for the 
offices of the king's household-which comes down to saying that the 
kingship finds its ally in the bourgeoisie. But the result is the same: the 
State is increasingly based on a strong and ever-growing organization 
of offices. 

The multiplication of offices, even the sale of office and the pursuit 
of office, all of which are more or less familiar phenomena everywhere, 18 

show us what the life of the "State" henceforth is like. These offices 
serve, as Richelieu said, "to keep the people to their duty." 19 The 
power of the prince grows, at the expense of the nobility in kingdoms 
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such as France or Castile, and at the expense of those who mourn the 
loss of communal liberties in the States of the Italian princes. 

But if the power of the prince grows, so does another power, namely, 
that of the "corps" of officials. In due course an "esprit de corps" comes 
into existence which, in spite of all conflicts of a personal or particular 
nature, binds not only the officers of justice together-the highest-rank­
ing-but the others as well. Let us look, for example, at the investiga­
tions the king orders from time to time, to uncover abuses in the 
administration which are more or less everywhere denounced with great 
to-do. The man (or men) to whom the investigation is entrusted often, 
very often, runs into an impenetrable \vall of silence: no one knows 
precisely [of any impropriety], one's colleagues arc all very correct. 
Needless to say, this "esprit de corps" is reinforced by the simultaneous 
pr.esence of father and son, uncle and nephew, by "alliances and kin-
h" "20 s Ips among officials. The Duke of Alba, for example, denounces 

abuses in Milan to Philip II in 1556· :!t and he is onlv re1Jeatina what 
' • 0 

has already been said by Don Juan Manrique de Lara in 1552, and 
what every investigation regularly uncovers. 

The official is increasingly conscious of himself, of his importance, 
?f his "office." He has a "professional" mentality which, to my min~, 
IS of very great importance in the formation of the modern State. It IS 

a mentality that thinks in terms of the "State" and not merely of the 
person of the prince: the State, which is to say, something more exalted 
and more enduring than the changing person of the ruler. 

We may note in this connection that the word "State" itself does 
no.t ~cquire its modern meaning until the eighteenth century. The 
pnnciple of "reason of State" is spoken of for the first time towards 
the middle of the sixteenth century (surely by Monsignor Giovanni 
della Cosa in 1547). In Machiavelli himself we find, mixed together, 
"stato," "dominio," etc.; the meaning of the term is not always the 
same, and above all it is not our meaning; his terminology is not yet 
the one with which we are familiar (which also applies to "nazione" 
and "provincia").22 But if we consult the writers at the end of the 
century, we shall find the definition of reason of state "which teaches 
the proper means for founding, maintaining and enlarging a State" 
(Botero). And Richelieu speaks of: the State, the interests of the 
State, reason of State.23 

This new idea of the State, the disputes surrounding "reason of 
State" and Machiavellism (which does not set itself the problem of 
good and evil), disputes whose history Meinecke 24 has traced with 
a masterful hand-all this is indeed also characteristic of the Renais­
sance State. 
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But let us return to the "officers." They have a conception of the 
State and of their own function that is already quite distinct. Here 
is an example: at the end of May 1544, after the defeat at Ceresole 
d'Alba, at a moment when funds were extremely low, Alfonso d'Avalos, 
Marquis del Vasto, the then governor of Milan, in the name of 
Charles V called upon the officials of Milan to turn over their 
earnings, or part of their earnings, to the Treasury to make good the 
deficiency. This was a habit with governors, Spanish or other: under 
pressure of necessity they would go so far as to pawn their wives' 
furs with Genoese or Milanese bankers in order to get the money 
with which to pay a band of foot soldiers or a Spanish regiment; 
only, of course, to be amply compensated by the sovereign-steady 
income and good fortune permitting-with pensions, fiefs and grants. 
"I am bound to the king by an oath of personal fidelity; I owe him 
my life and my possessions"-such is the sentiment of these very 
high personages, sprung from Castilian or Italian nobility. 

But such was not the opinion of the Milanese officials. Their reply 
was curt and plain. We have only such wages for our offices as we 
deserve: they are not a bounty from His Majesty. If His Majesty 
and His Excellency the Governor are not satisfied with us and our 
work, our offices should be given to others. But so long as we hold them, 
we are receiving no more than what is due us.2 r; 

Here the feudal and chivalric conception of the public relationship 
between king and liegemen, between devotion and favor, comes face 
to face with what we may well call the "bureaucratic" conception of 
the State. This is a conception of "office" which constitutes a moral 
force. The conduct of business, everyday operations, the "technical" 
skill which is ever more essential to a State whose functions and 
interests are growing-all this increasingly reinforces this conception, 
and the power of the officials. If the Prince or the Governor-in short, 
the political head of State-is not equal to his task, the power of the 
officials grows excessive as they attempt to run things according to 
their own lights. 

Allow me to cite another example drawn from the Spanish admin­
istration in Italy. In March 1542 the Marquis del Vasto wants to 
appoint an official with broad powers of control over the whole 
financial administration of Milan. The officials in charge are evi­
dently not too keen on the proposal and try to sabotage it. They 
submit letters patent for the Governor's signature which define the 
powers of the new nominee in a way that is directly contrary to what 
the Marquis wants. By stealthily slipping the letters patent into t~e 
correspondence they hope to succeed. As a matter of fact, the Marquis 
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signs at once: it is only later that he reads the text. And then, beside 
himself with anger, he tears up the letter and orders it redrawn in 
accordance with his wishes: anyone who does not like it may go. 
But how often the "officers" succeeded in getting their way, whether 
with nominations for office or with decisions of an administrative and 
financial nature! 

Montaigne found it deplorable "that a fourth estate should be 
created in a polity, consisting of persons who handle lawsuits, in 
addition to the three ancient estates, Clergy, Nobility and People; 
which fourth estate, having the laws in their hands, and supreme 
authority over goods and lives, constitutes a body apart from the 
nobility." 26 But though the judicial officers arc clearly the most 
powerful "corps," it is not they alone who constitute the new "fourth 
estate," but all the officers taken together. They are a real force, which 
prompted Richelieu on the one hand to emphasize "how important it 
is to prevent the officers of justice from encroaching upon the King's 
authority"; but which, on the other hand, made it advisable for him 
to avoid excessively harsh or extreme measures [against them] and 
made him give up his former projects for combatting the venality of 
offices, for fear of "some sort of upheaval." For "only with difficulty 
would it be possible to alter the established system for the disposition 
of offices, without altering the attitude [le camr] of those who hold 
them; it is to be feared that then, instead of serving in no small measure 
to hold the people to their duty, as in the past, they might in future 
contribute more than any other element to disorders among them." 27 

All this seems to me to constitute an essential feature of the Renais­
sance State, first in the principalities of Italy from the end of the 
fourteenth and the beginning of the fifteenth century, and then in 
the great monarchies of the West. The basic clement on which we 
must focus our attention is the growing power of the "fourth estate," 
allied as it is-in its political aspect-with the power of the prince, 
which is itself likewise growing (so that the growth of administrative 
centralization and of political absolutism go hand in hand). 

There are, to be sure, some other things to be said. For example, 
the courtly ideal is elaborated, the ideal of the perfect courtier which 
Baldassare Castiglione caught in his Cortegiano [The Book of the 
Courtier], an ideal closely linked with the consolidation of monarchical 
power, with absolutism. It js no accident that, in the above-mentioned 
memorandum by Ludovico Alamanni, emphasis is laid on the need 
to induce the Florentines to exchange the "cappuccio" [hood of a cloak] 
for the "cappa" [cape]-which is to say, to adopt courtly ways and 
courtly garb. 
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One should also note the way in which the political sphere, the 
State and its prince, mirrors new lines of thought and shadings of 
form which arc precisely in tune with the tonalities of the new 
civilization as a whole. The importance which theorists and men of 
action (e.g., Richclicu) alike assign to the prince's reputation is 
connected with the ever more careful fostering of "majesty," which by 
and by removes the prince from his subjects and sets him on a plane 
where one no longer dares to be familiar with him. The result is 
Louis XIV's everyday "majesty," a far cry from the intimate atmosphere 
that still surrounded even Henry IV. Protocol and Spanish ceremonial, 
both borrowed from the tradition of the Dukes of Burgundy, acquire 
an icy rigidity which puts a distance between the king and his subjects. 
Philip II is constantly solemn and distant, even as heir apparent, as a 
very young man, and will always remain so. The continual sosiego 
[serenity] of his bearing drew criticism upon him in Italy and the Low 
Countries from 1548-9 on. 

It only remains to recall how much Baroque literature and art 
did to reestablish "distances" between God and man. It is no longer 
possible to compare God with the "maestro d'uno trafico" [head of a 
business firm]. the way Gianozzo Manetti had done in the fifteenth 
century.28 The human intimacy of the "Holy Family" in the paintings 
of the fifteenth century gives •.vay to a quest for pomp and ostentation, 
for "majesty," of which the religious art of the Baroque is the perfect 
expression.20 The Counter Reformation and the Council of Trent played 
their part in this development. 

But I am not in a position to elaborate on these various matters 
which would, in any case, take me considerably beyond the Renais­
sance into the Baroque era. I am obliged, by lack of time and by the 
need to stick to what is essential for our discussion of the Renaissance 
State, to confine myself to the reflections I have offered on "the State 
constituted of offices, prince and officials." 

Let me say one thing more in conclusion. 
We can now try to ask the question: what, if anything, was 

modern about the Renaissance State? 
Exactly a hundred years ago, Alexis de Tocqueville observed: "I 

willingly grant (administrative) centralization to be a handsome 
achievement, I agree that Europe envies us for it, but I maintain that 
it is not at all an achievement of the Revolution. On the contrary, it 
is a product of the ancien regime and, let me add, the only part of the 
political constitution of the ancien regime to have survived the Revo­
lution." 30 I believe that we must once more take up this theme 
which that great historian was the first to put so succinctly. 
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What is the modern State? It is clearly so different from the 
Renaissance State in numerous respects that it would be idle even 
so much as to pose the question. But there is one exceedingly impor­
tant element which, vis-a-vis the State that was sketched out by the 
Renaissance, our "modern" State has not fundamentally altered, but 
only enormously enlarged and strengthened. That is precisely the 
element of administrative organization, the formation of a "corps of 
officials"-of what we call a bureaucracy, which is active and power­
ful and constitutes the "structure" of the State. The "fourth estate" 
is still precisely that: I need only remind you of the example of 
the Marquis del Vasto in order to underline the fact that today, in a 
similar way, when the minister-that is to say, the J10litical man-is 
not very competent and alert, it is the directors of the various depart­
ments who run the administration and so, to a great extent, the 
country. 

In our time this administrative centralization, this power of offi­
cialdom, has once again increased. Even in countries like England 
and the United States, where local liberties-[local] self-government­
so long barred the way to the "corps of officials" and their omnipotence, 
the last few decades have seen an increase in the authority of central 
government-an increase in its influence and in the number of posts, 
an increase in "bureaucracy." The exigencies caused by t\NO world 
wars, even if, for example, it were no more than the need to intervene 
for the purpose of rationing foodstuffs in time of war, the intervention 
by the state in economic life-all such acts plainly have as their conse­
quence an increase in the "functions" of the State and hence of the 
"functionaries." 

And another thing. An ever more important bureaucracy is develop­
ing within the political parties themselves, especially the so-called 
"mass parties," with continuous, permanent organizations in which the 
organizational aspect plays a vital role. Anyone who wants to dominate 
a party today is well advised to dominate its organization first, its 
cadres, to have the support of its functionaries-which even fifty years 
ago was not the case. 

· This being one of the realities of the modern State, it is apparent 
that in this regard the State that developed during the Renaissance was 
a first anticipation of the modern State. 
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evaluation-"a powerful patriotism" -may also be a little exaggerated in 
general. Cf. Les XVI< et XVIIc siecles, Paris, 1954, p. 96. 
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. \Vhatever you, the animate law, purpose, that is law." l\1omunenta 

Germaniae 1-Iistorica, Scriptores, XXII, p. 316. The Editor.] 
0 The remark is by F. L. Ganshof, Le moyen-clge, in L'Histoire d~s 

relations internationales, under the general editorship of P. Renouvin, Pans, 
1953, p. 267. See also pp. 271-272; and G. Zeller, Les temJJS modemes, 
vol. I, Paris, I 953, p. 9, a volume in the same series. 

1° Commynes, Memoires, VIII, I 6 (ed. Calmette, III, pp. 234-235). 
11 This is the same sort of difference as that noted by \V. Naf between 

the fact that Herrsclzaftsvertriige [contracts of government] are drawn up_ so 
early as the thirteenth century, and the no less important fact that a ~octnne 
of Herrscltaftsvertriige is not elaborated until the second half of the s1xt~~n~h 
century. "Herrschaftsvertrtige und Lehre vom Herrschaftsvertrag, m 
Schweizer Beitriige zt1r allgemeiuen Geschichte 7 (I 949), PP· 26-4 I. 
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Testament politique, ed. Andre, Paris, 1947, p. 235. 
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15 Milan, 1948. 
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Luzio, L'Archivio Gonzaga di Mantova, Verona, 1922, pp. 80-81. 

17 By R. von Albertini, Das florentinische Staatsbewttsstsein im Ueber­
gang von der Republik zum Prinzipat, Bern, 1955, pp. 362-371. 

18 See K. W. Swart, Sale of Offices in the Seventee11th Centmy, The 
Hague, 1949. 

19 Testament politique, p. 23 7. 
20 See Mousnier, op. cit., p. 39. 
21 Duque de Alba, Epistolario del III Duque de Al11a don Femando 

Alvarey de Toledo, vol. I, Madrid, 1952, pp. 352-356. 
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23 E.g., Testament politique, p. 345: "Ia raison d'Etat ne pourrait le 

permettre" [reason of state cannot permit this]. 
24 [F. Meinecke, Die Idee der Staatsriison in der netteren Geschichte, 

Berlin and Munich, 1924 (Eng. trans., Machiavellism, New Haven, Conn., 
1957.) The Editor.] 

25 A comparable situation had already arisen in September 1542. 
26 Essais, I, XXIII. 
27 Testament politique, pp. 236-237. 
28 A. von Martin, Soziologie der Renaissance, 2nd ed., Frankfurt a. M., 

1949, p. 41. 
29 I have had an opportunity to read in manuscript a work by Prof. 

Georg Weise of Tiibingen, which is soon to appear, and which deals with 
"majesty," the heroic, as characteristic of the late Renaissance and of the 
B~roq~e. In the meantime, see Weise's article, "II duplice concetto di 
Rmascimento," in Rivista Storica Italian a 68 (I 956 ), nos. I and 2. 

30 L'ancien regime et la Revolution, ed. Mayer, Paris, 1952, p. 107. 
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ABSOLUTISlVl * 

Emile Lousse 

The nature of absolutism in its seventeenth-century form is fre­
quently misunderstood. Prof. Lousse (Louvaiu, Belgium), by relating 
absolutism to other forms of one-mmz mle, indicates what it was m1d 
what it was not. 

As it has been practiced in modem Europe, absolutism is a form 
of monarchical government in which the prince's authority is in fact 
free (unbound, absolttta) from checks by any higher authority or 
organ of popular representation. It is autocracy of a type which needs 
to be distinguished from other-analogous or related-forms which may 
serve to support or complement it: dictatorship, tyranny, personal rule, 
the centralization of power and administration. Even more important, 
it should not be confused with the totalitarian State, which is perhaps 
related to true democracy in much the same way as royal absolutism is 
related to monarchy limited by meetings of the estates. Historically­
genetically, if one may say so-absolutism is a form of monarchy of 
estates in which class distinctions have not been abrogated but the 
representatives of these classes are no longer consulted. Absolutism took 
pains to justify itself, first through the theory of divine right and later 
through the concepts of enlightened despotism. 

Absolutism is a form of monarchy. Aristotle distinguished the fol­
lowing: kingship of the Spartan type which, according to him, was 
actually only the power of an army chief; hereditary and despotic 
kingship as it existed among the Barbarians; dictatorship-elective, legal, 
temporary, and by nature despotic; the Greek kingship of the heroic 
age, which was hereditary and armed with extensive po\}'ers, but 
nevertheless limited, all the other agencies of power being simply the 
king's representatives. Tyranny which, as Aristotle always says, must 
not be confused with dictatorship, is based on either force or deception; 
it is but a corrupt form of monarchy. The schema is hardly new. It is 
however sufficient for us to grant that the absolute monarch is in no 

" E. Lousse, "Absolutisme, Droit divin, Despotisme eclaire," in Schweizer 
Beitriige zur Allgemeinen Geschichte 16 (1958), pp. 91-106. Only the first third 
(pp. 91-96) appears here. Translated by Heinz Lubasz with permission of the 
editor and of the publishers. 
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way an oriental despot, an Athenian tyrant, or a Roman dictator. His 
very absolutism presupposes that law is upheld and respected rather 
than suspended or disdained. It is true that he is not bound by the 
laws of his predecessors, or even by the laws he makes himself: since 
he considers himself "the living law" (lex animata), "the fountain of 
justice" (la source de toute justice), it is always possible for him to 
modify, abrogate or replace what he himself ordained in the first place. 
But his power is not temporary, exceptional, or extraordinary; it is 
neither exempt from the duty of respecting the fundamental laws of 
the land, nor actually unlimited. 

Absolutism is not necessarily "personal rule," not, at least, if by per­
sonal rule we understand a form of authority which the bearer of 
power exercises personally, as for example Louis XIV did after the 
death of Mazarin, when he no longer wanted a principal minister at 
all, or Philip II, the formidable Cunctator of the Escorial. James I of 
England governed through Buckingham, Philip IV through the Count­
Duke d'Olivares, Louis XIII through Richelieu, Louis XV through his 
favorites: all the same it is no mistake to number them among the 
absolute monarchs. It was on the whole the weakness of absolute 
monarchs to shift responsibility on to one of their entourage. No doubt 
only the best of them, like Louis XIV, the Great Elector, or King 
Frederick William I, and very few others, would have acted differently. 

Absolutism does not invariably entail the centralization of power 
and administration. To be sure, it favors centralization and uses it, 
and centralization is itself consonant with its interests. But the one 
can exist without the other. Absolutism adjusts perfectly well to a 
fe.der~l State, or to a simple commonwealth with a monarchical con­
stitutiOn, as Spain, Austria and Prussia were until the end of the 
ancien regime. It does not call for a unitary State in the sense in which 
we understand it. It is not difficult to verify this, and to ascertain 
that the existence of centralization does not in fact coincide with that 
of absolutism. It is in some cases only, and even then only in a 
s?ecific period, as for example in France, that absolutism and centraliza­
tion advance side by side, constantly and mutually helping, supporting 
and reinforcing each other. Moreover, the high point of administrative 
centralization in France is not reached during the period of absolute 
monarchy at all, but after its demise. In the case of France-the most 
~avorable. example by far-royal absolutism is an important but an 
mtermed1ary stage in the evolution of centralization. 

Absolute monarchy is not the totalitarian State. On the contrary, 
the State of Louis XIV, though it was the most considerable of all 
the seventeenth-century States, was still modest in comparison. Though 
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it is a State which "cannot allow that a hand be laid on the sovereign's 
sceptre and his authority divided" [Richelieu], yet it is a congeries of 
domains into which the royal authority does not venture without 
circumspection: the domain of private right, for example, in which 
the king does well not to press too hard for the codification he desires. 
Intervention by the central power in sectors not previously probed into 
becomes frequent only with enlightened despotism: education (espe­
cially secondary education), public worship, reform of the penitentiary 
system and amelioration of the penal law, codification, etc. The most 
absolute monarchies of modern times are perhaps less "totalitarian" 
than the most democratic of our \Velfare States. They know nothing 
whatever of that exaltation of the people as a sort of superindividual 
entity in which our social-or is it sociological?-mystiques have ex­
celled. 

In a positive sense, absolutism is a form of monarchy. Monarchy 
itself can in our day be defined as a form or system of government in 
which the supreme power vests, in whole or in part, in a single indi­
vidual endowed with a certain title. It has assured the equilibrium of 
the civilized world for two thousand years, from the triumphs of 
Alexander the Great to the abdication of the Romanoffs, the Hohen­
zollern, and the Habsburgs. The Italy of 1939 was a kingdom, not 
because supreme power was in the hands of a single individual, Benito 
Mussolini, but because its head bore the title of king. The Soviet 
Union, on the other hand, is not a monarchy but a republic, for the 
formal reason that the nominal head of State bears the title of presi­
dent. There are totalitarian republics; some republics in times long 
past put their trust in tyrants or condottieri; but has anyone ever heard 
of "absolute republics"? 

Continuing the argument-ever, appearances notwithstanding, in 
a positive sense-we shall contrast absolute monarchy, not with con­
stitutional monarchy in the current sense of the term, but more 
broadly with limited monarchy. We shall say-we do say-that abso­
lutism is a monarchy which once was, but does not remain, limited. 
It is a State derived from a common origin, and it is its common origin 
in the limited monarchy of the outgoing Middle Ages that will still 
best explain the constitutional uniformity of the absolute monarchical 
State of the modern era. Monarchical absolutism derives from the 
medieval monarchy of estates. It is a monarchy of estates in which the 
assemblies have been "put to sleep" by the prince's will and never 
meet again, so that power is henceforward exercised without their 
concurrence. "What pleases the prince has the force of law." 

Monarchy of estates (die stiindische Monarchie, monarchie des etats) 
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is a form of government in •.vhich the supreme or sovereign power, 
which belongs to the prince, is limited by the liberties granted to the 
various privileged orders of the community of the realm (commwzitas 
patriae or regni) and by the rights-or duties-of aid and counsel 
exercised by the regular representatives of the pri,·ilcgcd orders and of 
the whole country. It is a monarchy in which the prince governs with 
the concurrence-and under the surveillance-of the legitimate repre­
sentatives of the order or orders privileged by law-clergy. nobility, a 
third estate of bourgeois, and sometimes a fourth estate of peasants­
regularly convoked into assemblies which, depending on the country, 
are composed of two chambers or three curias, and arc variously called 
parliament (parlement), diet (and petty diet [clictine]), Reiclzstag (or 
Rik.sdag), Estates General (Etats Genercmx) or Provincial Estates 
(Etats provinciaux), Stati, Stamenti, Stiincletage, cortes, zemstvos, etc. 
This limited form of monarchy is to be found in almost all the Christian 
States of Europe at the close of the Middle 1\gcs. Through a process 
of decomposition, or rather by predisposition, through a certain kind 
of evolution, the monarchy of estates managed to engender absolute 
monarchy, which one meets with as far afield as Russia, though not in 
the Ottoman Empire. 

The unstable equilibrium of the monarchy of estates evolved in 
three directions only: in favor of the prince to the exclusion of the 
estates; in favor of the estates to the exclusion of the prince; or else 
with the deliberative assemblies maintaining themselves vis-a-vis the 
princes, in which case the formulas of cooperation are progressively 
renewed. In Britain both monarch and assembly continue to exist and, 
despite all the crises, to maintain or reestablish a highly desirable 
equilibrium by drifting slowly with the course of events. It is here, and 
at ~rst only here, that in the eighteenth century there arises the regime 
whzch in a little less than two hundred years has spread over the whole 
globe. From the rural cantons of Switzerland; from the urban republics 
?f Switzerland, Germany, Italy and elsewhere; from the United Prov­
mces of the Netherlands, from the federal republics of Cromwell and 
of the United States of America-from all these the prince is expelled: b .. 
. Y s:IZmg power, the representatives of the country grasp their 

hbertzes in full measure. The third and last case is that in which 
monarchical absolutism triumphs when the estates are put to sleep. 

If I am not mistaken, the assemblies of privileged orders or estates 
met for the last or next-to-last time as follows: in the kinodom of A . b 

ragan m 1592, in France in 1614, in the Spanish Netherlands in 
1632, in the kingdom of Naples in 1642, in Sardinia in 1699, etc. 
From these final or penultimate meetings on, monarchical absolutism 
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carried the day. To be sure, it did not abolish the social hierarchy 
or even challenge the right of representation: it took the line of least 
resistance, and the monarch painlessly got accustomed to governing 
without a bridle: ex legihus ahsolutus, ahsolllte. 

"The king in his councils, the people in" their estates." This 
formula, admirably balanced as it is, proved to be rather difficult to 
apply. How often did not the most well-meaning and long-suffering 
princes run up against the ill-will, blindness and obstinacy of the lowliest 
townsman in an immense empire, even when they were carrying out 
most useful or urgent tasks under the threat of imminent invasion or 
public catastrophe. Charles V, master of the world, confronted by 
betrayal at Terouanne or revolt in Ghent! That in countries in which 
the estates governed, private interest never prevailed, is as little true 
as that they were always swayed by the general interest. It is difficult 
in any regime, be it theoretically the best, and especially in extraordi­
nary circumstances, to persuade everyone of his true interest, since 
the greater part of mankind are more readily guided by their passions. 
It may well be that the best way for a ruler to secure the interest of 
all is not to consult too many people too much of the time. 

Unquestionably it was the silver of Mexico and the gold of Peru 
that destroyed the cortes of Castille and Aragon, and with them all 
the representative assemblies of the Spanish monarchy. The Dutch 
estates general drew the sweetness of their republican liberty from 
the Indies. Could it be that a sickly and undernourished condition is 
revealed in the permanence of British parliamentary government? It 
would seem that the spirit and the love of liberty remained more 
vital and alive where there was only middling wealth, or poverty: in 
Britain, Iceland, the Scandinavian kingdoms, Poland, Brandenburg, 
the Tyrol, the southern Low Countries, etc. An absolutist policy cannot 
long be conducted with success on a meager budget. Without material 
support, rebellion on the part of subjects would not be long delayed. 
Equilibrium results from a measure of material equality between 
powers, and from a sufficient degree of mutual need to make princes 
and estates indispensable to each other. 

The absolute monarchs searched for theoretical justifications for 
their conduct. While they were believers, they used the age-old theory 
of divine right as the foundation for a form of State which some 
present-day Americans wish to call "the Baroque State." When, follow­
ing the lead of the eighteenth-century philosophes, they became un­
believers, they lapsed into that form of classical rationalism known as 
enlightened despotism. They rejected the theological foundation while 



GEORGES LEFEBVRE 

trying to preserve the absolute character of their power. The revolu­
tion they thus unleashed went on without them, against them, at their 
expense, to the proclamation of national or popular sovereignty. 
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ENLIGHTENED DESPOTISM * 

Georges Lefebvre 

Did despotism become less despotic when it became "enlightened"? 
How much effect did the Enlightenment really have on the actttal 
practices of rulers in the eighteenth century? These are the main 
questions to which the late Professor Lefebvre (of the Sorbonne, 
Paris) here addresses himself. 

I 

The term ["enlightened despotism"] dates from the eighteenth 
century. But it meant one thing in the thought of physiocrats and 

.. Georges Lefebvre, "Le despotisme eclaire," in Annales historiques de la revo­
lution fra~aise 21 (1949), pp. 97-IIS. Translated by Heinz Lubasz with per­
mission of the editor. 
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philosophes and another in the practice of rulers, and even today 
the concept is frequently obscured by this difference. 

"When the savages of Louisiana want some fruit," wrote l\1on­
tesquieu, "they cut down the tree and pick the fruit. That is despotic 
government." So be it. But as a matter of fact man's willfulness is 
tempered by self-interest to the extent that he becomes a rational 
creature. The slave-owner who possesses a batch of human beings by 
the same title as his domestic animals may dispose of them at will; 
yet he restrains his caprice in order to make the most of his resources. 
In feudal times a lord who was capable of reRection would realize that 
if he treated his own peasants with moderation he would attract 
fugitive slaves, and that if he gave the inhabitants of a borough their 
freedom, if he created a free town or guaranteed that the merchants 
who frequented his fairs would be free from molestation, he would 
increase his revenue. In this sense enlightened despotism is very 
deep-seated and-again as Montesquieu said-is rooted in the very 
nature of things. 

To confine ourselves to western Europe: from the time that States 
were formed out of feudal chaos, kings directed their efforts towards 
concentrating all forms of authority in their own hands. They or­
ganized public services that were as uniform and as systematic as they 
could manage. From their own domains they gathered the wherewithal 
to maintain an army which with the help of diplomacy would allow 
them to pursue the proprietary dynasty's supreme objective: expansion. 
One may suggest that the renaissance of the State really became 
noticeable when taxation reappeared, and the loan was eventually 
added. To this end it was necessary that specie not be too scarce. It 
was no accident that, with the reversal of the balance of trade between 
Islam and the West, the re-introduction of taxation in sixteenth-century 
France was preceded by the rebirth of the minting and circulation of 
gold. · . . Precious metals were nevertheless drained off, mainly to 
pay for the luxury goods which the court and the ruling classes in­
creasingly craved, goods that came from the East and, at this time, from 
Italy as well. It was certainly fitting that rulers should foster trade 
which would yield taxable wealth; but they soon thought to promote 
domestic manufacture which would make it unnecessary to import 
goods and would eventually lead to exports instead. Louis XI in 
particular did so, and not without success. 

Although the primary goal of this policy, which was aimed at 
ensuring the economic independence of the State, was to increase the 
power of the ruler, it also provided work for his subjects and profits 
for the bourgeoisie. At the same· time the submission of the feudatories, 
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the establishment of domestic tranquillity, and the instituting of royal 
justice and police promised security to the members of the third 
estate and their productive activity. All this was an adumbration of 
enlightened despotism, and merely one aspect of the general develop­
ment of European civilization: the rebirth of the State in a unified 
territory capable of sustaining its authority, and with it the growth of 
nationality; economic development, which the State prot€cted by its 
very existence, but without which it would have been unable to develop 
its administrative and military structure; the birth and growth of a 
capitalism which was for a long time commercial but later became 
industrial, together with the rise of a new class-the bourgeoisie­
which by its every interest was linked with the royal authority. King 
and bourgeoisie were two revolutionary forces in tacit 'alliance, bent on 
destroying feudal society, the one secretly menacing it with the 
leaven of money, the other dismantling its seigneurial ramparts. In 
some respects Louis XI looks like a bourgeois king. 

The revolutions of the sixteenth century precipitated and defined 
the course of evolution. The Counter Reformation had its counterpart 
in the spirited reaction by the temporal power against aristocratic 
insubordination and popular ferment. In France this led to the absolute 
monarchy of Louis XIV, who by making the intendants into a general 
institution unquestionably furthered administrative centralization and 
rationalization. His monarchy long remained a model for continental 
rulers. At the same time the great maritime discoveries were giving 
the economic factor an unprecedented importance. First, as the hegem­
ony of Spain was sustained by the inAux of precious metals from 
Mexico and Peru, her rivals became obsessed with the accumulation of 
bullion. Then traffic with Asia and the colonial exploitation of Amer­
ica gave commercial capitalism a tremendous boost. The bourgeoisie 
applied part of its profits to industrial production, which became con­
contrated and thus susceptible of rationalization. Manufacture con­
tinued to need the protection of the State, which for its part was 
determined 'to subordinate industry to its own bullionist aims. A 
doctrine was worked out-~ercantilism-which strengthened this bond, 
and which found in Colbert so remarkable an administrator that 
"Colbertism" became synonymous with it. The remarkable effectiveness 
which Louis XIV's army eventually achieved, and consequently the 
Great King's conquests, were without too much reAection attributed 
to this system. It goes without saying that the results did not seem 
entirely satisfactory to the men of the early eighteenth century. Not 
only were they extraordinarily worried by the king's power; it was 
also clear that his arbitrary power often set his private whim above the 
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interests of the State properly understood. Wastefulness, the construc­
tion of sumptuous edifices, wars of prestige, and the lamentable con­
seguences of the revocation [of the Edict of Nantes], all aroused anxious 
thoughts. 

II 

These traits did not tally with the picture of the ideal king of 
Salente 1 which Fenelon drew in his Telemaque. In point of fact the 
Christian conception of the prince's duties was in principle different 
from his. Medieval theologians had not confined themselves to recalling 
the prince to the obligations of religious morality. Appealing to com­
mon sense, they had made bold to construct a natural law which ex­
plained the phenomenon of society and its governance in terms of a 
social contract among its members, and tacitly enjoined the sovereign 
to govern only to the benefit of the community. This idea, so remote 
in origin from the enlightened despotism of eighteenth-century lay­
men, was at variance with the exceedingly bold realism of royal prac­
tice. But it did not go beyond moral exhortation, and saw man's goal 
as salvation in the next world, not as well-being in this. 

Modern rationalism, which was founded by Descartes in the 
seventeenth century and took two centuries to work out the concept 
of positive knowledge, did not rule out this way of looking at things; 
but it gradually restored to earthly existence an importance which, to be 
sure-and this goes almost without saying-it had never lost in the daily 
thoughts of most men. Descartes established that the phenomena of 
the perceptible world, of "nature" and of "matter," invariably followed 
laws, and that reason, by discovering these laws, supplied the means 
by which they could be turned to man's advantage. He relied above 
all on mathematics. But the eighteenth century was persuaded by 
certain English doctrines, especially Newton's, that only observation 
and experiment could confirm the accuracy of the results reached by 
reason. Through association with empiricism, therefore, rationalism 
became experimental. Descartes did not apply his method to economic 
life or to politics because human conduct in these spheres, being 
condemned to contingency by free will, did not seem to him to lend 
itself to the formulation of absolute and eternal truths. But physiocrats 
and philosophes came to believe that, like nature, economics and 
politics admitted of discoverable laws-one need only recall, once again, 
The Spirit of the Laws. The fundamental maxim of rationalism, "To 
know the world in order to be in a position to change it," thus took 
on its full meaning. It followed that inquiry must be free. At the same 
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time the critique of mercantilism and of arbitrary government, and the 
interests of the bourgeoisie, came to the same conclusion in the name 
of social utility: laissez faire, laissez 11asser; abolish serfdom and respect 
the individual; give up intolerance, which deprives you of the blessings 
of concord; suppress privilege in favor of civic equality, an~ recognize 
that merit alone justifies admission to positions of leadership in both 
society and the State; if you do, individual initiative and competition, 
stimulated by the lure of profit, will bring with them universal 
prosperity and culture in the greatest possible measure. 

How were these reforms to be brought about? The English revolu­
tions [of 1642-9, 1688] had assigned the task of reform to the con­
stitutional regime. But though Locke had become the prophet of 
liberty for all Europe, justifying it by the appeal to natural law, 
physiocrats and philosophes had no notion, at least until Rousseau, 
of similarly invoking the social contract, or of advocating the adoption 
of British political institutions-not excepting Montesquieu, for all 
that he praised them. It seemed to them that the king's authority was 
indispensable to the creation of the new world. Only a despot, being 
omnipotent, seemed to them capable of setting the ignorant and hide­
bound masses on to new paths. What was essential was that the 
despot listen to the physiocrats and philosophes, that he follow the 
natural laws they had discovered, that he accept the rationalist con­
clusions they had formulated-in short, that despotism become en­
lightened. Henceforward the ruler, subordinated to law and social 
utility, was to cease being the proprietor of the community and to be­
come the first of its servants. This idea had no force so far as Holland 
was concerned, where the upper middle class governed, or England, 
where in conjunction with the aristocracy it governed in agreement 
with the king. But it did ·apply to those continental States of western 
Europe in which the bourgeoisie was by law kept in a subordinate 
position and was excluded from power, and was now becoming aware 
of its strength though it could see no opportunity of emancipating 
itself and was not bold enough to seize one. 

III 

The enlightened despotism of physiocrats and philosophes offered 
sovereign rulers suggestions that were compatible with their traditional 
policy to the extent that they judged them likely to promote the en­
richment of their states and to increase their power. But they found 
them no more acceptable in principle than the prescriptions of the 
theologians. It was not proper for an absolute monarch to stoop to 
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promulgating "laws of nature." It is totally unrealistic to imagine that 
they set aside their personal whim in favor of the interest of the 
subject. They were already busy keeping the aristocrat in line, and 
therefore had no intention of raising the bourgeois to their level. 
Pride of caste forbade such a step, for the monarch regarded himself 
as the premier gentleman of his kingdom; prudence counseled against 
it even more strongly, owing to the fear of once more arousing rebellion 
or, given a docile aristocracy, of falling prey to popular ventures. A 
few ministers and a slightly larger number of their subordinates were 
indeed won over to the new spirit. In France especially it helped to 
create a body of competent, experienced administrators with a taste 
for innovation who, like Turgot in Limousin, took the initiative in 
making technical improvements and decried the shackles laid on them 
by the mass of privileges and the innumerable malformations of the 
administrative machinery. In France in the second half of the century 
the government gave up religious persecution, showed a degree of fore­
bearance to writers, and manifested some leanings in the direction of 
economic freedom. Some improvements in detail were also achieved in 
Italy, notably by the Habsburgs of Tuscany, and in Spain, though the 
latter was not exactly hospitable to toleration and the Inquisition even 
continued its rampage. In any case, in France attempts at more ex­
tensive reform always foundered on the resistance of the nobility. 
Elsewhere, the redemption of seigneurial rights imposed on the peasants 
by the king of Sardinia was a remarkable exception. 

All these states were Catholic. It was one of the distinctive features 
of this period that the religious orders were comparatively out of favor in 
France, as is shown by Machault's edict concerning mortmain and by 
the commission of the regular clergy-and that the Jesuits were sup­
pressed, first in Portugal and then by the Bourbon rulers, who forced 
the Papacy to abolish the Society of Jesus. Indifference or hostility 
towards the clergy, indeed even towards Catholicism, undoubtedly 
inclined a part of public opinion to welcome such measures. But, 
apart from the fact that they in no way implied an intention on the 
rulers' part to secularize the State, one must bear in mind that Colbert's 
utilitarian mentality had little use for monks; that kings were disputing 
the Papacy's supremacy over the temporal power, and that on this 
count the Jesuits, who were regarded as the representatives par excel­
lence of ultramontanism, aroused distrust and censure in the royal 
administration and above all among members of the parlements. The 
attitude of the Catholic despots was in fact merely one facet of that 
caesaropapism of which the Civil Constitution of the Clergy furnished 
an extreme interpretation: the Church is within the State, not the 
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State within the Church; the State has the right to regulate the 
Church in all matters not pertaining to dogma. 

All in all, governmental practice in the eighteenth century did 
not differ in principle from what had gone before. Up to a point it 
adapted itself to the new ideas which economic and social evolution 
favored. As it became "enlightened"-if one wants to speak this way­
despotism strove, with more or less vigor and success, to strengthen the 
power of the State, that is, of the monarch. The social structure was in 
fact transformed by the rise of the bourgeoisie, but the philosophes' 
propaganda failed to change the law. As a result the philosophes did not 
think that their conception of enlightened despotism had been fully 
carried out in the West, particularly as the above-mentioned reforms 
often lagged. This partly explains their mistaken belief that they had 
succeeded in converting the rulers of central and eastern Europe. 

IV 

Owing to their distance from the Atlantic, the central and eastern 
regions of Europe had not taken part in the maritime and colonial 
boom at all, and felt its effects only slowly. With every step beyond 
the Elbe and down the Danubian basin the lag became more evident: 
an often sparse population of servile peasants, uncultivated expanses 
and wild forests, few artisans, and a small middle class concentrated 
in the larger ports and in the towns with famous fairs. The noble 
landlords' proprietary and seigneurial rights remained unimpaired. 
In the seventeenth century the kings, who lived mainly off their own 
domains, possessed neither a modernized administration nor a mod­
ernized fiscal system and, as a result, no regular army. Their states, 
which had no natural frontiers, seemed as if moving or unstable on 
the vast plains. Distance, and the meagerness of their resources, 
protected them from western covetousness; but they all stood in fear of 
one another and did not rank as major pieces on the chessboard of 
Europe. Nevertheless, thanks to the determination of a number of 
sovereigns, two of these kingdoms emerged from obscurity. In Prussia 
there were three successive Hohenzollern of very unequal talent, 
whose sustained efforts gave rise to a tradition of government which 
Frederick II inherited, continued and perfected. In Russia there were 
Peter the Great and, much later, Catherine II. In creating a State out of 
nothing, following the western example, these personages showed by 
their success what a despot could do when, at least to a great extent, 
he subordinated his private life and his private pleasure to his primary 
duties, and when, obliged as they were to develop the wealth of their 



ENLIGHTENED DESPOTISl\I 55 

domains in order to supply themseh·es with the wherewithal of action, 
they fostered the 'belief that their subjects' lot was their greatest con­
cern, when in fact, like their western counterparts, they were intent 
only on increasing their own power. 

The least arduous task fell to the Elector of Brandenburg, who was 
soon to be king of Prussia. His territory was not very large and the 
domains of the crown occupied about a third of it, so that the ruler's 
influence could make itself felt very effectively. The population, which 
was entirely German to begin with, was easily able to germanize the 
immigrants who in addition, having Red persecution and poverty, 
looked on the new master who gathered them in as their benefactor. 
The feudatories, whose forebears had wrested these regions from the 
\Vends and Baits, were quick to yoke themselves to the service of the 
ruler. Whatever was left in them of the discipline of the conquering 
colonist undoubtedly contributed to their submissiveness. Besides, they 
did not all consider themselves rich and were obliged to find employ­
ment for their sons: the king's bread, they said, is always good. Al­
though the duchy of Prussia remained outside the Empire, the 
Electorate of Brandenburg was part of it, and the Hohenzollerns' 
subjects shared in German culture: the universities supplied able 
administrators. Via Germany, finally, the Prussians came in contact 
with Austria, where Spanish institutions were not without influence; 
with England, where the Elector of Hanover became king in 1714; 
and above all with France, whose Sun King caught their imagination. 
Hationalism reached them: it was at Halle that Wolf adapted Car­
tesianism to the German mind, and that the Aufkliinmg in the middle 
of the eighteenth century became the philosophy specifically of the 
officials, pastors and professors of the Kingdom of Prussia. These men, 
who were schooled in temporal obedience by Lutheranism, who were 
paid by the ruler, who lacked the support and stimulation of a vigorous 
bourgeoisie, these men brought rationalism into harmony with the 
policy which natural conditions and circumstances imposed on the 
Hohenzollern: the sovereign, who was himself the servant of the 
State, was entitled to submission as the paternal teacher of his subjects; 
the Aufltliirers' task consisted in assisting him by morally improving 
their compatriots, largely via the pastors, whose doctrinal teachings 
became ever more latitudinarian as a result. 

In their eagerness to acquire population, the Hohenzollern made 
toleration a fundamental principle of their policy from the time of the 
Revocation of the Edict of Nantes. They colonized vacant regions; 
from Austria they borrowed the cameral system of administration 
which came from Spain; from France they took over mercantilism and 
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'0:>£\.~~-u.'<.:,•,t~\'j a\'i.O tbe s~·stem of a drafted militia wbi.cb hac\ been 
l.ntroauced by Louvois; later on, in the days of Frederick II, they also 
introduced the general tax [ferme gemfrale ]. Their efforts were directed 
towards the creation of an army. So successful were they that they 
attained an importance which, by the standards of the time, was 
out of all proportion to the size of their territory and the total strength 
of its population. Frederick II followed the same course, and under his 
direction the Prussian State achieved its ultimate goal-expansion. His 
victories began to seduce the other Germans, and he himself became, 
for public opinion and for a number of sovereigns, a model ruler. 

Circumstances were far less kind to the tsars. Their immense 
empire seemed to be boundless, and the population was sparse except 
in the Moscow heartland. The north, the Urals, and Siberia, offered 
enormous scope for colonization. Catherine added the steppes that 
stretched to the Black Sea, whose immense wealth awaited exploita­
tion. Thanks to the vast extent of the territory, distance actually 
worked against colonization, as it did against administrative centraliza­
tion and military undertakings-an obstacle which the Europeans of 
the west did not fully appreciate. In the last analysis, the tsars' 
principal capital was human beings: they lacked raw materials, 
technical skills, and financial resources. It was, moreover, far more 
difficult for Russia to have recourse to the West than it was for 
Prussia. For Russia, Germany was an indispensable intermediary. The 
dynasty itself sought family alliances there, and it was a German woman 
who carried on the work of Peter the Great. In this connection the 
Baltic provinces, which were dominated by German feudatories, played 
so important a role that the latter infiltrated the personnel of govern­
ment. One of the features of Russian despotism was none the less a 
stubborn determination to put the ruling class to school with the West, 
that it might serve the State more effectively. It took a great deal of 
time to accomplish this, and even so the benefits to administration and 
economy, if not to the diplomatic and military services, never matched 
those achieved by the Hohenzollern. 

The tsars nevertheless followed the same course. They kept their 
Russian subjects within the bosom of Orthodoxy, but adopted a 
policy of toleration towards the varied populace of their empire a~d 
towards immigrants. They adopted mercantilism, created state m­
dustries, and took private enterprises under their wing. Administrative 
services were organized by and by. The serf population furnished life­
time recruits. In contrast to the Hohenzollern, the Romanoffs did not 
succeed in balancing their budget. They borrowed money from Englan? 
to no better purpose than to issue a paper currency. Peter the Great s 



E~UCHTE~ED DES\)OT\S).'I. 57 

and Catherine's annexations; the dismemberment of Sweden, Poland 
and Turkey; the T rcaty of T esc hen, by which Russia jointly with 
France guaranteed the constitution of the German Empire; inter­
vention by the League of Neutrals in the American war-these· were 
held by public opinion to have crowned the work of the Russian 
despots as the successes of Frederick II crowned the work of the kings 
of Prussia. 

Having lost Siberia [sic: Silesia], and being alarmed by Russian 
advances in Poland and Turkey, the Austrian monarchy in its turn 
decided on renovation, Maria Theresa with cautious empiricism, 
Joseph II with implacable obstinacy. Austria too shared in German 
culture: the Aufkliirzmg "enlightened" her officials-the Kmueralisten 
like, for example, Sonnenfels-as it did the Prussians. They were 
likewise affected by the teachings of the physiocrats and the English 
economists. Joseph II revamped the administration from top to bottom,_ 
following a rigorously uniform, centralizing plan in which French 
influence is apparent. His mercantilism reverted to the vir~ual prohibi­
tion of imports. Finally he decreed the complete overhaul of direct 
taxation. His reforms differed from those of his rivals not only in extent 
and generality: the Habsburg monarchy being Catholic, Joseph was 
led to adopt the Latin despots' attitude towards the Church in an 
equally radical form. On his own authority he overturned its institutions 
and even its liturgy; the secular clergy became salaried officials, and 
the regular clergy was substantially reduced; the Pope was treated 
with deference but got nothing. Joseph carried toleration a good deal 
farther than the other Catholic rulers: the Protestants saw their civil 
rights recognized and were admitted to public office. 

The enterprise came to a bad end. The Habsburg domains presented 
a diversity which proved irreducible because its various constituent 
elements vigorously resisted centralization: Lombardy and Belgium 
because they were attached to their own, western civilization, Hungary 
and Bohemia because they had a deep-rooted historical tradition. 
Resistance was all the fiercer because Joseph, though he neither 
prohibited the use of local languages nor had the least intention of 
germanizing the populations, made German the official language as a 
mark of administrative unity. Had foreign affairs been as kind to 
him as to his rivals, he might have succeeded. But he carne to grief 
in Bavaria and in his dealings with Holland. Then, having allowed 
Catherine to draw him into her Turkish campaign, he became en­
tangled in a disastrous war which allowed opposition among the 
Belgians and the Hungarians to burst into open rebellion. He suspended 
his fiscal reforms and, after his death, his brother Leopold intensified 
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the retreat. But administrative and military reforms were retained, 
and until 1855 the Habsburgs' ecclesiastical policy also remained 
faithful to "Josephinism." 

v 
In our view, then, the work of these rulers, seen in historical per­

spective, marks the extension of western civilization to the East. In cre­
ating the State, adopting rationalist methods in administration and 
economy, and forming modern armies, their work exhibits a facet of 
western civilization. Its originality lies in details of adaptation and in 
the rapidity with which the work was carried out, though this last fact 
is to a considerable extent explained by their having borrowed models 
which had already been slowly worked out by the older monarchies. 

It is only proper to add that their work also contributed to the 
diffusion of other elements of western civilization, to the formation of 
an aristocratic cosmopolitanism in which the language, literature, art 
and fashions of France were generally preeminent. Conversely, the 
influence of rationalism, which the Aufldiinmg reduced to utilitarian 
precepts that were often very matter-of·fact, was helpful to despotism 
and gave it greater standing in public opinion. As in the \Vest, the 
need to obtain recruits for administration and economy, and to protect 
and stimulate the nascent capitalism, led rulers to ally themselves with 
the bourgeoisie and to encourage its growth. "Enlightened" despotism 
was, as elsewhere, an intermediate stage between arbitrary tyranny and 
bourgeois monarchy. 

For a long time the philosophes praised it almost without stint. 
Since they were concerned above all with intellectual freedom, they 
valued religious toleration, the comparative freedom granted to philo­
sophical speculation, ancl the favor shown to scientific research. Fred­
erick II appeared to adhere to their banner. In his correspondence and 
conversation he showed his contempt for German culture by using 
French, and he remained impervious to religious sentiments. Catherine 
too appeared to be an adherent, notably in drafting the instructions for 
her famous Commission of Reform. The Prussian officials and the Ka­
meralisten, the professors, pastors and writers of stories, were even more 
captivating, inasmuch as the sincerity [of their conversion] seemed 
less circumscribed by caution. Montesguieu and Voltaire would have 
written endless eulogies had they known of the project for a code of 
law which Carmer prepared for Frederick II and submitted to his 
successor, Frederick William II. This code declared the ruler to be 
subject to the law, guaranteed individual liberty, and provided specific 
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guarantees against the arbitrary dismissal of judges and other State 
officials. 

In reality, the humanitarian declarations were nothing more than 
jeux d'esl'rit so far as the rulers were concerned. What they were 
essentially interested in was the growth of their power, and they took 
care to separate what could be of advantage to them from what was 
best forgotten. Joseph II, who because of his zeal for innovation was 
thought to act from intellectual conviction, was particularly distrustful 
of the philosophes. Having remained a good Catholic, he had no desire 
to see Voltaire at the time of his visit to France. So far as Frederick 
and Catherine were concerned, a well-disposed public opinion was 
politically useful: when they were thwarted by the alliance between 
France and Austria the philosophes' praise of them, which helped to 
make the alliance more unpopular, was not to be disdained. 

If the vanity and the interests of the philosophes contributed to 
their lending themselves to this sort of use, so did their passion for 
pamphleteering. They did their utmost to indoctrinate their own rulers 
and to confound the clergy, but with only moderate success. Hence 
they took the greatest delight in contrasting the monarchs of the West 
with the potentates of the East. The philosophes did not point out 
that a policy of toleration was easier for Frederick and Catherine, who 
were at some distance from Catholicism and were the heads of na­
tional Chmches. Nor did they stop to think that it is the will to 
power, and natural and historical conditions, which govern the conduct 
of rulers, and not the propaganda of philosophers or a solicitude for 
human progress. 

VI 

One notes with surprise that the philosophes do not seem even to 
have realized that Frederick's and Catherine's soCial policy showed 
itself no whit less conservative than that of the lords of the West. As 
their interest in the condition of the peasantry and of the town "rab­
ble" was slight, the philosophes were not disturbed by the fact that 
enlightened despotism did these groups very little good. Frederick ll's 
mercantilism in particular scarcely ameliorated their condition, since it 
was geared to exportation rather than to domestic consumption. Poverty 
in the towns was no less great in Prussia than in France, and beggars 
and vagabonds in the countryside were no fewer. At the very least the 
condition of the bourgeoisie might have given them pause. The mem­
bers of the bourgeoisie got some concessions in return for their services: 
they were given some subordinate posts, and anyone who distinguished 



6o GEORGES LEFEBVRE 

himself through exceptional service even got a title; they were formed 
into privileged bodies in the towns, were exempted from military serv­
ice, and were granted capacity to acquire lands or serfs by individual 
title. For all that, the bourgeoisie remained in a subordinate position. 
As a rule, landed property remained the monopoly of the nobility, and 
as a matter of fact the same was largely true of high administrative 
office and military command. The most serious grievance was undoubt­
edly of an economic order. Though the capitalist entrepreneur felt the 
benefits of protectionism, individual initiative was none the less curbed, 
and not by regulations alone. In Prussia, in order to ensure collection 
of the excise, the king prohibited manufacture of and trade in taxable 
goods outside the towns. In Russia, where the peasants were the serfs 
of the crown or of noblemen, the bourgeois might not employ them 
without a permit. In the West, it was through the exploitation of rural 
handicraft-underpaid and exempt from corporate supervision-that 
commercial capitalism collared the working class: much so-called "indus­
try" was simply the management by an urban merchant of domestic 
workers scattered in villages. By hampering this sort of development 
the new monarchies both impeded the rise of the bourgeoisie and unwit­
tingly jeopardized their own economic work. 

The enlightened despots [of central and eastern Europe] COflceived 
of the social structure the way their western rivals did. The nobility 
seemed to them especially suited to supply the best assistants. Peter 
the Great had tied them to the service of the State by means of the 
Chin.2 Frederick II thought that as a rule his officers should belong 
to the nobility. His predecessors, who had been concerned with subju­
gating the nobility, had looked on it with suspicion; but as by Fred­
erick's time it had become docile, it won his trust. He left the nobility 
a great deal of autonomy: the Landrath [sheriff] of the Kreis [county] 
was a local nobleman whom his peers presented to the king for con­
firmation; where provincial estates [i.e., parliaments] existed the aris­
tocracy itself governed. Frederick even assisted the Junkers financially 
by organizing mutual mortgage loans in some provinces, though it did 
not occur to him to offer similar benefits to the peasants. 

Catherine II tended to be even more conciliatory [towards the no­
bility]. She knew that, because of her German origin, she was suspect 
on the grounds of nationality. Everyone knew from history and from 
her own example-after she had dethroned her husband and either or­
dered or authorized his murder-that noble conspiracies and, if need 
arose, assassinations, set limits to the tsars' authority. Whereas the Ger­
man rulers, who were secure in their legitimacy, exercised their despot­
ism with austerity and severity, she looked to favoritism as a guarantee 
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of her security. But she also treated her nobility with consideration. 
In the end she promulgated a charter by which they were formed into 
special bodies within each district, with assemblies and elected officials, 
and with special courts of law for their members. It was thus by tacit 
compromise that the enlightened despots won the compliance and 
cooperation of the aristocracy. 

But the most characteristic feature of this understanding [between 
ruler and nobility] was that it was the peasants who paid the price for 
it. Historians have noted that in Prussia, as in Poland and Russia, 
Leibeigenschcrft (servitude properly so called, which reduced the peas­
ant to slavery) was the exception. As a rule, the rustic was an Unter­
than [subject] and, being thus regarded as the king's subject, had access 
to his courts. This was in fact an illusory guarantee: the Unterthan 
was subject to seigneurial jurisdiction. The Junker had the right to 
inflict corporal punishment on him at his discretion; it was via the 
Junker that the king collected his taxes. Many peasants had no holding, 
but only a patch of ground held by a precarious title. Ordinarily, the 
Benter's [peasant's] own tenure was not hereditary and he could not 
dispose of it freely. The Prussian landlord had extensive domains under 
direct cultivation, and he showed himself only too ready to add holdings 
from which he evicted the peasants. Not only did the Unterthan owe 
ground-rent: he also found himself being subjected to arbitrary labor 
service for the cultivation of the landlord's own domains, and forced to 
send a stipulated number of his children to the manor to serve as 
menials-Gesindedienst. Finally, he might not ply a trade without per­
mission from the lord, who reserved for himself not only mill and forge, 
but brewery and distillery as well. 

Frederick II was quite convinced that the economists were right in 
demanding that the peasant be liberated and turned into a proprietor or 
a wage-worker, since the lure of gain would ensure hard and conscien­
tious work infinitely better than coercion could. He abolished Leibeigen­
schaft on his own domains, authorized the fixing of labor services and 
even their redemption, as well as that of ground-rent. But he never 
dared interfere with the economy of the seigneurial Gut [estate]. At 
the most, in some provinces he ordered registers of landed property 
drawn up, in which the peasant's obligations were specified once and 
for all. Yet even in this he was not universally obeyed by any means. 
The Prussian State was even more distressed over the eviction of 
tenant-farmers [Bauernlegen], because it affected the yield from taxa­
tion and jeopardized the recruitment of soldiers [Kantonisten].8 It had 
nevertheless to be content with curtailed recruitment [Bauernschtttz], 
and was never fully in control with respect to these decrees. 
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In Russia it was worse. The serf had no access to the State's courts. 
He could be detached from his land and his family sold or deported. 
On one occasion Catherine II had curbed the tyranny of some lord 
who had tortured serfs or put them to death. She did not do it again. 
She even gave numerous peasants from the crown estates, where they 
were supposedly better treated, to her favorites. Even worse, upon her 
conquest of the Ukraine she introduced serfdom there. 

That compromise with the aristocracy was an essential condition for 
the success of enlightened despotism in Prussia and Russia is demon­
strated by the counterexample of Joseph II's contrary experience. He 
suppressed the autonomy of the nobles through his administrative re­
forms, by eliminating the provincial estates and, in I-1 ungary in par­
ticular, the cooperation of the comitats 4 and the courts. l-Ie abolished 
serfdom both on the aristocracy's domains and on his own. In reorgan­
izing the land-tax he dared to fix at a set percentage of the tenant­
farmer's net income the maximum ground-rent payable by him [to the 
landlord]. Consequently the feudatories everywhere opposed him and 
brought about his defeat, the most striking sign of which was the aban­
donment of his financial reform. In the course of the reaction which 
ensued upon his death, his defeat was plainly confirmed by the restora­
tion of the nobility to its privileges. 

Like the traditional policy of the western rulers (at least of those 
who were not lacking in realistic intelligence), from which it did not 
substantially differ, the despotism of the "enlightened" rulers of the 
eighteenth century thus harbored a contradiction: it stimulated the 
growth of the bourgeoisie; yet at the same time it was not wholly suc­
cessful except in alliance with the aristocracy, while conAict with the 
aristocracy brought Joseph II to his knees and forced Louis XIV to 
reconvene the Estates General. 

VII 

Enlightened despotism has sometimes been contrasted with the 
French Revolution, to the effect that the abrupt change worked by the 
latter was unnecessary and that the former achieved comparable results 
at less cost. It follows from what has so far been said that such an asser­
tion is highly equivocal. 

If one has the enlightened despotism of the philosophes in mind, 
one can defend the assertion on the assumption that the philosophes 
had persuaded the rulers to grant equality of rights at the expense of 
aristocratic privilege-a qualification that still leaves the assertion open 
to question, since not a single one of the kings made an attempt to do 
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so. If, on the other hand, one has the enlightened despotism of the 
rulers in mind, which is what seems to be the case, then the assertion 
is sophistical in that it fails to take account of the distinction ·which 
we have just pointed out. 

Confusion creeps into the discussion because the French Revolu­
tion, in one part of its work, merely completed a job which the mon­
archy, unable to overcome the resistance of the privileged, had left 
unfinished. The revolutionary bourgeoisie was able to complete national 
unification and to rationalize the administrative organization. Internal 
barriers were overthrown. The orderly division of the country made it 
possible to establish uniform institutions. With the suppression of privi­
leges, all Frenchmen found themselves subject to the same law. Both 
enlightened despotism and the philosophes got due credit for all this, 
and the understanding between the monarchy and the bourgeoisie per­
sisted. It is not surprising to find the Emperor Leopold and the [Prus­
sian] minister Herzberg passing favorable judgment in this respect on 
the decrees of the Constituent Assembly: had they been able to benefit 
by it, their power would have increased. It is in this sense that Tocque­
ville ventured to conclude that by removing the obstacles that ham­
pered the central authority the Revolution reinforced despotism. 

But the French Revolution is also the advent of the bourgeoisie. 
Louis XVI became a constitutional monarch subordinated to an elective 
national representative body. The central authority itself was severely 
limited by the regional and communal powers given to governing bodies 
that were likewise elective. The philosophes' enlightened despotism was 
thus outdone, though if it is understood as favoring the bourgeoisie, the 
triumph of that class was not fundamentally contrary to its intentions 
and its historical significance. For the enlightened despotism of the 
rulers, on the other hand, it was a mortal blow. It is not surprising that, 
after due reflection, they condemned the Revolution and combatted it. 

Nor is this all. There is yet another facet to the Revolution, one of 
far greater importance for the majority of Frenchmen. During the night 
of August 4 [ 1789] equality of rights acquired a resounding fame. The 
bourgeoisie was no doubt content with the legal principle; but the peas­
ants were deaf to it; and the feudal class was instantly dissolved by it, 
not only losing its privileges but also being attacked in its social author­
ity and in its wealth. Its losses were further augmented by the sale of 
clerical property and, later on, of the goods of emigres. It is understand­
able that the counter-revolution should have been a crusade of the aris­
tocracy even more than of the despots. From this point on the alliance 
of monarch and nobility was firmly sealed. 

It remained for Napoleon to teach the rulers of the continent how 
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to go about exercising personal power under cover of a constitution, 
and so to preserve for despotism all the benefits of integration which 
the Revolution had brought about. It likewise remained for him to re­
mind the aristocracy that equal rights did not prevent it from retaining 
its favored position in the distribution of high State office, or even from 
reestablishing, if need be, noble rank and entniled land. Besides, in this 
matter the British oligarchy had long been teaching the same lesson. 
As the history of the nineteenth century bears out, these exnmples were 
taken to heart. 
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NOTES t 
1 Country of the Salentini, in Calabria, where Fenelon set his ideal 

state. 
2 Literally: "rank." Peter the Great reversed the system customary in 

aristocratic societies: instead of promoting men in government service and 
in the army in accordance with their social rank and title, he made social 
rank and title depend on promotion in government service or in the army. 

3 So called from the system of Cantons into which the country was 
divided for purposes of military recruitment. 

4 The name derives from the feudal comitatus. The comitat was a unit 
of autonomous local self-government. 

t These are Editor's notes. 
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THE EMERGENCE OF THE DElVIOCRATIC 
NATION-STATE* 

Otto Hintze 

The victory of the bourgeoisie signalized by the French Revolution 
transformed the dynastic into the national state. In the following essay, 
Hintze exhibits the roots of this new form of state, and tlze fusion of 
capitalism, liberalism, mzd 1zationalism within it. (Hintze's rich mzd 
penetrating analysis reveals the influence of Max lVeber's sociology, 
and suggests how fr11itf11l a study of sociology can be for tlze historian.) 

The radical ideas of popular sovereignty, democratic republicanism 
and the complete separation of church and state, which had emerged 
in the Puritan Revolution of 1649 but were not realized in any endur­
ing form in England itself, were carried to the American colonies by 
the Puritan emigrants. There they formed the foundation of the United 
States Constitution, a thoroughly modern structure which came into 
being in a new country that knew neither hierarchical nor feudal tra­
ditions. The extensiveness of this new oversea realm ruled out from the 
beginning the possibility that, starting out-like large states everywhere 
-with a composite structure, it would then assume the unitary form of 
a state of the European type. In America, as in Switzerland and in the 
Netherlands, the federal structure was retained. First, as a federation 
of states (Confederation), [the Americans] fought a war of independ­
ence; but very soon after the conclusion of peace they found themselves 
obliged by urgent necessities of state-particularly financial-to adopt 
the more stable form of a federal state (Federation, later Union) (1787). 
The principle of separation of powers, as developed by Montesquieu, 
was taken over into the Constitution of the United States, but in a new 
and radical form which allowed the ideal of the rule of law [Rechtsstaat] 
to be realized to a degree never before attained. In the hands of a pop­
ularly elected president and a cabinet appointed by him the executive 

,. "Der Durchbruch des demokratischen Nationalstaates in der amerikanischen 
und franztisischen Revolution," an essay written in 1931 or 1932, but not pub­
lished until after his death, in Otto Hintze, Staat und Verfassung, second edition, 
(Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1962), pp. 503-510. Translated by Heinz 
Lubasz by permission of the publishers. 
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branch became a thoroughly independent and effectual instrument of 
government. Although it was obliged to work out a modus \'ivencli with 
the two houses of Congress-the representatives of the several states 
and of the people as a whole-it could never become dependent on the 
legislative branch, as happens in the parliamentary system proper. The 
legislative power, which was reserved to Congress, was not unlimited, 
as in England, but restricted by the fundamental articles of the Con­
stitution: any law which in course of litigation was held to he unconsti­
tutional could be declared null and void by the Supreme Court. 

Among the inviolable fundamental principles of the Constitution 
were the rights and liberties of the individual, on 'vvhich the Puritans, 
concerned as they were for their freedom of conscience, laid particular 
weight. It was in America that they were first codified, in the funda­
mental laws of the constitutions of the several States, and in the Federal 
Constitution. They were the forerunners of, and probably also the 
models for, the Rights of Man and the Citizen of the French Revolu­
tion. From France they in turn found their way into the constitutions of 
almost all modern states. 

The transformation of the state by the French Revolution was indis­
putably influenced by what had happened in England and America. 
But to a considerable extent it was an independent event, and looks 
almost like a development intrinsic to the life of the French state. 

We do not intend here to describe this development in its several 
phases, nor is it necessary to do so, inasmuch as it continues far into 
the general history of the nineteenth century, and its effects still make 
themselves felt today. The fundamental principles on which the mod­
em state rests made their appearance, in theory and in practice, before 
the French Revolution, in England and America. But it required excep­
tional exertions to overcome the obstacles that stood in the way of their 
application to the political life of continental Europe with its distinctive 
historical traditions. Seen in a broad context, the significance of the 
French Revolution in world history lies in its having with a powerful 
blast cleared the way for a new era in the life of continental states. 
The difficulties which the new principles encountered in France-diffi­
culties which in England and emphatically in America either did not 
exist, or at any rate existed to a far less degree-can be traced to three 
important and weighty circumstances. 

In France and other continental states the feudal social structure was 
so deeply entrenched, and the development of the nobility's social and 
political privileges had reached such unsalutary heights, as to create an 
unbearable social tension. In America, on the other hand, no such 
structure existed at all; and in England it had at an early stage been 
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transformed into a graduated class system which was permeated by a 
middle class spirit. The English gentry, an upper middle class which 
comprised members of both the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie, was 
able to assume the central role and the leadership in the state's modern 
political life. But in France the aristocracy, which was the largely idle 
beneficiary of the old monarchical regime, had first to be brought down 
to the social level of the third estate by being completely shorn of its 
privileges. Thereupon the free bourgeoisie, whose members enjoyed 
equality of status, became the foundation of the nation's new political 
system [Staatsordmmg]. Hence the new system had a democratic cast 
from the outset. At the same time it came into sharp conflict with a 
kingship which was intimately linked with the spiritual and temporal 
aristocracy by historical bonds, a conflict which ended with the king­
ship, because of its relations with antirevolutionary forces outside 
France, being overthrown altogether. 

The second difficulty was that government and administration in 
the absolutist states of the continent were in the hands of a centralized 
bureaucracy that was entirely authoritarian in structure. The ministers 
at its head did not yet form a unified cabinet with clearly delimited 
jurisdiction and responsibility. Rather, they were simply the agents of 
the not clearly articulated branches of the king's council [Ratsbel1orden ], 
in which the arbitrary will of the monarch had very wide-indeed 
almost unlimited-scope. The creation of modern specialized ministries 
with clearly delimited spheres of competence is one of the lasting 
achievements of the French Revolution. But in France and in the con­
tinental states which followed its example the degree of ministerial 
independence and the nature of ministerial responsibility fluctuated 
greatly with the changing temper of governments of varying composi­
tion. The French Revolution also attempted to replace the bureaucracy 
with more liberal forms of local government, but in vain. The bureau­
cratic structure proved indispensable after all: in the end Napoleon, 
building on the system of Commissars instituted by the National Con­
vention, created his system of Prefects, which was widely imitated on 
the continent and came eventually more and more to supplant the old 
institutions in Prussia. At the same time, however, the continental states 
tried with varying degrees of success, to combine this bureaucratic 
system of administration with elements of English self-government. Con­
versely, England in the nineteenth century found itself obliged to in­
crease the effectiveness of the old institutions of self-government by 
adding an extensive municipal bureaucracy. 

The third and probably the greatest obstacle to the success of the 
new principles on the continent was the more or less pronounced mili-
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tarism connected with the monarchical regime, that is, the crucial posi­
tion held by the standing army and its power of command, and by 
military interests altogether in the overall life of the state. This mili­
tarism resulted from the constant danger of war that existed on the 
continent. Bv contrast, Great Britain, secure in its insularity, and the 
United Stat~s. with no neighbors to rival it in strength, were able to 
remain free from such militarism, in consequence of which their politi­
cal life attained a quite different, a more liberal character. True, they 
maintained large navies. But these instruments of naval supremacy 
could not be used for the domestication of subjects, the way a standing 
army can, whose garrisons strangulate a whole country. It is an his­
torical rule already noted by Seeley,1 that the degree of freedom within 
a country is inversely proportional to the military and political pressure 
exerted on its borders. The geopolitical necessity which had thus given 
rise to militarism in the states of continental Europe obtained likewise 
for revolutionary France, once it had plunged into war with the mon­
archs. What began as a war of propaganda soon became a war of con­
quest, because France's liberated neighbors were not willing to be paid 
in worthless French assignats. The Terror of 1793, which resulted from 
foreign invasion, brought universal military service into being. Subse­
quently, first in the form of conscription under Napoleon, and then in 
enhanced form in Prussia, where proxies were no longer permitted, 
universal military service became the very pillar of the new national 
state on the continent. It established a militarism that was far more 
intense and thoroughgoing than that of the old Europe had been. 
Nationalistic imperialism replaced dynastic imperialism. In the World 
War of 1914 these tendencies in the modern state reached their acme. 
In Japan they are today [1931/2] at work reshaping the ancient Orient 
as well. 

This modern state, which from the end of the seventeenth century 
on spread relay-fashion across the North Atlantic area and gave the 
nineteenth century its political stamp, has recently under the label of 
the "liberal" state been contrasted with the "absolute" state of earlier 
centuries. But such a contrast is one-sided and therefore inaccurate, even 
if the words "absolute" and "liberal" arc replaced with "absolutistic" 
and "liberalistic" (which is perhaps more appropriate, as the former 
pair designate qualities, while the latter designate tendencies). The lib­
eral tendency of the modern state is most intimately linked with the 
national. But though nationalism and liberalism go hand in hand a 
good part of the way, it also frequently happens that nationalism turns 
against liberalism and often repulses it completely. Nationalism is the 
more powerful force of the two and, in the last resort, the decisive one. 
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It is important, in this connection, to bear in mind that in raising its 
banner in the name of such cultural entities as language, the people, 
and the spirit of the nation, nationalism is simply the ideological coun­
terpart of very concrete material interests. These interests have been 
based on the fusion of politics with economics ever since the age of 
mercantilism: it is precisely from this ideology of nationalism that they 
have received a powerful new stimulus. In the age of mercantilism the 
government promoted and favored but also supervised and regulated 
capitalism in the interests of state power. In England in the course of 
the eighteenth century and then on the continent in the nineteenth, 
capitalism took a tremendous swing upward. It became an important 
factor in the new bourgeois social order which gradually freed itself 
from tutelage to the state and came in time to confront the state as an 
independent force.2 The capitalistic entrepreneurs, who were the main­
stay of the national economy, were an indispensable prop for govern­
ments travelling the new nationalistic road. This can be seen especially 
clearly in England soon after the Glorious Revolution of 1688. In the 
absolutistic states of the continent the national economy was still piling 
up the financial wherewithal of politics and war in a state treasury 
while the English government, which enjoyed the confidence of the 
propertied classes, could, after the establishment of the Bank of Eng­
land, cover increased financial needs in critical times by means of public 
loans which the owners of capital willingly subscribed. Hence it could 
dispense altogether with the accumulating of a state treasury, something 
which throughout the eighteenth century, for example in Prussia, was 
still the main object of the state's fiscal policy. The close connection 
between capitalism and nationalism which manifests itself in all this 
characterized the modern state everywhere in the nineteenth century. 
So the modern state ~ould just as well be called "capitalistic" as "lib­
eral" or "national." However, as capitalistic tendencies freely took their 
course, the state, which had formerly been interested primarily in fur­
thering the interests of capital, did in time, in some of the continental 
countries, begin to afford more protection to the interests of labor and 
so once more to circumscribe the freedom of capitalism. The endeavor 
to mitigate the class struggle between capital and labor and to keep it 
within tolerable bounds also belongs to the features of the modern state. 

One may wonder, finally, whether it would not be more accurate 
to call the modern state "democratic" rather than "liberal." Without 
again entering into the much-disputed question of the relationship be­
tween the concepts "liberal" and "democratic," I simply want to note 
that they function on different levels. The term "liberal" applies to the 
usc of state power in a libertarian sense, that is, one which acknowl-
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edges and respects the individual constitutional rights of subjects­
which is precisely how "subjects" become "citizens" within the meaning 
of the modern state. The term "democratic" applies to a constitution in 
which the power of the state emanates from the people. This is not a 
matter of differences in degree, or antitheses, but of different phases of 
one and the same evolutionary sequence from the "authoritarian" to 
the "popular" 3 state, that is, from a state in which power belongs to 
its bearer in his own right to one in which it is conveyed to him by the 
people. Historically, liberalism is a modification of the authoritarian 
state: separation of powers and individual rights and liberties are no­
table liberal institutions. Democracy as the constitution of the "pop­
ular" 3 state may well also be liberal, and historically has generally 
been so, as the examples of England, America and France show. But it 
can also be authoritarian and lead to dictatorship,4 as in Revolutionary 
France after 1793 and under Napoleons I and III. In the nineteenth 
century the introduction of universal suffrage became the prelude to 
democratic constitutions, which are as characteristic of the modern state 
as are the more or less effectual liberal institutions which exist alongside 
them. 

If one characterizes the modern state as "bourgeois," one must dis­
tinguish the constitutional from the sociological meaning of the 'Nord. 
In a constitutional sense "bourgeois" is equivalent to "civic," that is, it 
signifies the civic legal equality of all the state's subjects without respect 
to status by birth or occupation-in other words, it signifies abolition of 
the old feudal privileges, equality before the law. But in a sociological 
sense "bourgeois" means that the propertied and educated strata of the 
population in fact, if not in law, enjoy a privileged position in public 
life. Where the suffrage is limited by property qualifications [Cen­
suswahlrecht], the distinction [between the propertied and the unprop­
ertied] also takes a legal form; but it assuredly exists with universal 
suffrage too, thanks to the fact that landed or financial property nat­
urally makes itself felt, and to the advantages which superior education 
affords in public life. Where thoroughgoing political equality is estab­
lished as between the propertied and the unpropertied, the sociological 
significance of the bourgeois element in political life is reduced to a 
minimum; the life of political parties is dominated by the class struggle; 
the unity of the state runs the risk of being sundered by factionalism; 
and the modern state thus heads towards a crisis which threatens its 
existence. It should, however, be noted in this connection that in such 
a situation the old and firmly established democracies prove themselves 
more nearly proof against upheaval than do the untried new ones. And 
one must not forget that beside this internal cause of crisis and up-
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heaval there exists an external cause. It springs from the transformation 
of the old European state system into a new world system of states, 
which came into full operation in the vVorld War of 1914. As the inter­
national community has grown larger, solidarity [within states] has de­
creased, but nationalistic rivalry [between states] has increased. This 
state of affairs too, as the postwar [i.e., post-vVorld \Var I] period has 
shown, threatens the existence of the modern state in its old historical 
form. 
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NOTES t 
1 John Robert Seeley: English historian; Regius Professor of Modern 

History in the University of Cambridge from 1869 to 1895. 
2 On the relation of the bourgeoisie to the state in the nineteenth century 

sec the essay by David Harris, "European Liberalism and the State," 
below, pp. 72-90. 

3 The German word "Volksstaat" has no precise equivalent in English, 
though "republic" is a fair approximation in some contexts. The admittedly 
awkward phrase "popular state" is used in order to convey the distinction 
between the state centered on its ruler and the state constituted by its 
population, and to avoid the gratuitous suggestion that such a state as the 
latter is necessarily democratic. 

4 On this point, see the essay by G. Kitson Clark, "The Modern State 
and Modern Society," below, pp. 90-103. 

t These are Editor's notes. 
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EUROPEAN LIBERALISM AND THE STATE* 

David Harris 

Bourgeois liberalism in the early nineteenth century strove to limit the 
power of the state, and especially to keep the state from interfering 
with economic activity. But by the close of the century, as Professor 
Harris (Stanford University) indicates, some Liberals tumed to "t1ze 
doctrine of the state as an engine of social betterment," while others 
sought "state intervention in economic enterprise for the direct benefit 
of the bourgeoisie." 

Europe has had an ancient tradition of dreams dreamed and deeds 
done in the name of human freedom. In the eighteenth century there 
arose in diverse parts of the continent a demand of unparalleled insist­
ence for still more of the boons of freedom. Alas, however, for human 
plans; when in 1789 the opportunity came to build the new Zion with 
the precious stones of liberty, the builders in Paris went down in dis­
credit and carried with them, seemingly, the repute of their great ideal. 
Ruined once by its mistakes, liberty in France suffered a second disaster 
in 1799 at the hands of a military adventurer. 

A whole company of literary men exorcised the ghost of this de­
parted horror, but with all their pages they could not write a lasting 
epitaph. By 1814 the people of France had become aware of the price 
they had paid for Corsican glory, and it was Boneparte's own creatures, 
his senators, who deposed him for his despotic doings and who tried to 
exact a sworn constitution from the aged wanderer who was then on 
his way to Paris as the eighteenth Louis. The new sovereign could not 
readily negotiate with a Napoleonic legislature on what God had already 
decreed, but no one saw more clearly than did this exile-weary Bourbon 
the impossibility of turning back the calendar to the epoch of divine 
right despotism. In May of 1814 he announced that he would give his 
people what he termed a liberal constitution and shortly thereafter he 
issued the charter which had its source in his royal pleasure.1 Within 

"David Harris, "European Liberalism in the Nineteenth Century," in 
American Historical Review 60 (1954-5), pp. 501-26. The last portion of 
the article (pp. 517-26) has been omitted for reasons of space. Reprinted by 
permission of the author and the editor. 
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the next six years, despite the rigors of the reaction, constitutionalism 
achieved a series of victories-in the Netherlands, in Poland, and in sev­
eral of the German states.2 

Louis XVIII's charter and these kindred constitutions represented 
the perpetuated gains of the revolutionary epoch, the level reached after 
the up of the excesses and the down of the reactions which had been 
in process since 1789. They represented, no less, the point of departure 
for the subsequent change, and have, therefore, a not unimportant part 
in the history of nineteenth-century liberalism. Indeed, these constitu­
tions are of such significance that one perhaps may speak of the years 
following 1814 as the period of liberalism by princely grace. 

For one reason, these instruments, with a single exception, gave 
guaranties of substantial individual rights. The ideal of 1789 still in 
1814 embodied a living force that could not be denied. First and fore­
most were those two equalities without which any pretense toward 
modern liberty would have been a mockery-equality in the presence 
of the tax collector and equality before the judge and his books of law. 
There were, in addition, assurances that the individual would enjoy 
strictly regular processes at the hands of an independent judiciary, and 
that his property would be safe from the hand of royal caprice. Finally, 
the individual received a pledge that there would be no restraint on his 
conscience, that the exercise of his religion would be undisturbed, and 
that freedom of the press would be abridged only by laws to prevent 
abuse. 

A further reason for suggesting the phrase "liberalism by princely 
grace" lies in the fact that there were in these constitutions two other 
renunciations of royal authority: henceforth no tax was to be collected 
and no law inscribed on the statute book without the consent of a 
legislative body. By such concessions there disappeared-at least on 
paper-those two powers which lay at the base of the absolutism of the 
Old Regime. 

At the same time, there was another side to this newly minted royal 
coin. Louis XVIII was quite explicit in asserting that the plenitude of 
authority in France rested in the person of the king. In his proud words 
was a complete denial of a right belonging to the people, and with it 
a disquieting implication that what the king's grace had given the king's 
grace could take away. In substance the same theory presided over the 
other constitutions. Over and beyond this issue of theory was the fact of 
great daily significance-the predominant role which the sovereign re­
tained for himself in his absolute veto and in his right of legislative 
initiative, and, too, in his periodic flaunting of self-imposed limitations. 

The legislatures prescribed in these constitutions were typically 
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bicameral. The upper house was a house of privilege in which men sat 
by right of noble birth, ecclesiastical office, or royal appointment. The 
lower house was either based on a geographic representation, as in 
France, or on some adaptation of the old estates system.3 But whichever 
way the chamber was recruited, three devices made it certain that the 
deputies would bear no stain of the unhallowed procedures of 1792: 
first, a set of qualifications for voting which, in somewhat varying de­
grees, excluded the economically less fortunate; second, a scheme of 
indirect elections; and, finally, a still more exacting set of qualifications 
for the deputy. In substance these devices assured that men of maturity 
and property elected men of still more maturity and of still more prop­
erty. As was the case in the estates assemblies of the Middle Ages, the 
sovereign consulted, not with his people, but with the possessors of rural 
and urban wealth. 

At best, then, liberalism by princely grace was a meager compromise 
with modernity. It was, none the less, gravid with significance. The con­
cession of personal rights and liberties revived for the Continent some 
of the breath of those winds of freedom which had blown so fiercely 
during the French Revolution. The limitation on royal taxing and legis­
lative power had its modern as well as its medieval aspects. The restora­
tion of assemblies, semi-estate in character though they were, at least 
brought several continental countries along the political road already 
traversed by the English. 

In 1820 more advanced ideas of liberalism announced themselves 
from below the level of princely grace. The Spaniards, wearied with 
one of the most obscene governments of all Europe, restored their con­
stitution of 1812 with its basic principle of the sovereignty of the nation, 
and the noise of their revolt returned sympathetic echoes from Portugal 
and the Italian peninsula where life was hardly better.4 The time was 
not ripe, however, for inexperienced liberals to fumble with their 
destiny, and armed force effectively restored what was called order. 5 

The real beginning of the new chapter of liberalism's history had to 
wait until 1830. Its opening pages were written in France. When the 
crisis came in July, it was the republicans of Paris who, more than 
anyone else, sent the former count of Artois on his second road to exile; 
but in the final showdown a group of less doctrinaire deputies had 
greater political strength and it was they who put the imprint of their 
ideas on a revision of the charter. Formally, this revision was nothing 
more than a modest legislative retouching of the text of 1814, but the 
cumulative effect of the changes added up to a substantial modification 
of the constitutional structure of France.6 

Meanwhile the first response from abroad had come from Brussels. 
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In Belgium French inAuences had already been inculcating their les­
sons of liberty and, given the signal from the July revolution, self-styled 
liberals and Catholics joined forces to declare their national independ­
ence and draw up a constitution.7 So fully did this Belgian constitution 
of 1831 epitomize the main currents of liberal opinion in Europe that 
for half a century and more it enjoyed high prestige as a masterpiece 
of political wisdom and its provisions steadily made their way into other 
constitutional experiments. 

In Great Britain the happy tidings from Paris created no upheaval, 
but they did give a new inspiration to the agitation for reform. It was 
an old habit for malcontents of the Continent to look across the haze 
of the Channel and see in England the home of liberty. In truth, the 
English had so far preceded the continentals that issues which preoccu­
pied the latter after 1814 had long since been settled. Yet, despite this 
historical advantage, the crystallization of the estates system had pro­
duced in England an issue which was the basic issue of the Continent 
as well. That was, of course, a reasonable share of political power for 
the middle class. On this point the two liberalisms converged in time 
and problem. The British counterpart of the continental troubles, the 
great Reform Bill of 1832, averted rather than accomplished a revolu­
tion. An alliance between landed and city wealth was an old fact of 
English history; the new bill simply brought it up to date by effecting 
a more acceptable division of political power. 

These political changes in France and Belgium and Britain between 
1830 and 1832 charted the main direction of liberal hopes in other lands 
during the years that followed. Since they represented the program of 
a liberalism sufficiently victorious to give practical effect to its major 
objectives, they established the new benchmarks in the political terrain 
beyond the realms of princely grace. 

With respect to the control of the state, there was at least a hint of 
a dilemma in the liberals' position. The old suspicions of the state 
which went back to Seneca and Augustine had found more than vindi­
cation at the hands of John Locke and his rationalist successors, and 
their children of the new generation were not without the family trait. 
On the other hand, there was a mundane consideration '..vhich also had 
an imposing history. Harrington had pointed it out back in the seven­
teenth century: that the possessors of economic power are not content 
until they gain political power commensurate with it. For all of the 
aura of dubiety about the state-indeed, on account of it-the state was 
a reality worth a great deal of effort to inAuence and to control. 

None the less, the liberals of the first half of the nineteenth century 
did not desire to push forward to a complete mastery of the state: being 
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moderates, they were prepared to leave old elements of privilege. Still, 
the share which they demanded for the middle class was materially 
greater than that allowed by the charters handed down r rom sovereign 
thrones. 

The first victorious act of the continental liberals, following the 
precedent of England, was to settle their case against the undue preten­
tions of royal authority-without destroying monarchy. In France King 
Louis Philippe had to proclaim his dependence on the national will,8 

and the constitution of Belgium was most precise in its theoretical and 
practical curbs on kingly power.9 

The great positive achievement of the liberalism of these years was 
to build up the strength of the lower legislative house. Bicameralism re­
mained, but the place of the nobility in the body politic suffered a new 
reverse. In Belgium an elected bourgeois senate, in France a house of 
peers in which nobility had a declining role, in Britain a house of lords 
under notice that it must bow to the will of the nation-in such develop­
ments was eloquent proof that the liberals were attacking the custom­
grounded pre-eminence of the noble estate. 

The dissatisfaction with which the middle rungs of the social ladder 
looked upward did not prevent their turning to look downward with 
even less friendly eyes. These men of the middle, and their fathers be­
fore them, had once read earnest lessons about people being born and 
remaining free and equal in rights. But now those clays were gone. The 
memory of revolutionary experience, the more recent evidences of prole­
tarian unrest, the disposition of the successful to sec moral failure in a 
humble station in life-all these considerations afforded grounds enough 
to deny the lesser orders of mankind a share in the great prize of politi­
cal power. The upshot was that liberalism pronounced against political 
democracy; control of the state remained the privilege of men of prop­
erty.10 

With respect to what the state should do, a movement dedicated by 
tradition and by conviction to liberty had naturally a marked prejudice, 
if not an entirely clear principle or program. And that was, manifestly, 
that the state should no nothing more than the minimum required by 
some vaguely defined social necessity. 

To keep government within the bounds of common sense, the lib­
erals pinned their hopes to two devices. The first was a scheme to make 
the machinery incapable of quick or efficient action. Recalling the old 
tyrannies of royal despotism and the later tyrannies of the mob spirit, 
these twice-bitten men wished, as the abbe Sieyes said, to quench the 
fires of Rousseau's popular sovereignty by the waters of Montesquieu's 
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separation of powers. The European constitutions, following the Amer­
ican adoption of the old principle, effected therefore a distinction between 
the executive, legislath·e, and judicial branches. In their prescriptions 
of bicameralism they also hoped to insure a check on hasty legisla­
tion. None the less, while an independent judiciary retained its posi­
tion, very shortly the newer principle of ministerial responsibility so 
undermined the old that the separation of powers as a part of the credo 
of European liberalism was gradually pushed off into limbo.U 

The second, and far more important, device for restraining govern­
ment was, of course, the confirmation and the amplification of the bill 
of individual rights which the restored so,·ereigns had already rescued 
from the wreckage of the French Revolution. By its prescriptions all 
men, in their persons and in their property, were to be secured against 
tyranny; all men were to be free to think and to believe and, within 
limits, to write as they wished. 

When one moves on into the story of the role which these early 
liberals assigned to the state in relation to economic enterprise, one 
point stands out in all clarity: the protection of property from foreign 
aggression, from state encroachments, from the disorders of the mob, 
and from the tricks of rascality. Among these last, the refusal to honor 
a contract was of prime and horrifying significance, since contract made 
the difference, so thoughtful men believed, between order and chaos. 

In such unquestioned necessities there was a large and, unhappily 
for the liberal, an expensive role for the state-that of the self-denying 
night-watchman. In a positive work of facilitating economic enterprise, 
the stopping point of state action was not so readily established. For 
such things as a stable currency and the improvement of roads and 
harbors there was soon no serious opposition, but a fairly general liberal 
rejection of protective tariffs came slowly, and policy toward the new 
railways ranged from British private enterprise to Belgian state operation. 

None the less, the prevalent theory, and increasingly the practice, 
left a wide latitude to the self-interest of economic man. Under its 
inspiration legislatures poured out a veritable stream of acts which re­
moved qualifications from property rights, 12 extended freedom of con­
tract, and struck ancient shackles from commerce and industry and 
finance. Before the middle of the century, the social consequences of 
industrialization were beginning to creep from England to the Conti­
nent, there also to raise grim questions of policy; but the rank and file 
of the liberals, genuinely humanitarian though they were, found it hard 
to reconcile themselves to state regulation. Inescapably there had to be 
a great deal of confusion when Europe faced problems hitherto un-
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dreamed of, and, quite apart from a powerful economic theory, there 
could only have been much doubt as to the ability of state agencies, 
given their notoriously bad history, to do an effective social service. 

The practical applications of this ideal of liberty, however, betrayed 
an inner contradiction, an inherent conflict of purposes. The constitu­
tional and legislative enactments bestowed rights on all men without 
distinction of birth or fortune. Likewise the principles of the inviola­
bility of private property, liberty of individual enterprise, and freedom 
of contract vouchsafed blessings to all men equally. 

But, as these doctrines worked out in daily practice, they created 
disparities in wealth and position which boded ill for any morally rooted 
concept of freedom. The high regard for property rested on the old 
conviction that property was essential for the full achievement of the 
human personality. Something was wrong, therefore-as Thomas Jeffer­
son saw 13-when many men had no property. Something was wrong, 
too, for the prospects of human personality when freedom sent the 
penniless factory worker to negotiate single-handed a contract with an 
owner, or the landless peasant to deal with a great proprietor. These 
pregnant years of the first half of the century were demonstrating that 
seemingly inescapable paradox of man's finite destiny which decrees 
that a liberty which is not within hailing distance of equality is not really 
a human liberty. It is, rather, a citadel of privilege, something alien to 
the birthright of all men as envisaged in Jefferson's Declaration of In­
dependence and in the French proclamation of the Rights of Man. 

When political privilege was added to the economic, the citadel was 
complete. 

The citadel, however, rested on precarious foundations. There was 
hardly any man so libertarian that he was prepared to deny a para­
mount claim of society. In the realm of economic enterprise and, too, 
in the realms of intellectual and spiritual enterprise, the ends of society 
could be achieved in one of two ways. The most direct was by means 
of social controls. The liberals rejected this alternative in favor of a 
wide latitude of individual freedom. But, caught in their commitment 
to social primacy, they could do so only on one logical condition: that, 
by some alchemy of the nature of things, there presided over free indi­
vidual activities a benignant and harmonizing force which served the 
high claims of social justice. In a very literal sense, therefore, the liber­
alism of the first half of the century was nailing its case for freedom, 
for the full realization of the potentialities of the individual personality, 
to the future fortunes of capitalism. 

It was difficult to provide a systematic justification for the position 
taken by these early liberals. An overt appeal to the heady doctrines of 
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Natural Law was hardly feasible. Only a few were aware of how David 
Hume had used his scalpel,14 and Jeremy Bentham his brass knuckles,15 

on that ancient mode of thought, but many were well aware, since the 
French Revolution, that Natural Law contained a far more dangerous 
set of axioms than the purposes of liberalism needed. 

Nor was there much greater security in the utilitarianism preached 
by the genial sage of Ford Abbey. Bentham's ponderous writings also 
went too far. They were good for criticizing an outworn order, and they 
gave the liberals much needed help with their economic problems, but, 
when pushed by logic, Benthamism produced not liberals but radicals, 
radicals who were disposed at times to turn their syllogisms against the 
liberal order as well as against the old. Bentham himself demonstrated 
the radical potentialities of his method; he allowed his reasoning to lead 
him into democracy and republicanism and, no less to the consternation 
of the liberals, he impatiently laid down the thesis that there was no 
assignable boundary to the sovereign power of the state.16 

Liberalism, therefore, had to feed on a different kind of meat. In 
England it was not bad form to go in for fairly systematic thinking 
about economics, but in politics it seemed safer to respect what was 
popularly considered the national distrust of an abstract proposition. In 
France the liberals were content-were, rather, compelled-to go through 
the motions of philosophizing while dodging the basic problems of 
political philosophy.n 

But however deficient this early liberalism was in a sound philo­
sophic foundation, it was not wanting in uncritically embraced assump­
tions. To name some of them is to see the trick played upon itself by a 
professedly antimetaphysical generation: the belief in an abstract indi­
vidual who stood in antithesis to the state, the sanctification of private 
property to the point that no liberal, or even Benthamite, was willing 
to subject it to the test of social utility, and, finally, the assurance that 
the selfish activities of atomistic individuals would, under that invisible 
hand celebrated by Adam Smith, add up to a maximum social benefac­
tion. These foundation assumptions, one need hardly point out, were 
simply old Natural Law concepts carried over bag and baggage into the 
new century. For the time being, however, a philosophic inadequacy 
lay obscured behind material and political success. 

In 1848 there burst over Europe a new revolutionary fury. For a 
fleeting moment many a liberal glimpsed a day of new triumphs, but 
only for a fleeting moment. That frenzied year was compounded of a 
variety of suddenly unleashed forces and they served notice, at times in 
brutal language, that the future did not necessarily belong to liberalism. 
Yet, for all the power of upsurging competitors, and for all the triumphs 
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of the old order, liberalism defied the current epitaphs and went on to 
the period of its greatest victories. If liberalism after 1848 was living 
on borrowed time, it made good use of the loan. Liberalism in the first 
half of the century had been more a state of mind, a set of impulses, 
than the doctrine of a single political party. Gradually parties took shape 
which claimed to act as the special custodians of the credo and their 
services to the cause were great. Theirs, however, were by no means the 
only services rendered. The whole work of the great day of liberalism 
was not a monopoly product of party spirit, but the effect rather of a 
pervasive flow of conviction. 

After 1848, as after 1814, the triumphs of reaction did not entail a 
complete turning back of the clock. In Italy the statteto of Piedmont­
Sardinia remained in force; 18 in Prussia a king who had recently 
advaned strong religious reasons for his despotism felt obliged to refash­
ion a revolutionary document into a constitution emanating from his 
sovereign grace,19 and his successor in 1867 accepted as a matter of 
course a written instrument for the North German Confederation, a 
document which, with slight modification, became the constitution of 
the German empire in 1871.20 In the Habsburg dominions new at­
tempts at personal rule broke down and the Ausgleich of 1867 was a 
victory for constitutionalism as well as for Hungarian national feeling.:n 
This successful pressure went on until finally, before 1914, there was 
no state in Europe without some formalized procedures of calculable 
government. These gains, of course, had their uneven qualities when 
measured against the liberal ideal; at the same time, the continuing 
direction of European political development was seemingly beyond all 
doubt. 

A signal feature of this heyday of liberalism was a great expansion 
of individual liberties. Not all police interference was confined, by any 
means, to Russia, but generally in Europe one individual freedom after 
another gained formal recognition and became more solidly embedded 
in social practice. 

Among the freedoms most cherished by liberalism was that of re­
ligion. This zeal for an unrestrained right to worship as the individual 
saw fit, plus the inherently secular cast of liberal thought, precipitated 
serious conflicts with ecclesiastical authorities in the second half of the 
century. A perhaps inescapable series of clashes with Catholicism was 
made all the more certain by the determination of Pope Pius IX to 
strengthen the ultramontane forces within his spiritual dominion. Lib­
eralism's response was a further reduction of church influence, state 
appropriation of ancient ecclesiastical functions, and denunciations of 
concordats by which earlier popes had hoped to tighten the bond be-
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tween crown and altar. In Great Britain the tendency of legislation was 
in the same direction: disestablishment in Ireland, termination of the 
Anglican monopoly at Oxford and Cambridge, and progressive emanci­
pation from various forms of religious disability. 

As for economic liberty, the steady march of freedom in international 
trade from Huskisson's enactments, through the repeal of the Corn 
Laws and the Cobden-Chevalier treaty, on to imperial Germany's first 
economic legislation, is an oft-told tale. Equally representative of the 
strong current of liberalism was the victory of freedom in domestic 
enterprise. Nowhere was this conquest of a free economy more sweeping 
than in Germany. On top of administrative reforms and the rigorous ap­
plication of the principles of the Reclztsstaat,22 German capitalism re­
ceived independence so readily and so generously that its practitioners 
-unlike their predecessors in England and in France-never felt a driving 
necessity to win a political victory as a means of achieving economic 
freedom. 

These great accomplishments were all aspects of the question of 
what the state should and should not do. In these same years after 
the middle of the century that other basic political question, the 
control of the state, was equally hammered on the anvil of controversy. 

The formalized structure of government as inherited from the first 
half of the century continued to be a compromise between king, nobles, 
and the new version of the old third estate. Without launching a direct 
attack on outward forms, liberalism none the less tended to undermine 
that equilibrium of forces. Over Europe as a whole liberalism continued 
to have no doctrinal objection to monarchy. So exceptional was the latest 
French experiment after 1873 that Mr. H. A. L. Fisher on the eve of 
1914 was led to his ill-fortuned surmise that there was no future in 
Europe for republicanism.23 Kings, however, were no longer the real 
issue in the problem of executive authority; the real issue was the 
adoption of the British device of ministerial responsibility. Where the 
liberals were sufficiently powerful, they secured it; where they were 
not, they agitated for it, and in this preoccupation the question of 
monarchy steadily shriveled to an irrelevancy. 

With respect to the nobility, its place also was subject to a continued 
erosion. In England a great acceleration of the ancient process of eleva­
tion to the peerage-so deftly satirized by the wag who spoke of the 
house of beers-tore away much of the old substance. The final blow, 
within the framework of bicameralism, came in 1911 when the lords 
lost their position as a fully co-ordinate legislative power. On the Con­
tinent the course of formal institutional growth was different, but the 
end result was even more drastic for the heirs of feudal privilege. 
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Membership in upper houses became more and more a matter either of 
election or of appointment, and there were fewer and fewer men who 
could claim a seat as a right of birth. 

While liberalism was chipping away at the privileges embodied in 
the old compromise, its own system of privilege was suffering attacks 
from two different directions. When the reactionaries of the Bourbon 
restoration in France proposed the enfranchisement of the lower classes 
as a means of swamping the bourgeois liberals 2 '1 they introduced an 
idea which was not easily to lose its attraction. In England an alliance 
of the upper and lo·wer social strata to squeeze the middle was a part 
of Disraeli's political philosophizings, and on it he acted in pushing 
through his electoral reform bill of 1867.25 In that same year Bismarck, 
moved by a variety of considerations, gave the North German Con­
federation a lower chamber elected by direct universal manhood suf­
frage.:w In Belgium, the Catholic party, confident of the support of 
the peasants, voted extensions of the suffrage over the opposition of 
many of the liberalleaders.27 

On the other side of the liberal position, the pressure toward democ­
racy became ever greater, championed as it was by the growing power 
of radicals and socialists. The dilemma for the liberals was increased 
by the fact that in times of need-for example in Paris during the crisis 
of the July Revolution and in Britain during the Reform Bill and 
Corn Law agitations-they themselves had not been above playing 
with the democratic fire. It was one thing, however, for the liberals 
to use the masses, to turn them on and off like a spigot; it was quite 
another to put the ballot into their hands. In addition to simple social 
prejudice, practical observations showed some ominous clouds on the 
horizon. There was danger that the bishops would command the vote 
of the faithful for their own illiberal purposes, and there was an even 
more threatening danger that a propertyless majority would lay reckless 
hand on the rights of property. 

Pressure and persuasion, however, were not wholly to be defied, and 
gradually, hesitatingly liberalism began to move in the direction of 
political democracy. Yet it could not carry with it the whole body of 
its adherents. The conversion of Gladstone and the eventual splits of the 
liberal party in Britain are not unrepresentative of the whole experi­
ence of Europe. 28 

A new generation of writers rose up to put their pens at the service 
of the liberal cause, but the most striking efforts toward a philosophic 
validation were those of two Englishmen, John Stuart Mill and 
Herbert Spencer. Mill in his tract 011 Liberty made, most assuredly, 
one of the world's great pleas for human freedom, yet his attempts 
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to refurbish Bcnthamite utilitarianism left his cause lost in philosophic 
confusion. For all of his sympathetic opcn-mindedness, Mill could not 
go beyond the old assumption that there was a fundamental antagonism 
between the individual and the state. Herbert Spencer tried to lodge 
the same proposition in the ineluctable laws of science, but the more 
he elaborated his system the more he turned out to be a Procrustes 
who hacked in vain on the intellectual child of his own procreation. 
It was soon apparent that science was to be no more successful in finding 
one voice for the discussion of politics than religion had been. 

Despite this continued poverty of theory, liberalism in the second 
half of the century accomplished a multitudinous work. Yet the high 
period of achievement lasted but a brief moment. Already in 1872 
Disraeli likened the liberal government bench at \iVestminster to a 
range of exhausted volcanoes.29 One may discount the hyperbole of 
a political novelist in opposition, but there was percipience in his 
analogy. The great Gladstone ministry came to a weary end in 1874 
and could not repeat its triumphs in 1880. In 1879 the recently vic­
torious liberal republicans in France came under Clemenceau's schis­
matic criticisms for excessive compromise. Equally in 1879 the national 
liberals in Germany were losing out and their colleagues in Austria, 
tarred like certain liberals in other countries by the crash of 1873, were 
falling into disrepute. Sterility and confusion were spreading over 
liberal Italy and comparable symptoms of malady showed themselves 
elsewhere. The old liberal ideas seemed to be losing their force and 
the liberal parties were breaking into discordant factions. 

The difficulties were of two kinds: crises within liberalism itself, 
and external blows from both the left and the right. 

One of the great internal crises of later nineteenth-century liberalism 
has already been suggested: the debate on political democracy. The 
second was over the vexing question of what to do next. So much had 
been done within the old framework that the movement showed signs 
of reflecting John Bright's outlook, when, in 1873, he said that the 
great causes to which he had devoted his public life had been brought 
to fruition.30 A revival of energy required a new liberal principle, 
and a new liberal principle depended on a new analysis of the relation 
between individual liberty and the state, that problem on which Mill 
and Spencer had produced nothing new. 

The crucial decision had eventually to be made on whether some­
thing should be done by the state about the social consequences of 
industrialization, the old question first raised by nonliberal humani­
tarians earlier in the century. Some liberals had found in the iron law of 
wages an argument against intervention; some had been torn in mind 
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and spirit over the issue; but the dominant voice of the movement 
had happily assured the anxious and the outraged that economic free­
dom would find the answer. The march of the years, however, did not 
deal gently with these responses. The logical plausibilities of the iron 
law of wages persuaded no one to reconcile himself to a marginal 
existence, and, worse still, the spread of free industry, for all of its 
miracles, showed no signs of binding the wounds of humanity. The 
meagerness of the life of the lower orders was revealing all too clearly 
that the old combination of certain rights for all men and special rights 
for certain men was not, after all, a harmonious and defensible syn­
thesis. If liberalism was to maintain its concern for the universality 
of its principles, if it was to rise above the charge of being simply a 
pig philosophy, it was going to have to follow the nonliberals in a 
critical assessment of the laissez-faire state. 

Both in England and in France there was noteworthy thought which 
helped to clarify and to solve the problem of liberalism. Within its own 
arsenal there was a weapon that could be put to a new usc, and that 
was Benthamite utility. Stripped of Bentham's own cumbersome ration­
alizations, the principle raised the simple but searching demand that 
every institution and every practice should be weighed in terms of a 
calculable social benefit. William Stanley }evans invoked it in an 
important book published in 1882. }evans proposed to go forward 
empirically with social questions, assessing the good and the bad of 
each suggestion as it arose without tenaciously holding onto the old 
presuppositions against state intervention.31 About the same time, 
Thomas Hill Green approached the same set of problems from the 
point of view of an emerging school of British idealism. Green lodged 
the right and the ne~essity of positive state activity in its assistance to 
the moral self-realization of the individuaJ.32 

In France a wide variety of students gave their attention to this 
question. Out of their discussions came the doctrine of solidarite which 
like that of Green, put its emphasis on the inherent dignity and 
worth of the individual human being. To serve the high purpose of 
moral individuality, these French thinkers were prepared to place 
restrictions on, without abolishing as a matter of dogmatic principle, 
the rights of private property.33 

In so far as it rallied to such considerations, liberalism made a new 
affirmation of its concern for all men. After Gladstone was gone, the 
British liberal party became converted to the doctrine of the state as 
an engine of social betterment, and these same ideas were gaining 
ground on the Continent when the war came in 1914.34 This reshaping 
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of liberal thought, however, was not easily accomplished. The con­
ception of a positive role of the state won out only at the expense of 
more divisions within the ranks of liberalism, as in the case of the 
move toward political democracy. The social group which, a generation 
and more earlier, had shown a high degree of cohesiveness, was 
beginning to break up. 

This propensity for dissension appeared at the same time in another 
complex issue of state intervention. Disillusionment with the happy 
confidence of early liberalism was by no means limited to an acknowl­
edgment of the poor fortunes of the proletariat. Time revealed, and 
especially the time after 1873, that all was not well with the fortunes of 
the middle possessing class. 

In a period, accordingly, when the state loomed larger and larger as 
the ark of salvation, it was inescapable that uneasy entrepreneurs should 
also see in this erstwhile Moloch the instrument of their own redemp­
tion. Earlier, when Europe had lived under that regime of state inter­
vention so inaccurately called mercantilism, the "sneaking arts" of the 
self-regarding pressure group had put an uncountable array of laws on 
the statute books. In the hard times of the 1870's and later, the growing 
practice of turning to the state offered an opportunity which industrial­
ists and landowners could ill afford to overlook. 

The whole story of Europe's abandonment of international free 
trade and its reversal of colonial policy cannot be told simply as the 
machinations of capitalists who had lost their nerve. At the same time, 
the work of the Central Union of German Manufacturers and corn­
parable societies elsewhere leaves no doubt but that, in no small meas­
ure, the return to protection and imperialism was state intervention in 
economic enterprise for the direct benefit of the bourgeoisie. 

The rising 6f these issues meant further splits and defections within 
the ranks of the liberal parties. In spite of the continued dedication of 
many liberals to the "sacred principle" of free trade, in spite of hesita­
tions about imperial adventures, liberalism was perforce to some degree 
driven away from its older outlook, that outlook which had in it the 
vision of a peaceful world joined together by the bonds of unfettered 
trade. 

While these internal crises were racking liberalism, the movement 
was suffering from a costly competition. In earlier times, the ancestral 
set of liberal ideas had engaged in what had been essentially a straight 
two-sided contest. When, however, the liberals began to search out 
their position after the French Revolution, they found that they no 
longer stood face to face with one antagonist; they were, rather, caught 
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between two opponents, one to the left and one to the right. By the 
fourth quarter of the century, liberalism was beginning to feel keenly 
the disadvantageous consequences of its middle ground. 
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NOTES 

1 The essential documents are given in France, Conseil d'Etat, Collection 
COmplete des lois, decrets, ordonnmzces, reg/emens, nvis clzt COIISeil d'etat 
. . . par J. B. Duvergier, XIX, passim. Hereafter crited as Duvergier. 

2 The constitutions under reference may be found in Great Britain, 
Foreign Office, British nnd Foreign Stnte Pnpers, as follows: ( 1) The 
Netherlands, III, 16-43; (2) Poland, XIX, 971-85; (3) Bavaria, V, 1055-
76; (4) Baden, V, 161-70; (5) Wi.irttemberg, VI, 102-30; (6) Hesse­
Darmstadt, VII, 386-99. Article XIII of the Constitution of the German 
Confederation of 1815 prescribed that each state would have an "estates 
constitution" (landesstiindische V erfnsszmg) ( i11icl., II, 128). Among the 
princes of German states who issued fundamental laws more in harmony 
with the estates concept than did the rulers of the above cited states were 
those of Saxe-Weimar-Eisenach, ibid., III, 842-71; Schwartzburg-Rudol­
stadt, III, 747-48; Schaumburg-Lippe, III, 749-51; Waldeck, III, 751-63; 
Hanover, VI, 1130-33. The king of Prussia anticipated the decision of 
the Confederation to the extent of announcing on May 25, 1815, his in­
tention of preparing a constitutional act and of establishing a representative 
assembly (ibid., II, 1057-60), but he could take himself no further along 
the constitutional road than the organization of a council of state in 1817. 
The text of the instituting decree may be found in ibid., IV, 791-99. 

3 In the Netherlands members of the lower house were named by the 
provincial assemblies. In Poland a majority was chosen by the noble dietines 
and a minority by the communes. In Bavaria five separate categories were 
represented, in Wiirttemberg six, and in Hesse-Darmstadt three. 

4 For the text of the constitution signed at Cadiz in 1812 see State 
Papers, VII, 237-79. The Portuguese cortes on March 9, 1821, decreed the 
bases of a new constitution (ibid., VIII, 973-77), and the definitive text 
was promulgated on September 23, 1822 (ibid., IX, 921-59). 
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:; For a convenient collection of the principal documents relative to the 
conferences of T roppau and Lay bach of 1820-21 and the suppression of 
the constitutional movement in Naples see State Papers, VIII, 1129-1206. 
For the conference of Verona and the decision to suppress the Spanish 
difficulties see ibid., X, 909-36. On June 25, 1823, the king of Portugal 
issued a proclamation annulling the constitution and appointing a junta 
to prepare a new constitutional draft (ibid., XI, 852-53). 

6 Duvergier, XXX, 93-103; 110-14; State Papers, XVII, 1009-13, 
1013-18. 

7 For the text of the Belgian constitution as voted by the national con­
gress on February 7, 1831, see State Papers, XVIII, 1052-65. 

8 Because of the delicacy of the crisis in July and August, 1830, it was 
essential to proceed tactfully with the revision of the charter. The declara­
tion of the chamber, adhered to by the peers, disposed of the theoretical 
issue of sovereignty in these words: "Selon le voeu et dans !'interet du peuple 
franc;ais, le pn!ambule de Ia Charte constitutionnelle est supprime, comme 
blessant Ia dignite nationale, en paraissant octroyer aux Franc;ais des droits 
qui leur appartiennent essentiellement" (Duvergier, XXX, 94-95). In his 
act of August 9 Louis Philippe said, "J'accepte, sans restrictions ni reserve, 
les clauses et engagemens que renferme cette declaration et le titre du Roi 
des Franc;ais qu'elle me confere, et je suis pret a en jurer !'observation" 
(ibid., XXX, 104). 

11 Article 3 of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen in 
1789 states, "Le principe de toute souverainetc reside essentiellement dans 
Ia nation." The Spanish constitution of 1812 took the sentence in this form: 
"La soberanfa reside esencialmente en Ia naci6n" (Title I, chap. 1) and the 
Portuguese document of 1822 repeated it (Title II, art. >:xvi). The declara­
tion of the French chamber in 1830, as indicated in the preceding note, 
repeated the adverb essentielle111ent. The Belgian constitution-makers 
dropped the adverb as an unwarranted equivocation: "All power emanate 
from the nation ... " (Title III, art. xx-v ). 

1° For the text of the French election law, April 19, 1831, see Duvergier, 
XXXI, 177-219. This law raised the number of voters from about 94,000 
to about 188,000. In Belgium the more generous suffrage qualifications 
were determined variably from province to province. The Reform Bill of 
1832 increased the number of British voters from about half a million to 
slightly more than 800,000. 

11 Benjamin Constant (Henri Benjamin Constant de Rebecque) offered 
an _i~genious argument in support of a system of five powers (Cours de 
polztzque constitutiomzelle [Paris, 1818-20], I, passim). Franc;ois Pierre 
Guillaume Guizot, Histoire des origines du gouvemement representatif et 
des institutions politiques de l'Europe (Paris, 1855), translated as History 
of tlze Origin of Representative Government in Europe (London, 1861): 
"II faut qu'il y ait plusieurs pouvoirs egaux et indispensables l'un a !'autre, 
dans !'exercise de Ia souverainete de fait, pour qu'aucun d'eux ne soit con­
duit a s'arroger la souverainete de droit" (I, I 22). Charles Edward Merriam, 
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Jr., History of the Theory of Sovereig11ty siuce Houssemc (New York, 1900), 
chap. v. Jeremy Bentham launched an attack on the doctrine of separation 
of powers in Fragment on Govemment (1776) reprinted in \Vorks ... 
ed. Sir John Bowring (Edinburgh, 1838-43), I. part I. 
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THE MODERN STATE AND MODERN 
SOCIETY* 

G. Kitson Clarl~ 

Industrialization, the rapid growth of ]1Dp11lation, the rise of metropoli­
tan slums, and the stresses and strains of capitalism hm•e created prob­
lems which do not solve themselves, and which 1'rivate initiative 11as not 

"G. Kitson Clark, "The Modem State and Modern Society: Historic Tend­
enci~s ~nd Future Pro~a~ilities," reproduced from the Proceedings of the Royal 
Instttutzon of Great Bntam 37 (1959), pp. 551-65, by permission of the Editor 
and G. Kitson Clark. 
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been 11]1 to soll'i11g. Mr. Kitso11 Clarl~ (Cambridge Uuiversity, Englmzd) 
slwtches tlze lz istorical backgrozmd of t lze "demand for greater social jm­
tice" and slwws tlzat, iu response to tlzis demand, tlze modem state in 
the twe11tieth century lzas bee11 carrying tltrozrglt a real or pretended 
"social revol11tion," 11nder tlze a11spices of citlter tlze 'Velfare State or 
socialism. 

The object of this discourse is to try to sec whether by looking back 
to the relevant past it is possible to discoYer what general tendencies 
and principles have come to control the organized communities in which 
we live, and therefore may, obviously that word must be italicised, direct 
the development of those communities in the future. 

In order to conduct such an enquiry at all accurately it is necessary 
to define two words: State and modem. The definition of the first word 
is relatively easy. The State is the Commwzity organized for the pur­
poses of got>emment. It is to be di!Tercntiated from the C0111m1111ity 
which may be held to mean the whole body of people, nation, towns­
folk or whatever they may be, who live together as a group, united by 
common ties and common feelings no doubt, but not under considera­
tion as an organized entity; it is to be differentiated from the govem­
ment, which I hold to mean the administration and constitutional 
machinery which controls and organizes the community. These differenti­
ations are important because in order that a government may effectively 
organize a community there must be some common theory, some focus 
of common intention or at least some common habit of mind which 
makes men and women work together and obey the law. Therefore to 
understand a State you must not only understand the system of govern­
ment but the ideas behind it also. 

The other word to be defined, the word modem, presents greater 
difficulties. Clearly it means what is pertinent to the present and to the 
relevant past-that portion of the past whose overriding tendencies and 
dominant principles survive into the present and are likely to be ex­
tended into the foreseeable future. But how are we to determine what 
part of the past is relevant? What meaning are we to put on the word 
"modern" in terms of actual years, or events, or phenomena? 

One way of settling this problem might be to choose a date and to 
say that everything after that is "modern." This method is much used 
by the writers of University ordinances to define at what date papers 
on modern history arc to start, or who are to be qualified for a Professor­
ship or Lectureship in modern history. It is a way of proceeding which 
is more satisfactory for the purposes of administration than those of 
scholarship hut if a date is to be chosen for the beginning of the modern 
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world I would suggest 1917. In 1917 the first great war had go~e on 
for three years. The old Europe which had engendered so h~rnbl~ a 

· G n · · h tdeahsm catastrophe was morally bankrupt, even m reat ntam t e . 
with which the war had been started had begun to fade into cymcal 
disbelief. The chief contestants had been bled white, and were on the 
margin of exhaustion; in fact one of them, Tsarist Russia, had stumbled 
and fallen. This was an end and a beginning, for from the agony of 
Russia emerged a new kind of State, of great significance for the fut~re. 

The State which came into existence after the Russian revolutton 
was a communist state, but what is probably more significant, it was a 
totalitarian state. Such ~ state is normally the result of a revolution, the 
programme of which it presents in its institutions and intention, and 
which has wiped off the slate the values of the pre-revolutionary world. 
The State is totalitarian because it claims to sum up in its own purposes 
all the values it accepts or considers to be valid, and for this reason its 
demands on its subjects are total, there are no values beyond, or irrele­
vant to, the purposes of the State to which they can appeal. If its 
subjects serve the purposes of the state they are fulfilling the only legiti­
mate object of their lives; if they are deemed to have betrayed those 
purposes or if they cease to be particularly useful to them, or if their 
elimination would serve those purposes better than their survival, they 
are expendable. 

In the next thirty years other total States came into existence, some 
in sympathy with, some in antipathy to, Communist Russia. The two 
best known, Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany, were antagonistic to com­
munism, but their polity bore a strong resemblance to that of Russia. 
In each there was the rule of the dictator endorsed by the rule 0f a sin­
gle party. In each all the institutions of the state and of the community 
-the machinery of justice, the organization of education, the press, the 
Trade Unions-were subordinated to the ideas of the party. More than 
thi~, the regime in each of these countries derived in part from the suf­
fenngs of the war of 1914-18 and the defeat or failure of those who 
had ruled the country before 1914. The Russian revolution was the 
result of exhaustion in war and the utter failure of the Tsardom. Italy 
was nominally one of the victors of the war, but she found the fruits 
of victory extremely disappointing and after the war she went through 
~ period of serious social disorder, with which the singularly uninspir­
mg Parliamentary regime she had inherited from before 1914 dealt 
very ineffectively. Germany had been defeated in 1918, the defeat was 
followed by the inAation and then after a recovery came the financial 
collapse of the early thirties and the advent of Hitler. 

In fact these new states were the result of frustration, a frustration 
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which cancelled and discredited what had gone before. But one force 
which was not cancelled by what had happened between 1914-1917 
or afterwards, was nationalism. Whatever the appearances Russian na­
tionalism was not cancelled by the Russian revolution, and it came to 
the rescue of the Russian Communist State in striking fashion in the 
hour of its great peril in 1941 and 1942, and it need not be said that 
nationalism was in the forefront of the Italian and German revolutions. 
This is significant because nationalism is still one of the most potent 
forces of the modern world, moving and stirring in all quarters of the 
globe. The demands which it makes on those subject to it are often 
total. It is an irrational force not a coherent political philosophy, but 
it sometimes puts itself forward as a self sufficient creed, as it sometimes 
uses a variety of ideologies-communism, fascism, democracy-as cover 
under which to work. Its nature is not I think well understood, and 
that I am afraid is the fault of my profession, for we historians have not 
subjected the various national movements to sufficiently searching ob­
jective historical analysis. 

On the other side of the scene in the modern world are the liberal 
democracies-the Scandinavian States, Holland and Belgium, France, 
Great Britain and the British Dominions, the United States, India and 
a number of other States. A liberal State has certain characteristics. In 
a liberal State the subject is protected by what is known as the mle of 
law. He is not supposed to live his life at discretion-that is to live or to 
die, to enjoy liberty or to suffer imprisonment according to the momen­
tary convenience of the government. If he is to be restrained or pun­
ished it must be according to the provisions of a law known beforehand, 
judged by someone who is not the servant of the government and after 
a trial the procedure of which has some relationship to what are known 
as "the principles of natural justice". The law must protect him, as far 
as possible, in the enjoyment of certain rights, such as the freedom to 
worship as he pleases and freedom of discussion and association, etc. 
It must secure that his opinion on the government to which he is sub­
ject is taken at regular intervals at elections which are protected by 
expedients which have been proved to be necessary to secure free elec­
tions, as for instance voting by a truly secret ballot, the right for more 
than one candidate to compete without hazard to himself and adequate 
laws against bribery and intimidation. 

Such are the characteristics of the Liberal State, and they are based 
on one common principle. The Liberal State accepts the belief that 
human beings as human beings can serve values which transcend the 
possible objects of the State, and that apart from those objects they pos­
sess rights with which the State did not endow them but which it must 
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respect if it can. Most Liberal States have however something else in com­
mon. Most of them came into existence before 1914. thcv were the victors 
in the war of 1914-18 or the neutrals that escaped it, e~cep.t for modern 
Western Germany and Italy which have been forcibly reconverted ~0 
Liberalism as a result of the war of 1939-45. Liberal democracy is m 
fact an old creed based on principles which were accepted before the 
end of the nineteenth century, some of them long before the end of the 
nineteenth century. This indeed sho\\'s the danger of choosing a precise 
date to designate the beginning of what you arc to call modern; such an 
attempt leads to the belief that what existed before vour chosen date is 
not likely to have contemporary relevance, or is auto~atically less likely 
to be influential or to survive than anvthino that came into existence 
after that date. There is a great deal ~f his~orical e,·idence to suggest 
that this simple view of things is normallv a vuloar error. But it is true 
h ' ,., 

t at anything which is to survive in the world as it exists now must ac-
c~mmodate itself to the conditions which prevail today. Those condi­
tiOns are in many ways the same for all states, totalitarian or liberal, 
and therefore all existing civilized states, totalitarian or liberal, share in 
part the same characteristics, use some of the same principles and to 
some extent pursue the same ends. 

Some of these common characteristics have a long history behind 
them, as for instance has the fact that all modern States are S01•ereigu 
States or aspire to be Sovereign States. A Sovereign State is autono­
mous, it is the sole judge of its own actions, no appeal lies to anyone 
against it. The sovereignty of Sovereign States is most often consider~d 
in the international sphere, in connection with a State's autonomy m 
its relations with other Sovereign States; hut it is important to remem­
ber that it exists in the domestic sphere also. In a Sovereign State the 
subject has no legal right against the State at all, the power of the 
State is absolute. This is palpably true of the total State, but it is true 
of the liberal State also. It is true of Great Britain. In Great Britain 
the subject has important rights against the executive, he can sue the 
policeman, the soldier, the borough official, Her Majesty's government 
itself, if he believes they have infringed his rights. But he has no rights 
against the law. In England a rule which is an acknowledged part of 
the English Common Law or the result of a statute duly passed by 
Ki?g, Lords and Commons, may seem to an Englishman to be absurd, 
UnJUSt and generally intolerable, but he must obey it or take the con­
sequences. There is a moral restriction on the actions which a liberal 
State may take against its subjects and it is very valuable, but there can 
be no legal restriction on those actions. 

This doctrine of sovereignty has a long history behind it, in its mod-
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ern form it probably stretches hack to the claims made by the French 
monart:h)' of the thirteenth centurv when confrontino the claims of the 

• 0 

papacy of Boniface VIII, or to the nature of the Italian States of the 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries; and the history of European States 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries suggests that internal sover­
eignty is necessary for a successful common life, that organized life be­
comes impossible if the law can be successfully challenged in the name 
of the vagaries of the indi,·idual conscience or of indefeasible ancient 
right or privilege. There is no rl·ason to hdievc that that necessity has 
disappeared, but so absolute a rule rclluircs a general justification which 
all will accept, if it is to be effecti,·e. If law is to be Sovereign then 
there must be somc generally accepted principle which makes all ordi­
nary men obey the law. 

There have been many such principles in the past. Laws have been 
obeyed because thcy were an inheritance from the ancients, because 
they ·were believed to embody the will of God or to represent the law 
of nature. But to men of our generation, who do not accept prescription 
as a source of right, arc not likely to agree on what is the will of God 
or whether there is a God to havc a will, and do not usc the conception 
of nature as it was used in the old thcorv none of these answers are 
likely to be satisfactory. There is indcecl 'onlv one answer which is 
nowadavs likclv to be acce}lted oenerallv cnm;oh to do what is neccs-,. J b .. b 

sary, and this suggests a second characteristic common to all contempo-
rary governments. They are all Democracies, the moral sanction behind 
the law in all of them is that the law is conceived to be the will of the 
people. 

This is of course true of the liberal democracies, but it is also true 
of the total dictatorships. They are often called nowadays "people's 
democracies," their courts arc normally called "people's courts," and their 
dictatorships are considered to be the most effective way in which the 
will of the people can be made to prevail. Indeed, on occasion this 
may be true, the actions of a dictator may, for a period, represent the 
desires of a people more truly and embody its will more effectively than 
the results of the compromises and manoeuvres of a Parliamentary de­
mocracy. Since a dictatorship is irresponsible there is no assurance that 
those actions will continue to embody the people's will, but whether 
they do so in reality or only in pretence, or even if that will is more 
correctly interpreted by properly organized Parliamentary elections, the 
theory of democracy remains morally unsatisfactory and not a little dan­
gerous. 

After all the will of the people is more or less of a fiction. At best. 
it is the will of the majority, and it is difficult to see what gives a 
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majority a moral licence to override the essential rights of a minority. 
This is most obviously objectionable in the case of a relatively large 
racial group which is in a more or less permanent minority, but the 
rights of any minority however small raise some difficult questions. Un­
fortunately democracies have not been very ready to entertain any 
questions about the extent of their power or the comprehensive charac­
ter of their moral rights. In fact, probably since Rousseau, certainly 
since the Jacobins in the first French Revolution, the leaders of democ­
racy have shown a tendency towards totalitarianism, a tendency which 
can be studied in the important work on the Ori,gi11s of Totalitarimt 
Democracy by my friend Professor Talman of the University of Jerusa­
lem. This tendency is made much stronger when a new democracy is 
the instrument of irrational emergent nationalism, as it normally is. 

Yet it is difficult to avoid accepting democracy as the working politi­
cal theory of a state, simply because no other theory nowadays seems 
tolerably morally satisfactory or likely to win sufficient general accept­
ance. Where it has been established for some time it may be hoped 
that a certain tolerance has been developed and it might be held that 
in mature States its dangers could be disregarded if it were not for 
the fact that the general ethical assumptions of modern politics, and 
the normal physical conditions of modern life also tended to press the 
Modern State towards an ever-increasing assumption of power. 

For instance in order to satisfy the public conscience every modern 
state is carrying through, or pretending to carry through, a social revolu­
tion. Since as long ago as the eighteenth century men have been anx­
ious to correct the inherited inequalities of society and enable all to 
live a fuller life in a juster community. At first, men were apt to believe 
that this could be secured if the classes who had seemed to batten on 
the old prescriptive inequalities of society-the kings, the nobles and the 
priests-were removed, but it soon began to seem clear that a more positive 
social revolution with a more drastic redistribution of property was 
necessary. The shadow of this appeared in the course of the first French 
Revolution, but the demand had become much more clear by the rev­
olution of 1848. This demand for greater social justice, or, in less theo­
retical terms, the desire to correct positive injustices or causes of suffering, 
has had certain important practical results for the institutions of the 
modern state which can perhaps be best studied in the very practical 
history of nineteenth century Britain. 

What often happened in Britain has been well described recently in 
an article on "The Nineteenth Century Revolution in Government" by 
Dr. Oliver MacDonagh in the Historical Journal (Vol. 1 (1958), 
52-67). Britain was in the early nineteenth century, from about 1820, 
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a country with a lively, observant and very free-spoken press, it was 
beginning to have a rather uneasy social conscience and there prevailed 
conditions in various parts of the country which were always bad for 
large sections of the community, and could very easily become very 
dreadful indeed. As a result there were in fact a succession of scandals 
which were exposed by the press or by active reformers, and which 
attracted the attention of the public and of Parliament. Legislation was 
then normally passed to put things right, which, since it was framed by 
men who were ignorant of what had to be done and had no machinery 
to enforce it, was almost always completely ineffective. At the next 
attempt therefore Parliament would not only pass legislation to remedy 
the evil, but also appoint officials-commissioners, inspectors and the 
like-to bring the act into effect, and to report on the way it worked. 
The turning point in this process is probably 1833. At the beginning of 
that year certain ex-naval officers were appointed to inspect ships in the 
various ports to see that the acts passed to protect the unfortunate, and 
much exploited, emigrants were put into force, and later in the year 
factory inspectors were appointed to watch over the acts passed to pro­
tect the factory children. 

As soon as this was done two things happened. In order that these 
officials should do what was wanted of them they had to be granted 
considerable discretionary powers, both to frame regulations and to put 
them into effect-the powers granted to the early factory inspectors were 
extraordinarily wide, and the officials began to develop their own spe­
cialized knowledge of the conditions which they were handling, which 
was necessarily the starting point for new legislation-the most impor­
tant parts of the Factory Act of 1844 derive from the recommendations 
of the factory inspectors. From such beginnings as these there has been 
built up the tremendous machinery of state which now confronts us 
with its vast power to make regulations to control our lives, and its mass 
of expert knowledge from which new policy derives. That development 
was necessary if we wished to improve conditions which desperately 
needed to be improved. Men and women could not be liberated from 
disease. ignorance or exploitation in any other way; but it is to be re­
membered that men and women liberated by the strong arm of the State 
are not liberated in every sense of the term. Power is power, it makes 
people do what they do not want to do and prevents them from doing 
what they want to do, even if on the whole it is exercised for their good, 
or what other people conceive to be their good. More than this, all this 
work costs money, which must be raised from taxes and rates. This can 
of course be justified, it is a way in which, to some small extent, wealth 
can be redistributed, those who are better off paying for what is neces-
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sary for those who have been less lucky. But the State is not like Robin 
Hood taking from the rich and giving to the poor, it takes from the rich 
certainly but it keeps what it takes. It will no doubt spend it on what 
is good for the poor, but that is rather different from giving it to the 
poor to spend for themselves. To an increasing extent there is a concen­
tration of wealth in the hands of the State. and a concentration of 
wealth must inevitably mean a concentration of power. 

This concentration of power was not only demanded hy the social 
morality we all have come to accept, it was rendered unavoidable by the 
necessities of the world in which we all have come to live. From some 
time in the eighteenth century there had been an enormous increase 
in the population of these islands. The figures before the first census in 
1801 are very uncertain, but by 1801 the figures for England and \~ales 
were still under 9 million, bv 1901 thev were 32,527,843. No one 
knows what started off this in'crease, it ,,;as not the industrial revolu­
tion, for it took place in Ireland where there was no industrial revolu­
tion. But it may be said that if these vastlv increased numbers were to 
be maintained with an improved standanl of life, and, in the end, a 
generally improved standard was going to he provided in England and 
Wales and Scotland in the second half of the nineteenth century, then 
the new methods of production were necessary. Indeed they were prob­
ably necessary if life was to be maintained at all. In Southern Ireland 
t~ere was no effective industrial development yet by 1845 the popula­
tiOn had risen to (about) 8,250,000. By the census of 1851 it had fallen 
to 6,552,385 for between the late summer of 1845 and the end of 1847 
there had been a failure of the potatoes and it is calculated that Ireland 
had lost about two million people, roughly one million by emigration 
and one million by death as the result. Such indeed was the possible 
fate of a population which depended for its life not on industry or on de­
velopments in technology but mainly on one article of primary produce. 

But if the new methods of production were necessary to sustain the 
life of the new great population and ultimately to improve its standards 
some other things were also necessary to make life possible in the new 
conditions. The new methods of production drew people into large 
towns. In Great Britain the addition to the numbers of people living in 
towns of over 20,000 inhabitants was 1,100,000 between 1821 and 1831, 
l,270,000between 1831 and 1841, and 1,800,000 between 1841 and 1851. 
The new industries drew them into the towns, and the new towns slew 
them. They could not do otherwise, they had few or no sewers except 
to carry away Rood water and men did not really kno\V how to make a 
sewer which could be relied upon to carry away anything else. They 
had not enough water, and men did not know how to procure enough 
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water. There was no adequate housing, the new millions had to be 
stowed into the nooks and crannies of old decaying property, or hastily 
built slums. There were no adequate authorities, local or central, to 
control the situation. The results were too horrible to be described here, 
and the death rates in the towns rose to-in some cases-very terrible 
figures. 

The battle against these conditions took place roughly bet\veen 1842 
and 1875. The leaders in the assault were doctors like Kay and South­
wood Smith and administrators like Sir Edwin Chadwick. As far as the 
knowledge of that day went they were experts. They did not know 
what carried infection, for Pasteur and Koch did their work too late to 
be of usc, but they got to know what conditions and what areas were 
likely to breed infection and how to try to get rid of those conditions. 
They were helped by some engineers, by Parliament on occasion and 
very greatly by enlightened local authorities; and after a good deal of 
of trouble and the final personal defeat of Chadwick in 1854 it became 
clear between 1870 and 1880 that the battle was being won. The death 
rates of certain important killing diseases-typhus, typhoid and scarlet 
fever-began to drop off just before or just after 1870, there was no 
serious cholera epidemic after J 866, and the general death rate started 
to go down. Before 1870 it was normally about 22 per thousand live 
persons, in Liverpool and Manchester much worse than that, and it 
starts downwards after 1870 sinkin o to 18.1 per thousand in the vears 

0 ' 
1891-1900 and in 1900-1910 to 15.2. Moreover what has been held to 
be most significant for the general wellbeing of the population, the 
death rate from tuberculosis sank from 3.6 per thousand in 1851-55 to 
1.9 per thousand in 1896. 

Now three things are significant about this battle. Victory in it was 
necessary if a reasonable life was to be lived in these islands, for it must 
be remembered that disease not only kills, it mauls-it leaves misery, 
degradation and impoverishment among the living. The campaign was 
necessarily based on expert knowledge. At first it gained initial impetus 
from public agitation, but what had to be done could only be under­
stood by those doctors and administrators who were gaining an expert 
knowledge of the task in hand. These were not matters on which the 

,views of the general public could have any relevance. In the early 
1850's there was a lively public debate on whether the best drainage 
for a town was by means of the relatively small egg-shaped pot sewer 
or by large brick culverts which a man could enter and clean. It was a 
futile debate because the matter could only be decided not by voting 
but by experiment carried out and judged by those actually engaged 
on the work. Indeed as time went on the problem was less and less 
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all-justifying theory of Democracy it may be asked whether there is 
now any real difference between the Liberal and the Total States, be­
yond a certain difference of degree in practice. 

The answer is, of course, that there is a very great difference, that 
that difference of degree in practice relates to the points which are most 
critical for human freedom and represents a great difference in theory 
about ultimate values. But that does not mean that modern conditions 
do not menace the values of the Liberal States. They do, and at two 
points. 

There is danger to come from the irrational force of nationalism. 
Nationalism seems to me to be the wild beast in the human arena. 
We cannot argue it out of existence or suppress it and ought not to 
try to do so but, as I have said, I believe we could do more than we 
have done to study it objectively, neither adulating it and automatically 
excusing its excesses, nor condemning it, but trying to understand it. 

Nationalism presents probably its most serious problems to emergent 
or thwarted nationalities, the problems presented by the inAuence of 
the expert and the technologist over the lives of men are universal. 
Without their help and direction, life as we now live it would be im­
possible. The industrial revolution was partly based on advances in 
technology, and since it started, improvements in technology have given 
the inhabitants of Europe and North America an immensely improved 
standard of life which they would not willingly surrender and no doubt 
higher standards are on the way, but to achieve them we must allow 
those who are to plan the technological advance pretty free discretion. 
As I have tried to show, without expert control over the conditions of 
life so many millions could not contrive to live together at all in such 
close proximity as we do in Britain. We must depend on the directions 
of the expert, how far then can we control him? In very many matters 
popular control must be a myth. It is unlikely that large sections of the 
general public will have enough general understanding of the difficult 
problems of advanced economics, administration, technology, etc., in­
volved in his work to enable it to have coherent opinions on how that 
work should be conducted, and if it had such opinions the results of a 
vote would not seem to be a very satisfactory way of settling a difficult 
technical question. These essential questions must to a large extent be 
outside politics, but they may affect very decisively the things which 
politics are supposed to be about and the demands of the expert and 
the technologist may touch very closely on matters which seem to affect 
the essential values of society. 

If this is so perhaps we ought to think out rather carefully what we 
mean by democracy. It is not, however, what the expert may ask which 
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is the real point of danger, it is what he may give. He. normally gives 
it to someone else to do with it not what he would dcslfc them to do, 
but what that other person thinks fit, for it is never the expert as an 
expert who provides the government. 1\nd what the expert has to give 
to government nowadays may he illim_itahlc power. This fact is usu~lly 
nowadays expressed in terms of the gift to gm·crnments by one section 
of scientists of the hydrogen bomb, hut it is important to realize that 
modern techniques have not only added immeasurably to the power 
which a modern government can usc externally against its enemies­
which may be checked by the thought oF what its enemies might usc 
in reprisal, but that these techniques have also added to what it can 
use internally against its subjects to balance which there is likely to 
be no counterpoise. 

As Budapest showed in 1956 the utmost heroism is of little avail 
against modern weapons used without interference from abroad and 
without compunction. Probably by the terms of his life a factory worker 
in a modern town is easier to tyrannize m-er than a peasant in a prim­
itive countryside. Nor is the power which has been given over men's 
bodies the only thing to be considered; there is also the new power 
which has been given over their minds-and may be given in fuller 
measure in the future. The modern techniques of advertisinu and 
publicity have been developed into the science of propaganda, a~d the 
development first of the wireless and now of television has endowed 
governments with uniquely effective instruments for putting over propa­
ganda to a whole nation. Fortunately, a certain element of human 
stupidity, a failure to realize that one-sided monotony breeds in the 
end boredom and disbelief, seems so far to have limited the effectiveness 
of these weapons. But even so government propagandists have in vari­
ous countries in the last forty years made more people believe what was 
demonstrably false than would have seemed remotely possible in the 
days of Huxley and J. S. Mill when men believed in, not only the 
sanctity, but the ]?Ower, of the appeal to reason and the ascertainable 
fact. However, there are more sinister probabilities. One of the most 
striking examples of the way in which the results of a perfectly objec­
tive scientific enquiry can be used for terrible purposes can be perhaps 
seen in the way Pavlov'~ experiments. on dogs have been apparently 
used t? perfect the techmq~1e of what ~s called "brain washing," and as 
more IS learnt abou~ the mmd and bram, as psychologists and surgeons 
learn for therapeutic purposes to do more to the mind and brain, so 
also in all probability are techniques developed for those who wish to 
fasten the domination of one mind upon another. 

This is an age of many nightmares, hut there is no reason why they 
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should turn into realities. I am no believer in historical determinism: 
I believe that man's future is in his own hands. As I said earlier on, 
the fact that the values of the Liberal States derive from a world before 
1917 does not mean that they will not survive, in full force, after 1959. 
There is, however, I believ~, one condition for their survival. Some­
thing of the nature and history of those values and of the principles 
upon which they have been based must continue to be understood by 
the ordinarv educated man. If that is crowded out of his education and 
consciousn~ss then those values will be crowded out of a world, which 
will very speedily forget them as if they had never been. 
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TOTALITARIANISM IN THE l\IIODERN 
WORLD* 

George F. Kennan 

In his long and distinguished career in the Foreign Service of the 
United States, Mr. I<enuan 1ws seen service both in Nazi Germany 
and in Communist Rmsia. It is perhaps partly owing to this circum­
stance that 1w is free from the very common b11t very grave error of re­
garding Communism and Fascism (or Nazism, wllich is a particularly 
virulent form of Fascism) as virtually identical forms of total domina-

,. Reprinted by permission of the publishers from Totalitarianism, edited by 
Carl J. Friedrich. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, Copyright, 1954, 
by the President and Fellows of Harvard College. 
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tion. The talk of which the following is the pri11cipal part was given in 
1953, i.e., prior to the program of liberalization 11ndertaken by Khru­
shchev. This should be borne in mind in reading what Mr. Kennan has 
to say concerning the possibilities of liberalization in a totalitarian regime. 

When I begin to think of totalitarianism as a general phenomenon, 
the first thing that assails me is, as usual, the problem of definition. 
That there is such a thing, I have no doubt; but how does one delimit 
the term in such a way as to make it a useful one for purposes of group 
discussion? We ha\!e all noted totalitarian clements and tendencies in 
every human society, including sometimes our own; but to me the only 
places where these tendencies have really flowered and revealed their 
true nature seem to have been Germany and the Soviet Union. Some 
people would argue about this, I know. They would suggest that other 
countries as well should be included under this heading. Let us leave 
this argument aside for the moment, and agree that there arc at least 
no better examples than Germany and Russia, and that these might 
then be permitted to serve as a basis for discussion. 

But even here I run at once into difficulties; for I see that the Rus­
sian and German phenomenon were highly disparate things, in nature 
as in origin; and I am moved to wonder whether there is any generic 
phenomenon that we can identify and describe from actual experience 
as totalitarianism. Is there really some identity of essence as between 
Russian Communism and German National Socialism? Or is it simply 
that two countries have both had certain national experiences in our 
time and that those experiences have simply had points in common, 
perhaps accidentally? 

When I try to picture totalitarianism to myself as a general phe­
nomenon, what comes into my mind most prominently is neither the 
Soviet picture nor the Nazi picture as I have known them in the flesh, 
but rather the fictional and symbolic images created by such people as 
Orwell or Kafka or Koestler or the early Soviet satirists. The purest ex­
pression of the phenomenon, in other words, seems to me to have been 
rendered not in its physical reality but in its power as a dream, or a 
nightmare. Not that it lacks the physical reality, or that this reality is 
lacking in power; but it is precisely in the way it appears to people, in 
the impact it has on the subconscious, in the state of mind it creates in 
its victims, that totalitarianism reveals most deeply its meaning and its 
nature. Here, then, we seem to have a phenomenon of which it can be 
said that it is both a reality and a bad dream, but that its deepest reality 
lies strangely enough in its manifestation as a dream, and it is by this 
manifestation that it can best be known and judged and discussed. This 
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conclusion, involving as it does a most profound contradiction, is already 
an unsettling and baffiing one to the simple bureaucratic mind; and 
I can only back off from it and pass it on to the philosophers with my 
best wishes and regards. 

Leaving aside, then, the question of definitions, and turning to the 
nature of whatever it is we conceive to be totalitarianism: there are a 
number of things that occur to me about it and seem to me to be sig­
nificant. Whether they constitute an adequate list of its important at­
tributes, I strongly doubt. I cannot say that they build up to any reliable 
conclusions. They remind me of the observation (I forget the origin) 
that "we have chaos, but not enough to make a world." Anyway, let me 
list some of them for you and tell you what I think they may mean. 

First of all, I have been greatly impressed with the primary impor­
tance, in the totalitarian picture, of modern police weapons and their 
use. I am thinking here not merely of arms and munitions; I am also 
thinking of such things as modern means of transportation and com­
munication. Whenever, today, a group of men obtains a monopolistic 
control over these things and exercises that control with sufficient ruth­
lessness and with suitable techniques, for the purpose of perpetuating 
its own power, and so long as that group retains its internal unity and 
does not suffer violent interference from outside, popular revolt is 
simply impossible. In this fact there seems to me to lie the fundamental 
reality of modern totalitarianism; and I would point out that this is a 
reality derived from the progress of modern technology. 

Whether totalitarianism was conceivable apart from modern tech­
nology, I do not know. I have heard it said by well informed people 
that all the essential features of Soviet Communism could be observed 
in certain ancient oriental despotisms. I cannot be a good judge of this, 
for I know nothing about oriental history. I would be inclined to doubt 
that this could be wholly true, precisely because of the importance of 
the technological component in the totalitarian system as we know it 
today. In any case, so far as the West is concerned, totalitarianism does 
seem to have been something made possible only by the technological 
developments of the past century and a half, which have operated to 
enhance enormously the potential scope and intensity of absolute power. 

Noting that, my mind turns next to the question of popular support 
-that is, the relation of totalitarian power to the feelings of people. 
Here I notice that there have been great differences between the Nazi 
and Soviet phenomena. In Germany, Nazi rule certainly enjoyed at 
most times a fairly high degree of mass support-although whether this 
would have continued much longer, had Nazi power not been destroyed 
when it was, seems to me to be doubtful. In the Soviet Union, Commu-
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It is true that the effective application of Soviet police power in­
volves the use of certain devices peculiar, as far as I know, to modern 
totalitarianism, namely, the maintenance of a system of artificial ten­
sions within society (as a substitute for the natural ones, which might 
be dangerous to the system) and the employment of coercion on a vast 
scale for what might be called prophylactic purposes (that is, the con­
centration-camp system) in place of, or in addition to, its use on a small 
scale for the punishment of actual offenses, as in bourgeois democracy. 
It involves, in other words, as you all know, the punishment of people 
primarily for the crimes they have not committed, rather than for those 
they have-the punishment of those who might rebel, rather than those 
who do. It even involves, precisely for this reason, a species of intimacy 
and collaboration with the real criminal element in society, since the 
latter are necessary to provide certain of the essential features of the early 
purgatory: the trusties and the yegg-men, the tormentors of the 
political prisoners and exiles. These-not, as many people suppose, the 
degree of terror-are the features of modern totalitarianism, incidentally, 
that seem to distinguish it from most of the traditional forms of des­
potism. 

But none of these things have anything to do with mass support, 
really. They are only addenda to the system of police intimidation. 
This being so, popular emotional support must be viewed as something 
which may or may not be a feature of totalitarianism, but is certainly 
not essential to it. What is essential is only the seizure, organization, 
and ruthless exercise of power. For the seizure of power, a certain de­
gree of mass bewilderment and passivity are required-in other words, 
certain negative rather than positive states of the mass mind. Once 
power has been seized, even these states of mind are not vitally im­
portant. 

Now modern police weapons are of course only one of the essential 
components of the totalitarian situation. Another is the presence of a 
body of men-namely, the natural bureaucrats and enthusiasts of a 
police regime-ready to use those weapons for the purpose indicated. 
I would like to say that I think such people are always present in any 
human society, to some degree or another. They are not a product of 
the political movement itself. They are something that is always there 
and needs only to be activated. They represent a mutation of the human 
species. I do not need to describe these people to you, nor is it pleasant 
to do so. They merge with the born criminal element, to which I have 
already referred. They are the brutal, aggressive, unsuccessful natures, 
deficient in moral courage, in self-confidence, in self-respect, in the 
ability to compete on any even terms. They are the ghouls of human 
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soc~ty. In the sunlight of normalcy you do not sec them. _But let societ~ 
be overtaken by the darkness of some special weakness, which leaves tt 
helpless and vulnerable, and they are suddenly there, slinking out of the 
shadows, ready to take over, ready to flog. to intimidate, to torture, to 
do all those things in the company of armed men, and preferably against 
u.narmed ones, that help to give them the il\usion of success and secu­
nty, that dispel for the moment the nightmare of inadequacy by which 
they are haunted. 
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state for pcopl c Fits step. Whether it might be considered a natural 
W es o othc 1' d estern rna 1 r c Imes an eras, l do not know. But for 

J. .n, taugu as 1 l l l ( JOnity (Jf tl } ' · lC 1as )Ccn to ook for hope and solace in the 
0 lC' HIITI'I ' ' · · a sick . , · , ' 11 spmt, It 1s surely a pathological, abnormal state-
, ' ,Sftltc, c/t!Vt m\ of hopl', chamcteri·l.cc\ hy the c\eepest sort of agony 

and 111/~t'ry and dt'\Hl'!-s\on. 
ft ;,

1 
a •,lalt', l'lnl\wnnml\ h·om w\1ich there \s no recovery, l fear, by 
, , · . 0 \ , \nee things can, t~.s £ar as 1 can see, 

tlw l'aiH'IIIS n\\'1\ l'l\o1t. "'i \ . _ ,.ru\m\l\taryintervention . . , \ One 1s succcssi .. 
Olll'f;llt' to hnng ll tn an c\\l: f r \ness and lack of due vigilance d IS oroctn.\ l . th 
hy external power. t\ sccon -\' ? rulers themselves. The ast IS c 
:lncl zeal on the part of the to\ta ttar\I.Iant~ oroUl1· But to the last dev.e\o?· 
' · f t 1e ru n n \ b'l't)' m tts 
disruption of the un•tY o crtain congenital vu nera II . l, 
,ncnt, tot:llitarianism surely hals da. c tor and in its lack of any rehab t.: 

· 1· ,· lua JCta ' · d' 'd alto de1~endence on the " 1 c n J( ' f r from one tn !Vl U . . r 1 transfer 0 powe . 
instJilllHIIlal franlC\Nork or t 1 c I· . ·sely one of the thtngs 

I , 1'1 I I I' 1 ~ franlc,,vor' lS prect .,.,,,t ... ,.. H' ac c o · sue 1 " ' • . d 1 f bour· · · · · · d . ·t· · ·11Js·olt1tism as mdce a so rom 
that d•sttngtnshcs 1t !rom vn.1s JC ' • ' • • d · 1· · 1' · I· · 't · ef 1l for us to bear m mm • 
g<"OIS C l'lllOCI'<ICY. J liSt Hl t lCSe <. •l)'S I IS US l . . t 
I think, that the ultimate test of totalitarianism lies not in its ablhty 0 

surmount peaceably any single crisis of succession but rather in its abil­
ity to survive what is bound to be a long series of such crises, each 
attended by great nervousness and fear and secret intrigue, and sure to 
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open up many possibilities for misunderstanding, division, and paralysis 
of the central will. This lono series of crises must always present an 
even greater danger in the ca;e of a regime that bas projected its power 
on to other national societies and is attempting to hold together a far­
flung empire than in the case of the indigenous totalitarian regime 
alone. This type of power is most safely exerted within the intimacy 
of the national society, so far as the intrinsic relationships of power are 
concerned. But on the other hand totalitarian rulers are always moved 
to try to eliminate the awkward st~ndard of comparison involved in the 
existence of freedom elsewhere, particularly in the country just next 
door. This is their dilemma-the reconciling of the requuements of 
domestic totalitarianism with the urge to imperialism. It is on the horns 
of this dilemma, in my view, that they are most likely to be at some 
stage impaled and destroyed. 

This view of the likely impermanence of totalitarian systems (a 
view which, I must say, is not shared by all of my good friends) natu­
rally has its implications for our attitude toward Soviet power, lending 
force to the counsels of patience and caution. But I am well aware that 
it gives us no grounds for complacency as to the extent of the damage 
done by totalitarianism where it comes and while it lasts. It is like a 
flood; the fact that the water is bound some day to recede does not 
mitigate the damage it does \vhile it lasts. Thus it is small comfort that 
totalitarianism may be by nature impermanent. It can still encompass 
in the course of a few short years a destruction of human and cultural 
values that cannot be overcome in generations, if at all. And for this 
reason we cannot leave the consideration of it without glancing at the 
all-important subject of its causes. 

This is, above all, a subject on which I have no firm and rounded 
and demonstrable conclusions that in any way satisfy me. What I have 
are more in the way of suspicions and hunches, and I offer them here 
with particular diffidence and doubt as to their value. They are based 
simply on thoughts about the places where totalitarianism has appeared 
and has not appeared, and particularly on those few elements of back­
ground which the German and Russian manifestations of it appear to 
have had in common. 

We see, first of all, that both Germany and Russia are great coun­
tries. Hannah Arendt has pointed out that totalitarianism seems to be 
a phenomenon of the numerical great entities; and I think that this is 
a profound and useful observation. Perhaps we are witnessing today in 
Tito's Yugoslavia the inevitable rejection by the small country of many 
of the typical features of modern totalitarianism. Am I right in sus­
pecting that the totalitarian process is something that takes place in the 
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d at at all..., If so we mav have here one of the clues 
gran manner, or n r ' • d · 
to its origin. Perhaps it is important to the establishment an ~amte· 
nance of an indigenous totalitarian system that the scale of soc1ety be 
so vast and complicated that the individual can no longer sense or 
survey his relation to the whole and is obliged to fcc\ himself, in the 
absence of the totalitarian illusions, as a helpless and superRuous entity 
in the hands of demoniac forces beyond his power to understand or 
influence. This is not so apt to occur in smaller societies characterized 
by a greater degree of intimacy as between ruler and ruled. 

Second, I note that in both of these countries totalitarianism came 
in the wake of a terribly costly and exhausting military effort, namely 
Worl~ War I, which in each case overstrained the existing structure 
of soctety and cul · 1 · l l . . mmatec m t 1e overt now oF the monarchical svstem 
and the dectstve d' · f h J co h tsruptmn ° t e power of the aristocracv. We in this 

untry ave a tcndenc ' t . l . . . 
sible and d ) 0 JUC ge war too much m relation to its osten-

state purposes· \ . l . . l does or do . ' vc JUC ge It, m ot 1cr words, by \vhether it 
. es not achteve on th fi ll f 1 l 

tnentary result th e e c 0 )att e that specific and mo-
. at we call " · " B \ tJvcly unrecept' 1 VIctory. y t 1e same token, we are re\a-

. . JVe to t 1e under t l' f . m Jts own · 1 . . s anc mg o war as a socml phenomenon 
hrwvrvcr J ~~g,H, CJUitc mdcpcndcnt of its military result. This quality, 

I I tiS )('{'IJ I fl'llll'l \ ·\ . . E . , d . . · ll <lliS y nnportant m recent uropcan h1story, 
a/) fM!lltll/arly in tlw l'i\Sl' o( \~hwh\ \Var \. 1'hat war strained more 

than illlY tllllf•r 1\w L1i1h a\\l\ rn·~.:\\\\\\~' n~ \h~: men w\,o \xuticipated in 
\ . ·\thcr .,5 a who\\v senseless and 

il.. II lf'IH!t-d ltl iltJtJl'i\1' \ll \ \l'~l' ",'l'.' l r the ·~rimina\ ~anipu\ations of 
. \ \ · · · · t \w \wm ult m · 1 1 

1 ragll· IIIH l'l"li\ ong o1 •1~ . .. \ forces. "This was parucu ar y 
. 1. . . . con~p1raton.1 . d · · 

Ill)'Stenous and Ina JcJOliS . [: t\1e ddeatcd countnes; an It IS 
· \ • C'lSC 0 

true <.Illite naturally, Ill t 1C\ c' . nv ·md Russia, though they were , 1 hot 1 ,erma J , 

useful to rcntctnher t 1at f ·II into this category. 
' . 1 r the \\';\f (. • 'l . . . the '•n "I'P""•te su. L'S o . ' I , l 'ohl significant simi anues In 

'l"hird. then· 'vcn· certain otu:r 11 n Y · Letuswork . 1. . 1 1 ·. · ·s of these two countnes. 
n't"<'lll .,.,.. .• ,.\ and P" llll'OI HSIOfiL. f l' · 
' 

I I I. 1 · 1 ·a ·It c·1s" the advent o tota Itanan->ac ~vvan nlln the revo utlon. n c, c • .~. ' 
i•.111 had \wen immediately preceded by the overthrow of a monarchy 
and by a hrid and unsuccessful liberal era. In Germany, this embraced 
the 1~criod of the Weimar Republic and in part the final years of the 
Empire. In Russia, this embraced the brief months of the provisional 
government b t 1 · · · · h , u a so, It IS Important to note, m some measure t e 

·years from the revolution of 1905 to the great war. 

~ack of these abortive liberal experiences there lay, in each case, the 
rl'laLJvely late smviva\ of [cudal institutions, reaching even into the 

memory of living man, am\, an:on\ing\y, a relatively shallow, brief, and 

imperfect de\'e\opnwnl 0 [ bourgeois-democratic institutions. 
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Next, I would note that in both countries the growth of secular 
national feeling occurred largely in the nineteenth century and was sub­
ject to the influences of the romantic concepts of the nation-state 
evolved by German thinkers in the early part of that century: concepts 
that glorified the bonds of race and tongue, surrounded these bonds 
with vague and mystical overtones of emotional association, and tended 
to disintegrate rather suddenly and contemptuously the old hierarchical 
break-downs of national and international life. It is significant, I suspect, 
that liberal thought in both countries tended to associate itself with this 
new concept of the nation-state, and to be incredulous of the need for 
the preservation of any continuity with the dying feudal order. 

Finally, I note that both of these countries were great military 
land powers, characterized long before their respective revolutions by a 
relatively high degree of centralization and bureaucratization. In the 
overseas trading nations, the growth of centralized, bureaucratic power 
had been impeded by various realities, notably by the vital importance 
of the great urban trading communities, such as London or Liverpool 
or Amsterdam, by the influence of business circles generally, and by 
the complicated compromises always involved in the overseas relation­
ship. Similarly, the outlooks of people in these countries had been 
kept varied and flexible and cosmopolitan by the constant experience 
of travel and contact with other environments. In the military land 
powers there was relatively little to stop the march of centralization, 
both in administration and in outlook. Both Russia and Germany 
were relatively receptive, by virtue of their national experience, to the 
sort of administrative and ideological centralization which totalitarianism 
involves. 

Now these are only fragmentary and impressionistic points. . . . 
To me, they prove little; but they do point in a direction. And if I 
were to be asked to describe that direction, I would do so substantially 
as follows. 

All societies have varying degrees of vulnerability to totalitarian 
tendencies and of resistance to them. 

The powers of resistance are partly connected with, and dependent 
on, the requisite degree of gradualness in evolution-a decent and 
sedate pace of social change-a pace that permits change to occur 
without disrupting the continuity of the generations or destroying the 
individual's confidence in his environment. Where peoples have had 
a decent time to prepare themselves for the strains of modern life· 
they are better able to resist the totalitarian virus than where these 
things have come too suddenly upon them. 

Furthermore, variety and decentralization of every sort have in-
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creased the powers' of resistance. The dispersion of interests and 
tastes and outlooks through maritime and overseas activities, the 
experience of far·flung commercial and political empires, the neces­
sity for compromise between competing linguistic groups; these things 
have kept open the vistas of men, preserved the heterogeneity of 
their outlook, sustained the need and capacity for compromise and 
adjustment. 

We sec, also, how important it is. if men arc not to fall into the 
illness of totalitarianism, that they should not be subjected without 
adequate ideological preparation to the strains of the great apoca­
lyptic disasters of society; that without such preparation they should 
not know on their own territories the infinite horrors of modem 
warfare, that they should not he asked to sit for dreary long years 
in filthy, vermin-infested trenches and to witness what can onlv 
seem to them to he the senseless agony and slaughter of their fello\~· 
creatures, just as they must not he thrown out onto the streets bv 
u nem ploymen t through processes they cannot understand, and thu.s 
he forced to lose their sense of usefulness and belonging in society, 
If democracy docs not wish its members to turn to the morbid an'd 
despairing delusions of totalitarianism, it must take care to spare 
them these harrowing and excruciating experiences. This does not 
mean that it must always avoid war, or that it must baby its people 
in the extreme paternalism of the welfare state. But it must never 
ask men to undergo such experiences unless it also enables them to 
understand their rationale. If democracy cannot make men under­
stand why life is sometimes hard and dangerous, it will not be able 
to continue successfully to subject men to hardship and danger. It 
will have only itself to blame if by so doing it drives them to seek 
refuge in the purgatory of totalitarianism. For even a purgatory in 
which there seems initially to be some semblance of meaning, how­
ever crude and irrational, is preferable, from the standpoint of the 
human soul, to a liberal chaos from which the sense of communit\· 
is absent and in which freedom means only the sense of being lo;t 
and lonely and helpless. 

I suspect, furthermore, that a neurotic sense of tidiness in pc1itical 
arrangements can be a great danger to any society. Too great an 
urge for symmetry and order, too strong an insistence on uniformity 
and conformity, too little tolerance for the atypical and minorit~· 
phenomenon: these arc all things that can grease the path by whici1 

nations slide into totalitarianism. Lucky, in this respect, are countries 
like Great Britain, with its bizarre pattern of nationalities and dia­
lects, its far-Rung bonds of blood and interest, and its picturesque 
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ceremonies and traditions; lucky is Switzerland, with mountain bar­
riers, its unique historical path, and its multilingual balance. Lucky, 
even, we Americans have been up to this time, with our sectional 
diversities, our checks and balances, and our deference to the vital 
interests of competing minorities. \Voe to any of us, if these things 
begin to yield to the leveling influences of the perfectionist, to 
utopian dreams of progress and equality, to the glorification of con­
formity in tongue or outlook that have been embraced in the concept 
of romantic nationalism and have gone before the disasters of totalitarian 
triumph.' Diversity, in all the glorious disorder of nature, is the best 
defense of healthy societies. 

In short, I suspect totalitarianism to be the retribution that befalls 
all peoples who give free rein to extremists and extremisms, who 
forget the golden rule of political life, which is that ideas are never 
good except in moderation,, and that anything carried to its logical 
conclusion becomes a menacing caricature of itself. For this reason 
one must not be too morbid about incipient totalitarian tendencies, 
which are only a part of life-so long as they remain incipient and 
counterbalanced. All totalitarianism is only a matter of degree; but 
it is precisely in this fact that its mortal danger lies. Who says differ­
ences of degree are not vital differences? Remember Shakespeare's 
words: 

Take but degree away, untune that string, 
And, hark! what discord follows . . . 
Then every thing includes itself in power, 
Power into will, will into appetite; 
And appetite, a universal wolf . . · 
Must make perforce a universal prey, 
And last eat up himself . . . 
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THE CRISIS OF THE NATION-STATE* 

1-lcms Rotlzfels 

In the very era in which the nation-state ltas been proving ltoll1 op­
]11"essive and how dangerous it can be, tlze movement tott7ards state­
hood and national self-determination has been 11roceeding crt a mpid 
]JaCe in a large 11art of tlze world. In diswssing this paradoxical 
situation, Prof. Rothfels (Professor Emeritm of Modem History at t11e 
University of T iibingen in Germany) points to transnational and 
multinational-i.e., federal-forms of organization as offering a hopeful 
alternative to the exclusivism of the nation-state. 

The topic to be discussed below can be treated on quite different 
levels and from various points of view which touch on the whole 
range of present-day political and social conditions but at once raise 
some very fundamental questions of principle as well. It is perfectly 
legitimate to take either [the facts or the principles] as one's point of 
departure. But even one who takes an empirical approach will not be 
able to evade the obligation of taking a stand amid the crucial 
problems involved. He will have to answer for his own position-a 
position easily or laboriously arrived at as the case may be-without, of 
course, putting himself in the foreground of the discussion, but also 
without shying away from personal declarations. These last will tum 
the survey and the analysis of existing tendencies towards the question 
of what they 111.ean for the historian and for the responsible con­
temporary. 

,. Hans Rothfels, "Zur Krise des Nationalstaats," Vierteljahrsl1e{te fiir Zeit­
geschichte 1 (1953), pp. 138-152. Translated by Heinz Lubasz with the minor 
omissions indicated, by permission of Professor Rothfels, and of Vandenhoeck 
& Ruprecht, Gottingen, publishers of Professor Rothfels' Zeitgescliiclltliclle 
Betrachtungen, 2nd ed.; 1963, in which the essay is reprinted. 
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Let us therefore begin with some general and yet inevitably 
particular observations, specifically with the ex'Perience of a generation 
which has lived through t\'\'0 very different types of world war and 
is in danger of having to experience a third. Vve are not in the first 
instance concerned with the outward requirements or desiderata, let 
alone the disappointments or dangers, of the current situation. We are 
not here concerned with the evident absurdity that attaches to the 
ideal of the autonomous nation-state in view of the scale on which 
contemporary history takes places; or with the "provincialism" of the 
European state system, of which Toynbee speaks with reference to 
the "global" constellation; or with his more methodological question, 
whether the nation or the nation-state has indeed ever been an "intel­
ligible unit" of world history. Nor do we intend to deal with plans and 
enterprises directed at the suppression of particularistic sovereignty, in 
whose most critical phase we find ourselves at this moment-with the 
Schuman Plan or the Pleven Plan, with their counterparts or super­
structures, the European Union or the Atlantic Pact; with the illusion 
of a "single" world or the reality of a "divided" world-"one world" 
versus ''hi-polarized world"; or with the questionableness of a "third 
force." All of this is indisputably connected with, and significantly 
reflects, the "crisis of the nation-state" as a political form that is now, 
so to speak, out of season-in a situation in which, as the rather 
imprecise phrase goes, only the giants still have "full sovereignty." 

Instead we shall try, first of all, to seek out the external crisis where 
it has been inwardly experienced and lived through by a contemporary 
generation, namely, essentially in the realm of historical and political 
thought itself, which only a few decades ago took the nation-state as 
its unquestionable and often enough as its almost exclusive point of 
orientation, projecting it back on to periods-in German history per­
haps the medieval Empire or the rise of Brandenburg-Prussia-to which 
such a standard was quite obviously inapplicable. 

To set out from the experience of a generation is to take an 
empirical and inductive approach, which seems most suitable to the 
historian. But it is certainly one which is inextricably bound up with 
an evaluation of current trends and leads inevitably to reflection on 
essentials. Such reflection readily suggests itself to people who were 
obliged to see and often very drastically to suffer-in one way or another 
and in all sorts of circumstances-the gruesome excesses and the 
daemonic intensity which the concept of the nation-state was capable 
of in the Third Reich. Despite its emphatic rejection of all the tra­
ditions of the liberal and democratic nineteenth century, National 
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s · r OCJa Ism may quite properly be regarded as the belated issue (or, 
to use the regime's own vocabularv, as the "denatured" belated issue) 
of that very century. National egoism, which certainly is a mainspring 
of modern history, was made into an absolute value in the claims of 
the master-race. The deification of the state, which had been adum· 
brated more than once before, turned into the deification of the people, 
and even of the one mortal man in whom the people was incarnate. 
Centralism of a mechanical kind had been foreshadowed in the con­
cept of the "nation une et indivisible"; the concept of sovereignty had 
in Bismarck's Reich still been kept within the confines of the law, and 
had itself served to limit the natural force of nationalitv; both [central­
ism and sovereignty] were now given free rein and c;me to dominate 
men body and soul. The sensibility of the people, which can be a very 
delicate gauge of injustice, but is also susceptible to being led astray 
by mass emotions of every kind, was now formally elevated to the 
judgment seat as a vindication of any and every act of violence. 
Finally, the nation itself, which is an altogether historical entity. was 
so radicaily translated into biological terms as to demolish all historical 
structures. With fanatical consistency it first purged itself of everything 
that was indigestible, or seemed to be so, until in the end it mortallv 
endangered other peoples. All the ideals of the German past-th~ 
Imperial idea, Pr~ssianism, the state, nationa~ unity, the_ soldier's a~d 
the civil servants sense of duty, commumty and fmthful service 
[Gefolgschaft], orderliness and devotio~-all t~1ese were thrown into 
he melting-pot of a propaganda machme wluch released them only 

t fter having transformed them beyond recognition. To put it another 
a y· these ideals were so overworked that, aside "from any other 
wa · 

nsequences, a stale after-taste was bound to be left behind, and 
co d "11 • ofound is1 us10nment. 
pr It is quite understandable that in post-World War II Germany 

eople were perhaps further from accepting inherited nationalistic 
!'deas than were people elsewhere. 
1 If, along with many another European move towards "restoration," 
here has nevertheless been a revival of German nationalism, it is a 

t ·val that involves something more than the usual swing of the 
reVl T . · - 1 h dulum. wo concrete expenences m part1cu ar made t emselves 
r:~. In the first place, the nation-state has been overworked and 

ken to extremes not only by Germans but also against them, to the 
ta int of complete vacuity and inhuman barbarism-in Grillparzer's 
poogression "from humanity through nationality to bestiality." It was 
~fter all under this banner that the notorious "clean sweep" was 
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carried out-the settlement of the nationalities problem in eastern and 
southeastern Europe, where the historical constellations of peoples, 
which Hitler had already largely disrupted, were now completely torn 
asunder through deportation, expulsion and decimation, many millions 
being made homeless in the process. This too is part of the story of 
the demoniacal power of forces once they have been unleashed and, 
when it is correctlv understood, of the crisis of the nation-state as a 
life-destroying idol' of uniformity. It is most significant and encourag­
ing that ideas of restoration have so far made comparatively little 
headway among just these expellees: in their "Charter" they expressly 
espouse international, Europe-wide solutions. 

But there is another experience that cuts deeper still. An historic 
people's natural desire for unity-which does not necessarily imply 
centralization, uniformity and exclusiveness-has been deeply injured 
through artificial partition and arbitrary mutilation; the indestructibly 
genuine element in national sentiment, which requires the suppm:t of 
constructive traditions and a quiet, not uncritical, but dignified self­
respect, has been thoroughly degraded-so much so that repercussions 
were surely inevitable. Other psychological errors were made: for 
example, the abuse of thinking in collective categories cannot be made 
good by simply changing the categories while the procedure itself is 
retained.1 But the historian is entitled to add that restoration is no 
solution either, and that the crisis of the nation-state cannot be solved 
by a simple return to the status quo any more than the social crisis 
or the dispute over Germany's eastern boundaries can be. It can certainly 
not be solved by a return to the watchwords of the very recent past, 
which made the problem so acute and left it behind a burdensome 
legacy. Nor can it be solved by renovating the credentials of the 
nation-state as the normative form of political existence or as a neces­
sary stage of historical development. Earlier generations were inclined 
to think along these lines, but to the present generation all this had 
become very questionab~e well before 1933. 

This takes us a little further back in time, to a phase of historical 
experience in which the problem of the nation-state was quite ap­
parent long before it actually became acute. It will therefore be well 
to recall certain trends which even at that time tended to by-pass the 
nation-state or to point beyond it. 

If, to begin with, we go back in imagination to the pre-1914 world 
we find that it was in many respects still whole. Anyone who, for 
example, was then studying history in Germany, will have come under 
the influence of the yet living 2 dean of German historians, Friedrich 
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Meinecke. l-Ie will at least have read i\leinecke's 1Vcltl1iirgertum mzd 
Nationalstaat,3 which in retrospect seems like a distillation of the 
political culture of those years preceding the storm. It certainly preached 
anything but hard-bitten nationalism or hatred. Dut it did regard the 
nation-state-with onlv the sliohtest reservations in behalf of an ulti-- ,.., 
mately world-wide political order-as the fulflllment of history, as the 
happy transcendence of narrow particularism on the one hand and 
boundless diffusion on the other. The public's desire for political unity 
and for cultural achievement could thus he regarded as having been 
reconciled: state and culture, political nationZ~lity Z~nd cultmal nation­
ality were united in the svnthesis of the nation-state. This fusion had, 
to all appearances, been ;nticipatccl in the evolution of a number of 
eminent thinkers and indeed seemed to hZ~vc the full support of in­
tellectual history. But it was also re]e,·ant in a hopeful way to the 
concrete political world of the German south-west: to Switzerland, 
where three cultural nationalities lived within the framework of a 
single political nation; to neighboring 1\lsace-Lorraine, where cultural 
nationality emanating from Germany was making headway against 
political nationality emanating from France and seemed at last to be 
solving a thorny problem; and to the hloc policy of Baden, concerned 
as it was with estZ~blishing domestic tranquillity, with overcoming the 
schism of the "two nations." 

To be sure, one could not help seeing rifts and gaps in the road 
to reconciliation. But they could not seriously undermine the hope that 
personal and general concerns, culture and politics, separateness and 
solidarity could best complement and enrich one another in a national 
setting. The student generation of 1914 went to war with a cheerfulness 
that was uncloyed by any real inlding of the stranglehold of history. 
In particular, they went to war in the firm conviction that they were 
serving a collective entity "vhich embraces the individual and by which 
he is in extreme cases altogether absorbed. As one of the volunteers of 
Langemarck so unforgettably put it: "Regard your own life as forfeit 
and live the one immortal life of the nation." These words are not 
made any less splendid and oenuine if we observe that in this form 

0 ' ' 
they would scarcely be repeated by young people today. Events 
themselves did not allow these words to endure. They paled before 
the onslaught of the crude quest for power and of crude group in­
terests, before the emergent pluralism of the collective entity, before the 
thirst for annexations. Besides, the character of the war, which had 
begun, if one may say so, as a war between nation-states, became 
transformed. With the expansion of the conAict into a wider world 
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Serbia and Alsacc-Lorrainc were overshadowed, until in the year 1917, 
which marks an epoch, the entry of the United States into the ·war 
and the Russian Revolution introduced into the conRict between states 
and nations alignments of an ideological and social kind on a world­
wide scale. 

All the same the year 1918, in which the multinational Tsarist, 
Habsburg and Ottoman empires collapsed and the democratic right 
of self-determination was procJaimed. saw the idea of the nation-state 
at the zenith of victory-albeit of a Pyrrhic victory. More than one 
man warned of impending danger. \iVilson's closest official adviser, 
Secretary of State Robert Lansing, said of the basic idea behind the 
Fourteen Points, i.e., of the right of self-determination, that it was 
"loaded with dynamite." For understandable reasons the western Allies 
balked at recognizing the claim of every nation in the world to state­
hood, at recognizing an unconditional right of secession. 

Beside these realistic and in good part opportunistic scruples, Wil­
son's belief in what he called an "imperative mandate" was unquestion­
ably genuine. It is indeed hard to sec how, on the basis of the principle 
invoked, small and middling European peoples could justly be denied 
what had already happened to or been granted the sizeable ones. Nor 
can it be denied that, particularly in the form of the "genuine" 
plebiscite, the right of self-determination helped to bring about better, 
or at least tolerable, solutions to a number of thorny problems. But 
quite apart from the very different matter of pseudoapplications of the 
principle and of its covert or open abuse, the fact remains that it began 
to be self-defeating. It was obviously paradoxical to give the idea of 
national sovereignty such a decisive boost, such an infusion of new 
strength, while at the same time the creation of the League of Nations 
was at stake. It also turned out that destroying supranational organiza­
tions was not exactly the best way to bring about the federal reunifica­
tion of their parts or "successors," especially because in sheer intolerance 
the mentality of the successor states far surpassed anything of which 
the earlier multinational monarchies were thought to have been guilty. 
Count Palacky's assertion, that if the Habsburg state did not exist, 
it would have to be invented, once again showed itself to contain 
much truth. In short, it became clear that, when it was applied in a 
region in which many peoples, or at least many languages, were closely 
intertwined, and to areas that were multinational in structure, the 
nineteenth-century nation-state was not a "progressive" but an out­
dated, indeed a reactionary form of political existence. It led to the 
dismemberment of economic and cultural interconnections, and to 
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nationalistic excesses, from which the League of Nations' machinery 
for the protection of minorities afforded only very incomplete relief. 
At the same time it Balkanized an area which was threatened by the 
revolutionary wave from the East and which, quite apart from its lack 
of the requisite resources of population and of strength sufficient for 
outward resistance, also lacked the sound social order and the stable 
middle class which might have provided a basis for the formation of 
nation-states. . . . 

[In the interwar period attempts were made] to take the fact of 
the multiplicity of peoples seriously, to affirm it, to turn it in a 
productive direction. It might have been dealt with by force, or by 
letting democratic majority rule take its more gentle effect, or by a 
combination of the two. Instead an attempt was made to achieve 
internal pacification and relaxation in ways which found in the 
minorities a valuable point of departure rather than a burden. 

The most important attempt in this direction, in continuation of 
certain Austrian experiments, was made in the Baltic lands, in the form 
of corporative cultural autonomy, which allowed people to belong, 
without damage to the psyche and with a clear conscience, to oue 
nation and to another state. One of the most encouraging signs of the 
interwar years was that the luternational Co11gress of Et~ropeau 
Minorities, which embraced twenty non-German minorities in addition 
to the German ones, accepted such an adumbration of the supranational 
state and the multistate nation as a model and as mutually binding. 
This was no longer a matter of mere "toleration," of which Goethe 
says somewhere in his Maxims and Reflections, "To tolerate is to in­
sult." It was a matter of acknowledging legitimate diversity and equal 
dignity .... 

Eastern Europe was certainly a fateful region, and not only for 
the Germans and the Western Slavs who were entangled with one 
another. But one must also admit that these experiments in supra­
national organization were local and limited, and be on the lookout 
for greater and more enduring examples of developments that by-pass 
or go beyond the nation-state. The Anglo-Saxon world affords such 
examples. Close contact with this world is an uncommonly rewarding 
experience for anyone who sees in the nationality problems of 
Central Europe a central issue for the whole matter of finding 
international [zwischenvolkische] solutions. 

First, as to the United States: their very name and origin suggest 
a type of state that differs substantially from the nation-state of 
Western Europe. It was not a nation, set apart by, say, language and 
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culture or by a distinctive political tradition, but thirteen colonies, 
which in the name of the principle of self-government-that is, of a 
principle learned from the mother country-freed and federated 
themselves. And it is an open question whether the United States 
have ever become a nation-state in the European sense. True, they 
have evolved a political nationality which draws citizens of whatever 
ethnic origin together in unquestionable loyalty, and even a nationalism 
of a quite distinct and unmistakable kind. But they have retained 
something of the multinational state-or properly developed it. The 
federal structure gives the several self-governing States a sectional 
Aavor which is to some extent connected with the actual "intra-national" 
composition. Since the increase in immigration from eastern and 
southern Europe, the ethnic-cultural blocs are no longer put in the 
melting pot as a matter of course. Even in foreign policy the inHuence 
of the European "minorities" makes itself felt via the vote. But at the 
same time the United States has become a modern empire which in 
our time has replaced the policy of the "big stick" (as the phrase 
goes) with the "good neighbor policy." Thus at least an approach has 
been made to a hemispheric community which rests . not only on 
economic interpenetration but also on a certain degree of supranational 
consciousness. 

The English example is closer to European and especially to east­
central European experience, to-let us say-the union of many 
nations under a single monarch, which was so familiar to the late 
Middle Ages. It is no accident that the official name of the island state 
is still "The United Kingdom." Even in the developed welfare state 
of recent years there has been no real centralization of the state. Above 
all, there is no dominant nationality as among Englishmen, Welshmen, 
and Scots. It has been justly observed that even the name "British" 
is itself neutral as to nationality. While the separation of nationality 
from statehood has been a central concern in the great multifarious 
region that lies between the compact German and Russian areas of 
settlement, "disestablishment" (as it is called by analogy ~vith church 
politics) based on local and cultural autonomy has in England been 
largely successful. 

The same principles of organization were subsequently at work in 
the transformation of the British Empire into the Commonwealth of 
Nations. The great white dominions-or as they are now called, 
"realms"-are on the way to developing full-blown nationality, eac~ 
with its own symbols, its own Hag, its own anthems, etc. But this 
process has not been attended with the usual consequences of dis-



122 HANS ROTHFELS 

integration, nor has it altered anything in the loose federal structure 
of the dominions themselves. As the Imperial Conference of 1926 said, 
they are jointly and severally completely autonomous and equal in 
status. Ever since the last remaining elements of the mother parlia­
ment's imperial jurisdiction were abolished by the Statute of \Vest­
minster of 1931, they have been united only by the common symbol of 
the crown. Since then their right of secession also has been recognized 
more and more ddinitely. That this right is not exercised is doubtless 
partly connected with the fact that they ha\'e a common l:mguage and 
a common origin-with the fact that it is a "family affair," and even 
more with common interests of an economic and especially of a strategic 
nature, though in the new world situation this is surely true to only a 
verv limited extent of Australia and especially of Canada. It is still 
mo~e nearly the power of shared ideals and ~f voluntary association 
that is decisive. Surely then their remaining together is essentially 
connected precisely with the fact that the right of secession exists in 
principle and could (unlike in the Soviet Union) be invol.:cd in 
practice at any time. That was the philosophy of the famous Balfour 
Report, with its emphasis on voluntary association. Field Marshal 
Smuts once said, not unjustly, "The British Empire is the greatest 
paradox of all time, inasmuch as its strength at the center derives 
from its weakness at the periphery." 

Reference should also be made to the solution of the problem of 
dual nationality, which is of exemplary significance for a number of 
situations in central Europe. In Canada the French population is not 
a tolerated and protected minority but an equal partner and just for 
this reason one of the mainstays of the realm. In New Zealand an 
attractive solution has been found for the nationality of the growing 
Maori population. And the molding of the Union of South Africa 
into an autonomous member of the Commonwealth, so soon after a 
bloody war and out of two nationalities, has always been reckoned one 
of the greatest achievements. Indeed, the idea of imperial reform was 
ctually sketched out in South Africa, by the young men around Lord 

Milner. It was in fact here, in the clash between an Anglo-Boer 
rninority and a colored majority, that the imperial principle of or-

anization found itself more and more severely challenged from both 
~irections by the dangerous consequences of nation-state development. 
This is even more definitely true of the attempts to apply the Com­
monwealth idea, i.e., voluntary association, to central and west African 
reaions that ·were even more sparsely settled by whites. In these areas 
th~ problem of the nation-state-if it is not too late or too early to call 
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it that-has arisen in a form which, because of the connection of 
nativist with social-revolutionary movements, appears to be becoming 
acute (e.g., in Kenya). 

One would not, in any case, wish to idealize the overall picture 
of England and the Empire. Failures have not been wanting. In 
the Palestine mandate the conception of dual nationality in conjunc­
tion with Jewish-Arab partnership came to grief. To be sure, this 
happened in close connection with events in central Europe, i.e., the 
forced mass-emigration of the Jews, which in turn led to a most re­
markable, and in the light of general trends altogether anachronistic, 
renaissance of a nation-state. In fact it could hardly be explained 
without Hitler's having "turned the clock back." As to England 
itself, defeat so close to home as Ireland was felt even more keenlv. 
The age-old wound might yet have been healed by means of Ho~e 
Rule and eventual Dominion status, had there not existed just as 
complicated a dual relationship as in central Europe (e.g., in Bohemia). 
In Ireland too, o11e part (the North) resisted the establishment of an 
independent nation-state, in which it would be a minority, with as 
much passion as the otlwr part wished for it. Hence the twofold dis­
integration and the double secession, of Ireland from the Common­
wealth and of Ulster from Ireland. Two inflammable wounds were left 
-in a strategically important spot. 

On the other hand, the orowino Scottish desire for autonomy 
b 0 .. , 

which extends to the demand for an independent parliament, can 
hardly be put in the same category. It parallels rather what is to 
some extent also taking place in the more firmly structured, centralized 
nation-states of western Europe: in Sicily and among Basques and 
Catalans, in Provence and among Bretons. Though such movements 
also point to a crisis of the nation-state, surely it is one that augurs 
well for the future. A loosening up of the internal structures of states 
in the direction of regionalism or autonomy would in fact be conducive 
to breaking through the rigid boundaries of states by bringing peoples 
together. For the typical nation-state stands and falls with the existence 
of solid blocs-close-knit internally, hard-shelled towards the outside 
world. Conversely, localism and universalism frequently complement 
each other. 

It will rightly be objected that all this represents a far too European 
point of view, an attitude that looks upon Europe as central and upon 
the white man's world as alone worth studying. Reversions notwith­
standing, the nation-state appears to be in decline, or at least to have 
become problematical, in the historic area in which it came into being 
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~t an early date, wh.ile in the colored wo~ld it is. evidently very much 
m the ascendant. It IS a fact that new uatwus wluch claim the right to 

he nation-states have sprung up in North 1\frica and Asia "like armed 
men out of the dragons' teeth that the \ \'t:~t has sowed." It remains a 
pious wish that it not be so, i.e., that the a~hievcn~ent of national inde-
cndcncc in culture and politics, and the chsmantlmg of outdated forms 

~f domination, not lead to the constant spread of particularism and sui­
cidal disintegration, to what may be called the dolorous recapitulation 
of European history. Too many profoundly distressing instances of this 
development have already occurred. To write tl1em off as "objecti\·elv 
necessary" or as unavoidable birth-pangs is meager consolation and alt~ 
gethcr not exactly very helpful to those wlw are directly affected. It is 
common knowledge that the liberation, and especial~l· the partition, of 
India claimed untold numbers of human lives and expelled millions. 
""'""-" '3"'"< ~ur a\\ that the separation of the two religions could not be 
achic.-ved, and Kashmir was left over besides, as a focus of irritation. 
Perhaps one may hope that Nehru's political skill will nevertheless one 

day manage to reunite the subcontinent on a federal basis as the core 
of a real third force. 

For the time being, however, the outlook in Asia and Africa is for 
increasing atomization and intensified animosity. Arab nationalism has 
organized itself into nation-states which, leaving aside their relations 
with their neighbors, do not always display particularly great friendli­
ness-let alone solidarity-even towards one another. The role of the 
Arab League seems to be that of a weapon, and not much more, a 
weapon, moreover, which one day may well serve another master. Nor 
is it exclusively a matter of movements of colored peoples against colo­
nial systems whose abolition is long overdue, against white officials and 
officers, or against forms of capitalist exploitation. Siam was never con­
quered by the West. There it is the industrious Chinese, merchants, 
peasants and workers, who are the enemy, and who are all equaUy 
threatened by insurrection against them. And in many cases the ethnic 
composition [of Asian countries] is so complex, ambiguous (ambiva­
lent), or ill-defined as to make conditions in the Balkans seem like a 
veritable Eld~rado ~f simplicity by comparison. Of Malaya and Singa­
pore an Enghsh wnter, Alfred Cobban, has said sarcastically that they 
would undoubtedly become nation-states if only they knew what their 
nationality might be. 

The historian, in Ranke's weJJ-known phrase, is only a prophet fac­
ing ~a~wards. Unless he has special knowledge, he is not even entitled 
to a JU gment as to the strength of these trends or the degree to which 
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they are influenced by external factors. In the so-called "underdevel­
oped" areas even more than in Europe, national liberation movements 
arc, after all, shot through with movements for social emancipation, or 
arc intermediate stages of them. This much may at any rate be said: 
the Balkanization of Asia would be even more out of line with existing 
ethnic conditions and loaded with even more dangerous explosives than 
was the case with east central Europe. This too, though in slightly dif­
ferent form, involves the crisis of the nation-state: involves, that is, both 
the dubiousness of the nation-state as a universally mandatory objective, 
and the world crisis that expresses itself in this objective. To make this 
clear one need only recall two issues which at the moment [1953] are 
particularly intense. In Egypt the claim to national sovereignty threat­
ens to clash with the West's security needs over the contractual right of 
occupation in the crucial Canal Zone. Persia, while it has nationalized 
oil, faces a growing Communist movement and a nationalistic movement 
for secession in the north, in Azerbaijan, which borders on the Soviet 
Republic of the same name. 

And here we explicitly touch on another aspect of our topic and 
come to the concluding portion of our survey of those contemporary 
trends that point beyond the nation-state or by-pass it. Next to the Com­
monwealth and, possibly, the American hemisphere, the Soviet Union 
is the true large-scale regional organization of supranational-or, to be 
more precise, nonnational-character. At least in intent it differs mark­
edly both from the Tsarist policy of Russification and from the concept 
of the unitary nation-state of the bourgeois West. To a certain extent 
the multiplicity of nations and languages is not merely tolerated but 
fostered. That does not rule out reversions to Great Russian nationalism 
or, where appropriate, to Panslavism and to the long-range objective of 
having a single Russian language. Since the well-known policy-switch 
on this point these tendencies have in fact increased so markedly that 
Stalin, who was himself the first Commissar of Nationalities, is now 
their principal sponsor. The multiplicity of nationalities was of course 
never thought of as something positive: it was a historical residue, a 
matter of reactionary fact, like the superseded religions. But the Revolu­
tion recognized from the outset that the unity of peoples, or the stage 
of social development which is to be its prerequisite, cannot be at­
tained unless, to begin with, one speaks to many peoples in many 
languages and, above all, unless the nationality of backward colonial 
peoples is allowed rapidly to develop. Only a single prerequisite, 
though a crucial one, was adhered to from the start and enforced with 
a violence before which the Tsarist policy of denationalization pales: 
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in all the languages that are tolerated men are allowed to think and 
to live only a single doctrine, be it Marxism-Leninism, be it Stalinism. 
National in form, socialist in content as the famous and verv flexible 
formula has it. A formula like that is' broad enough to include even a 
"socialism" which invokes Ivan the Terrible and Kutuzov. 

But in spite of these reinterpretations of doctrine which, one may 
say, run parallel with neonationalistic trends elsewhere, the fact remains 
(and it is a further and immense segment of contemporary experience) 
that in an area which covers more than one·sixth of the globe the 
nation-state has been "withdrawn from circulation," and that, in addi­
tion, nationality has been emptied of its intrinsic value and has been 
turned into a mere vehicle of social revolution. This opens up great 
tactical possibilities on the Asiatic as on the European front, from Outer 
Mongolia and Sinkiang, from Indo-China and Azerbaijan to Poland 
and Czechoslovakia. Indeed, in "irredentist people's democracies" the 
nation-state can actually become the primary objective, as a substitute 
for the explosive force of social revolution, whether in Korea or in 
Germany. 

It is of course also possible that the principle of national self-deter­
mination will adapt Communism to its own purposes and in the end 
line up against Soviet imperialism. That is the course of development 
which has become a political by-word under the name of Titoism. Some 
people, especially those American Far East experts who advocate the 
recognition of Red China, expect Mao Tse-tung to go the same way. 
There are even obsen•ers who see in Titoism the real danger for the 
Soviet Union-or at least what Moscow regards as a real danger. On the 
whole, however, experience shows that the prevalent tendency is to­
wards the breaking up of nationality, even of the nation-states that ap-
ear to have the firmest foundations, by the cross-current of social 

pevolution and the ideology of a global party. This happens via Com­
r unist groups directed from a single center and faithful to the party 
~ne; via potential .fif~h columns; and via the impact which threats a~d 

omises have on social strata which have become insecure, or shaky m 
P~eir convictions, as witness the phenomenon of the anxious "fence­
t addlers" [Riickversicherer] and, most strikingly, the breakdown of 
str f . . . h d I alty in oreign mm1stries and atomic laboratories. This too s e s a 
o:,erful light on the crisis of the nation-state. 

po Some of the fundamental questions of principle which our topic 
oses or entails now become clearer. What we are witnessing is _evi­

p tly an -upheaval of the socio--political structure [Rangordmmg: hter­
deln "hierarchy"] in two quite different and yet parallel directions. At 
al Y• 
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first it was the sovereign state, and then the sovereign nation-in-the­
state, which, continuing the process of secularization in Europe, tended 
to turn into an earthly god, and nationalism itself into a substitute for 
religion. \Vc now know both to be the time-bound works of man, and 
have learned through bitter experience how their being made into abso­
lutes with totalitarian claims turns men against men, peoples against 
peoples. The sharpest attack which, despite a recent turn to na­
tionalistic slogans, is being waged on principle against the nation-state 
as a typical product of the bourgeois age [i.e., the Communist attack], 
realistically acknowledges the differences between peoples but neverthe­
less seeks to replace nationality with a world-wide alignment along class 
lines. And yet this approach likewise is nourished by essentially the 
same spirit: by the wholly secular and even more consistent striving for 
the "Kingdom of God on earth." Idealists may be led astray by the idea 
of a world-wide sociol missio11 as they indisputably were by the idea of 
a world-wide nntiounl missio11. In the world of actual reality, however, 
the mirage of a new humanity is perverted into the most extreme 
inhumanity, into the most brutal moral coercion. This means that in 
practice the goal of making all of mankind one is pursued by a party 
dictatorship by way of purges, mass-killings, and mass-expulsions-on a 
scale which even surpasses the effects of nationalistic dictatorship and a 
uniformitarian racial policy:' Today the parable of the Tower of Babel 
may well seem to us a dual symbol of nationalistic and of class agitation. 
The Lord came dovvn, confounded the people's tongues, and scattered 
them to the four corners of the earth. According to Genesis this hap­
pened because men said to one another, "Go to, let us build us a city 
and a tower, whose top may reach unto heaven; and let us make us a 
name." 

It is only when we take our stand beyond every consideration of 
what is in practice necessary or desirable, beyond our knowledge of 
existing tendencies and symptoms, that we can see the real scope and 
extent of the crisis of the nation-state-namely, in our repudiation of 
human presumption ("let us make us a name") and of any and every 
earthly claim to absoluteness (the tower "whose top may reach unto 
heaven"). This means that in our historical and political thinking we 
shall continue to esteem the intrinsic value of nationality, but by the 
same token we shall see it in human rather than in eternal terms; as an 
association rooted in human emotion rather than one established in the 
very nature of things; as an association that may be the more durable, 
the more it is nourished by affection instead of by passionate exclusive­
ness. And this means at the same time that we shall affirm diversity 
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and reject collectivism. A European Union or a World Federation will 
ever consist, not of a gray sameness, but of different peoples, none of 
whom can be reduced to a single common denominator. Anyone who 
during the war refused to think of the Germans as all of a piece and to 
identify Germany as a whole with its regime for the time being, will 
likewise be displeased when he hears people speak of the Americans or 
the Russians. Peoples themselves are diverse and manifold. It may well 
not be the worst sort of community, but one with a superior principle of 
organization, which embraces several peoples, all enjoying equal rights 
and equal dignity, which peoples living in states that arc all their own, 
i.e., the occupants of nation-states, ought likewise to enjoy .... 

[Today, national solidarity is neither so intense nor so exclusive as 
formerly, and] it is perhaps in the transformation which the concept of 
solidarity is undergoing that the crisis of the nation-state, viewed sub­
jectively, finds its I_TIO~t explicit expression. 

As always, this IS most readily apparent in the limit-sit11ation 
[Grenzsituation], i.e., in the conflict of loyalties. This limit-situation has 
nowhere been more drastically experienced in recent times than in the 
German resistance. Unlike other resistance movements it had to arise, 

ot from without against a foreign oppressor, but from within against 
~ppression of Germans. by Germans. That is what made it uni~ue. 
Men who had h~d a typically loyal attitude to the state had to repudiate 

erything that IS conventionally called national discipline-to the point 
e~ direst dilemma in time of war. The men who followed this path 
0 onsistently did so, not because they were motivated by a man-made 
~deology or by the. goal of social revolution, but out of a troubled con-
1 cience and a feelmg of responsibility to Europe as a whole. They did 
5 t do it in order to make a name for themselves, but in order to clear n:e narne of Germany; not in order to build a tower to the heavens, 
t ·n order to restore the picture of man as created in the image of but 1 
God· Jn this way the .German resistance became the vanguard of a 

t opposed to demomacal presumption and to totalitarianism in every 
fran e and form-a front of humanity against the inhuman, which is a 
shaP real front in our time. 
ve~t was once customary to speak of world citizens or citizens of two 

Ids. We have ourselves witnessed the grotesque figure of the young 
worerican [Gary J?~vis] who gave up his citizenship and pronounced 
A_rn self "World Citizen No. I." The antinomies of our time cannot be 
h 111\ ed so simply as all that. Their essential characteristic is rather 
reso v hey constitute a potential limit-situation, whose negative culmina­
that tan perhaps be defined as the danger that the national wars of the 
tiOll C 
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past threaten to turn into civil wars-a danger that is nowhere more 
concrete than in the middle of the [European] continent. But we know 
that on the other side of the Iron Curtain, too, not only Germans but 
members of many nations are aligned in a world-wide front which 
stands for the preservation of human dignity, in face of an apparatus 
that has become an end unto itself and that threatens to crush it. 
Whether a front of this kind can prevent war remains to be seen. All 
the more urgently for that, all the more positively, the potential limit­
situation enjoins upon us moral decisions which no sovereign power 
and no national collectivity can take from the individual. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Cobban, A. B., Natioual Self-Determiuation, London, 1944. 
Friedmann, W., Tlze Crisis of tlze National State, London, 1943. 
Janowski, Oscar I., Nationalities and National Minorities, New York, 1945. 
Macartney, C. A., National States and National Mi1zorities, London, 1934. 
Royal Institute. of International Affairs, Nationalism: A Report, London, 

1939. 
Schieder, Th., "Idee und Gestalt des iibernationalen Staates seit dem I 9. 

Jahrhundert," in Historisclze Zeitschrift, 184 (1957), pp. 336-366. 

NOTES t 
1 The reference is, presumably, to the program of de-Nazification and 

"reeducation" for democracy enforced by the victorious powers after 1945. 
2 Professor Meinecke died in 1954. 
3 This work has not been translated into English; the title might be ren­

dered as Cosmopolitanism and tlze Nation-State. 
4 The editor would be remiss in his duty and in his respect for Professor 

Rothfels' scholarship if he failed to point out that in this statement the em­
phasis has been altogether misplaced. In fact, nothing that has been done in 
the Communist world, gruesome as it may have been, compares in systematic 
bestiality or ev~n in extent with what was done by Germans in the Nazi era. 

t These are Editor's notes. 
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RISE AND DEMISE OF THE TERRITORIAL 
STATE* 

John H. Herz 

The internal and external sovereignty of the modern state has throt~gh­
out its history depended upon the impenetrability of its territory, 11pon 
its having a "hard shell" which provides security from armed attack for 
its citizens, freedom from foreign intervention for its govemment, and 
a base of operations for its armies. As Professor Herz (College of the 
City of New York) makes clear, "now that power ca11 destroy 110111er 
from center to center, everything is different." 

Students and practitioners of international politics are at present in 
a strange predicament. Complex though their problems have been in 
the past, there was then at least some certainty about the "givens," the 
basic structure and the basic phenomena of international relations. 
Today one is neither here nor there. On the one hand, for instance, one 
is assured-or at least tempted to accept assurance-that for all practical 
purposes a nuclear stalemate rules out major war as a major means 
of policy today and in the foreseeable future. On the other hand, one 
has an uncanny sense of the practicability of the unabated arms race, 
and a doubt whether reliance can be placed solely on the deterrent 
purpose of all this preparation. We are no longer sure about the func­
tions of war and peace, nor do we know how to define the national 
interest and what its defense requires under present conditions. As a 
matter of fact, the meaning and function of the basic protective unit, 
the "sovereign" nation-state itself, have become doubtful. On what, 
then, can policy and planning be built? 

In the author's opinion, many of these uncertainties have their more 
profound cause in certain fundamental changes which have taken place 
in the structure of international relations and, specifically, in the nature 
of the units among which these relations occur. This transformation in 
the "statehood" of nations will be the subject of this article. 

"John H. Herz, "Rise and Demise of the Territorial State," in World Politics, 
9 (1956-7), pp. 473-93. Reprinted by permission of the editors. 



RISE AND DEJ\USE OF THE TERRITORIAL STATE 

I. Basic Features of the J\!Iodern State System, 

Traditionally, the classical system of international relations, or the 
modern state system, has been considered "anarchic," because it was 
based on unequally distributed power and was deficient in higher­
that is, supranational-authority. Its units, the independent, sovereign 
nation-states, were forever threatened by stronger power and survived 
precarious! y through the balance-of-power system. Customarily, then, 
the modern state system has been contrasted with the medieval system, 
on the one hand, where units of international relations were under 
higher law and higher authority, and with those more recent interna­
tional trends, on the other, which seemed to point toward a greater, 
"collective" security of nations and a "rule of law" that would protect 
them from the indiscriminate use of force characteristic of the age of 
power politics. 

From the vantage point of the atomic age, we can probe deeper into 
the basic characteristics of the classical system. \Vhat is it that ultimately 
accounted for the peculiar unity, compactness, coherence of the modern 
nation-state, setting it off from other nation-states as a separate, inde­
pendent, and sovereign power? It would seem that this underlying fac­
tor is to be found neither in the sphere of law n(')r in that of politics, 
but rather in that substratum of statehood where the state unit con­
fronts us, as it· were, in its physical, corporeal capacity: as an expanse 
of territory encircled for its identification and its defense bv a "hard 
shell" of fortifications. In this lies what will here be referrel to as the 
"impermeability," or "impenetrability," or simply the "territoriality," of 
the modern state. The fact that it was surrounded bv a hard shell ren­
dered it to some extent secure from foreign penetrati~n, and thus made 
it an ultimate unit of protection for those within its boundaries. 
Throughout history, that unit which affords protection and security to 
human beings has tended to become the basic political unit; people, in 
the long run, will recognize that authority, any authority, which pos­
sesses the power of protection. 

Some similarity perhaps prevails between an international structure 
consisting of impenetrable units with an ensuing measurability of 
power and comparability of power relations, and the system of classical 
physics with its measurable forces and the (then) impenetrable atom 
as its basic unit. And as that system has given way to relativity and to 
what nuclear science has uncovered, the impenetrability of the political 
atom, the nation-state, is giving way to a permeability which tends to 
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obliterate the very meaning of unit and unity, power and power rela­
tions, sovereignty and independence. The possibility of "hydrogeniza­
tion" merely represents the culmination of a development which has 
rendered the traditional defense structure of nations obsolete through 
the power to by-pass the shell protecting a two-dimensional territory 
and thus to destroy-vertically, as it were-even the most powerful ones. 
Paradoxically, utmost strength now coincides in the same unit with 
utmost vulnerability, absolute power with utter impotence. 

This development must inevitably affect traditional power concepts. 
Considering power units as politically independent and legally sover­
eign made sense when power, measurable, graded, calculable, served as 
a standard of comparison between units which, in the sense indicated 
above, could be described as impermeable. Under those conditions, 
then, power indicated the strategic aspect, independence the political 
aspect, sovereignty the legal aspect of this self-same impermeability. 
With the passing of the age of territoriality, the usefulness of these 
concepts must now be questioned. 

Thus the Great Divide does not separate "international anarchy," 
or "balance of power," or "power politics," from incipient international 
interdependence, or from "collective security"; all these remain within 
the realm of the territorial structure of states and can therefore be con­
sidered as trends or stages within the classical system of "hard shell" 
power units. Rat~e~,. the D~vide occurs where the basis o~ territorial 
power and defensibility vamshes. It is here and now. But m order to 
understand the present, we must study more closely the origin and 
nature of the classical system itself. 

II. The Rise of the Territorial State 
The rise of the modern territorial state meant that, within countries, 

"feudal anarchy" of jurisdictions yielded to the ordered centralism of 
the absolute monarchy, which ruled over a pacified area with the aid 
f a bureaucracy, a professional army, and the power to levy taxes, 

:bile in foreign relations, in place of the medieval hierarchy of power 
and authority, there prevailed insecurity, a disorder only slightly atten­
uated by a power balance that was forever being threatened, disturbed, 

d then restored. Such has been the customary interpretation. 
an It is possible to view developments in a somewhat different light. 

I tead of contrasting the security of groups and individuals within the 
ns . . I . h 

sovereign terntofna ~tat~ I ~ltd conditions of ins~curity outside, the 
blishrnent o territona m ependence can be ·mterpreted as an at 

esta 
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least partially successful attempt to render the territorial group secure 
in its outward relations as well. Especially when contrasted with the 
age of anarchy and insecurity which immediately preceded it, the age 
of territoriality appears as one of relative order and safety. 

Indeed, the transition from medieval hierarchism to modern com­
partmentalized sovereignties was neither easy, nor straight, nor short. 
Modern sovereignty arose out of the triangular struggle among emperors 
and popes, popes and kings, and kings and emperors. When the lawyers 
of Philip the Fair propounded the dual maxim according to which the 
king was to be "emperor in his realm" (rex est imperator in regno suo) 
and was no longer to "recognize any superior" (superiorem ncm recog­
noscens), it was the beginning of a development in the course of which, 
in Mcilwain's words, "Independence de facto was ultimately trans­
lated into a sovereignty de jure." 1 But centuries of disturbance and 
real anarchy ensued during which the problems of rulership and se­
curity remained unsettled. The relative protection which the sway of 
moral standards and the absence of highly destructive weapons had 
afforded groups and individuals in the earlier Middle Ages gave way 
to total insecurity when gunpowder was invented and common stand­
ards broke down. Out of the internal and external turmoil during the 
age of religious and civil wars, a "neutralist" central power eventually 
managed to establish itself in and for each of the different territories 
like so many rochers de bronze. 

The idea that a territorial coexistence of states, based on the power 
of the territorial princes, might afford a better guarantee of peace than 
the Holy Roman Empire was already widespread at the height of the 
Middle Ages when the emperor proved incapable of enforcing the 
peace.2 But territoriality could hardly pr~vail so long as the knight in 
his castle (that medieval unit of impermeability) was relatively im­
mune from attack, as was the medieval city within its walls. Only with 
a developing money economy were overlords able to free themselves 
from dependence on vassals and lay the foundations of their own power 
by establishing a professional army. Infantry and artillery now proved 
superior to old-style cavalry, firearms prevailed over the old weapons. 

As in all cases of radically new developments in military technology, 
the "gunpowder revolution" caused a real revolution in the superstruc­
ture of economic, social, and political relationships because of its im­
pact on the units of protection and security. A feeling of insecurity 
swept all Europe.3 Though a Machiavelli might establish new rules as 
to how to gain and maintain power, theJe still followed more than a 
century of unregulated, ideological "total" wars inside and among 
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countries until the new units of power were clearly established. 
Before old or new sovereions could claim to be recoonizecl as rulers 
of large areas, it had to be d~termined how far, on the b~sis of their new 
military power, they were able to extend their control geographically.4 

Th~ large-area state came finally to occupy the place that ~h_c castle 
or fortified .town had previously held as a unit of impenetrabii!ty. But 
the new umt could not be considered consolidated until all independent 
f?r~ification~ within it had disappeared and, in their place, fortresses 
lmmg the Circumference of the country had been built by the n_ew cen­
tral power and manned by its armed forces.r. If we contrast our pre~ent 
sy.stem of bases and similar outposts surrounding entire world _regi~ns 
With what are today small-scale nation-states, perhaps we can VIsual!ze 
what the hard shell of frontier fortifications consolidating the then 
large-scale territorial states meant by way of extending power units in 
the age of absolutism. They became, in the words of Frederick the 
Great, "mighty nails which hold a ruler's provinces together." Th~r.e 
now was peace and protection within. War became a regularized Imh­
tary procedure; only the breaking of the shell permitted interference 
with what had now become the internal affairs of another country. 

In this way was established the basic structure of the territorial state 
which was to last throughout the classical period of the modern state sys­
tem. Upon _this foundation a new system and new concepts of interna­
tional relatiOns could arise. And as early as the second half of the 
seventeenth century a perspicacious observer succeeded in tying up the 
new concepts. with the underlying structure of territorial statehood. 

III. The Nature of Territoriality 

It was hardly a coincidence that this connection was established 
shortly after the end of the Thirty Years' War, when formal sanction 
had been given to territorial sovereignty in the Wcstphnlinn Pence. 
For here was the turning point, the Great Divide hctwccn what were 
still partia!ly mcdicv;~] situations reflecting a certain permeability. of the 
rising nation-state C when, for instance, outside powers could still ally 
themselves with frondes within a country against that country's sover-
·gn) and the modern era of closed units no longer brooking such ei 6 

. terference. 
111 The clarification of the nature of territoriality to which we referred 
hove is found in a little and little-known essay by Leibniz, written .for 

a entirely pragmatic purpose-namely, to prove the right of legation 
=~ the territorial ruler (the Duke of Hanover) in whose service the 
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philosopher then was.i Leibniz' problem derh·ed directly from the situa­
tion created by the Peace of vVestphalia. This settlement, for all prac­
tical purposes, had conferred sovereign independence upon those princes 
who formally were still included in the Empire; yet it had not abolished 
the long·established, essentially feudal structure of the Empire itself, 
with its allegiances and jurisdictions, its duties of membership, and 
even its clumsy and scarcely workable framework of gm•ermnent. Thus 
some of the factually sovereign territorial rulers in Europe were some­
how still under a higher authority. \Vere they now "sovereign" or not? 
What accounted for sovereignty? 

Leibniz' contemporaries failed to see the problem in this light. The 
muddled state of affairs was made to order for those jurists and others 
who argued fine points perennially with the aid of sterile or obsolete 
concepts. Leibniz, instead, proceeded to study "what actually happens 
in the world today," and as a result could boast of being "the first to 
have found. the valid definition of sovereignty." 8 

As he saw it, the first condition for sovereignty was a minimum size 
of territory. Minuscule principalities, at that time still abundant, could 
not claim to be on a par with those that recognized each other as 
equally sovereign in respect to peace and war, alliances, and the gen­
eral affairs of Europe, because, not possessing sufficient territory, they 
could at best, with their garrisons, only maintain i11temnl order.9 But 
there remained the chief problem: how to define the status of those rul­
ers who, because of their membership in the Empire, were subjects of 
the emperor. Could one be "sovereign" and "subject" at the same time? 
If not, what was the status of these "subject" rulers as compared with 
that of their "sovereign" European brethren? If so, what did their subjec­
tion to the emperor amount to? These questions were further compli­
cated by the fact that at every European court, and in the Empire as 
well, there were certain high dignitaries, often called "princes," "dukes," 
etc., who customarily hclcl the rnnk of "sovereign." It was through this 
mnzc of relationships that Leibniz arrived at his definitions. 

He elaborated his concept of sovereignty by distinguishing it from 
"majesty." Majesty, the authority which the emperor has q11n emperor 
over the Empire's members, consists of a number of jurisdictions that 
confer the right to demand obedience and involve duties of fealty, but 
it is not sovereignty. Why not? Simply because, with all its supreme 
authority, majesty does not involve an "actual and present power to 
constrain" subjects on their own territories. Their territory, in other 
words, is impermeable. The subject, on the other hand, if he is a ter­
ritorial ruler, is sovereign because he has the power to constrain his sub-
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jects, while not being so constrainable by superior power. The decisive 
criterion thus is actual control of one's "estates" by one's military power, 
which excludes any other power within and without. Contrariwise, the 
absence of such forces of his own on his subjects' territories accounts 
for the absence of "sovereignty" in the emperor's "majesty." He can 
enforce his authority or rights only by applying his own or other sov­
ereigns' forces from the outside, ·"by means of war." But in doing so, 
his condition is no different from that of any other sovereign vis-a-vis 
his fellow-rulers, for war is a contest which can be inaugurated not only 
by maj~sties but by any sovereign ruler. And force of arms may con­
strain a sovereign outside the Empire quite as well as one inside; in 
fact, war constitutes the only way in which even sovereigns can be con­
strained.10 By perceiving that the emperor's power to enforce his au­
thority was actually reduced to means of war, Leibniz was in a position 
to demonstrate that any and all rulers of impermeable territory, what­
ever their status in regard to imperial authority, were equal in their 
sovereign status. 

This capacity also distinguished them from those dignitaries who 
were sovereigns in name only. Leibniz, by way of example, referred 
to the non-sov~reign ~tatus of certain papal "princes," contrasting it with 
that of sovereign prmces: "Should His Holiness desire to make · · · 
[the papal princes] ob~y, he has merely to send out his 'sbirros' [bailiffs], 
but in order to constram · · . [the sovereign princes] he would need an 

d , 11 s· 'I I . rmy an cannon. Jmi ar y, if the Empire wants to constram a sov-
a b " h · I eign mem er, w at would begin as court procedure in an impena er . . f 
Tribunal, m execution would amount to a war." 12 In the new age o 
territoriality, those superior in law no longer could use the machinery 
f government (courts, etc.) to enforce claims against territorial rulers.Ia 

0 . h' h I more recent times, t Js as come to be the relationship between sover-
? nation-states as members of international organizations (like the 

eJgn N · h U · h 
U e of auons or t e mted Nations) and the organizations as sue · Leag ' 

JV. The Territorial State in International Relations 

F om territoriality resulted the concepts and institutions which char-
r · I · f · ed the mterre atiOns o sovereign units the modern state system. 

ctetiZ . I I , . 
a dern internatiOna aw, for instance, could now develop. Like the 
Mo ational system that produced it international law has often been 
jpte~~ered inherently contradictory because of its claim to bind sov­
C0~51 units. But whether or not we deny to it for this reason the name 
eretgnbaracter of genuine law, it is important to see it in its connection 
and c 
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with the territorial nature of the state svstem that it served. Only then 
can it be understood as a system of r~lcs not contrary to. but .imple­
menting, the sovereign independence of states. Onh· to the extent that 
it reflected their territoriality and took into accom~t their sovereignty 
could international law dc,·clop in modern times. For its general rules 
and principles deal primarily with the delimitation of the jurisdiction 
of countries. It thus implements the de facto condition of territorial 
impenetrability by more closely defining unit. area, and conditions 
of impenetrability. Such a law must reflect, rather than regulate. As 
one author has rightly remarked, "International law really amounts to 
laying down the principle of national sovereignty and deducing the 
consequences." 14 It is not for this reason superfluous, for sm·ercign 
units must know in some detail where their jurisdictions end and those 
of other units begin; without such standards, nations would be invoh·ed 
in constant strife over the implementation of their independence. 

But it was not only this mutual legal accommodation which ren­
dered possible a relatively peaceful coexistence of nations. War itself, 
the very phenomenon which reflected, not the strength, but the limita­
tions of impermeability, was of such a nature as to maintain at least the 
principle of territoriality. War was limited not only in conduct but also 
in objectives. It was not a process of physical or political annihilation 
but a contest of power and will in which the interests, but not the 
existence, of the contestants were at stake. Now that we approach the 
era of absolu.te exposure, without walls or moats, where penetration will 
mean not mere damage or change but utter annihilation of life and way 
of life, it may dawn on us that what has vanished with the age of sover­
eignty and "power politics" was not entirely adverse in nature and effects. 

Among other "conservative" features of the classical system, we no­
tice one only in passing: the balance of power. It is only recently that 
emphasis has shifted from a somewhat one-sided concern with the neg­
ative aspects of the balance-its uncertainty, its giving rise to unending 
conflicts and frequent wars, etc.-to its protective effect of preventing 
the expansionist capacity of power from destroying other power alto­
gether.111 But at the time of its perfection in statecraft and diplomacy, 
there were even theories (not lived up to in practice, of course) about 
the legal obligations of nations to form barriers against hegemony power 
in the common interest.10 

More fundamental to the conservative structure of the old system 
was its character as a community. Forming a comparatively pacified 
whole, Europe was set off sharply against the world outside, a world be­
yond those lines which, by common agreement, separated a community 
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based on territoriality and common heritage from anarchy, where the 
law of nature reigned and no standards of civilization applied. Only 
recently have the existence and role of so-called "amity lines" been re­
discovered, lines which were drawn in the treaties of the early modern 
period and which separated European territories, where the rules of war 
and peace were to prevail, from overseas territories and areas. 17 There 
was to be "no peace beyond the line"; that is, European powers, al­
though possibly at peace in Europe, continued to be homo lwmiui lupus 
abroad. This practice made it easier for the European family of nations 
to observe self-denying standards at home by providing them with an 
outlet in the vast realm discovered outside Europe. While the practice 
of drawing amity lines subsequently disappeared, one chief function of 
overseas expansi~n remained: a European balance of power could be 
maintained or adJusted because it was relatively easy to divert European 
conflicts into overseas directions and adjust them there. Thus the open­
ness of the world contributed to the consolidation of the territorial sys­
tem. The end of the "world frontier" and the resulting closedness of an 
interdependent world inevitably affected this system's effectiveness. 

Another characteristic of the old system's protective nature may 
be seen in the almost complete absence of instances in which countries 
were wiped out in the course of wars or as a consequence of other 
power-political events. This, of course, refers to the territorial units at 
horne only, not to the peoples and state units beyond the pale abroad; 
nd to the complete destruction of a state's independent existence, not 

:o rnere loss of territory or similar changes, which obviously abounded 
. the age of power politics. 
111 f h' . b 'd Evidence o. t IS IS to e found not only in a legal and political I e-
ology that den~ed the permissibility of conquest at home while recog­

·zing it as a title for the acquisition of territorial jurisdiction abroad. 18 

~I r such a doctrine had its non-ideological foundation in the actual 
d~fference between European and non-European politics so far as their 

Irritoriality was concerned. European states were impermeable in the 
te se here outlined, while most of those overseas were easily penetrable 
sen I d . I Europeans. n accor ance with these circumstances, internatwna 
b~}itics in Europe knew only rare and exceptional instances of actual 
P ·hilation through conquest or similar forceful means. 
anni h . h . 

prior to t e twenti~t century, there were indeed the Napoleomc 
quests, but I submit that this is a case where the exception con­

cons the rule. The Napoleonic system, as a hegemonial one, was de-
fi~rnd to destroy the established system of territoriality and balanced 
vise er as such. Consequently, Napoleon and his policies appeared "de­
poW 
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· I ll JJT which monic" to contemporaries.'\' as we\\ as tn ·' nlnctccnt .' cc• ' . . . 
. · I 1· . ··t, J)urm<> that L·entut\ 

experienced the restoratton ol t ll'. car IL'r ~~ s un. . . :.., ) . . .·. . . 
occurred Bismarck's annexations of some C.erm.m !IIliis min l 1 uss\.l "' 

pursuance of German unification .. \.; in .\'.tpcdc·t•ll\ l',l\t', till'\ ·'\'\'l'.\1\\\ 
abnormal 10 many of ilis contCillJllll:lrin . • J!r/J"II!;!t r/w i·.~tlt' 11l ll.lll<ll\,1\ 
unification tended to mitigate this intprnsi,n>''' /:l',id<·.., tiH· ... 1•• tiH'tL' "··" 

indeed the partition of Poland. and comiderin~ till' l.'''"·nt.d,J.. ·""' l,,..,t 
ingimpression and the uni\'l·rsal had cnn ... .-i<'IK<' it I'~'"' I'" nl ,.,,.n .111\lllll~ 
the ruling nations in a century use<\ to <Jllite a hit ,,r in~<·•n.lli••n.d ~1-ul 
duggel')', again one may we\\ daim an l'Xl'l'JHi~>nal , h., .... ,.,, ... r .... 1h.•t 

event.21 . . ... _ , . . 

What, in particular, accounts for this rcmarkahk stahd•t~·: lll n­
. · 11· 1 f 1 f ·11 · · · t ••.• ,.,JJ,· Jnciltcd and tonahty-the esta J ts 1ment o ( e L'llSt ) e unlls. 111 L • . . : • 

hard-shell rimmed-rn;n• he called irs foundation. On tillS lound.llll'"· 
two phenomena permit~cd the system to ht·comt• lilt Ill' ~t.thlt• I k111 llli~~hl 
otherwise have been the cast': the prt·LdeJJl'l' of rill· lc!._!il im.ll·\· prilll·i 
~lean~, subsequc~tly: nationalis!n. LL~girimac~· implied thar tlw dn1as­
t1es ruhng. the tern tonal slates of old Europe mutual h· n·cngn i ted l';ll' h 
other as nghtful sovereigns. Depri,·ing one Sll\'l'fl'ign of his rights h,· 
force could not but appear to destroy thl.' ,.l'ry primipk on \\'hi,·h the 
rights of all of them rested. . 

With the rise of nationalism, \\'l' witness the pcrsnnalitation ol rill' 
units as self-determining, national groups. i'\ationalism no\\' madL' it 
appear as abhorrent to depri,·e a sovereign nation of its indqwmkm'l' 

as to despoil a legitimate ruler had appeared hcforc. St;lll'S, of l'OllJ'Sl'. 

had first to become "nation-states," considering tlwmseln·s as rcprcsl'nt­

ing specific nationality groups, which explains why in the two regions 
of Europe where larger numbers of old units stood in thL' "'a'· of na­
tional unification their demise encountered little ohiccticm. in most 
instances, however, the rise of nationalism kd to the l'mcrgcnn' of 11<' 11 ' 

states, which split away from multinational or colonial cJ_npirc~. ~!-his 
meant the extension of the European principle of "non-ohhtcratwn all 
over the world. It is perhaps significant that even in our century, and 
even after the turmoil of attempted world congucst nnd resulting world 
wars, a point has been made of restoring the most minute ami incon­
siderable of sovereignties, down to Luxemhourg and t\lhania.:.!:! 

Thi~ hypertrophy of nation-states presented new prohkms-abovc 
all, that of an improved system of protection. For hv now it had he­
come clear that the protective function of the old s~•stem \\'as on lv a 
relative blessing after all. Continued existence nf state's as such was per· 
haps more or less guaranteed. But power and influence. status. frontiers. 
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economic interests-in short, everything that constituted the life and 
interests of nations beyond bare existence-were always at the mercy 
of what power politics wrought. Furthermore, much of the relative 
stability and political equilibrium of the territorial states had been due 
to the extension of Western control over the world. When what could 
be penetrated had been subjugated, assimilated, or established as fellow 
"sovereign" states, the old units were thrown back upon themselves. 
Hence the demand for a new system which would offer more security 
to old and new nations: collective security. 

I propose to view collective security not as the extreme opposite of 
power politics, but as an attempt to maintain, and render more secure, 
the impermeability of what were still territorial states. To an age which 
took territoriality for granted, replacing power politics with collective 
security would indeed appear to be a radical departure. From the van­
tage point of the nuclear age, however, a plan to protect individual 
sovereignties by collective guarantees for continuing sovereignty ap­
pears questionable not because of its innovating, but because of its con­
servative, nature. Its conservatism lies in its basic objective: the protection 
of the hard-shell territorial structure of its members, or, as the core 
article of the Covenant of the League of Nations put it, its guarantee 
of their "territorial integrity and political independence" against exter­
nal aggression. The beginning of air war and the increasing economic 
interdependence of nations had indicated by the end of World War I 
that the old-style military barriers might be by-passed. If territorial 
units were to be preserved in the future, it would be accomplished 
less by reliance on individual defense potentials than by marshaling 
collective power in order to preserve individual powers. 

But since the idea of organizing a genuine supranational force-an 
international police force-was rejected, the League had to cling to 
classical arrangements insofar as the procedures of protection were con­
cerned. The guarantee to the individual states was to be the formation 
of the "Grand Coalition" of all against the isolated aggressor, which 
presupposed the maintenance of a certain level of armed strength by 
the member states. A member without that minimum of military 
strength would be a liability rather than an asset to the organization­
in Geneva parlance, a "consumer" and not a "producer" of security.23 

Thus classical concepts (the sovereignty and independence of nation­
states) as well as classical institutions (in particular, hard-shell de­
fensibility) were to be maintained under the new system. 

Whether there ever was a chance for the system to be effective in 
practice is beside the point here. It is sufficient to realize how closely it 
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was tied to the underlying structure as \\"ell as to tbc pn·,·.1iling nmcl'JHS 

and policies of the territorial age. 

V. The Decline of the Territorial State 

Beginning with the nineteenth century. certain trends hecmw ,·is­
ible which tended to endanger the functioning of the dassic1l system. 
Directly or indirectly, all of them had a hearing upon that feature ~,r 
the territorial state which was the strongest guar.uHl'l' of its independ­
ent coexistence with other states of like. natt~re: its hard shell-th:lt is. 
its defensibility in case of war. 

Naturally, many of these trends concerned war itself :mel the way in 
which it was conducted. 13ut thev were not rc Ia ted to the shift from 
the limited, duel-type contests or' the eighteenth century to the more 
or less unlimited wars that developed in the nineteenth century with 
conscription, "nations in arms," and increasing destruct i n·ness of we a p­
ons. By themselves, these developments were not i nconsistcn t with the 
classical function of war. Enhancing a nation's defensive capacity. in­
stituting universal military service. putting the economy on a war foot­
ing, and similar measures tended to bolster the territorial state rather 
than to endanger it. 

Total war in a quite different sense is tied up with dc\'clopmcnts in 
warfare which enable the belligerents to o\'erlcap or hy-pass the tr~H.li­
tional hard-shell defense of states. \Vhen this happens, the traditional 
relationship between war, on the one hand. and territorial power and 
sovereignty, on the other, is altered decisively. Arranged in order of 
increasing effectiveness, these new factors may be listed under the fol­
lowing headings: (a) possibility of economic blockade; (b) ideological­
political penetration; (c) air warfare; and (d) atomic warfare. 

(a) Economic warfare. It should be said from the outset that so 
far economic blockade has never enabled one belligerent to force an­
other into surrender through starvation alone. Althouoh in vVorld 

b 

War I Germany and her allies were seriously endangered when the 
Western allies cut them off from overseas supplies, a very real effort was 
still required to defeat them on the military fronts. The same thing 
applies to World War II. Blockade was an important contributing fac­
tor, however. Its importance for the present analysis lies in its un­
conventional nature, permitting belligerents to by-pass the hard shell 
of the enemy. Its effect is due to the changed economic status of indus­
trialized nations. 

Prior to the industrial age, the territorial state was largely self-con-
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tained economically. Although one of the customary means of conduct­
ing limited war was starving fortresses into surrender, this applied merely 
to these individual portions of the hard shell, and not to entire nations. 
Attempts to starve a belligerent nation in order to avoid having to 
breach the shell proved rather ineffective, as witness the Continental 
Blockade and its counterpart in the Napoleonic era. The Industrial 
Revolution made countries like Britain and Germany increasingly de­
pendent on imports. In war, this meant that they c~uld survive only 
by controlling areas larger than their own territory. In peacetime, e.co­
nomic dependency became one of the causes of a phenomenon which 
itself contributed to the transformation of the old state system: impe­
rialism. Anticipating war, with its new danger of blockade, countries 
strove to become more self-sufficient through enlargement of their areas 
of control. To the extent that the industrialized nations lost self-suffi­
ciency, they were driven into expansion in a (futile) effort to regain it. 
Today, if at all, only control of entire continents enables major nations 
to survive economically in major wars. This implies that hard-.shell 
military defense must be a matter of defending more than a smgle 
nation; it must extend around half the world. 

(b) Psychological warfare, the attempt to undermine the mora~e 
of an enemy population, or to subvert its loyalty, shares with economic 
warfare a by·p.assing effect on old-style territorial dcfensibilitt It w.as 
formerly practiced, and practicable, only under quite exceptwnal cir­
cumstances. Short periods of genuine world revolutionary propaganda, 
such as the e~rly stages of the French Revolution,24 scarcely affected a 

neral practice under which dynasties and later governments, fought 
ge · h l · I · ' f I each other Wit Itt e Ideological involvement on the part o arger 
masses or.classes. On~y in rare cases-for instance, where national groups 

closed m and hostile to multinational empires could be appealed to-en . 
was there an opemng wedge for "fifth column" strategies. . 

With the emergence of political belief-systems, however, natiOns 
became more susceptible to undermining from within. Although w~rs 
have not yet been won. solely by subversion of loyalties, the threa~ m­

Jved has affected the Inner coherence of the territorial state ever smce 
;~e rise to powe.r of a regime that claims to represent, not the cause of 

articular natiOn, but that of mankind or at least of its suppressed a p . d . , 
d explOite ~ortwns. Bolshevism from 19 1 7 on has provided the sec-

and inst~nce m mo.dern history of world revolutionary propaganda. 
~ J11:rl1unJSt pe~etratiOn tactics subsequently were imitated by the Nazi 
:d fascist reg.n~~s and, e~entually, by the democracies. In th~s way, 

a Jines of diVISIOn, cuttmg horizontally through state units mstead 
0 ew 
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of leaving them separated \'ertica\\y frnm t'.ll h nthn .1t tiH·ir ft,•nti,·r .... 
have now become possible. 

(c) Air warfare and (d) HJCcl,·,lr H·ar(.lr,·. t )f .d\ tiH· tH'\\. tkn·l 

opments, air warfare, up to the atom it· ·'~'·· h., ... J,,·cn t hl' '•nc t h.tt 
affected the territoriality of nations m•'~t r.tdiLtlh. \\.tth tt ... <••ntin!~. 

the bottom dropped out-or, rathn. tlw mol hi,.,,. ,,f\' tilt· ,,·I.tti' ,. '''dl 

rity of the territorial state. True. eH'n thi~ m·w kin,\ , •I ' ' .tt f.n,·. llJ' t< • 

andincludingtheSecond \Vnrld \\"ar.tlid twt \)\ it ... ,·\1 ·"'·"unt f,., the 
defeat of a belligerent, as sonw of the lll<lH' l·nthu-..i.l~ti, 1''''1'\H·t.._ ,,f 
the air age had predicted it would. llndouhtnlh·. h .. ,n., n. it h.td .t 
massive contributory effect. :\nd this dl"ect w.t-.. dul' t" -..t r.ttq~i,· .td j, •n 
in the hinterland rather than to tacticalusl' at the fnllll. It t.l!ne .11 k.t"t 
close to defeating one side by direct action ag.tinst thl' .. ..,,,ft" inll·ri,•r ,,f 
the country, by-passing outer defenses and thus fon·-..h.tdnwing tIll· l'lld 
of the frontier-that is, the demise of the tr.tditinn.tl impnnH'.thilit\· ,,f 
even the militarily most powerful states. \\"arLnl' no\\" ,·h.lllgt·d "fr,>m 
a fight to a process of de\'astation.'' :.!:> 

That air warfare was considered as something ent irt·h· utH"Pll\"l'll 
tional is seen from the initial reaction to it. n,·,·olution.ll\' tran-..itit>ll 
from an old to a new svstem has al\\"a\·s afT<Ttnl mnr;t\ st.tnd.trd...;. In 
the classical age of the. modern state ~ystem. the "new nHlLtlity" .,r 
shooting at human beings from a distance had linalh· cnnll· to h,· ;1c 
cepted, but the standards of the age clearly distinguished "lawful t"\llll 

batants" at the front or in fortifications from the ci,·i)i;m rt'lll;lilldl'r 
of the population. When air war came, reactions thus dill'nl'd sign iii 
cantly in the cases of air fighting at the front and nf ;tir \\",11" carried 
behind the front. City bombing was felt to constitute "ilkgitim;ltl.'" 
warfare, and populations were inclined to treat airmen cng.tging in it 
as"war criminals."~0 This feeling continued into \\'orld \\'ar II. with 
its large-scale area bombing. Such sentiments rdkctcd the general feel­
ing of helplessness in the face of a war which threatened to render 
obsolete the concept of territorial power, together with its ancient im­
plication of protection. 

The process has now been completed with the adn'nt of nuclear 
weapons. For it is more than doubtful that the processes of scientific 
invention and technological discovery, which not onlv han· created and 
perfected the fission and fusion weapons themselves. hut have brought 
in their wake guided missiles with nuclear warheads, jet aircraft with 
intercontinental range and supersonic speed, and the prospect of nu­
clear-powered planes or rockets with unlimited range and with auto­
matic guidance to specific targets anywhere in the world, can in anv 
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meaningful way be likened to previous new inventions, however revo­
lutionary. These processes add up to an uncanny absoluteness of effect 
which previous innovations could not achieve. The latter might render 
power units of a certain type (for instance, castles or cities) obsolete 
and enlarge the realm of defensible power units from city-state to ter­
ritorial state or even large-area empire. They might involve destruction, 
in war, of entire populations. But there still remained the seemingly 
inexhaustible reservoir of the rest of mankind. Today, when not even 
two halves of the globe remain impermeable, it can no longer be a 
question of enlarging an area of protection and of substituting one unit 
of security for another. Since we are inhabitants of a planet of limited 
(and, as it now seems, insufficient) size, we have reached the limit 
within which the effect of the means of destruction has become abso­
lute. Whatever remained of the impermeability of states seems to have 
gone for good. 

·What has been lost can be seen from two statements bv thinkers 
separated by thousands of years and half the world; both ~eRect the 
condition of territorial security. Mencius, in ancient China, when asked 
for guidance in matters of defense and foreign policy by the ruler of a 
small state, is said to have counseled: "Dig deeper your moats; build 
higher your walls; guard them along with your people." This remained 
the classical posture up to our age, when a Western sage, Bertrand 
Russell, in the interwar period could still define power as something 
radiating from one center and growing less with distance from that 
center until it finds an equilibrium with that of similar geographically 
anchored units. Now that power can destroy power from center to 
center, everything is different. 

VI. Outlook and Conclusion 

It is beyond the compass of this article to ask what the change in 
the statehood of nations implies for present and future world rela­
tions; whether, indeed, international relations in the traditional sense 
of the term, dependent as they have been on a number of basic data 
(existence of the nation-state, measurable power, etc.) and interpreted 
as they were with the aid of certain concepts (sovereignty, independ­
ence, etc.), can survive at all; and, if not, what might take their place.27 

Suffice it to remark that this question is vastly complex. We cannot 
even be sure that one and only one set of conclusions derives from 
what has happened or is in the process of happening. For, in J. Robert 
Oppenheimer's words, one of the characteristics of the present is "the 
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prevalence of newness, the clungin:.: ,,,,,:, ,,;:,! · 
self .... "28 In the field of milir.1n· pn!J, 1. r !J:, r::, .. · · \\ 
War II half a dozen miliran· innn1 .1t 1.,11 , · h.,,, • · 1. 
so rapidly that efforts at adat;tatiun .m· h.n,\\·. 1·· 1 · 

be scrapped." 29 The scientil\c H'\<•\nt1<~n h.'' : ... , 1'. 
to make almost impossible the ta-.k "f mi\lt.\1'. 1~~~ '' ,.,h · ,. ,, ··i'· .,. ···:'.,:, 

it is to anticipate the futurt·. \\i\it.n\ p\.1n111n~ , .1n11· t n1.d"· : \,, \ ·1 • 1 ' 

of this future stay long t•nough to an.lh It' t hl'm ... '" 
Ifthisapplies to military planning. ir 11111'1 ·IJ'I'I' ,.,,tJ.dl' r .. ''"' 1~:11 

policy planning, and, inch·d. rhc llt'l'.lll'" .. f rlw 111 ''· :· /'':liT'· : l11· 
mostsignificantand rhcmo~r t'X.ISJlCr.l!in:,: .1·/'''r ,.j i''' ., 1t: , ... :I,! 11 /., 
tions.Hardlyhasabipolar\\'orldrcpi.Hcd rh,·mult'l'·'''·', ,., :L!.!, \, .. 
sica! territoriality than there loom nt''' .. md 1111l'1•·.!1. t.,l.\,· 11\\t~::;···"' 1 
constellations on the internation;d hnri;<~n. )\ .. ,,,.,,.,, th• \'·"··1 1·k 11···· 
ofnewpowersdoes not seem tn ;dfcn bip•>l.lttt\· m the -.cn-..c ··I .I 1'"'''. 
return to traditional mu\tipowcr rdation-,; 'inu· 1 i-.tn,~ \'' ''' c1' .11 ,. It J-,·h 
tobcnuclearpowers, their c!Tcct must he .m t·nti~t·h n•>n·l •>11<' \\.lt.tt 
international relations would (or will' lnnk likt·. nth c lltl< k.11 !'' ,,, l'l , ... 

possessed by a larger number of po\\'er unit~. j, rwt """ t'\IJI'IIt< h 1111 
pleasant to contemplate but almost impo~~ihk t•' .Jnri, iJ'·Ill'. II''"~: .Ill\ 

familiar concepts. Or, to usc another cx;unplt·: \\.t· h.11t· h.II<Ih ,11.1\\11 
the military and political conclusion~ from thl' lit'\\ \\l'.lj'''"' ,kn·l. 'I' 
ments,whichatoncpointsccmcd to imlicltt' the tll'«'"lt\ ,,, lo., ... in~: ,k 
fense on the formation and maintenance of p.Kt-. lil..l' ~. \ ll) .Ill< I t \"· 
establishment of a network or hascs on allied tnrit< n 1· I~< n11 11 hi, h t<' 

launch nuclear weapons "in case" (or \\'ho~l' e:o-;i-,tt·nu· "··'" t< > dl'l<'r t hl' 
opponent from doing so on his part). and alrcath- furthn ,,·it·ntifi,· .1nt! 
technological developments seem to render entire dckn ... t· hJ, "-'"· "·it h 
all their new "hard shells" of bases and similar ino.,t.dl.Jtinns. nh ... ,,Jt.r,·. 

To complicate matters even more, the changc·m·t·r i-, 11111 t'\t'll uni 
form and unilinear. On the contrary. in concepts as \\'ell ·'" in pn\i,·i,· .... 
we witness the juxtaposition of old and nc\\' (or Sl'\'cr.d nt'\\'' L1l'l< '~'"· 
a coexistence in theory and practice of con,·entional and IH'\\. nliH't'1' 1"· 
of traditional and new policies. Part of a nation's (or ;l hloc's.., lkknsl' 
policy, then, may proceed on pre-atomic assumptions. \\'hi It' ;uwt her 
part is based on the assumption of a prepondcran t h· n uc lc;n contest. 
And a compounding trouble is that the future depends 011 \\'hat the 
present anticipates, on what powers now think and ho\\' the\' intend 
to acton the basis of their present thinking; and on the fact t.hat each 
of the actors on the scene must take into consideration the ;1sstllnptiPns 
of the others.31 



JOHN H. HERZ 

There then evolves the necessity of multilevel concepts and of multi­
level policies in the new era. In this we have, perhaps, the chief cause 
of the confusion and bewilderment of countries and publics. A good 
deal in recent foreign policies, with their violent swings from one ex­
treme to another, from appeasement or apathy to truculence and threats 
of war, and also much in internal policies, with their suspicions and 
hysterias, may be reflections of world-political uncertainties. Confusion, 
despair, or easy optimism have been rampant; desire to give in, keep 
out, or get it over with underlies advocacy of appeasement, neutralism, 
or preventive war; mutually exclusive attitudes follow each other in 
rapid succession. 

One radical conclusion to be drawn from the new condition of per­
meability would seem to be that nothing short of global rule can ulti­
mately satisfy the security interest of any one power, and particularly 
any superpower. For only through elimination of the single competitor 
who really counts can one feel safe from the threat of annihilation. 
And since elimination without war is hardly imaginable, destruction 
of the other power by preventive war would therefore seem to be the 
logical objective of each superpower. But-and here the security di­
lemma encounters the other great dilemma of our time-such an aim 
is no longer practical. Since thermonuclear war would in all likelihood 
involve one's own destruction together with the opponent's, the means 
through which the end would have to be attained defeats the end itself. 
Pursuance of the "logical" security objective would result in mutual 
annihilation rather than in one unit's global control of a pacified world. 

If this is so, the short-term objective must surely be mutual accom­
modation, a drawing of demarcation lines, geographical and otherwise, 
between East and West which would at least serve as a stopgap policy, 
a holding operation pending the creation of an atmosphere in which, 

erhaps in consequence of a prolonged period of "cold peace," tensions 
~ay abate and the impact of the ideologies presently dividing the world 
diminish. May ~e then .expect, or hope, that radically new attitudes, 
. accordance With a radically transformed structure of nationhood and 
~n ternational relations, may ultimately gain the upper hand over the 
~n herited ones based on familiar concepts of old-style national security, 
I:wer, and pow~r co~petition? Until recently, advocacy of policies 

bp ed on internatiOnalism instead of power politics, on substituting the 
as f . I . 
b ervance o umversa Interests for the prevalence of national interests, 

0 s considered utopian, and correctly so. National interests were still 
"~ads up with nation-states as units of power and with their security as 
tiC bl . . . 1 I ") "bl . d irnperrnea e umts; mternat10na ist ideals, w 11 e possi y recogmze as 
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ethically valid, ran counter to wh;Jt nations \\'ere ahle to afrord iF the\' 
wanted to survive and prosper. Dut the dichotomy het\\'ccn ''nation~;! 
self-interest" and "internationalist ideals" no long~r fits a situation in 
which sovereignty and ever so absolute pn\\'er cannot protect nations 
from annihilation. 

What used to be a dichotomy of interests and ideals no\\' emerges as 
a dichotomy between two sets o.f in tcrests. for the former idea I has be­
come a compelling interest itself. In former times. the Ji,·cs of people, 
their goods and possessions, their hopes and their happiness. \\'ere tied 
up with the affairs of the country in \\'hich they lin·cl. and interests 
thus centered around nation and national issues. Now that destruction 
threatens everybody. in c\·ery one oF his most intimate. personal inter­
ests, national interests arc bound to recede hchind-or at least compete 
with-the common interest of all mankind in sheer sun·i,·al. :\nd if we 
add to this the universal interest in the common solution oF other great 
world problems, such as those posed by the population-resources .di­
lemma (exhaustion of ,·:tal resources coupled with the "popuL~tiOI~ 
explosion" throughout the world), or, indeed. that of "peaccwne 
planetary pollution throuoh radio-actiVe fallout, it is perhaps not en­
tirely utopian to expect the ultimate spread of an atutuck of "unin.·r­
salism" through which a rational approach to \\'oriel problems would at 

last become possible. 
It may be fitting to conclude this article b\' quoting two men. onlel 

. I .I hkms ma\' \\'C 
a contemporary scientist whose wore s on nuc ear pro · · I 

I . I 1 -1 11hilosop 1cr 
apply to ot 1er problems of world relations, t 1e scconc ' . 
whose statement on the rcvolutionarv impact of attitude changes. seems 

. ' d "I ·. . "!<.:tical tlung to 
as vahd today as when it was first ma c: t 15 '1 P1 ' f .1 L .. 1 

I II . . blc 0 · un1 atc1.1 
recognize as a common responsibility, "' 10 Y mcap.l . tc for 

h ·I I . ·c·JIJons constitU 
solution, t e complete common pen t 1at atomic '' ' 'b'l't\' is . 't r of reSJ10I1SI I I . 
the world to rccoomze that onl)' b)' a communi ) . . . -, o . II o n1e visiOnary In 
there any hope of meetino the pen!. It wou c seem t I . 1 J1.1,,e so 

a I tl Is w uc 1 , 
the extreme, and not practical, to hope t Jat me_ 10~ f f this far 
sadly failed in the past to avert war will succeed m t 1e ace ~ aard in 

. I . . b t lanocrous to !C~">' • 
greater pen!. t would in my opmwn e mos c ' t; I I conven-
h . . I . I )Jr·KtiCa t 1an a 

t esc shattenng times, a radical so utwn ess ' h h ·eves more 
tiona! one" CJ. Robert Oppenheimer).3 :.! t\nd: "Thoug. t a~ n1 has been 
. d h I I of imaall1atiO , m the worl t an practice· for once t 1e rea m ~"> 
revolutionized, reality can,not 'resist" (Hegel). 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Dehio, L., Tlze Precarious Balance, New York, 1962. 



JOHN H. HERZ 

Holzle, Erwin, "Das Ende des europaischen Staatensystems," in Archiv fiir 
Kulturgeschichte, 40 (I 958), pp. 346-368. 

Liddell Hart, B. H., The Revolution in H!arfare, New 1-Ja,·en, Conn., 1947. 
Naf, W., "Die Entwicklung des Staatensystems," in Schweizer Beitriige zur 

Allgemeinen Geschichte, 9 (I 951 ), 5-33. 
Ropp, Theodore, War in the Modern World, Durham, N.C., 1959. 
Vagts, Alfred, A History of Militarism, rev. ed., new cd., New York, 1959. 

NOTES 
1 Charles H. Mcilwain, The Growth of Political Thought in t1Je West, 

New York, 1932, p. 268. 
2 F. A. von der Heydte, Die Geburtsstunde des souveriiuen Staates, Re­

gensburg, 1952, pp. 103fF., 277, 293fF. 
3 Ariosto expressed the feeling of despair which invaded the "old pow­

ers" of chivalry when gunpowder destroyed the foundations of their system, 
in terms reminding one of present-day despair in the face of the destructive 
forces loosed upon our own world: 

"Oh! cur~'d device! base implement of death! 
Framed in the black Tartarean realms beneath! 
By Beelzebub's malicious art design'd 
To ruin all the race of human kind." 

Quoted from Orlando Furioso by Felix Gilbert, in Edward M. Earle, ed., 
Makers of Modern Strategy, Princeton, N.J., 1943, p. 4. 

4 On this, see Garrett Mattingly, Renaissm1ce Diplomacy, Boston, 195-5, 
PP· 59ff., 121 ff., 205 ff. 

5 See Friedrich Meinecke, Die Idee der Staatsraison in der neueren 
Geschichte, Munich and Berlin, 1925, pp. 241ff. 

6 The emergence of "non-intervention" as a legal concept iJiustrates this 
transition. A complete change in the meaning of the term occurred in the 
brief period between the time of Grotius and that of Pufendorf. Grotius, 
writing during the last phase of the pre-modern era of religious and "interna­
tional civil" wars and still thinking in terms of "just" and "unjust" wars, 
considered a ruler entitled to intervene in the affairs of another sovereign if 
it was necessary to defend oppressed subjects of the latter; Pufendorf, barely 
6fty years later, rejected such interference in the "domestic affairs" of an-
ther sovereign as a violation of the sovereign's exclusive jurisdiction over his 

~erritory and all it contained. See Walter Schiffer, The Legal Community of 
Mankind, New York, 1954, pp. 34£., 56. 

1 "Entretiens de Philarete et d'Eug€me sur le droit d'Ambassade"; quoted 
here from Werke, 1st series, III, Hanover, 1864, pp. 331 ff. 

Bibid., PP· 340, 342. 
9 Ibid., P· 349. 
1o "La souverainete est un pouvoir legitime et ordinaire de contraindre 
u'ets a obeir, sans qu'on puisse ctre contraint soy meme si ce n'est par 

}es s J " ("b'd 352) guerre t t ., P· · une 
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11 Ibid., p. 354. I:! Ibid., p. 358. 
13 Lc'b · ' I · · · f J mz cmp laSIS on constramt as a pnmarv prcreqmslte o sover-

eignty might strike later obsern:rs as m·er-materiali~tic. But nne ~hould re­
member that the rocher cle lno11:e of sm-crcignty \LIS only then being 
established, not only against outside interference but also against still recalci­
trant feudal powers within the territorial ruler's realm. and en.'n in the latter 
case frequently by force of arms and an11ed forces which to the defeated may 
well have appeared as something \-ery much like occupation forces. As a 
matter of fact, "garrisoning" is a ke\' word in Leibniz' arguments: ":\s long 
as one has the right to be ,;laster in <;ne's own house. and no superior has the 
r~ght to maintain garrisons there and depri,-e one of the exercise of one's 
nght of peace, war, and alliances, one has that independence which son'r­
eignty presupposes (liberte requisc (l la Sourcmi11ctd" ( il>icl .. P· 3 56). 

H F . L d b s I ff . ~--·ranr;ms aurcnt, as quote y c 1i cr, OJ'· czt., P· ::1 I. _ 
Hi Sec my Political Realism a11 cl Political Idcalisw. Chicago, 19:J 1 • PP· 

206-21. 
16 J. von Elbc, "Die V/iedcrhcrstcllung der Glcichgcwichtsordnun_g in 

Europa durch den \Vicncr Kongrcss," Zeitsclzrift fiir ausliilulisclzes offc,tlzclzcs 

Reclzt und \1 olkerreclzt, iv (1934 ), pp. 266 ff. . 
17 See Carl Schmitt Ocr Nomos dcr Erdc, Cologne. 1950. PP· 60ft.: also 

W. Schoenborn, "Obc~ Entdcckung als Rechtstit~l ,-olkcrrcchtlichcn Gc-
b. t b " · D d 1 1 \~' l hero cds Gcgcii-JC serwcr s, m . S. Constantinopoulos an - · ., e 1 ~· ·: c 

wartsproblcmc des illtenzatiollalc11 Reclzts wzd dcr Rcclztsplzilosopluc, Ham-

burg, 1953, pp. 239ff . . l '( d - [IIICTIIOtiOIIal 
18 On this, see M. M l\·lcl\1al1on COIUJZICSt all( 1' ° Cl 11 d G . . ' ' . . . z nu ,.ot-

Law, \Vashington, D.C., 1940; M. F. Lindlay. Tlze AcLqwdsztiOI I9"J6· and 
f B k d . l Lmv on on. - , 

ermnent o ac war Territory i11 l11tenzat10 71 a ' 
Robert Langer, Sciwre of Territory, Princeton. N.J., 1_947 · h I ·t ction 

10 A · orancs by t e c cs ru 
s Witness the impression made on con temp ' r .. -Venice. 

of the first ancient European unit to fall victim to these P0 1~1es 
20 Sec Erich Eyck, Bismarck, II, Zurich, 1943: rr-. 3 ~ 5 ~es of complete 
21 Ex<;ept for these cases we find only margma zkns anb -Russia elimi-

b . . ' c· , f Kra ·ow v · • 
o hteratwn. The annexation of the Free Jt)_ 0 _ B ... 1 ~onguest of the 

d h ttlement ntis 1 
nate a synt ctic creation of the Vienna se · .1 .1 t'on of European 
B R bl' 'f . ce of anni 11 a ' h ocr cpu 1cs, 1 considered as an mstan b' hap}Jened at t e 

1. . . . f h . f the inha ztants, , 
po JtJes m VICW o t e European origm o . t where the prac-. f the conunen 
very nm of the world, as it were, remote rom 
tice of non-annihilation prevailed. . . the \Vestern Hemi-

22 Cf. also the remarkable stability of state umtfs 1hn m are domestically, 
h bl some o t e ' 

sp ere qua independent units; unsta e as ct 
h . . 'd I ost sacrosan . t . s 

t e1r sovereign 1 entity as units appears a m . 1. ations of coun ne 
23 bersh1p app zc, h · · 

In League practice, therefore, mem . that of Lice tenstem. 
without this minimum were rejected (for znstanSce, g des Volkerbundes, 
f W hb Die atzmz 

c . Walther Schiicking and Hans e erg, . f enuine collective secu-
2nd ed.; Berlin, 1924, PP· 252 ff). The dechne 0 g 
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rity in our time is apparent from the fact that, in contrast to this practice, the 
United Nations pays hardly any attention to the question of defensibility. 
particularly in connection with membership applications. 

:.!-l Sec my article, "Idealist Internationalism and the Sccuritv Dilemma," 
lVorld Politics, II, No. 2 (January 1950), pp. 15711'.: in particul:~r, pp. 165/F. 

:!a B. I-I. Liddell Hart, Tlze Rel'olution in \Varfare, New Ila\"cn, Conn., 
1947, p. 36. Suspicion of what would be in the oflino, once man oaincd the 

/") /") 

capacity to Ry, was abroad as early as the eighteenth century. Thus Samuel 
Johnson remarked: "If men were all virtuous, I should with great alacrity 
teach them all to Ry. But what would be the security of the good, if the bad 
could at pleasure invade them from the sky? Against an army sailing 
through the clouds, neither walls, nor mountains, nor seas, could alford se­
curity" (quoted in J. U. Ncf, \V ar aml 1-lzwzmz Progress, Cambridge, i\ lass., 
1952, p. 198). And Benjamin Franklin, witnessing the first balloon ascen­
sion at Paris in 1783, foresaw invasion from the air and wrote: "Convincing 
Sovereigns of folly of wars may perhaps be one effect of it, since it will he 
impracticable for the most potent of them to guard his dominions. . . . 
Where is the Prince who can afford so to co\"er his country \\'ith troops for 
its defense, as that ten thousand men descending from the ~louds, might not 
in many places do an infinite deal of mischief before a force could he brought 
together to repel them?" (from a letter to Jan Ingelhouss, reproduced in 
Life Magazine, January 9, 1 956). 

:.!6 See Julius Stone, Legal Controls of International Conflicts, New York, 
1954, pp. 611ff. 

27 Some of the pertinent questions are discussed in a more comprehen­
sive manuscript, "Reflections on International Politics in the Atomic Age," 
from whose initial chapters the preceding pages were adapwd. 

:!BThe Open Mind, New York, 1955, p. 141. 
29 Roger Hilsman, "Strategic Doctrines for Nuclear War," in William 

\V. Kaufmann, ed., Military Policy and National Security, Princeton, N.J., 
1956, p. 42. 

ao Thomas K. Finletter, Power and Politics: U.S. Foreign Policy mzd 
Military Power in the 1-lyclrogen Age, New York, 1954, p. 256. 

:n The expectations connected with the situation of nuclear deterrence 
may serve as an illustration. Each side, so we may assume, \Vants to act "ra­
tionally"-that is, avoid resort to a war which it knows would be suicidal; in 
this, in fact, is grounded the widespread present belief in the obsoleteness of 
major-i.e., nuclear-war. However, not knowing for sure that the other .side 
an be trusted to behave rationally, each feels that the possibility of ura­

c. nal behavior by the opponent must be included in its own calculations. 
~~r instance, assuming that rationally the United States would not permit 
. If to be provoked into nuclear action, can it rely on Soviet abstention 
Jtse ? Q . • h 
f nuclear attack for similarly rational reasons r can the Soviets, w o 
rom b )' h h . . 1' " d . R' t I tuaiiY e zeve t at t e "1mpena zst powers are rea y to m IC t 1e 

may ac ' ' 1 'f k · h them relv on Western rationality? Anc I , nowmg that the ot er .. vorst on • , , 
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side may be swayed by considl·rations like tlw~,·. <>Ill' ~ide 1.1kc~ till'"'' .tmcn,J,·,\ 
calculations as yardsticks for irs o\\'n, \\·h.1r r.1ri .. n.d ,-.. n,,d,·r.lli"n' ,.,·m.tin-: 
Policies then become SO dependent on c<>n~idn.lll••ll' .. 1 '' h.11 \••II 1,,-1,,., ,. rill' 
other side befie,·es, etc., ad infinitum. rh.tt 11 ,1 ,,Ill<' l'.d, ul.ltl•'11' -''" ·111 ' 

longer feasible. One is caught here in the, kinu' ,-j 1 , 1.- in1w"-''' 111 tltt· 1' 1 ''],. 

lcm of the effects of assumptions (in hl'ha,·inri~t p.nl.111,., .. tlw I'" ,],!t- 111 '". 
" · · d . ") · . · · 1 - 11 · 1 1 · ,, ..... tl•ilit,· '" antrcrpate reactions , of wh.lt Dan,! l:asl• 111 1:1' ,,1 , ' _1 " 1 . 1<1; ~. 
an "infinite regress of l'lfc~.:ts" (The l'olitind ."1 ,,,.,,, :'\,.,,. \ ' 11 k. . . 
p. 27). It may be doubted that e\'l'll thl' thl'ory <>f ~.11nn .1' ·'l'l'li,·,l 1' 1 _

1111 '''. 
national relations can cope with this one .. \nd supp•N' rh.11. "'"wlilll<' 111 rl" 
future, more than t\\"r> maior units "flLl\·"~ In the 1,,, ,. "' rlu-. 1'1•"1'''' r._ ·~' 
I B fi 1.1 . I 1 1 ·1-. '" h•" ·Ierbcrt utter tc u says, "Thl' mind ,,.i 11 ,-, . ., .1111 l\1111' 111 • '''' ' ' 

(History aud 1-luma" Hdatirms. :'\l'\\' York. 1 <l'i2. I'· 2 ~ _..;,,,·: 
A . \'' I \ . I l'llil<"''-''l:i· ,;/ 3:!" tomrc ., capons," Proccccli 11 ~~ of tIL' • ,,,.,., .. ,, 

cty, xc (January 29, 1946 ), pp. qf. . 
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