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Of Nationality 
As connected with Representative Go"vernment 

John Stuart Mill 
A PORTION of mankind may be said to constitute a Nationality if they 
are united among themselves by common sympathies which do r~:ot exist 
between them and any others- which make them co-operate with each 
other more willingly than with other people, desire to be under the same 
government, nnd desire that it should be government by themselves or 
n portion of themselves exclusively. This feeling of nationality may 
have been generated by various causes. Sometimes it is the effect 
of identity of race and descent. Community of language, and 
community of religion, greatly contribute to it Geographical limits 
are· one of its causes. But the strongest of all is identity of political 
aHtecedents; the possession of a national history, and consequent 
community of recollections; collective pride and humiliation, pleasure 
and regret, connected with the same incidents in the past. None of 
these circumstances, however, are either indispensable, or 
necessarily sufficient by themselves. Switzerland has a strong 
sentiment of nationality, though the cantons are of different races, 
different languages, and diffe1'ent religions. Sicily has, tluoughout 
history, felt itself quite distinct in nationality from Naples, 
notwithstanding identity of religion, almost identity of language, 
and a considerable amount of cornrn.'on historical antecedents. The 
Flemish and the Walloon provinces of Belgium, notwithstanding 
diversity of race and language, have a much greater feeling of 
common nationality than the former have with Holland, or the 
latter with France. Yet in general the national feeling is 
proportionally weakened by the failure of any of the causes which 
contribute to it Identity of language, literatUre, and, to some extent, 
of race and recollecti'ons, have amai:r:ttained the feeling of 
nationality inconsiderable strength among the different portions 
of tl1e German name, though they have at no time been really 
united under the same government; but the feeling has never 
reached to making the separate states desire to get rid of their 
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autonomy. Among Italians an identity far from complete, of 
language and literature: t:ombined with a geographical position 
which separates them by a distinct line from other counb·ies, and, 
perhaps more than everything else, the possession of a common 
name, which makes them all glory in the past achievements in 
arts, arms, politics, religious primacy, science, and literature, of 
any who share the same designa tion, give rise to an amount of 
national feeling in the popUlation which, though s till imperfect, 
has been sufficient to produce the great events now passing before 
us,1 notwithstanding a great-mixture of races, and although they 
have never; in either ancient or modern history, been w1der the 
same government, except while that government extended or was 
extending itself over the greater part of the known world. 2 

Where the sentiment of nationality exists in any fo rce, there is a 
prima facie case for uniting all the members of the nationality under 
the same government, and a government to themselves apart. This 
is merely saying that the question of governn·zenf ought to be decided 
by the governed. One hardly knows wnat any division of the 
human race should be free to do if no t to deterJTiine with which 
of the various collective bodies of human beings they choose to 
associate themselves. · 

But, when a p~ople are ripe for free institutions, there is a still 
more vital consideration. Free institutions are next to impossible in 
a country made up of different nationalities. Among a people without 
fellow-feeling, especially if they read and speak different languages, the 
united public opinion, necessary to the working of representative 
government, cannot exist. The influences which form opinions and 
decide political acts are different in the different sections of the 
country. An altogether different set of leaders have the confidence 
of one part of the country and of another. The same books, 
newspapers, pamphlets, speeches, do not reach them. One section 
does not know what opinions, or what instigations, are circulating 
in another. The same ~cidents, the sam·e acts, the same system of 
govemm.ent, affect them in different ways; and each fears more 
injury to ttself &om the other nationalities than &om the common 
arbiter, the state. Their mutual antipathies are generally much 
stronger. than jealousy of the government That any one of them 
feels aggrieved by the policy of the common ruler is sufficient to 
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determine another to support that policy. Even if all are aggrieved, 
none feel that they can rely on the others for fidelity in a joint 
resistance; the strength of none is sufficient to resist alone, and 
each may reasonably think that it consults its own advantage most 
by bidding for the favour of the government against the rest. Above 
all, the grand and only effectual security in the last resort against 
the despol;ism of the government is in that case wanting: the 
sympathy of the army with the people. The militcuy are the part of 
every community in whom, from the nature of the case, the 

· distinction between their fellow-counb·ymen and foreigners is the 
deepest and sb·ongest. To the rest of the people foreigners are merely 
sb·angers; to the soldier, they are men against whom he may be 
called, at a week" s notice, to fight for 1ife or death. The difference 
to him is that between friends cu1d ·foes - we may almost say 
betvveen fellow-men and another kind of animals: for as respects 
the enemy, the only law is that of force, and the only mitigation 
the same as in the case of other animals - that of simple humanity. 
Soldiers to whose feelings half or three-fourths of the subjects of 
the same government are foreigners will have no more scruple in 
mowing them down, and no more desire to ask the reason why, 
than they would have in doing the same thing against declared 
enemies. An army composed of various nationalities has no other 
pab·iotism than devotion to the fla·g. Such armies have been the 
executioners of liberty through the w hqle duration of modem 
history . The sole bond which holds them together is their officers 
and the government which they serve; and their only idea, if they 
have any, of public duty is obedience to orders. A government 
thus supported, by keeping its Hungarian reginlents in Italy and 
its Italian in Hungary, can long continue to rule in both places 
with the iron rod of foreign conquerors. 

If it be said that so broadly marked a distinction between what is 
due to a fellow-countryman cu1d what is due merely to a human 
creature is more worthy of savages than of civilised beings, and 
ought, with the utmost energy, to be contended against, no one 
holds that opinion more strongly than myself. But this object, one 
of the worthiest to which human endeavour can be directed, can 
never, in the present state of civilisation, he promoted by keeping 
different nationalities of anything like equivalent strength under 
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the same government. In a barbarous state of society the case is 
sometimes different. The goverrun~nt may then be interested in 
softening the antipathies of the races that peace may be preserved 
and the conn try more easily governed. But when there are either 
free institutions or a desire for them, in any of the peoples artificially 
tied together, the interest of the government lies in an exactly 
opposite direction. It is then interested in keeping up and 
envenoming their antipatl1ies that they may be prevented from 
coalescing, and it may be enabled to use some of them as tools for 
the enslavement of others. The Austrian Court has now for a whole 
generation made these tactics its principal means of government; 
with what fatal success, at the time of the Vienna insw-rection and 
the Hungarian contest, tl1e world knows too welJ.3 Happily there 
are now signs that improvement is too far advanced to pern'Lit tlus 
policy to be any longer successful. 

For the preceding reasons, it is in general a necessary condition of free 
institutions that the boundaries of governments should coincide in the 
main with tlwse of nationalities. But several considerations are liable 
to conflict in practice with this general principle. In tl1e first place, 
its application is ofte~1 precluded by geographical hindrances. There 
are parts even of Europe in whi~h different nationalities are so 
locally intermingled that it is not practicable for them to be under 
separate governments. The population ofHimgruy is composed of 
Magyars, Slovaks, Croats, Serbs, Roumans, and in some districts 
Germans, so mixed up as to be incapable of local separation; and 
there is no course open to them but to make a virtue of necessity, 
and reconcile themselves to living together under equal rights and 
laws. Their community of servitude, which dates only from the 
destruction of Hungarian independence in 1849, seems to be 
ripening and disposing them for such an equal union. The German 
colony of East Prussia is cutoff from Germany by part of the ancien t 
Poland, anq being too weak to maintain separate independence, 
must, if geographical continuity is to be maintained, be either under 
a non-German government, or the intervening Polish territory must 
be 1ll].der a German one. Another considerable region in which tl1e 

'dominant element of the population is German, tl1e provinces of 
Courland, Esthonia, and Livonia, is condemned by its locaJ situation 
to form part of a Slavonian state. In Eastern Germany itself there is 
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a large Slavonic population: Bohemia is principally Slavonic, Silesia 
and other districts partially so. The most united counb.y in Europe, 
France, is far from being homogeneous: independently of the 
fragments of foreign na tionalities at its remote ex tremities, it 
cor}sists, as language and history prove, of two portions, one 
occupied almost exclusively by a Gallo-Roman population, while 
in tl1e other the Frankish, Burgundian, and other Teutonic races 
form a considerable ingredient. 

When proper allowance has been made for geographical exigencies, 
another more purely moral and social consideration offers itself.· 
Experience proves tha t it is possible for on~ n ationality to merge 
and be absorbed in another: and when it was originally an inferior 
and more backward portion of tl1e human race tl1e absorption is 
greC;ltly to its advantage. Nobody can suppose tl1at it is not more 
beneficial to a Breton, or a Basque of French Navarre, to be brought 
into tl1e current of the ideas and feelings of a highly civilised and 
cultivated p eople - to be a member of the French na tionality, 
admitted on equal terms to all tl1e pri:vileges of French citizenship, 
sharing tl1e advantages of French protection, and the dignity and 
prestige of French power -·tl1an to sulk on his own rocks, the half­
savage relic of past times, revolving in his own little mental orbit, 
without participation or interest in tl1e general movement of the 
world. The same remark applies to tl1e Welshman or tl1e Scottish 
Highlander as members of tl1e British nation. 

Whatever really tends to tl1e admixture of nationalities, and the 
blending of tl1eir attributes and peculiarities in a common union, 
is a benefit to the human race. Not by extinguishing types, of which, 
in these cases, sufficient examples are sure to remain, but by 
softening their extreme forms, and filling up the intervals between 
them. The united people, like a crossed breed of cinimals (but in a 
still greater degree, because tl1.e influences in operation are moral 
as well as physical), inherits the special aptitudes and excellences 
of all its progenitors, pro tec ted by the admixture from being 
exaggerated into tl1e neighbouring vices. But to render this 
admixture possible, there mus t be peculiar conditions. The 
combinations of c"i.rcumstances which occur, and which effect the 
result, are vaTious. 

The nationalities brought together under the same guv'emmentmay 
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be about equal in numbers and strength, or they may be very 
unequal. If unequal, the least numerous of the two may either be 
the superior in civilisation, or the inferior. Supposing it to be 
superior, it may either, through tha t superiori ty, be able to acquire 
ascendancy over the other, or it may be overcome by brute sb·eng th 
and reduced to subjection. This last is a sheer mischief to the human 
race, and one which civilised humanity with one accord should 
rise in arms to preven t. The absorp tion of Greece by Macedonia 
was one of the grea test misfor tunes which ever happened to the 
world: tha t of ~ny of the principal com1tries of Europe by Russia 
would be a similar one. . 
If the smaller nationali ty, supposed to be the more advanced in 
improvement, is able to overcome the gi·eater, as the Macedonians, 
reinforced by the Greeks, did Asia, and the English India, there is 
often a gain to civilisation: but the conquerors and the conquered 
cannot in this case live together under the same free institutions. 
The absorption of the conquerors in the less advanced people would 
be an evil: these, must be governed as subjects, and the state of 
things is either a benefit or a misfortune, according as the subjugated 
people have or have not reached the state in w hich it is an injury 
not to be under a free govenm1ent, and according as the conquerors 
do or do not use their superiority in a maimer calculated to fit the 
conquered for a higher stage of improvement. This topic will be 
particular 1 y b·ea ted of in a su ~sequent chapter. 

When the nationality" which succeeds in overpowering the other 
is both the most numerous and the most improved; and especially 
if the subdued nationality is small, and has no hope of reasserting 
its independence; then, if it is governed with any tolerable justice, 
and if the members of the more powerful nationality are not made 
odious by being inves ted with exclusive privileges, the smaller 
nationality is gradually reconciled to its position, and becomes 
amalgamated wi th the la rger. No Bas-Breton, n or even any 
Alsatian, has the smallest wish at the present day to be separated 
from France. If all Irishmen have not yet arrived a t the same 
disposition towards England, it is partly because they are 
sufficiently numerous to be capable of consti tuting a respectable 
nationality by themselves; but principally because, until of late 
years, they had been so atrociously governed, tl1at all their best 
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feelings combined w ith their bad ones in rousing bitter resentment 
against the Saxon rule. This disgrace to England, and calamity to 
the whole empire, has, it may be truly said, completely ceased 
for nearly a generation. No Irishman is now less free than an 
Anglo-Saxon, nor has a less share of every benefit either to his 
country or to his individual fortunes than if he were sprung from 
any other portion of the British dominions. The only remaining 
real grievance of Ireland, that of the State Church, is one which 
half, or nearly half, the people of the larger island have in common 
with them. There is now next to nothing, except the memory of 
the past, and the difference in the predominant religion, to keep 
apart tWo races, perhaps the most fitted of any two in the world 
to be th e completing co unterpart of one ano ther. The 
consciousness of being at last h·eated not only with equal justice 
but with equal consideration is making such rapid way in the 
Irish nation as to be wearing off all feelings that could make them 
insensible to the benefits which the less numerous and less 
wealthy people must necessarily derive from being fellow-citizens 
instead of foreigners to those who are not only their nearest 
neighbours, but the wealthiest, and one of the freest, as well as 
mostciyilised and powerful, nations of the earth. 

The cases in which the greates t prac tical obstacles exist to the 
blending·of nationalities are when the nationalities which have 
been bound together are nearly equal in numbers and in the other 
elements of power. In such cases, each, confiding in its strength, 
and feeling itself capable of mai'ntaining an equal sb:uggle with 
any of the others, is unwilling to be merged in it: each cultivates 
with party obstinacy its distinctive peculiarities; obsolete customs, 
and even declining languages, a re revived to deepen the 
separation; each deems itself tyrannised over if any authority is 
exercised within itse lf by functionaries of a rival race; and 
whatever is given to one of the conflictin g nationalities is 
considered to be taken from all the rest. When na tions, thus 
divided, are under a despotic government which is a stranger to 
all of them, or which, though sprw1g from one, yet feeling greater 
interest in its own power than in any sympathies of nationality, 
assigns no privilege to either nation, and chooses its i.nsh·uments 
indifferently from all; in the course of a few generations, identity 
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of situation often produces harmony of feeling, and the different 
races com e to feel towards each other as fellow-counh")rmen; 
particularly if they are disperseq over the same tract of counh-y. 
But if the ern of aspiration to free govemment arrives before this fits ion 
has been effected, the opportunity has gone by for effecting it. From 
that time, if the unreconciled nationalities are geogmpliically separate, 
and especially if their Local position is such that there is JlO natural 
fitness or convenience in their being under the same governmen t (as in 
the case of an Italian province under a Frellch or German yoke), there 
is Hot only an obvious propriety, but, if eitl1er freedonL or concord is 
cared for, a necessity, for breaking the CO /lllection altogether. There 
may be cases in which the provinces, after separntioJL, lllight usefully 
remain united by a federnl tie: but it generally h~ppens that if they are 
willing to forego complete independence, and become 111elllbers of a 
federa tion, each of them has other neighbours with whom it would 
prefer to connect itself, having more sympathies in common, if not 
also greater commulli ty of interest. 

Notes 
1. Reference is to the Italian sb·uggle for unification. 
2. The Roman Empire. 
3. The Vienna insurrectioQ in 1848 was ins pired by the news of the 

revolution in Paris, which had also prompted the Hungarian people, 
under the leadership of Lajos Koss uth, to revolt aga ins t the 
Hapsburg· rule and to proclaim an independent republic. The 
Hapsburgs suppressed this movement, however, with the help of 
Russian troops, one year later. 
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Nationality 

Lord Acton 
Whenever gre~ t intellectual cultivation has been combined with 
tha t suffering which is inseparable from extensive changes in the 
condition of the people, men of speculative or imaginative genius 
have sought in the contemplation of an ideal society a remedy, or 
a t least a consola tion, for evils which they were practically unable 
to remove. Poetry has always preserved the idea, that at some 
distant time or place, in the Western islands or the Arcadian region, 
an limocent and contented people, free from the corruption and 
restraint of civilised life, have realised the legends of the golden 
age. Th e office of the poets is always nearly the same, and there is 
little variation in the features of their ideal world; but when 
philosophers attempt to admonish or reform mankli1d by devising 
an linaginary state, theu· m otive is m ore defuute and immediate, . 
and their commonwealth is a satire as well as a model. Plato and 
Plotim.i.s, More and Campanella, constructed their fanciful societies 
with those m aterials which were omitted from the fabric of the 
actual communities, by the defects of which tl1ey were inspired.· 
Tl1e Republic, The Utopia, and The Ci f:IJ of tlze Sun were protests against 
a state of things which the experience of their authors taught them 
to condemn, and from the faults of wluch they took refuge in the 
opposite ex tremes. They remamed without mfluence, and have 
never passed from literary into political his tmy, because sometl1ing 
more tl1an discontent and speculative ingenuity is needed in order 
to liwes t a political idea witl1 power over the masses of mankind. 
The scheme of a philosopher can command the practical allegiance 
of fanatics only, not of nations; and though oppression may give 
rise to violent and repeated outbreaks, like the convulsions of a 
man in pain, it cannot mature. a se ttled purpose and plan of 
regenera tion, unless a new notion of h appiness is joined to the 
sense of present evil. 

The his tory of religion furnishes a complete illustration. Between 
tl1e la ter mediceval sects and Protestantism there is an essential 
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difference, that outweighs the p oints of anal<;>gy found in those 
sys tems which are regarded as heralds of the Reformation, and is 
enough to e:xplain the vitality of the las t in comparison with the 
others. Whilst Wycliffe and H us contradicted certain particulars 
of the Catholic teaching, Luther rejected the authoriry of the 
Church, and gave to the individual conscience an independe.nce 
which was sure to lead to anincessantresistance. There is a similar 
difference between the Revolt of the Netherlands, the Great 
Rebellion, the War of Independence, or the rising of Brabant, on 
the one hand, ~d the French Revolution on the other. Before 1789, 
insurrections were provoked by particular wrongs, and were 
jus tified by defin ite complaints and by an appeal to principles 
which all m en acknowledged. New theories w~re som etimes 
advanced in the C!iuse of controversy, but they were accidental, 
and the great argument agains t tyranny was fidelity to the ancient 
laws. Since the change produced by the French Revolution, those 
aspirations which are awakened by the evils and defects of the 
social state h.ave come to act as p ermanent and energetic forces 
throughout the civilised world. They are spontaneous and 
aggressive, needing no prophet to proclci4n, no champion to defend 
them, but popular, unreasoning, and almost irresis tible. The 

.Revolution effected this chan ge, partly by its doctrines, partly by 
the indirect influence of even ts. It taugh t the people to r'egard their 
wishes and wants as the supremecriterion of right. Th e rapid 
vicissitudes of power, in which each party successively appealed 
to the favour of the masses as the arbiter of success, accus tomed 
the masses to be arbitrcuy as well as insubordinate. The fall of mcu1y 
governments, a11d the frequentredi$tribution of tenitory, deprived 
all settlem ents of the dignity of p erm anence. Tradition and 
p rescription ceased to be gu ardians of authori ty; and the 
arrangements which proceeded from revolution s, from th e 
triumphs of war, and from u·ea ties of peace, wet'e equally regard less 
of establish ed righ ts. Duty cannot be dissocia ted from right, and 
nations refuse to be con trolled by laws w hich are no protection. 

In this condition of the world, theory cu1d action follow close upon 
each other, and practical evils easily give birth to opposite systems. 
In the realm s of free-will, the regulari ty of na tural progress is 
preserved by the conflict of extrem es. The impulse of the reac tion 
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carries m en h om one exb:emi ty towards ano ther. The pursuit of a 
rem ote and ideal object, w hich captivates the imagination' by its 
splendour and the reason by its simplicity, evokes an energy which 
would not be inspired by a rational, possible end, limited by many 
antagonis tic claims, and confined to w hat is reasonable, practicable, 
and jus t. One excess or exaggeration is the corrective of the other, 
and error prom otes b:uth, where the m asses are concerned, by 
counterbalancing a conb:ary error. The few have not s trength to 
achieve great chan ges unaided; the many have no t wisdom to be 
moved by b·uth unmixed. Where the disease is various, no particular 
definite remedy can m eet the wants of alL Only the attraction of 
an abs tract idea, 0r of an ideal s tate, can unite in a common action 
multitudes who seek a universal cure for m any special evils, and a 
common restorative applicable to many different conditions. And 
hence false principles, which correspond with the bad as well as 
with the jus t aspirations of mankind, are a normal and necessary 
element in the social life of na tions. 

Theories of this kind are just, inasmuch as they are provoked by 
definite ascertained evils, an d undertake their removal. They are 
useful in opposition, as a warning or a threa t, to m odify exis ting 
things, and -keep awake the consciousness of w rong. They cannot 
serve as a basis for the reconstruction of civil society, as m edicine 
canno t serve for food; but they may influence it with advantage, 
because they point out the direction, though no t the m easure, in 
which reform is needed . Th ey oppose an order of things which is 
th e result of a selfish an d violent abuse of p ower by the ruling 
classes, and of artificial res triction on the na tural progress of the 
world, destitute of an ideal element or a morai purpose. Practical 
extrem es d iffer from the theore tical exh·em es they p rovoke, 
because the firs t are bo th arbib:a ry an d violent, whilst the last, 
thou gh also revolutionary, are a t the sam e time remediaL In one 
case the w rong is voluntary, in the o ther it is inevitable. This is 
the general character of the contest between the e~isting order 
and the subversive ·theories tha t deny its legitimacy. There are 
three principal theories of tl!is kind, impugning the present distribution 
of power, of property, and of territory, and n tracking respectively the 
aristocracy, the middle clnss, and the sovereigil I y. They are the theories 
of equality, communism, and nationality. Though sprung from a 
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common origin, opposing cognate e7.1ils, and connected by many links, 
they did' not appear simultaneously. Rousseau proclairr.ed the first, 
Babceuf the second, Mazzmi the third; and the third is the most 
recent in its appearance, the most attractive at the present time, 
and the richest in promise of future power. 

In the old European system, the rights of nationalities were neither 
recognised by govem.ments JWr asserted by the people. The interest of 
the reigning families, not those of tlze nations, regulated the frontiers; 
and the administration was conducted generally without any reference 
to popular desires. Where all liberties were suppressed, the clai111s of 
national independence were necessarily ignored, and n prillcess, in the 
words of Fenelon, carried n monarchy in her wedding poJ:tion. The 
eighteenth century acquiesced in this oblivion of corporate rights 
on the Continent, for the absolutists cared only for the State, and 
the liberals only for the individual. The Church, the nobles, and 
the nation had no place in the popular theories of the age; and 
they devised none in their own defence, for they were not openly 
attacked. TJ:te ~ristocracy re tained its privileges, and· the Church 
her property; and the dynastic interes t, which overruled the natural 
inclination of the nations and desh·oyed their independence, 
nevertheless maintained their integrity. The national sentiment was 
not wounded in its most sensitive part. To dispossess a sovereign 
of his hereditary crown, and to annex his dominions, would have 
been held to inflict an injury upon all monarchies, and to furnish 
their subjects with a dangerous example, by depriving royalty of 
its inviolable character. In time of war, as there was no national 
cause at stake, there was no attempt to rouse national feeling. The 
courtesy of the rulers towards each other was proportionate to the 
contempt for the lower orders. Compliments passed between the 
commanders of hostile armies; there was no bitterness, and no 
excitement; battles were fought with the pomp and pride of a 
parade. The art of war became a slow and learned game. The 
monarchies were united not only by a, natural community of 
interests, but by family alliances. A marriage contract sometimes 
became the signal for an interminable war, whilst family 
connections often set a barrier to ambition. After the wars of religion 
came to an end in 1648, the only wars were those which were 
waged for an inheritance or a dependency, or against countries 
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w hose sys tem of government exempted them from the common 
law of dynastic Sta tes, and made them no t only unprotected but 
obnoxious. These countries were England and Holland, lintil 
Holland ceased to be a republic, and until, in England, the defeat 
of the Jacobites in the for ty-five terminated the sb:uggle for the 
Crown. There was one countJ·y, however, which still continued to 
be an exception; orie m onarch w hose place was not admitted in 
the comity of kings. 

Poland did no t possess those securities for stabili ty which were 
supplied by dynastic connections and the theory of legitimacy, 
wherever a crown could be obtained by m arriage or inheritance. 
A monarch without royal blood, a crown bestowed by the nation, 
were an anomaly and an oub·age in tha t age of dynastic absolutism. 
The cmmb·y was excluded from the Ew·opean system by the nature 
of its institutions. It excited a cupidity which could not be satisfied. 
lt gave the reigning families of Europe no hope of permanently 
sb·eng thening tl1emselves by intermarriage witl1 its rulers, or of 
obtaining it by beques t or by inh eritance. The Habsbm·gs had 
contested the possession of Spain and tl1e Indies witl1 tl1e French 
Bourbons, of Italy with tl1e Spanish Bourbons, of tl1e empire with 
tl1e house of Wittelsbach, of Silesia w itl1 tl1e house ofHohenzollern. 
There had been wars be tween rival houses for half tl1e territories 
of Italy and Germany. But none could hope to redeem their losses 
or increase tl1eir power in a counby to which marriage and descent 
gave no claim. Where they could not permanently inherit tl1ey 
endeavoured , by intrigues, to prevail at each election, and after 
contending in support of candidates who were tl1eir partisans, tl1e, 
neighbours at last appointed an insb·ument for tl1e final demolition 
of tl1e Polish State. Till then no na tion had been deprived of its 
political existence by tl1e Clu·istian Powers, and whatever disregard 
had been shown for national interests and sympathies, som.e care 
had been taken to conceal tl1e wrong by a hypocritical perversion 
of law. But tl1e partition of Poland was an act of wanton violence, 
committed in open defiance not pnly of popular feeling but of public 
law. For the first time in modern his tory a great State was 
suppressed , and a whole nation divided among its enemies. 

This famous men sure, the most revolu tionnry act of the old absolutism, 
nwnkenerl the theory of nntionali ty in Europe, converting a dormant 



16 J\/ntio11 & Nn!io11nllty 

right into an aspiration, and a sentiment into a political clni111. "No 
wise or honest man," wrqte Edmund Burke, "can approve of that 
partition, or can contemplate it without prognosticating great 
mischief from it to all countries at some fuhtre time." 1 Thenceforwnrrl 
there was a nation demanrling to be united in a State,- a soul, as it were, 
wandering in search of n body in wl1icll to begin I ife over again; and, for 
the first time, a cry was heard that the nrnmge111e11 t of States was unjust 
-that their limits were wwaturnl, and that a whole people was deprived 
of its right to constitu te an independe1it connulln i ty. Before that claim 
could be efficiently asserted against the overyvhe1ming power of 
its opponents,- before it gained energy, after the last partition, to 
overcome the influence of long habits of submission, and of the 
contempt which previous disorders had brought upon Poland,­
the ancient European system was in ruins, and a new world was 
rising in its place. 

The old despotic policy which made the Poles its prey had two 
adversaries,- the spirit ofEnglish.liberty, and the doctrines of that 
revolution which desb·oyed the French monarchy with its own 
weapons; and these tvvo contradicted in conlrary ways the theory 
that nations have no collective rights. At the present day, the theory 
of nationality is not only the most powerful auxiliary of revolutio~1, 
but its actual substance in the movements of the las t three yea rs. 
This, however, is a recent alliance, unknown to the firs t French 
Revolution. The modern theory of nationali ty arose partly as a 
legitimate consequence, partly as a reaction against it. As the system 
which overlooked national division was opposed by libera lism in 
tvvo forms, tl1e French and the English, so the sys tem which insists . 
upon them proceeds from tvvo distinct sources, and exhibits the 
character either of 1688 or of 1789. When the French people 
abolished tl1e authorities under which it lived, and became its own 
master, France was in danger of dissolution: fo r the common will 
is difficult to ascertain, and .does not readily agree. "The laws," 
said Vergniaud, in tl1e debate on the sentence of the king, "are 
obligatory only as the presumptive will of the people, which retains 
the right of approving or condemning them . The instant it 
manifes ts its wish, the work of tl1e national representation, the 
law, must disappear." This doctrine resolved society into its natural 
elements, and threatened to break up tl1e counb·y into as many 
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republics as there were communes. For true republicanism is the 
principle of self-gov~rnment in the whole and in all the parts. In 
an extensive CO\illtry, it d m prevail· only by the union of several 
independent communities in a single c~nfederacy, as in Greece, in 
Switzerland, in the Netherlands, and in America; so that a large 
republic not founded on the federal principle must result in the 
government of a single city, like Rome and Paris, and, in a less 
degree, Athens, Berne, and Amsterdam; or, in other words, a great 
democracy must either sacrifice self-government to unity, or 
preserve it by federalism. · 

The France of his tory fell together with the French State, which 
was the growth of centuries. The old sovereignty was destroyed . 
The local authorities were looked upon with aversion and alarm. 
·The new central authority n eeded to be established on a new 
principle of unity. The state of nature, which was the ideal ofsociehj, 
was marie the basis of the nation; descent was put in the place of 
tradition, and the French people was regarded as a physical product: 
an ethnological, not historic, unit. It was assumed that a unity existed 
separate from the represen tation and th? government, wholly 
independent of the past, and capable at any moment of expressing or 
of changing its mind. In the words of Sieyes, it was no longer 
France, but some unknown country to which the nation was 
transported. The central power possessed authority, inasmuch 
as it obeyed the whole, and n o divergence was permitted from 
the universal sentiment. This power, endowed with volition, was 
personified in the Republic One and Indivisible. The title signified 
that a part could not speak or act fqr tl1e whole,- that there was 
a power supreme over the State, distinct from, and independent 
of, its members; and it expressed, for the first time in history, the 
n otion of an abstract nationality. In tl1is manner the idea of the 
sovereignty of tl1e people, uncontroll~d by the past, gave birth to 
the idea of nationality indep endent of tl1e political influence of 
history. It sprang from the rejection of the two authorities,- of 
the Sta te and of the past. The kingdom of France was, 
geographically as well as politically, the product of a long series 
of ev~nts, and t11e same influences which built up the State formed 
the territory. The Revolution repudiated alike the agencies to 
which France owed her boundaries and those to which she owed 
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her government. Every effaceable trace and relic of national 
history was carefully wiped away, - the system of adminish·a tion, 
the physical divisions of the country, the classes of society, the 
corporations, the weights and measures, the calendar. France 
was no longer bounded by the limits she had received from the 
condemned influence of her history; she could recognise only 
those which were set by nature. The definition of the nation was 
borrowed from the material world, and, in order to avoid a loss 
of territory, it became not only an abstraction but a fiction. 

There was a principle of na tionality in the ethnological character 
.of the movement, which is the source of the common observation 
that revolution is more frequent in Catholic than m Protestant 
countries. It is, in fact, more frequent in the Latin than in the 
Teutonic world, because it depends partly on a national impulse, 
which is only awaken~d where there is an alien element, the vestige 
of a foreign dominion, to expel. Western Europe has undergone 
two conquests- one by tl1e Romans and·one by the Germans, and 
twice received laws from the invaders. Each time it rose again 
against the victorious race; and the two great reactions, wl1ile they 
differ according to the different characters of the two conquests, 
have the phenomenon of imperialism in common. The Roman 
republic laboured to crush the subjugated nations into a 
homogeneous and obedient mass; but the increase which tl1e 
proconsular authority obtained in the process subvetted the 
republican government, and the reaction of the provinces against 
Rome ass~ted in establishing tl1e empire. The CEsarean system 
gave an unprecedented freedom to tl1e dependencies, and raised 
them to a civil equality which put an end to the dominion of race 
over race and of class over class. The monarchy wa.s hailed as a 
refuge from the pride and cupidity of the Roman people; and the 
love of equality, the hatred of nobility, and the tolerance of 
despotism implanted by Rome became, a t least in Gaul, the chief 
feature of the national character. But among the nations whose 
~tality had been broken down by tl1e s tem republic, not one 
retained the rna terials necessary to enjoy independence, or to 
devele.p a new history. The political faculty which organises states 
and finds society in a moral order was exhausted, and the Christian 
doctors looked in vain over the waste of ruins for a people by whose 
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aid the Church might survive the decay of Rome. A new element 
of national life was brought to that declining world by the enemies 
who desb:oyed it. The flood of barbarians settled over it for a season, 
and then subsided; and ·when the landmarks of civilisation 
appeared once more, it was found that the soil had been 
impregnated wi~1 a fertilising and regenerating influence, and tha·t 
the inundation had laid the germs of future states and of a new 
society. The political sense and energy came with the new blood, · 
and was exhibited in the power exercised by the younger race 
upon the old, and in the establishment of a graduated freedom. 
Instead of universal equal rights, the ac;tual enjoyment of which is 
n.ecessarily contingent on, and commensurate with, power, the 
rights of the people were made dependent on a variety of conditions, 
the first of which was the dish·ibution of property. Civil society 
became a classified organism instead of a formless combination of 
atoms, and the feudal system gradually arose. 

Roman Gaul had so thoroughly adopted the ideas of absolute 
authority and undistinguished equality during the five centuries 
between C~sar and Clovis, that the people could never be 
reconciled to the new system. Feudalism remained a foreign 
importation, and the feudal aristocracy an alien race, and the 
common people of Francetsought protection against both in the 

· Roman jurisprudence and the power of the crown. The 
development of absolute monarchy by the help of democracy is 
the one constant character of French history. The royal power, 
feudal at first, and limited by the immunities and the great vassals, 
became more popular as it grew more absolute; . while the 
suppression of aristocracy, the removal of the intermediate 
authorities, was so particularly the object of the nation, that it was 
more energetically accomplished after the fall of the throne. The 
monarchy which had been engaged from the thirteenth century 
in curbing the nobles, was at last thrust aside by the democracy, 
because it was too dilatory in the work, and was unable to deny its 
own origin and effectually ruiri the class from which it sprang. All 
those things which constitute the peculiar character of the French 
Revolution,- the demand for equality, the hatred of nobility and 
feudalism, and of the Church which was connected with them, 
the constant reference to pagan examples, the suppression of 
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monarchy, the new code of law, the breach with tradition, and 
the substitution of an ideal sys tem for everyth~ng tha t had 
proceeded from the mixture and mutual action of the races,- all 
these exhibit the common type of a reaction against the effects of 
the Frankish invasion.TI1e hatred of royalty was less than the hab·ed 
of aristocracy; privileges were more detested than tyranny; and 
the king p erished because of the origin of his authority ra ther than 
because of its abuse. Monarchy unconnected with aristocracy 
became popular in France, even when most unconb·olled; whilst 
the attempt to recons titute the throne, and to limit and fence it 
with its peers, broke down, because the old Teutonic elem ents on 
which it relied- hereditary nobility, primogeniture, and privilege­
were no longer tolerated. The substance of the ideas of 1789 is n ot 
~e limitation of the sovereign p ower, but the abrogation of 
'intermediate powers. These powers, and tli.e classes which enjoyed 
them, come in Latin Europe from a barbarian origin; and the 
movement which calls itself liberal is essentially national. If liberty 
were its object, its means w ould be the establishment of great 
independent authorities not derived from the State, and its model 
would be England. Bu t its object is equality; and it seeks,like France 
in 1789, to cas t out the elem ents of inequality which were 
introduced by the Teutonic race. This is the object which Italy and 
Spain have had in common w ith France, and herein consists the 
natural league of the Latin nations. · 

This national element in the movement was not understood by the 
revolutionaty leaders. A t first; their doctrine appeared entirely 
contrary to the idea of nationality. They taught that certain general 
principles of government were absolutely right in all States; and 
they asserted in themy the unresb·icted freedom of the individual, 
and the supremacy of the will over every external n·2cessity or 
obligation. This is in apparent cor.tradiction to the na tional theory, 
that certain natural fo rces ought to determine the character, the 
form, and the policy of the State, by which a kind of fate is put in 
the p lace of freedom. Accordingly the national sentiment was no t 
developed directly out of the revolution in which it was involved, 
but was exhibited first in resis tance to it, when ilie attempt to 
emancipa te had been absorbed in the desire to subjugate, and the 
republic had been succeeded by the empire. Napoleon called a 
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new power into exis tenc ~~WIJ;i~ r • Russia, by 
delivering it in Italy, by gov · ~ia it in Germany 
and Spain. The sovereigns of these countries were deposed or 
degraded; an d a system of admin:isb:ation was introduced which 
was French in i ts origin, i ts spirit, and its ins trumen ts. The people 
resis ted the change. The movement agains t i t was popular and 
spontaneous, because the rulers were absent or helpless; and it 
was national, because it was directed agains t foreign ins titutions. 
In Tyrol, in Spain, and afterwards in Prussia, the people did not 
receive the impulse from the govenunent, but undertook of their 
own accord to cast out the armies and the ideas. of revolutionised 
France. Men were made conscious of the national element of the 
revolution by its conques ts, not in its rise. The three things which 
the Empire mos t openly oppressed - r eligion , n a tional 
independence, and political liberty- united in a short-lived league 
to animate the great uprising by w hich Napoleon fell. Under the 
influence of tha t memorable alliance a political spirit was called 
forth on the Continent, which clung to freedom and abhorred 
revolution, and sought to restore, to develop, and to reform the 
decayed national ins titutiot1s. The men who proclaimed these 
ideas, Stein and Gorres, Humboldt, Muller, and De Maistre, were 
as h os tile to Bonapartis~ as ~o the absolu9-sm of the old 
governments, and insis ted on the na tional rights, which had been 
invaded equally by both, and which they hoped to restore by the 
destructiqn of the French su premacy. With the cause that 
triumphed a t Waterloo the friends of the Revolution had no 
sympathy, for they had learned to identify their doctrine with 
the cause of France. The Holland House Whigs in England, the 
Afrancesados in Spain, the Muratists in Italy, and the partisans 
of the Confedera tion of the Rhine, merging patriotism in their 
revolutionary affections, regretted the fall of the French power, 
and looked with alarm at those new and unknown forces which 
theW ar of Deliverance had evoked, and which were as menacing 
to French liberalism as to French supremacy. 

But the new aspira tions for n ational and popular righ ts were 
crushed at the ~estoration. The liberals of those days cared for 
freedom, not in the shape of national independence, but of French 
ins titutions; and they co~bined against the na~ons with the 
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ambition of ~~ govenm1ents. They.~Y1ere as ready to sacrifice 
nationality to thel't.ideaJ G!~tb-~Jfoly' Alliance was to the interests 
of absolutism. Talleyrand indeed declared at Vienna t!.1at the Polish 
question ought to have precedence over all ot:her ·questions, 
because the partition of Poland had been one of the first and 
greatest causes of the evils which Europe had suffered; but 
dynas tic interests prevailed. All the sovereigns represented at 
Vieru1a recovered their dominions, except the King of Saxony, 
who was punished for his fidelity to Nap oleon; but the States 
that were umepresented in the· reigning families -Poland, Venice, 
and Genoa - were no t revived, and even the Pope had grea t 
difficulty in recovering the Legations from the grasp of A ush·ia. 
Nationality, which the old regime had ign ored, which had been 
outraged by the revolution and the empire, received, after its first 
op en demonstration, the hardes t blow a t the Congress ofViem1a. 
The principle which the first partition had genera ted, to which 
the revolution had given a basis of theory, which had been lashed 
by the empire into a momentary convulsive effort, was matured 
by the long error of the res toration into a consis tent doch·ine, 
nourished and jus tified by the situation of Europe. 

The governments of the Holy Alliance devoted themselves to 
suppress with equal care the revolutionary spirit by which they 
had been threatened, and the n a tional spirit by which they had 
been restored. Austria, which owed nothing to the national 
movement, and had prevented its revival after 1809, n atura lly 
took the lead in repressing it. Every disturbance of the final 
settlements of 1815, every aspiration for ch anges or reforms, was 
conderrmed as sedition. This system repressed the good with the 
evil tendencies of the age; and the resistance which it provoked, 
during the genera tion tha t passed away from the restoration to 
the fall of Metternich, and again under the reaction which 
commenced with Schwarzenber g and end ed with the 
adminisb:a tions of Bach and Manteuffel, proceeded from various 
combinations of the opposite forms of liberalism. In the successive 
phases of that struggle, the idea that national claims are above 
a ll other rights gradually rose to the supremacy which it n ow 
possesses among the revolutionary agencies. 

The first liberal m ovement, that of the Carbonari in the south of 
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Europe, had no specific national character, but was supported by 
the .Bonapartists both in Spain and Italy. In the following years the 
opposite ideas of 1813 came to the front, and a revolutionary 
movement, in many respects hostile to the principles of revolution, 
began in defence of liberty, religion, and nationality. All these causes 
were united in the Irish agitation, and in the Greek, Belgian, and 
Polish revolutions. Those sentiments which had been insulted by 
Napoleon, and had risen against him, rose against the governments 
of the restoration. They had been oppressed by the sword, and 
then by the b:eaties. The national principle added force, but not 
justice, to this movement, which, in every case but Poland, was 
success_ful. A period followed in which it degenerated into a purely 
national idea, as the agitation for repeal succeeded emancipation, 
and Panslavism and Pan-hellenism arose under the auspices of 
the Eastern Church. This was the third phase of the resistance to 
the settlement of Vienna, which was weak, because it failed to 
satisfy national or constitutional aspirations, either of which would 
have been a safeguard against the otl1er, by a moral if not by a 
popular justification. At first, in 1813., the people rose against their 
conquerors, in defence of their legitimate rulers. They refused to 
~e governed by usurpers. In the period between 1825 and 1831, 
tl1ey resolved that they would not be misgoverned by strangers. 
The French administration was often better than that which it 
displaced, but there were prior claimants for the authority exercised 
by the French, and at first the national contest was a contest for 
legitimacy. In the second period this element was wanting. No 
dispossessed princes led the Greeks, the Belgians, or the Poles. The 
Turks, tl1e Dutch, and the Russians were attacked, not as usurpers, 
but as oppressors,- because they misgoverned, not because they 
were of a different race. Then began a time when the tex t simply 
was, tl1a t nations would not be governed by foreigners. Power 
legitimately obtained, and exercised with moderation, was declared 
invalid. National rights, like religion, had borne part in the previous 
combinations, and had been auxiliaries in the struggles for freedom, 
but now nationality became a paramount claim, which was to 
assert itself alone, which might put forward as pretexts the rights 
of rulers, the liberties of the people, the safety of religion, but which, 
if no such union could be formed, was to prevail at the expense of 
every otl1er cause for which nations make sacrifices. 
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Matternich is, next to Napoleon,- the chief promoter of this theory; 
for the anti-national ~harc;tcter of the res toration was most distinct 

. in Austria, and it is in opposition to the Austrian Government that 
nationalitY grew into a syste~. Napoleon, who, trusting to his 

. armies, despised, moral forces iri politics, was overthrown by their 
rising. Austria committed the same fault in the government of her 
Italian provinces. The.kingdom of Italy had united all the northern 
part of the Peninsula in a single State; and the national. feelings, 
which the French repressed elsewhere, were encouraged as a 
safeguard of their power in Italy apd in Poland. When the tide of 
victory turned, Austria invoked against the French the aid of the 
new sentiment they had ·fostered. Nugent annomice<;l, in his 
proclamation to the Italians, that they should becom e an 
independentnation. The same ~piritserved different masters, and 
contributed fi.ist to the .qestruction of the old States, then to the 
expulsion of tpe French, and again, under Charles Albert, to a 
new revolutibn. It was .appealed to in the name of the most 
contradietoryprinciples of government, and served all parties in 
succession, because it was one ~which all could unite. Beginning 
by a protest against the dominion of race over race, its mildest and 
least-developed form, it gr·ew into a condemnation of every State 
that included different races, and finally became the cor:nplete and 
consistent theory, that the State and the nation must be co-extensive. 
"It is," says Mr. Mill·, "in general a necessary condition of free 
institutions, that the boundaries of governments should coincide 
in the main with those of nationalities."2 

The outward historical progress of this idea from an indefinite 
aspiration to be the keystone of a political system, may be traced in 
the life of the man who gave to it the element in which its strength 
resides, - Giuseppe Mazzini. He found Carbonarism impotent 
against the measures of the governments, and resolved to give new 
life to t:he liberal movement by transferring it to the ground of 
natio:r:tality. Exile is the nursery of nationality, as oppression is the 
school of liberalism; and Mazzini conceived the idea of Young Italy 
when he was a refugee at Marseilles. In the same way, the Polish 
exiles are the champions of every national movement; for to them 
all political rights are absorbed in the idea of independence, which, 
however they may differ with ~ach other, is the ohe aspiration 
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common to them all. Towards the year 1830 literature also 
contributed to the national idea. "It was the time," says Mazzini, 
"of the great conflict between the roman tic and the classical school, 
which might with equal truth be called a conflict between the 
partisans· of freedom and of authority." The romantic school was 
infidel in Italy, and Catholic in Germany; but in both it had the 
common effect of encouraging national history and literature, and 
Dante was as great an authority with the Italian democrats as 
with the leaders of the mediceval revival at Vienna, Munich, and 
Berlin. But neither the influence of the exiles, nor that of the poets 

. and critics of the new party, extended over the masses. It was a 
sect without popular sympathy or encouragement, a conspiracy 
founded not on a grievance, but on a doctrine; and when the 
attempt to rise was made iT} Savoy, in 1834, under a banner with 
the motto "Unity, Independence, God and Humanity," the people 
were puzzled at its object, and indifferent to its failure. ButMazzini 
continued his propaganda, developed his Giovine Italia into a 
Giovine Europa, and established in 1847 the international league 
of nations. "The people," he said, in his opening address, ·" is 
penetrated with only one idea, that of unity and nationality .... 
There is no international question as to forms of government, but 
"only a na tional question." · 

The revolution of 1848, unsuccessful in its national purpose, 
prepared the subsequent victories of nationality in two ways. The 
first of these was the restoration of the Austrian power in Italy, 
with a new and more energetic cenb·alisa tion, which gave no 
promise of freedom. Whilst that system prevailed, the right was 
on the side of the national aspirations, and they were revived in a 
more complete and cultivated form by Manin. The policy of the 
Austrian Government, which failed during the ten years of the 
reaction to convert the tenure by force into a tenure by right, and 
to establish with free institutions the condition of allegiance, gave 
a negative encouragement to the theory. It deprived Francis Joseph 
of all active support and sympathy in 1859, for he was more clearly 
wrong in his conduct than his enemies in their doctrines. The real 
cause of the energy which the national theory has acquired is, 
however, the triumph of the democratic principle in France, and 
its recognition by the European Powers. The theory of nationality 
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is involved in the democratic themy of the sovereignty of the general 
will. "One hardly knows what any division of the human race 
should be free to do, if not to determine with which of the various 
collective bodies of human beings they choose to associate 
themselves."3 It is by this act that a na tion cons titutes itself. To 
have a collective will, unity is necessary, and independence is 
requisite in order to assert it. Unity and nationality are s till more 
essential to the notion of the sovereignty of the people than the 
cashiering of m onarchs, or the revocation of laws. Arbitrary acts 
of this kind may be prevented by the happiness of the people or 
the popularity of the king, but a nation inspired by the democratic 

. idea cannot with consistency allow a part of itself to belong to a 
foreign State, or the whole to be divided into several native States. 
The theory of nationality therefore proceeds from both the principles 
which divide the political world,- from legitimacy, which ignores 
its claims, and from the revolution, w hich assum es them; and for 
the same reason it is the chief weapon of the last against the first. 

In pursuing the outward and visible growth of the national theory 
we are prepared for an examination of its political charac::ter and 
value. The absolutism which has created it denies equa11y tha t 
absolute right of na tional unity w hich is a product of democr;acy., 
and that claim of national liberty which beloPgs to the theory of 
freedom. These two views of nationality, corresponding to the 
French and to the English systems, are connected in i1ame only, 
and are in reality the opposite extremes of political thought. In one 
case, nationality is founded on the perpe tual supremacy of the 
collective will, of which the unity of the nation is the necessary 
condition, to which every other influence must def~r, and against 
which n o obligation enjoys authority, and all resistance is 
tyrannical. The nation is here an ideal unit founded on the race, in 
defiance of the modifying action of ex ternal causes, of tradition, 
and of existing rights. It overrules the rights and wishes of the 
inhabitants, absorbing their divergent interests in a fictitious unity; 
sacrifices their several inclinations and duties to the higher claim 
of nationality, and crushes all na tural rights and all es tablished 
liberties for the purpose of vindicating itself. \t\fhenever a single 
definite object is made the supreme end of the State, be it the 
advantage of a class, the safety or the p ower of the counh-y, the 
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greates t happiness of the greatest number, or the support of any 
speculative idea, the State becomes for the time inevitably absolute . 

. Liberty alone demands for its realisa tion the limi tation of the public 
authority, for liberty is the only object which benefits all alike, and 
provokes no sincere opposition. In supporting the claims of national 
unity, governments must be subver ted in whose title tl1ere is no 
flaw, and whose policy is beneficent and equitable, and subjects 
must be compelled to transfer t11eir aLlegiance to an autl1ority for 
which tl1ey have no a ttachment, and which may be practically a 
foreign domination. Connected with tlus tl1emy in nothing except 
in tl1e common enmity of tl1e absolute s ta te, is the tl1eory w luch 
represents na tionality as an essentia l, but not a supreme element 
in determining the forms of tl1e State. It is distinguished from ilie 
o ther, because it tends to diversity and not to uniformity, to 
harmony and not to unity; because it aims not a t an arbitrary 
change, but at careful respect for tl1e existing conditions of political 
life, and because it obeys tl1e laws and results of hlstory, not tl1.e 
aspirations of an ideal future. While the theory of wut:y makes the 
nation a source of despotism and revolu lion, the theory of liberty 
regards it as the bulwark of self-government, and the forem ost 
limit to the excessive.power of tl1e Sta te. Private rights; which are 
sacrificed to the muty, are preserved by the union of nations. No 
power can so efficiently resist ilie tendencies of centralisation, of 
corruption, and of absolutism, as t11at community which is ilie 
vas test tha t can be included in a State, which imposes on its 
m embers a consistent similarity of character, interest, and opinion, 
and which arrests the action of tl1e sovereign by ilie influence of a 
divided patriotism. The presence of different na tions under ilie 
same sovereignty is similar in its effect to the independence of the 
Chw-ch in the State. It provides against the servility which flow-ishes 
under ilie shadow of a single authority, by balancing interests, 
multiplying associations, and giving to tl1e subject tl1e resb:aint 
and support of a combined opinion. In ilie same way it promotes 
independence by forming definite gro:ups of public opinion, and 
by affording a great source and centre of p olitical sentimen ts, and 
of notions of duty not derived from the sovereign vyill. Liberty 
provokes diversity, and diversity preserves liberty by supplying 
tl1e means of orga11isation. All those portions of law which govern 
tl1e rela tions of men witl1 each other, and regulate social life, are 
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the v·arying result of national custom and the creation of private 
society. In these things, therefore, the several nations will differ 
from each other~ for they themselves have produced them, and 
they do not owe them to the State which rules them all. This 
diversity in the same State is a firm barrier against the intrusion of 

1 
the government beyond the political sphere which is common to 
all into the social department which escapes legislation and is ruled . 
by spontaneous laws. This sort of interference is characteristic of 
an absolute government, and is sure to provoke a reaction, and 
finally a remedy. That intolerance of social freedom w hich is 
natural to absolutism is sure to find a corrective in the national 
diversities, which no other force could so efficiently provide. The 
co-existence of several nations under the same State is a test, as well as 
tire best securihJ of its freedom . It is also one of tire chief instru111e1Lts of 
civilisation; and, as such, it is in the natural and providential order, and 
indicates a state of g1·eater advancement than the national unity which 
is tire ideal of modern liberalism. 

The combination of different nations in one State is as necessary a 
condition of civilised life as tire combination of men in society. Inferior 
races are raised by living in political union with races iHtellectually 
superior. Exhausted and decaying nations are revived by the contact of 
a you.nger vitalih;. Nations in which tire elements of organisation and 
the capacity for government have been lost, either through the 
demoralising influence of despotism, or the disintegrating action of 
democracy, are restored and educated anew under the disciplim of a 
stronger and Less corrupted race. This fertilising and regenerating process 
can only be obtained by Living under one government. It is in the em tldron 
of the State that the fusion takes place by which the vigour, the knowledge, 
and tire capacihJ of one portion of mankind may be commwzicated to 
another. Where political and national boundaries coincide, society ceases 
to advance, and nations relapse into a condition corresponding to that 
of men who renounce intercourse with tlreirfellow-men. The difference 
between the two unites mankind not only by the benefits it confers on 
those who live together, but because it connects socieh;either by a politicrzl 
or a national bond, gives to every people an interest in its neighbours, 
either because they are under the srzme government or because they are 
of tire same race, and tints promotes the interests of lnmzanity, of 
civilisation, and of religion. 



Nati.on & Nationality 29 

Christianity rejoices a t the mixture of races, as paganism identifies 
itself with their differences, because truth is universal, and errors 
various and pru·ticular. In the ancient world idolatry and nationality 
went together, and the same term is applied in Scripture to both. It 
was the mission of the Church to overcome national differences. 
The period of her undisputed supremacy was that in which all 
\N este1n Europe obeyed the same laws, all literature was contained 
in one language, and the political unity of Christendom was 
personified in a single potentate, while its intellectual unity was 
represented in or:te university. As the ancient Romans concluded 
their conquests by cru·1y ing away the gods of the conquered people, 
Charlemagne overcame the national resistance of the Saxons only 
by the forcible destruction of their pagru1 rites. Out of the mediceval 
period, ru1d the combined action of the German race and the 
Church, came forth a new system of na tions and a new conception 
of nationality. Nature was overcome in the na tion as well as in the 
individual. In pagan and uncultivated times, nations were 
d istinguished from each other by the widest diversity, not only in 
religion, but in customs, language, and character. Under the new 
law they had many things in common; the old barriers which 
separated them were removed, and the new principle of self­
government, which Christianity imposed, enabled them to live 
together under the srune authority, without necessarily losing their 
cherished habia;, their customs, or their laws. The new idea of freedom 
made room for diff-erent rnces in one State. A natioll was no longer what 
it had been to the anciellt world,- the progeny of a common ances tor, or 
the aboriginal product of a particular region, -a result of merely physical 
and lllaterial causes,- but a moral and political being; not the creation of 
geographical or physiological unihj, but developed in the course of 
history by the action of the State. It is derived from the State, not supreme 
011er. it. A State may in course of time produce a nationality; but that a 
nationality should constitute a State is contrary to the nature of modern 
civilisation. TIIe nation derives its rights and its power from the memory 
of a former independence. 

The Church has agreed in this respect with the tendency of political 
progress, and discouraged wherever she could the isolation of 
nations; admonishing them of their duties to each other, and 
regarding conquest and feudal inves titure as the natural means of 
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raising barbarous or sunken nations to a higher level. But though 
she has never atn·ibuted to national independence an immuni ty 
from ' the ac~idental consequences of feudal law, of hereditary 
claims, or of testamentary arrangements, she defends national 
liberty against .uniformity and cenb·alisation wi th an energy 
inspired by perfect community of interests. For the same enemy 
threatens both; and the State which is reluc tant to tolerate 
differences, and to do justice to the peculiar character of va rious 
races, must from the same cause interfere in the interna l 
government of religion. The connec tion of religious liberty with 
the emancipation of Poland or Ireland is no t merely the accidental 
result of local causes; and the failure of the Concordat to mute the 
subjects of Austria is the na tural consequence of a policy which 
did not desire to protect the provinces in their diversity and 
autonomy, and sought to bribe the Church by favours instead of 
strengthening her by indepe~1dence. From tilis influence of religion 
in modern history has proceeded a new definition of patriotism. 

The difference bel1ueen nationalihJ and the State is exhibited in the nature 
of patriotic attachment. Our connection with the mce is merely natural 
or physical, whilst our duties to the political nation are ethical. 011e is a 
community of affections and instincts infinitely important and powerful 
in savage life, but pertaining more to the animal than to the ci·oilised 
man; the other is an authority governillg by laws, imposing obligations, 
and giving a moral sanction and character to the natural relations of 
sociehJ. Patriotism is in political life what faith is in religion, and it 
stands to the domestic feelings and to home-sickness as faiti1 to 
fanaticism and to superstition. It has one aspect derived from 
plivate life and nature, for it is an extension of ti1e family affections, 
as the tribe is an extension of ti1e family. But in its real political 
character, patriotism consists in ti1e development of ti1e ins tinct of 
s~Jf-,preservation into~ PSlral duty wllich may involve self-sacrifice. 
Self-preservation is both' an· instiuc~ and a duly, natural and 
involuntary in one respect, and at the same time a moral obligation. 
By the first it produces ti1e family; by ti1e last the State. If ti1e nation 
could exis t without the State, subject only to ti1e ins tinct of self­
preservation, it would be incap abie of denying, controlling, or 
sacrificing itself; it would be an end and a rule to itself. But in ti1e 
political order moral p urposes are realised and public ends are 
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pursued to which private interests and even existence must be 
sacrificed. The grea t sign of true pah·iotism, the development of 
selfislu1ess into sacrifice, is the product of political life. That sense 
of duty which is supplied by race is not entirely separated from its 
selfish and instinctive basis; and the love of country, like married 
love, stands at the same time on a material and a moral foundation. 
The pa h·iot must distinguish between the two causes or objects of 
his devotion. The a ttachment which is given only to the country is 
like obedience given only to the State - a submission "to physical 
influences. The man who prefers his cow1h'Y before every other 
duty shows the same spirit as the man who surrenders every right 
to the State. They both deny that right is superior to authmity. 

There is n 111ornl nnd politicnl.country, in the language of Burke, distinct 
fro m the geogrnphicnl, which 111ny be possibly in collision with it. The 
Frenchmen who bore arms against the Convention were as 
patriotic as the Eng~ishmen who bore arms against King Charles, 
for they recognised· a higher duty than that of obedience to the 
actual sovereign. "In an address to France,". said Burke, "in an 
a ttempt to h·eatwith it, or in considering any scheme at ;ill relative 
to it, it is impossible we should mean the geographical, we must 
always mean the moral and political, counh-y. ... The h·uth is, 
that France is out of itself- the moral France is separated from 
the geographical. The master of the house is expelled, and the 
robbers are in possession. If we look for the corporate people of 

. France, existing as corporate in the eye and intention of public 
law (that corporate people, I mean, who are free to deliberate 
and to decide, and who have a capacity to b·eat and conclude),· 
they are in Flanders and Germany, in Switzerland, Spain, Italy, 
and England. There are .all the princes of the blood, there are all 
the orders of the State, there are all the parliaments of the 
kingdom .... I am sure that if half that number of the same 
description were taken out of this counb·y, it would leave hardly 
anything that I should call the people of England."4 Rousseau 
draws nearly the same d is tinction between the country to which 
we happen to belong and that w hich fulfils towards us the 
political funcljons of the State. In the Emile h e has a sentence of 
which it is not easy in a b·anslation to convey the point: "Qui n' a 
pas une patrie a du moins un pays." And in his tract on Political 
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Economy he writes: "How shall men love their country if it is 
nothing more for them than for strangers, and bestows on them 
only that w~ich it can refuse to none?" It is in the same sense h e 
says, further on, "La patrie ne peut subsister sans la Iiberte."5 

The nationality formed by the State, then, is the only one to which 
we owe political duties, and it is, therefore, the only one which 
has political rights. The Swiss are ethnologically either French, 
Italian, or German; but no nationality has the slightest claim upon 
them, except the purely political nationality of Switzerland. The 
Tuscan or the Neapolitan State has formed a na tionality, but the 
citizens of Florence and of Naples have no. political community 
with each other. There are other States which have n either 
succeeded in absorbing distinct races in a political nationality, nor 
in separating a particular district from a larger na tion. Aush·ia 
and Mexico are instances on the one hand, Parma and Baden on 
the other. The progress of civilisation deals ~ardly with the las t 
description of States. In order to maintain their integrity they 
must attach themse~ves by confederations, or family alliances, to 
greater Po~ers, and thus lose something of their independence. 
Their tendency is to isola te and shut off their inhabitants, to 
narrow the horizon of their views, and to dwarf in some degree 
the proportions of their ideas. Public opinion cmmotmaintain its 
liberty and purity in such small dimensions, and the currents 
that come from larger communities sweep over a conh·acted 
terri t01y . In a small and h omogeneous population there is hardly 
room for a natural classification of society, or for inner groups of 
interes ts that set bounds to sovereign power. The government 
and the subjects contend with borrowed weapons. The resources 
of the one an d the aspirations of the other are derived from some 
external source, and the consequence is t:i1a t the country becom es 
the instrument and the scene of contes ts in which it is n o t 
interested. These Sta tes, like the minuter communities of the 
Midd le Ages, serve a purpose, by cons tituting partitions and 
~ecuri~es of self-government in the la rger States; but they are 
Impediments to the progress of society, which depends on the 
mixture of races under the same governments. 

The vanity and peril of national claims founded on no political 
tradition, but on race alone, appear in Mexico. There the races are 
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divided by blood, without being grouped together in different 
regions. It is, therefore, neither possible to unite them nor to convert 
them into the elements of an organised State. They are fluid, 
shapeless, and unc01mected, and cannot be precipitated, or formed 
into the basis of political institutions. As they cannot be used by 
the State, they cannot be recognised by it; and their peculiar 
qualities, capabilities, passions, and attachments are of no service, 
and therefore obtain no regard. They are necessarily ignored, and 
are therefore perpetually outraged. From this difficulty of races 
with political pre tensions, but without political position, the 
Eastern world escaped by the institution of castes. Where there 
are only two races there is the resource of slavery; but when 
different races inhabit the different territories of one Empire 
composed of several smaller States, it is of all possible combinations 
the most favourable to the establishment of a highly developed 
system of freedom. In Austria there are two circumstances which 

. add to the difficulty of the problem, but also increase its 
importance. The several nationalities are at very unequal degrees 
of advan cement, and there is no single nation which is so 
predominant as to overwhelm or absorb the others. These are the 
conditions necessary for the very highest degree of organisation 
which government is capable of receiving. They supply the 
greatest variety of intellectual resource; the perpetual incentive 
to progress, which is afforded not merely by com petition, but by 
the spectacle of a more advanced people; the most abundant 
elements of sell-government, combined with the impossibility for 
the S~te to rule all by its own will; and the fullest security for the 
preservation of local customs and ancient rights. In such a country 
as this, liberty would achieve its most glorious results, while 
centralisation and absolutism would be destruction. 

The problem presented to the government of Austria is higher than 
that which is solved in England, because of the necessity of 
admitting the national claims. The parliamentary system fails to 
provide for them, as it presupposes the unity of the people. Hence 
in those countries in w~ch different races dwell together, it has 
not satisfied their desires, and is reg!l..rded as an imperfect form of 
freedom. It brings out more clearly than before the differences it 
does not recognise, and thus continues the work of the old 
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absolutism, and appears as a new phase of centralisation. In those 
counb·ies, therefore, the power of the imperial parliament must be 
limited as jealously as the power of the crown, and many of its 
functions must be discharged by provincial diets, and a descending 
series of local au thorities. 

The grea t importance-of na tionality in the State consists in the fact 
that it is the basis of political capac~ty. The character of n nation 
determines in great measure the form and vitality of the State. Certain 
political habits anrl ideas belong to particular nations, and they 7'an; 

" witlt the course of the national history. A people just emerging from 
barbarism, a people effete from the excesses of a luxurious 
civilisation, cannot possess the means of governing itself; a people 
devoted to equality, or to absolute monarchy, is incapable of 
producing an aris tocracy; a people averse to the institution of 
private property is without the first element of freedom. Each of 
these can be converted into efficient members of a free commwuty 
only by the contact of a superior race, in whose power will lie the 
future prospects of the State. A system which ignores these things, 
and does not rely for its support on the character and aptitude of 
the people, does not intend that they should administer their own 
affairs, but that they should simply be obedient to the supi·eme 
command. The denial of na tionality, therefore, implies the denial 
of political liberty. 

The greatest adversary of the rights of nationality is the modern 
theory of nationality. By making the State and the nation commensurate 
with each other in theory, it reduces practically to a subject condition all 
other nationalities that may be within the boundan;. It cannot admit 
them to nil equality with the ruling nation which constitutes the State, 
because the State would then cease to be national, which would be a 
contradiction of the principle of its existence. Accordingly, therefore, 
to the degree of humanity and civilisation in that dominant body 
which claims all the rights of the community, the inferior races are 
exterminated, or reduced to servitude, or outlawed, or put in a 
condition of dependence. 

If we take the establishment of liberty for the realisation of moral 
duties to be the end of civil society, we must conclude t11a t those 
states are substantially the mostperfectwhich, like the British and 
Ausb·ian Empires, include various distinct nationalities witl1out 
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oppressing them. Those in which .no mixture of races has occurred 
are imperfec t; and those in which its effects have disappeared 
are decrepit. A Sta te which is incompetent to sa tisfy different 
races condemns itself; a Sta te which labours to .neub·alise, to 
absorb, or to expel them, desh·oys its own vitality; a State which 
does no t include them is destitute of the chief basis of self­
government. The theory of nationali ty, therefore, is a reh·ograde 
s tep in his tory. It is the most advanced form of the revolution, 
and must re tain i ts power .to the end of the revolutionary period, 
of which it announces the approach. Its g reat his torical 
importance depends on tvvo chief causes. · 

First, it is a chimera. The settlement at which it aims is impossible. 
As it can never be sa tisfied and exhausted, and always coptinues 
to assert itself, it prevents the government from ever relapsing. into 
the condition which provoked its rise. The danger is too tlu-eatening, 
and the power over men's minds too great, to allow any system to 
endure which jus tifies the resis tance of n a tionality. It must 
conh·ibute, tl1erefore, to obtain fuatwhich in tl1eory it condemns, 
-the lib2rty of different na tionalities as.members of one sovereign 
conununity. This is a service which no otl1er force could accomplish; 
for. it is a corrective alike of absolute monarchy, of democracy, and 
of cons titutionalism, as well as of fue centralisation which is 
common to all thTee. Neither tl1e monarchical, nor the revolutionary, 
nor fue parliam entary sys tem can do this; and all tl1e ideas which 
have excited entlmsiasm in pas t times are impotent for tl1e purpose 
except na tionality a lone. 

An d secoHdly, the n a tion al theory m arks the end of the 
revolutionary docb·ine and its logical exhaustion. In proclaiming 
the supremacy of tl1e righ ts of na tionality, the system of democratic 
equality goes beyond i~ own extreme boundary, and falls into 
conb·adiction witl1 itself. Between tl1e democra tic and the national 
phase of tl1e revolu tion, socialism had intervened, and had already 
carried the consequences of tl1e principle to an absw·dity. Bu t. that 
phase was passed. The revolution survived i ts offspring, and 
produced anotl1er fw:tl1er result. Nationality is more advanced than 
socialism, because it is a more arbitrary system. The social theory 
endeavours to provide for the exis tence of the individual beneath 
the terrible burdens which modern society heaps upon labow·.It is 
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not merely a d evelopment of the no tion of equali ty, but a refu ge 
from real misery and s ta rva tion. H owever false the solution, it 
was a reasonable demand that the p oor should be saved from 
destruction; arid if the freedom of the State w as sacrificed to 
the safe ty of the individual, the more im~edia te object was, a t 
leas t in theory, a ttained. But nationality does not aim either at 
Liberty or prosperity, both of which it sacrifices to the i111pern tive 
necessity of making the nation the mould and measllre of the State. 
Its course will be marked with material as well as m oral ruin, in 
order that a new invention may prevail over the works of God 
and the interests of m ankind. There is n o principle of chan ge, 
no phase of p olitica l s p ecula tion con ceivable, m or e 
comprehensive, more subversive, or more arbih·ary than this. It 
is a confutation of democracy, because it sets limits to the exercise 
of the popular will, and substitutes fo r it a higher principle. It 
prevents not only the division, but the ex tension of the Sta te, 
and forbids to termina te war by conques t, and to obtain a 
security for p eace. Thus, after surrendering the individual to 
the collective will, the revolutionary system makes the collective 
will subject to conditions which are independent of it, and rejects 
all law, only to be contro lled by an accident. 

Although, therefore, the theory of na tionality is more absurd and 
more criminal than the theory of socialism, it has an important 
mission in the world, and marks the final conflict, and tl~erefore 
the end, of two forces which are the worst enemies of civil freedom, 
- the absolute m onarchy and the revolution. 
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What is a Nation? 

Ernest Renan 
What I propose to do today is to analyse with you an idea which, 
though seemingly clear, lends itself to the most dangerous 
n1isw1derstandings. Consider the vast agglomerations of men found 
in China, Egypt or ancient Babylonia, the tribes of the Hebrews 
and the Arabs, the city as it existed in Athens or Sparta, the 
assemblies of the various territories in the Carolingian Empire, those 
commwuties which are without a patrie2 arid are maintained by a 
religious bond alone, as is the case with the Israelites and the 
Parsees, n a tions, such as France, England and the majority of the 
modern European sovereign s ta tes, confederations, such as exist 
in Switzerland or in America, and ties, such as those that race, or 
ra ther language, es tablishes be tween the different branches of the 
German or Slav peoples. Each of these groupings exists, or has 
exis ted, and there would be the diresta of consequences if one were 

. to confuse _any one of them with any other. At the time of the 
French Revolution, it was commonly believed that the institutions 
proper to smal)., independent cities, such as Sparta and Rome, might 
be applied to our large nations, which number some thirty or forty 
million sou~s . Nowadays, a Jar graver mistake is made: race is confused 
with nation and a sovereign h) analogous to that_ of really existing peoples 
is attributed to ethnographic or, rather linguistic groups. 

I want n ow to q:y and make these difficult questions som ewhat 
more precise, for the slightes t confusion regarding the meaning 
of words, a t the s tar t of an argum ent, m ay in the end lead to the 
most fatal of errors. It is a delicate thing that I propose to do 
here, somewhat akin to vivisection; I am going to trea t the living 
much as one ordinarily treats the dead. I shall adopt an absolutely 
cool and impartial attitude. Since the fall of the Roman Empire 
or, rather, since the disintegration of Ch arlem agne's empire, 
western Europe has seemed to us to be divided into na tions, some 
of w hich, in certain epochs, have sou ght to wield a hegemony 
over the others, without ever enjoying any lastin g success. It is 
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hardly likely that anyone in the future w ill achieve what Charles 
V. Louis XIV and-Napoleon I failed to do. The founding of a new 
Roman Empire or of a new Carolingian empire would now be 
impossible. Europ e is so divided that any bid for universal 
domination wo~ld very rapidly give rise to a coalition, which 
would drive any too ambitious nation back to its natmal frontiers.3 

A kind of equilibrium has long been established . France, England, 
Germany and Russia will, for centuries to come, no m atter what 
may befall them, contii1ue tooe individual historical units, the 
crucial pieces on a chequer-board whose squares w ill forever 
vary in importance and size but will never be wholly confused 
with each o ther. Na tions, in this sense of the term, are something 
fairly new in his tory. Antiquity was unfamiliar with them; Egypt, 
China and ancient Chaldea were in no way na tions. Th ey were 
flocks led by a Son of the Sun or by a Son of Heaven. Neither ir:t 
Egypt nor in China were there citizens as such. Classical antiqui ty 
had republics, municipal kingdoms, confederations of local 
republics and empires, yet it can hardly be said to have had nations 
in our unders tanding of the term. Athens, Sparta, Tyre and Sidon 
were small centres imbued with the most admirable pa triotism, 
but they were simply cities with a rela tively restricted territory. 
Gaul, Spain and Italy, prior to their absorption by the Roman 
Empire, were collections of clans, which were often allied among 
themselves but had no central institutioi1s and no dynasties. The 
Assyrian Empire, the Persian Empire and the empire of Alexander 
the Great were not patries either. There never were any Assyrian 
patriots, and the Persian Empire was nothing but a vas t feudal 
structure. No na tion traces its origins back to Alexander the 
·Grea t' s m om ento us adv enture, fer tile tho u gh it was in· 
consequences for the general history of civilization . 

The Roman Empire was much m ore nearly a patrie. Rom an 
domination, although at first so harsh, was soon loved, for it had 
brought about the grea t benefit of putting an end to war. The 
empire was a huge associa tion, and a synonym for order, peace 
and civiliza tion. In its closing s tages, lofty souls, enlightened 
bishops, and the educated classes had a real sense of the Pnx 
Romana, which withstood the threatening chaos of barbarism. But 
an empire twelve times larger than present-day France cannot be 
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said to be a state in the modern sense of the term. The split between 
the eastern and western (empires) was inevitable, and Untitled 
Document attempts at founding an empire in Gaul, in the third 
century AD, did not succeed either. It was in fact the Germanic 
invasions which introduced into the world the principle which, 
later, was to serve as a basis for the existence of nationalities. 

What in fact did the German peoples accomplish, from their 
gi·eatinvasions in the fifth century AD up until the final Norman 
conquests in the tenth century? They effected little chang~ in 
the racial stock, but they imposed dynasties and a military 
aristocracy upon the more or less extensive parts of the old 
empire ofthe west, which assumed' tl1e names of their invaders . 

. This was the origin of France, Burgundy, and Lombardy, and, 
subsequently, Normandy. The Frankish Empire so rapidly 
extended its sway that, for a p eriod, it re-established the unity 
of the west, but it was irreparably shattered around tl1e middle 
of the ninth century; the partition ofVerdun4 outlined divisions 
which were in principle immutable and, from then on, France, 
Germany, England, Italy, and Spain made their way, by often 
circuitous paths and through a thousand and one vicissitudes, 
to tl1eir full national existence, such as we see it blossoming today. 
What in fact is the defining feature of tl1ese different states? It is 
tl1e fusion of their component popula tions. 

In the above mentioned countries, tl1ere is nothing analogous to 
what you will find in Turkey, where Turks, Slavs, Greeks, 
Armenians, Arabs, Syrians, and Kurds are as distinct today as 
tl1ey were upon the day that they were conquered. Two crucial 
circumstances helped to bring about tl1is result. First, the fac t that 
tl1e Germanic peoples adopted Christianity as soon as they 
underwent any prolonged contact with the Greek or La tin peoples. 
When conqueror or conquered have the same religion or, rather, 
when the conqueror adopts the religion of tl1e ·conquered, the 
Turkish system- tl1at is, the absolute distinction between men in 
terms of their religion- can no longer arise. The second circumstance 
was tl1e forgetting, by tl1e conquerors, of tl1eir own language. The 
gi·andsons of Clovis, Alaric, Gundebald, Alboin, and Roland were 
already speaking tl1e Roman tongue. This fac t was itself the 
consequence of another important feature, namely, the fact that 
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the Franks, Burgundians, Goths, Lombards, and Normans had very 
few women of their own race with them. 

For several generations, the chiefs only married German women; 
but their concubines were Latin, as were the wet-nurses of their 
children; the tribe as.a whole married Latin women; which meai1t 
that, from the time the Franks and the Goths established themselves 
on Rgman territory, the lingua fmncica and the lingua gothica did 
not last too long. This was not how it was in England, for the 
invading Saxons undoubtedly brought women with them; the 
Celtic population took flight, and, besides, Latin was no longer, or 
rather had never been, dqminant in Britain. If Old French had 
been generally spoken in GaUl in the fifth century Clovis and his 
people would not have abandoned German for Old French. The 
crucial result of all this was that, in spite of the extreme violence of 
the customs of the German invaders, the mould which they imposed 
became, with the passing centuries, the actual mould of the nation. 
'France' became quite legitimately the name of a counb.y to which 
only a virtually imperceptible minority of Franks had come. In the 
tenth centwy, in the fiTstchansons de geste, which are such a perfect 
mirror of the spirit of the times, all the inhabitants of France are 
French. The idea, which had seemed so obvious to Gregory of 
Tours5

, that the population of France was composed of different 
races, was in no way apparent to French writers and poets after 

·Hugh Capet. The difference between noble and serf was as sharply 
drawn as possible, but it was in no sense presented as an ethnic 
difference; it was presented rather as a difference in courage, 
customs, and education, all of which were transmitted hereditarily; 
it did no t occw- to anyone that the origin of all this was a conques t. 
The spurious system according to which nobility owed its origin to 
a privilege conferred by the king for services rendered to the na tion, 
so that every noble was an ennobled p erson, was es tablished as a 
dogma as early as the thirteenth century. The sam e thing took 
place after almost all the Norman conquests. After one or two 
gen erations, the Norman invaders no lon ger distinguished 
themselves from the rest of the population, although their influence 
was not any less profound because of this fact; they had given the 
conquered country a nobility, military habits, and a patriotism that 
they had not known before. Forgetting, I would even go so far as to 
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sny ltistorim l errnr, is n crucinl fnctor in the creation of n nation, which 
. is w!ty progre->c:; in historical shtdies often constihltes a danger for the 
principle of naliotwlity. Indeed, historical enquiiy brii1gs to light 
deeds of violence which took place at the origin of all political 
formations, even of those whose consequences have been altogether 
beneficial. Unity is always effected by means of brutality; the union 
of northern France with the Midi was the result of :massacres and 
terror lasting for the best part of a century. Though the king of 
France was, if I may make so bold as to say, almost the perfect 
ii1stance of an agent that c1ystallized (a nation) over a long period; 
though he es tablished the most perfect national unity that there 
has ever been, too searching a scrutiny had desb·oyed his prestige. 
The nation which he had formed has cursed him, and, nowadays, 
it is only men of culture who know som ething of his former value 
and of his acluevements. 

It is only by contrast that these great laws of the history of western · 
Europe become perceptible to us. Many countries failed to achieve 
w hat the King of France, partly through his tyram1y, partly 
through his justice, so admirably brought to fruiti.on. Under tl1e 
Crown ofSaintStephen, the Magyars and the Slavs have remained 
as distinct as they were 800 years ago. Far from managing to 
fuse the diverse ethnic elements to be four.d in its domains, the 
House of Hapsburg has kept them distinct and often opposed the 
one to the o ther. In Bohemia for instance, the Czech and German 
elem ents are superimposed, much like oil and water in a glass. 
The Turkish policy of separating nationalities according to their 
religion has had much graver consequ ences, for it brought about 
the downfall of the eas t. If yqu take a city such as Salonika or 
Smyrna, you will find there five or six communities each of which 
has its own memories and wluch have almost nothii1g in common. 
Yet the essence of a nation is tha t all individuals have many thi)1gs 
in common; and also ·that they have forgotten many things.·No 
French citizen knows whether he is a Burgundian, an Alan, a 
Taifale, or a Visigoth, yeteve1y French citizen has to have forgotten 
the metssacre of Saint Bartholomew6, or the massacres that took 
place in the Midi in the thirteenth century. There a re not ten 
families in France tha t can supply proof of their Frankish origin, 
and any such proof would anyway be essentially flawed, as a 
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consequence of countless unknown alliances which are liable to 
disrupt any genealogical system. 

The modern. nntion is therefore n historicnl result brought nbout by n 
series of convergen t fncts. Sometimes unity has been effected by a 
dynasty, as was the case in France; som e times it .has been 
brought about by the direct will of provinces, as was the case 
with Holland, Switzerland, and Belgium; sometimes it has been 
the work of a general conscio usness, belatedly victorious over 
the caprices of feudalism, as was the case in Italy and Germany. 
These forma tions always h ad a profound raison d' e tre. 
Principles, in such cases, always emerge through the m os t 
unexp ected surprises. Thus, in our own day, we have seen Italy 
unified through its defeats and Turkey desb·oyed by its victories. 
Each defeat advanced the cause of Italy; each vic tory spelled 
doom for Turkey; for Italy is a nation , and Turkey, outside of 
Asia Minor, is n ot one. France can cla im the glory for having, 
through the French Revolution, proclaimed that a nation exists 
of itself. We should no t be displeased if o thers imita te us in this. 
It was we who founded the principle of na tionality. But what is 
a nation? Why is Holland a nation, when Hanover, or the Grand 
Duchy of Parma, are not? H ow is it that France continues to be 
a nation, when the principle which crea ted it has disappeared? 
How is it that Switzerland, which has three lar~guages, two 
religions, and three or four races, is a na tion, when Tuscany, 
which is so homogeneous, is not one? Why is Aush·ia a state 
and not a n a tion? In what ways does the principle of nationality 
differ from tha t of races? 'f.hese are points that a thoughtful 
p erson would wish to have se ttled, in order to put his mind a t 
rest. The affairs of this world can hardly be said to be ruled by 
reasonings of this sort, yet diligent men are desirous of bringing 
some reason into these matters and of unrave11i.ng the confusions 
in which superficial intelligences are entangled. 

II 
If one were to believe some political theorists, a nation is above all 
a dynasty, representing an earlier conques t, one which was first of 
a ll accepted, and then forgotten by the m ass of the people. 
According to the above-menlioned theorists, the grouping of 
provinces effected by a dynasly, by its wars, its m arriages, and its 
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b:eaties, ends with the dynasty which had established it. It is quite 
h·ue that the majority of modern nations were made by a family 
of feudal origin, which had contracted a marriage with the soil 
and which was in some sense a nucleus of centralization. F1;ance' s 
frontiers in 1789 had nothing either natural or necessary about 
them . The wide zone that the House of Capel: had added to the 
narrow sh·ip of land granted by the partition of Verdun was 
indeed the personal acquisition of this House. During the epoch 
when these acquisitions were made, there was no idea of na tural 
frontiers, nor of the rights of nations, nor of the will (£provinces. 
The union of England, Ireland, and Scotland was likewise a 
d y nastic fact. Italy only tarried so long before becoming a nation 
because, among its numerous reigning houses, none, prior to the 
present century, constituted itself as tl1e cenh·e of its unity, 
Sh·angely enough, it was through the obscure island of Sardinia, 
a land that was scarcely Italian, that the house of Savoy assumed 
a royal title7

. Holland, which- tluough an act of heroic resolution 
-created itself, has nevertl1eless conh·acted an intimate marriage 
witl1 the House of Orange, and it will run real dangers the day 
tlus union is compromised. 

Is such a law, however, absolute? It w1dou btedly is not. Switzerland 
and the United States, which have formed tl1emselves, like 
conglomerates, by successive additions, have no dynastic basis. I 
shall not discuss this question in relation to France, for I would 
need to be able to read the secrets of the future in order to do so. 
Le t me simply say that so loftily national had this grea t French 
royal principle been that, on tl1e morrow of its fall, the nation was 
able to stand without her. Furthermore, the eighteenth c~ntury 
had changed everytl1ing. Man had re turned, after centuries of 
abasement, to the spirit of antiquity, to a sense of respect for himself, 
to tl1e idea of Ius own rights. The words patrie and citizen had 
recovered their former meanings. 

Thus it was that tl1e boldest operation ever yet put into effect in 
history was brought to completion, an operation which one might 
compare with the attempt,~ physiology, to restore to its original 
identity a body from which one had removed tl1e brain and the 
heart. It must therefore be admitted that a nation can exist without a 
dynastic principle, and even that nations which have been formed by 
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dynasties cnn be sepnmted from tlzem without therefore ceasiHg to exist. 
The old principle, which only takes account of the right of princes, 
could no longer be maintained; apart from dynastic right, there is 
also national right. 

Upon what criterion, however, should one base this national 
right? By wha t sign should one know it? From what tangiblE: fact 
can one derive it? Several confidently assert t:ha tit is derived from 
race. The artificia l divisions, resulting from feudalism, from 
princely marriages, from diplomatic congresses are, tl1ese authors 
assert, in a s tate of decay. It is a population's race which remains 
firm and fixed. This is w ha t constitutes a right, a legitimacy. The 
Germanic family, according to tl1e tl1eory I am expounding here, 
has tl1e right to reassemble tl1e scattered limbs of the Germanic 
order, even when these limbs are not askin g to be joined together 
again. The right of tl1e Germanic order over such-and-such a 
province is sh·onger than the right of the inhabitants of t..t..at 
province over themselves. There is thus created a kind ·of 
primordial right analogous to the divine right of kings; an 
etlmographic principle is substituted for a national one. This is a 
very grea t error, which, if it were to become dominant, would 
desh·oy European civilization. Tlze primordial right of races is as 
narrow and as perilous for genuine progress as the national principle 
is just and leg~timnte. In the tribes and cities of antiquity, the fact 
of race was, I will allow, of very real importance. The b:ibe and 
the city were tl1en m er.ely ex te~1sions of the. family. At Sparta and 
at Athens all tl1e citizens were kin to a greater or lesser degree. 
The same was h·ue of the Beni-Israelites; this is s till the case wit11 
t11e Arab tribes. If we move now from Atl1ens, Sparta, and the 
Israelite h"ibe to tl1e Roman Empire the situation is a wholly 
different one. Es tablished a t first through violence but 
subsequently preserved through commo\1 interest, this grea t 
agglomeration of cities and provinces, wholfy different from each 
other, dealt the graves t of blows to tl1e idea of race. Christianity, 
wi th its universal and absolute character, worked still more 
effec tively in the sa~e direction; it formed an intimate alliance 
with the Roman Empire and, through the impact of these two 
incomparable unificatory agents, t11e etlmographic argument was 
debarred from tl1e government of human affairs for centuries. 
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The barbarian invasions were, appearances nohvithstanding, a 
further step along this same path. The carving out of the barbarian 
kingdoms had nothing etlmographic about t:ttem, their shape was 
determined by the might or wh~m of tl1e invaders. They were 
utterly indifferent to the race of the populations which tl1ey had 
subdued. What Rome had fashioned, Charlemagne refashioned 
in his own way, namely, a single empire composed of tl1e most 
diverse races; those responsible for the partition of Verdun, as 
they calmly drew their tvvo lo1.1g lines from north to soutl1, were 
not in tl1e slightest concerned witl1 the race of the peoples to be 
found on tl1e right or left of these lines. Frontier changes put into 
effect, as tl1e Middle Ages wore on, likewise paid no heed to 
ethnographic divisions. If t:Jie policies pursued by the House of 
Caper by and large resulted in the grouping togetl1er, under the 
name of France, of the territories of ancient Gaul, this was only 
because tl1ese lands had a natural tendency to be joined together 
with their fellows. Dauphine, Bresse, Provence, and Franche­
Comte no longer recalled any common origin. All Gallic 
consciousness had p erished by the second century AD, and it is 
only from a purely scholarly perspective that, in our own days, 
t11e individuality of the Gallic character has been retrospectively 
recovered. Ethnographic considerations have tl1erefore played 
no part in the constitution of modern nations. France is at once 
Celtic, Iberic, and Germanic. Germany is Germanic, Celtic and 
Slav. Italy is the cGunu·y where the e thnographic argument is 
most confounded. Gauls, Etruscans, Pelasgians8, and Gre.eks, not 
to m ention many other elements, intersect in an indecipherable 
mixture. The British isles, considered as a whole, present a mixture 
of Celtic and Germanic blood, the proportions of which are 
singularly difficult to define. 

The b:uth is tl1at there is no pure race and tl1at to make politics 
depend upon ethnographic analysis is to surrender it to a chimera. 
The noblest countries, England, France, and Italy, are those where 
the blood is the most mixed. Is Germany an exception in this 
respect? Is ita purely Germanic country? This is a complete illusion. 

' The whole of tl1e soutl1 was once Gallic; the whole of the east, 
"from the river Elbe on, is Slav. Even fuose parts which are claimed 
to be really pure, are they in fact so? We touch here on one of fuose 
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problems in regard to which it is of the utmost importance th~t we. 
equip ourselves with clear ideas and ward of misconceptions. 

Discussions of race. are interminable, because philologically­
minded his torians and physioLogically-minded anthropologists 
interpret ·the term in two totally d ifferent ways9• For the 
anthropologists, race has the same meanin g as in zoology; it 
serves to indica te real descent, a blood rela tion . However, the 
study of language and of his tory d oes not lead to the sam e 
division s as does physiology. Words su ch as brachycephalic or 
dolichocephalic have no place in either his tory or philology. In 
the human group w hich created the Aryan languages and way 
of life, th e r e were a lready both brachycephalies a nd 
dolich ocephalies. The same is true of the primitive group w hich 
created the languages and ins titutions known as Semitic. In 
other words, the zoological origins of humanity are massively 
prior to the origins. of .culture, civiliza tion, and language. The 
primitive Aryan, primitive Semitic, and primitive Touranian 
groups had no physiological wuty. These groupings are hlsforical 
facts, w hich took p lace in a par.ticular epoch, perhaps 15,000 
or 20,000 years ago, while the zoological origin of humanity is 
lost in impeneh·able darkness. What is known phllologically and 
historically as the Germanic race is n o doubt a· quite distinct 
family within the human species, but is it a family in the 
anthropological sense of the term? Certainly not! The emergence 
of an individual Germruu c identity occurred only a few centuries 
prior to Jesus Christ. One may take it that the Germans did no t 
em erge from the earth at this epoch. Prior to this, mingled with 
the Slavs in the huge indistinct mass of the Scythians, they did 
not have thei r own separate individuality: An Englishman is 
indeed a type within the whole of humanity. However, the type 
of w hat is quite improperly called the An glo-Saxon race10 is 
neither the Briton of Julius Caesar's time, nor the Anglo-Saxon 
of Hengis t' s time, nor the Dane of Crum te' s time, nor the Norman 
of William the Conqueror's time; it is rather the result of a ll 
these elements. A Frenchman is neither a Gaul, nor a Frank, 
nor a Burgundian. Rath er, h e is what has emerged out. of the 
cauldron in w hich, p resided over by the King of France, the · 
most diverse elements have together been simmerin g. A native 

.. 
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of Je rsey or Gu ernsey diffe·rs in no way, as far as his o rigins a re 
con cerned, from the Norman p opula tion of the opposite coast. 
In the eleventh century, even the sh arpest eye would have seen 
n o t the slightes t difference in those living on either s ide of the 
Channel. Trifling circumstances m eant tha t Philip Au gustus d id 
n o t seize these islands together with the rest of Normandy . 
Sep ara ted from each o ther for the best p art of 700 years, the 
two p opula tion s h ave becom e n ot only stran gers to each o ther 
but w h olly d issimilar. Race, as we his torians unders tand it, is 
therefore som e thing w hich is m ad e and unmade. The s tudy of 
race is of cru~ial in1por tance for the schola r concerned w ith the 
his tory of humanity. It h as no applica tions, however, in politics. 
Th e instin c tive con sciou sn ess which presided over the 
con s tr uc tion of the m ap of Europe took n o account of race, and 
the leading n ations of Europ e are na tions of essentially m ixed 
blood. Th e fac t of race, which was originally crucial, thus 
becom es increasingly less impor tant. H uman his tory is 
essentially d ifferen t from zoology, and race is no t everything, 
as it is among th e rodents or the felines, and one does no t have 
the right to go through the world fingering people's skulls, and 
taking them by the throat saying: ' You are of our blood; you 
belon g to us!' Aside from anthropological charac teris tics, there 
are su ch things as reason, jus tice, the true, and ·the beautiful, 
which a re th e same for a ll. Be on yo u r gu ard, fo r th is 
e th n ographic politics is in no way a s table thing and, if today 
you use it against others, tom orrow you m ay see it turned against 
yourse~ves. Can you be sure th a t the Germans, w ho have raised 
the banner of e thnography so high, w ill no t see the Slavs in 
their turn analyse the names of v illages in Saxony and ~usatia, 
search fo r any h·aces of the Wiltzes or of the Obotrites, and 
demand recompense for the massacres and the wholesale 
en slavcments that the Ottoss in fl icted upon their ancestors? It 
is good fo r everyone to know how to forge t. 

I am very fond of ethnography, for it is a science of rare interest; 
but, in so far as I would wish it to be free, I wish it to be without 
political application. In etlu1ography, as in all forms of s tudy, 
systems change; tl1is is tl1e condition of progress. States' frontiers 
would then follow the fluctuations of science. Patrio tism would 
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d epend upon a ·more or less paradoxical d isser tation. One would 
come up to a patriot and say: 'You were mistaken; you shed your 
blood for such-and-such a cause; you believed yourself to be a Celt; 
not at all, you are a German.' Then, ten years later, you w ill be told 
that you are a Slav. If we are not to distort science, we should 
exempt it from the need to give an opinion on these problems, in 
which so many interests are involved. You can be sure that, if one 
obliges science to furnish diplomacy with its first princip les, one 
will surprise her many times in flagrant de lit. She has better things 
to do; let us simply ask her to tell the b·u th. 

What we have just said of race applies to ln.ngunge too. Language 
invites p eople to unite, but it does no t force them to do so. The 
United States and England, Latin America and Spain, speak the 
sam e lan guages ye t do not form single n ations. Converse1y, 
Switzerland, so well made,. since site was made w ith the consent 
of her different par ts, numbers three or four languages. There is 
something in man which is superior to language, namely, the will. 
The will of Switzerland to be united, in spite of the diversity of her 
dialects, is a fact of far greater importance than a similitude often 
obtained by various vexatious measures. 

An hon ourable fac t about France is that she has never sought to 
win unity of language by coercive measures. Can one not have 
the same sentiments and the same thoughts, and love the sam e 
things in different language.s? I was speaking just now of the 
disadvantages of making interna tional politics depend upon 
ethnography; they would be no less if one were to make i t dep.end 
upon comparative philology. Le t us allow these intriguing studies 
full freedom of discussion; let us not mix them up with matters 
which would undermine their serenity. The political importance 
afuching to languages derives from their being regarded as signs 
of race. Nothing could be more fa lse. Prussia, where only German 
is now spoken; spoke Slav a few centuries ago; in Wales, English 
is spoken; Gaul and Spain speak the primitive dialec ts of Alba 
Longa; Egypt sp eaks Arabic; there are countless other examples 
one could quote. Even if you go back to origins, similari ty of 
language did not presuppose similarity of race. Consider, for 
example the proto-Aryan or proto-Semitic b·ibe: there one found 
slaves speaking the same language as their m asters, and yet the 
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s lave was often enough a different race to that of his master. L~t 
m e rep eat that these divisions of the Indo-European, Semitic, or 
other languages, created with such admirable sagacity by 
compara tive philology, do not coincide with the divisions 
established by anthropology. Languages are historical formations, 
w hich tell u s very little about the blood of those who speak them 
and which, in any case, could no t shackle human liberty when it 
is a matter of deciding the family with which one unites oneself 
for life or for death. 

This exclusive concern w ith language, like an excessive 
preoccupation with race, has i ts dangers and its drawJ:?acks. Such 
exaggera tions enclose one within a specific culture, considered as 
na tional; on e limits oneself, one hems oneself in. One leaves the 
heady air that one breathes in the vast field of humanity in order 
to enclose oneself in a conventicle with one's compatriots. Nothing 
could be worse for the mind; nothing could be more dis turbing for 
civiliza tion. Le t us not abandon the fundamental principle that 
man is a reasonable and moral being, before h e is cooped up in 
such and such a lan gu age, before he is a member of such and such 
a race, before he belongs to such and such a culture. Before French, 
German, or Italian culture there is human culture. Consider the 
great m en of the Renaissance; they were neither French, nor Italian, 
nor Germ an . They had rediscovered, throu gh their dealings with 
arttiquity, the secret of the genuine education of the human spirit, 
and they devoted themselves to it body and soul. What an 
achievement theirs was! 

Religion cannot supply an adequate basis for the constitution of a 
m odern nationality either. Originally, religion had to do with the 
very existence of the social group, which was itself an extension 
of the family. Religion and the rites were family rites. The religion 
of A thens was th e cult of Athens itself, of its mythical founders, 
of its laws and its cus toms; it implied no theological dogma. This 
religion was, in the sb·on gest sense of the term, a s tate relig_ion. 
One was not an Athenian if one refused to practise it This religion 
was, fundamentally, the cult of the Acropolis personified. To 
swear on the altar of Aglauros 11 was to swear that one would 
die for the patrie. This religion was the equivalent of what the 
act of drawing lots for military service, or the cult of the flag, is 
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for us. Refusing to take part in such a cult would be the equ.ivalen t, 
in our modern socie ties, of refusing military service. It would be 
like declaring that one was not Athenian. From another angle, it 
is clear that such a cult had n o meaning for someone who was 
not from Athens; there was also no attempt m ade to proselytize 
foreigners and to force them to accept it; the slaves of Athens did 
not practise it. Things w ere much the same in a number of small 
m~dieval republics. One was not considered a good Venetian if 
one did not swear by Saint Mark; nor a good Amalfitan if one 
did not set Saint Andrew higher than all the other saints in 
paradise. In these societies, what subsequently was regarded as 
persecution or tyranny was legitimate and was of no more 
consequence than our custom of wishing the fa tl1er of a family 
happy birtl1day or a Happy New Year. 

The state of affairs in Sparta and in Athens already no longer 
existed in the kingdoms which em erged from Alexander's 
conquest, s till less in the Roma·n Empire. The persecutions 
unleashed by Antiochus Epipl~anes in order to win the eas t for 
the cult of Jupiter Olympus, those of the Roman Empire designed 
to maintain a supposed state religion were mis taken, criminal, 
and absurd. In our own time, the. situation is perfectly cleaT. There 
are no longer masses that believe in a perfectly uniform maru1er. 
Each person believes and practises in his own fashion what he is 
able to and as h e wishes. There is no longer a state religion; one 
can be French, English, or German, and be either C~tholic, 
Protestant, or orthodox Jewish, or else practise no cult at all. 
Religion has become an individual m a tter; it con cerns the 
conscience of each person. The division of nations in to Ca tl1olics 
and Protestants no longer exists. Religion, which, fifty two years 
ago, played so substantial a part in tl1e formation of Belgium, 
preserves all of its former importance in the inner tribunal of each; 
but it has ceased almost entirely to be one of tl1e elements which 
serve to define the frontiers of peoples. 

A community of interes t is assuredly a powerful bond between men. 
Do interests, however, suffice to make a nation? I do no t tl1ink so. 
Community of interest brings about h·ade agreements, but 
nationality has a sentimental-side to it; it is both soul and body at 
once; a Zollverein12 is not a pntrie. 
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Geography, o.r what are known as natural frontiers, undoubtedly 
plays a considerable part in the division of nations. Geography is 
one of the ~rucial factors in history. Rivers have led races on; 
mountains have brought them to a halt. The former have favoured 
movement in history, whereas the latter have restricted it. 

Can one say, however, that as some parties believe, a nation's 
frontiers are written on the map and that this nation has the 
right to judge what is necessary to round off certain contours, in 
order to reach such and such a mountain and such and such a 
river, which are thereby acc..orded a kind of a priori limiting faculty? 
I know of no doctrine which is more arbitrcu:y or more fatal, for it 
allows one to justify any or every violence. First of all, is it the 
mountains or the rivers that we should regard as fanning these 
so-called naturnl frontiers? It is indisputable that the mountains 
separate, but the rivers tend rather to unify. Moreover, all 
mountains cannot divide up states. Which serve to separate and 
which do not? From Biarritz to Tornea, there is no one estuary 
which is more suited than any other to serving as a boundary 
marker. Had history so decreed it, the Loire, the Seine, the Meuse, 
the Elbe, or the Oder could, just as easily as the Rhine, have had 
this quality of being a natural frontier, such as has caused so 
many infractions of the most fundamental right, which is men's 
will. People talk of strategic grounds. Nothing, however, is 
absolute; it is quite clear than many concessions should be made 
to necessity. But these concessions should not be taken too far. 
Otherwise, everybody would lay claim to their military 
conveniences, and one would have .unceasing war. No, it is no 
more soil than it is race which makes a nation. The soil furnishes 
the substratum, the field of struggle and of labour; man furnishes 
the soul. Man is everything in the f01·mation of this sacred thing whi~h 
is called a people. Nothing purely material suffices for it. A nation is a 
spiri tual · principle, the outcome of the profound complications of 
his ton;; it is a spiritual family not a group determined by the shape of 
the earth. We have now seen what things are not adequate for the 
creation of such a spiritual principle, namely, race, language, material 
interest, religious affinities, geography, ·and military necessity. What 
more then is required? As a consequence of what was said 
previously, I will not have. to detain you very much longer. 
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III 
A nation is a soul, a spiritual principle. Two things, which in tmth are 
but one, constitute this soul or spiritual principle. One Lies in the past, 
one in the present. One is the possession in common of a rich Legacy of 
memories; the other is present-day consent, the desire to live together, 
tire will to perpetuate the value of the heritage that one has received in 
an undivided form. Man, Gentlemen, does not improvise. Tire natioll, 
like the iuriividual, is the culminatioll of a loi1g past of endem,ours, 
sacrifice, and dez,otion. Of ali cults, that of the ancestors is tire most 
legitimate, for the ancestors have made us wlwt we are. A heroic past, 
great 1/len, glory by which J understand genuine glory, this is the social 
capital upon which one bases a national idea. To have common glories 
in the past and to have a common will in the present; to have performed 
great deeds together, to wish to perform still more- these are the essential 
conditions for being a people. One loves in proportion to the sacrifices to 
which one has consented, and in proportion to the ills that one has 
suffered. One Lo1.1es the house that one has built and that one has hm;.r/.ed 
down. The Spartan song- 'We are what ·you were; we, will be what you 
are"13 -is, ill its simplicih;, the abridged hymn of even} patrie. 

More valuable by far than common customs, posts and frontiers 
conforming to stra tegic ideas is the fact of sharing, in the past, a 
glorious heritage and regrets, and of having, in the future, shared 
programme to put into effect, or the fact of having suffered, 
enjoyed, and hoped together. These are the kinds of things that 
can be unders tood in spite of differences of race and language. I 
spoke just now of 'having suffered together' and, indeed, suffering 
in common unifies more than joy does. Where national m emories 
are concerned, griefs are of more value than triumphs, for they 
impose duties, and require a common effort. 

A nation is therefore a Large-scale solidarity, constituted by the feeling 
of the sacrifices that one has made in the past and of those that one is 
prepared to make in the future. It presupposes a past; it is sum1/larized, 
however, in the present by a tangible fact, na.mely, consent, the clearly 
expressed desire to continue a common life. A nation's existence is, if 
you will pardon the metaphor, a daily plebiscite, just as an individual's 
existence is a perpetual affirmation of life. That, I know full well, is 
less metaphysical than divine right and less brutal than so-called 
historical right. According to the ideas that I am outlining to you, 
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a nation has no more right than a king does to s.ay to a province: 
'You belong to me, I am seizing you.' A province, as far as I am 
concerned, is its inhabitants; if anyone has the right to be consulted 
in. such an affair, it is the inhabitant. A nation nev.er has any real 
interest in annexing or holding on to a country against its will. 
The wish of nations is, all in all, the sole legitimate criterion, the 
one to which one must always re turn. We have driven 
m e taphysical and theological abstractions out of politics. What 
then remains? Man, with his desires and his ne~ds. The secession, 
you will say to me, and, in the long term, the disintegration of 
nations will be tl1e outcome Gf a system which places these old 
organisms at the mercy of wills which are often none too 
enlightened. It is clear that, in such matters, no principle must be 
pushed too far. ,Truths of tllis order are only applicable as a whole 
in a very general fashion. Human wills change, but what is there 
h ere below that does not change? The nations are not sometlling 
e ternal. They had their beginnings and they will end. A European 
confederation will very probably replace tl1em. But such is not 
the law of the century in which we are living. At the present 
time, the existence of nations is a good thing, a necessity even. 
Their existence is the guarantee of liberty, which would be lost if 
the world had only one law and only one master. Through their 
various and often opposed powers, nations p articipate in the 
common work of civilization; each sounds a note in the great 
concert of humanity, which, after all, is the highest ideal reality 
that we aTe capable of attaining. Isolated, each has its weak point. 
I often tell myself that an individual who had those faults which 
in nations are taken for good qualities, who fed off vainglory, 
who was to that degree jealous, egotistical, and quarrelsome, and 
who would draw llis sword on the smallest pretext, would be 
the most intolerable; of men. Yet all these discordant details 
disappear in the overall context. Poor humanity, how you have 
suffe red! How many trials still await you! May the spirit of 
wisdom guide you, in order to preserve you from the countless 
dangers with which your path is strewn! Le t me sum up, 
Gentlemen. Man is a slave neither of his race nor his language, 
nor of his religion, nor of the course of rivers nor of the direction 
taken by mountain chains. A large aggregate of men, healthy in 
mind and warm of hear t, creates the kind of moral conscience 
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which we call a n a tion. So long as this moral consciousness gives 
proof of its s treng th by the sacrifices which d emand the abdication 
of the individual to ,the advantage of the community, it is 
legitimate and has the right to exist. If doubts arise regarding its 
frontiers, consult the populations in the areas under dispute. They 
undoubtedly have the right to a say in the matter. This 
recommendation will bring a smile to the lips of the transcendants 
of politics, these infallible beings who spend their lives d eceiving 
themselves and who, from the height of their superior principles, 
take pity upon our mundane concerns. ' Consult the populations, 
for h eaven's sake! How naive! A fine example of those wre tched 
French ideas which cla.im to replace diplomacy and war by 
childishly simple metho~s.' Wait a while, Gentle~en; let tl1e reign 
of the transcendants pass; bear the scorn of tl1e powerful witl1 
patience. It m ay be that, after many fruitless gropings, people 
will revert to our more m odest empirical solutions. The bes t way 
of being right in the future is, in certain p eriods, to know how to 
resign oneself to being out of fashion. 

Notes 
(Notes followed by an asterisk are the translator's.) 

2.* I have left patrie in the original French because it seems to me 
tha t to translate it in to another European (or, indeed, non­
Eu ropean) la n guage would be to e liminate the kinds o f 
association the term had, in a very large number of countries, 
through out the epoch of liberal-democra tic nationalism. Patrie 
draws w ith it a w h ole cluster of complex and interlocking 
references to the values of the patria of classical republicanism. 
For an observe r like Marx, these values were destroyed fo rever 
in the black farce of 1848. In another sense, as Marx's arguments 
in The Eigh teenth Bnuuaire a llow, they continued to influence 
the leaders of libe ral, nationa lis t revolutions througho ut the 
nineteenth century - although, obvious ly, if one were to plu·ase 
it in Ita lia n terms, the Cavourian moderate rather tha n the 

\ 

Mazzinian or Gariba ldian radical wing. It may be worth noting 
that, in the d omain of schola rship, Fus te l de Coulanges' The 
Ancient CihJ (1864), a stud y w hich profoundly influenced Emile 
Durkheim and which Renan himself had very probably read, 
shattered the vision of classical republicanism which men s uch 
as Robespierre and Saint Jus t had ente rtained. 
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3.* The doctrine of n a tural frontiers was given its d efinitive 
formulation in the course of the French Revolution, and was 
subsequently applied to other European countries, such as 
Germany o r Italy; it was this doc trin e that fue lle d the 
irred e ntis t move ments of the second half of the nine teenth 
century . Jus tification .JL territoxia l cla ims often rested upon 
the inte rpretation of classical texts, such as Tacitus's Germania 
or Dame's Commedia. 

4.* The partition of Verdun (AD 843) ended a period of civil war 
w ithin the Frankish-Empire, during which the grandsons of 
Charlemagne had fought each other. Two of the newly created 
kingdoms, that of Charles the Bald (843-77) and that of Louis 
the German (843-76), bear some resemblance, in territorial terms, 
to m odern France and modern Germa ny. Furthermore, much 
has been made of the linguistic qualities of the Oaths of Strasbourg, 
sworn by Louis and Charles to each ocher's armies, in Old French 
and Old High German respectively. This has often been regarded 
as the first text in a Romance language (as distinct from Latin) 
a nd, by extension, as the firs t symboHc appearance of the French 
(and German) nations. 

5.* Gregory of Tours (c. X39-94) was a Gallg;Roman and~Bishop of .,.. 
Tours from 573 to 594. His History~ tl1e Franks is an account of 
life in Merovi.ngian Gau.l. , . . · 

6.* Upon the occasion of the massacre of Saint Bartholomew, in 1572, 
many thousands of H L!guenots .; ere killed. This was an event 
w ith mome ntous repercussions for the history of France.. in 
genera l, and fo r the development of political theory in particular. 

7 . The House of Savoy owes its roya l title to its -acquis ition 
of Sardinia. 

8 .* The Pelasgians were believed, in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, to have been the original inhabitants of Italy. 

9. 1 enlarged upon lhis point in a lecture, which is analysed in the 
Bulle t-in of the Association scientifique de France, 10 March 1878, 
'Des services rendus a ux Sciences his toriques par Ia Philologie' . 

10. Gerrna n ic eletnents a re not more cons iderable in the United 
Kingdom than whe n they were in France, when she ha..d 
possession of Alsace and Metz. If the Germanic language has 
dominated in the British Isles, it was simply because Latin had 
not wholly rep laced the Celtic languages, as it had done in Gaul 

11. Agla uros, who gave her life to save her patrie, represents the 
Acropolis itself. 
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12.* Zollverein is the German word for c ustoms un ion. Both 
participants in bourgeois nat ion a l revolutio n s a nd la ter 
commentators emphas ize the relation between the nationalist 
cause a nd free trad e within a single territory. However, E.J. 
Hobsbawm's comments, on pp. 166-8 of The Age of Revolutjon 
(T r-ndon, 1962), shed some light upon Renan's aphorism, in that 
t ~ vanguard of European na tiona lism in the 1830s and 1840s 
' ' as not so much the business class as 'the lower and middle 
profess ional, adminis trative and inte llectual s trata, in othe r 
words, the e duca ted classes'. At another level, Renan's 
observation reflects. his shock at the def~at of France by Pruss ia 
in the Franco-Prussian war, which is expressed in both major 
and occasional writings. 

13.* Su ch epitaphs w ere part of the ha bitual repertoire of ea rly­
nineteenth centw·y na tionalism, as Leopardi's 'pab·iotic' canzoni 
makes plain. 

----------- - ~ 
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