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INTRODUCTION



by Tony Judt *



Raymond Aron was one of the “golden” generation of twentieth-century French intellectuals: Born in 1905, he was a little younger than André Malraux and Claude Lévi-Strauss, a little older than Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Simone de Beauvoir, and the exact contemporary of Jean-Paul Sartre. He attended the best Parisian schools and graduated, like his friend Sartre, from the École Normale Supérieure. His formal training was in philosophy—he placed first in the competitive national examination, the agrégation. Aron’s natural trajectory—toward a teaching post in the French University—was cut short, however, by the outbreak of war in 1939. A Jew and a socialist, he left France following the establishment of the puppet regime at Vichy and joined Charles de Gaulle’s Free French organization in London.


Upon returning to France Aron served briefly in André Malraux’s postwar Ministry of Information before returning to the university world to teach sociology, at the same time taking up what proved to be a lifelong parallel career as a journalist and political commentator. In 1954 he accepted a chair in sociology at the Sorbonne and taught there and at the École des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales until being named to the Collège de France in 1971. By the time of his death in 1983, at the age of seventy-eight, he was widely regarded, in the words of his colleague François Furet, as “not just a great professor, but the greatest professor in the French 

University.”1


Aron was distinguished from his peers in a number of ways. Unlike most specialized scholars he had a remarkable range. He was trained as a philosopher—his doctoral dissertation addressed complex epistemological problems in the philosophy of history. His academic appointments were in sociology, and he published influential, important studies of social thought and industrial society. His interests and publications spread across international relations, intellectual history, military theory, and comparative politics. In all of these areas he became a recognized international authority.


Raymond Aron’s catholicity of interests and his prolific output marked him as one of France’s leading public intellectuals. But unlike most of his French intellectual contemporaries, Aron made a virtue of being truly knowledgeable in everything that he wrote about—and refused to write about matters on which he was ignorant. In this sense he was both an engaged intellectual, commenting on a wide range of public events, and a specialized expert in the social sciences—a most unusual combination for a French scholar of his era. Moreover, although his initial political sympathies were on the Left and he cofounded (with Sartre and Merleau-Ponty) the influential left-wing cultural periodical Les Temps Modernes, Aron resolutely espoused the Western position in the Cold War, at a time when many of his Parisian contemporaries were either neutralist or else tempted by the appeal of communism.


In these ways, and in his broad international following in Europe and North America, Aron was distinctly atypical. Of course he was, as he always insisted, a product of his time and his place: a classically educated Frenchman who lived through two world wars, the Great Depression, fascism, communism, and the atomic age. This experience shaped his outlook and his interests no less than those of most other French intellectuals. But in Aron’s case it led him away from abstract speculation and radical political affiliation—the characteristic path of most of his intellectual contemporaries; indeed, it is clear in retrospect that Aron was the only prominent French thinker of his generation to take a consistent liberal stand against all the totalitarian temptations of the age, of Right and Left alike. At the same time, he brought to his political writings and his commentaries on public affairs a distinctively French point of view, as we shall see. It is this unique  mix that made Aron’s work so distinctive in its day. And it accounts for the enduring appeal of his books and essays to today’s readers.


The essays and excerpts gathered here are a representative cross section of Aron’s writings during and about the Cold War era. They cover four broad themes: the Cold War itself and Great-Power relations in the first decades of the atomic age; the international history of the twentieth century; the theory and practice of totalitarianism; and imperialism and decolonization. With two exceptions all the material here dates from the 1950s:  One article (on Nazism) was written in 1939, and the section on the United States is drawn from Aron’s book La République Impériale, first published in France in 1973.


These works are thus contemporary reflections on public affairs as they were unfolding, and they lack the benefit of hindsight. We now know, as Aron could not, how the conflicts and dilemmas he discusses were to unfold—at least so far. But Aron’s essays have the virtue of this defect: They offer an invaluable insight into the way things seemed, in the postwar years, to an unusually insightful Parisian observer. In those days no one knew how the U.S.–Soviet confrontation might end. No one could foresee the future of the Soviet Union, much less its eventual disappearance.


Furthermore, and despite being published in very different places and for quite different audiences, the essays form a natural unity. Aron understood how international affairs, domestic politics, colonial crises, and Marxist doctrine were interrelated and interdependent in the second half of the twentieth century. These and other matters needed to be presented separately for the sake of clarity, but they could not be understood in isolation. In Aron’s view there were no longer local histories that could be described and explained without reference to outside developments. The rise of the superpowers had put an end to that. And for the same reason, international power struggles and ideological conflicts could not be understood except in a common framework.


Aron brought to his writings two overarching considerations that give them point and coherence. The first was a well-honed political prudence. As a graduate student Aron had lived in Weimar Germany during its death throes. He had witnessed the collapse of democracy and the rise of dictatorship. He had tried and failed to convince his French contemporaries of the seriousness of what was taking place across the Rhine. He had lived through the decline of the French Third Republic and observed firsthand  the corrupt maneuverings that led to Philippe Pétain’s seizure of power in 1940 in the aftermath of German victory.


In consequence, Aron was absorbed with, perhaps even obsessed by, the fragility of liberal polities and the ever-present threat of anarchy and despotism. This concern marked his writings in a way that nothing about his comfortable childhood and youth could have predicted, and it sets him apart from most French intellectuals of his generation. It explains his remarkable prescience during the 1930s, when most French politicians and intellectuals alike were tragically slow to grasp the meaning of Hitler’s revolution, and his response to almost every major crisis in postwar French life, from the turmoil of the Liberation to the events of May 1968.


In Aron’s view, democracy and freedom are the preconditions of civil society, but they are fragile. There will always be men, sometimes men of goodwill, tempted to overthrow or undermine a free society in the name of a better, purer, stronger, more “authentic” alternative. The first task of the intellectual is to speak out against this temptation and in defense of liberty. It was above all for this reason that he took very seriously the responsibility of intellectuals to be involved in important public debates. In a time of troubles it is not enough merely to observe and record: As Aron noted in his memoirs apropos his own support for the U.S. presence in Vietnam, one cannot restrict oneself to the role of “the observer of the follies and disasters of mankind.”


Thus, Aron was a vigorous critic of those who sought a “catastrophic” solution to the social woes of postwar France (or anywhere else). As he recognized, this taste for violent, “definitive” solutions, as though the road to utopia necessarily lay through destruction, was in part born of the experience of war in our century. But he opposed it energetically, and when France came as near as it ever has in the twentieth century to a real peacetime civil conflict, at the time of the Communist-led strikes of 1948, Aron took a hard line: “The inevitable struggle will be muted only to the extent that the state has strengthened its means of action. It is just not acceptable that in the mines and electrical plants of France people are more afraid of the Communists than of engineers, directors, and ministers combined.”2


The link in Aron’s thought between political stability, civil order, and public liberties is thus clear—and as with Alexis de Tocqueville, whom he greatly admired, it was a product of experience and observation rather than theory. The correlation sheds light on his way of thinking about liberty in  general, and the totalitarian threat to it. Unlike social commentators in the United States, for example, Aron was not an especially enthusiastic advocate of the term “totalitarian” as a general category covering various modern threats to a free society. His distaste for grand theory extended to anti-Communist rhetoric as well, and his thoughts about totalitarianism derived in the first instance from his concern for its opposite—the partial, always imperfect reality of liberty, constrained and threatened by necessity and history. If the United States was to be preferred in the global conflicts of the day, it was not because it represented some higher or more logically satisfying order of life, but because it stood as the guarantor, however defective, of public liberties. The lesson of totalitarianism, in short, was the importance of order and authority under law—not as a compromise with freedom, nor as the condition of higher freedoms to come, but simply as the best way to protect those already secured.


The second aspect of Aron’s approach was what one might, for convenience, call a disenchanted realism. The two, of course, are related. It was because he had experienced the twentieth century as a series of threats to the fragile Western heritage of individual freedom and legal order that Aron accorded such importance to realism: We must look at the world not as we wish it to be but as it is. This duty was incumbent, he believed, on observers and practitioners alike.


Thus commentators, social scientists, and historians must begin by trying to understand the real-world constraints upon those whose acts they seek to assess. As he wrote of Max Weber, “He was prepared at any moment to answer the question that disconcerts all our amateur politicians: ‘What would you do if you were a Cabinet minister?’”3 It was for this reason that he had set out to educate himself in disciplines far removed from those he had studied as a young man. As early as 1937 he spelled out his motives: “It isn’t every day that a Dreyfus affair allows you to invoke truth against error. If intellectuals want to offer their opinions on a daily basis, they will need knowledge of economics, diplomacy, politics, etc. Whether it concerns deflation and inflation, Russian alliance or entente cordiale, collective contracts or wage rates, the point at issue is less about justice than about effectiveness.”4


Aron thus took his distance from all efforts to invest political or historical analysis with moral evaluation. Even Vichy, a preeminently emotive topic in French public debate, required in Aron’s view a cooler assessment: Vichy in his eyes was less a crime than an error, a mistake of political judgment. The pétainist fault lay in supposing that Vichy might benefit from its place in Hitler’s Europe—a dangerous and ultimately tragic misjudgment, but one that needed to be understood in the context of the events of 1940. The point was to acknowledge the facts, however uncomfortable or inconvenient—“the analyst doesn’t create the history that he interprets.”5


For the same reason, he refused to share the widespread enthusiasm aroused in the mid-1950s by the first post-Stalinist whiffs of détente. He even welcomed the gloomy presence of Mr. Molotov: In Aron’s eyes the inscrutable Mr. Molotov was a useful prophylactic against a return to interwar illusions—the idea that “peace depends on words rather than on the courage of men and the balance of forces.” Writing in 1956, after the upheavals in Poland but before the repression of the Hungarian revolution, Aron reminded his readers that “if the Soviets felt truly threatened, they would return to the rigidity of earlier years. . . . Let us not mistake our dreams for near reality.”6


But Raymond Aron was not at all a “realist” in the sense people mean today when they speak of “realpolitik”—the practice of making political judgments derived exclusively from a calculation of possibilities, interests, and outcomes based on past experience or a priori reasoning. He had no time for that sort of “theoretical realism,” which led in practice to unrealistic decisions like that of Neville Chamberlain at Munich. His objection to this mode of thought lay partly in its frequently misguided conclusions, but above all in its rigidity, with the result that what begins as empirical calculation nearly always ends up as rule-bound dogma: “In my opinion, pseudocertainty, based on the relationship between the stakes and the risks, on some rational calculation ascribed to a likely aggressor, is of no more value than the dogmatism of the Maginot Line.”7


To appreciate what was distinctive about Aron’s writings on international affairs it helps to think of his method as a series of approaches that ran against the grain of his time. In the first place, he was a social scientist who thought historically. In his essays and lectures on nations and empires, or on the development of international relations since 1914, Aron broke with contemporary fashion. His understanding of interstate relations was unabashedly traditional. In his words, “The division of humanity into sovereign states preceded capitalism and will outlive it.”8 There were limits to what even the Great Powers could do, but there were equally limits to what could  be done to prevent them from doing as they wished—hence his mildly skeptical attitude toward the United Nations and other international agencies.


The same emphasis upon continuity shaped his critique of grand claims about the need to rethink military and diplomatic strategy in the nuclear age. Raymond Aron saw very early on, well before most professional military theorists, the limits to the diplomatic and military uses of nuclear weaponry. In 1957, ten years before the British retreat from east of Suez, he pointed out that the British military’s growing reliance on atomic weapons and its reduced expenditure on conventional arms would undercut its freedom of military and therefore diplomatic maneuver without doing anything to improve its security. Two years later he made the same point about the French force de frappe: French nuclear weapons only made sense in the hypothetical context of a conflict between NATO and the USSR, whereas for France’s real problems in Africa or the Middle East they would be of absolutely no use whatsoever.


Despite his emphasis upon the main U.S.–USSR confrontation, Aron was thus alert to the changes already taking place in the postwar world from the late 1950s. Even in 1954 he had warned against betting all one’s military budget and calculations on a single weapon; the wars of the future were likely to be quite different from those of the past and would require a very different sort of arsenal. Moreover, such local wars need not lead to international conflicts on a nuclear scale—on the contrary, if the nuclear “umbrella” secured anything, it was the space for greater and lesser powers to engage in old-style local or partial conflicts without putting “peace” at risk. The traditional logic of power politics remained in force, and with it the need to think militarily in a variety of keys and not just that of nuclear devastation. “One does not increase the risk of total war by accepting the obligations of local wars,” he pointed out.9


In the second place, Raymond Aron was a realist who took ideas seriously. This is still an unusual combination. From Henry Kissinger down, most contemporary “realists” are contemptuously dismissive of moralizers and others who claim that politicians and statesmen are or should be moved by abstract goals or ethical ambitions. Ideas, ideals, and dogmas, from historical materialism to human rights, are, they suggest, the ephemera of political discourse; at best abstractions that cannot readily be taken into account when making hard political choices, at worst (and more commonly) excuses for actions undertaken for other reasons.


Aron thought otherwise. In his account, reality encompassed not only interests and power but also ideas. Like Clausewitz, he took it for granted that Glaubensache—beliefs of all kinds—constitute a social fact. Human beings have beliefs and are moved by them in various ways, and this phenomenon is as much a part of reality as the disposition of armaments or the forms of production. “Realism,” in Aron’s view, was simply unrealistic if it ignored the moral judgments that citizens pass on governments, or the real and imagined moral interests of all actors in a society.


It is for this reason that Raymond Aron’s realism was so much better at explaining and predicting events in his time than the “realist” commentaries and prognostications of Sovietologists and others who shared his concerns but not his breadth of understanding. Thus, for example, in the late 1940s Aron laid out a “two-track” explanation of Soviet international strategy that would become conventional wisdom by the 1970s but was original and provocative in its time. According to his analysis there was a fundamental continuity of Soviet goals, but these might be sought either by the tactic of alliances, as in the era of the Popular Front (or for a brief moment after Hitler’s defeat) or else by confrontational attitudes at appropriate times and in vulnerable places. Those who dismissed or downplayed the doctrinal reasoning that lay behind this Soviet strategy simply missed an important truth about the world in which they lived.


If Aron saw things in this light it was because—and this is the third distinctive feature in his approach—he was an anti-Communist who took Marxism very seriously. He was certainly in no doubt as to the dangers presented by the Soviet Union. As the essays in this book make clear, his assessment of the postwar international situation drew on his overwhelming concern with the Soviet Union and the threat it posed. He was one of the first European commentators to recognize, as early as 1945, the role that would be played by the USSR after Hitler’s defeat, and everything he wrote was side-shadowed by this fact.


But his obsession with the Soviet threat was driven above all by his insight into the attraction of communism, which gave the USSR an appeal and a leverage far beyond that of a conventional Great Power. Aron was a lifelong student of Marxist thought and was far better informed on this subject than many self-styled Marxists. His interest in Karl Marx began with his early work on philosophies of history and was sustained both by his professional interest in nineteenth-century social thought and his polemics with Marxist and marxisant contemporaries. Of his engagement with Marx, Aron had this to say: “Like the friends of my youth I never separated philosophy from politics, nor thought from commitment; but I devoted rather more time than them to the study of economic and social mechanisms. In this sense I believe I was more faithful to Marx than they were.”10


For Aron, the distinction between Marx and his Marxist heirs was important—though not sufficient to absolve Marx himself of all responsibility for the actions and opinions of those claiming to follow his precepts. Marxism (like other twentieth-century radical dogmas of extreme Left and extreme Right alike) was what Aron called a “secular religion.” Here, too, he was ahead of his time. The idea that extremist claims and projects of Left and Right had much in common with each other—in their appeal and in the threat they posed to liberty—was unfashionable and unpopular when Aron proposed it in the postwar decades. Today, in the aftermath of the fall of the Soviet Union and with greater attention paid to the crimes of Nazism and communism alike, we are more disposed to see the twentieth century in this light.


Aron’s reading of Marxism as a secular religion made him few friends. American specialists on Soviet affairs preferred to analyze Marxist regimes in functional terms, whereas European and especially French Marxists and students of Marxism were deeply offended by Aron’s refusal to take their ideas seriously on their terms. We forget today how willing many on the European Left were to give even Stalin the benefit of the doubt. Aron was merciless in his skewering of such illusions: Writing in 1950, at a time when the appeal of Stalin extended well beyond the boundaries of those parties and countries under his direct control, Aron commented, “The ludicrous surprise is that the European Left has taken a pyramid-builder for its God.”11


One aspect of Aron’s interests that brought him rather closer to contemporary American specialists was the attention he paid to modern economies and their apparent convergence. But here, too (and this is my fourth example of Aron’s distinctive approach), he stood a little aside from conventional wisdom. Like many American sociologists of the late 1950s, Aron was struck by the apparently converging character of industrial societies. But unlike them, he was never led by this observation to suppose that they would all eventually merge into a single social model.


For most European social theorists and sociologists of Aron’s time, of Left and Right alike, society was either capitalist or socialist: Forms of  production and property ownership determined all other features. The Soviet Union and the West were categorically different systems, and there was widespread agreement across the European political spectrum that it was a serious political mistake, as well as an analytical error, to suggest that two such antagonistic political systems could share fundamental modern features in common.


Aron took a rather different position. He regretted the neglect of a question that had preoccupied early nineteenth-century writers at the dawn of modernity: What is the meaning, what is the nature of a society shaped by science and by industry? Unlike a number of “industrial society” theorists in the United States, however, he did not want to claim that East and West were somehow one, their distinctive ideological disagreements cast in the shade by a common drive toward the social, managerial, and rationalist goals of an industrial economy. He was too conscious of politics—of the contrast between societies where state and society were collapsed into one and those where they were distinct—and too well informed about the place of ideology in Soviet thinking to make this elementary mistake.


In his view, scholars who made this error were merely reflecting the complementary Marxist mistake of deriving political assumptions from economic forms: Comparable “forces of production,” so the claim ran, must needs give birth to similar political institutions and beliefs. But why should this follow? From as early as 1936 Aron had already observed an original aspect of the Soviet “experiment.” In the West, freedom and private enterprise had been the essential preconditions for industrialization and growth. But the latter might now happen under Soviet-style conditions of planning and public ownership. The USSR might be politically and socially dystopic, but it was no less a technically “advanced” society for that.


Technological modernity, then, was a fact of the contemporary world, and Aron was caustically dismissive of those French critics who fondly imagined that the rationalist and economistic traits of all modern (Western) societies were something gratuitously foisted upon Europeans by the United States for its own purposes. In his view the problems of modernity could no longer be cast in the simple old ways: private property versus public ownership, capitalist exploitation versus social equality, market anarchy versus planned distribution. These themes of socialist doctrine and Left-Right polemic had largely lost their meaning.


Aron’s insight into the ways in which modern industrial society transcended the old doctrinal categories without necessarily leading to the blurring of political forms put him in a singular position: someone who shared some aspects of French and American social thought and political assessment but agreed wholeheartedly with neither. This lonely stance is echoed in his writings on decolonization, a fifth arena in which the characteristic Aronian perspective can be seen at work.


As the essays in this collection suggest, Raymond Aron was a critic of French colonialism. Like many of his contemporaries on the Left, he favored French withdrawal first from Indochina and then from North Africa and especially Algeria in the years following the Arab revolt of 1954. But unlike almost everyone else in the anticolonial camp, he opposed the French presence, in Algeria especially, not out of moral distaste or from radical precept but on strictly “realist” grounds.


Raymond Aron was not against French colonies on principle. He resented the American and British failure to assist the embattled French forces in Vietnam and shared the view, widespread in the political class of his time, that France’s identity was intimately bound up with its worldwide possessions and influence. France has a duty, he wrote in Le Figaro in October 1955, to try and keep North Africa “in the sphere of modern civilization.”12 But lacking any personal ties to North Africa, he felt no emotional attachment to the Maghreb and came to see his country’s embroilment there as costly and pointless. The rebellion in Algeria made it depressingly clear that France could retain control of the country only by the application of considerable force.


Accordingly, as Aron argued in two trenchant pamphlets published in 1957 and 1958 (from which the excerpts in this book are drawn), the time had come to give the Algerians their independence. He based this conclusion on characteristically Aronian grounds. To improve the condition of the indigenous population of Algeria to a level compatible with equal membership of the French nation, and to provide Arabs and Berbers with equal political rights and representation, as proposed by liberal-minded defenders of the status quo, would be hugely expensive (and therefore unpopular with the taxpaying citizenry). It would also entail an Algerian presence in French political life—projecting ahead the far higher growth rates of the Arab population—that would likely prove unacceptable to the metropolitan French themselves. In short, the French were deluding themselves, not to speak of  misleading the Arabs, when they promised equality and equal representation in the future, having steadfastly refused it in the past.


Moreover, although it was true that the Arab Algerians would be better off if they stayed under French rule, this was not a factor that they could be expected to take into account. “It is a denial of the experience of our century,” Aron wrote, “to suppose that men will sacrifice their passions to their interests.” While he held no brief for the nationalist case, Aron understood its power to move millions, and the foolhardiness of opposing it. And he saw no point in debating whether or not there truly was an “Algerian nation” with claims to self-government and the like, as though the assertion that “Algerianness” was a modern invention would somehow undermine the case for independence. “It hardly matters whether this nationalism is the expression of a real or an imaginary nation. Nationalism is a passion, resolved to create the entity it invokes.”


Once it was clear that the only mutually acceptable solution to the Algerian imbroglio was a parting of the ways—and by 1957 this outcome was obvious to Aron—it made absolutely no sense to wait. “The multiplication of would-be sovereign states, lacking the intellectual, economic, and administrative resources necessary for the exercise of sovereignty, is not inherently desirable. I am not a fanatic for the ‘abandonment of sovereignty.’ But I am more opposed to colonial wars than to the abandonment of sovereignty, because the former anyway produces the latter—under the worst possible conditions.”


Note that Aron is not invoking historical inevitability here, much less a theory of necessary progress. The Algerian War need not have happened. The interests of its participants were not best served by the goals they sought. And even if the end result was in one sense foreordained, if only by French colonial malpractice, that did not make it “right.” But the French had failed to hold on to North Africa, and the time had come to recognize this fact and act accordingly. Reasonable men might disagree on this; as Aron wrote with reference to the events of 1940, “faced with this tragic dilemma men of equal patriotism might make utterly opposed choices.” No one had a monopoly of right.


Raymond Aron thus came down in favor of Algerian independence, like the overwhelming majority of other French intellectuals. But his arguments were quite unlike theirs. He did not seek to prove the legitimacy of the Arab claim to independence. He was not interested, for these purposes, in the moral debt the French had inherited from their colonial past that could only be liquidated by the abandonment of colonial power. He never invoked the course of history or the “natural” move to a postcolonial world. And, above all, he did not refer to the emotive issue of French military and police practices in Algeria itself, the use of torture to extract confessions from suspected terrorists, and the price that was being paid for these crimes in the soul of the French Republic. The Algerian tragedy, for Aron, lay not in the moral dilemma posed to individuals caught in the “dirty war,” but in the absence of a satisfactory third alternative to a continuing conflict or a “catastrophic” independence. “Political action,” he wrote, “is a response to circumstances, not a theoretical disquisition or the expression of feelings.”


Aron was accused at the time of having neglected the “moral” dimension of France’s Algerian crisis, of failing to grasp the true heart of the tragedy in his frozen concern with logic. His reply, when this charge was put to him again many years later, is revealing. Why did he not add his voice to those who were speaking out against the use of torture? “But what would I have achieved by proclaiming my opposition to torture? I have never met anyone who is in favor of torture.” And, more generally, why did he not invoke moral criteria in his case for Algerian independence? Others were doing that already, he replied, and anyone who was open to that sort of argument was probably already convinced. “The important thing” was “to convince those who were arguing the opposite position.”13


I have described at some length Aron’s response to the Algerian crisis because it neatly encapsulates not just his views on colonialism but his distinctive, “cool” approach to the analysis of a political crisis. Here was Aronian realism at work, applied in this case to decolonization but present throughout his writings on postwar political and moral dilemmas. Some goals are desirable, others are not. But the point is always to ask what is possible in the circumstances in which men find themselves and to proceed—whether as observer or actor—from that starting point.


One final dimension of Aron’s contribution to twentieth-century political analysis is worth mentioning. Raymond Aron was a Frenchman. As he himself never failed to insist, he saw the world from Paris. But Aron was an unusual Frenchman. He read and spoke fluent English and German, and unlike most French commentators of his era he saw very clearly just what the rise of the superpowers and the advent of atomic weapons meant for the  international standing of his country. For these reasons his interpretation of twentieth-century international developments was unusual, perhaps unique.


 That Raymond Aron was always and above all a Frenchman is crucial to an appreciation of his writings. His patriotism is palpable—he once described his two passions in politics as France and freedom, and it is clear that in important ways the two were for him but one. On more than one occasion in the 1950s his feelings as a Frenchman were deeply offended by international criticism of his country. In one angry commentary on Third World attacks at the United Nations, he wrote, “We have had enough of being lectured to by governments that do not apply and have no intention of applying the ideas they got from us and in whose name they condemn us.”14


This wounded national sentiment occasionally colored his judgments, too. His dislike for Nasser (“the Egyptian Führer”) led him at the time of the 1956 Suez Crisis to make implausible and misleading analogies with Munich, and utterly to misread American interests and intentions (“Forced to choose, Washington will not opt for Nasser’s Egypt against Great Britain and France”—which is, of course, just what Eisenhower did). He even ventured wild and unsupported predictions of disaster in the event of Nasser’s victory, which he initially saw as a catastrophe for France: “If pan-Islamism pushes the British out of the Near East and the French out of North Africa, it will not be long before the Americans are chased out of Europe.”15


Aron’s identification with France and its interests brought him close to General de Gaulle, though he was never a Gaullist (one fellow member of the Free French community describes him as the “only nonpassionate anti-Gaullist in wartime London”16). In the immediate postwar years he supported the General, recognizing in him a man who had, in Aron’s words, all the qualities and all the defects of Machiavelli’s Prince. He offered his guarded support again when de Gaulle returned to power as a result of the Algerian crisis of 1958. During the 1950s he even shared de Gaulle’s own views on the hypocrisy of U.S. policy toward the Third World: “The Americans don’t have a bad conscience when oil companies pay feudal rulers millions of dollars to support sordid regimes; but they would feel bad if their influence or their money helped the North Africans (French and Muslim) to build together a community shaped by the spirit of Western civilization.”17


But his relationship with de Gaulle was always a difficult one. Aron regarded the Gaullist approach to foreign policy, nuclear arms, and the Atlantic alliance as cavalier, contradictory, and at times irresponsible. He  remained a firm critic of Gaullist international illusions long after the General’s departure from the scene: In April 1981 he reminded readers of l’Express  that the French attitude toward the USSR—born of fantasies about playing a role between and independent of the “two hegemonies”—was the unfortunate legacy of de Gaulle. It was he, wrote Aron, who must take responsibility for bequeathing to his successors the illusion that France had some special place in the hearts and policies of Soviet leaders.


If Aron could distance himself from conventional French perspectives on international relations it was in part because of his distinctive intellectual affinities. Raymond Aron was an admirer of Montesquieu and Tocqueville, whom (following Elie Halevy) he affectionately referred to as the “English school of French political thought.” His high regard for these thinkers, then out of fashion, was in some measure fueled by his frustration with German thinkers like Max Weber, whose work he knew well but of whose grandscale, “bird’s-eye view” of social processes he retained a certain suspicion.18 


What distinguished Montesquieu and his heirs for Aron, by contrast, was their understanding of the political and their willingness to accord politics an autonomous and important place in social and historical explanation. With this appreciation of politics came that dispassionate realism that Aron valued so highly. In contrast, what was wrong with de Gaulle and his left-wing critics, in Aron’s view, was their resolute unwillingness to look facts in the face and see France’s situation as it truly was.


Not surprisingly, Aron’s detached and objective way of being a French patriot did not endear him to either side. His situation—that of a Frenchman better understood and more appreciated abroad than at home—reminded him of the discomforts of the tradition in which he had chosen to place himself. In Alexis de Tocqueville’s isolation amid the ideological currents of the nineteenth century, Aron detected a foretaste of the difficulties of the liberal thinker in a later age: “Too liberal for the side from which he came, not enthusiastic enough about new ideas for the republicans, he was taken up neither by the Right nor the Left, but remained suspect to them all. Such is the fate reserved in France to the English or Anglo-American school.”19


Raymond Aron’s situation, at least until the last years of his life, was thus in some measure a lonely one. He was certainly not without friends, quite the contrary: His years with the Free French in wartime London, his decades of political journalism, and his professional links to many universities and scholars across the globe had all provided him with a broad range of contacts  and colleagues throughout the upper reaches of Western public life. Indeed it was his unusually good connections in government, public administration, and parts of the business world, for example, that gave Aron’s editorial writings their authority and conviction.


Nonetheless, Aron was not part of any one community of thinkers. He was too “American” for most French colleagues; too French to fit easily into the world of 1950s American social science; and too liberal and freethinking to be wholly at ease in the polarized scholarly and political sects molded by the Cold War era. His interests in industrial society, military strategy, and Great-Power relations were unfamiliar to much of his French audience, and his way of writing about these subjects demonstrated an interest in ideas and belief systems not yet commonplace in British or American policy networks and academies.


Intellectual autonomy has its advantages, however. Raymond Aron was largely detached from contemporary analytical conventions while being resolutely engaged in the affairs of his time. It is this combination, I believe, which makes him well worth our attention today. He not only commented insightfully on a world that has moved on but anticipated some of the issues and challenges of the twenty-first century. To take but one example: In his account of international affairs, Aron paid sustained attention to states and their traditional interests. He understood the changes wrought by the emergence of superpowers and the development of nuclear weapons, of course, but was not misled by the scale of change—as some were—into believing that the rules of international relations had changed in some mysterious, fundamental way.


He was therefore properly skeptical of the limits of international entities, whether the United Nations or the newly forming European Community. Like it or not, he argued, we live in a world of states and must make the best of this reality. Whereas if there were to be sustained attempts at forging larger units, for the purpose of securing peace or achieving prosperity, then these units must perforce acquire some of the characteristics of states, without which their prospects are illusory.


He thus appreciated from an early stage something that is only now dawning upon the political and administrative leadership of the European Union: that without a common foreign policy, and a European defense force to back it up, Europe lacks the fundamental building blocks of any sovereign entity and must remain at the mercy of its separate interests. Until this situation changes, international political and military crises will continue to be addressed not by some present or future “European Assembly” but by the national powers directly involved. This observation is as pertinent today as it was when Aron first made it in the context of a crisis in NATO’s leadership in 1959. 20
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If Raymond Aron transcended his era and is of interest to today’s reader, it is, I think, because of his distinctively tragic vision. By this I do not mean that he was a pessimist, much less someone given to predicting terrible futures. On the contrary, Aron’s grasp of reality led him as early as September 1947 to the view, as he famously put it, that peace might be impossible, but war was improbable—which turned out to be a pretty fair description of the next forty years of world history. But his was a tragic view of history in a different, deeper sense.


Unlike most of his contemporaries, Aron held out no great hope for the radical transformation of the human condition—whether by revolution, technical invention, or indefinite economic growth. He despised the Soviet “model” but found little to admire in its main competitor—“the U.S. economy seems to me a model neither for humanity nor for the West.” His own preference was of course for the West, but he did not share the illusion widespread among many “Cold Warriors” of both sides that History might in due course come to an End.


Aron had no time for such nonsense. The most that could be hoped for, in his view, was constant vigilance to limit the risks and damage of confrontation. This opinion placed him at odds with the dominant sensibility of his era, which held that the object of international relations was somehow to put an end to all wars—whether through nuclear stalemate, the negotiation of a definitive “peace settlement,” or else a final victory by one side or the other. For all his vigorous anticommunism, Aron was strikingly moderate, not unlike George Kennan in later years. He believed that the Soviet Union would never deliberately push the world to the brink of war but instead would continue to pursue its objectives through subtle pressure—hence the alternating styles of compromise and confrontation.


This combination of moderation and worldly wisdom turns out to have been not only an accurate insight into the way things were but also an  interesting anticipation of the mood of our own times. The Cold War ended and for the moment, at least, the great systems-builders and utopian models are behind us. There is much that is amiss today, but no informed observer imagines that it can or even should be set to rights through a monopoly on power or knowledge. In Aron’s words, “Modern society . . . is a democratic society to be observed without transports of enthusiasm or indignation.”21 His “icy clarity” (François Mauriac) has served him well.


Raymond Aron was a trenchant critic of “systems” of any kind. His distaste for the monist doctrinaires of the Left was matched by his dismissal of dogmatic free-marketeers or minimal-state advocates of the Right. In the 1950s and 1960s this stance set him apart. Today Aron, like Isaiah Berlin, another defender of political and intellectual pluralism, has come into his own: He was an economic liberal who abhorred Hayekian system-building (while admiring the Austrian’s nonconformist courage); a critic of the establishment who evinced deep distaste for all forms of disorder and confusion, mental and social alike; an anti-Communist who took Marxism seriously; a realist who acknowledged men’s political beliefs; a French patriot who recognized and accepted the fact of American imperial power.


Like Berlin, Aron accepted and welcomed a multiplicity of conflicting opinions and objectives: “Theoretical elaboration, in our view, should serve to sharpen awareness of the plurality of goals and aims, rather than favoring the tendency to monoconceptual interpretations, always arbitrary and partisan.”22 It is for this reason that Aron’s reading of the history of the twentieth century can still speak to us—because it was never in thrall to the prejudices and aspirations that shaped the story as it was unfolding.


He was, as he once described himself, le spectateur engagé, the committed observer, whose cool, dispassionate tone and disabused acceptance of the realities of life in the atomic age hid from sight his deep commitment to the fragile values of an open society. As he described himself when he was admitted to the Académie des Sciences Morales et Politiques, Raymond Aron was a “man without a party, whose opinions offend first one side and then another, who is all the more unbearable because he takes his moderation to excess and hides his passions under his arguments.”23 But his commitment was unmistakable and the passion real. To read Aron now is to be reminded of what was at stake in the great confrontations of the twentieth century and why it mattered so much.





*Tony Judt is Director of the Remarque Institute at New York University. His books include Marxism and the French Left (1986), Past Imperfect: French Intellectuals 1944–1956  (1992) and The Burden of Responsibility: Blum, Camus, Aron and the French Twentieth Century  (1998).














NATIONS AND EMPIRES


There is no historic present without both memory and presentiment. In the middle of the twentieth century, the political universe cannot be grasped in the passing moment alone, for in that moment we encounter not only traces of the events we have lived through previously but also signs of what is to come. Moreover, a person’s historical consciousness, his awareness of the present, varies according to the continent, country, and party to which he belongs.


In the case of Europeans, our sense of the present is dominated by two major phenomena: on the one hand the great wars that lately ravaged the Old World, and on the other the disintegration of the empires, built up over centuries, that once caused the Union Jack and the French tricolor to fly over New Delhi and Saigon, central Africa and the distant islands of the Pacific. Might not our understanding be distorted by this “Eurocentrism”?  Apparently not.


Our evaluation of past upheavals naturally depends on the point of view from which we survey them. Whereas a European may lament the decline in Western power that resulted from the apocalyptic “great” wars of the twentieth century, a Chinese or Indian observer will rejoice that those conflicts hastened the end of an unnatural tyranny. Westerners remember the benefits they brought to non-Westerners; non-Westerners still resent the humiliations they suffered. One side talks of the breakup of empires, the other of the liberation of nations. But verbal differences should not prevent us from agreeing on essential facts.


Perhaps, in the future, American, Russian, Chinese, and Indian historians will see the European wars of the twentieth century quite differently and accord no more importance to those last convulsions of a dying civilization than this “little cape of Asia” warrants. Without the genius of Thucydides, the Peloponnesian War might have loomed no larger in the works of Roman historians than did the drowsy Greek cities in the Roman Empire itself. And posterity may well modify the significance we ourselves attribute to episodes in our tumultuous century. So, although we cannot escape our own time and all that goes with it, nor must we exclude from our assessments the points of view of other observers appraising events from latitudes different from our own. Any appraisal is and must be related to a date and a place.


However, to be Europe-oriented in the middle of the twentieth century brings with it more benefits than disadvantages. Plainly, what has happened in Europe has largely determined what has happened in the rest of the world. It may be plausibly argued that India was bound to become independent sooner or later: But the Republic of India, a member of the Commonwealth governed by Jawaharlal Nehru, emerged out of the two European wars. We tend to think that whatever happened, China, after the troubled period resulting from the decline of the Manchu dynasty and the effects of Western influence, would eventually have become a strong power again and embarked on a policy of industrialization: But the China of Mao Tse-tung, of the Five-Year Plans, and Marxism-Leninism can be understood only in relation to events and to the evolution of ideas in Europe—to the 1917 revolution, to the assassination of an archduke in an obscure corner of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, to Hegel and Marx. People often dig up quotations from Alexis de Tocqueville to show that the rise of both Russia and the United States was written down in advance in the book of fate. And perhaps such developments really were inevitable on both those continents because of the vast spaces they had at their disposal, whereas Europe was divided up into jealous individual states. Nonetheless, it took two threats of German hegemony to make the United States aware of its own enormous power. And not until the European nations were exhausted did the Soviet Union come to seem invincible both to itself and to others. Even if they did not actually create them, Europe’s two twentieth-century wars revealed the forces that dominate the world today.


They were world wars not only because their repercussions were felt to the ends of the earth; because Senegalese and Indians came and died in the Flanders mud; because the English beat a path through the Malaysian jungles; because the Solomon Islands provided a setting for the conflict between Americans and Japanese. What have become known as World Wars I and II were fought with weapons and in the name of values (and words) that had their source in the civilization of Europe. Forty years separated the  taxis of the Marne from the atomic bomb—a transition between two distinct eras of military capabilities and industrialization. Now more than at any other time, armies, in both their structure and their equipment, are reflections of their society. The preeminence of the European nations was doomed to collapse as soon as the human masses of Asia acquired the same means of production and the same weapons of war as those that had conferred power and prosperity on the Europeans.


The Europeans exported their ideas at the same time as their machines. A century ago they saw no contradiction between the principle of nationalities they themselves espoused and the distant conquests they embarked on with such clear consciences. They believed that as “superior nations” they had the right to rule over “inferior” ones. But this implicit racism could not survive indefinitely the discovery on the one hand of the greatness of other civilizations and on the other the realization of how precarious Europe’s supremacy really was. The wars brought out the contradiction between the principle on which order in Europe was based and the principle on which European empires outside Europe reposed. France and Britain fought or pretended to fight for a nation’s right to self-determination but refused to grant the benefits of this right to the peoples of Africa and Asia. It is no accident that the concepts of nation and empire have gained currency all over the world and seem to embody an antithesis between good and evil. The widespread use of these two terms has given rise to much ambiguity and confusion.


The ideal type of a national state is a political unit all of whose citizens belong to the same culture and wish to live in an autonomous community. An imperial state is one that is imposed, usually by conquest, on peoples of different languages and cultures. We should probably add to this list at least a third ideal type—that of the federal state (Switzerland, for example), which involves neither homogeneity of culture nor imposed power. Moreover, our first two ideal types are never completely put into practice, and it is difficult to assign cases that fall between the two categories to either one or the other.


Even within a national state such as France there are minorities whose languages (Basque, Celtic, and so on) and cultures are not those of the majority. A homogeneous culture is the result of history—in other words, often of a series of conquests. Finally, de facto membership in a culture does not always carry with it a wish to belong to the corresponding political  unit. In 1871 the people of Alsace spoke a Germanic dialect. They had been incorporated into the Holy Roman Empire, a Germanic state, in the Middle Ages, but in 1871, despite the Prussian victory, they still wanted to be French. The principle of nationalities could be interpreted in various ways, with emphasis placed on the free choice of the individual (as in the French version) or on the idea of an essential nation to which people belonged even if in practice they rejected it (a version to which German ideology tended).


The notion of empire is equally hard to pin down. Tsarist Russia, together with its heir, the Soviet Union, was the result of a series of military conquests. Many peoples, of various languages and cultures, were subjected to the rule of Moscow. Before he came to power himself, Lenin denounced the imperialism of the tsars and their acquisition of foreign territories. The right of secession for nonnative nationalities formed part of the Bolshevik program, and it is still, in the middle of the twentieth century, extant in official Soviet documents. Might the nationalities concerned have made use of the right of secession at the time of the revolution? Would they do so today if they were allowed? One could speculate forever about what might have happened or might still happen, but such speculation is pointless. Let us merely note that there are still imperial states in existence today that are made up of communities subscribing to a number of different cultures. We cannot exclude the possibility of a kind of imperial patriotism, whether Tsarist or Soviet, that might command the loyalty of even a large section of nonnative populations. There is no point in abstract discussion of the right of cultural communities to exercise political sovereignty.


The words nationalism and imperialism, as used in propaganda, are even more equivocal than nation and empire. The nationalism of the Tunisians and the Moroccans is bound up with their claim to independence. But what is meant by the nationalism of the French or the Germans once their respective countries are securely established as national units? Does the word convey a grandiose conception of the role of the nation, or merely an attachment to the particular values each country embodies? In one case we are dealing with a will to power that expresses itself in a desire for expansion, and in the other with a patriotism without which the state itself could not survive. Under the influence of revolution or religion, or in the name of universality or particularism, all the great exponents of nationalism have eventually come to accept conquest, inconsistent though it is, in theory, with the  idea of nationality. The Jacobins spread liberty at the point of the bayonet; the Pan-Germanists dreamed of uniting all Germans in one state even before Hitler and his followers proclaimed the right of the master race to enslave “inferior” races. The messianism of the “Third Rome”1 was a forerunner of the ideology that called for the liberation of the proletariat.


All this explains why “our” nationalism is seen as imperialist by “oth-ers”—a confusion compounded by the fact that when national states replaced monarchies they accepted their predecessors’ diplomatic practices. As long as aggrandizement was seen as a natural law governing the conduct of all states, nationalism easily became imperialism and ideology seemed the legitimate servant of the will to power. In 1848, and again in 1918, the desire for nationhood, taken together with the liberal ideal, was seen by optimists to promise peace with liberty. But in both 1848 and 1939, and throughout the history of the twentieth century, the struggle for hegemony emerged as the dominant theme, even if German unity and the liberation of the national entities of central and eastern Europe are regarded as motivating ideas rather than merely the arguments of jurists and philosophers.


Outside Europe, imperialism seems easily recognizable when it appears in the form of European domination. But while political imperialism, symbolized by the annexation of sovereignty, may be clearly enough defined, where does economic imperialism begin and end? Lenin’s book2 popularized the theory that the countries of Europe were forced by the inconsistencies inherent in capitalism to look abroad for new markets, raw materials, and profits. But whatever the true causes of European expansion, that expansion preceded “monopoly capitalism.” The Indian Empire was created and North America populated before capitalism reached its final stages, and in 1914 the African colonies occupied only a modest place in the world economy.


One need not subscribe to the whole of Lenin’s thesis to understand why the economic superiority of the West was seen by the peoples of Asia and the Middle East as imperialism, even when it did not actually lead to the establishment of a colonial regime. The exploitation of raw materials without any attempt to create local industry; the destruction of native crafts and the stunted growth of industrial development that resulted from the influx of European goods; high interest rates on loans; ownership of major businesses by foreign capitalists—all these were dubbed imperialistic even when unaccompanied by political pressure, whether open or covert, on the  governments of the independent countries concerned. This extension of the meaning of imperialism can be explained in terms of the emotional reactions involved, which, even if not always justified, were at least understandable. But in the interest of clarity we need to distinguish between three different interpretations of the word: the imperialism that leads to the legal establishment of a colonial regime or protectorate; that which takes the form of a de facto domination by a strong state over a weaker one; and that which functions on the plane of economics alone and consists in unilateral influence brought to bear by a major economy on a minor one.


These last two forms of imperialism seem as ineradicable as unequal power and unequal economic development among states. A country that expects to derive a third or a half of its income from tin, copper, or coffee depends on its main buyer more than the buyer depends on a supplier who doesn’t possess a monopoly. A country that wants to attract foreign capital has to accept either that some of its businesses will belong to foreigners or that some of its resources will have to come from loans or gifts. We may speak of dollar or ruble imperialism when U.S. or Soviet capital opens up other countries to technicians, ideas, or influences originating in one or other of the two giant states, but it does not follow that the beneficiaries of such interested generosity need see themselves as victims. The more primitive forms of exploitation are tending to die out.


The changes that have occurred on the world scene in the past half-century are plain for all to see. If we take iron and steel production as a rough guide to military potential, the Soviet Union, with 4.2 million metric tons, was outclassed in 1913 by Germany (14.3 metric tons) and Great Britain (7.8 metric tons). In 1955, iron and steel production in the USSR equaled that of Great Britain and Germany put together (20.1 and 24.7 metric tons, respectively). Similarly, in Asia, Japan’s military superiority is a thing of the past. In one generation China’s Five-Year Plans will provide it with industrial resources that, mobilized for war, would be considerably greater than those available to Japan when it set out to create a sphere of coprosperity.


But even though, as regards the balance of power, a relatively clear provisional pattern emerges for the first half of the twentieth century, the significance of the international system as a whole remains obscure. Are we witnessing nothing more than the replacement of dying empires by younger ones, in an unbroken sequence of violence and injustice? Have the nations of Europe, like the cities of ancient Greece, had to abdicate from  their former power because they clung to an outmoded principle of political organization? What kind of order is now being brought into being by the fighting techniques, the modes of production, and the passions of men?






1. THE DESTRUCTION OF THE EUROPEAN SYSTEM


The suggestion, now commonplace, that nations and nationalisms were responsible for Europe’s decline is either self-evident or debatable according to the meaning one ascribes to the words themselves. Europe was once divided up into nations in the same way that ancient Greece was divided up into cities. If, following Albert Thibaudet, we compare the conflict that began in 1914 with the Peloponnesian War, we will easily conclude that modern Europe was the victim of rivalry between nations just as ancient Greece was the victim of rivalry between cities. But we still need to ask why such rivalries, a century earlier seen by Leopold von Ranke as consonant with the mission and favorable to the greatness of Europe, are now regarded as having been fatal. And because the provisional outcome of history largely accounts for our judgments, we are bound to wonder if we really should hold the various kinds of nationalism responsible for the ravages wrought in the twentieth century by the rivalry itself.


The case for the prosecution, which is encountered more or less everywhere, is impressive. The 1914 war arose out of quarrels in the Balkans over claims to nationhood. It was to counter the threat to the dualist monarchy of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, embodied in Serbian propaganda and addressed to the Southern Slavs, that the Austro-Hungarian ministers took the measures (the ultimatum to Serbia, the shelling of Belgrade) that sowed the seeds of a European war. It was Slav solidarity that prevented the government in St. Petersburg from allowing Serbian independence to be destroyed and from letting the Austro-Hungarian Empire win a diplomatic victory. It was national pride, the belief that the fatherland was destined to be a global power and that German culture should shine its luminosity throughout the world, that aroused the enthusiasm of the masses in the empire of Wilhelm II in 1914 and made the workers forget their former socialism. It was the will to survive as a Great Power and to recover their lost provinces that suddenly united the French and sustained them through years of tribulation.


During the first months of the war, nationalist passions reached an extreme, almost pathological degree of intensity both in Germany and in France. Rereading now the literature in which great writers reacted to events at the time, one cannot help feeling embarrassed, sometimes even ashamed. But in certain circumstances national unity is indispensable. A community cannot survive unless its members forget their quarrels when they have to confront an enemy from without. And while the attachment to national values shown on both banks of the Rhine before 1914 may in retrospect seem to us excessive and dangerously close to the rantings of propaganda, was the diplomacy that led up to the war really inspired by the violent emotions felt by the Germans as Germans or the French as Frenchmen?


Although such questions cannot be answered with a categorical yes or no, we can say that in the decades preceding the final explosion and the outbreak of hostilities, diplomatic activity was no different from what it had been in the past. Two coalitions were shaping up, with the central empires on the one hand and Tsarist Russia and the Anglo-French Entente on the other. But not every country was drawn in. Some, like Italy, remained noncommittal and did not break off relations with members of either camp. Neither Russia nor Britain refused to negotiate eventually with Germany. An interview between the tsar and the kaiser, and an English proposal about the Portuguese colonies,3 remind us, if we needed reminding, that in pre-1914 Europe the two opposing sides were nothing like as rigid and clearly defined as the two blocs left facing one another after World War II.


The makeup of the coalitions formed before World War I was not dictated by the real or supposed extremes of British or German or French pride, or by the Pan-German or Pan-Slav doctrines that were stirring up unrest in some circles inside the Russian and German Empires. Ever since 1870, France had automatically been opposed to Germany. But although the yearning for a turning of the tables, the hope that Alsace-Lorraine would one day be part of France again, might have prevented any complete reconciliation with Germany, these feelings did not call for active hostility, still less for outright war. Traditional regard for the national interest and the desire to maintain the balance of power meant that allies must be sought in order to make up for the disparity between the strength of the German and French armies. Great Britain ranged itself on the side of Germany’s enemies: Neither public opinion nor government circles compared the merits of the cultures involved or were motivated by collective pride. Britain felt threat-  ened not so much by Germany’s commercial expansion as by its building of a rival fleet. As Alfred T. Mahan put it,4 the geopolitical situation of the two countries was such that the defense of Britain’s very existence incidentally involved control of the sea-lanes leading to and from Germany. This being so, any challenge on the part of Germany to the Royal Navy’s mastery of the seas was bound to seem like an attempt to strike at the very heart of Britain. Seen from England, Germany’s naval policy seemed aggressive even though it was designed to be defensive, and conversely, seen from Germany, Britain’s desire for maritime supremacy looked imperialistic.


Relations between Russia and Germany were, however, more influenced by popular sentiment. Wilhelm II did not renew the treaty of reassurance by which Bismarck had set such store. But in the long run he would have had to choose between St. Petersburg and Vienna. The alliance between the conservative regimes was undermined not so much by German ambitions as by the conflicts between Austria and Russia in the Balkans. In this sense, nationalism—not in the form of mass enthusiasm within established national states, but rather in the form of calls for independence on the part of national groups incorporated into the multinational empires—was one of the historical causes of World War I. The disintegration of the Ottoman Empire looked like both a precedent and a threat to the Austro-Hungarian monarchy. The empire was indeed troubled by conflicts between nationalities, and these conflicts go a long way toward explaining the diplomatic policy adopted by the cabinet in Vienna in 1914.


It would be wrong, with hindsight, however, to oversimplify the course of events and to imagine the peoples of central and eastern Europe chafing against their oppressor and eager to throw off the Viennese yoke. Although there seems to be no doubt that the Poles longed to see their country become an independent state again, neither the Czechs nor the Slavs were unanimously hostile to the continuation of Austro-Hungarian rule. Before 1914, a federal-type solution might have managed to settle quarrels in which the bones of contention—electoral, educational, and linguistic equality—strike us, at this distance in time, as curiously undramatic.  When in 1917, while the war was still going on, Tomas G. Masaryk and Eduard Benes persuaded the Allies to accept as one of their war aims the liberation of oppressed nationalities, and consequently the dissolution of the Hapsburg Empire, not all the Czech protests in Prague were made under constraint.


In the nineteenth century the movement of nationalities had ended in German and Italian unity. These two large states had managed to form and to insert themselves into the European system without provoking wars like those that had arisen out of the revolution and the empire, or even out of French and Spanish hegemony. But in the twentieth century the movement of nationalities tended not toward integration but rather toward the breaking down of political units. The Germans, brought together at last in a national state, repudiated the principle they had recently invoked by denying the Poles the right to political sovereignty. If political units needed the cement of a common culture or a common will to bind them together, the Turkish Empire was doomed, and the Austro-Hungarian Empire, if it was to survive, would have needed to win the voluntary loyalty of its culturally and linguistically diverse citizens. But the miracle of the nineteenth century, which had solved the problems of integration posed by the movement of nationalities, was not repeated in the twentieth, when the disintegration or restructuring of political units arising out of the movement of nationalities unleashed a general war that in its scale and its consequences far outstripped the events that brought it about. War itself became the main fact, for which the conflicts of nationalities merely provided an occasion. From the day the guns began to speak, the whole status of Europe itself was at stake. Once again people were confronted with a choice between hegemony and equilibrium, as in the revolutionary wars, the wars of Spanish supremacy, and the Peloponnesian Wars. Whatever its aims had been in July 1914, a victorious Germany would have dominated Europe just as Athens, if it had vanquished Sparta, would have suppressed the liberties of the other Greek cities.


The retrospective polemics over responsibility for the war are significant. Pacifist sentiment and ideology, which in democratic societies can coexist with extremes of belligerency, do not completely explain the indictments of the judge-historians charged with seeking out culprits, as if it were a matter of conscience to condemn those responsible for starting the war. The targets had to be people whose crimes were in proportion to the catastrophe itself. The intentions of statesmen were assumed to be as monstrous as the battles and the devastation of the war. But no hard and fast explanation was possible: Historical events are too ambiguous for that. Even if a unanimous verdict could have been reached as to the diplomatic responsibilities involved during the weeks between the assassination of the  archduke and Germany’s declaration of war on France, it would still have left prosecutors and juries alike dubious and disappointed. For this was a war no one wanted.


Austria’s ultimatum to Serbia, the rejection of Serbia’s reply, the shelling of Belgrade, the blank check the German ministers gave more or less openly to their Viennese counterparts at the beginning of July—all these Austro-German initiatives constituted, as was clearly understood in the capitals of the Central Powers, a throwing down of the gauntlet to Russia and indirectly to the Entente. The scale of the hostilities would not have been greater if the Allies had declined to take up the challenge and allowed the central empires to enjoy a diplomatic victory. The leaders of the Central Powers had all recognized the danger and decided to take the risk. Some members of the Viennese cabinet and the German general staff hoped the Allies would take up the challenge. But both Russia and France did so with such resolution that historians refuse to acknowledge any essential difference between the psychology of the statesmen on either side. Neither of the two camps condemned war absolutely as a means of resolving differences between states; neither side foresaw what kind of war they were getting themselves into. The German and Austrian leaders were the first to make the fateful decisions; in 1914 the war party was stronger in Berlin and Vienna than in Paris or London. But forty years later such observations are of little interest.


But all the general staffs were surprised by the course hostilities took. None of them had foreseen a long war; none had made arrangements to mobilize their economy; none had built up stocks to cover more than a few months’ fighting. All were equally unprepared, an anomaly that saved face all round and enabled opportunists like Emil Rathenau or Albert Thomas, whether industrialists or militant socialists, to make up for the shortcomings of the military establishment.


But why had the army chiefs failed to learn the lesson taught by long conflicts such as the American Civil War, perhaps the first modern war of logistics? Why did they think the issue would be decided by the first few battles? The error is perhaps less excusable in the Allies than in the Central Powers. It is conceivable that the latter might have been able to win in the first clash of arms, whereas the former would always have had to rely for eventual victory on their potentially superior forces, their mastery of the seas, and the possibility of blockading the enemy into exhaustion and submission.


The Germans lost their chance of a quick victory on the Marne in September 1914. Once the western front was stabilized, no local successes, however spectacular, were decisive. All the countries involved were discovering with horror the vastness of the material means that modern democratic and industrial societies could make available for war. The fact that the opposing forces were roughly equal, together with the temporary superiority of defense rather than attack as a favored policy, helped make the strategy of attrition imposed by circumstance find symbolic expression in trench warfare.


The war had begun before any of the individual belligerents or coalitions had clearly defined their aims. The hostilities themselves called forth not only historic claims, which had remained latent so long as the last word still rested with the diplomats, but also precise objectives hitherto consigned to secret treaties as well as grandiose and undefinable ideologies such as democracy, popular liberties, and justice. The French, who had never renounced their claim to Alsace-Lorraine but did not really want to go to war to recover it, would have seen a peace based on the status quo antebellum as a defeat. In order to bring the Italians into the war, the Entente had signed a secret treaty promising Italy territorial gains that could not all be justified in terms of the principles of nationality (these included Trentino [Cisalpine], Tyrol as far as the Brenner Pass, Trieste, Istria, part of the Dalmatian coast, plus some islands, and parts of the Ottoman Empire in Asia Minor and of the German colonies in Africa). In reply to a German proposal for negotiations at the end of 1916, the Entente made known its own conditions, which included the restoration of independence to Belgium, Serbia, and Montenegro, the evacuation of all occupied territories, the restitution of Alsace-Lorraine, the freeing of Italians, Slavs, Romanians, and Czechs from foreign domination, and the liberation of the peoples subjected to “the bloodthirsty tyranny of the Turks.” The references to the liberation of Slavs and Czechs seemed to imply the destruction of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.


But it would not be right to say that even in 1916 the diplomats of the Entente regarded the destruction of the dualist monarchy as a war aim. This possibility was a matter of ideology rather than an actual policy, although it was then that the Masaryk-Benes committee gained influence in French political circles. In 1917, when Emperor Charles I tried to obtain a separate peace, the Allied powers did not yet feel committed to “liberating the Czechs.” But the efforts of Franz-Joseph’s successor came to nothing  because of Italy’s demands, the defeat at Caporetto, and hesitation on the part of both France and Britain.


Hostilities gave rise to apparent inconsistencies on both sides: Lofty ideas were proclaimed at the same time as diplomats drew up agreements that conformed to the usual cynicism of power politics. By a secret agreement made in February 1917, the French government obtained the promise of Russian support for the return of Alsace-Lorraine, the annexation of the Saar Basin, and the creation of an autonomous state on the left bank of the Rhine. France in exchange would leave its cosignatory free to fix its own western frontier—in other words, France abandoned Poland to Russia. England was determined not to give Germany back its former colonies and in June 1916 made an agreement with Russia and France whereby they divided the Middle East up between them into zones of influence. The other side did not consign its ambitions to secret documents, but as late as April 1917 the German military was demanding large territorial gains in the East, in Courland and Lithuania, and a form of protectorate over Poland. Belgium was to remain under German control: Liège and the Belgian coast were to be under military occupation for ninety-nine years, and the Briey-Longwy Basin was to be annexed.


In every country the patriotic unanimity of the early days had gradually been eroded by suffering and disillusion. From 1916 on, all the belligerents experienced labor unrest and strikes. At the beginning of the war, in Germany as well as in France, the socialists had joined the union sacrée,  or movement of national unity, but a growing number of them now broke away. The war was undermining the unanimity of national states at the same time as it strengthened the demands of nationalist groups in central and eastern Europe. The dualist monarchy of Austria-Hungary fell victim to a war that some of its leaders had hoped would save it.


Judged by appearances, the outcome of World War I might be seen as the logical consequence of the circumstances that had started it: Austria-Hungary, torn by nationalist conflicts, had sought in foreign adventure the federal-style solution that could be brought about only by internal reform. The Allied victory gave all the oppressed nationalities the independence that had been denied them by the moribund Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian Empires. But this interpretation of events was merely an illusion.


Because of the way the peoples concerned were intermingled, it was to all intents and purposes impossible to apply the principle of nationalities in Central Europe. Czechoslovakia, the main successor to Austria-Hungary, was no less multinational a state than the former dual empire. In Poland, too, minorities made up almost a third of the population. Nowhere had it been possible to use the principle of nationalities alone as a guide. The Czechs had acquired sovereignty over the territory of the Sudetens through geographical and military considerations. Poland’s western frontier had been determined as the result of war. The Polish government laid claim to the lands east of the Curzon Line in the name of historic rights rather than on the basis of debatable statistics relating to nationalities. None of the new frontiers had been accepted definitively: Romania and Hungary were at loggerheads over Transylvania, Czechoslovakia and Poland were at odds over Teschen territory, while Romania disagreed with Bulgaria over Dobruja. Wherever the peasants spoke one language and the ruling class another, or a historically and geographically determined unit included a mixture of different nationalities, majority rule could not provide an adequate answer for a problem insoluble by its very nature.


But the Europe of nationalities, as it emerged from the Treaty of Versailles, was at risk from another and even more marked inconsistency. Quarrels over nationality had been the cause or occasion of the original explosion, and the liberation of oppressed national groups had been a theme of Allied propaganda before it actually came about under the pressure of events in 1918. What had been at stake in the war itself was the status of the Old Continent as a whole: Would the conflict result in the hegemony of Germany or in the triumph of maritime power, aided by continental allies too weak to stand alone against the dominant territorial power? Whatever part France and Russia may have played in land battles, victory on the historical plane belonged once again to maritime power. The mastery of the seas that had enabled the Allies to blockade the Central Powers had finally overcome the European country that possessed the best army. Wilhelm II was defeated in the same way as Louis XIV and Napoleon had been before him.


Events confirmed Mahan’s famous theories, but the confirmation was difficult and slow in coming. Britain had to increase its contribution to the fighting on land. Armies, their mobility increased now that transport could be provided by automobiles as well as railways, came to play a more important part in the war than navies. Logistics on a continental scale were no longer too much for the technical and administrative resources available, as  they had been in Napoleon’s day. The new factor, which must have impressed contemporaries and determined the conduct of the politicians, was not the ultimate triumph of maritime power but the need for American troops to intervene on the front in France in order to decide the outcome.


 European history has never taken place in isolation, nor has recourse to a non-European ally been the monopoly of any one state. For at least two centuries the course of European politics had been greatly influenced by the relations between the Old Continent and the other parts of the world, by the possibilities for emigration offered by hitherto unsettled territories, and by the resources that Britain could call on when at war from its overseas possessions and its trade with Asia and the Americas. But the role played by the U.S. Army in 1918 symbolized the beginning of a new age: The United States was becoming the arbiter of European wars because, in the earlier context, Germany was becoming too powerful, and German hegemony was unacceptable not only to Britain but also, through an Anglo-Saxon solidarity that came into play in times of crisis, to the United States.


The territorial arrangements made at Versailles, imperfect as they were, and although they created as many new demands as they settled old ones, might be regarded as logical enough in terms of the ideologies that had been bandied about and the passions that had been aroused. But they contradicted the conclusions any observer might have drawn from the course of the fighting. Germany had succumbed to a coalition made up of Russia, France, and the two English-speaking countries, Britain and the United States. The latter, whose hegemony was the inexorable outcome of World War I, was now losing interest in European affairs, and this withdrawal was to be as fatal for peace and equilibrium as any thirst for conquest. Russia, taken over by the Bolshevik party, no longer played its traditional role. There was no reason why it should defend an order—involving the independence of the Baltic states, Poland’s western border, and Romanian Bessarabia—that had been established without its assent and against its interests. Britain and France, the only members of the victorious coalition that might have been expected to agree on maintaining the status quo, never managed to follow a common policy either on Germany or on Eastern Europe. The territorial arrangements set down in the Treaty of Versailles did not reflect the balance of power: It was the result of an exceptional situation arising from the temporary helplessness of the two great continental powers, Russia and Germany. Defeat and humiliation had made the latter  more hungry than ever for conquest and more convinced than before of its unique greatness. When a rearmed Germany reoccupied the west bank of the Rhine it possessed a de facto hegemony over Central and Eastern Europe, between the frontiers of Russia and France. In September 1938, through threats and cunning and without firing a shot, Hitler obtained what had been denied to the Germany of Wilhelm II. A year later he deliberately unleashed a war to transform that hegemony into an empire.


Meanwhile, thanks to an economic depression of unprecedented proportions, a revolution had taken place, and both Britain and France underestimated the significance of this turn of events in Germany. In the long run, no German regime would have accepted the territorial arrangements laid down at Versailles. But a moderate, monarchical, or parliamentary one would not have cherished extravagant ambitions; it would have feared that in a second world war the same coalition as before, of Russia, Britain, and the United States, would re-form to crush the German Reich. But Hitler was beyond such calculations: Although he exploited national passions and appealed to the past, his racist ideology and plans for a New Order left behind the previous age of nationalities. The ideas of the kaiser’s Germany were influenced by Pan-Germanism, ordinary expansionism, and a desire for hegemony or an international role: Diplomatic tradition and collective pride intermingled without producing a definite program. But the leaders of the Third Reich wanted to unify Europe and subject each of its constituent nations to a regime tailored to suit its place in the racial hierarchy. As soon as war came, the harshness of German occupation varied from East to West. The Slavs were treated as subhuman, the Poles had a “federal government” imposed on them, the Czechs a “protectorate”; France was supposed to retain a nominal sovereignty; the Jews were exterminated.


In a way, the stakes were the same in World War II as in World War I: The choice was between German hegemony and the balance of power. But in the later conflict the threat to the independence of nations was greater than it had been twenty years before. The openly proclaimed imperialism of Hitler’s Germany marked a historic change. In most countries, national unity was weaker than it had been in 1914. France, in 1939, saw nothing like the union sacrée, the union of all Frenchmen against the enemy that Raymond Poincaré had spoken of at the beginning of World War I: Frenchmen now did not rise as one above their partisan quarrels. Some were paralyzed by the absurdity of the idea that the whole of Europe might  be involved in a ruinous war; others so hated communism or democracy that they came to sympathize with fascism or National Socialism. Certain minorities of various sizes were half won over by the New Order before the first shot was fired. But despite some legends it seems that fifth columns did not play much part in the German victories of 1939–1941, which can be accounted for simply by the superiority of the Wehrmacht. After France was defeated, the ranks of the fifth columns were swelled by opportunists and fascists because the armistice, concluded by a legitimate government, had released them from having to treat the Third Reich as an enemy. Germany encouraged such “collaborators” with varying degrees of enthusiasm according to the countries in which they operated.


During World War I the German government, which until 1917 was against restoring Belgium’s independence and territorial integrity, had favored the constitution proposed by the Council of Flanders, which broke with the monarchy, set up a customs union with Germany, and appointed a representative committee to act as a kind of provisional government. During World War II, the German authorities supported such parties and men in the occupied countries as were willing to govern them in accordance with the ideas and interests of the Third Reich. They hoped by so doing to establish the nucleus of a French, Dutch, and Norwegian National Socialist elite that would emerge in the Europe of the future.


But this policy of breaking up nations in order to form an empire was not implemented clearly or firmly. Historians have been struck by the inadequacy of the moral and material help that General Vlassov received from the German government, despite the distinguished role he had played when fighting for Russia before he turned against the Soviet regime. The Nazis clung so fiercely to the doctrine that other peoples were inferior to the Germans, and were so avid to impose themselves as the master race, that they threw away the chance of winning over to their side the Russians who hated Stalin and communism. Even in the West, where it would not have been impossible to carry out a policy of destroying national identities, the actions of the German authorities were divided because of the conflicting requirements of the army leaders, who wished above all to maintain order; of the economic planners, who were anxious to maximize the labor force; and of the officials responsible for propaganda and infiltration.


In certain European countries the weakening of nationalist passion was equally evident on the Right and on the Left. Among the privileged  classes and in conservative circles, some had been led by their own anti-Communist sentiments to show a degree of indulgence toward Hitler. In occupied France some intellectuals and politicians declared themselves in favor of the New Order. But the majority of those who followed Marshal Philippe Pétain in 1940 saw in the old soldier both the symbol of their homeland and a promise of its restoration. At the other end of the spectrum, the workers, mindful of the propaganda directed against the “imperialist war” in 1939–1940, did not wish to see France defeated. When the line taken by the Communist Party coincided with their patriotic instincts and the interests of France, they showed by their heroism how glad they were to be able to reconcile their two loyalties. But when there was a conflict, most militant Communists, whatever the state of their conscience, put their party first.


At the end of World War II, Europe presented a complex and contradictory picture of the nature of national units and the structures behind the balance of power. In terms of frontiers as shown on maps, the Europe of today, even more than that of 1918, is a Europe of nationalities. The states brought into being at Versailles are still there. Both multinational empires—Turkey and Austria-Hungary—disappeared. Turkey renounced the idea of the Ottoman Empire and turned itself into a national state. Out of the Austro-Hungarian Empire came the national states of Austria and Hungary. The principle of nationalities was applied with pitiless severity through the transfer of populations. The Czechs expelled the Sudeten Germans, called in by the kings of Bohemia four centuries earlier. The Poles flowed back from the territories east of the Curzon Line and drove the Germans out of the lands east of the Oder-Neisse. Yugoslavia survived as a federal republic. The new Czech, Hungarian, and Romanian frontiers conformed more closely than the old to the notion of nationalism.


Rivalry between national states had faded, however, because Soviet power was so dominant east of the Iron Curtain and European countries to the west of it felt so dependent on the United States. Political entities, as they existed according to international law, were national in nature. Military entities, as they existed in fact, were imperial. NATO set the seal on occidental military integration, joining together Western Europe and North America. The common headquarters set up by Moscow in reply simply formalized the bloc represented by the presence of Soviet divisions  in Germany and the power of the Communist parties in the popular democracies of Eastern Europe.


Germany was the main victim of the contradiction between the national entities and the imperialist military ones. As the country responsible for the war that had delivered the coup de grace to the old European system, it lost territories in the East that had been German for centuries and was divided into two pieces, each attached to one of the victorious coalitions—that is, into two countries, one of which declared itself a popular democracy while the other became a federal republic.


Although Germany was physically divided, other countries, in particular France and Italy, were split morally. A minority of the electorate voted for the party that supported internationalism, though that idea was really bound up with the fate of a foreign country. The Communists spoke and acted as if they put ideology before nationality. Those who claimed to defend their own national independence against Soviet domination felt vaguely uneasy at the thought that their country’s fate was imposed on it rather than created from within: Some hankered after greater territory, comparable to what had existed earlier in the century, while others rebelled against an alliance made to look like serfdom by their own relative weakness. In the West as a whole the labor parties’ conversion to reformism, and the refusal to accept an Internationale manipulated by an empire, reconciled most of the proletariat to their countries and to democratic socialism. But the reconciliation was incomplete, especially in France and Italy; it had more of resignation in it than enthusiasm, demonstrating that ideological passions were worn out.


On the other side of the Iron Curtain neither Russian domination nor communist-type regimes were accepted by the great majority of the population. The sacrifices demanded by the rapid construction of heavy industries, together with the suppression of civil liberties, were held against governments who owed their power to the Russian army. How strong would national feeling prove, and how attractive a federal order, if the countries of Eastern Europe, created at Versailles and illusorily restored in 1944–1945, were to become masters of their own fate again? The question could not be answered so long as the Russian and American armies faced one another along the demarcation line, splitting into two military blocs a Europe legally divided up into nations.






2. THE SETTING UP OF THE ASIATIC BLOC


The first so-called World War was really a European conflict. The operations carried out in Africa against the German colonies were no more than an extension of the battles in the north. They provided the Allies with guarantees. The campaigns in the Middle East arose, on the one hand, out of the alliance between the Sublime Porte and the Central Powers, and on the other out of Britain’s desire to destroy the Ottoman Empire. Japan entered the conflict in order to get hold of Germany’s possessions in the Pacific (the Caroline, Mariana, and Marshall Islands and Kiaochow). Although the intervention of the United States enlarged the zone of hostilities, it did not fundamentally change the character of the struggle or alter the stakes. The Entente would have had to make peace if it had not been able to call upon the resources of the New World. The United States, having tipped the balance in favor of the Allies, soon left the French and the English to manage the common victory. It was possible for the nations of Europe to think they were still the main players and that the sending of an American expeditionary force was merely an isolated episode. In 1945 such a delusion was no longer possible.


The war became a world war at the end of 1941. Under cover of Hitler’s adventure, Japan set out to build an Asian empire on its own account. Events in the Far East were linked in many ways to those in Europe. But the war in the Pacific, in which the main protagonists were Japan and the United States, had neither the same origin nor the same meaning as the war in Europe, although the use of the same words (fascism, imperialism, and so on), the diplomatic partnerships (the German-Japanese alliance), the force of the military operations, and the ultimately decisive action of the Soviet Union and the United States all reflected a gradual if partial unification of world diplomacy.


Whatever debate there may be about President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s intentions and decisions in the months leading up to the attack on Pearl Harbor, the cause of the war is plain for all to see. Hitler wanted to create by force of arms a New Order in Europe and Africa, perhaps throughout the whole world. Japan, engaged since 1937 in an exhausting attempt to subjugate China, in 1941 launched an attack on the United States and Britain. The generals who ruled in Tokyo would probably not have come to this decision if Britain had not been struggling with Hitler’s Germany  and if they had not assumed that at least some American forces would be tied up in Europe. The wars in Europe did not cause Japanese imperialism: They did provide it with an opportunity, however.


It is not such an easy matter to explain Japanese imperialism. It is astonishing that a country that for two centuries had cut itself off from the rest of the world, practically excluding all foreign contacts, should have embarked on the path of conquest as soon as it decided to borrow the secret of power from the West.


Japan, China, and India, the three main countries in Asia, cannot be easily likened historically to the type of state found in Europe. Arnold Toynbee saw each of them as a civilization in itself. Indeed, in terms of size, as well as of diversity of languages and cultures, India is more like the whole of Europe than like any of the single countries that make it up. China is not so heterogeneous with regard to either politics or culture, though the Kingdom of the Middle did include crowds of different religions and ways of life. But the unity of the 2,000-year-old empire was felt as the natural order, and ideographic writing made communications easy among the educated classes. Finally, Japan, just before the arrival of Commander Matthew C. Perry in 1853,5 was a remarkably homogeneous country, perhaps more so than any country in Europe, though past wars over the central authority of the state had caused rifts that were not forgotten. But the peoples of the main countries of Asia had never experienced national  wars because they had never created nations in the sense that the word had been used in Europe since the French Revolution.


In the era known as the Tokugawa shogunate, the Japanese nobility was under the power of the shogun of Kyoto, who kept the country at peace. It was a hierarchical society in which the upper classes alone had the right to bear arms: Before westernization, the middle classes, merchants, and artisans never acquired enough economic strength to play a historical role comparable to that of their counterparts in Europe. In China, the educated classes, civil servants, and landed proprietors were organized in a hierarchy with the emperor reigning at its head. Under the Manchu dynasty the country remained set in the culture and administrative systems of the past. The people were aware of China’s greatness, but the conditions that fostered national consciousness in Europe were absent in Asia until the twentieth century. There was no bourgeois or popular revolution against the aristocracy, nor any peasant uprising against great foreign landowners (as in eastern Europe), nor even any gathering together of a whole people against an enemy from without.


Not that Asia lived in peace until the present. The Chinese Empire had had to defend itself against the Mongols and the Manchus—the “Barbarians” from the north. As soon as the various dynasties were established they used their armies to extend the area they ruled over. The emperors in Peking laid claim to a kind of protectorate over minor monarchs in Korea and Tonkin. But the important wars were those fought in troubled times when the unity of the empire was at stake. In the past, the Japanese had launched expeditions against the island of Formosa in the south and against Korea on the mainland. But though they had clashed with the Chinese several times, they had never dreamed, or been in a position to dream, of conquering China. A European type of policy based on nationalities was ruled out not only by the geography of Asia but also by the social and political composition of the countries involved.


The attempt to create an empire known as a “sphere of coprosperity”  arose primarily out of the Japanese and Chinese Empires’ different reactions to Western influence. Until the middle of the nineteenth century the Japanese Empire resisted the demands of foreign trade. But when Commander Perry forced his way into its harbors and the Japanese realized they had to choose not between isolation and contact with the outside world but between independence and subjection to a humiliating protectorate, a revolution took place, led by a section of the ruling classes. The abolition of the shogunate and the restoration of the emperor opened the way for a determined policy that aimed at uncovering and making use of the technical, administrative, and intellectual secrets of military force. From then on, economic expansion increased at a remarkable rate (about 3 percent per annum between 1870 and 1930). The Malthusianism of the Tokugawas gave way to a conscious attempt to increase the population. Japan borrowed from the West not only universal education, machines, conscription, parliamentary government, and legislation appropriate to the industrial era, but also the will to power and the idea that aggrandizement is the law by which all states are ruled, and the proof of their greatness.


Whereas in Japan the military aristocracy carried out the task of westernization, China remained weak and divided from the middle of the nineteenth century until the middle of the twentieth. The Manchu dynasty was incapable of imposing reforms comparable to those that allowed Japan to  become a Great Power. In 1895, China was defeated by Japan, which annexed Formosa. In 1900 the Boxer Rebellion ended in another humiliation: A small army made up of contingents from all over Europe, under the command of a German general, advanced without undue difficulty as far as Peking and relieved the besieged foreign embassies. A few years later Japan won a military victory over Russia that had great repercussions throughout Asia. In an age of imperialism, when the dividing up of China into spheres of influence seemed waiting to happen, the unprecedented contrast between Japanese power and Chinese impotence was bound to act as an invitation to conquest.


But although in some respects industrialization in Japan was comparable to that in Germany, it was not accompanied by similar moves toward middle-class ideas and liberal institutions. In the case of Japan, technological civilization was incorporated into the structures of a hierarchical society in which authority was derived from above and the warrior aristocracy occupied the highest rank. Admittedly, the Empire of the Rising Sun, like the Reich, had introduced parliamentarianism. But in Japan sovereignty remained legally linked to the person of the emperor, and the supreme values of the community were those of the nobility rather than those of producers or parliamentarians.


As the first country in Asia to acquire, by its own efforts, the equipment of a Western power, Japan was able to enjoy an uninterrupted series of successes, from the annexation of Formosa to the beginning of the “China incident” in 1937, and including meanwhile the victory over Russia, the annexation of Korea, and the creation of the puppet kingdom of Manchukuo, in theory independent but in fact governed from Tokyo. Japanese diplomacy had shown astonishing skill in taking advantage of circumstances. An alliance with England made it possible for Japan to isolate Russia in Asia and to destroy the common front presented by the countries of Continental Europe. Two years after the Treaty of Portsmouth, Japan agreed with its recent enemy to divide Manchuria up into zones of influence. Under cover of World War I, Japan conquered bases in the Pacific and extended its influence in northern China. In 1931 Britain was not ready to join the United States in intervening to prevent the separation of Manchuria. In 1937, again, the United States protested against Japan’s undeclared war on China but did not decide on effective rearmament. American diplomatic opposition to Japan’s expansionist policy, combined with  the absence of military action, encouraged the Japanese leadership to be intransigent. In Asia as well as Europe, the United States was the dominant power, at least at sea and in the air, but its mixture of moral declarations with a refusal to mobilize encouraged the extremist parties in both Tokyo and Berlin.


So Japan’s decision of 1941 becomes intelligible, absurd though it seems in retrospect to the historian, who can study the motives and means involved on either side and compare the resources and ambitions of the aggressor with the potential of the countries that were attacked. For decades Japan had proceeded from one victory to another, and pride had evolved into a determination to soar to the very top: not merely to rival the countries of the West, but to exclude them from the sphere of Asian coprosperity. To military leaders dreaming of conquest and community, National Socialism offered encouragement and example. A growing population and the obstacles put in the way of exporting manufactured goods provided arguments for those who preached the need for “living space.” The countries of Europe were busy fighting one another. The China incident was turning into a war of attrition, with no end in sight so long as the government of Chiang Kai-shek went on receiving foreign aid. The Japanese army’s initial successes—the taking of Hong Kong, Malaysia, the Philippines, and Indonesia—seemed to provide the war party with justification. But in fact even a German victory over Russia—and Tokyo could not count on that—would not have done away with the disparity between the forces involved. Japan’s iron and steel production was barely a tenth of that of the United States. On a world scale, Japan, as an industrial society, belonged quantitatively, and even more qualitatively, in the second class. By defying China and the whole of the West simultaneously Tokyo was embarking on an adventure doomed to failure. But even the most passionate enthusiasts in Japan did not hope to beat the United States. They hoped the United States would not bother to win, and that out of weariness its leaders would sign a compromise peace. They forgot that the democracies, though slow to anger, would not stop short of total victory.


To win their initial successes they had to take the enemy by surprise. How could the Americans fail to exact a resounding revenge for Pearl Harbor? They may be peaceful by nature but when roused they strike hard. The destruction of the U.S. fleet at its moorings—a repetition of the attack Japan made on Russia’s ships at Port Arthur, in the absence of any declaration  of war—gave the Japanese navy temporary command of the seas from the Kurile to the Sunda Islands. But three years later the Japanese fleet no longer existed and U.S. planes and submarines had sunk almost all the merchant vessels that had maintained links between the various parts of the sphere of coprosperity. Japan, vanquished, was ready to make peace before the U.S. bombers had started to raze its cities to the ground, long before the atomic bomb had destroyed Hiroshima and Nagasaki. By the end of 1944, after the fall of General Hideki Tojo and the militarist clan, the Japanese government, under Prince Fumimaro Konoe, tried to enter into contact with the U.S. government to negotiate a peace. Naively and in vain, they addressed the Soviet leaders, too.


As a practical consequence of the Japanese defeat, the Empire of the Rising Sun lost its status as a major power once and for all, and this at a time when the European nations, which less than fifty years before had dreamed of dividing China up into zones of influence, were themselves disappearing from the scene.


Japan imports almost all its raw materials, including even coke. In peacetime the export of manufactured goods is for the nation a matter of life and death; in wartime it is as vulnerable to blockade as Britain. Cut off from the continents of Asia and the Americas and from the islands of the South Pacific, it would be unable to supply its factories and its people without trade. The population had tripled since the beginning of the Meiji era, and in the ten years that followed the war it was swelled by soldiers and civilians returning from the conquered territories. A reduction in the death rate, partly due to health measures introduced by the occupying Americans, also added to the number of mouths to feed. A Japan of 90 million inhabitants, without any colonies, was no longer a first-class or even a second-class power: It was only a satellite to the continental power or to the dominant maritime power.


The reforms imposed by the United States weakened both Japan’s ruling classes and its militarist ideologies. The emperor, who had had to humble himself before the victors; the army and navy chiefs, who had started the war and lost it; the aristocracy, who had taken charge of industrialization and been able, thanks to foreign successes, to maintain the national traditions—all these conservative forces were shaken by a sudden break, to which Japanese history could offer earlier parallels. Public opinion turned away from power and glory and dreamed of being supreme in peace and democracy  instead. But what will ultimately become of Japanese democracy? How far has the soul of the country changed, as distinct from the mask it wears? Do people’s beliefs correspond to their words, and what will the beliefs disseminated by American “re-education” finally turn out to mean? One could debate such questions at length, but some things seem certain.


The prestige of the nobility, in Japan as in Germany, has been damaged for a long time to come. Japan lacks the material resources to rebuild a military force exercised primarily at sea and in the air. The parliamentary regime imposed by the victors reduces further the resources available for national defense. Ten years after the armistice, opposition to rearmament is still strong, and the clause in the Constitution that seems to forbid it has not been modified. In Japan and federal Germany alike, the economic and social foundations of the military class have been destroyed.


Japan wanted, through war, to gain control over China before it acquired a strong government and an industry of its own. But the war was not merely lost: It also has hastened what Japan had tried to prevent—the westernization of an independent China that would take Japan’s place as the primary power in the region. Any stable regime in China would have built factories and trained a large army to end a century of subservience. The collapse of the Kuomintang and Mao Tse-tung’s triumph made Communist doctrine, born in the West and transformed by Soviet practice, the official ideology of the new dynasty.


Seen from Asia the two giants of the twentieth century seem to have features in common. Both appear to worship machines and to be eager to wrest from technological progress all the power and well-being that it can yield. Both contain vast spaces, urban concentrations, millions of workers forming industrial armies. Despite the contrast between atheism and Christianity, both the godless and the believers are concerned about social service and profess, as far as words are concerned, the same goodwill toward their fellowmen. The antithesis between a one-party system and parliamentary institutions, between imposed orthodoxy and intellectual pluralism, is one that affects the basic values of a community. But to the rulers of Asia, conscious of the poverty of the masses and eager to wipe out the humiliations of yesterday, the main thing is to choose the most efficient method of industrialization.


In 1955, the balance of power between Japan and China is the reverse of what it was fifty years ago. China has become a Great Power again, while Japan in its turn has sunk back into weakness. But the new balance is less unnatural than the previous one. China is still behind Japan in terms of economic development, whether calculated on the basis of the value of production per capita or the distribution of workers among the three sectors. In absolute figures, Japan’s iron and steel production is still greater than China’s. But China’s output is growing: It stood at 4.5 million metric tons in 1956, but in five years’ time it is due to reach 17 million metric tons—almost as much as Britain today and the same as Russia in 1938. The restoration of a strong state in Japan would not be enough to reverse the present balance of power. The islands of Japan, like those of Britain, can only aspire to Great-Power status by ensuring that their command of the seas extends at least as far as its sources of supply. The only way Japan could shake American domination would be by joining up with China—that is, by abandoning a policy independent of that pursued by the country dominating the mainland. China, through the extent of its territories, the size of its population, the energy of its ruling class, and soon by its industrial production, is in the process of recovering the supremacy it used to exercise between the frontier of the Soviet Union and the peninsulas of South Asia.


Is the phase of Japanese imperialism closing merely to usher in that of Chinese imperialism? It might be so, but we cannot be sure. Through all the ups and downs of imperial greatness and decline, Asia seems to be moving toward the creation of a system of states that, though unlike the European model, will differ profoundly from the exceptional situation of the turn of the century, when the nations of Europe, sometimes conspiring together and sometimes as rivals, reduced the states of Asia (Japan excepted) to the status of objects.


At present the autonomy of the Asiatic system is in fact limited by the presence of the two superpowers and the opposition between their ideologies and aims. The end of the Chinese civil war, after that of World War II, brought about a paradoxical reversal of alliances. Japan, the former enemy, has become an ally of the United States; China, the erstwhile ally, has become an enemy. China, whose stability had been the main object of American diplomacy in Asia for half a century, now found itself on the wrong side of the barricade. Newly democratized Japan was now on the right side.


 The confrontation in Asia between the Communist countries and the United States is currently producing phenomena comparable to those we have already seen in Europe: Korea, a buffer kingdom between Japan and China, which could only be independent if its two neighbors were equally strong or equally weak, is now, after a ruinous three-year war, divided up into two different countries (like Germany). The dividing line between the two coalitions, instead of passing through the middle, follows geographical realities. The United States, a maritime power in Asia, now has only bridgeheads on the mainland, though the islands (Japan, Formosa, the Philippines) still come within its sphere of influence. On the mainland, Sino-Soviet influence predominates. In such a context one might expect to find military blocs confronting one another, superimposed on the independence of national states. But that is less likely in Asia than in Europe.


Not that, militarily speaking, the absence of a local equilibrium is not equally evident here: U.S. allies and protégés are even weaker in Asia than they are in Europe. Nor do I consider the combination of China and Russia uncertain: On the contrary, their shared ideology reinforces their shared interests. The refusal of the United States to recognize the Communist regime in Peking leaves the latter no margin for maneuver, at least for the moment. But China is not occupied by Russian divisions, or ruled by men who arrive in Red Army trucks, who would be unable to cling to power if Moscow’s support were withdrawn. The influence of Russian technology, ideas, and politics has made enormous progress thanks to the communization of China. This communization also marks the beginning of a new and different era, distinct both from the nineteenth century—when Asia was dominated by the European nations—and from its traditional past.


The collapse of the European empires—Dutch, French, and British—has brought a number of countries into being to the south of China, most of which take the nation-state as a model (though in fact they vary in structure and almost all have a multinational population). All are jealous of their own independence, though all, to different degrees, are fragile and incapable of much resistance.


The Asian states share a desire to throw off European and any other Western domination and to make progress along the path of economic development. They are divided by local quarrels (such as the dispute between India and Pakistan over Kashmir), which are comparable to local quarrels between the nations of Eastern Europe, and by their attitude toward the rivalry between the two superpowers: Some sympathize with the Communist bloc, others with the United States, and still others are neutral and nonengaged, though more or less in favor of one of the two sides. Amid all these shared interests, local quarrels, and different views of world diplomacy, what  is the most important factor as far as the Asian system is concerned? The answer probably depends on China.


If, on the one hand, Communist China continues to confine its ambitions within the bounds of the Middle Empire as defined by its history, the Asian system will acquire an increasingly important autonomy. On the other hand, attempts on the part of China at military or even merely ideological expansion would amplify within Asia the repercussions of world conflict. The age of empires created by the henchmen of some lucky soldier is over. Even if we imagine Southeast Asia and India as taken over by communism, it is hard to see Moscow or Peking as the center of an empire stretching as far as Singapore and Madras. In Asia even more than in Europe, Communists are and will be national.






3. THE BREAKUP OF THE EUROPEAN EMPIRES




A nation that does not colonize is inevitably doomed to socialism and to the war between the rich and the poor. There is nothing shocking about the conquest of a country of inferior race by a superior race that settles in it in order to govern it. England practices this kind of colonization in India, to the great advantage of India, of humanity at large, and of itself. Just as conquest between equal races is to be condemned, so the regeneration of inferior or debased races by the superior races is in the providential order of humanity . . . Regere imperio populos, that is our vocation. *





These lines by Renan, written in the second half of the nineteenth century, still express in all its harshness—one is tempted to say in all its naïveté—the doctrine that Europeans have implicitly subscribed to for five centuries: the right of national entities in Europe to independence, and the right of European states to conquest in other continents. In South America, Europe’s first concern was to divide up the various territorial zones between the Spaniards and the Portuguese. In North America, wars waged simultaneously at sea and in both Europe and the New World ended in the supremacy of England. Frenchmen and Englishmen fought on the other side of the world for the Indian Empire. In the twentieth century the two trends, contradictory in their essential significance, led to a dual crisis: While Germany tried to subject the rest of Europe to an imperialistic domination, the peoples of Asia threw off their yoke and seized the right to set up independent states.


These days few European historians would disagree with their colleagues in India, China, and Japan on one thing: Whether one is thinking in terms of the past or the future, the situation in 1900, not that in 1955, is to be regarded as abnormal. It is more difficult now to understand how tiny England was able to carve out a worldwide empire for itself than to explain how India or Indonesia came to achieve independence.


There has never been an empire that was not founded in the first instance on military force, and the European empires are no exception. The Indians of North America and the civilizations of Central America were all doomed by the technological equipment at the disposal of the Europeans. Europe’s military and industrial superiority over Asia was recent and did not long endure, but while it lasted, superiority at sea facilitated the advances of the Portuguese, the Spaniards, the Dutch, the French, and the English. India was split up into many different states, of which the strongest, the Mogul Empire, was in decline. A single battle was enough to establish the supremacy of the English army. What had started out as a commercial enterprise was transformed into an empire, as much by the force of circumstance as by deliberate design. The loss of military superiority brought about the end of a European domination that had begun in the days when frigates could bombard their way into any ports that resisted.


In this context Japan’s victories in 1904, the equally balanced fighting between the Chinese Communist army and the U.S. Army in 1950–1951, and the local but spectacular success of the Vietminh army at Dien Bien Phu are symbolic. Renan himself bracketed the mission to command with the mission to fight. Throughout history, dominant peoples have always attributed their military triumphs to their own virtue, and in this respect the Europeans are neither better nor worse than the empire-builders who preceded them. Artillery, like the more primitive ballistics of the legions 2,000 years earlier, illustrated the maxim Regere imperio populos, which fell into disuse when the ownership of ordnance was shared out more equally.


A primary role was played in the breakup of empires by an old and now reinvented military phenomenon—guerrilla warfare. Civilized peoples tend to organize war at the same time as they organize their own states. Regular armies channel spontaneous violence, excluding civilians from fighting and so preserving them. In the eighteenth century, and the nineteenth, too, after the French Revolution and Empire, the legislation governing civil rights did more and more to protect noncombatants and reduce the ravages of armed conflict: Only soldiers were allowed to fight, and those who were not in uniform were not to be molested. Twice during the imperial wars—in Spain and in Russia—the peasantry attacked the soldiers, either out of an elementary reflex of patriotism or out of hatred of the conqueror, or because the exactions of the invading armies were too much to be borne in countries already on the brink of famine. There was practically no guerrilla warfare in Europe during World War I, though it emerged throughout Europe during World War II, either spontaneously or by order. All over the world it became the typical military instrument of revolution.


In Russia it was organized by the Soviet army in the rear of the German army. Modern techniques, using aircraft and parachutes, made it possible for local and general headquarters to keep in touch with partisans behind the lines. In the vast spaces involved, small groups could carry out surprise raids and withdrawals. In the West, the ranks of the maquis increased when the German authorities tried to recruit workers for factories in the Reich. Like the conscription of army recruits earlier, the drafting of workers produced large numbers of evaders. But however one assesses its importance, guerrilla warfare played only a secondary part in World War II; it did not decide the outcome. Even without it the Third Reich would have been crushed beneath the weight of the Russian, British, and U.S. armies.


Things are very different when national independence or social revolution is at stake. A guerrilla army may not destroy the regular force, but nor does the regular army wipe out the partisans. It might be said that permanent insecurity represents the victory of the rebels over the pacifying forces. The job of the latter is to ensure the safety of people and property; the aim of their adversaries is to show that the old order has become impossible. The rebels win if they manage to survive. The pacifying forces lose unless they gain complete victory.


In China and Indochina guerrilla war was only the first stage of civil war. In China the formation of a regular army came quickly, thanks to the  establishment of a revolutionary government in a remote province of that vast country. The divisions of Indochina’s Vietminh were formed and trained in China. Militarily speaking, now as in the past, regular armies are required for victory. But sometimes a long guerrilla war can win political victory. In order to end the conflict the colonial power has to treat with the leaders of the so-called nationalist movement, who alone can restore peace. Such negotiations always end sooner or later in independence for territories that were formerly colonies or protectorates.


But it would be wrong to look at the disintegration of the European empires from the military point of view alone. It bears repeating that Europe exported its ideas at the same time as it exported its modes of production and warfare. Just as revolutionary France provoked or awakened nationalist sentiments that were late turned against France itself, so, outside Europe, the Europeans provoked or awakened patriotic sentiments whose first and legitimate aim would be to drive out erstwhile masters of a different race and color. Perhaps the mechanism of revolt can be reduced to three typical causes.


Whatever legal form it took, European colonization provided a minority of young men from among the local population with a Western education. To such graduates emerging from European or American universities, the English offered openings in the public services. The French, who exported their own trained officials everywhere, kept most posts, and not only the best, for themselves. This policy was bound to swell the ranks of nationalist parties: The latter could not but exist; their memberships could only increase. An empire created from afar by a mother country that itself subscribes to democratic ideas is by nature precarious and full of contradictions, doomed either to rapid change or to collapse. Unless the colonial power concerned means to maintain a permanent policy of ruthless repression, an empire, if it is to last, must gradually get rid of the inequalities arising out of conquest: Roman citizenship, and Russian citizenship, whether under the tsar or under the Soviets, implies equality, if not for all then at least for the privileged minority, whether they come from the master population or from among the natives. But the two nations of Western Europe were prevented, one by pride of race and the other by the practices of direct administration, from applying the principle of equality that the home countries, though governed by authoritarian methods, find less difficult to honor.


Incapable of incorporating their scattered colonies and protectorates into their respective “home” countries, the Western imperial powers, democratic within but overbearing without, were led, in their dependencies, to keep alive or restore traditional powers that were not at all in keeping with a democratic ideology. Britain’s domination in India helped to strengthen the native princes who were allies. Its policy in the Middle East was based on tribal chiefs and absolute monarchs who governed in a style frequently though incorrectly described by present-day propaganda as feudal. It is easy to criticize after the event; but the whole undertaking was in itself full of inconsistencies. The imperial powers, lacking the nerve to adopt an out-and-out policy of integration or to abolish certain time-honored customs (it was Tunisia’s first government after independence that outlawed polygamy), found it easy to justify the retention of anachronistic institutions in terms of their own respect—sometimes genuine—for foreign cultures. The division between Western and traditional elements was accentuated; the “feudal” element was favored at the expense of the “intellectuals” who opposed them, having emerged from our own universities and from the middle classes created in their own country as a result of economic development.


Everywhere (except in black Africa), Western dominance, the abolition or reduction of famine, the establishment of peace and order, and the dissemination, though incomplete, of medical and hygienic knowledge combined to accelerate population growth. And almost everywhere, resources failed to keep pace with this increase. Development, though often efficient, was or seemed to be motivated only by profit or the interests of the home country. The destruction of local crafts through imports of English cotton goods; the exploitation of mineral deposits and oil wells without any corresponding development of local industry; the toleration, in rural areas, of large landowners and money-lenders—all these are familiar charges in the case against economic colonialism.


Demographic pressure, stunted growth in industrialization, the growth of a nationalist minority that in the name of Western ideas condemns both European domination and traditional authorities—these are typical features that are to be found everywhere, irrespective of the material results of the European presence. No one doubts that World War I, then the Russian Revolution, then World War II precipitated the breakup of the European empires. But we must not forget the main fact: Any empire under a home  country that claims to be a democratic nation is a contradiction in terms because the imperial power concerned can only remain in power by denying itself.


In Asia the decisive moment came when Britain granted independence to India. The way the struggle for independence evolved was as significant as the transfer of power itself. In 1941 Britain had tried to get the Congress Party to collaborate voluntarily in the war effort in exchange for a promise of independence when hostilities ceased. But the mission, entrusted to Sir Stafford Cripps, failed because he met with a demand for an independent government not in the indefinite future but at once. The imperial power, which had at its disposal an Indian administration and army trained and managed by British officers and executives, was still capable of mobilizing India’s forces and resources in the struggle against Germany and Japan. A few Nationalist leaders were imprisoned; the people as a whole remained passive. When the war was over, the British, under pressure from both the United States and Russia, kept their promise and fixed a date for handing over sovereignty. They negotiated with the leaders of the Nationalist Party.


 The Nationalists had adopted a policy of noncooperation rather than violence. It bore no grudge against those members of the ruling classes—businessmen or civil servants—who up till the last moment had collaborated with the British Raj. When the British troops departed from India they left behind the administrative and legal system that had given unity to what seemed more like a continent than a country. Power had been handed over to people trained in the school of British statesmanship who had learned to like and respect British institutions. But though little blood had been spilled in the struggle against the conqueror, it was shed in torrents when the empire over which Queen Victoria had reigned was succeeded by two new countries, one of which was based on religion. The birth of India and Pakistan was marked by huge transfers of population; millions of Muslims and Hindus were massacred. Since those early troubles, the republic of India has managed for nearly ten years to progress along the lines marked out by its founders. A parliamentary regime, the rule of law, economic development—these three elements of Western democracy as understood in the middle of the twentieth century are to be found (with some imperfections, but who is without them?) in a country still ruled by Mahatma Gandhi’s chief disciple, Jawaharlal Nehru. Nehru, a Brahmin from Kashmir, educated at Cambridge, a left-wing intellectual in Europe who rediscovered  the age-old culture of his own country, often unfair to Westerners but steeped in Western ideas, is a striking embodiment of the kind of man who can govern one of the new states of Asia without breaking with the democracies of Europe and the United States. Those who have ruled China since the failure of the Kuomintang have modeled themselves on Russia. Whatever the proportions of the influence exercised on their ideas and actions by Soviet communism on the one hand and by essentially Chinese ways of thinking on the other, they lack the wisdom that allows tradition to generate freedom.


Events in Burma and Ceylon followed morally and materially from what had happened in India. Britain had been a Great Power in India thanks both to the Royal Navy and to the Indian Army. We might even echo K. M. Pannikar and say that India under the British Raj was, on behalf of and for the benefit of the Raj itself, the great power in Asia. Burma and Ceylon had the same claim to independence as India, but in the two smaller countries the transfer of sovereignty did not present the same difficulties as on the so-called subcontinent itself.


The British example and American pressure forced Holland, too, to withdraw on the imperial front, after several years of unrest and two attempts to restore the colonial regime by force. In Indonesia during World War II the Japanese had interned all Dutch citizens, civilians as well as servicemen, and set up a government consisting of members of the Nationalist Party, which for a long while collaborated with the occupying authorities. But the restoration of the old regime would have met with opposition from the Nationalists and the guerrilla fighters even if there had been no external intervention. Holland, criticized both by the United States and the Soviet Union, gave in and negotiated a treaty with the Nationalist leaders that opened the way for a federal union. But the treaty was never put into practice, and Indonesia became a sovereign state. The government in Djakarta did not shrink from using force to create a centralized state, repressing any impulses toward independence or autonomy in Sumatra and the other islands.


In Indochina the situation was different from that of either Indonesia or India. Japanese troops had been stationed in Indochina since 1940. After France’s defeat, the French authorities could offer no resistance against Japan, especially in light of the fact that the United States and Britain had informed the French government that they neither would nor could intervene.


On March 9, 1945, the Japanese authorities suddenly abolished the French administration, interned all French soldiers and civil servants, and declared Annam and Tonkin to be independent. However, most of the Nationalists refused to collaborate with the occupier and took to the maquis. After the capitulation of Japan, the southern part of the country was occupied by British troops and the north by the Chinese troops of Chiang Kai-shek. The French expeditionary force, which was supposed to take part in the final assault on Japan, reoccupied the south of the country easily enough, but in the north the French troops did not arrive in Tonkin until after an agreement had been signed between General Jacques Philippe Leclerc and Ho Chi Minh, an old militant of the Communist Party and a hero of the independence struggle. After the failure of Ho Chi Minh’s negotiations in Paris and Dalat to establish an autonomous government in Cochin-China, and after the French artillery bombardment of Haiphong, war broke out in November 1946. Vietminh troops made a surprise attack on Hanoi, but it failed: French troops got the upper hand in the towns, and the Vietminh embarked on a partisan struggle that was to last eight years. As the Vietminh leaders were Communists, the French government, and gradually, after the Korean campaign, some of the American leaders, saw the war in Vietnam as an episode in the struggle against Soviet and Communist expansion in Asia. The Vietnamese, especially in the north, saw the Vietminh as the party of independence. The regime installed in the south by the French, and intended to serve as a rallying point for non-Communist nationalists, was only partly successful, either because of the personality of Bao Dai, the ex-emperor of Annam, or because of French reluctance to grant the Vietnamese government in Saigon either the reality or the symbols of sovereignty. After the Vietminh’s victory at Dien Bien Phu, an international conference in Geneva reached an agreement recognizing the existence of both North and South Vietnam as completely independent states.


The anti-imperialist movement gradually gathered strength, emboldened by its own successes and the weakening of the former colonial powers of Europe. Imperial Britain had been able to do without compulsory military service; bereft of an empire it had, like the continental countries, introduced conscription, though this belated break with tradition failed to restore the nation’s lost capacity for action. It was as ruler of India that Britain had exercised hegemony from the Persian Gulf to the eastern Mediterranean. Without the Indian Army, and at a time when naval power  is in decline, it can no longer lay down the law over the vast Middle East, where the Arab populations are stirring and which is the source of the scores of millions of tons of oil essential to Europe’s prosperity.


As a result of the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire after World War I, part of the region formerly known as Asia Minor was divided up into separate states—Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, and Palestine, then Jordan and Saudi Arabia, though none of them was really a national state. Syria and Lebanon were placed under French mandate. Palestine, where, through the Balfour Declaration, Britain had promised to create a national home for the Jews, was under British mandate.


The European countries, though they were critical enough of the Ottoman Empire, had not sincerely tried to promote the emergence of national entities there (how could they have done so in a place where national entities and identities did not exist?). France, Britain, and Italy had all taken advantage of the vacuum left by Turkey’s collapse to increase their own dominance and influence as best they could. Some British officials and politicians who had encouraged or led the revolt in the desert were in favor of an Arab kingdom that would have included Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and Palestine. But rivalry between the European powers, on the one hand, and the various Arab dynasties, on the other, resulted in a territorial arrangement that was no more and no less artificial than many others that might been put forward. The frontiers henceforth defining the layout of the Middle East were drawn in accordance with diplomatic convenience and the temporary fortunes of war rather than with the wishes or cultural affinities of the people concerned.


None of these states was homogeneous: Languages, religions, and cultures intermingled in Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq. In Palestine the growth of the Jewish minority would gradually lead to a latent civil war that the mandatory civil power could neither pacify nor repress. The Arab states were like the Muslim states of the past—created by force of arms, superimposed on a multitude of tribes, and lacking the equivalent of Europe’s middle classes, that is, members of a bourgeoisie such as civil servants and intellectuals who might be capable of running a constitutional state.


In the interval between the two wars, at a time when the Arab states were still far from becoming effective political entities, the nationalism within their gates continued to grow in the form of a negative attitude largely defined in terms of a longing to be independent of the imperial or  tutelary power. In Syria, with Britain’s blessing, it turned against France. In Palestine, it turned against Britain, which was judged guilty of not forbidding Jewish immigration. In the other Arab states London’s policy, in the short term, seemed a successful combination of respect for local sovereignties with the maintenance of British influence and the promotion of British interests.


The two sons of Hussein, the emir of Hejaz (who had been promised the kingdom of Arabia), were given the thrones of Iraq and Jordan, the latter detached from Palestine. Faisal became king of Iraq and Abdullah was made king of Jordan. In 1930 Britain gave up its mandate and recognized Iraq’s independence, though it held on to bases there. In Jordan the Arab Legion was the only army, and its weapons, officers, and funding were supplied from London. Arabia itself had been unified under Ibn Saud, leader of the Wahabite sect. But Britain had come to terms with Ibn Saud’s victory and encircled Saudi Arabia by means of its own protectorates in Aden, Kuwait, and the Hadramaut. Thus British policy seemed to be succeeding where French mandatory policy was failing. The creation of nominally independent states, support for the Arab League, and backing for the idea of Arab unity all helped Britain to increase its practical influence while retaining its access to the oil reserves, which held a fabulous potential for exploitation that was gradually becoming apparent.


The National Socialists tried, with some success, to set Arab nationalism against the imperialists, and especially against the British. Hitler’s anti-Semitic slogans found an echo among the masses anxious about Jewish immigration into Palestine, which had increased as a result of the persecution suffered by the Jews in Germany. An anti-British revolt in Iraq, fomented by German machinations in 1941, was quickly put down. The region was consigned to the firm grip of the British troops. But the end of the French mandate in Syria, made inevitable by the defeat of France and the clash between the Free French and forces loyal to the government of Marshal Pétain, signaled the end of Britain’s long-term plans. After World War II and the withdrawal from India, the method that had worked twenty years earlier worked no longer. Negative nationalism turned against the British; legal independence was not enough now to make people forget or accept de facto dependence.


The three stages of this development were marked by the end of the British mandate in Palestine and the creation of the state of Israel; the  evacuation of British troops from the Suez Canal Zone; and the crisis that followed the nationalization of the Suez Canal Company. During the 1914–1918 war, Britain had made contradictory promises to the Jews and the Arabs. And the measures taken to limit immigration after the Nazis came to power had managed to anger the Jews without appeasing the Arabs. The struggle between Arab and Jewish terrorism, one against the other and both against the mandatory power, ended—after a pause during World War II when the Jews formed a brigade that fought in the British army—in a stalemate. The problem was submitted to the United Nations, which suggested a plan for partition that was accepted by the Jewish Agency but rejected by the Arabs. War broke out, and large numbers of the Arab population fled from their homes at the instigation of their leaders, who thought they would be able to return after a few days. After a few weeks of indecisive fighting, the United Nations imposed a month’s truce. But during a second phase of the war the Jewish army, having received supplies of arms from abroad, was clearly getting the best of it, and its success was stopped only through the intervention of the superpowers and the United Nations. The existence of the state of Israel was seen by the Arabs as a permanent insult. A million refugees forbade either forgiveness or resignation. Although some of the arms used by the Israeli army were of Soviet origin, it was the British, who had permitted the setting up of a Jewish homeland, and the Americans, who were helping to fund the new state, who were included in the Arabs’ hatred of Israel.


The revolution that drove King Farouk from his throne and brought to power a junta of officers arose out of the defeats suffered by the Egyptian army in 1948. Colonel Gamal Nasser, now commander in chief, negotiated a settlement of the Sudanese question with the British, who also agreed to withdraw their troops from the Canal Zone in advance of the date set by the 1936 treaty. How useful would the British base on the canal have been in the case of another world war? Military experts debate the question: The existence of atomic weapons creates so much uncertainty that no dogmatic answer is possible. But in peacetime the British military presence was an important factor in maintaining stability. No Middle Eastern government would have thought lightly of confronting the two British divisions stationed in the Canal Zone. Everyone knew it would be difficult both technically and politically to mount a military intervention from bases in Libya, Cyprus, or Malta. The last British troops left Egyptian soil  in 1956. Britain gave up its last means of exercising force just as its former network of influence was finally breaking up.


Not long before, the king of Jordan had dismissed Glubb Pasha, founder and commander of the Arab Legion. Army officers inspired by the example of Colonel Nasser, or won over to his cause, now filled the senior ranks. The Baghdad Pact linking together Britain, Turkey, Iran, and Pakistan had aroused violent opposition from both Saudi Arabia and Egypt. The United States neither signed the pact nor expressed disapproval of it. Egypt, which in 1955 had signed an agreement with the Soviet Union, was spending a large part of its budget on arms. In 1956, as a riposte to Britain and the United States because of their refusal to finance the Aswan Dam, Colonel Nasser decided to nationalize the Suez Canal Company and take over its installations.


The collapse of Britain’s positions in the Middle East was a direct result of its withdrawal from India: The British army in India, together with its main forces, had been able to maintain the pax britannica. But there are political as well as military reasons for the change. London’s former policy was to support traditional rulers in the region, or rather to provide them with kingdoms made to measure for them. The few hundreds of thousands of Arabs or Bedouins scattered over the territory that came to be known as Jordan were not much affected when it was made into a kingdom. The 3 million Iraqis, divided into hostile religious sects (the Sunnis and the Shiites), did not acquire a national consciousness in the space of a few years. But earlier ways of life have been inevitably eroded by Western influence, by economic development, however meager, and by the considerable amounts of money handed over by the oil companies to the rulers of the countries concerned.


After World War II the British and the Americans would have liked to find rulers well-disposed toward them who were both popular and capable of promoting progress. But such rulers were not to be found. So, being mainly interested in oil, they made do with paying royalties to rulers who would at least give them temporary assurances of peace and quiet. In this way Ibn Saud and his successor, and the emirs of Kuwait and Bahrain, pocket hundreds of millions of dollars that are spent according to the whims of potentates of a bygone age. Meanwhile, the masses, the ordinary people whose lives do not improve and whose customs are being undermined, blame their poverty on imperialism. And the middle classes—graduates of Western universities, clerks, civil servants, technicians—also accuse imperialism and call for independence, even in the emirates where huge oil production and a tiny population result in a high standard of living.


Incompetent as they may be, and sooner or later unpopular, the traditional rulers are nonetheless as nationalist, in their hostility toward Israel and sometimes toward the “imperialists,” as revolutionary leaders such as those in Egypt. The latter are undoubtedly inspired by a sincere desire for progress. But the poverty of the people and the growth of the population are such that the rulers are too often tempted to seek rapid and sensational successes rather than the slow and difficult gains of real economic growth. The revolutionary leaders are acclaimed first and foremost for their belligerent words and deeds. They proclaim their hatred of Israel in violent terms, profess themselves hostile to westerners, and claim to be friendly to the Russians; but it is difficult to see how much of all this is genuine and how much mere blackmail.


The crisis of renewal that all the Islamic countries are going through in the Middle East explains the form that nationalism has taken in lands that are not and never have been nations. Soviet propaganda, including the myth of the Soviet Union as the country that rose all alone against the West at the height of its power, seems to constitute one of the influences creating hostility to the West in the region, especially as the Communists always conceal their long-term aims behind anti-imperialist slogans.


The breakup of British positions in the Middle East is taking place in countries where Britain itself has encouraged independence as groups or individuals hostile to Western influence come to power. The breakup of the French Empire in North Africa is also in progress, with former protectorates (such as Tunisia and Morocco) gaining independence. In 1956, Algeria, which was legally a part of the French Republic and, like France itself, divided up into departments, has become the setting for a conflict in which 350,000 French soldiers are trying to end a guerrilla campaign being fought by a few thousand rebels and patriots.


All the typical reasons for nationalist movements to arise against the European empires are to be found gathered together in North Africa: demographic pressure (the birthrate in Algeria grows at the rate of 2.5 percent annually, and in Tunisia and Morocco it is not much lower); lack of natural resources, together with slow industrialization (especially in Algeria); the undermining of ancient customs, accompanied by anti-Western  and antimodern attitudes among traditionalists and in religious circles; the growth of an intellectual minority won over to French ideas and thus to the right of self-determination; the presence of a French population—settlers, civil servants, businessmen, executives, junior and senior clerks—all richer than or not so poor as most of the native inhabitants; the protecting power’s loss of prestige after the defeat of France in 1940, and perhaps even more after the defeat in Indochina; the encouragement given to the nationalists by Soviet propaganda and the perceived attitudes of the American public; and finally, direct aid from other Islamic countries, in particular Egypt. Nevertheless, it is evident that many educated Tunisians, Algerians, and Moroccans, including the nationalist leaders, are still attached to France and to French culture. And personal relations between French people and Muslims often remain good.


For a long time French policy wavered between two alternatives: on the one hand, negotiation with the nationalists (with the Neo-Destour Party in Tunisia and the Istiqlal in Morocco), whose ultimate objective, if not their immediate claim, was independence for the protectorates; on the other hand, repression of the nationalist movements and the introduction of reforms in collaboration with those Tunisians and Moroccans who accepted a measure of joint Franco-Tunisian or Franco-Moroccan government, as it had evolved, in fact, over and above the terms of protectorate treaties. In 1951 Robert Schuman contemplated adopting the first alternative and included Neo-Destour ministers in the cabinet. But by the end of the year, resistance from various sources in Paris and opposition from French circles in Tunisia brought about a volte-face, and the Neo-Destour leaders were dismissed, imprisoned, or deported. In 1954 Pierre Mendès–France opted definitively for entente with the nationalists. Agreements granting internal autonomy to Tunisia were negotiated and approved by the French Parliament. But scarcely had these agreements come into force than events in Morocco called everything into question again. In Morocco, too, the second alternative had been chosen after the war. The deposition of the sultan, which Marshal Alphonse Juin had considered some years earlier, was ultimately provoked by Moroccan traditionalist circles and some members of the French administration. Terrorism broke out in the towns. To end it, and to reestablish contact with the nationalists, the French government sought, more or less sincerely, a compromise solution. But in reality, as soon as Sultan Ben Arafa had left the throne, the return of Mohammed V  became inevitable, and this so threatened the law and order guaranteed by the French that independence was promised to the sultan as soon as he returned from exile in Madagascar.


The outcome of the crisis would probably have been the same in both Tunisia and Morocco in any case. The terms independence and national sovereignty  have a magical force in the twentieth century. In the long run, it was impossible to govern in collaboration with the representatives of traditional Morocco, which Marshal Louis Hubert Lyautey had wanted to respect but which economic modernization inexorably relegated to the past. However, the representatives of modern Morocco, though few in number, were fiercely nationalist, and independence was their prime objective. If the French government had been able or willing to decide on a long-term policy, they themselves could have fixed the modalities of the process of liberation. Probably, in their heart of hearts, the Moroccan nationalists themselves might have preferred that France would remain responsible for keeping order during the years of apprenticeship and transition. Morocco’s modern economy is entirely a French creation: All the businessmen and engineers are French, as is all the capital. If the economy should ever founder as a result of a French withdrawal, the disappointment of the masses, who expected independence to improve their lot, might well turn to anger.


Algeria, unlike Tunisia and even more unlike Morocco, has no history as a separate state. It has suffered many invasions and never been unified under an authority that the various Arab and Kabyle populations would have recognized as belonging to them. The Algerian nation is in the process of being born in revolt against the authority of France.


Black Africa, too, is affected by the nationalist movement, as understood in all the countries that once were part of the European empires. The revolt against the whites is perhaps more racial than national. It takes many different forms: almost primitive in Kenya, almost parliamentary on the Gold Coast and in Nigeria. There again, in West Africa, the British are trying to hand over power to states based on the European model. France in turn is taking the same path, preparing within the framework of the French Union to grant at least domestic autonomy to its territories in West Africa. Where the white minorities are relatively large, the main problem is racial relations. Where there are no settled white minorities, the problem concerns the fate of such European institutions as parties, elections, and legislative assemblies, and the issue of how the more or less  westernized elite class will be able to create single nations out of diverse populations which have never been welded over time into unity by a shared political existence.






4. THE VARIETIES OF NATIONALISM


One might be tempted to summarize one of the lessons of the recent past by saying that what the Europeans have exported to the rest of the world is nationalisms rather than nations. The states newly created as a result of the decomposition of the European empires are nationalist against their former masters, but either they are not yet national or they are distinctly multinational. In Europe, and more widely in the West as a whole, the question is whether nation-states have left the nationalist stage behind them once and for all. In Asia, the Middle East, and Africa, the question is whether nations can be formed out of nationalisms.


As we have seen, the nation-states of Europe have to adapt themselves now to a system of international relations radically different from that which obtained at the beginning of the twentieth century. Then they were or seemed to be the subjects of historical decisions; today they are only their objects. They used to be great powers in their own right; now they form part of coalitions led by countries that are partly or wholly outside Europe. In time of peace they relinquish their military autonomy. This may seem only a temporary state of affairs: Atomic weapons, which accentuate the essential difference between nation-states and superpowers, will be available to all in ten or twenty years. The overall trend toward separate nationalisms will be irreversible so long as areas as vast as the United States, the Soviet Union, China, and India remain single political units. If the Indian subcontinent is unified as one country and North America made into three, Western Europe, in order to be on the same scale as the giants of the twentieth century, would have to become one, at least from the Atlantic to the Elbe (or to the Oder or the Vistula).


The rivalry as to power and ideology that runs through the middle of Germany, cutting Europe in two, temporarily forbids any such continental unity. But we may well wonder whether the nations of Europe might one day agree to merge into a federation, and whether they would submit to the law of a super-state.


True, chauvinism is less in evidence in the opposing camps since World War II. The dispute over the Saar has not given rise to violent passions either in Germany or in France. German and French officers have met together in Atlantic headquarters without anger or embarrassment. Parties that appeal to nationalist ardor have met with little success on either side of the Rhine. But it is important for us to identify the various components of this real or imaginary lull. The frontiers of the states of which Europe consists follow fairly closely the principle of nationality; none of these states can now claim material preponderance; and the Soviet threat, which hangs over them all, makes absurd any quarrels over boundaries, more appropriately regarded today as party walls. Memories of the still recent war tend to produce a turning away from militarism, especially in Germany. National feeling is unlikely to grow, or to degenerate, into nationalism unless forced into such extremity by foreign domination or swept along in a collective desire for power.


Nevertheless, there is as of yet no sign of a new kind of national feeling, a European one, in the process of coming into being. Empires have been built by force without the tribes or peoples concerned wishing to live in the kind of community imposed on them by the conqueror. But a federal state calls for something more than passive consent. And national feelings seem, after all, stronger than continental ones.


Fanatical advocates of the European ideal regard nationalist feelings and movements as negative because they hinder the realization of that ideal. They also oppose communism on the grounds that its spread would be synonymous with the expansion of the Russian Empire. For nationalist sentiments are an obstacle not only to a democratic federation of the states of Western Europe but also to the communism of the Soviets, whose verbal universalism conceals the absolutist role played by the Russian state. Nationalist feelings are for the moment conservative in nature, and therefore irritating to all who look to the future. They have ceased to be completely satisfying because nation-states have been relegated to secondary status and people still hanker for an international or supranational order. But such feelings are aroused again as soon as people feel threatened or oppressed. On the other side of the Iron Curtain, they are ranged against Russian domination, which is held responsible for the most hateful features of the new regime. In the West they are mobilized against transfers of sovereignty and American “leadership” in world affairs.


People’s views on what is to be done vary in accordance with their views of the world and of the future. On the political level there are, in the abstract, three schools of thought. The first holds that communism provides the only valid answer to the problems of industrial society. It encourages nationalist feelings and movements, as long as they are directed against the European empires or Atlantic solidarity, but subordinates them to the interests of the ideological cause and ultimately envisages central planning on a supranational scale. Individual states, all subscribing to the same doctrine, would retain a certain amount of political and cultural autonomy. The second school of thought regards communism as the mortal enemy of Western civilization and wants to see a strengthening of Atlantic solidarity, and in particular the creation of a European federation large enough and with sufficient resources to counterbalance the Soviet bloc. The third school of thought is against all blocs—that is, all supranational military entities—and hopes for a more peaceful era ushered in by a return to a flexible system of relations between many different political units. The present situation is dominated by the confrontation between the first two schools of thought. The third could only prevail through the simultaneous defeat of the first two, which would presuppose a loosening of the links between Russia and the countries of Eastern Europe on the one hand, and between the United States and the countries of Western Europe on the other.


Even if this scenario should take place, object the advocates of Communist or of Atlantic unity, the European states would be too old-fashioned and too small to provide a suitable structure for a twentieth-century industrial economy. The argument that bigger is better was used during the last war by Nazi propaganda and has since then been revived by parties favoring European unity. It contains an element of truth: It is easier to exploit technology to the full on a large scale. But some small countries, such as Sweden and Switzerland, are among the richest in the world. The dimensions of a politico-economic unit is only one of the factors in productivity. Even if the European states are too small, a group of them—the six of Western Europe, for example—may, for obvious reasons or from necessity, still emerge as a significant force. In theory, extensive units of economic activity may be formed in two ways: through free trade, which may lead to an international community of labor, and through planning on a world scale. By intensifying their trade with one another, countries can come to resemble a supranational community without giving up their sovereignty.


In the twentieth century, the technologies of production and war all favor large units (although cheap production of atomic weapons is likely, in ten or twenty years from now, to give small countries unprecedented possibilities for action). But the units that exist now came into being over the course of centuries, through a slow apprenticeship in life lived in common. We may entertain the hope that, in the future, autonomy will no longer seem inseparable from absolute sovereignty. For the present, nations continue to exist, torn between the attraction of large spaces and the appeal of universal ideas and age-old loyalties—and perhaps, because of their very coherence, readier for future regroupings than the states that succeeded the European empires.


The peoples of Britain, France, Germany, Russia, and Spain each have a different idea of what constitutes a nation, their nation. France has no equivalent for the U.K. distinction between British on the one hand and English, Welsh, and Scottish on the other. The concept of a United Kingdom and the existence of the dominions have freed the British consciousness from its native provincialism and linked it to a civilization rather than to a nation in the French sense of the word. In Germany the idea of the nation has for centuries been attached to the idea of empire. As a people Germans have become imbued with their own uniqueness, not only from philosophical tradition but also in reaction against the multiplicity of states of which Germany is made up. The people must have had a singular soul in its own right, even if it had not acquired a state. In France, the desire to live together as a people defined the nation; history itself seemed to suggest this. In the United States, which had to overcome the fact that immigrants from many different origins settled there, the idea of the nation has been merged with ideologies and practices peculiar to American society. Anyone who betrays this Americanism becomes a “non-American.”


The same variety of ideas about nationhood is to be found in Asia, the Middle East, and Africa. Japan, the country in this geographical category that is closest to the European type, has leapt in one century from being a feudal structure to being a mass industrial society without passing through the equivalent of our fifteenth to twentieth centuries, which in the West saw the development of rationalist thought and the industrial and mercantile middle classes, those typical elements in our idea of a nation. Universal education, urbanization, the introduction of democratic institutions, together with the decline of the aristocracy and its lofty values, have made the Japanese nation resemble those of Europe more closely. But overpopulation, the loss of empire, existential difficulties, and ideological radicalism, by giving rise to dissent on the subject of nationhood, especially among the educated classes, bring Japan closest to the most nationally minded of all European nations: France.


In China, awareness of national unity has been strong for thousands of years among the educated classes. And measures taken by the Communist government—compulsory education, phonetic writing, the use of one dialect as a common language—have helped to spread this awareness among the masses. Thus the Communist regime, while subscribing to an internationalist ideology and aiming to replace capitalism, accords priority to objectives that in Europe were invented by the bourgeoisie: the creation of industry and the education of the people.


The case of India is altogether different. There the task is to build a nation on the foundation of anti-British nationalism. Not that the object must be to impose unity of culture, religion, customs, and language. But India, before the English, had never been totally unified. It was Britain, the occupying power, which after the decline and destruction of the Mogul Empire subjected the whole vast country to a single administration. The Indian republic has now succeeded the British Empire, inheriting both its light and its darkness, its terrible poverty but also an efficient bureaucracy speaking a common language, English.


Asian nationalism presents three different questions. Can unitary states, such as were created by the Europeans and taken over by nationalist parties, survive intact, or will they gradually be undermined by centrifugal forces, linguistic, religious, or ethnic? Must the independent states of Asia, the Middle East, and Africa, after their European mentors have left, acquire in their turn a thirst for power and set themselves one against the other? Lastly, will the same old combination of nationalism and imperialism—the strongest nation gaining its ends by exploiting the grievances of national minorities elsewhere—be repeated on the other continents?


At present all the Asian countries contain the equivalent of what in Europe used to be called national minorities. In Southeast Asia, the minority is Chinese. In Burma, the Karens have fought the central government for autonomy. In Indonesia, the central government has no real authority over all the islands of the Sunda archipelago. It has already had to send in troops against autonomist and separatist movements in, for example, the Moluccas. 


 The unity of India (excluding the two parts of Pakistan) is not for the moment threatened. But the feeling that contributed to the destruction of some multinational states in Europe is already present: The masses are calling for homogeneous states based on language. The new borders between the member states of the India Federal Republic were the result of long deliberations, but there are signs of resistance, sometimes taking the form of riots. For the moment this linguistic nationalism shows no tendency at all toward separatism. The unity of the Congress Party, the administration, and the army remains intact. But it seems that Hindi is not accepted as the national language by everyone. English is often still the only common means of communication between civil servants. The sense of a shared culture, however, will blossom into the desire to be a nation—an ambitious task, unavoidable for a regime that wants to be democratic in the Western sense of the word.


The countries of Asia are now familiar with local quarrels over boundaries or the future of some province; for example, the dispute between India and Pakistan over Kashmir, and that between Pakistan and Afghanistan over Baluchistan. Neither is all well on the Indochinese peninsula, where Cambodia is afraid of Vietnam and anxious to keep its sovereignty intact. But it seems unlikely that such local conflicts could take on alarming proportions in Asia. The two major states, China and India, are so big that neighbors’ squabbles leave them unmoved. And Asia could not reproduce the dangerous combination that Europe once knew, of countries closely linked to one another but torn by permanent rivalry over power and prestige.


Nevertheless, if Communist China were to set itself foreign objectives it could, like Hitler’s Germany, make use of the nationalist elements within its own borders to realize its ambitions and break up the other states over which it wanted to extend its domination. The Chinese minorities in Siam and Indonesia provide the same sort of pretext as the German minorities did in central and eastern Europe. It is a striking fact that in India the Communist Party is the one that has most ardently advocated homogeneous linguistic states, inciting to violence groups who rejected solutions suggested by the commission in charge of administrative reorganization.


In the Middle East, the states were created before the nations. The population is still passive; Islamic solidarity disregards frontiers; national consciousness is confined to the governmental or privileged minority. The middle classes, especially the university graduates, excluded or rejected by  the traditional establishment, seek another faith to replace Islam and often find it in communism. So little are they involved in any political community, they make relatively easy recruits for a supranational ideology.


Nations exist even less in black Africa, where the first countries were born out of institutions resembling Western ones (with elections, parties, parliaments, and so on). What will these countries be like, though, once white domination is no more? How will they all get on together, the different tribes with their disparate religious beliefs, now mixed with political practices borrowed from Europe? No one has the answers to such questions. But it is important to understand the terms in which the problem presents itself in various places. The Europeans did not destroy already existing nations in black Africa, nor, if they left tomorrow, would they leave any behind them. But as a return to scattered tribes, balanced by unstable empires, is unlikely, the African peoples’ education in national existence will continue well beyond the end of white domination.


We may even wonder how far a Western-type state is capable of completing such an education in nationhood. A state of this kind is in theory secular, unconnected with any transcendent belief or church, equally fair and just to all groups, indifferent to private matters, including religion, provided its citizens obey the laws and take their due part in public affairs. This ideal is far from being put into practice in all European countries: In all of them, one church is closer to state recognition than the others. The separation of temporal and spiritual powers is probably one of the most original features of European civilization, and one of the causes of its vitality and endless flexibility. But it is a duality that tends toward radical separation without ever achieving it. For a state to be really neutral its people must have a strong sense of their own unity. But a state that declines to be linked either to a religion or to an ideology is the work of centuries, not of a decision by the United Nations or by some imperial authority about to withdraw voluntarily or under compulsion.
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