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PREFACE


I have always been fondly amused by the romantic and often ridiculous national heroes gracing sleepy squares in minor European cities, who seem to want to leap from their plinths into some titanic struggle and by those who stare with missionary zeal from aged engravings or lithographs. The obvious intensity of their desire to liberate or resist is in heroic though doomed contrast to the pigeons placidly perched on the sabre they brandish or the foxing that spots their fading image. They are like the essence of the longings of another age, frozen in time.


Coming from a culture that took for granted not only the virtue of fighting for the national cause, but also the inherent desirability of staging hopeless risings, I found myself wondering where such assumptions came from, and why they held such enormous appeal. And having been brought up in the Catholic tradition, I could not help noticing the bits of ritual and imagery stolen from that faith, along with large tranches of dogma, which reinforced and bedecked those assumptions.


It seemed to me that this was no coincidence: as the state took more and more functions over from the Church, it assumed the trappings and the underlying belief-system. At the same time, the changing role or outright overthrow of monarchy gave rise to a new sense of the nation as a sovereign entity. The monarchy had always been invested with a degree of divinity, the king being the secular representative of God on earth. The nation necessarily inherited some of that divinity along with the function of sovereign. Intrigued by these connections, I set out to explore them. I had no particular agenda, and after years of research I can posit no theory and venture no argument. This is an essay, not an analysis. But it is by no means an idle exercise.


A great deal has been written on the subject of ‘nationalism’, a term used with diminishing degrees of discrimination to cover anything from mere attachment to tradition to crypto-Maoist terrorism. Since the Second World War, it has been regarded by the educated classes of Western societies as a kind of disease affecting those peoples who have not had the benefits of liberal-democratic inoculation. This is not an intelligent view. It misses the point and hinders any sensible reaction to the threat posed by nationalism today, and it is worth challenging. Rather than attempting a history of nationalism or an examination of its causes and effects, I have sought to do so with a thoughtful look at some of the spiritual and emotional conditions that gave rise to the cult of the nation.


This book will no doubt enrage specialists in every field I meander into, but such rage is both the prerogative and the bane of any specialist, and I make no apologies. There was nothing remotely methodical about my explorations, and as I re-read the manuscript I am constantly aware that more could have been said on every point and person I mention. I have probably placed too much emphasis on some phenomena and failed to cover others adequately; subjects not central to the general themes are treated with a mixture of brevity and impressionism bordering on the facetious. I sometimes quote people out of strict context, not to prove a point, but as an indicator of states of mind and lines of thought. There must be many sources I have missed, but this is only to be expected: there are no bibliographies of non-subjects such as mine, and whenever I attempted to quiz specialists, I encountered unhelpful degrees of incomprehension. For similar reasons, I have not gone in for the same rigorous verification of sources as I would when researching a closely defined subject. All of this is unavoidable in a work that ranges over such a vast area in both time and place. The choice of time and place itself is difficult to justify otherwise than by instinct, and I hope that a reading of the book will vindicate mine. If it does not, I hope that the reader will at least have enjoyed as much as I did the company of these blessed originals.
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OUR LORD MANKIND


On 21 January 1793 King Louis XVI was taken from the Temple prison and conducted in a tumbril to the place which had once borne his predecessor’s name, and now bears that of Concorde. The sky was overcast, and there was a deathly silence as he mounted the scaffold. He began to address the crowd, but his voice was drowned out by a drum-roll. Denied even this chance of appealing to his people, he submitted to the guillotine. When the executioner held up his severed head for all to see, a few people in the crowd cut their own throats, others threw themselves into the Seine. A number went mad.


This was not because they bore any particular affection for the king. It was because he was the anointed of God, and it was he who gave validity to the ideological and cultural compound that was France. Writing one hundred and fifty years later, a man as modern as Albert Camus called this moment ‘the turning-point of our contemporary history’. As far as he was concerned, the execution of the king had secularized the French world and banished God from the subsequent history of the French people.1


Traditionally, the death of a king of France was announced with the phrase: ‘Le Roi est mort, vive le Roi!’, in order to stress the continuity of the institution of monarchy. When the king’s head was held aloft on that sunless day, the crowd assembled around the scaffold shouted: ‘Vive la Nation!’ The message was unequivocal. The nation had replaced the king as the sovereign and therefore as the validating element in the state. The dead king’s God had been superseded by ‘Our Lord Mankind’, to use the words of one prominent revolutionary.2


This was the culmination of a long process, which began at the Reformation. The Christian religion, on which every throne in Europe rested, had been gradually undermined by the appliance of human logic to divine tenets and by scientific discoveries that brought into question aspects of the revelation and gave the impression that man could understand and control the world around him without recourse to God. Towards the end of the seventeenth century the French philosopher Pierre Bayle suggested that goodness and morality had nothing to do with religion, an idea supported by the accounts of travellers to distant places. The Siamese had never benefited from Divine Revelation, yet they had created a sophisticated society based on the practice of virtue. And virtue, according to Voltaire and most of the French philosophes, was glaringly absent from the Catholic Church and the ranks of its clergy. He identified it as the root of most of the evil in society and led his colleagues in an all-out war on it.


The element of Christian teaching that aroused the particular ire of the eighteenth-century clerisy was the doctrine of original sin – that all men are born with the taint of Adam and need to redeem themselves. They saw in this dogma not only an offensive notion that seemed to condemn the charming Siamese to eternal damnation, but also the ultimate instrument of control over the masses. What man needed, in their view, was not salvation but education, which would liberate him from all the superstitions born of ignorance. They heaped ridicule on the Christian belief in an afterlife and attacked the concept of abnegation and sacrifice leading to sanctity. They lampooned ritual, dismissed the veneration of saints and their relics as idolatry, and stridently condemned ‘fanaticism’, by which they meant faith.


But while they enjoyed nothing better than laying into what they saw as the superstition and flummery of the Church, only a handful were brave enough to deny the existence of God altogether. In the 1670s the Dutch philosopher Benedict de Spinoza had mooted the idea of a rational God, a sort of spirit of the universe, and the majority of his colleagues in the next century subscribed to some variant of this, usually labelled ‘the Supreme Being’. As they were mostly convinced that there existed a natura rerum, a formula according to which the universe functioned, they tended to accommodate the Supreme Being within their quest for it. This was the first step in a gradual confusion of nature itself with God. The Baron d’Holbach’s Système de la Nature opens with the assertion that ‘Man is only unhappy because he does not understand nature’, and several other philosophers made out that morality was no more than a natural attribute.3 In 1750, Rousseau wrote his essay on the arts and sciences, arguing that man was born virtuous and civilization had corrupted him. The French explorer Louis Antoine de Bougainville’s description of the mores of the Tahitian islanders seemed to bear this out, and in his Supplément au Voyage de Bougainville, Diderot posited a modern version of the Fall: man had been happy in an original ‘state of nature’, but then became tainted with ‘artifice’ and as a result has been in conflict with himself ever since. This notion was sentimentally appealing, and it stuck. At the beginning of the nineteenth century Mary Wollstonecraft was still laying down that ‘a barbarian, considered as a moral being, is an angel, compared with the refined villain of artificial life’.4


While rejecting the notion of original sin and striving to eradicate it from the moral conciousness of their contemporaries, such writers were actually reinventing it in the guise of the imagined taint of civilization. And if it was man-made civilization that had brought about this secular Fall, then it was up to man to put it right. The terrifying inference was that redemption could, indeed must, be achieved through political means.


Rousseau was not only the most celebrated thinker of his day, but also a best-selling novelist. And fictional literature had to some extent hijacked the moral argument, developing a sensibility that transcended rules and suggested new assessments of right and wrong, based on emotional intention. An early example is the Abbé Prévost’s Manon Lescaut, whose eponymous heroine is a prostitute whose sin is cauterized by the sincerity of her love for her reprobate beau. Thereafter the innocent sinner was no stranger to European literature, and misfortune itself became a morally ennobling condition. This was, in effect, a perversion of the Christian virtue of charity.


The writers of the eighteenth century, whether they were philosophes or hacks, believed that they preached a morality based on reason, nature and primal human instinct. But their minds and their hearts had been moulded by centuries of Christianity, and they could no more emancipate themselves from its influence than explain the existence of the universe without recourse to some benevolent deity. Their moral and emotional language was not, as they believed, universal. It was not that of the Tahitians they idealized. What they were peddling was a mongrel Christianity.


In attacking the Catholic Church, the philosophes were not just demolishing some superannuated institution. They were undermining the central organizing principle underlying all the societies of Europe and its colonies. In all these societies, the Christian religion had furnished the basis of the educational canon, it had created the art, the music and the very language that made up the common culture, and it had provided the legal and institutional framework of all states, in which it still played a key role. By undermining it, the philosophes dislodged all the old certainties. By destroying the credibility of traditional ways of practising the faith, through feasts, rituals and displays, they created a vacuum. Man seeks ecstasy and transcendence, and if he cannot find them in church, he will look for them elsewhere.


Denied expression in its traditional area, the religious instinct naturally spilled over into alternatives such as the occult. It also flooded the arts. These had, until now, fulfilled the practical function of enhancing man’s environment. They also served as vehicles for religious expression and elevation. In the course of the eighteenth century, as Christian devotions ebbed out of people’s lives, the arts also drew away from formal religion. The Judaeo-Christian themes which had dominated seventeenth-century painting gave way to Classical, social and even political ones. The same is true of literature and to a lesser extent of music. But whether it was within a defined religious framework or outside it, the arts remained the chief means of expression of the longings and fears of mankind. As such, they became a substitute religion, providing consolation and solace, and offering the possibility of attaining the sublime. Over the next century, poets and other artists would assume the role and authority of high priests. The arts became subject to the kind of passionate fits of self-doubt and denunciation that usually characterized religious discourse. The arguments over questions of style were no longer about taste but about morality, and the arts were taken over by the same spasmodic rhythms of renewal and heresy as religion.


The rejection of Christian teaching and, with it, of the concept of an afterlife also gave birth to a new politics. Until now, political life had been circumscribed by the struggle for power and resistance to oppression. Curing the evils in society was left to God. From the end of the seventeenth century onwards, a number of philosophers addressed ways of making the world a more equitable place politically. The perceived ideal was a polity in which a maximum of personal freedom could be guaranteed within a strong and stable state structure. But by the middle of the eighteenth century the notion of personal freedom began to undergo significant change. For Diderot and Rousseau, ‘freedom’ began to mean much more than not being captive or physically oppressed. It embraced notions of self-fulfilment and empowerment. It necessarily meant freedom from the oppressive Christian dogma of the afterlife. And since this dogma rested on the premiss that the search for happiness on earth is pointless, as true happiness can only be found in paradise, freedom must ultimately mean achieving happiness in this life. As they associated true happiness with a sentimentalized vision of prelapsarian innocence, the philosophes were naturally drawn into the exercise of constructing heaven on earth.


Thus political life was transformed into a struggle for self-expression and the quest for happiness – conceived in highly religious terms. Discussion of how the blessed state was to be achieved generated mountains of print over the next two centuries. Attempts to put the more ‘scientific’ of the theories into practice would result in human misery on an unprecedented scale and leave behind them mountains of corpses. But in the latter part of the eighteenth century and the first half of the nineteenth, the quest for salvation drove many to immolate themselves rather than others. Fired by the urge to redeem mankind and themselves, many young men struggled and died in a kind of crusade whose Jerusalem was an idealized projection of ‘Our Lord Mankind’, the nation, death in the service of which brought martyrdom and life everlasting.
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THE AMERICAN PARABLE


On 25 March 1777 an otherwise undistinguished French brig, recently rechristened with the resounding name of La Victoire, set sail for North America from the French port of Bordeaux. Dozens of taller ships left the port each week for the same destination, but this one was different. While it hardly measures up to those of the Santa Maria or of the Mayflower, her crossing was to prove just as rich in consequences. Yet its motives were as confused, and its execution verged as closely on the farcical, as the feelings and deeds of the young nobleman who had chartered the craft.


Marie Joseph Paul Yves Roch Gilbert du Motier, Marquis de Lafayette, was born on 6 September 1757. He never saw his father, a colonel of grenadiers who was cut in two by an English cannon-ball at the Battle of Minden two years later. He was brought up by a gaggle of doting female relatives in an old castle in the Auvergne, and then in Paris, where he went to school. His mother died in 1770, leaving him a considerable fortune, and four years later, when he was only sixteen, he married. His bride was the fourteen-year-old daughter of the Duc d’Ayen, a member of the Noailles family, whose influence was second to none in France at the time.


The young man was made a captain in the Noailles dragoons, and had to live with his in-laws, at Versailles and Paris. Daily contact with social superiors and with the court of the young Queen Marie Antoinette only served to accentuate certain personal problems. Lafayette was neither handsome nor imposing. He was physically awkward and lacking in social graces. He was not naturally gregarious or sociable, and to many he seemed taciturn and reserved. Aside from that implied by his birth and means, he was a young man of little consequence, and nobody took much notice of him.


Like every French nobleman of his generation, his national pride smarted under the humiliation of his country’s defeat in the Seven Years War, which had ended in 1763. France had lost Canada and her possessions in India, as well as a string of other colonies, to her arch-enemy England. A desire for revenge combined with a burning need to distinguish himself animated the seventeen-year-old when he joined his regiment at Metz for manoeuvres in the summer of 1775. The commander of the forces stationed around Metz was the Maréchal de Broglie, an old soldier who had seen long service against the English. Like most Frenchmen, he was delighted by the news that on the morning of 19 April that year the dispute between the English colonists of North America and their government in London had turned violent, leading to an exchange of shots on Lexington Green.


Apart from feeling the natural restlessness of a soldier in time of peace, Broglie also nurtured a hurt pride, having been given less than his due for years of distinguished service. And in the American situation he saw opportunities. He began hatching plans for the unofficial despatch of a number of French officers to the American colonies to foment rebellion. He himself would stand at their head, and, as all the officers would have been chosen by him, he would be in an unassailable position. Behind this purely military plan to repay England for France’s loss of Canada, lurked a personal dream. Lafayette was drawn into these plans, and they assumed immediacy for him when the Minister of War, the Comte de Saint-Germain, began slimming down the French forces in the interests of economy. On 11 June 1776, Lafayette was transferred to the reserve list. This meant that he would never make a career in the army, and a lifetime of inactivity at court and personal nonentity threatened.


By then, the American rebels had an agent in Paris, Silas Deane, who was procuring arms through Pierre Augustin Caron de Beaumarchais, businessman, spy, publicist, wheeler-dealer and later author of The Marriage of Figaro. Deane had no authority to do so, but under the influence of Broglie and others he also began to enrol officers for the rebel cause. By mid-December 1776 there were several ships in the roads of Le Havre with a quantity of arms and some sixty French officers aboard, mostly men proposed by Broglie. Lafayette badgered Broglie and Silas Deane to be included. The nineteen-year-old captain who owed his rank solely to his connections, and had never fired a shot in anger, insisted on being given the rank of major-general. When Deane balked at this, Lafayette countered by waiving the right to general’s pay and by pointing out that his position in French society would bring with it valuable publicity for the cause of the colonists. On 7 December 1776 Deane signed his contract.


However much he might have wanted to exploit the difficulties of the English, Louis XVI was not inclined to support rebels against their rightful king. His chief minister, Turgot, was against getting involved in something that might lead to a war France could not afford. The men enlisted by Deane could only be sent to America clandestinely, albeit with unofficial clearance from the French Ministry. Lafayette knew that his family would block any attempt on his part to obtain such clearance. His brother-in-law, the Vicomte de Noailles, had tried and been firmly called to order. The same had happened to their friend the Comte de Ségur. But Lafayette was his own master insofar as he had money of his own.


He secretly bought a boat and offered to give passage to some of the volunteers. These made their way to Bordeaux individually, and on 25 March 1777 the Victoire weighed anchor, with Lafayette and twelve other officers on board. Instead of making straight for America, however, it sailed across the Bay of Biscay to the Spanish port of San Sebastián. Before going any further on his adventure, Lafayette wanted to ascertain the reactions to his escapade, and he rode back into France incognito.


News of his departure had caused consternation in Paris, where people could not believe that a young man with a fortune, a pretty wife and a title could possibly wish to forfeit everything in order to fight for a band of common rebels. His family were outraged, and Lafayette decided to submit to his father-in-law’s instructions that he abandon the venture. Broglie, who had been following developments closely, did not want the young man’s hesitation to jeopardize the despatch of the other officers to America, so he sent the Vicomte du Mauroy to intercept Lafayette. Mauroy caught up with the reluctant rebel outside Bordeaux. He convinced the young man to go ahead with his original plan, and the two made a dash for Spain.


The Victoire weighed anchor once again, and made directly for the new world this time. The crossing was dull, the only interesting figures among the other officers being du Mauroy and Captain de Valfort – who, as commander of the École Militaire, would one day teach strategy to Cadet Bonaparte. Lafayette must have used the time to collect his thoughts and clarify his motives. In mid-Atlantic he penned a letter to his wife Adrienne, clearly meant to be some kind of testament, in which he declared his intention to fight selflessly in the cause of liberty. ‘In working for my glory I work for their welfare,’ he wrote. ‘I hope for my sake you will become a good American. It is a sentiment meant for virtuous hearts. The welfare of America is intimately linked with the welfare of all humanity.’1


This sudden concern for humanity was a new departure for someone who had never shown the slightest interest in the condition of the peasants who toiled on his extensive estates. It was not a sentiment that ran very deep, any more than his new-found love for the colonists’ cause. Six months later, he was writing to a brother officer that he longed for France to declare war on Britain so that he might fight under French colours. Elsewhere in his letter, he assured Adrienne that ‘the rank of general has always been regarded as a title to immortality’, which suggests that what was at stake was not so much the welfare of humanity, but the reputation of Gilbert du Motier, Marquis de Lafayette, backed up by a desire to escape the aristocratic mediocrity mapped out for him and prove himself to his peers. The fact that it was to North America that he had sailed was nevertheless highly significant.


European perceptions of America had a mythical quality from the moment Columbus discovered land beyond the ocean. What fascinated those who had never been there were an exoticism and an otherness that derived from it being the ‘new world’. In 1704 the Baron de Lahontan published a book of ‘dialogues’ between himself and a Huron Indian, who lives ‘according to the laws of instinct and of the innocent and wise conduct that nature impressed upon him in the cradle’.2 With this book, the myth of the noble savage was born. Travellers were quick to point to the cruelty and often less than noble characteristics of many North American tribes. But the myth became deeply embedded in the European psyche as a kind of subconsciously felt poetic truth. And it was given substance by the circumnavigation of the globe by Louis Antoine de Bougainville, and the publication in 1771 of his account of the paradisical existence of the Tahitian islanders.


The English colonies of North America had little in common with Tahiti. But the mirage of a better form of life in the new world extended over them in the perspective of European dreamers. The philosophes’ search for alternative systems of government and communal living had led them to look at some of the colonial congeries such as the Quakers. Voltaire was seduced by their pacifism and their rejection of superfluity. Without bothering to acquaint himself with their doctrines, he pictured them as rational deists, and went on to represent them as an ideal society on his own terms, a kind of Enlightenment Arcadia in Pennsylvania. This was the myth of the noble savage reinvented, or, what was even more dubious, a vision of civilized man undergoing regeneration in the beneficent climate of the new world.


In 1770, Guillaume-Thomas Raynal published his ten-volume Histoire Philosophique et Politique des Établissements et du Commerce des Européens dans les deux Indes; hardly a promising size or title for what was to become one of the best-selling and most influential books of the age, translated into five languages and reissued more than fifty times before the end of the century. It is a denunciation of European colonialism, short on sound facts but strong on sentimental outrage at the evils inflicted on the world by Europeans. Raynal was particularly interested in the English colonies of North America, about which he knew very little. In a lengthy passage on the mores of the New Englanders he painted a vision of paradise on earth, where ‘people enjoy probably all the happiness compatible with the frailty of the human condition’. In these colonies, according to him, beauty and virtue reign, and there is no room for lust or base instincts. Even women ‘are still what they should be, gentle, modest, compassionnate and vulnerable’.3 The hallucinatory nature of some of these writings is remarkable. A French author who clearly liked the sentimental classicism of Watteau’s figures posturing in Elysian landscapes explained that ‘In Virginia the members chosen to establish the new government assembled in a peaceful wood, removed from the sight of the people, in an enclosure prepared by nature with banks of grass’.4


Hector St John Crevecoeur’s Letters from an American Farmer represents the rural life of a settler in the colonies as a kind of Garden of Eden. In one passage, he describes how the new arrival from the old world undergoes a total metamorphosis. ‘He begins to feel the effects of a sort of resurrection; hitherto he had not lived, but simply vegetated,’ Crevecoeur argues.5 As the two young American poets Freneau and Brackenridge put it in their poem ‘The Rising Glory of America’, written in 1772, it was ‘a new Jerusalem, sent down from heaven’. Here ‘myriads of saints’ would ‘live and reign on earth a thousand years, henceforth called millennium’.


The revolt of the English colonies appeared to some as a dramatic condemnation of the evils of Europe. Here was Europe’s better nature, its reborn transatlantic self, raising its head and showing the world how to redeem itself. ‘The epoch has come of the total fall of Europe and of the transmigration to America,’ the Abbé Galliani wrote from Naples to Madame d’Épinay in Paris on 18 May 1776. ‘Everything here turns into rottenness – religion, laws, arts, sciences – and everything hastens to renew itself in America.’6 In 1776, while Lafayette was at Metz, his friend Ségur was taking the waters at Spa. ‘Spa was then the café of Europe,’ he explains, to which people flocked as much for reasons of pleasure as of health. It was while he was there, surrounded by the established society of a preponderantly monarchical Europe, that news arrived of the American colonists’ Declaration of Independence. ‘I was singularly struck to see the unanimous eruption of such keen and all-embracing sympathy for the revolt of a people against a king,’ writes Ségur. ‘The American insurrection took hold of the imagination like some fashion,’ he adds, and indeed fashions changed overnight: the game of whist was replaced at the card-tables of Spa by ‘le boston’.7


Nobody knew how to exploit this mood better than the ‘apostle of liberty’ Benjamin Franklin, who arrived in Paris as the agent of the American rebels in December 1776, just as Lafayette was preparing to leave. Franklin was famous for his discovery of the lightning conductor. In an age when thousands of houses were burned and people killed by lightning every year, this invention was as self-evidently salutary as any vaccine. In a climate where the useful was equated with the good and the moral, he appeared as a sort of saint. A native of Boston, brought up in poverty and the Calvinist faith, he had educated himself, become a printer, graduated to journalism and risen to the office of Postmaster-General for the Colonies. He had visited England, moving in high circles and joining the Hell Fire Club. Even now he hedged his bets by serving British intelligence.


As he had no official accreditation, Franklin’s only way of promoting the rebels’ cause was by seducing French society. He rented a little house in Passy, just outside Paris, and settled into a modest way of life. His plain clothes hinted at fashionable Quakerism; his refusal to wear a wig or powder his hair, his sensible and thrifty lifestyle, his studiedly unceremonious deportment epitomized the Voltairian ideal of ‘simplicité’. He wore a trapper’s fur hat, redolent of the virgin glades of the new world, and bifocal spectacles of his own construction that proclaimed his scientific credentials. He acted out for the French the ideal new man they fantasized about, and as a result soon became the object of a cult. His cane was copied, snuff-boxes, rings, bracelets and even shirts bearing his likeness were manufactured and sold. In Arras, an ambitious young lawyer by the name of Maximilien de Robespierre dedicated his first important court case to him.


It was on Friday 13 June 1777 that the Victoire came in sight of the promised land. Lafayette and two others climbed into a launch and made for the shore, but soon got stuck on a mudbank. Some black slaves in a dugout took them on board and, after splashing around in a great deal of mud, Lafayette and his companions reached a habitation. It was midnight, and Major Benjamin Huger of the South Carolina Militia, whose house it was, was unwilling to open the door at that late hour, but relented and gave them beds for the night.


They had made landfall about 25 leagues from Charleston, and the three men decided to go there on foot, letting the ship make the trip without them. Their reception at Charleston was disappointingly cool when they trudged into town weary and bedraggled, but improved when they were reunited with their ship and Lafayette’s money. ‘They are as friendly as my enthusiasm made me picture them,’ he wrote to his wife after a few days at Charleston, retailing all the familiar prelapsarian virtues. ‘What enchants me the most here is that all citizens are brothers. In America there are no poor, not even what one might call peasants.’8 He kept up this blind optimism in Philadelphia, where he and his companions went next, and where attitudes were undeniably hostile.


Many of the colonists had fought against the French in the colonial militia during the Seven Years War. Most subscribed to the British view of the French as being untrustworthy, corrupt and degenerate; that they preferred garlic and frogs’ legs to honest roast beef, and that they were all tailors, barbers or dancing-masters. Lafayette and his companions were told that there were no places for them in the army. Some of his group, already disillusioned by the realities of America, set off for home. But Lafayette was determined. While most Frenchmen were eloquent on the subject of their qualifications and social position, Lafayette quickly convinced the locals that his case was special. He wanted to serve without pay, he bought whatever he needed, and he even bailed out his less fortunate compatriots. Where other Frenchmen who had come to offer their services were haughty and insolent, he was unassuming and deferential. His boyish enthusiasm melted prejudice. Finally, it was widely noted that he did not look like a Frenchman, with his pale complexion and his sandy hair turning to red.


After persistent lobbying, Lafayette obtained the coveted general’s sash, and on 31 July 1777 he met George Washington, whose staff he joined. The young man’s initial admiration for the tall, elegant commander rapidly developed into adulation. One evening, Washington told Lafayette to treat him ‘as a father and a friend’, a natural enough show of avuncular concern in the circumstances.9 To the French boy who had never known his own father, the offer meant far more, and he took it literally. He considered himself to have been adopted, and associated himself more firmly with the cause, whatever he might have thought this to be.


The thirteen English colonies of North America were politically and culturally very diverse. They had been founded individually, by groups of people who laid down their own sets of standards. There were hermetic religious settlements of Germans and Dutch that spoke their own language. The Quakers were a world unto themselves. Aside from the native Indians, the largest non-English group were the black slaves, numbering some 400,000 and making up about 17 per cent of the entire population. The next largest were the mainly poor Presbyterian Scotch-Irish Ulstermen, who were ardently disliked by the older English immigrants. There were plenty of Scots, many of them refugee Jacobites, and there were representatives of every nationality in Europe. ‘Each settlement was a little world by itself,’ wrote Andrew Burnaby, travelling through the colonies in the early 1760s, noting that they ‘remained as much divided in their interests and affections as Christian and Turk’.10 This state of affairs was frequently lamented by those like Franklin who believed that the colonies would benefit from a union of some sort. The economist Josiah Tucker was convinced that ‘the mutual antipathies and clashing interests of the Americans’ ensured they would remain ‘a disunited people till the end of time, suspicious and distrustful of each other’.11


The only thing the colonies had in common was their Englishness. They were firmly anchored to the twin bases of British statehood – a militant Protestantism forged in perennial struggle against Papist France, and a dedication to the constitutional arrangements arrived at as a result of the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688. The same shibboleths about ‘the rights of Englishmen’ were uttered on both shores of the Atlantic, and the same holidays celebrated. Most sacred was 5 November, the anniversary of the uncovering of Guy Fawkes’ Popish Plot and that of the landing of the saviour William of Orange in 1688.


Politicians as well as churchmen frequently represented the English as the children of Israel, with the French or other enemies as the Moabites. The concept of the chosen people was strong across the Atlantic too. The staple popular text of the time, Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, was widely read as representing the English people picking their virtuous way through adversity and around temptation towards the ultimate goal, continuously threatened by the forces of evil. In America this vision was extended into a millenarian dream of breaking away from the old world altogether and founding a new social order based on religious principles, in effect a divine, theocratic polity. This lay behind the Great Awakening that had created a sort of ecumenical and multi-ethnic consensus in the early decades of the century. But if it united the colonists in an optimistic and assertive sense of destiny, this vision had little to do with the issues stirring Europeans at the time. While European intellectuals saw a new Athens in North America, its inhabitants were building a new Zion.


In political terms, the colonists were even more attached to the ‘rights of Englishmen’ than their metropolitan brothers. This was hardly surprising, since an element of personal freedom was inherent in the origins of the colonies, where rights and exemptions had been written down in charters and compacts. They also exceeded their metropolitan cousins in religious zeal. The decisive failure of the 1745 Jacobite rising suggested that the Hanoverian monarchy was now strong enough to withstand any threat of a reimposition of Catholicism in Britain through a Stuart comeback. With the victory of British arms in the Seven Years War (1756–63) the French threat receded as well. The result was a relaxation of anti-


Catholic paranoia in Britain, which was noted with disapproval in the transatlantic colonies. Colonial visitors to London observed increasing corruption in private and public life, which reinforced traditional perceptions of the ‘sinfulness’ of the metropolis. When Parliament passed the 1774 Quebec Act, allowing the mainly French Catholic inhabitants of Canada to practise their religion freely, there was outrage in the colonies, accompanied by mutterings about imperial Popish Plots.


The metropolitan government, which was feeling the pinch after a victorious but expensive war, wanted the colonies to share the cost of maintaining troops for their defence. But the Stamp Act of 1765, which was intended to raise this contribution, caused uproar. The Westminster parliament was told that while it had every right to legislate in the colonies, it could not tax them as it did not represent them, and it was forced to back down. In 1767 it imposed indirect taxes, in the form of duties on imported goods. The ensuing legal argument sounded at times like a theological debate. The position of the colonists was represented as righteous and virtuous, that of the government was equated with corruption, ‘sin’, and ‘debauchery’. The rejection of the English government’s pretensions became confused with rejection of metropolitan evils. The government’s case was labelled as ‘popery in politics’, and those voicing pro-


British views were branded as ‘apostate’; a Philadelphia Stamp Commissioner complained to his superiors in London in 1766 that the stamps were being described as ‘the sign of the Beast’.12 The colonists’ point of view became ‘the sacred cause’. Dissent was heresy, and from the late 1760s government agents and colonial Tories were castigated for being ‘enemies of liberty’, ‘enemies of America’ and even ‘enemies of the people’, a curious new phrase that was to have a long and bloody history.


The stridency of the language was curiously inappropriate. Westminster’s right to govern and legislate for the colonies was not in dispute. The less than charismatic George III was widely held to be ‘the best king any nation was ever blessed with’, and the general consensus remained that the British constitution was the finest in the world.13 To most people in the colonies there was nothing intrinsically wrong with the arrangements; governments naturally overreached themselves on occasion, and it was the duty of responsible citizens to check them. After the repeal of the Stamp Act, the Reverend William Smith, Provost of Philadelphia College, praised his fellow citizens for ‘asserting our pedigree and showing that we were worthy of having descended from the illustrious stock of Britain’.14 It is true that there was a sense of coming of age in the colonies, and a concomitant feeling that they ought to enjoy greater autonomy, but this in no way undermined their fundamental loyalty. According to John Dickinson, it would have been ‘impossible to determine whether an American’s character is most distinguishable for his loyalty to his Sovereign, his duty to his mother country [i.e. Britain], his love of freedom, or his affection for his native soil’.15


It was only gradually that the last two gained ascendancy. The British government’s blundering and insensitive actions angered the colonists, and a degree of paranoia made them attribute sinister motives to trivial measures. The port city of Boston was particularly prone to this. Its wealth, its interests in trade and smuggling, and its vitality made it take a keen interest in, and a strong position on, every public matter. Its propensity for mob violence did the rest. Provocative demonstrations and riots against customs commissioners, representatives of the forces of law and order, or against local Tories, eventually led to confrontations with the troops stationed there. Rumour made mobs volatile and dangerous, and each clash engendered fresh grudges. In 1770 the new government of Lord North rescinded all the duties except that on tea, and the troubles died down. Three years later, in May 1773, the Tea Act awarded the monopoly of the tea trade to the East India Company. This did not increase the duty, but nevertheless provoked an eruption of public feeling. This groundless fury culminated in the famous ‘tea-party’ of December 1773, when a group of Bostonians stole aboard one of the company’s ships in the harbour and dumped its cargo of tea overboard. Such actions incensed the metropolitan authorities, which saw the issue in terms of law and order. It did not occur to them to take a closer look or revise their policy. As late as 1775 the British Whig politician Edmund Burke observed that ‘any remarkable robbery on Hounslow Heath would make more conversation than all the disturbances in America’.16 This was to change only with the first skirmish, at Lexington Green on the morning of 19 April 1775.


The British commander in Boston, General Thomas Gage, decided to limit the potential of the local militias by confiscating their gunpowder stores and sent out a small force to secure those at Concord. But Paul Revere, a silversmith of Huguenot descent, had got wind of the plan and rode through the night to raise the alarm. When the column of Redcoats commanded by Major John Pitcairn reached Lexington, they found a force of militiamen formed up and waiting for them on the green. Instead of moving on towards Concord, Pitcairn ordered them to disperse, and, when they refused, opened fire. The skirmish resulted in the deaths of one soldier and nine colonists, a further nine of whom were wounded. The column then proceeded to Concord, but the powder was gone. As Pitcairn wondered what to do next, the local militias bore down from the entire neighbourhood, roused by news of the morning’s ‘massacre’. The Redcoats were obliged to abandon Concord and began their march back to Boston, running the gauntlet of militiamen sniping at them from copses and hedgerows along the way. They were only saved from annihilation by the arrival of a relief column accompanied by a force of colonial Tory volunteers, and struggled back to Boston bloodied and humiliated.


The Continental Congress, which convened at Philadelphia in May 1775, mobilized all the militias, yet few people on either side of the Atlantic believed that there should be a war. When news of Lexington reached London, a subscription was started for the benefit of ‘the widows and orphans of our beloved American fellow-subjects inhumanly murdered by the King’s troops’.17 Whig politicians took the side of the rebels, and street orators denounced Parliament and the government. ‘The Bostonians are now the favourites of all the people of good hearts and weak heads in the kingdom’, as one observer noted.18


When Paul Revere galloped into Lexington at midnight on 18 April 1775, he shouted: ‘The Regulars are coming out!’ People sometimes referred to the troops as ‘Redcoats’, sometimes as ‘Ministry Troops’, and later as ‘King’s Men’ – but never as ‘the English’. And more than one rebel prepared to defend his homestead with the words: ‘An Englishman’s home is his castle!’19 As the New Englanders bore down on Pitcairn’s men at Concord’s North Bridge, their fifer played a march called ‘The White Cockade’ because it was a Jacobite march guaranteed to annoy the Redcoats. Yet as soon as news of Lexington and Concord reached him, the famed Jacobite Alan Macdonald and his wife Flora – she who had helped Bonnie Prince Charlie escape to France after Culloden – began assembling an army of 1,500 highlanders in North Carolina to fight for King George.20


The man placed in command of the Continental forces, George Washington, nicely reflects the ambiguities of the situation. He was an ambitious and energetic Virginian country gentleman who had applied his talents and connections to furthering his ascent in the world. This involved the acquisition of large expanses of land and the assumption of a position within the ruling oligarchy of Virginia. He calculated wisely, manoeuvred with skill, and did not turn his nose up at string-pulling in the pursuit of wealth and status. He ended up with nearly 100,000 acres, progressing from burgess to judge, and from captain to lieutenant-colonel and command of the Virginia Regiment. He distinguished himself in action against the French and their Indian allies in 1755 and his reputation soared locally. He sought to seal this with royal approval, and petitioned for a regular commission in the British army. When this was rejected, he took it as a snub.


Like other colonial country gentlemen, Washington lived stylishly on the profits of his tobacco-crop. But in the second half of the eighteenth century the price of tobacco began to slide, while that of carriages, clothes, silverware, china, servants’ liveries, and all the other finished goods which could only be imported from England began to rise. On the other hand, laws made at Westminster for the protection of Indian land stood in the way of his plans for expanding his estate. Washington’s attitude towards the metropolis began to sour, and by the late 1770s he was turning into a republican. But these were not convictions reached at once or inspired by the reading of Voltaire, and they did not alter the fact that Washington was culturally an Englishman. And every evening he and his officers loyally toasted the king at dinner in camp.


While the hostilities deepened the divide and created martyrs to be honoured and victims to be avenged, they also produced a resurgence of loyalist feeling in the colonies. There were plenty of those whose interests were closely tied to British rule. These ‘Tories’ were not only wealthy landowners and magistrates; the arguments cut across families, and there were many interests at stake. The unassimilated Dutch, Germans and French Huguenots feared that independence would lead to cultural and political ascendancy by the dominant English element. The same was true of the Scots, while the Indians and the blacks were preponderantly ‘Tory’.


The Continental Congress spent the next year trying to bring about honourable reconciliation. But in the spring of 1776 the political agitator Thomas Paine, newly arrived from England, published a pamphlet entitled Common Sense, in which he argued against the British constitution and the principle of monarchy, and strongly put the case that the only alternative to total submission was independence. It was one of those instances of a book finding its time. His vigorous and intransigent view of the situation concentrated minds and persuaded many of the necessity of separating from the mother country. The Westminster government continued to aggravate the situation by haughty mismanagement, and on 4 July 1776 the Congress passed a Declaration of Independence from Britain.


This was a constitutionally dubious act with no real democratic basis. Only one in five of the inhabitants of the colonies was in any sense active in the cause of independence, and there were at least 500,000 declared loyalists (out of a total population of 2,500,000) at the beginning of the war. Coercion and bullying of loyalists turned into legal persecution after the Declaration of Independence. Committees of Public Safety established themselves in New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania and elsewhere, passing sentences in kangaroo courts. Passive loyalists were deprived of their civil rights. They were prohibited from collecting debts, buying or selling land, or, in some cases, practising their professions. Loyalists who spoke out or published their opinions could be fined, imprisoned and disfranchised. Those considered to be dangerous were imprisoned, ill-treated or exiled. With time, confiscation of property became general. In outlying or frontier areas, lynch law replaced such niceties. Even so, large numbers flocked to serve in loyalist units. Rebel slave-owners took preventive measures, locking up their slaves and even deporting them from the vicinity of loyalist areas or British garrisons. But the blacks nevertheless rowed out to British ships, joined loyalist or British forces, and fought with enthusiasm against the rebels. Many English officers declined to accept commands in the American colonies, and some resigned their commissions rather than fight in what they saw as a civil war.21


That was not how the intellectuals of Europe saw it. With few exceptions, they saw it as the birth of a new community, a nation they called ‘the Americans’, and they represented this in the image of their most cherished dreams. Paris theatres staged plays showing families leading an idyllic life in Virginia, with masters and servants praying in unison, blacks and whites singing together of liberty as they toil. In countless books and pamphlets the colonial legislators featured as latter-day Spartans, debating the future of their nation in the natural informality of sylvan glades. The militiamen were glorified as spiritual heirs of Cincinnatus, leaving the plough in order to attend to the salvation of the community.


‘The cause of America is in a great measure the cause of all mankind,’ Thomas Paine had written in the introduction to Common Sense, adding that it was ‘the concern of every man to whom nature hath given the power of feeling’.22 But he was primarily thinking of rights; others saw the events in a more metaphysical light. ‘The independence of the Anglo-Americans is the event most likely to accelerate the revolution which will bring happiness to earth,’ opined one French commentator. ‘It is in the breast of this nascent Republic that lie the true treasures that will enrich the world.’23 ‘This will be the century of America,’ declared King Gustavus of Sweden.24 In Russia, the poet Alexander Nikolayevich Radishchev composed an ode to universal Freedom, and from Buda Janos Zinner wrote to Franklin with the assurance that he viewed him ‘and all the chiefs of your new republic as angels sent by Heaven to guide and comfort the human race’.25 Nowhere was this rhapsodical tendency more pronounced than in France, which was experiencing an orgasm of vicarious self-fulfilment. ‘The Americans appeared to be doing no more than carrying out what our writers had conceived,’ as Alexis de Tocqueville put it, ‘they were giving the substance of truth to what we were dreaming.’26


‘There is a hundred times more enthusiasm for this revolution in any café in Paris than there is in all the United States together,’ reported a baffled Louis du Portail, a colonel of engineers who had spent over a year in North America, on his return to France in the autumn of 1777.27 This enthusiasm was forcing the hand of a reticent French government, and when the rebels’ victory over the rash General Burgoyne at Saratoga on 17 October 1777 showed that they meant business, Louis XVI and Turgot gave way. In February 1778 France signed a treaty of alliance with the American States. Young men rushed to enlist, not just to have a go at the British, but also to assert the intellectual supremacy of Enlightenment France.


Suitably, the venerable Voltaire arrived in Paris to take a valedictory bow. His house was besieged by throngs of admirers. At the opera his bust was brought on stage and crowned with laurels while incense was burned before it. Wherever he went, people gathered round the old seer, falling on their knees, touching his clothes, and even tearing pieces off to keep as relics. At the Académie Française Benjamin Franklin brought his little grandson to the old man. Voltaire extended his hand over the child’s head, murmuring the words, ‘God … Liberty … ’, and all those around them burst into tears while the sage of the old world and the apostle of the new embraced. ‘It was’, in the words of one contemporary, ‘the apotheosis of a still living demigod.’28


This epiphanous atmosphere did not seem out of place. Many believed that something in the nature of a miracle was taking place, that a whole society was throwing off not only the shackles of monarchical domination but also the cultural and spiritual taints of the old world, that it was reinventing itself as an entirely new kind of human polity. It seemed to be on the point of bringing about the chiliastic dream of a utopian state on earth, to make up for the paradise which the children of the Enlightenment no longer believed in.
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ARTICLES OF FAITH


The search for a heaven on earth had been on for some time, but it had mostly taken a literary form, and the second half of the century saw an avalanche in the utopian genre. There were primitivist utopias based on the Garden of Eden, on Arcadia, on the Golden Age and on the noble savage myth; there were utopias founded on faith in science and progress; there were highly organized statist utopias and anarchic ones; there were agrarian utopias and urban utopias; there were utopias set in ‘Austral lands’, on the Barbary Coast, up the Andes, on the moon, under the sea and underground. And whatever their tenor or setting, they all offered a vision of perpetual peace and abundance of the necessities of life, of the rule of reason and virtue, and above all, of happiness.


The quest for happiness also inspired a number of constitutional blueprints that were supposedly ‘scientific’, but in effect had more of the manse than the laboratory about them. They mostly envisaged ‘organic’ communities in which property was held in common and work was fun. Only Jean-Jacques Rousseau assiduously strove to relate his flights of fancy to the real world, animated by a passionate conviction that if people could be brought together in a new form of social organization, both spiritual and organic, they would incarnate the perfect prelapsarian condition of man. It was in large measure Rousseau’s thoughts which inspired the European presumption of an ideal polity coming into being in North America. But they had been concentrated by two earlier rebellions nearer home, in Corsica and Poland.


The island of Corsica had been under Genoese domination for centuries, but from the 1720s it was in a state of intermittent revolt. In 1755 Antonio Filippo Pasquale Paoli, son of an exiled Corsican rebel and himself an officer in the Neapolitan army, sailed to his native island, ousted the Genoese colonial forces and was proclaimed ‘Général de la Nation Corse’. He was challenged by Corsican opponents backed by Genoa, and had to contract an alliance with France in order to maintain himself on the island. The only other potential ally was Catherine II of Russia, who was looking for a convenient naval base in the Mediterranean.


Paoli had been well educated in Naples, studying under the eminent political economist Antonio Genovesi, and between bouts of fighting he demonstrated remarkable qualities as a ruler. He convoked a parliament, the consulta, which voted a constitution on 18 November 1755. While this gave him virtually dictatorial powers, it also allowed him to introduce an element of stability and order. He abolished oppressive feudal rights, banned the vendetta, and implemented a programme of smallholding cultivation according to the most modern theories. James Boswell, who visited Corsica during Paoli’s rule, was deeply impressed, and on his return to England attempted to raise funds for the general. He also, less felicitously, composed an anonymously printed panegyric, to the ‘immortal man’.


Realizing that it could not recapture the island, Genoa decided to sell its interest and signed Corsica over to France in 1767. A force of 25,000 French troops moved in to take over the new colony. Paoli resisted this, but after some initial successes, he was decisively defeated at Ponte-Nuovo in 1769, and forced to withdraw to the mountains. Among the faithful remnants of his army and administration was his secretary Carlo Buonaparte and his wife, pregnant with a child who would be christened Napoleone. In June 1769 Paoli and the remaining four hundred of his followers embarked on British ships, and found haven in London, where George III granted the general a pension. Frederick II of Prussia sent him a sword, inscribed ‘Pugne pro Patria’, and Catherine II of Russia, who was at that moment engaged in imposing colonial rule on Poland, a gracious invitation to visit her in St Petersburg.


In Corsica, Rousseau believed he had found a society untainted by the original sin of civilization. In his Projet de constitution pour la Corse, written in 1765, he suggested ways of keeping it so. ‘I do not want to give you artificial and systematic laws, invented by man; only to bring you back under the unique laws of nature and order, which command to the heart and do not tyrannize the free will,’ he cajoled them. But the enterprise demanded an act of will, summed up in the oath to be taken simultaneously by the whole nation: ‘In the name of Almighty God and on the Holy Gospels, by this irrevocable and sacred oath I unite myself in body, in goods, in will and in my whole potential to the Corsican Nation, in such a way that I myself and everything that belongs to me shall belong to it without redemption. I swear to live and to die for it, to observe all its laws and to obey its legitimate leaders and magistrates in everything that is in conformity with the law.’ Commitment to the nation dictated the class system within it. Rousseau envisaged citoyens as full citizens eligible for all offices, with two probationary classes below them, patriotes and aspirans.1


The Corsicans had also attracted the attention of the Abbé de Mably, just as he was completing his most famous work, Des droits et devoirs du Citoyen. He cited them as an example of the way in which war and revolution regenerate nations, by awakening talents and steeling virtues. Rousseau had written of societies reinvigorating themselves through conflict and suffering in Du Contrat Social and the idea that it was necessary to suffer in order to create was beginning to gain acceptance. In the next century it would become the metaphysical basis of the Romantic movement, and a canon of all modern ideas of creativity. These notions derive from the Catholic doctrine of sacrifice, which demands the immolation not of animals or third parties, but of the self. But their application to civil societies was a novel development, as was the attribution to them of organic and physical nature, including that essential element, blood.


Until now, nations had been defined variously by language, history or constitution. In grand historical painting and cartoons alike, they were represented by armorial devices, allegorical animals and objects, or by their monarch. Only Britain was regularly represented by the female figure of Britannia, which stood for people, land and constitution, a symbol devoid of any human attributes beyond its shape. That was changing. The nation was coming to be seen as a sentient humanoid entity. ‘We have laid ourselves over the body of the motherland in order to revive her, just as the prophet Elijah laid himself on the body of the son of the Sunamite, eye on eye and mouth on mouth,’ Paoli explained to Boswell. ‘She is beginning to regain a little of life and a little warmth, and I hope that she will soon recover entirely her vigour and her health.’2 Diderot would have none of such biblical imagery, but his recipe was essentially the same, and he held that ‘a nation can only regenerate itself in a bath of blood’.3


There had been nothing unusual about the transaction between Genoa and France that put paid to Corsican hopes of independence. Such procedures were an accepted part of the diplomatic process. Entire provinces and small countries regularly changed hands, sometimes as a result of trade-offs at the conclusion of wars fought thousands of miles away, of which their inhabitants were not even aware. But the extinction of Corsican independence caused widespread repugnance. It was perceived as an insult to humanity by people as diverse as Rousseau and Edmund Burke, and as far away as the English colonies of North America, where associations such as ‘The Knights of Corsica’ founded in New York in 1770 sprang up to express indignation and sympathy. Most of thinking Europe was profoundly upset. As the nation began to be perceived in more human terms, so reactions to its rape grew more sentimental. And an even more emotional response was elicited a couple of years later by a similar diplomatic transaction carried out on the territory of another nation fighting for its independence, the Poles.


Once one of the greatest states in Europe, the Polish Commonwealth had been in relentless decline since the mid-seventeenth century and had effectively lost its sovereignty. Attempts at reviving the moribund structure met with opposition from the neighbouring powers of Russia, Austria and Prussia, for whom a powerless buffer state was convenient. They also came up against apparently bottomless depths of obscurantism and suspicion among the petty nobility, which made up the country’s electorate.


It was a section of this petty nobility, the szlachta, led by a clutch of equally obtuse magnates, that launched an insurrection in 1768 in the form of the Confederation of Bar. It began as a rebellion against King Stanisław Augustus and his reforming policies, but it quickly shifted its principal sights on to Russia, whose troops were stationed in Poland. Russia had backed the election of the king but, ironically, by this stage also opposed most of his enlightened policies. France backed the rebels, mainly in order to embarrass Russia, sending military advisers and money. But these could not affect the outcome. After five years of sporadic fighting the rebellion was crushed. The international crisis it had helped to provoke was defused in 1772 by Poland’s three neighbours helping themselves to slices of her territory in an act known as the first partition of Poland. This was denounced by one French diplomat as ‘nationicide’.4


The Confederation of Bar was a curious phenomenon. It based its view of itself on an imagined ideal past, when the Poles were supposedly all brave and uncorrupted Sarmatians. Nostalgia for lost virtues fused with opposition to the king’s attempts to modernize the country; the defence of noble privilege was confused with republican mythology; Catholic devotionalism mixed up with tribal instincts. With its luridly expressed rejection of the alleged corruption of the Warsaw court, the movement set itself up as the defender of the nation’s honour, its morals, its very soul. Its first marshal, Józef Pułaski, set the tone in a speech at Bar on 30 June 1768. ‘We are to die so that the motherland may live; for while we live the motherland is dying,’ he began, and carried on in much the same pathological vein.5 This was something more than the accepted notion of ‘dulce et decorum est pro patria mori’; it actually demanded death as the price of the nation’s life which, in this case, had little to do with actual political liberty. The Barians entertained a mythopoeic conviction that their ancestors, the legendary Sarmatians, had lived in a kind of ideal republican anarchy. It was this state of being, this Eden, they were dying to recover. These and other sentiments were echoed in an abundant crop of political poetry, woven on a loom of Catholic mysticism.


In line with the Enlightenment’s usual obloquy of all things Christian, Voltaire condemned the rebels as grotesque religious fanatics, but for once he did not go unchallenged. Few people had any idea of what the struggle was really about, but they were learning to sentimentalize politics. And as soon as people began to talk in terms of a nation struggling for its existence, sympathy veered to the side of the confederates. Rousseau met one of the few intelligent members of the Confederation, its agent in Paris Count Michał Wielhorski, who gave him his views on the form of government appropriate to Poland.


Rousseau seized on these as a pretext for a theoretical discourse, actually a kind of utopian fantasy on the subject of nationhood. His Considérations sur le gouvernement de Pologne celebrates the form of the Confederation as a ‘political masterpiece’, allowing as it did a group of public-spirited men to stand up in the name of the nation and to assert its sovereignty by virtue of their will. He extolled the act of fighting for liberty as something great in itself. Realizing that the Confederation would probably be crushed, Rousseau urged the Poles to ‘grasp the opportunity given by the present event to raise souls to the tone of the souls of antiquity’. But they must look to Moses as well as to the state-builders of Greece and Rome, for there was more to a nation than just a state. ‘The laws of Solon, of Numa, of Lycurgus are dead while the even older laws of Moses still live,’ he reminded them. ‘Athens, Sparta, Rome have perished and have left no children on earth. Zion, while destroyed, did not lose its children … They no longer have leaders and yet they are a people, they no longer have a country and yet they are citizens.’6 This asserted the primacy of the nation over the state and the geographical motherland, and suggested a role for it akin to that of a religious brotherhood. The title of ‘citizen’, which designated members of this community was, by inference, the most honourable a man could bear.


Rousseau himself had been born a citizen, of the Republic of Geneva, but this was not the traditional Spartan republic defying the corruptions of the outside world that he would have wished for. The country of William Tell figures in the imagination of the western world as the land of the free. But by the middle of the eighteenth century many of the hard-won codes of civic rights had atrophied into one group’s instrument for dominating others. The venerable republic had become the fief of a small circle of patrician families, an aristocracy that dared not speak its name. They had excluded anyone who was not of their group from sitting on the Petit Conseil, and this ruled through an army of petty officials answerable to nobody else. To the outsider, it looked a model of equality, because the sumptuary laws forbade the wearing of rich clothes and jewellery, the excessive decoration of residences, and the use of elegant carriages. But in effect the republic had become a tyrannical oligarchy. Alone of all the governments of Europe, it immediately decreed that Du Contrat Social be lacerated and burned, which it was on 19 June 1762, and that Rousseau be banished. The bourgeois of the city, led by François de Luc (dubbed by Voltaire ‘the Paoli of Geneva’), were behind Rousseau, but while they challenged the oligarchy of the patricians, they themselves vigorously resisted the pretensions of the lower orders.


It was in Zurich that the revival of Swiss ideals was launched, with the foundation of the Helvetisch-Vaterlandische Gesellschaft and of a chair of patriotic history and politics. The pastor and mystic Johann Kaspar Lavater published a collection of patriotic poetry enjoining young men to spend their evenings singing the praises of their fatherland and young women to choose patriots as husbands. Lavater’s younger colleague Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi founded a school, and while it failed in 1780, his ideas lived on. That same year Pestalozzi published a book of aphorisms and reflections, and, in 1781, a novel entitled Leonard and Gertrude. The action of this political parable is set in a village, where most of the peasants and the bailiff are corrupt, devious, stupid and usually drunk. Gertrude, a model wife in every respect, reforms her husband, brings up her own children and those of others, and gradually redeems the whole community. At her instigation a village school is established, which brings about the ‘regeneration’ of the village, and ultimately of the state.7 Another friend of Lavater, the Zurich-born painter Johann Heinrich Füssli, promoted similar ideas in a political ‘catechism’ published in 1775, which opens with a discussion on happiness and ends with the assertion that the highest form of civic life was ‘a true patriot’.8


This is one of the earliest instances of a civic ‘catechism’, meant to enshrine political expediency with all the force of religious dogma. The very word ‘catechism’, which conjured up everything that Enlightenment man found most offensive in organized religion, was just beginning a new political career. So were the words ‘citizen’ and ‘patriot’, which acquired a fresh varnish of public spirit and commitment. Dr Johnson’s oft-quoted jibe that ‘Patriotism is the last refuge of the scoundrel’ was made at a time when the word still designated, somewhat pejoratively, a radical purporting to stand up in defence of particular interests against his king. From there it came to denote those who put their country first. And, if there were true patriots, there were also ‘false patriots’. For, if service to the common good had become an article of faith, then failure to serve or even lack of conviction was surely a dereliction.


The notion of the patriot-in-arms had assumed many of the characteristics of the chivalrous knight devoted to the service of his king and his faith, pledged to fight in the name of good against evil. Intensity of belief and dedication to the cause were everything. In his Hymn to the Love of the Motherland, written after the first partition of Poland, Bishop Ignacy Krasicki, a Voltairian and no friend of the confederates, extolled the ‘delights’ of suffering and dying in the cause. Paoli had pointed out that ‘a martyr’s crown awaited any Corsican who died for his country’, a proposition that would have elicited amused surprise a few decades earlier. And if there was death and martyrdom, then there must be eternal life for the true patriot. One of the most interesting of the many texts begotten during the Confederation of Bar are the ‘prophecies’ of a Capuchin priest, which held out a vision of expiation through suffering and promised resurrection.9


Just as the questing knight could seek his grail anywhere, it did not matter where the modern patriot fought for the cause, as the cause was universal. Without being quite aware of what he was doing, Lafayette had set the tone. ‘The moment I heard of America I loved her,’ he wrote, quite untruthfully, to President Laurens in September 1778. ‘The moment I knew she was fighting for freedom, I burnt with the desire of bleeding for her.’10 On 9 September 1777, three days after his twentieth birthday, Lafayette had his baptism of fire at the Battle of Brandywine, in which he was wounded in the leg. Although it was only a flesh wound, it laid him up for some time, and he employed this to write elegant letters home telling of how he had bled in the cause of liberty.


The first foreign volunteers to muster in the American cause were French. A handful were private individuals in search of glory such as the flamboyant Comte Armand de la Rouërie, a Breton nobleman who rounded off a stormy youth in Paris involving passionate affairs with actresses, duels and even a spell in a Trappist monastery by coming over to America and making a fine reputation for himself as a dashing and gifted soldier under the name of ‘Colonel Armand’. Next came a number of officers, who went to America with the approval of the French government in order to observe and report, as well as to help the rebels. They were followed by the men despatched by Broglie, mostly professional soldiers with no prospects at home. A good example of these was the Bavarian Johann Kalb. He had served in German and French ranks, receiving his baptism of fire at Fontenoy and becoming a lieutenant-colonel at the end of the Seven Years War. He would die in action at Camden on 15 August 1781, while covering General Gates’s retreat.


Throughout 1777 and the early part of 1778 dozens of young French noblemen made the passage to the new world, some having resigned commissions or other posts. They were joined by men from virtually every country in Europe. From faraway Livonia came Baron Gustavus Heinrich von Wetter-Rosenthal, who served as ‘Lieutenant John Rose’. From Germany came Frederick William Augustus Baron von Steuben, whose command of the English language was so poor that he even had to swear at his men through an interpreter, but who nevertheless instructed Washington’s army in close-order drill and the use of the bayonet. From Hungary came Colonel Mihaly Kovacs, a fine cavalry commander who was killed at Charleston in May 1779.


The greatest number of volunteers came from Poland – an estimated six hundred, mostly former confederates who had been obliged to give substance to Rousseau’s vision of a stateless nation. Although they were mostly officers, and generally desperate men, they were of limited value on account of the language barrier. One exception was Kazimierz Pułaski, son of the first confederate marshal. ‘I long to die for such a true cause; I wish to expire on the bed of glory; I wish to perish at my post,’ he wrote to Franklin as he sailed from France in June 1777.11 Shortly after his arrival Pułaski found himself in command of a company of Poles at Brandywine, and four days later he was commissioned general in the cavalry of the Continental Army. He had been one of the best confederate commanders, making deep raids that proved highly effective against regular Russian troops, and he now formed up the first large unit of cavalry for the rebels. It was while leading it at the Siege of Savannah that he was killed.


The only foreign volunteer whose fame was to run close to that of Lafayette was the Pole Tadeusz Kościuszko. A professional soldier who came to America in order to gain experience, he served with the rank of general throughout the war. He embraced the most radical aspects of the cause he was fighting for and became an armed prophet of the cult of liberty. He was a brilliant engineer, and one of the few foreigners who actually contributed to the victory. For, whatever the moral boost they might have lent the revolt, all the knights errant could not make up for the one thing that was needed – namely the military and naval support of a European power.


In the summer of 1778 a fleet under Admiral d’Éstaing sailed from France to bring assistance to the colonists, while the army massed for an invasion of England. Among the soldiers concentrated at the encampments in Normandy were veterans of other French interventions. One was Colonel Charles François Dumouriez, who had only two wounds fewer than his twenty-four years of age by the end of the Seven Years War. He had then offered his services to Paoli in Corsica, but, having been turned down, took part instead in the French intervention that ousted him. In 1770, he had been sent to Poland as senior adviser to the Confederation of Bar. There were several others who had fought in Poland, including General Charles de Vioménil, and many who had taken part in the stifling of Corsican liberty. One of these was Armand de Gontaut-Biron, Duc de Lauzun, the Peter Pan and darling of the ladies at Versailles. He had enjoyed himself in Corsica, where he took his mistress into action with him. In 1778 he had sailed off at the head of a mixed corps of three hundred Poles, Hungarians, Germans and Irishmen to capture the English settlements in Senegal, and had returned just in time to join the troops in Normandy in September 1779. He had his own invasion plans, involving not England but Ireland. ‘I will tell you in confidence,’ he wrote to George Washington, ‘that the project closest to my heart is that of making her free and independent like America; I have made some secret relations there. May God help us to succeed and may the era of liberty begin at last for the happiness of the world.’12


Rather than invade England, the French decided to send a small force under General de Rochambeau to America instead. The moment this became known, there was a scramble to be transferred to one of the regiments which were to go. Every young man in France wanted to fight. The Comte de Ségur, who had hoped to leave for America with Lafayette three years before, was desperate to discover that his regiment would not be going. He pestered every person of influence, including Marie Antoinette herself, to have himself gazetted to another. This was a war such people felt they just could not afford to miss.


With France’s entry into the American war in February 1778, and even more so with that of her ally Spain in April 1779, it became a European war, or, if one prefers, a world war. This was compounded in 1780 when the Dutch Republic also declared against Britain. In these circumstances, continued possession of the colonies became a matter of minor importance to the British, who had far greater interests at stake. The critical moment came at Yorktown in 1781, where the Continental Army and its French allies had bottled up General Cornwallis. Lafayette distinguished himself in a brave frontal assault on one of the British redoubts, but it was hardly a blood-bath. British losses during the three-day battle were 156 killed and 326 wounded, the American and French losses 85 killed and 199 wounded.13 Yet this battle proved decisive.


The American war was lost by the British rather than won by the colonists. It was lost on account of the terrain. It was also lost due to European diplomacy. And it was to a large extent lost because the issues and the motivations had been so unaccountable and, to the British, baffling. After Cornwallis’s surrender at Yorktown, his troops marched out, having laid down their arms, with their colours cased as a sign of total defeat. Appropriately, their band played a march entitled ‘The World Turned Upside Down’.


In Europe, the success of the Franco-colonial forces and Britain’s evacuation of the thirteen colonies was acclaimed rather as a setting to rights. A sense of inevitability, of the hand of Providence, was widely felt to have attended it. It seemed a clear-cut case of the virtuous and the inspired triumphing over all the odds. It also seemed to hold out boundless promise. ‘I saw at that moment that the Revolution in America signalled the beginning of a new political era, that this revolution would necessarily determine an important progress in world civilization, and that before long, it would cause great changes in the social order which then existed in Europe,’ wrote Claude-Henri de Rouvroy, Comte de Saint-Simon, an officer of the Royal-Gatinais infantry who had fought at Yorktown aged only twenty.14 This resounding language cannot be dismissed as the blusterings of a self-important youth. ‘Perhaps, I do not go too far when I say that, next to the introduction of christianity among mankind, the American revolution may prove the most important step in the progressive course of human improvement,’ wrote the Welsh philosopher Richard Price, foreseeing a new age when lambs would lie down with leopards.15 ‘Since the discovery of Columbus, there has been no event of equal importance to the human race,’ concurred the French minister Turgot.16 The message of the American Revolution, as read by countless Europeans, was that human communities could control their own destinies, that if they were morally healthy they needed only to will it in order to be free. And many were stirred by the example of America to regain their lost rights and prove their national manhood.


On 8 April 1782, six months after the Battle of Yorktown, revolution rocked the Republic of Geneva. After a night of confusion, during which the watch was overawed, the arsenal seized, and much gunpowder expended with little loss of life on either side, the fifteen members of the Petit Conseil gave in and handed over power to the rebels. Only one of these, Jean-Pierre Mara (brother of the future French demagogue), could be described as a radical. The others were people such as Étienne Clavière, the celebrated Dr Tronchin, Jacques Antoine du Roveray and Francis d’lvernois, all respectable members of old Genevan families – albeit ones that had been elbowed aside. Predictably enough, very little in the way of reform or social enfranchisement followed the rebels’ assumption of power, and the ‘revolution’ could soon be seen for what it was – a takeover by a rival patrician faction.


But while she ranted about liberty in America, France could not countenance even a shade of this in Geneva. The French Foreign Minister, the Comte de Vergennes, delivered a sharp protest and withdrew his diplomatic representative. He enlisted the support of the cantons of Berne and Zurich, as well as of the kingdom of Sardinia (whose mainland province of Savoy touched Genevan territory), and began massing his forces. In June French troops commanded by the Marquis de Jaucourt, an erstwhile defender of confederate freedoms in Poland, began to close in on the republic.


On 12 June, the French publicist Jean-Pierre Brissot arrived in the beleaguered city to witness and weep over the extinction of its liberty. Tronchin had already been dubbed the Genevan Franklin, and Roveray and d’lvernois were vying for the mantle of Washington. ‘We are ready to let ourselves be buried under the ruins of our liberties,’ Clavière wrote to Vergennes. ‘And you may treat these liberties as no more than fanciful dreams, but, my dear Count, these dreams are our dreams.’17 The same dreams did not fire the majority of the citizens, and the leaders’ nerve began to snap as French troops took up their positions. Jaucourt waited as the whole revolt imploded, and, after twenty-one ringleaders nominated by him had been expelled and sent into exile, he graciously accepted the city’s capitulation on generous terms.


Such a result was only to be expected. It was not possible to make a credible stand without the commitment of the majority of the population, who were not prepared to risk life and limb for the sake of a few musty rights. Disaffected tribunes could hector and rant, but words would not rally the masses, as earlier, similarly inspired events in Ireland confirmed.


Like the Americans, the half-a-million strong English Ascendancy in Ireland were brought up entirely as products of English culture and within the English parliamentary tradition. Like the Americans, they were governed from the metropolis, which gave rise to the same misunderstandings and the same stirrings of libertarian thought. The Scots Presbyterian dissenters, settled mostly in Ulster and numbering nearly a million, identified strongly with the Americans; in the words of one contemporary, they were ‘Lovers of Liberty, and almost republicans from religion, from education and from early habits’.l8 Their sympathy was strengthened, just as the defiance of their American cousins had been, by Westminster’s lifting a few of the disabilities suffered by Catholics in Ireland. The three million Catholics enjoyed no political rights and kept out of the argument.


In April 1778 the Scottish-born American naval officer John Paul Jones sailed up to Belfast in the USS Ranger, discharged a broadside and departed, leaving a keen awareness of the defenceless state of Ireland. The threat of invasion by America’s new ally, France, suddenly loomed large. As there were few British troops on the island, the propertied classes began forming militias. The government gave its approval and a supply of arms. By the end of the following year there were 40,000 Irish Volunteers. By the end of 1780 there were 80,000, under the command of the Earl of Charlemont. Catholics were excluded, but some nevertheless contributed financially.


When people come together in large numbers they become aware of their strength, and the Irish Volunteers were no exception. Their musters and drills were occasions for social junketing, but also for discussion and debate, and what emerged from these was a growing sympathy for the American cause, followed, inevitably, by some mimicry. A meeting of representatives of the Irish Volunteers at Dungannon on 15 February 1782 formulated a set of demands to be transmitted to Westminster. The principal one was for the lifting of all restrictions on trade, but there was also a demand for greater autonomy and for the partial removal of Catholic disabilities. ‘Ireland is now a nation!’ the patriot leader Henry Grattan exclaimed when the demands were granted on 22 February.19 ‘Grattan’s Parliament’, as it became known, settled down to govern this new nation, with misplaced complacency.


‘The Revolution of 1782’, wrote a law-student called Theobald Wolfe Tone, who had wanted to go and fight against the American rebels in 1780, ‘was a Revolution which enabled Irishmen to sell at a much higher price their honour, their integrity, the interests of their country; it was a Revolution which … left three fourths of our countrymen slaves as it found them.’20 Instead of going home quietly, as Grattan and Charlemont had hoped, large numbers of Volunteers continued to meet and make further demands, notably for Catholic emancipation. In 1783 they even attempted something in the nature of a coup. They were outfaced and forced to retire, but consoled themselves with much steamy rhetoric.


At the same time a similarly confused attempt at national regeneration through a dusting-down of ancient rights and a return to spiritual purity had been taking place in the Dutch Republic of the United Provinces, once one of the most admired states in Europe. Defiantly Protestant, it had forged its national identity in long wars against Catholic Spain. Its citizens enjoyed rights and liberties that were the envy of Europe. Its political system had helped it to take a commercial and industrial lead, and by the end of the seventeenth century it was, on a per capita basis, the richest state in Europe, the home of philosophers, inventors and artists of the highest calibre. Renowned for its religious and political toleration, it was the printing-house of thinking Europe. Yet the Enlightenment, for which it was seemingly such a perfect model and most of whose seminal texts were printed here, had little impact. Rousseau’s Du Contrat Social, published in Amsterdam in 1762, was not brought out in Dutch until 1788.


The Republic had begun to atrophy in the first decades of the eighteenth century. The social cohesion of this city-based democracy evaporated, with the very rich continuing to grow richer, and the numbers of the poor increasing. Public office was restricted to a small group of patricians, contempt for whom was expressed by the name under which this regime was to go down in history – as the pruikentijd, ‘the time of the periwigs’. The pathetic and ridiculous Stadholder William V was a good focus for this discontent, and his court was popularly pictured as a den of iniquity and corruption.


There was much sympathy for the Corsicans and then the Poles as they stood up and fought for their freedoms, and several Dutchmen went off to fight for the American rebels. ‘In America, a holy sun has risen,’ declared one Dutch preacher. ‘America can teach us how to fight against the degeneration of our national character; the debasement of its soul, the corruption of its will to resist … how to throttle tyranny and how to restore to health the all but moribund corpse of freedom.’21 The anti-Stadholder opposition, which had taken the name of Patriots, made the American slogans their own. Supporting the Americans allowed them to undermine the Stadholder through his principal ally, England, and to bring that alliance to an end. When war broke out between England and Holland towards the end of 1780, the Patriots adopted the black cockade of the Americans, and in September 1781 Baron Joan Derk van der Capellen published a pamphlet calling the people to stand up in defence of their birthright as descendants of the ‘free Batavians’.


There was much debate on what this alleged prelapsarian Batavian republic had actually been like, spawning an imagery of Spartan virtue and the notion of a covenant with God. As in America, there was a strong religious movement running alongside the Patriot revolt. The established Reformed Church was perceived as having slipped into Babylonian degradation and came under attack in much the same way, and for much the same reasons, as the Anglican Church was reviled by the American colonists. The moral revulsion felt at the fashionable flauntings and the excesses of the rich was more potent than any social discontent felt by the poor. And the mobilization of popular support for the Patriot cause was most easily achieved by the absorption of popular religion. In a Patriot catechism entitled Instruction in the Pure Sentiments of True Netherlanders, van der Capellen is described as ‘the true Son of Liberty, conceived from the spirit of the Patriots, born to the Virgin of Freedom; by Prince William wounded, died and buried and on the Third Day risen to a Heavenly Glory, whereon he now sits at the Right Hand of the Fathers of the Nation’.22


The success of the American rebels, sealed by the Treaty of Versailles in 1783, suggested to the Patriots that God was on the side of the righteous and the bold, and they revived the traditional city militias in the form of the Free Corps. In June 1785 thousands of volunteers from all over the Netherlands assembled at Utrecht to swear an ‘Act of Association’, in which they promised to defend their freedoms ‘to the last drop of blood’ and to strive for the regeneration of their republic. A few weeks later, they passed a resolution, the ‘Leiden Draft’, which declared liberty to be an ‘inalienable right’ of every citizen. It also made the point that ‘the Sovereign is no other than the vote of the people’, which was a direct provocation to the Stadholder, who was the sovereign.23 But the Patriots were few in number, and the poorer sections of the population were loyal to the Stadholder. They had no stomach for the sort of terror that might have engaged the people in their cause, and were not prepared to spill enough blood to sanctify it.


The Patriots looked for support to France, which prevaricated. The Comte de Maillebois was allowed to raise a Legion that would go and fight for the Patriot cause. Young men who had failed to make it to America flocked to his standard in search of glory. Typical was Jacques Étienne Macdonald, son of a Jacobite from the Hebridean island of South Uist, who enlisted with Maillebois in 1785, aged twenty. He had been intended for the priesthood, but his first reading of Homer had suggested another role as Achilles. As well as the dreams in his head, he carried a marshal’s baton in his knapsack as he marched off to Nijmegen with the Legion. In 1785 France despatched a number of artillerymen and engineers to help the Patriots, and even considered a seaborne relief of Amsterdam by Lafayette and a small force from Dunkirk. But she had no intention of going to war in the Patriot cause, and England urged Prussia to call her bluff. In September 1787 Prussian troops under the Duke of Brunswick invaded the Dutch Republic, and only a month later the Stadholder was reinstated in The Hague. Resistance melted away rapidly. A couple of thousand Patriots went into exile, mostly in France.


‘It was only aristocracy against aristocracy,’ the Duke of Brunswick later explained. ‘The interests of the people were so little the object that there was never any question of forming a good national representation, the only true foundation of all free government.’24 Much the same was true of Poland, where another ferment instigated by ‘Patriots’ determined to revive ancient glories began to bubble and bluster.


After the defeat of the Confederation of Bar and the partition of 1772, Poland had become a virtual colony of Russia, with its king and institutions directed from the Russian Embassy in Warsaw. But far from stagnating like the Netherlands, the country was undergoing a cultural renaissance. This involved the celebration of national myths and imagined Sarmatian virtues. History was delved into and reinvented, and a bright future was extrapolated from the treasures it yielded. A younger generation of politically articulate noblemen were no longer content to follow the king’s policy of rebuilding the country economically without rousing its powerful neighbours. They wanted action and they wanted control. Towards the end of 1787 this rowdy opposition took from the Dutch the name of ‘Patriots’, and began to clamour for reform and independence. Russia was occupied with war against Turkey, and therefore temporarily powerless. Prussia was actively encouraging the Patriots, hoping to be able to fish in the muddied waters. By the summer of 1788 the political climate in Poland was, in the words of the Papal Nuncio at Warsaw, in a state of ‘orgasmo’.25 But no climax came. When the parliament, the Sejm, met in October 1788, reform was talked of, but more time was spent striking attitudes than in real political work. The Patriots peppered their speeches with references to Washington, Franklin and Jefferson, and their most prominent leader, the young aristocrat Ignacy Potocki, was dubbed ‘the Polish Lafayette’; they believed that they only had to make a serious act of will in order to achieve their aims.


Rousseau had identified the driving force in all political activity as something he called ‘the imagination’. This was what he believed ‘transported’ people out of themselves and empowered them to act on behalf of others. The events in the Netherlands, in Switzerland and in Poland were instances of imagination run wild, but not quite in the sense he meant. The protagonists in these events were inspired more by blind faith in the power of their own will, and this was the enduring legacy of the American revolution.
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FALSE GODS


The American paragon on which so many European hopes were being founded fell some way short of the imagined ideal. The seven years of fighting for independence were instrumental in forging a sense of solidarity and giving the rebels a collective identity. They also helped to purge the colonies of active loyalists, many of whom were killed, and a further 80,000 of whom emigrated. But that still left a considerable proportion of the population out of sympathy with the state of affairs in 1783. The unassimilated communities of Germans, Swiss, Dutch and Finns, and the religious settlements of Quakers, Shakers, Dunkers, Menonites, Schwenkfelders and others carried on much as before – oblivious to government and resistant to national inclusion. The settlers of what later became Kentucky and Tennessee debated the possibility of switching to Spanish sovereignty. In 1784 the western counties of North Carolina attempted to go their own way. Three years later the Wyoming Valley tried to secede from Pennsylvania. There was opposition, rioting and even revolt against the Congress, just as there had been against Westminster. One reason was that the tax burden had increased dramatically. In the last years of British rule, the colonies enjoyed lower taxation than any people in the Western world except for the Poles. By the late 1780s the Massachusetts per capita tax burden of one shilling had gone up to eighteen shillings; the rise in Virginia was from five pence to ten shillings.1 And it is worth remembering that tax was what had sparked off the revolution in the first place.


The war had also given rise to division and grievances of every kind, leaving in its wake the desire for revenge and in some areas, such as the back country of the Carolinas, long-standing feuds. To Hector St John Crevecoeur, who believed that the American colonies had been ‘the best society now existing in the world’, the revolution was a catastrophe.2 Aside from the suffering and devastation it had caused, it also brought to an end the state of innocence in which they had existed for so long. His sentiments were echoed by many of those who had been most active in creating the climate of revolt. Brought up in a religious tradition, and often trained for the ministry, the writers of this generation believed in their calling. In his poem The Prospect of Peace, started in 1778, Joel Barlow had a vision of America’s poets leading her to become the seat of culture and spirituality, and the incarnation of a ‘great moral sense’. But no ‘moral sense’ was in evidence after 1783. Carpet-baggers who had done well in the revolutionary turmoil aped the old loyalist upper class, and even those who had fought for the cause revealed distressing old-fashioned addictions. The Congress was prevailed upon to institute a decoration, the Order of the Cincinnati, in recognition of services rendered in the cause. This was a blatant attempt to import the vanities of European court hierarchy, rejection of which lay at the very basis of the revolution. Barlow felt so out of place in the new America that he settled in France.


In 1788 the Congress produced a constitution for the new country which, after a number of suggestions such as ‘Alleghenia’, ‘Fredonia’ and ‘Columbia’, was named the United States of America. The constitution was a remarkable document based on a blend of idealism and pragmatism that ensured a greater degree of consensus than had been there in 1776, and as a result the new state gained consistency. But it was not that of a nation as envisaged by Rousseau. It had nothing of the humanoid nature of his ideal society or of the spiritual communion on which it should be founded. ‘Man must have an idol,’ declared Judge Addison of Pennsylvania in 1791. ‘And our political idol ought to be our constitution and laws. They, like the ark of the covenant among the Jews, ought to be sacred from all profane touch.’3 The American state itself, not some spiritually regenerate and therefore divine people, was to be the validating element, the godhead.


In the 1770s British cartoonists often represented the cause of the rebellious colonists by an anthropomorphic figure of ‘America’, and some American publicists followed suit. But once the colonies had won independence, this image gave way to an array of more symbolic devices, dominated by the heraldic eagle, and the only human figure among them was that of Miss Liberty. But she was often featured in attendance to another deity, which should have been quite out of place in a society rejecting European servility.


As early as 1776 places began to be named after George Washington. Within a couple of years the Continental Navy, the navies of the individual states and the fleet of privateers included no fewer than fifteen vessels named George Washington. Soon after that, people began to be baptized with ‘Washington’ in lieu of a Christian name. In 1778 an almanac called Washington ‘Father of His Country’, and the usage caught on. Popular songs featured verses such as ‘God save Great Washington’, and even referred to him as ‘god-like Washington’. In 1779 people began to observe his birthday as a holiday; popular prints and naive paintings of him hung in every home. In Alexandria, Virginia, the owner of the Royal George tavern painted out one George and painted in the other. When pulling down the statue of the king in 1776, the New Yorkers had left the plinth, and on this, in 1792, they erected one of Washington.4


Just as starry-eyed Western intellectuals in the twentieth century would transfer to the Soviet Union all their own fantasies of the ideal state, so the idealists of late eighteenth-century Europe doted on the American Eden. They ignored not only the materialism, the religious bigotry and the institution of slavery it rested on, but also the real ideological bases of the new state. Viewed through variously tinted filters, the American model seemed to bear out the feasibility of the philosophes’ arcadian/biblical vision of the nation as a family coming together under the divine laws of nature.


As in the twentieth century, it was French intellectuals who gushed most profusely. They shamelessly invented whatever suited their argument and retailed utter rubbish to readers too avid for affecting images to bother about their veracity. ‘The day when Washington resigned his command in the Hall of Congress, a Crown set with jewels had been placed on the Book of the Constitutions,’ fabulized one. ‘Suddenly Washington seized the crown, broke it, and threw it in pieces before the assembled people. How petty does the ambitious Caesar seem before this Hero of America!’5 The peddlars of lowbrow literature joined in, setting their tear-jerking tales in the colonies. Jean-Pierre Brissot, who had founded the Société Gallo-Americaine, sailed to America in 1788 with the intention of writing a history of the country, and went about heaping indiscriminate praise on everything and everybody to a grotesque degree. His book was a curious mixture of practical information and religiosity, even mysticism. ‘The potato is indeed the nourishment of the man who aspires, who knows how to be free,’ he would announce sententiously.6 In defence of the cult of Washington, he declared that new societies need civic saints. The Marquis de Chastellux, who knew America well, unwisely tempered the general enthusiasm and pointed out some of the exaggerations. This earned him a furious rebuke from Brissot. ‘You wish, sir, to destroy this enchantment! Cruel man! Even if it were an illusion, would you still dissipate it?’7


A good example of the volitional myopia affecting the French is furnished by Ségur, who had disembarked on the banks of the Delaware in May 1781 to join Rochambeau’s army. He found the countryside beautiful. The houses appeared more comfortable, the clothes more elegant, the manners more attractive, the parties more fun, and the women prettier than in the old world. He was full of praise for their unaffected simplicity and clear-cut morality. ‘It is with infinite regret that I leave a land where people are, naturally and effortlessly, what they should be everywhere, sincere and free,’ he wrote as he prepared to sail from America a couple of years later. His way back to France lay via the French colony of Saint-Domingue, and he decided to take the opportunity to visit a plantation he happened to own on the island. He was enchanted by the place and moved by the apparent joy with which his five hundred slaves greeted their unknown master. He gave them a day off work and generously paid for a feast. With deep sensibilité Ségur watched his grateful slaves as they danced for him, and his companion Alexandre Berthier sketched the touching scene.8


France, godmother of the Enlightenment and midwife of American liberty, had herself given birth to children who were politically illiterate. Not only could Ségur and Berthier, intelligent men who were to become an important diplomat and a Marshal of France respectively, not tell the difference between liberty and slavery. Most of France’s élite had mislaid the connection between thought and reality. An otherwise intelligent lawyer by the name of Maximilien de Robespierre could, in 1786, when all were agreed that the peasant’s plight was desperate, sit down and compose an atrocious poem containing the lines: ‘How rich, how happy is he who lives in poverty! He lives his days in wisdom, and sleeps in peace. Only he can be really happy, only he is so always!’9


Few in France denied that at least some of the burdens should be lifted from the shoulders of the peasants. The majority accepted that someone like Lieutenant Berthier should not be prevented from rising above the rank of captain because he was not of noble birth. Lawyers themselves believed the legal system should be reformed, and even most of the clergy accepted that the Church could not continue in its present constitution. Yet nothing was done. Like Rousseau, who flooded the presses with precepts for the improvement of mankind but dumped his unwanted bastards without a thought for their future, the French displayed a curious inability to translate inspiration into deed.


Lafayette had dashed back to France immediately after the British surrender at Yorktown, and thereby single-handedly harvested all the admiration. The queen danced with him at Versailles, and he was crowned with laurels by the leading actress in his box at the theatre. He was referred to as ‘Scipion l’Américain’. He had the hall of his hôtel particulier redecorated; the wall on the left was dominated by a painting representing the voting of the Declaration of the Independence in America, the opposite wall was left blank in pointed anticipation of a French equivalent.10 But little came of all this posturing. Lafayette was a knight errant with a bottomless capacity to serve; he was no reformer. The French nobility, cut out of any serious participation in government for generations, were not up to the political challenge facing them.


This was all the stranger as the French continued to dominate the political discourse and France remained the cynosure of intellectual Europe. Paris was more truly cosmopolitan than any city had been since Rome in its imperial heyday. It was the hostelry of the Western world, attracting guests like a powerful magnet, and when they left it to return to their native lands, they commonly felt a despondency verging on despair. Those who had never been there both envied and resented the French, who regarded themselves as the premier nation, head and shoulders above any other. This exclusive sense of superiority annoyed many, but it was particularly offensive to the Germans.


While a collection of rebels in North America had managed to acquire the full benefits of sovereign statehood, the largest and one of the most creative peoples in Europe had no national or political identity of its own. It was divided up into three hundred states and another fifteen hundred minor units, together making up the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation. And when a German travelled for more than three hours in any direction, he was likely to find himself in ‘an island of different customs, dialects and manners’. When Goethe arrived in Leipzig from Frankfurt, he was laughed at for his outlandishness.11 This state of affairs impeded not only economic but also intellectual life, as tolls, tariffs and censors challenged the circulation of books at every turn in the road.


The lack of a national homeland did not worry most Germans as such. They assuaged their sense of national insignificance by likening the Holy Roman Empire to the Hellenic world, in which many small states had made up one great culture. Cities such as Dresden and Weimar, universities such as those of Jena and Tübingen seemed to bear this out. This vision allowed them to rise above petty national ambitions. But such cosmopolitanism was difficult to sustain, particularly as most German thinkers were crushed by an overwhelming inferiority complex vis-à-vis France.


The cultural and spiritual dominance of France had begun with the disappearance of Latin as the language of European thought and its replacement by French. The language had, in the words of Voltaire, made more conquests than Charlemagne, and even Frederick of Prussia quipped that German was a language fit only for addressing soldiers and horses. This had allowed the French to arrogate to themselves the role of successors to the ancient Romans, and their culture of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries reflects this. The kings of France had also assumed the title of Most Christian Majesty, and with it the mantle of Christian Rome. The Protestant Germans were excluded from this French-Catholic Roman legacy by language and the Reformation.


They were also disadvantaged by social factors. Intellectually eminent as they may have been, the German writers were of humble origin and lived quiet lives in provincial cities. As there was no political or cultural capital, they did not have a German intellectual agora of their own. And most could not afford to go to Paris. The few that did were not socially elevated or urbane enough to gain entrée to the aristocratic salons where the French philosophes held sway, and felt ill at ease in the French capital. As a result, the German writers of the eighteenth century mostly felt a degree of alienation from the mainstream culture of the age.


They drew some comfort from religion. The Pietist doctrines widespread in Germany were easier to accommodate with the spirit of the age than Catholicism, and as a result there was not the same flight from belief as in France. This was reflected in the German Enlightenment, the Aufklärung, which was more intense and more moral in its preoccupations than the French equivalent. The philosophe who had the greatest influence in Germany was Rousseau, whom Kant described as ‘a Newton of the moral world’ and Herder as ‘saint and prophet’.12


The Germans also sought comfort in a sense of their own intrinsic worth, which involved establishing a separate identity. Some contrasted ‘the simple, good, reasonable, staunch, modest, diligent, robust, persevering’ Germans with ‘the all too polished, too frivolous, too refined, too gallant, too facetious Gauls’.13 A demand made itself felt for a distinctive ‘German national spirit’, for German heroes, German novels and anything else that could be construed as culturally German. The young Goethe spent hours contemplating the great minster of Strasbourg, surveying it in various lights. ‘This is German architecture, our architecture! Something of which the Italian cannot boast, far less the Frenchman!’ he exclaimed in conclusion.14 He had never been to France or Italy, and he had little understanding of the medieval world or its artistic heritage. But many Germans enthusiastically claimed this ‘Gothic’ style, which the French philosophes equated with barbarism, as something they could rally to. ‘True art is to be discovered rather among the pointed vaults and ornate edifices of medieval Germany than under Mediterranean skies,’ asserted Wilhelm Heinrich Wackenroder.15


The search for ‘Germandom’ went deeper than books, artefacts and styles of architecture. It was a search for a state of being as much as anything else, and it was carried on with an intensity that appears laughable at a distance. In Darmstadt, the young Goethe joined a ‘Community of Saints’, as they called themselves, whose purpose was to indulge in adulation of the poet Klopstock, and lead their life in a series of exaggerated gestures. In Göttingen, there was a group calling itself Hügel und Hain, literally ‘hill and coppice’, who met by moonlight, dressed in fanciful robes, bedecked with oak-leaf garlands, in a quest for the supposed purity of earlier days and the essence of Germanic culture.16 This quest led the Germans to embrace, with greater enthusiasm than one would have thought possible, the concoctions of a Scottish fraud.


A Scotsman by the name of James Macpherson was making a living in Edinburgh in the 1750s by producing translations of ancient Gaelic poetry which he claimed to have discovered while travelling around the highlands and islands of Scotland. In 1761 he published Fingal, An Ancient Epic Poem in Six Books, together with several other Poems composed by Ossian, the Son of Fingal. The work was an instant success, and he followed it up with The Works of Ossian in 1765. The authenticity of these texts, supposedly originating in the third century, was questioned by Dr Johnson, who challenged him to produce the originals. Macpherson challenged Johnson to a duel, but never produced any originals. He did not need to: the public wanted to believe in the authenticity of the texts, and the forgeries developed a life of their own.


The works of Ossian are couched in a language redolent of bardic antiquity and rendered in a measured rhythmic prose. The stories they tell are Homeric in their simplicity, and unmistakably eighteenth-century in their sentimentality. But it is the setting that is so striking. The scenery is wild and romantic, the mountains are shrouded in mist, streams rush through gloomy valleys, the sea storms at the mouth of caves, wind blows through the dishevelled tresses of the white-bosomed heroines and the flaming manes of their valorous deliverers. This fitted in with a fashion for gloom and horror, fostered by prints of wanderers among ruins and young men brooding in graveyards, and by an interminable poem by Edward Young, Night Thoughts, which, bafflingly, sold like hot cakes all over Europe. But the success of Ossian had deeper roots in the utopian subtext of the poems, which Macpherson himself spells out in a preface written in 1773.
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