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Introduction



Donald Sassoon


Eric Hobsbawm did not like nationalism. As he wrote in 1988 in a letter to a left-wing nationalist historian, ‘I remain in the curious position of disliking, distrusting, disapproving and fearing nationalism wherever it exists, perhaps even more than in the 1970s, but recognising its enormous force, which must be harnessed for progress if possible. And sometimes it is possible. We cannot let the right have the monopoly of the flag. Some things can be achieved by mobilising nationalist feelings . . . However, I cannot be a nationalist and neither, in theory, can any Marxist.’1


His anti-nationalism is not surprising. He was a Jew opposed to Zionism. He was British but born in Egypt in the year of the Russian Revolution. His grandfather was Polish. His mother was Viennese. His father was born in England. His parents married in Switzerland. His wife, Marlene, was born in Vienna and brought up in Manchester. He grew up in Vienna and Berlin, and was a boy in Germany when the Nazis took over – an experience that left an enduring impression. He wrote in his autobiography that Berlin made him a lifelong Marxist and communist, a political project which, he acknowledged, had utterly failed. ‘The dream of the October Revolution,’ he wrote, ‘is still there somewhere inside me . . . I have abandoned, nay rejected it, but it has not been obliterated.’2 It was not a happy childhood: his father died when he was twelve and his mother when he was fourteen.


It is almost as if the term ‘rootless cosmopolitan’ had been coined for him were it not for the fact that he was so very English in his mannerisms, albeit an Englishman with a command of five languages. With this kind of background it is not entirely unexpected that he should have looked at conventional wisdom (including conventional historiography) with a good deal of scepticism.


In this collection of Hobsbawm’s writing on nationalism, we see some of the critical historical insights he brings to bear on this contentious subject, which is more than ever relevant as we stand on the doorstep of an age when the internet and the globalization of capital threaten to blow away many national boundaries while, partly as a reaction, nationalism seems to reemerge with renewed strength.


Historians, he explained, ‘have a responsibility to historical facts in general, and for criticizing the politico-ideological abuse of history in particular’.3 He possessed, if I may use the expression, a powerful ‘bullshit’ detector – an essential tool in a profession where a critical mind is as important as wisdom and a wide knowledge. Hobsbawm had all of these.


There is little doubt that he took some pleasure (I can still see his mischievous smile) in pointing out that stuff peddled as ancient is actually quite recent: whether it is the festival of the Jocs Floral (Floral Games) re-established in Catalonia in 1859, with the theme of Patria, Fides, Amor (Country, Faith, Love), at a time when Catalan nationalism was not concerned with the linguistic question, or its Welsh equivalent, the eisteddfodau, revived in the same year while Welsh was not standardized until the twentieth century (‘Are All Tongues Equal?’ in this collection).


History challenges beliefs to an extent unequalled in other disciplines. To argue that the earth is not in the middle of the universe and that the sun does not go round it, or that our ancestors were apes, may be destabilizing for Abrahamic religions since the science appears to invalidate the accepted stories concerning the Creation, but, in our times, most religions have learned to put up with the science. In any case, for most (not all) people, whether the sun goes round the earth or the other way round is of no great importance. Life goes on. One’s identity is not threatened. But to be told, in the modern age, that is to say since the nineteenth century, that Italy or Germany are recently ‘invented’ nations; that Clovis, ‘the first Christian King of France’, was born in Belgium (which did not exist then) and did not speak French, and nor did Charlemagne; that Pakistan was ‘invented’ in the 1930s (Hobsbawm mentions with irony, and more than once, a popular book called Five Thousand Years of Pakistan written by the British archaeologist Mortimer Wheeler) may well be upsetting for those who have been taught such things at school and for whom a national identity is important, and, nowadays, identities, and not only national identities, are more important than ever.


He is equally scathing about Zionists who ‘skate lightly over the last 1800 years to get back to the last fighting inhabitants of Palestine’. People can identify as Jews even though they do not live in the territory, do not speak the same language, do not follow the same religious rituals (or any), do not have the same historical background or the same culture, etc. For him, ‘no serious historian of nations and nationalism can be a committed political nationalist’. And he doubted, for instance, that a Zionist could write ‘a genuinely serious history of the Jews’.4 Nationalists believe nations have been around since time immemorial. The business of historians is to refute such assertions.


The best historians have always been aware of the dangers of myth-making. Thucydides, in the first chapter of his History of the Peloponnesian War, wrote that, at a time of turmoil, ‘Old stories of occurrences handed down by tradition, but scantily confirmed by experience, suddenly ceased to be incredible.’


Hobsbawm too was perfectly aware of the power of history. He was fond of saying that there was a time when he thought, consolingly, that historians, unlike architects and civil engineers, could not cause disasters. He eventually recognized, as he admitted, that history, in the hands of nationalists, can kill more people than incompetent builders. Hence the responsibility which befalls the historian for, as he often wrote: ‘Historians are to nationalism what poppy-growers are to heroin addicts: we supply the essential raw material for the market.’ Or variants of this: ‘History is the raw material for nationalist or ethnic or fundamentalist ideologies, as poppies are the raw material for heroin addiction.’5


He would then add: ‘Nations without a past are contradictions in terms, for the past legitimizes. What makes a nation is the past, what justifies one nation against others is the past, and historians are the people who produce it. So my profession, which has always been mixed up in politics, becomes an essential component of nationalism. More so even than the ethnographers, philologists and other suppliers of ethnic and national services who have usually also been mobilized.’


This never led him to decry nationalism and patriotism as simply absurd. One can see the effort he made to understand the phenomenon (unlike so many on the left) reading a text he produced during the Falklands War. In an article published in the Communist Party journal Marxism Today (in this collection), he accepted that the Argentine claim on the islands, which led to their invasion in 1982, was absurd, since no Argentine ever lived there. Equally he noted that the British government cared very little for these islands and that, indeed, most British people had never heard of the Falklands until the Argentine invasion. But when it happened, many in the UK were genuinely outraged, displayed their patriotism, and sang ‘Rule, Britannia!’ rather than the official anthem, the non-nationalist but also non-democratic ‘God Save the Queen’ which implores God to ‘scatter her enemies’ and not our enemies, hoping that ‘long . . . may she defend our laws’ instead of hoping that we did the defending ourselves.


At the time, many on the left were appalled and even surprised by this outburst of British nationalism. Not Hobsbawm: ‘anyone on the left who was not aware of this grass-roots feeling, and that it was not a creation of the media . . . ought seriously to reconsider their capacity to assess politics’. And, as a historian, he reminded his readers that patriotism cannot be neglected, and that it should not be left to the right. Not approving of something does not entitle one not to try to understand it.


Hobsbawm’s starting point was the relatively recent construction of nationalism and of the idea of a nation. He regarded it (see The Age of Revolution) as mainly a European phenomenon. There was, in the nineteenth century, little nationalism in Latin America, and what existed was the work of patrician elites, while the Catholic masses remained passive, almost as much as the indigenous population. One could not to speak of a Colombian or Venezuelan consciousness, not in the first half of the nineteenth century and probably not until the twentieth century. Japan, however, was an exception: the Meiji Restoration of 1868, aimed at resisting European colonialism and building up Japan’s power, was the sign that the national problem had reached the Far East (The Age of Capital), though even there it was the work of the elites. To a large extent, nationalism outside Europe was a consequence of European imperial power.


There was, in the late eighteenth century, an American nationalism of a sort, but it had to do with freedom from England and has little in common with its current version. The Civil War was fought to preserve the unity of the nation. If the Southern secession had succeeded, muses Hobsbawm, it would have probably given rise ‘to a proud Southern Nation’.6


In Europe, nationalism was the product of the ‘dual revolutions’, the French Revolution and the British Industrial Revolution. Some, such as the historian Elie Kedourie (who defined nationalism as a political religion), suggested that the invention of nationalism could be traced back to German Enlightenment thinkers such as Immanuel Kant and Johann Gottlieb Fichte in response to Napoleon’s occupation of German territory. One’s identity as a ‘German’ before the unification of Germany, was, at best, cultural and linguistic (though most spoke a variety of German dialects). Thus German-speaking inhabitants of the Austro-Hungarian Empire may have thought of themselves as ‘German’ as well as Austrian and Catholic. Modern German identity was developed under Bismarck as a consequence of the wars against the Danes (1864), the Austrians (1866) and the French (1870), and the establishment of the German Reich. ‘True’ nationalists were dismayed since they regarded this as the Kleindeutschland (Lesser Germany) solution, much preferring Grossdeutschland (Greater Germany), which would have included all German speakers, including the Austrians. To demonstrate how recent is the birth of German nationalism, Hobsbawm chronicled the ceremonies held in German schools in 1895–6 for the twenty-fifth anniversary of German unification.7 Not so differently, American citizens, many of whom, by the end of the nineteenth century, had no common national identity, were ‘Americanized’ by a similar process of drumming into them rituals commemorating an America which had preceded them such as the 4th of July and Thanksgiving.


Nationalist ideas, however, grew more powerfully in the decades after the French Revolution. It was not necessarily a revolutionary movement: though, at the time, most nationalists tended to be members of the liberal elites. In fact, the continuing appeal of nationalism has been its adaptability. One could be, in Tsarist Russia, a reactionary, anti-modernizing Slavophile and, on that basis, a fervent supporter of a Holy Russia trying to keep the detested west at bay. Or one could be a revolutionary patriot whose goal was to relieve the suffering of ‘the people’ from reactionary and clerical rule, or liberate one’s motherland from foreign rule. In much of the nineteenth century, though, nationalism tended to be identified with liberalism. Then it became mainly associated with the patriotic right,8 and later in the twentieth century nationalism was far more a banner of the extreme right (fascism and Nazism being the most obvious examples), though communists in Spain and France in the 1930s also waved the national flag. During the Second World War left-wing resistance fighters fought the foreign occupiers in the name of the nation and treated those who collaborated with the Nazis as traitors. The absence of stable nationalist ideology continued after 1945: decolonization movements could be patriotic as well as socialist; Fidel Castro and Che Guevara fought the Cuban revolution under slogans such as patria o muerte as did, decades later, Hugo Chávez in Venezuela, who added the word socialismo.


In nineteenth-century century Europe, the ‘real’ people, i.e. prevalently those working on the land, were barely aware that they were Poles or Italians (or Irish, or Hungarian). The most traditional, backward or poorer sections of the population were the last to be captured by nationalism, though eventually they were be awakened by its growing cohorts, usually intellectuals, burghers and the lower gentry – in other words, the educated classes. These were the ones who, at least initially, constructed nationalism. Nationalism usually preceded the nation, a real or potential state, but there needed to be an ideological criterion for nationalism and, in mid-nineteenth-century Europe, this tended to be radical, liberal, democratic, even revolutionary.9 The Czech or Polish or Finnish or Irish nationalists did not want to return to some ancient monarchy or primitive state of affairs. Each felt themselves to be victims, be it of the English, or the Russians, or the Austrians. They felt themselves to be distinctive. Language mattered, but most Irish spoke English, many Finns spoke Swedish, few Italians spoke Italian. The main issue was that they felt they were victims, victims who blamed ‘the other’ for whatever predicament they were in. The hope that united them was the belief that matters would improve if only they were separate, autonomous, more independent (one can see how modern such feelings are, since they resurfaced during the 2016 Brexit referendum in the UK).


Nationalists in mid-nineteenth-century Europe wanted to be progressive and modern, however often they collected ancient myths and folk songs – ‘Myths and invention are essential to the politics of identity . . .’10 Italy and Germany had never existed as states, but German and Italian nationalists felt that to be modern, to be like the nations they envied (usually Great Britain and France), they needed to have their own country. Thus Hobsbawm distinguished between the ideology of nationalism and the ways this ideology was conscripted to serve a political purpose, namely the construction of a state that would be a ‘nation-state’. Such constructions required, eventually, the instruments of state institutions which could impose national uniformity: public employment, state schools teaching the ‘national’ language, a ‘national’ history and, often, national conscription.11 One can easily imagine a Sicilian peasant conscripted into the Italian army in 1915, barely aware of being Italian, speaking only a dialect, being given a uniform, ordered about in Italian (itself a Tuscan ‘dialect’) by a Piedmontese officer, and told to shoot, under the ‘national’ banner, at Austrian soldiers on an Alpine border he barely knew existed.


The dominant role in the construction of nationalism, however, was held by primary education. Between 1870 and 1914, Hobsbawm explained, the number of primary school teachers trebled in Sweden and increased by almost as many in Norway. The number of children in primary schools in the Netherlands doubled; in the UK it trebled. In France, primary education was made compulsory in 1882. Its function was not just to teach literacy and numeracy, but also national values: ‘be proud of your country’ was the educational basis of primary schools. It is still the desired aim of some: in Britain, Michael Gove, when Secretary of State for Education, bemoaned the lack of emphasis on Churchill, eminent Victorians and ‘Britain and her empire’ in the history curriculum. ‘This trashing of our past has to stop,’ he said, complaining that ‘the current approach we have to history denies children the opportunity to hear our island story’.12


The nation, however, is not purely constructed from above. It develops unevenly among social classes and regions. It must resonate with people who have something in common. Hobsbawm is reluctant to map out a rigid path, though he suggests that there often is an initial ‘cultural-literary-folkloric’ phase, one in which romantic intellectuals such as Johann Gottfried Herder are prominent. They are followed by a small band of enthusiastic nationalists with a distinct political programme of nation-building, people such as Adam Mickiewicz in Poland, Giuseppe Mazzini in Italy, Daniel O’Connell in Ireland and Lajos Kossuth in Hungary. By the 1890s, even within well-established nation-states we witness the growth of separatist national movements such as the Young Wales movement organized by David Lloyd George, the future Liberal Prime Minister, or the Basque National Party.


Paradoxically, at the time of its construction, that is to say in the nineteenth century, there is very little theoretical work on nationalism. A possible exception is John Stuart Mill, who in his Considerations on Representative Government offered a somewhat tautological but not inaccurate definition of nationalism: ‘A portion of mankind may be said to constitute a Nationality if they are united among themselves by common sympathies which do not exist between them and any others – which make them co-operate with each other more willingly than with other people, desire to be under the same government, and desire that it should be government by themselves or a portion of themselves exclusively.’ Of course, explains Mill, this works only for ‘civilized’ nations, and, it must be recognized, at the time he was writing, national identity existed mainly (though not exclusively) in Europe and North America.


Mill then added that the feeling of nationality may have various causes, such as ‘race and descent’, language, religion, a territory or a common foe. He added that ‘it is . . . a necessary condition of free institutions, that the boundaries of governments should coincide in the main with those of nationalities’. In other words: one nation, one state. That a nationalist is someone who thinks he or she is part of a nation was axiomatic for Mill, and though it is, as Hobsbawm writes, a ‘fuzzy concept’ and Mill’s is a somewhat circular argument, it provides only an a posteriori guide to what a nation is. It is a perfectly reasonable initial working assumption that all that is required for nationalism is that a ‘sufficiently large body of people . . . regard themselves as members of a nation’. If that happens, we have a nation. Something might unite them: living in the same region, speaking the same language, belonging to an equally indefinable ‘ethnic’ group, being persecuted by others. So far there is little that divides the Marxist Hobsbawm from the liberal Mill. But Mill added that ‘the strongest of all is identity of political antecedents; the possession of a national history’. For Hobsbawm (and for many historians) a national history is not a given: people can identify as members of a nation even though they do not live in the territory, do not speak the same language, or share the same culture.


The other major nineteenth-century British thinker who dealt with the question of nationalism (‘theorize’ would be too strong a word) was Lord Acton. Acton, a liberal Catholic, took issue with nationalists who sought to make the principle of nationalism the foundation of the construction of states. In the past, he explained, social unrest was aimed at returning to a previous state of affairs. Since the French Revolution, the masses wanted something new – a new world – and that was dangerous. The principle of nationality had ‘converted a dormant right into an aspiration and a sentiment into a political claim’ and had become ‘the most powerful auxiliary of revolution’.13


The one nineteenth-century theorist Hobsbawm identifies with, in a quote he repeats throughout his work on nationalism, is Ernest Renan, who in his famous 1882 lecture at the Sorbonne, Qu’est-ce qu’une nation? (‘What is a Nation?’) defined it as a ‘great solidarity constituted by the common understanding of the sacrifices made in the past and those to make in the future’. But this past, he added ominously, was often a constructed past for it assumed ‘oblivion’ (l’oubli), adding that ‘historical error is a crucial factor in the creation of a nation, which is why progress in historical studies often constitutes a threat to the nation’.14 Hobsbawm interpreted this to mean ‘getting history wrong is an essential part of being a nation’, adding that it was ‘the professional business of historians to dismantle such mythologies, unless they are content – and I am afraid national historians have often been – to be the servants of ideologists’.15


Renan had added that ‘the existence of a nation is like a daily plebiscite’, meaning that national unity must be constantly constructed and reconstructed. So though the nation is the work of an elite, without popular support it would be virtually impossible ever to develop a nation and a broad national consciousness. Of course, nationalists did not just want to celebrate a nation, a community which holds itself to be a nation, but they wanted the transmutation of a nation into a sovereign state, the idea being that the state embodied the people, something quite different from the states of old, embodied in a sovereign. The new sovereigns of the nineteenth century adorned themselves with the patina of popular legitimacy, thus while Queen Victoria was Queen of the United Kingdom and the Tsar was the Tsar of All Russias, Napoleon was the Empereur des Français, Leopold I was the first Roi des Belges, and George I of Greece (son of a German prince and born in Copenhagen) was styled King of the Hellenes. Nietzsche saw this quite clearly in 1881 when, alarmed at the conflation of state and people, he exclaimed in his Thus Spoke Zarathustra:




The state? What is that? Well then! Now open your ears, for now I shall speak to you of the death of peoples. The state is the coldest of all cold monsters. Coldly it lies, too; and this lie creeps from its mouth: ‘I, the state, am the people.’16





Others in the nineteenth century, such as Arthur Schopenhauer, decried nationalism without explaining it: ‘The cheapest sort of pride is national pride . . . every miserable fool who has nothing at all of which he can be proud adopts, as a last resource, pride in the nation to which he belongs.’17


The fact that nationalism, in the nineteenth century, was the prerogative of the educated classes does not to entail, explained Hobsbawm, that, in some cases, there existed feelings of belonging to something one might call a nation also among the popular classes. Russians, in the nineteenth century, regarded themselves as Russians, and this included many Ukrainians and Belorussians, today zealous defenders of their national identity. Many French ‘felt’ French, as did some of the English, but not yet the Italians. Such identities, however, owed much to territory or religion or language. One could think of oneself as German without aiming for a united Germany, just as one could think oneself a Yorkshireman without aiming for an independent Yorkshire, or regarding Yorkshire as a nation.


Apart from religion, the main identity, in pre-industrial societies, was largely confined to the village and the region (where people spoke a similar dialect). Migration, which increased dramatically in the course of the nineteenth century, still meant uprooting from one’s village or town, not from one’s country. Venetians who immigrated to the Americas in, say, 1880, might long to return to Venetia, but not to ‘Italy’ (a state established only in 1861). Italy would have been for them a relatively meaningless term, but, paradoxically, they would be regarded as ‘Italians’ by the locals because the distinction between Venetia and Italy would not be made in such distant lands.18 So our Venetians would become more ‘Italian’ overseas than if they had remained at home, though in this case their newly acquired ‘national’ consciousness would not be inspired or constructed by nationalists, but by ‘the others’, just as anti-Semitism might transform secular and non-observant Jews into ‘real’ Jews and perhaps even Zionists. A common enemy helps nationalists, but those in the Balkans who fought against the Ottoman Empire before the First World War were not fighting for a Yugoslav nation (which did not exist then) but against what they regarded as an oppressor. The same could be said about the Sikhs against the British of the East India Company in 1845 and 1846.


Rebellions by peasants against foreign rule could not be called nationalist, when those who fought were united only by the consciousness of oppression, by xenophobia (theirs or of others) and by attachment to ancient tradition, to their ‘true faith’ and a vague sense of ethnic identity.


The Greeks, perhaps, Hobsbawm concedes, were the exception to the rule in their struggle for independence in the 1820s. And because of this exception, a ‘brave’ (Christian) people fighting against the Muslims (Ottoman Turks) could also obtain the sympathies of philhellenes throughout Europe, including Shelley, Byron (who died in Greece), Leigh Hunt, Thomas Moore and Jeremy Bentham – even though the struggle of Greeks against Turks had as much a religious dimension as a national one.


Elsewhere, nationalism had little mass basis. The idea that there was strong ‘national’ feeling among, say, the Germans during the Napoleonic Wars was, in Hobsbawm’s view, ‘patriotic mythology’. The failure to realize that the people lacked the proper patriotic spirit is what caused the near-impossibility of mobilizing the peasantry around the idea of the nation throughout Europe. Take the case of Carlo Pisacane, an Italian patriot follower of Mazzini who, in 1857, sailed with twenty-four volunteers to Sapri in southern Italy, hoping to lead the locals against the authorities in what was then the Kingdom of Naples. Not only did Pisacane fail miserably but the local inhabitants, believing them to be bandits, overpowered the ‘invaders’ and killed Pisacane and most of his comrades.


Peasants could be mobilized against taxes, against landlords, against Jews, but not for the ‘fatherland’. Basque-speaking peasants remained unenthusiastic about Basque nationalism (the Basque National Party was founded only in 1894), which was largely an urban-based, middle-class movement.19 Romania came into being in stages largely because of the Congress of Berlin of 1878, but official history attributes a much greater role to Romanians themselves, though the Romanian peasantry was never propelled by nationalist spirit. When Romanian peasants revolted, as they did in 1907, it was because of their deteriorating economic conditions due, in part to the collapse of the international price for wheat at the end of the nineteenth century (in turn due to the far greater productivity of American wheat farmers). This peasant tax revolt, brutally repressed, took at first a specifically anti-Semitic form since a large proportion of estate farmers or arendas¸i (originally moneylenders who acquired land) were Jewish.20 Patriotism had very little to do with the revolt.


In what was regarded as the era of nationalism (which Hobsbawm sets at 1870–1914), relatively few new states emerged: Germany in 1870; Italy in 1861 (though further unification with Rome as capital took place in 1870, and the absorption of the South Tyrol and Trieste only after the First World War); then Montenegro, Bulgaria and Serbia, which became recognized as states in 1878; Romania, which became a fully fledged independent kingdom in 1881; and Norway, which separated from Sweden in 1905. None came into being because of a popular uprising or even a mass nationalist movement.


Nationalism may not have been much debated by liberal scholars in the nineteenth century, allegedly the century of nationalism, but it was not much debated by socialists either. Hobsbawm mentions some of the exceptions: Karl Kautsky, Rosa Luxemburg and, later, Otto Bauer. It was almost ignored by Marx and Engels (who, famously, had urged workers of all countries to unite), by Plekhanov and by Lenin. Stalin, it is true, wrote his unremarkable Marxism and the National Question (1913), in which he listed the characteristic features of a nation: a common language, a common territory, a common economic life and a common psychological make-up. Many pre-1913 ‘nations’ would have failed at least one of the tests, including Spain, Italy and Switzerland. On the whole, however, the left was ‘internationalist’ only in the sense of supporting those who fought for a cause it approved. Otherwise organizations such as the Second International and, later, the Communist International were based on states. Even revolutionary Russia recognized ‘nations’, and with the November 1917 Declaration of the Rights of the Peoples of Russia established, at least formally, the rights of the peoples of what was the Tsarist Empire to secede and form separate states – hence the constitution of Soviet republics in 1922 (they became fifteen in 1940 with the absorption of the three Baltic Republics and Moldavia).


The use of the term ‘nationalism’ increased throughout the twentieth century, reaching a temporary plateau during the Second World War – what Hobsbawm calls ‘the apogee of nationalism’. Writing in 1990, and hence before the current explosion of the term, he believed that nationalism had become less important, that it was no longer a global political programme as it had been in the nineteenth century. He believed, perhaps wrongly, that nation-states were on the retreat, and that they would be absorbed by the new supranational restructuring of the globe. He was perhaps over-optimistic when he concluded his Nations and Nationalism by assuming that the phenomenon of nationalism had passed its peak: ‘The owl of Minerva which brings wisdom, said Hegel, flies out at dusk. It is a good sign that it is now circling rounds nations and nationalism.’21 And he certainly did not and perhaps could not have envisaged in 1970 that the Welsh and Scottish nationalism he discussed somewhat dismissively would become so significant a few decades later (see the essay on the Celtic Fringe in this collection).


In the last two decades the uses of the term ‘nationalism’ has increased steeply with the rising tide of nationalist parties – almost in parallel with the growing use of the term ‘globalization’. As Hobsbawm wrote rather presciently, ‘The paradox of nationalism was that in forming its own nation it automatically created the counter-nationalism of those whom it now forced into the choice between assimilation and inferiority.’22 In the nineteenth century nationalism was mainly about uniting regions into larger states which were called nations. In the twentieth century, especially after 1945, the characteristic nationalist movements were no longer in favour of unification (as in Germany and Italy in the nineteenth century) but turned increasingly towards separation. The secessionist movement began with the break-up of nineteenth-century empires. The end of the Tsarist Empire gave birth to Poland, Finland and the three Baltic Republics; that of the Austro-Hungarian Empire to Austria, Hungary, Czechoslovakia and the Kingdom of the South Slavs (Yugoslavia after 1945); the Ottoman Empire was reduced to Turkey. The trend towards national secession continues to the present. Some have been successful: for instance Bangladesh from Pakistan, Kosovo from Serbia and South Sudan from Sudan; others (so far) failed – for instance Biafra, Katanga and Kurdistan. Following the break-up of the Soviet Union and of Yugoslavia more states were created, all assuming to be coterminous with nations, though the UK, Belgium and Spain, among others, have recognized ‘nations’ inside their borders (Scotland, Wales, Flanders, Wallonia, Catalonia, etc.) – nations which might secede, creating more states. Today the main international organization of states is called, misleadingly, the United Nations, but it is an organization of states (as Hobsbawm once said, one could not very well call it the United States . . .).


In the nineteenth century, Hobsbawm noted, there was a prejudice, even among nationalists, against the pulverization of states into mini-nations. Petty German principalities or Central American republics were jokes; ‘Balkanization’ was a term of abuse. Today states, however small, are regarded as quite viable.23 Many Austrians after 1918 did not think their small Alpine republic could be viable once it was separated from the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and were in favour of joining Germany. Few Austrians today would hold such views. And no one regards Singapore, with half the population of Moscow, as not viable. On the contrary, it is one of the richest states in the world.


Hobsbawm took on board Benedict Anderson’s remarkable Imagined Communities, where a nation is defined as:




. . . an imagined political community – and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign. It is imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion . . . [the nation] is imagined as a community, because, regardless of the actual inequality and exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation is conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship. Ultimately, it is this fraternity that makes it possible, over the past two centuries for so many millions of people, not so much to kill, as willing to die for such limited imaginings.24





Hobsbawm uses this to define modern states where, at least since the end of the nineteenth century, the inhabitants have imagined themselves (with considerable help from state institutions and political organizations) as being bonded together, by language, culture and ethnicity, as a homogeneous community – a standing invitation to get rid of ‘the others’ by ‘ethnic cleansing’. This is what makes the ‘concept of a single, exclusive, and unchanging ethnic or cultural or other identity a dangerous piece of brainwashing’.25 A single national language, he added, becomes significant only when ordinary citizens become of some importance. In pre-industrial societies, it did not matter which dialect a peasant spoke. A single language becomes important when there is a strong state, a bureaucracy, and a written language is established. This is why Turkey under the nationalist leader Kemal Atatürk adopted Roman script in 1929, even though Turkish had been written using Arabic script for centuries, and Romania changed its own script from Cyrillic to Roman only when it became a sovereign state in 1863.26 Vietnamese was once written in a variant of Chinese characters. The present Roman script was devised in the sixteenth century by missionaries hoping it would help them learn the language.


None of this mattered when the vast majority of the population was illiterate. National linguistic homogeneity in multi-ethnic and multi-lingual areas does not simply evolve, but is achieved by mass compulsion, expulsion, or genocide. As Hobsbawm explained, Poland, which in 1939 had a third of its population classified as non-Polish, became overwhelmingly Polish-speaking only because its German population was expelled to the west, its Lithuanian, Byelorussian and Ukrainian inhabitants were detached to form part of the USSR in the East, and its Yiddish-speaking Jewish population had been murdered by the Nazis. This is what made Poland into a relatively homogeneous nation speaking a single language.


The idea that there should be one language per nation is an ‘explosive’ factor, since it ignores the fact that it is historically quite normal for there to be different languages within the boundaries of a single state, as is the case today in many countries such as Belgium, Spain, Switzerland, Canada and India. Even Irish nationalists were not able to get the vast majority of Irish to speak Gaelic (the Gaelic League was founded only in 1893) and Zionist Jews started to use a language, Hebrew, that Jews had not used except for religious purposes, and even then the Hebrew word for ‘nationalism’ had to be invented.27 ‘Once again,’ Hobsbawm wrote, ‘Zionism provides the extreme example’ of a borrowed nationalist programme which had no precedent in, or organic connection with, the actual tradition that had given the Jewish people permanence, cohesion and an indestructible identity for some millennia.28 The key factor in establishing a national language was political power.


Even nineteenth-century European monarchs had to accept the principle of nationalism, although many of them did not entirely ‘belong’ to the nation they ruled. Queen Victoria’s children had a German father; Tsar Nicholas’s mother was Danish, his wife German; the first king of Greece came from Bavaria; Kaiser Wilhelm II’s mother was Queen Victoria’s daughter; Victor Emmanuel II, first king of Italy, had an Austrian mother, his son, Amedeo, became king of Spain, his daughter queen of Portugal and his grandson, King Victor Emmanuel III, married Elena of Montenegro. The European royal families were true cosmopolitans, ‘citizens of nowhere’. This continued until recently: Queen Elizabeth II’s husband, Prince Philip, was born in Corfu, his mother was a German princess (Alice of Battenberg) and his father, a member of the House of Schleswig-Holstein, was the son of King George I of Greece and Olga Constantinovna of the Russian Romanov family. This came to an end with the present British royal family: the four children of Queen Elizabeth II all married British people, though two of her grandchildren married foreigners (a Canadian and an American). Hobsbawm would probably find it even more ironic that, apart from what is left over from nineteenth-century aristocratic families, the one unmistakably cosmopolitan element in today’s world is not the internationalist left he had embraced in the 1930s, but international capitalism, free to roam the world at will, with Facebook having more ‘members’ than Islam or Catholicism and the internet uniting what, in the words of the Internationale, is the human race.
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Outside and Inside History




This was given as a lecture opening the academic year 1993–4 at the Central European University in Budapest.





It is an honour to be asked to open this academic year of the Central European University. It is also a curious sensation to do so, since, though I am a second-generation English-born British citizen, I am also a central European. Indeed, as a Jew I am one of the characteristic members of the central European diaspora of peoples. My grandfather came to London from Warsaw. My mother was Viennese, and so is my wife, though she now speaks better Italian than German. My wife’s mother still spoke Hungarian as a little girl and her parents, at one stage of their lives in the old monarchy, had a store in Herzegovina. My wife and I once went to Mostar to trace it, in the days when there was still peace in that unhappy part of the Balkans. I have had some connections with Hungarian historians myself in the old days. So I come to you as an outsider who is also, in an oblique way, an insider. What can I say to you?


I want to say three things to you.


The first concerns central and eastern Europe. If you come from there, and I assume that almost all of you do, you are citizens of countries whose status is doubly uncertain. I am not claiming that uncertainty is a monopoly of central and east Europeans. It is probably more universal today than ever. Nevertheless, your horizon is particularly cloudy. In my own lifetime every country in your part of Europe has been overrun by war, conquered, occupied, liberated and reoccupied. Every state in it has a different shape from the one it had when I was born. Only six of the twenty-three states which now fill the map between Trieste and the Urals were in existence at the time of my birth, or would have been if they had not been occupied by some army: Russia, Romania, Bulgaria, Albania, Greece and Turkey, for neither post-1918 Austria nor post-1918 Hungary is really comparable to Habsburg Hungary and Cisleithania. Several came into existence after the First World War, even more since 1989. They include several countries which had never in history had the status of independent statehood in the modern sense, or which had it briefly – for a year or two, for a decade or two – and then lost it, though some have since regained it: the three little Baltic states, Belarus, Ukraine, Slovakia, Moldova, Slovenia, Croatia, Macedonia, not to go further eastwards. Some were born and died in my lifetime, like Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia. It is perfectly common for the elderly inhabitant of some central European city to have had, successively, the identity documents of three states. A person of my age from Lemberg or Czernowitz has lived under four states, not counting wartime occupations; a man from Munkacs may well have lived under five, if we count the momentary autonomy of Podkarpatská Rus in 1938. In more civilized times, as in 1919, he or she might have been given the option which new citizenship to choose, but since the Second World War he or she has been more likely to be either forcibly expelled or forcibly integrated into the new state. Where does a central and eastern European belong? Who is he or she? The question has been a real one for great numbers of them, and it still is. In some countries it is a question of life and death, in almost all it affects and sometimes determines their legal status and life chances.


However, there is another and more collective uncertainty. The bulk of central and eastern Europe belongs to that part of the world for which diplomats and United Nations experts since 1945 have tried to devise polite euphemisms: ‘under-developed’ or ‘developing’, that is to say, relatively or absolutely poor and backward. In some respects there is no sharp line between the two Europes, but rather a slope to the east and to the west of what we might call the main mountain range or crest of European economic and cultural dynamism, which ran from north Italy across the Alps to northern France and the Low Countries, and was prolonged across the Channel into England. It can be traced in the medieval trade routes and the distribution map of Gothic architecture, as well as in the figures for regional GDP within the European Community. In fact, today this region is still the backbone of the European Community. However, insofar as there is a historical line separating ‘advanced’ from ‘backward’ Europe it ran, roughly, through the middle of the Habsburg Empire. I know that people are sensitive in these matters. Ljubljana thinks of itself as a great deal nearer the centre of civilization than, say, Skopje, and Budapest than Belgrade, and the present government in Prague does not even wish to be called ‘central European’ for fear of being contaminated by contact with the east. It insists that it belongs exclusively to the west. However, my point is that no country or region in central and eastern Europe thought of itself as being at that centre. All looked somewhere else for a model of how really to be advanced and modern, even, I suspect, the educated middle class of Vienna, Budapest and Prague. They looked to Paris and London, just as the intellectuals of Belgrade and Ruse looked to Vienna – even though by most accepted standards the present Czech Republic and parts of the present Austria formed part of the advanced industrial part of Europe, and culturally Vienna, Budapest and Prague had no reason at all to feel inferior to anyone else.


The history of backward countries in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is the history of trying to catch up with the more advanced world by imitating it. The nineteenth-century Japanese took Europe as their model, the west Europeans after the Second World War imitated the American economy. The story of central and eastern Europe in the twentieth century is, broadly, that of trying to catch up by following several models one after the other and failing. After 1918, when most of the successor countries were new, the model was western democracy and economic liberalism. President Wilson – is the main station in Prague named after him again? – was the region’s patron saint, except for the Bolsheviks who went their own way. (Actually, they too had foreign models: Rathenau and Henry Ford.) This did not work. The model broke down politically and economically in the 1920s and 1930s. The Great Depression eventually broke multinational democracy even in Czechoslovakia. A number of these countries then briefly tried or flirted with the fascist model, which looked like the economic and political success story of the 1930s. (We are inclined to forget that Nazi Germany was remarkably successful in overcoming the Great Depression.) Integration in a Great German economic system did not work either. Germany was defeated.


After 1945 most of these countries chose, or found themselves being made to choose, the Bolshevik model, which was essentially a model for modernizing backward agrarian economies by planned industrial revolution. It was therefore never relevant to what is now the Czech Republic and to what was until 1989 the German Democratic Republic, but it was relevant to most of the region, including the USSR. I do not have to tell you about the economic deficiencies and flaws of the system, which eventually led to its breakdown, and still less about the intolerable, the increasingly intolerable political systems it imposed on central and eastern Europe. Still less do I have to remind you of the incredible sufferings it imposed on the peoples of the former USSR, particularly in the iron age of Joseph Stalin. And yet I must say, although many of you will not welcome my saying so, that up to a point it worked better than anything since the break-up of the monarchies in 1918. For the common citizens of the more backward countries in the region – say Slovakia and much of the Balkan peninsula – it was probably the best period in their history. It broke down because economically the system became increasingly rigid and unworkable, and especially because it proved virtually incapable of generating or making economic use of innovation, quite apart from stifling intellectual originality. Moreover, it became impossible to hide the fact from the local populations that other countries had made far more material progress than the socialist ones. If you prefer putting it another way, it broke down because ordinary citizens were indifferent or hostile, and because the regimes themselves had lost faith in what they were pretending to do. Still, however you look at it, it failed in the most spectacular manner in 1989–91.


And now? There is another model which everyone rushes to follow, parliamentary democracy in politics and the extremes of free-market capitalism in economics. In the present form it is not really a model, but chiefly a reaction against what has gone before. It may settle down to become something more workable – if it is allowed to settle down. However, even if it were to do so, in the light of history since 1918 there is not much likelihood that this region, possibly with marginal exceptions, will succeed in joining the club of the ‘really’ advanced and up-to-date countries. The results of imitating President Reagan and Mrs Thatcher have proved disappointing even in countries which have not been laid waste in civil war, chaos and anarchy. I should add that the results of following the Reagan–Thatcher model in the countries of its origin have not been brilliantly successful either, if you will permit a British understatement.


So, on the whole, the people of central and eastern Europe will go on living in countries disappointed in their past, probably largely disappointed with their present, and uncertain about their future. This is a very dangerous situation. People will look for someone to blame for their failures and insecurities. The movements and ideologies most likely to benefit from this mood are not, at least in this generation, those which want a return to some version of the days before 1989. They are more likely to be movements inspired by xenophobic nationalism and intolerance. The easiest thing is always to blame the strangers.


This brings me to my second and main point, which is much more directly relevant to the work of a university, or at least to that part of the work which concerns me as a historian and university teacher. For history is the raw material for nationalist or ethnic or fundamentalist ideologies, as poppies are the raw material for heroin addiction. The past is an essential element, perhaps the essential element, in these ideologies. If there is no suitable past, it can always be invented. Indeed, in the nature of things there is usually no entirely suitable past, because the phenomenon these ideologies claim to justify is not ancient or eternal but historically novel. This applies both to religious fundamentalism in its current versions – the Ayatollah Khomeini’s version of an Islamic state is no older than the early 1970s – and to contemporary nationalism. The past legitimizes. The past gives a more glorious background to a present that doesn’t have much to celebrate. I recall seeing somewhere a study of the ancient civilization of the cities of the Indus valley with the title Five Thousand Years of Pakistan. Pakistan was not even thought of before 1932–3, when the name was invented by some student militants. It did not become a serious political demand until 1940. As a state it has existed only since 1947. There is no evidence of any more connection between the civilization of Mohenjo Daro and the current rulers of Islamabad than there is of a connection between the Trojan War and the government in Ankara, which is at present claiming the return, if only for the first public exhibition, of Schliemann’s treasure of King Priam of Troy. But five thousand years of Pakistan somehow sounds better than forty-six years of Pakistan.


In this situation historians find themselves in the unexpected role of political actors. I used to think that the profession of history, unlike that of, say, nuclear physics, could at least do no harm. Now I know it can. Our studies can turn into bomb factories like the workshops in which the IRA has learned to transform chemical fertilizer into an explosive. This state of affairs affects us in two ways. We have a responsibility to historical facts in general, and for criticizing the politico-ideological abuse of history in particular.


I need say little about the first of these responsibilities. I would not have to say anything, but for two developments. One is the current fashion for novelists to base their plots on recorded reality rather than inventing them, thus fudging the border between historical fact and fiction. The other is the rise of ‘postmodernist’ intellectual fashions in western universities, particularly in departments of literature and anthropology, which imply that all ‘facts’ claiming objective existence are simply intellectual constructions – in short, that there is no clear difference between fact and fiction. But there is, and for historians, even for the most militantly anti-positivist ones among us, the ability to distinguish between the two is absolutely fundamental. We cannot invent our facts. Either Elvis Presley is dead or he isn’t. The question can be answered unambiguously on the basis of evidence, insofar as reliable evidence is available, which is sometimes the case. Either the present Turkish government, which denies the attempted genocide of the Armenians in 1915, is right or it is not. Most of us would dismiss any denial of this massacre from serious historical discourse, although there is no equally unambiguous way to choose between different ways of interpreting the phenomenon or fitting it into the wider context of history. Recently Hindu zealots destroyed a mosque in Aodhya, ostensibly on the grounds that the mosque had been imposed by the Muslim Moghul conqueror Babur on the Hindus in a particularly sacred location which marked the birthplace of the god Rama. My colleagues and friends in the Indian universities published a study showing (a) that nobody until the nineteenth century had suggested that Aodhya was the birthplace of Rama and (b) that the mosque was almost certainly not built in the time of Babur. I wish I could say that this has had much effect on the rise of the Hindu party which provoked the incident, but at least they did their duty as historians, for the benefit of those who can read and are exposed to the propaganda of intolerance now and in the future. Let us do ours.


Few of the ideologies of intolerance are based on simple lies or fictions for which no evidence exists. After all, there was a battle of Kosovo in 1389, the Serb warriors and their allies were defeated by the Turks, and this did leave deep scars on the popular memory of the Serbs, although it does not follow that this justifies the oppression of the Albanians, who now form 90 per cent of the region’s population, or the Serb claim that the land is essentially theirs. Denmark does not claim the large part of eastern England which was settled and ruled by Danes before the eleventh century, which continued to be known as the Danelaw and whose village names are still philologically Danish.


The most usual ideological abuse of history is based on anachronism rather than lies. Greek nationalism refuses Macedonia even the right to its name on the grounds that all Macedonia is essentially Greek and part of a Greek nation-state, presumably ever since the father of Alexander the Great, King of Macedonia, become the ruler of the Greek lands on the Balkan peninsula. Like everything about Macedonia, this is a far from purely academic matter, but it takes a lot of courage for a Greek intellectual to say that, historically speaking, it is nonsense. There was no Greek nation-state or any other single political entity for the Greeks in the fourth century bc, the Macedonian Empire was nothing like a Greek or any other modern nation-state, and in any case it is highly probable that the ancient Greeks regarded the Macedonian rulers, as they did their later Roman rulers, as barbarians and not as Greeks, though they were doubtless too polite or cautious to say so. Moreover, Macedonia is historically such an inextricable mixture of ethnicities – not for nothing has it given its name to French mixed-fruit salads (macédoine) – that any attempt to identify it with a single nationality cannot be correct. In fairness, the extremes of emigrant Macedonian nationalism should also be dismissed for the same reason, as should all the publications in Croatia which somehow try to turn Zvonimir the Great into the ancestor of President Tudˉman. But it is difficult to stand up against the inventors of a national schoolbook history, although there are historians in Zagreb University, whom I am proud to count as friends, who have the courage to do so.


These and many other attempts to replace history by myth and invention are not merely bad intellectual jokes. After all, they can determine what goes into schoolbooks, as the Japanese authorities knew, when they insisted on a sanitized version of the Japanese war in China for use in Japanese classrooms. Myth and invention are essential to the politics of identity by which groups of people today, defining themselves by ethnicity, religion or the past or present borders of states, try to find some certainty in an uncertain and shaking world by saying, ‘We are different from and better than the Others.’ They are our concern in the universities because the people who formulate those myths and inventions are educated people: schoolteachers lay and clerical, professors (not many, I hope), journalists, television and radio producers. Today most of them will have gone to some university. Make no mistake about it. History is not ancestral memory or collective tradition. It is what people learned from priests, schoolmasters, the writers of history books and the compilers of magazine articles and television programmes. It is very important for historians to remember their responsibility, which is, above all, to stand aside from the passions of identity politics – even if we feel them also. After all, we are human beings too.


How serious an affair this may be is shown in a recent article by the Israeli writer Amos Elon about the way in which the genocide of the Jews by Hitler has been turned into a legitimizing myth for the existence of the state of Israel. More than this: in the years of right-wing government it was turned into a sort of national ritual assertion of Israeli state identity and superiority and a central item of the official system of national beliefs, alongside God. Elon, who traces the evolution of this transformation of the concept of the ‘Holocaust’ argues, following the recent Minister of Education of the new Israeli Labour government, that history must now be separated from national myth, ritual and politics. As a non-Israeli, though a Jew, I express no views about this. However, as a historian I sadly note one observation by Elon. It is that the leading contributions to the scholarly historiography of the genocide, whether by Jews or non-Jews, were either not translated into Hebrew, like Hilberg’s great work, or were translated only with considerable delay, and then sometimes with editorial disclaimers. The serious historiography of the genocide has not made it any less of an unspeakable tragedy. It was merely at variance with the legitimizing myth.


Yet this very story gives us ground for hope. For here we have mythological or nationalist history being criticized from within. I note that the history of the establishment of Israel ceased to be written in Israel essentially as national propaganda or Zionist polemic about forty years after the state came into being. I have noticed the same in Irish history. About half a century after most of Ireland won its independence, Irish historians no longer wrote the history of their island in terms of the mythology of the national liberation movement. Irish history, both in the Republic and in the North, is passing through a period of great brilliance because it has succeeded in so liberating itself. This is still a matter which has political implications and risks. The history that is written today breaks with the old tradition which stretches from the Fenians to the IRA, still fighting in the name of the old myths with guns and bombs. But the fact that a new generation has grown up which can stand back from the passions of the great traumatic and formative moments of their countries’ history is a sign of hope for historians.


However, we cannot wait for the generations to pass. We must resist the formation of national, ethnic and other myths, as they are being formed. It will not make us popular. Thomas Masaryk, founder of the Czechoslovak Republic, was not popular when he entered politics as the man who proved, with regret but without hesitation, that the medieval manuscripts on which much of the Czech national myth was based were fakes. But it has to be done, and I hope those of you who are historians will do it.


That is all I wanted to say to you about the duty of historians. However, before I close, I want to remind you of one other thing. You, as students of this university, are privileged people. The odds are that, as alumni of a distinguished and prestigious institute you will, if you choose, have a good status in society, have better careers and earn more than other people, though not so much as successful businessmen. What I want to remind you of is something I was told when I began to teach in a university. ‘The people for whom you are there,’ said my own teacher, ‘are not the brilliant students like yourself. They are the average students with boring minds who get uninteresting degrees in the lower range of the second class, and whose examination scripts all read the same. The first-class people will look after themselves, though you will enjoy teaching them. The others are the ones who need you.’


That applies not only to the university but to the world. Governments, the economy, schools, everything in society, is not for the benefit of the privileged minorities. We can look after ourselves. It is for the benefit of the ordinary run of people, who are not particularly clever or interesting (unless, of course, we fall in love with one of them), not highly educated, not successful or destined for success – in fact, are nothing very special. It is for the people who, throughout history, have entered history outside their neighbourhoods as individuals only in the records of their births, marriages and deaths. Any society worth living in is one designed for them, not for the rich, the clever, the exceptional, although any society worth living in must provide room and scope for such minorities. But the world is not made for our personal benefit, nor are we in the world for our personal benefit. A world that claims that this is its purpose is not a good, and ought not to be a lasting, world.
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Nationalism in the Age of Revolution




Every people has its special mission, which will cooperate towards the fulfilment of the general mission of humanity. That mission constitutes its nationality. Nationality is sacred.


GIUSEPPE MAZZINI, ‘Act of Brotherhood’


(Patto di fratellazna) from Young Europe, 1834


The day will come . . . when sublime Germania shall stand on the bronze pedestal of liberty and justice, bearing in one hand the torch of enlightenment, which shall throw the beam of civilization into the remotest corners of the earth, and in the other the arbiter’s balance. The people will beg her to settle their disputes; those very people who now show us that might is right, and kick us with the jackboot of scornful contempt.


PHILIPP JAKOB SIEBENPFEIFFER (1832)





I


After 1830 [ . . . ] the general movement in favour of revolution split. One product of this split deserves special attention: the self-consciously nationalist movements.


The movements which best symbolize this development are the ‘Youth’ movements founded or inspired by Giuseppe Mazzini shortly after the 1830 revolution: Young Italy, Young Poland, Young Switzerland, Young Germany and Young France (1831–6) and the analogous Young Ireland in the 1840s, the ancestor of the only lasting and successful revolutionary organization on the model of the early nineteenth-century brotherhoods, the Fenians or Irish Republican Brotherhood, better known through its executive arm of the Irish Republican Army. In themselves these movements were of no great importance; the mere presence of Mazzini would have been enough to ensure their total ineffectiveness. Symbolically they are of extreme importance, as is indicated by the adoption in subsequent nationalist movements of such labels as ‘Young Czechs’ or ‘Young Turks’. They mark the disintegration of the European revolutionary movement into national segments. Doubtless each of these segments had much the same political programme, strategy and tactics as the others, and even much the same flag – almost invariably a tricolour of some kind. Its members saw no contradiction between their own demands and those of other nations, and indeed envisaged a brotherhood of all, simultaneously liberating themselves. On the other hand, each now tended to justify its primary concern with its own nation by adopting the role of a Messiah for all. Through Italy (according to Mazzini), through Poland (according to Mickiewicz) the suffering peoples of the world were to be led to freedom; an attitude readily adaptable to conservative or indeed imperialist policies, as witness the Russian Slavophiles with their championship of Holy Russia, the Third Rome, and the Germans who were subsequently to tell the world at some length that it would be healed by the German spirit. Admittedly this ambiguity of nationalism went back to the French Revolution. But in those days there had been only one great and revolutionary nation and it made sense (as indeed it still did) to regard it as the headquarters of all revolutions, and the necessary prime mover in the liberation of the world. To look to Paris was rational; to look to a vague ‘Italy’, ‘Poland’ or ‘Germany’ (represented in practice by a handful of conspirators and émigrés) made sense only for Italians, Poles and Germans.


If the new nationalism had been confined only to the membership of the national-revolutionary brotherhoods, it would not be worth much more attention. However, it also reflected much more powerful forces, which were emerging into political consciousness in the 1830s as the result of the double revolution. The most immediately powerful of these were the discontent of the lesser landowners or gentry and the emergence of a national middle and even lower middle class in numerous countries; the spokesmen for both being largely professional intellectuals.


The revolutionary role of the lesser gentry is perhaps best illustrated in Poland and Hungary. There, on the whole, the large landed magnates had long found it possible and desirable to make terms with absolutism and foreign rule. The Hungarian magnates were in general Catholic and had long been accepted as pillars of Viennese court society; very few of them were to join the revolution of 1848. The memory of the old Rzeczpospolita made even Polish magnates nationally minded; but the most influential of their quasi-national parties, the Czartoryski connection, now operating from the luxurious emigration of the Hotel Lambert in Paris, had always favoured the alliance with Russia and continued to prefer diplomacy to revolt. Economically they were wealthy enough to afford what they needed, short of really titanic dissipation, and even to invest enough in the improvement of their estates to benefit from the economic expansion of the age, if they chose to. Count Széchenyi, one of the few moderate liberals from this class and a champion of economic improvement, gave a year’s income for the new Hungarian Academy of Sciences – some sixty thousand florins. There is no evidence that his standard of life suffered from such disinterested generosity. On the other hand, the numerous gentlemen who had little but their birth to distinguish them from other impoverished farmers – one in eight of the Hungarian population claimed gentlemanly status – had neither the money to make their holdings profitable nor the inclination to compete with Germans and Jews for middle-class wealth. If they could not live decently on their rents, and a degenerate age deprived them of a soldier’s chances, then they might, if not too ignorant, consider the law, administration or some intellectual position; but no bourgeois activity. Such gentlemen had long been the stronghold of opposition to absolutism, foreigners and magnate rule in their respective countries, sheltering (as in Hungary) behind the dual buttress of Calvinism and county organization. It was natural that their opposition, discontent, and aspiration for more jobs for local gentlemen should now fuse with nationalism.


The national business classes which emerged in this period were, paradoxically, a rather less nationalist element. Admittedly in disunited Germany and Italy the advantages of a large unified national market made sense. The author of Deutschland über Alles apostrophized


Ham and scissors, boots and garters,
Wool and soap and yarn and beer,1


because they had achieved, what the spirit of nationality had been unable to, a genuine sense of national unity through customs union. However there is little evidence that, say, the shippers of Genoa (who were later to provide much of the financial backing for Garibaldi) preferred the possibilities of a national Italian market to the larger prosperity of trading all over the Mediterranean. And in the large multinational empires the industrial or trading nuclei which grew up in particular provinces might grumble about discrimination, but at bottom clearly preferred the great markets open to them now to the little ones of future national independence. The Polish industrialists, with all Russia at their feet, took little part as yet in Polish nationalism. When Palacky claimed on behalf of the Czechs that ‘if Austria did not exist, it would have to be invented’, he was not merely calling on the monarchy’s support against the Germans, but also expressing the sound economic reasoning of the economically most advanced sector of a large and otherwise backward empire. Business interests were sometimes at the head of nationalism, as in Belgium, where a strong pioneer industrial community regarded itself, with doubtful reason, as disadvantaged under the rule of the powerful Dutch merchant community, to which it had been hitched in 1815. But this was an exceptional case.


The great proponents of middle-class nationalism at this stage were the lower and middle professional, administrative and intellectual strata, in other words the educated classes. (These are not, of course, distinct from the business classes, especially in backward countries where estate administrators, notaries, lawyers and the like are the key accumulators of rural wealth.) To be precise, the advance guard of middle-class nationalism fought its battle along the line which marked the educational progress of large numbers of ‘new men’ into areas hitherto occupied by a small elite. The progress of schools and universities measures that of nationalism, just as schools and especially universities became its most conscious champions: the conflict of Germany and Denmark over Schleswig-Holstein in 1848 and again in 1864 was anticipated by the conflict of Kiel and Copenhagen on this issue in the middle 1840s.


That progress was striking, though the total number of the ‘educated’ remains small. The number of pupils in the French state lycées doubled between 1809 and 1842, and increased with particular rapidity under the July monarchy, but even so in 1842 it was only just under nineteen thousand. (The total of all children receiving secondary education2 then was about seventy thousand.) Russia, around 1850, had some twenty thousand secondary pupils out of a total population of sixty-eight million.3 The number of university students was naturally even smaller, though it was rising. It is difficult to realize that the Prussian academic youth which was so stirred by the idea of liberation after 1806 consisted in 1805 of not much more than fifteen hundred young men all told; that the Polytechnique, the bane of the post-1815 Bourbons, trained a total of 1581 young men in the entire period from 1815 to 1830, i.e. an annual intake of about one hundred. The revolutionary prominence of the students in the 1848 period makes us forget that in the whole continent of Europe, including the unrevolutionary British Isles, there were probably not more than forty thousand university students in all.4 Still their numbers rose. In Russia it rose from 1700 in 1825 to 4600 in 1848. And even if they did not, the transformation of society and the universities gave them a new consciousness of themselves as a social group. Nobody remembers that in 1789 there were something like six thousand students in the University of Paris, because they played no independent part in the Revolution.5 But by 1830 nobody could possibly overlook such a number of young academics.


Small elites can operate in foreign languages; once the cadre of the educated becomes large enough, the national language imposes itself (as witness the struggle for linguistic recognition in the Indian states since the 1940s). Hence the moment when textbooks or newspapers in the national language are first written, or when that language is first used for some official purpose, measures a crucial step in national evolution. The 1830s saw this step taken over large areas of Europe. Thus the first major Czech works on astronomy, chemistry, anthropology, mineralogy and botany were written or completed in this decade; and so, in Romania, were the first school textbooks substituting Romanian for the previously current Greek. Hungarian was adopted instead of Latin as the official language of the Hungarian Diet in 1840, though Budapest University, controlled from Vienna, did not abandon Latin lectures until 1844. (However, the struggle for the use of Hungarian as an official language had gone on intermittently since 1790.) In Zagreb Gai published his Croatian Gazette (later Illyrian National Gazette) from 1835 in the first literary version of what had hitherto been merely a complex of dialects. In countries which had long possessed an official national language, the change cannot be so easily measured, though it is interesting that after 1830 the number of German books published in Germany (as against Latin and French titles) for the first time consistently exceeded 90 per cent, the number of French ones after 1820 fell below 4 per cent.6 More generally the expansion of publishing gives us a comparable indication. Thus in Germany the number of books published remained much the same in 1821 as in 1800 – about four thousand titles a year; but by 1841 it had risen to twelve thousand titles.7 In the early eighteenth century only about 60 per cent of all titles published in Germany were in the German language; since then the proportion had risen fairly steadily.


Of course the great mass of Europeans, and of non-Europeans, remained uneducated. Indeed, with the exception of the Germans, the Dutch, Scandinavians, Swiss and the citizens of the USA, no people can in 1840 be described as literate. Several can be described as totally illiterate, like the southern Slavs, who had less than 0.5 per cent literacy in 1827 (even much later only 1 per cent of Dalmatian recruits to the Austrian army could read and write) or the Russians who had 2 per cent (1840), and a great many as almost illiterate, like the Spaniards, the Portuguese (who appear to have had barely eight thousand children in all at school after the Peninsular War) and, except for the Lombards and Piedmontese, the Italians. Even Britain, France and Belgium were 40 to 50 per cent illiterate in the 1840s.8 Illiteracy is no bar to political consciousness, but there is, in fact, no evidence that nationalism of the modern kind was a powerful mass force except in countries already transformed by the dual revolution: in France, in Britain, in the USA and – because it was an economic and political dependency of Britain – in Ireland.


To equate nationalism with the literate class is not to claim that the mass of, say, Russians, did not consider themselves ‘Russian’ when confronted with somebody or something that was not. However, for the masses in general the test of nationality was still religion: the Spaniard was defined by being Catholic, the Russian by being Orthodox. However, though such confrontations were becoming rather more frequent, they were still rare, and certain kinds of national feeling such as the Italian were as yet wholly alien to the great mass of the people, which did not even speak the national literary language but mutually almost incomprehensible patois. Even in Germany patriotic mythology has greatly exaggerated the degree of national feeling against Napoleon. France was extremely popular in western Germany, especially among soldiers, whom it employed freely.9 Populations attached to the pope or the emperor might express resentment against their enemies, who happened to be the French, but this hardly implied any feelings of national consciousness, let alone any desire for a national state. Moreover, the very fact that nationalism was represented by middle class and gentry was enough to make the poor man suspicious. The Polish radical-democratic revolutionaries tried earnestly – as did the more advanced of the South Italian Carbonari and other conspirators – to mobilize the peasantry even to the point of offering agrarian reform. Their failure was almost total. The Galician peasants in 1846 opposed the Polish revolutionaries even though these actually proclaimed the abolition of serfdom, preferring to massacre gentlemen and trust to the emperor’s officials.
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