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Note
This essay was first published in The Home and Foreign Review (July 1862). It is a masterful analysis of the idea of nationality 
on the way to become the new political sacrificial monster, in whose name people would kill and oppress others as a way of 
affirming their own (sometimes invented) identity (i.e. cultural similarity). 
It is worth noticing the passages where Lord Acton envisages a situation where different nationalities live side by side in the 
same federalist state, keeping their own laws and customs within a framework of general principles. 
In the words of Lord Acton: "All those portions of law which govern the relations of men with each other, and regulate social 
life, are the varying result of national custom and the creation of private society. In these things, therefore, the several nations 
will differ from each other; for they themselves have produced them, and they do not owe them to the State which rules them all. 
This diversity in the same State is a firm barrier against the intrusion of the government beyond the political sphere which is 
common to all into the social department which escapes legislation and is ruled by spontaneous laws."
In this way Lord Acton prefigures the existence of a plurality of laws on the same territory as a bulwark against the centralized 
monopolistic territorial state that is advocated by what he calls the "modern theory of nationality".
  
 
  
Whenever great intellectual cultivation has been combined with that suffering which is 
inseparable from extensive changes in the condition of the people, men of speculative or 
imaginative genius have sought in the contemplation of an ideal society a remedy, or at least a 
consolation, for evils which they were practically unable to remove. Poetry has always preserved 
the idea, that at some distant time or place, in the Western islands or the Arcadian region, an 
innocent and contented people, free from the corruption and restraint of civilised life, have 
realised the legends of the golden age. The office of the poets is always nearly the same, and 
there is little variation in the features of their ideal world; but when philosophers attempt to 
admonish or reform mankind by devising an imaginary state, their motive is more definite and 
immediate, and their commonwealth is a satire as well as a model. Plato and Plotinus, More and 
Campanella, constructed their fanciful societies with those materials which were omitted from 
the fabric of the actual communities, by the defects of which they were inspired. The Republic, 
the Utopia, and the City of the Sun were protests against a state of things which the experience 
of their authors taught them to condemn, and from the faults of which they took refuge in the 
opposite extremes. 
They remained without influence, and have never passed from literary into political history, 
because something more than discontent and speculative ingenuity is needed in order to invest 
a political idea with power over the masses of mankind. The scheme of a philosopher can 
command the practical allegiance of fanatics only, not of nations; and though oppression may 
give rise to violent and repeated outbreaks, like the convulsions of a man in pain, it cannot 
mature a settled purpose and plan of regeneration, unless a new notion of happiness is joined to 
the sense of present evil.
 
The history of religion furnishes a complete illustration. Between the later mediaeval sects and 
Protestantism there is an essential difference, that outweighs the points of analogy found in 
those systems which are regarded as heralds of the Reformation, and is enough to explain the 



vitality of the last in comparison with the others. Whilst Wycliffe and Hus contradicted certain 
particulars of the Catholic teaching, Luther rejected the authority of the Church, and gave to 
the individual conscience an independence which was sure to lead to an incessant resistance. 
There is a similar difference between the Revolt of the Netherlands, the Great Rebellion, the 
War of Independence, or the rising of Brabant, on the one hand, and the French Revolution on 
the other. Before 1789, insurrections were provoked by particular wrongs, and were justified by 
definite complaints and by an appeal to principles which all men acknowledged. New theories 
were sometimes advanced in the cause of controversy, but they were accidental, and the great 
argument against tyranny was fidelity to the ancient laws. Since the change produced by the 
French Revolution, those aspirations which are awakened by the evils and defects of the social 
state have come to act as permanent and energetic forces throughout the civilised world. They 
are spontaneous and aggressive, needing no prophet to proclaim, no champion to defend them, 
but popular, unreasoning, and almost irresistible. The Revolution effected this change, partly by 
its doctrines, partly by the indirect influence of events. It taught the people to regard their wishes 
and wants as the supreme criterion of right. The rapid vicissitudes of power, in which each 
party successively appealed to the favour of the masses as the arbiter of success, accustomed the 
masses to be arbitrary as well as insubordinate. The fall of many governments, and the frequent 
redistribution of territory, deprived all settlements of the dignity of permanence. Tradition and 
prescription ceased to be guardians of authority; and the arrangements which proceeded from 
revolutions, from the triumphs of war, and from treaties of peace, were equally regardless of 
established rights. Duty cannot be dissociated from right, and nations refuse to be controlled by 
laws which are no protection.
 
In this condition of the world, theory and action follow close upon each other, and practical 
evils easily give birth to opposite systems. In the realms of free-will, the regularity of natural 
progress is preserved by the conflict of extremes. The impulse of the reaction carries men from 
one extremity towards another. The pursuit of a remote and ideal object, which captivates the 
imagination by its splendour and the reason by its simplicity, evokes an energy which would 
not be inspired by a rational, possible end, limited by many antagonistic claims, and confined 
to what is reasonable, practicable, and just. One excess or exaggeration is the corrective of the 
other, and error promotes truth, where the masses are concerned, by counterbalancing a contrary 
error. The few have not strength to achieve great changes unaided; the many have not wisdom 
to be moved by truth unmixed. Where the disease is various, no particular definite remedy can 
meet the wants of all. Only the attraction of an abstract idea, or of an ideal state, can unite in 
a common action multitudes who seek a universal cure for many special evils, and a common 
restorative applicable to many different conditions. And hence false principles, which correspond 
with the bad as well as with the just aspirations of mankind, are a normal and necessary element 
in the social life of nations.
 
Theories of this kind are just, inasmuch as they are provoked by definite ascertained evils, and 
undertake their removal. They are useful in opposition, as a warning or a threat, to modify 
existing things, and keep awake the consciousness of wrong. They cannot serve as a basis for 
the reconstruction of civil society, as medicine cannot serve for food; but they may influence it 
with advantage, because they point out the direction, though not the measure, in which reform 
is needed. They oppose an order of things which is the result of a selfish and violent abuse of 
power by the ruling classes, and of artificial restriction on the natural progress of the world, 



destitute of an ideal element or a moral purpose. Practical extremes differ from the theoretical 
extremes they provoke, because the first are both arbitrary and violent, whilst the last, though 
also revolutionary, are at the same time remedial. In one case the wrong is voluntary, in the 
other it is inevitable. This is the general character of the contest between the existing order 
and the subversive theories that deny its legitimacy. There are three principal theories of this 
kind, impugning the present distribution of power, of property, and of territory, and attacking 
respectively the aristocracy, the middle class, and the sovereignty. They are the theories of 
equality, communism, and nationality. Though sprung from a common origin, opposing cognate 
evils, and connected by many links, they did not appear simultaneously. Rousseau proclaimed 
the first, Baboeuf the second, Mazzini the third; and the third is the most recent in its appearance, 
the most attractive at the present time, and the richest in promise of future power.
 
In the old European system, the rights of nationalities were neither recognised by governments 
nor asserted by the people. The interest of the reigning families, not those of the nations, 
regulated the frontiers; and the administration was conducted generally without any reference to 
popular desires. Where all liberties were suppressed, the claims of national independence were 
necessarily ignored, and a princess, in the words of Fénelon, carried a monarchy in her wedding 
portion. The eighteenth century acquiesced in this oblivion of corporate rights on the Continent, 
for the absolutists cared only for the State, and the liberals only for the individual. The Church, 
the nobles, and the nation had no place in the popular theories of the age; and they devised none 
in their own defence, for they were not openly attacked. The aristocracy retained its privileges, 
and the Church her property; and the dynastic interest, which overruled the natural inclination 
of the nations and destroyed their independence, nevertheless maintained their integrity. The 
national sentiment was not wounded in its most sensitive part. To dispossess a sovereign of his 
hereditary crown, and to annex his dominions, would have been held to inflict an injury upon all 
monarchies, and to furnish their subjects with a dangerous example, by depriving royalty of its 
inviolable character. In time of war, as there was no national cause at stake, there was no attempt 
to rouse national feeling. The courtesy of the rulers towards each other was proportionate to the 
contempt for the lower orders. Compliments passed between the commanders of hostile armies; 
there was no bitterness, and no excitement; battles were fought with the pomp and pride of a 
parade. The art of war became a slow and learned game. The monarchies were united not only by 
a natural community of interests, but by family alliances. A marriage contract sometimes became 
the signal for an interminable war, whilst family connections often set a barrier to ambition. 
After the wars of religion came to an end in 1648, the only wars were those which were waged 
for an inheritance or a dependency, or against countries whose system of government exempted 
them from the common law of dynastic States, and made them not only unprotected but 
obnoxious. These countries were England and Holland, until Holland ceased to be a republic, 
and until, in England, the defeat of the Jacobites in the forty-five terminated the struggle for the 
Crown. There was one country, however, which still continued to be an exception; one monarch 
whose place was not admitted in the comity of kings.
 
Poland did not possess those securities for stability which were supplied by dynastic connections 
and the theory of legitimacy, wherever a crown could be obtained by marriage or inheritance. 
A monarch without royal blood, a crown bestowed by the nation, were an anomaly and an 
outrage in that age of dynastic absolutism. The country was excluded from the European 
system by the nature of its institutions. It excited a cupidity which could not be satisfied. It 



gave the reigning families of Europe no hope of permanently strengthening themselves by 
intermarriage with its rulers, or of obtaining it by bequest or by inheritance. The Habsburgs 
had contested the possession of Spain and the Indies with the French Bourbons, of Italy with 
the Spanish Bourbons, of the empire with the house of Wittelsbach, of Silesia with the house 
of Hohenzollern. There had been wars between rival houses for half the territories of Italy and 
Germany. But none could hope to redeem their losses or increase their power in a country to 
which marriage and descent gave no claim. Where they could not permanently inherit they 
endeavoured, by intrigues, to prevail at each election, and after contending in support of 
candidates who were their partisans, the neighbours at last appointed an instrument for the final 
demolition of the Polish State. Till then no nation had been deprived of its political existence 
by the Christian Powers, and whatever disregard had been shown for national interests and 
sympathies, some care had been taken to conceal the wrong by a hypocritical perversion of 
law. But the partition of Poland was an act of wanton violence, committed in open defiance not 
only of popular feeling but of public law. For the first time in modern history a great State was 
suppressed, and a whole nation divided among its enemies.
 
This famous measure, the most revolutionary act of the old absolutism, awakened the theory 
of nationality in Europe, converting a dormant right into an aspiration, and a sentiment into a 
political claim. "No wise or honest man," wrote Edmund Burke, "can approve of that partition, or 
can contemplate it without prognosticating great mischief from it to all countries at some future 
time." [Observations on the Conduct of the Minority, Works, v. 112.]. Thenceforward there was 
a nation demanding to be united in a State, - a soul, as it were, wandering in search of a body 
in which to begin life over again; and, for the first time, a cry was heard that the arrangement 
of States was unjust - that their limits were unnatural, and that a whole people was deprived 
of its right to constitute an independent community. Before that claim could be efficiently 
asserted against the overwhelming power of its opponents, - before it gained energy, after the 
last partition, to overcome the influence of long habits of submission, and of the contempt which 
previous disorders had brought upon Poland, - the ancient European system was in ruins, and a 
new world was rising in its place.
 
The old despotic policy which made the Poles its prey had two adversaries, - the spirit of English 
liberty, and the doctrines of that revolution which destroyed the French monarchy with its own 
weapons; and these two contradicted in contrary ways the theory that nations have no collective 
rights. At the present day, the theory of nationality is not only the most powerful auxiliary of 
revolution, but its actual substance in the movements of the last three years. This, however, is a 
recent alliance, unknown to the first French Revolution. The modern theory of nationality arose 
partly as a legitimate consequence, partly as a reaction against it. As the system which 
overlooked national division was opposed by liberalism in two forms, the French and the 
English, so the system which insists upon them proceeds from two distinct sources, and exhibits 
the character either of 1688 or of 1789. When the French people abolished the authorities under 
which it lived, and became its own master, France was in danger of dissolution: for the common 
will is difficult to ascertain, and does not readily agree. "The laws," said Vergniaud, in the debate 
on the sentence of the king, "are obligatory only as the presumptive will of the people, which 
retains the right of approving or condemning them. The instant it manifests its wish the work of 
the national representation, the law, must disappear." This doctrine resolved society into its 
natural elements, and threatened to break up the country into as many republics as there were 



communes. For true republicanism is the principle of self-government in the whole and in all the 
parts. In an extensive country, it can prevail only by the union of several independent 
communities in a single confederacy, as in Greece, in Switzerland, in the Netherlands, and in 
America; so that a large republic not founded on the federal principle must result in the 
government of a single city, like Rome and Paris, and, in a less degree, Athens, Berne, and 
Amsterdam; or, in other words, a great democracy must either sacrifice self-government to unity, 
or preserve it by federalism.
 
The France of history fell together with the French State, which was the growth of centuries. 
The old sovereignty was destroyed. The local authorities were looked upon with aversion and 
alarm. The new central authority needed to be established on a new principle of unity. The state 
of nature, which was the ideal of society, was made the basis of the nation; descent was put in 
the place of tradition, and the French people was regarded as a physical product: an ethnological, 
not historic, unit. It was assumed that a unity existed separate from the representation and the 
government, wholly independent of the past, and capable at any moment of expressing or of 
changing its mind. In the words of Sieyès, it was no longer France, but some unknown country to 
which the nation was transported. The central power possessed authority, inasmuch as it obeyed 
the whole, and no divergence was permitted from the universal sentiment. This power, endowed 
with volition, was personified in the Republic One and Indivisible. The title signified that a part 
could not speak or act for the whole, - that there was a power supreme over the State, distinct 
from, and independent of, its members; and it expressed, for the first time in history, the notion 
of an abstract nationality. In this manner the idea of the sovereignty of the people, uncontrolled 
by the past, gave birth to the idea of nationality independent of the political influence of history. 
It sprang from the rejection of the two authorities, - of the State and of the past. The kingdom of 
France was, geographically as well as politically, the product of a long series of events, and the 
same influences which built up the State formed the territory. The Revolution repudiated alike 
the agencies to which France owed her boundaries and those to which she owed her government. 
Every effaceable trace and relic of national history was carefully wiped away, - the system of 
administration, the physical divisions of the country, the classes of society, the corporations, 
the weights and measures, the calendar. France was no longer bounded by the limits she had 
received from the condemned influence of her history; she could recognise only those which 
were set by nature. The definition of the nation was borrowed from the material world, and, in 
order to avoid a loss of territory, it became not only an abstraction but a fiction.
 
There was a principle of nationality in the ethnological character of the movement, which is the 
source of the common observation that revolution is more frequent in Catholic than in Protestant 
countries. It is, in fact, more frequent in the Latin than in the Teutonic world, because it depends 
partly on a national impulse, which is only awakened where there is an alien element, the vestige 
of a foreign dominion, to expel. Western Europe has undergone two conquests - one by the 
Romans and one by the Germans, and twice received laws from the invaders. Each time it rose 
again against the victorious race; and the two great reactions, while they differ according to the 
different characters of the two conquests, have the phenomenon of imperialism in common. 
The Roman republic laboured to crush the subjugated nations into a homogeneous and obedient 
mass; but the increase which the proconsular authority obtained in the process subverted the 
republican government, and the reaction of the provinces against Rome assisted in establishing 
the empire. The Caesarean system gave an unprecedented freedom to the dependencies, and 



raised them to a civil equality which put an end to the dominion of race over race and of class 
over class. The monarchy was hailed as a refuge from the pride and cupidity of the Roman 
people; and the love of equality, the hatred of nobility, and the tolerance of despotism implanted 
by Rome became, at least in Gaul, the chief feature of the national character. But among the 
nations whose vitality had been broken down by the stern republic, not one retained the materials 
necessary to enjoy independence, or to develop a new history. The political faculty which 
organises states and finds society in a moral order was exhausted, and the Christian doctors 
looked in vain over the waste of ruins for a people by whose aid the Church might survive 
the decay of Rome. A new element of national life was brought to that declining world by the 
enemies who destroyed it. The flood of barbarians settled over it for a season, and then subsided; 
and when the landmarks of civilisation appeared once more, it was found that the soil had been 
impregnated with a fertilising and regenerating influence, and that the inundation had laid the 
germs of future states and of a new society. The political sense and energy came with the new 
blood, and was exhibited in the power exercised by the younger race upon the old, and in the 
establishment of a graduated freedom. Instead of universal equal rights, the actual enjoyment of 
which is necessarily contingent on, and commensurate with, power, the rights of the people were 
made dependent on a variety of conditions, the first of which was the distribution of property. 
Civil society became a classified organism instead of a formless combination of atoms, and the 
feudal system gradually arose.
 
Roman Gaul had so thoroughly adopted the ideas of absolute authority and undistinguished 
equality during the five centuries between Caesar and Clovis, that the people could never be 
reconciled to the new system. Feudalism remained a foreign importation, and the feudal 
aristocracy an alien race, and the common people of France sought protection against both in the 
Roman jurisprudence and the power of the crown. The development of absolute monarchy by the 
help of democracy is the one constant character of French history. The royal power, feudal at 
first, and limited by the immunities and the great vassals, became more popular as it grew more 
absolute; while the suppression of aristocracy, the removal of the intermediate authorities, was 
so particularly the object of the nation, that it was more energetically accomplished after the fall 
of the throne. The monarchy which had been engaged from the thirteenth century in curbing the 
nobles, was at last thrust aside by the democracy, because it was too dilatory in the work, and 
was unable to deny its own origin and effectually ruin the class from which it sprang. All those 
things which constitute the peculiar character of the French Revolution, - the demand for 
equality, the hatred of nobility and feudalism, and of the Church which was connected with 
them, the constant reference to pagan examples, the suppression of monarchy, the new code of 
law, the breach with tradition, and the substitution of an ideal system for everything that had 
proceeded from the mixture and mutual action of the races, - all these exhibit the common type 
of a reaction against the effects of the Frankish invasion. The hatred of royalty was less than the 
hatred of aristocracy; privileges were more detested than tyranny; and the king perished because 
of the origin of his authority rather than because of its abuse. Monarchy unconnected with 
aristocracy became popular in France, even when most uncontrolled; whilst the attempt to 
reconstitute the throne, and to limit and fence it with its peers, broke down, because the old 
Teutonic elements on which it relied-hereditary nobility, primogeniture, and privilege-were no 
longer tolerated. The substance of the ideas of 1789 is not the limitation of the sovereign power, 
but the abrogation of intermediate powers. These powers, and the classes which enjoyed them, 
come in Latin Europe from a barbarian origin; and the movement which calls itself liberal is 



essentially national. If liberty were its object, its means would be the establishment of great 
independent authorities not derived from the State, and its model would be England. But its 
object is equality; and it seeks, like France in 1789, to cast out the elements of inequality which 
were introduced by the Teutonic race. This is the object which Italy and Spain have had in 
common with France, and herein consists the natural league of the Latin nations.
 
This national element in the movement was not understood by the revolutionary leaders. At first, 
their doctrine appeared entirely contrary to the idea of nationality. They taught that certain 
general principles of government were absolutely right in all States; and they asserted in theory 
the unrestricted freedom of the individual, and the supremacy of the will over every external 
necessity or obligation. This is in apparent contradiction to the national theory, that certain 
natural forces ought to determine the character, the form, and the policy of the State, by which a 
kind of fate is put in the place of freedom. Accordingly the national sentiment was not developed 
directly out of the revolution in which it was involved, but was exhibited first in resistance to it, 
when the attempt to emancipate had been absorbed in the desire to subjugate, and the republic 
had been succeeded by the empire. Napoleon called a new power into existence by attacking 
nationality in Russia, by delivering it in Italy, by governing in defiance of it in Germany and 
Spain. The sovereigns of these countries were deposed or degraded; and a system of 
administration was introduced which was French in its origin, its spirit, and its instruments. The 
people resisted the change. The movement against it was popular and spontaneous, because the 
rulers were absent or helpless; and it was national, because it was directed against foreign 
institutions. In Tyrol, in Spain, and afterwards in Prussia, the people did not receive the impulse 
from the government, but undertook of their own accord to cast out the armies and the ideas of 
revolutionised France. Men were made conscious of the national element of the revolution by its 
conquests, not in its rise. The three things which the Empire most openly oppressed-religion, 
national independence, and political liberty - united in a short-lived league to animate the great 
uprising by which Napoleon fell. Under the influence of that memorable alliance a political spirit 
was called forth on the Continent, which clung to freedom and abhorred revolution, and sought 
to restore, to develop, and to reform the decayed national institutions. The men who proclaimed 
these ideas, Stein and Görres, Humboldt, Müller, and De Maistre, were as hostile to Bonapartism 
as to the absolutism of the old governments, and insisted on the national rights, which had been 
invaded equally by both, and which they hoped to restore by the destruction of the French 
supremacy. With the cause that triumphed at Waterloo the friends of the Revolution had no 
sympathy, for they had learned to identify their doctrine with the cause of France. The Holland 
House Whigs in England, the Afrancesados in Spain, the Muratists in Italy, and the partisans of 
the Confederation of the Rhine, merging patriotism in their revolutionary affections, regretted 
the fall of the French power, and looked with alarm at those new and unknown forces which the 
War of Deliverance had evoked, and which were as menacing to French liberalism as to French 
supremacy.
 
But the new aspirations for national and popular rights were crushed at the restoration. The 
liberals of those days cared for freedom, not in the shape of national independence, but of French 
institutions; and they combined against the nations with the ambition of the governments. They 
were as ready to sacrifice nationality to their ideal as the Holy Alliance was to the interests 
of absolutism. Talleyrand indeed declared at Vienna that the Polish question ought to have 
precedence over all other questions, because the partition of Poland had been one of the first and 



greatest causes of the evils which Europe had suffered; but dynastic interests prevailed. All the 
sovereigns represented at Vienna recovered their dominions, except the King of Saxony, who 
was punished for his fidelity to Napoleon; but the States that were unrepresented in the reigning 
families-Poland, Venice, and Genoa-were not revived, and even the Pope had great difficulty 
in recovering the Legations from the grasp of Austria. Nationality, which the old régime had 
ignored, which had been outraged by the revolution and the empire, received, after its first open 
demonstration, the hardest blow at the Congress of Vienna. The principle which the first partition 
had generated, to which the revolution had given a basis of theory, which had been lashed by the 
empire into a momentary convulsive effort, was matured by the long error of the restoration into 
a consistent doctrine, nourished and justified by the situation of Europe.
 
The governments of the Holy Alliance devoted themselves to suppress with equal care the 
revolutionary spirit by which they had been threatened, and the national spirit by which they 
had been restored. Austria, which owed nothing to the national movement, and had prevented 
its revival after 1809, naturally took the lead in repressing it. Every disturbance of the final 
settlements of 1815, every aspiration for changes or reforms, was condemned as sedition. 
This system repressed the good with the evil tendencies of the age; and the resistance which it 
provoked, during the generation that passed away from the restoration to the fall of Metternich, 
and again under the reaction which commenced with Schwarzenberg and ended with the 
administrations of Bach and Manteuffel, proceeded from various combinations of the opposite 
forms of liberalism. In the successive phases of that struggle, the idea that national claims 
are above all other rights gradually rose to the supremacy which it now possesses among the 
revolutionary agencies.
 
The first liberal movement, that of the Carbonari in the south of Europe, had no specific national 
character, but was supported by the Bonapartists both in Spain and Italy. In the following years 
the opposite ideas of 1813 came to the front, and a revolutionary movement, in many respects 
hostile to the principles of revolution, began in defence of liberty, religion, and nationality. All 
these causes were united in the Irish agitation, and in the Greek, Belgian, and Polish revolutions. 
Those sentiments which had been insulted by Napoleon, and had risen against him, rose against 
the governments of the restoration. They had been oppressed by the sword, and then by the 
treaties. The national principle added force, but not justice, to this movement, which, in every 
case but Poland, was successful. A period followed in which it degenerated into a purely national 
idea, as the agitation for repeal succeeded emancipation, and Panslavism and Panhellenism 
arose under the auspices of the Eastern Church. This was the third phase of the resistance to 
the settlement of Vienna, which was weak, because it failed to satisfy national or constitutional 
aspirations, either of which would have been a safeguard against the other, by a moral if not by 
a popular justification. At first, in 1813, the people rose against their conquerors, in defence of 
their legitimate rulers. They refused to be governed by usurpers. In the period between 1825 and 
1831, they resolved that they would not be misgoverned by strangers. The French administration 
was often better than that which it displaced, but there were prior claimants for the authority 
exercised by the French, and at first the national contest was a contest for legitimacy. In the 
second period this element was wanting. No dispossessed princes led the Greeks, the Belgians, 
or the Poles. The Turks, the Dutch, and the Russians were attacked, not as usurpers, but as 
oppressors, - because they misgoverned, not because they were of a different race. Then began 
a time when the text simply was, that nations would not be governed by foreigners. Power 



legitimately obtained, and exercised with moderation, was declared invalid. National rights, like 
religion, had borne part in the previous combinations, and had been auxiliaries in the struggles 
for freedom, but now nationality became a paramount claim, which was to assert itself alone, 
which might put forward as pretexts the rights of rulers, the liberties of the people, the safety 
of religion, but which, if no such union could be formed, was to prevail at the expense of every 
other cause for which nations make sacrifices.
 
Metternich is, next to Napoleon, the chief promoter of this theory; for the anti-national character 
of the restoration was most distinct in Austria, and it is in opposition to the Austrian Government 
that nationality grew into a system. Napoleon, who, trusting to his armies, despised moral forces 
in politics, was overthrown by their rising. Austria committed the same fault in the government 
of her Italian provinces. The kingdom of Italy had united all the northern part of the Peninsula in 
a single State; and the national feelings, which the French repressed elsewhere, were encouraged 
as a safeguard of their power in Italy and in Poland. When the tide of victory turned, Austria 
invoked against the French the aid of the new sentiment they had fostered. Nugent announced, in 
his proclamation to the Italians, that they should become an independent nation. The same spirit 
served different masters, and contributed first to the destruction of the old States, then to the 
expulsion of the French, and again, under Charles Albert, to a new revolution. It was appealed 
to in the name of the most contradictory principles of government, and served all parties in 
succession, because it was one in which all could unite. Beginning by a protest against the 
dominion of race over race, its mildest and least-developed form, it grew into a condemnation of 
every State that included different races, and finally became the complete and consistent theory, 
that the State and the nation must be co-extensive. "It is," says Mr. Mill, "in general a necessary 
condition of free institutions, that the boundaries of governments should coincide in the main 
with those of nationalities." [Considerations on Representative Government, p. 298]
 
The outward historical progress of this idea from an indefinite aspiration to be the keystone of 
a political system, may be traced in the life of the man who gave to it the element in which its 
strength resides, - Giuseppe Mazzini. He found Carbonarism impotent against the measures 
of the governments, and resolved to give new life to the liberal movement by transferring it 
to the ground of nationality. Exile is the nursery of nationality, as oppression is the school of 
liberalism; and Mazzini conceived the idea of Young Italy when he was a refugee at Marseilles. 
In the same way, the Polish exiles are the champions of every national movement; for to them 
all political rights are absorbed in the idea of independence, which, however they may differ 
with each other, is the one aspiration common to them all. Towards the year 1830 literature 
also contributed to the national idea. "It was the time," says Mazzini, "of the great conflict 
between the romantic and the classical school, which might with equal truth be called a conflict 
between the partisans of freedom and of authority." The romantic school was infidel in Italy, 
and Catholic in Germany; but in both it had the common effect of encouraging national history 
and literature, and Dante was as great an authority with the Italian democrats as with the leaders 
of the mediaeval revival at Vienna, Munich, and Berlin. But neither the influence of the exiles, 
nor that of the poets and critics of the new party, extended over the masses. It was a sect without 
popular sympathy or encouragement, a conspiracy founded not on a grievance, but on a doctrine; 
and when the attempt to rise was made in Savoy, in 1834, under a banner with the motto "Unity, 
Independence, God and Humanity," the people were puzzled at its object, and indifferent to 
its failure. But Mazzini continued his propaganda, developed his Giovine Italiainto a Giovine 



Europa, and established in 1847 the international league of nations. "The people," he said, in his 
opening address, "is penetrated with only one idea, that of unity and nationality. . . . There is no 
international question as to forms of government, but only a national question."
 
The revolution of 1848, unsuccessful in its national purpose, prepared the subsequent victories of 
nationality in two ways. The first of these was the restoration of the Austrian power in Italy, with 
a new and more energetic centralisation, which gave no promise of freedom. Whilst that system 
prevailed, the right was on the side of the national aspirations, and they were revived in a more 
complete and cultivated form by Manin. The policy of the Austrian Government, which failed 
during the ten years of the reaction to convert the tenure by force into a tenure by right, and to 
establish with free institutions the condition of allegiance, gave a negative encouragement to the 
theory. It deprived Francis Joseph of all active support and sympathy in 1859, for he was more 
clearly wrong in his conduct than his enemies in their doctrines. The real cause of the energy 
which the national theory has acquired is, however, the triumph of the democratic principle in 
France, and its recognition by the European Powers. The theory of nationality is involved in the 
democratic theory of the sovereignty of the general will. "One hardly knows what any division 
of the human race should be free to do, if not to determine with which of the various collective 
bodies of human beings they choose to associate themselves." [Mill's Considerations, p. 296]. 
It is by this act that a nation constitutes itself. To have a collective will, unity is necessary, and 
independence is requisite in order to assert it. Unity and nationality are still more essential to 
the notion of the sovereignty of the people than the cashiering of monarchs, or the revocation 
of laws. Arbitrary acts of this kind may be prevented by the happiness of the people or the 
popularity of the king, but a nation inspired by the democratic idea cannot with consistency 
allow a part of itself to belong to a foreign State, or the whole to be divided into several native 
States. The theory of nationality therefore proceeds from both the principles which divide the 
political world, - from legitimacy, which ignores its claims, and from the revolution, which 
assumes them; and for the same reason it is the chief weapon of the last against the first.
 
In pursuing the outward and visible growth of the national theory we are prepared for an 
examination of its political character and value. The absolutism which has created it denies 
equally that absolute right of national unity which is a product of democracy, and that claim of 
national liberty which belongs to the theory of freedom. These two views of nationality, 
corresponding to the French and to the English systems, are connected in name only, and are in 
reality the opposite extremes of political thought. In one case, nationality is founded on the 
perpetual supremacy of the collective will, of which the unity of the nation is the necessary 
condition, to which every other influence must defer, and against which no obligation enjoys 
authority, and all resistance is tyrannical. The nation is here an ideal unit founded on the race, in 
defiance of the modifying action of external causes, of tradition, and of existing rights. It 
overrules the rights and wishes of the inhabitants, absorbing their divergent interests in a 
fictitious unity; sacrifices their several inclinations and duties to the higher claim of nationality, 
and crushes all natural rights and all established liberties for the purpose of vindicating itself. 
Whenever a single definite object is made the supreme end of the State, be it the advantage of a 
class, the safety or the power of the country, the greatest happiness of the greatest number, or the 
support of any speculative idea, the State becomes for the time inevitably absolute. Liberty alone 
demands for its realisation the limitation of the public authority, for liberty is the only object 
which benefits all alike, and provokes no sincere opposition. In supporting the claims of national 



unity, governments must be subverted in whose title there is no flaw, and whose policy is 
beneficent and equitable, and subjects must be compelled to transfer their allegiance to an 
authority for which they have no attachment, and which may be practically a foreign domination. 
Connected with this theory in nothing except in the common enmity of the absolute state, is the 
theory which represents nationality as an essential, but not a supreme element in determining the 
forms of the State. It is distinguished from the other, because it tends to diversity and not to 
uniformity, to harmony and not to unity; because it aims not at an arbitrary change, but at careful 
respect for the existing conditions of political life, and because it obeys the laws and results of 
history, not the aspirations of an ideal future. While the theory of unity makes the nation a source 
of despotism and revolution, the theory of liberty regards it as the bulwark of self-government, 
and the foremost limit to the excessive power of the State. Private rights, which are sacrificed to 
the unity, are preserved by the union of nations. No power can so efficiently resist the tendencies 
of centralisation, of corruption, and of absolutism, as that community which is the vastest that 
can be included in a State, which imposes on its members a consistent similarity of character, 
interest, and opinion, and which arrests the action of the sovereign by the influence of a divided 
patriotism. The presence of different nations under the same sovereignty is similar in its effect to 
the independence of the Church in the State. It provides against the servility which flourishes 
under the shadow of a single authority, by balancing interests, multiplying associations, and 
giving to the subject the restraint and support of a combined opinion. In the same way it 
promotes independence by forming definite groups of public opinion, and by affording a great 
source and centre of political sentiments, and of notions of duty not derived from the sovereign 
will. Liberty provokes diversity, and diversity preserves liberty by supplying the means of 
organisation. All those portions of law which govern the relations of men with each other, and 
regulate social life, are the varying result of national custom and the creation of private society. 
In these things, therefore, the several nations will differ from each other; for they themselves 
have produced them, and they do not owe them to the State which rules them all. This diversity 
in the same State is a firm barrier against the intrusion of the government beyond the political 
sphere which is common to all into the social department which escapes legislation and is ruled 
by spontaneous laws. This sort of interference is characteristic of an absolute government, and is 
sure to provoke a reaction, and finally a remedy. That intolerance of social freedom which is 
natural to absolutism is sure to find a corrective in the national diversities, which no other force 
could so efficiently provide. The co-existence of several nations under the same State is a test, as 
well as the best security of its freedom. It is also one of the chief instruments of civilisation; and, 
as such, it is in the natural and providential order, and indicates a state of greater advancement 
than the national unity which is the ideal of modern liberalism.
 
The combination of different nations in one State is as necessary a condition of civilised life 
as the combination of men in society. Inferior races are raised by living in political union with 
races intellectually superior. Exhausted and decaying nations are revived by the contact of a 
younger vitality. Nations in which the elements of organisation and the capacity for government 
have been lost, either through the demoralising influence of despotism, or the disintegrating 
action of democracy, are restored and educated anew under the discipline of a stronger and less 
corrupted race. This fertilising and regenerating process can only be obtained by living under 
one government. It is in the cauldron of the State that the fusion takes place by which the vigour, 
the knowledge, and the capacity of one portion of mankind may be communicated to another. 
Where political and national boundaries coincide, society ceases to advance, and nations relapse 



into a condition corresponding to that of men who renounce intercourse with their fellow-men. 
The difference between the two unites mankind not only by the benefits it confers on those who 
live together, but because it connects society either by a political or a national bond, gives to 
every people an interest in its neighbours, either because they are under the same government or 
because they are of the same race, and thus promotes the interests of humanity, of civilisation, 
and of religion.
 
Christianity rejoices at the mixture of races, as paganism identifies itself with their differences, 
because truth is universal, and errors various and particular. In the ancient world idolatry and 
nationality went together, and the same term is applied in Scripture to both. It was the mission of 
the Church to overcome national differences. The period of her undisputed supremacy was that 
in which all Western Europe obeyed the same laws, all literature was contained in one language, 
and the political unity of Christendom was personified in a single potentate, while its intellectual 
unity was represented in one university. As the ancient Romans concluded their conquests by 
carrying away the gods of the conquered people, Charlemagne overcame the national resistance 
of the Saxons only by the forcible destruction of their pagan rites. Out of the mediaeval period, 
and the combined action of the German race and the Church, came forth a new system of 
nations and a new conception of nationality. Nature was overcome in the nation as well as in the 
individual. In pagan and uncultivated times, nations were distinguished from each other by the 
widest diversity, not only in religion, but in customs, language, and character. Under the new 
law they had many things in common; the old barriers which separated them were removed, and 
the new principle of self-government, which Christianity imposed, enabled them to live together 
under the same authority, without necessarily losing their cherished habits, their customs, or 
their laws. The new idea of freedom made room for different races in one State. A nation was 
no longer what it had been to the ancient world, - the progeny of a common ancestor, or the 
aboriginal product of a particular region, - a result of merely physical and material causes, - but a 
moral and political being; not the creation of geographical or physiological unity, but developed 
in the course of history by the action of the State. It is derived from the State, not supreme over 
it. A State may in course of time produce a nationality; but that a nationality should constitute a 
State is contrary to the nature of modern civilisation. The nation derives its rights and its power 
from the memory of a former independence.
 
The Church has agreed in this respect with the tendency of political progress, and discouraged 
wherever she could the isolation of nations; admonishing them of their duties to each other, 
and regarding conquest and feudal investiture as the natural means of raising barbarous or 
sunken nations to a higher level. But though she has never attributed to national independence 
an immunity from the accidental consequences of feudal law, of hereditary claims, or of 
testamentary arrangements, she defends national liberty against uniformity and centralisation 
with an energy inspired by perfect community of interests. For the same enemy threatens both; 
and the State which is reluctant to tolerate differences, and to do justice to the peculiar character 
of various races, must from the same cause interfere in the internal government of religion. 
The connection of religious liberty with the emancipation of Poland or Ireland is not merely 
the accidental result of local causes; and the failure of the Concordat to unite the subjects of 
Austria is the natural consequence of a policy which did not desire to protect the provinces in 
their diversity and autonomy, and sought to bribe the Church by favours instead of strengthening 
her by independence. From this influence of religion in modern history has proceeded a new 



definition of patriotism.
 
The difference between nationality and the State is exhibited in the nature of patriotic 
attachment. Our connection with the race is merely natural or physical, whilst our duties to the 
political nation are ethical. One is a community of affections and instincts infinitely important 
and powerful in savage life, but pertaining more to the animal than to the civilised man; the 
other is an authority governing by laws, imposing obligations, and giving a moral sanction 
and character to the natural relations of society. Patriotism is in political life what faith is in 
religion, and it stands to the domestic feelings and to home-sickness as faith to fanaticism and 
to superstition. It has one aspect derived from private life and nature, for it is an extension of 
the family affections, as the tribe is an extension of the family. But in its real political character, 
patriotism consists in the development of the instinct of self-preservation into a moral duty 
which may involve self-sacrifice. Self-preservation is both an instinct and a duty, natural and 
involuntary in one respect, and at the same time a moral obligation. By the first it produces 
the family; by the last the State. If the nation could exist without the State, subject only to the 
instinct of self-preservation, it would be incapable of denying, controlling, or sacrificing itself; 
it would be an end and a rule to itself. But in the political order moral purposes are realised 
and public ends are pursued to which private interests and even existence must be sacrificed. 
The great sign of true patriotism, the development of selfishness into sacrifice, is the product 
of political life. That sense of duty which is supplied by race is not entirely separated from its 
selfish and instinctive basis; and the love of country, like married love, stands at the same time 
on a material and a moral foundation. The patriot must distinguish between the two causes or 
objects of his devotion. The attachment which is given only to the country is like obedience 
given only to the State - a submission to physical influences. The man who prefers his country 
before every other duty shows the same spirit as the man who surrenders every right to the State. 
They both deny that right is superior to authority.
 
There is a moral and political country, in the language of Burke, distinct from the geographical, 
which may be possibly in collision with it. The Frenchmen who bore arms against the 
Convention were as patriotic as the Englishmen who bore arms against King Charles, for 
they recognised a higher duty than that of obedience to the actual sovereign. "In an address to 
France," said Burke, "in an attempt to treat with it, or in considering any scheme at all relative 
to it, it is impossible we should mean the geographical, we must always mean the moral and 
political, country. . . . The truth is, that France is out of itself - the moral France is separated from 
the geographical. The master of the house is expelled, and the robbers are in possession. If we 
look for the corporate people of France, existing as corporate in the eye and intention of public 
law (that corporate people, I mean, who are free to deliberate and to decide, and who have a 
capacity to treat and conclude), they are in Flanders and Germany, in Switzerland, Spain, Italy, 
and England. There are all the princes of the blood, there are all the orders of the State, there are 
all the parliaments of the kingdom. . . . I am sure that if half that number of the same description 
were taken out of this country, it would leave hardly anything that I should call the people of 
England." [Burke's "Remarks on the Policies of the Allies" (Works, v. 26, 29, 30)] Rousseau 
draws nearly the same distinction between the country to which we happen to belong and that 
which fulfils towards us the political functions of the State. In the Emile he has a sentence of 
which it is not easy in a translation to convey the point: "Qui n'a pas une patrie a du moins un 
pays." And in his tract on Political Economy he writes: "How shall men love their country if it 



is nothing more for them than for strangers, and bestows on them only that which it can refuse 
to none?" It is in the same sense he says, further on, "La patrie ne peut subsister sans la liberté." 
[Oeuvres, i. 593, 595, ii 717].
 
The nationality formed by the State, then, is the only one to which we owe political duties, and it 
is, therefore, the only one which has political rights. The Swiss are ethnologically either French, 
Italian, or German; but no nationality has the slightest claim upon them, except the purely 
political nationality of Switzerland. The Tuscan or the Neapolitan State has formed a nationality, 
but the citizens of Florence and of Naples have no political community with each other. 
There are other States which have neither succeeded in absorbing distinct races in a political 
nationality, nor in separating a particular district from a larger nation. Austria and Mexico are 
instances on the one hand, Parma and Baden on the other. The progress of civilisation deals 
hardly with the last description of States. In order to maintain their integrity they must attach 
themselves by confederations, or family alliances, to greater Powers, and thus lose something 
of their independence. Their tendency is to isolate and shut off their inhabitants, to narrow the 
horizon of their views, and to dwarf in some degree the proportions of their ideas. Public opinion 
cannot maintain its liberty and purity in such small dimensions, and the currents that come from 
larger communities sweep over a contracted territory. In a small and homogeneous population 
there is hardly room for a natural classification of society, or for inner groups of interests that set 
bounds to sovereign power. The government and the subjects contend with borrowed weapons. 
The resources of the one and the aspirations of the other are derived from some external source, 
and the consequence is that the country becomes the instrument and the scene of contests in 
which it is not interested. These States, like the minuter communities of the Middle Ages, serve 
a purpose, by constituting partitions and securities of self-government in the larger States; but 
they are impediments to the progress of society, which depends on the mixture of races under the 
same governments.
 
The vanity and peril of national claims founded on no political tradition, but on race alone, 
appear in Mexico. There the races are divided by blood, without being grouped together in 
different regions. It is, therefore, neither possible to unite them nor to convert them into the 
elements of an organised State. They are fluid, shapeless, and unconnected, and cannot be 
precipitated, or formed into the basis of political institutions. As they cannot be used by the 
State, they cannot be recognised by it; and their peculiar qualities, capabilities, passions, and 
attachments are of no service, and therefore obtain no regard. They are necessarily ignored, and 
are therefore perpetually outraged. From this difficulty of races with political pretensions, but 
without political position, the Eastern world escaped by the institution of castes. Where there 
are only two races there is the resource of slavery; but when different races inhabit the different 
territories of one Empire composed of several smaller States, it is of all possible combinations 
the most favourable to the establishment of a highly developed system of freedom. In Austria 
there are two circumstances which add to the difficulty of the problem, but also increase its 
importance. The several nationalities are at very unequal degrees of advancement, and there is 
no single nation which is so predominant as to overwhelm or absorb the others. These are the 
conditions necessary for the very highest degree of organisation which government is capable 
of receiving. They supply the greatest variety of intellectual resource; the perpetual incentive to 
progress, which is afforded not merely by competition, but by the spectacle of a more advanced 
people; the most abundant elements of self-government, combined with the impossibility for the 



State to rule all by its own will; and the fullest security for the preservation of local customs and 
ancient rights. In such a country as this, liberty would achieve its most glorious results, while 
centralisation and absolutism would be destruction.
 
The problem presented to the government of Austria is higher than that which is solved in 
England, because of the necessity of admitting the national claims. The parliamentary system 
fails to provide for them, as it presupposes the unity of the people. Hence in those countries 
in which different races dwell together, it has not satisfied their desires, and is regarded as 
an imperfect form of freedom. It brings out more clearly than before the differences it does 
not recognise, and thus continues the work of the old absolutism, and appears as a new phase 
of centralisation. In those countries, therefore, the power of the imperial parliament must be 
limited as jealously as the power of the crown, and many of its functions must be discharged by 
provincial diets, and a descending series of local authorities.
 
The great importance of nationality in the State consists in the fact that it is the basis of political 
capacity. The character of a nation determines in great measure the form and vitality of the State. 
Certain political habits and ideas belong to particular nations, and they vary with the course of 
the national history. A people just emerging from barbarism, a people effete from the excesses 
of a luxurious civilisation, cannot possess the means of governing itself; a people devoted to 
equality, or to absolute monarchy, is incapable of producing an aristocracy; a people averse to 
the institution of private property is without the first element of freedom. Each of these can be 
converted into efficient members of a free community only by the contact of a superior race, 
in whose power will lie the future prospects of the State. A system which ignores these things, 
and does not rely for its support on the character and aptitude of the people, does not intend that 
they should administer their own affairs, but that they should simply be obedient to the supreme 
command. The denial of nationality, therefore, implies the denial of political liberty.
 
The greatest adversary of the rights of nationality is the modern theory of nationality. By making 
the State and the nation commensurate with each other in theory, it reduces practically to a 
subject condition all other nationalities that may be within the boundary. It cannot admit them 
to an equality with the ruling nation which constitutes the State, because the State would then 
cease to be national, which would be a contradiction of the principle of its existence. According, 
therefore, to the degree of humanity and civilisation in that dominant body which claims all 
the rights of the community, the inferior races are exterminated, or reduced to servitude, or 
outlawed, or put in a condition of dependence.
 
If we take the establishment of liberty for the realisation of moral duties to be the end of civil 
society, we must conclude that those states are substantially the most perfect which, like the 
British and Austrian Empires, include various distinct nationalities without oppressing them. 
Those in which no mixture of races has occurred are imperfect; and those in which its effects 
have disappeared are decrepit. A State which is incompetent to satisfy different races condemns 
itself; a State which labours to neutralise, to absorb, or to expel them, destroys its own vitality; 
a State which does not include them is destitute of the chief basis of self-government. The 
theory of nationality, therefore, is a retrograde step in history. It is the most advanced form 
of the revolution, and must retain its power to the end of the revolutionary period, of which it 
announces the approach. Its great historical importance depends on two chief causes.



 
First, it is a chimera. The settlement at which it aims is impossible. As it can never be satisfied 
and exhausted, and always continues to assert itself, it prevents the government from ever 
relapsing into the condition which provoked its rise. The danger is too threatening, and the 
power over men's minds too great, to allow any system to endure which justifies the resistance 
of nationality. It must contribute, therefore, to obtain that which in theory it condemns, - the 
liberty of different nationalities as members of one sovereign community. This is a service 
which no other force could accomplish; for it is a corrective alike of absolute monarchy, of 
democracy, and of constitutionalism, as well as of the centralisation which is common to all 
three. Neither the monarchical, nor the revolutionary, nor the parliamentary system can do this; 
and all the ideas which have excited enthusiasm in past times are impotent for the purpose except 
nationality alone.
 
And secondly, the national theory marks the end of the revolutionary doctrine and its logical 
exhaustion. In proclaiming the supremacy of the rights of nationality, the system of democratic 
equality goes beyond its own extreme boundary, and falls into contradiction with itself. Between 
the democratic and the national phase of the revolution, socialism had intervened, and had 
already carried the consequences of the principle to an absurdity. But that phase was passed. 
The revolution survived its offspring, and produced another further result. Nationality is more 
advanced than socialism, because it is a more arbitrary system. The social theory endeavours to 
provide for the existence of the individual beneath the terrible burdens which modern society 
heaps upon labour. It is not merely a development of the notion of equality, but a refuge from 
real misery and starvation. However false the solution, it was a reasonable demand that the poor 
should be saved from destruction; and if the freedom of the State was sacrificed to the safety 
of the individual, the more immediate object was, at least in theory, attained. But nationality 
does not aim either at liberty or prosperity, both of which it sacrifices to the imperative 
necessity of making the nation the mould and measure of the State. Its course will be marked 
with material as well as moral ruin, in order that a new invention may prevail over the works 
of God and the interests of mankind. There is no principle of change, no phase of political 
speculation conceivable, more comprehensive, more subversive, or more arbitrary than this. 
It is a confutation of democracy, because it sets limits to the exercise of the popular will, and 
substitutes for it a higher principle. It prevents not only the division, but the extension of the 
State, and forbids to terminate war by conquest, and to obtain a security for peace. Thus, after 
surrendering the individual to the collective will, the revolutionary system makes the collective 
will subject to conditions which are independent of it, and rejects all law, only to be controlled 
by an accident.
 
Although, therefore, the theory of nationality is more absurd and more criminal than the theory 
of socialism, it has an important mission in the world, and marks the final conflict, and therefore 
the end, of two forces which are the worst enemies of civil freedom, - the absolute monarchy and 
the revolution.
 


