Visualized Modern History (Revised Edition, 1956)

By Philip  Dorf

Chapter 5: The Growth of Nationalism

Historical  Background.--Modern society is organized into national groups who possess complete sovereignty over definite land areas, or else are striving to acquire such sovereignty.  The members of a national group usually are united by ties of common race, language, religion, and customs.  But these are not absolutely essential. . . .  The national origins of the people of the United States embrace virtually every national group in the world.  Of far greater significance as a cementing force in nationalism is an attachment to a body of cultural and historical traditions, including a tradition of freedom from foreign control. . . .

The French Revolution of 1789 transferred the emphasis from the ruler to the nation.  There developed a broader conception of the privileges and responsibilities of national citizenship, a new spirit of allegiance to the nation’s flag, and a keener sense of devotion to national traditions and ideals.  These concepts of popular sovereignty, as well as national sovereignty, were spread throughout Europe during the Napoleonic wars.  Nationalism was further strengthened by the Industrial Revolution.  By creating additional wealth, it made possible greater military strength; by providing swift means of transportation and communication, it helped bind the nation together.  Finally, nationalism became a powerful political and emotional force through the writings of nationalist schools of historians, philosophers, novelists, and journalists, whose doctrines were propagated among the masses by public education.

Significance of Nationalism.—Modern nationalism has exerted its influence to unite separate fragments of a nationality, to revive the spirit of conquered peoples, to restore the prosperity of industry and agriculture, and to stimulate literature, art, and music.  On the other hand aggressive nationalism has been responsible, in part, for racial intolerance and hatreds, for economic and colonial rivalries, and for boundary disputes and wars.  The nineteenth century witnessed the separation of Belgium from Holland, the unification of Italy, the federation of the German states into an Empire, and the emergence of the Balkan peoples from Turkish rule.  But it also left unfulfilled the nationalist aspirations of Irish, Poles, Czechs, Finns, and other submerged minority groups in Europe, and of millions of native subject to European imperialism in Africa, Asia, and the Western Pacific.

Nationalism and Liberalism.—At first, modern nationalism was closely associated with liberalism and democracy.  The movement for independence, or for unification, usually was coupled with a demand for freedom of speech and press, and for a written constitution.  The failure of the revolutionary movements of 1848, and the assumption of leadership in the unification of Germany by the Prussian militarists, caused liberalism to be subordinated to nationalism.

After World War I a narrow, intolerant, and reactionary form of nationalism became the chief ingredient of fascist dictatorship in Italy and in Germany.  After World War II nationalism and liberalism alike were threatened by the Soviet Union’s aggressive program of Communist imperialism. [pp. 86-87]

1) Summarize the author's main points regarding nationalism.

2) Compare [M] treatment of nationalism with these excerpts.  Similarities?  Differences?  Be specific. 

3) What factors do you think contributed to changing nationalism from the early to the late nineteenth century?  Explain.

