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III. The Rise of Nationalism

Nationalism, not liberalism, communism, or socialism, was the most influential ideology to evolve during the nineteenth century, and nationalism dominated the twentieth century.  The essential components of nationalism emerged and intensified during the French Revolution.  The leaders of that revolution had argued that the nation was not the private possession of the monarch, but was the embodiment of the will of the people.  Citizens, nationalists insisted, owed their primary allegiance and their highest devotion not to a church, a social class, or a single ruler, but to the nation itself.  They ought to be united in their devotion to and their love for the fatherland.

Nationalists exhibited tremendous pride in the history and traditions of their nations, often before those nations could properly be said to exist.  They commonly believed that God had chosen their nation to fulfill some special mission in history and asserted that only the nation could give meaning and purpose to the life and actions of an individual.  Like religion, nationalism provided men with a sense of community, with feelings of self-worth, and with a cause to which they could dedicate themselves--a cause that was worthy of suffering, self-sacrifice, and even martyrdom.

During the first half of the nineteenth century, liberal thinkers, such as the Czech Frantisek Palacky and the Italian Giuseppe Mazzini, were the principal apostles of nationalism.  They viewed the struggle for national independence as an extension of the struggle for individual freedom.  There could be no individual liberty, these liberal nationalists asserted, if people were not free to govern themselves in their own land and free also from governmental oppression.  Liberal nationalists envisioned a Europe composed of free and independent states each peopled by a free and independent citizenry.  Liberated from foreign domination, these new states, liberal nationalists hoped, would honor the rights of individuals and promote the brotherhood of nations of Europe.

During the second half of the nineteenth century, however, the connections between liberalism and nationalism grew more strained and distant.  Since the Enlightenment, liberals had emphasized the universal rights of man that transcended national boundaries, what today we call "human rights."  They focused on what all people had in common and preached toleration for differences.  Nationalists in the second half of the nineteenth century, by contrast, increasingly promoted national glory at the expense of the rights of individuals and the liberty of nations.  

Far from promoting universal harmony, nationalists now fostered hatred between different peoples and different nations.  The smoldering nationalist conflicts of the nineteenth century gave rise to totalitarian governments and erupted into world war in the twentieth.  For many Europeans in different countries, the love of the nation became a consuming passion, threatening to extinguish not only the ideal of individual liberty, but truth, morality, civilization, and humanity as well.  In 1902 the German philosopher Friedrich Paulsen warned of this peril:

A supersensitive nationalism has become a very serious danger for all the peoples of Europe; because of it, they are in danger of losing the feeling for human values.  Nationalism, pushed to an extreme, just like sectarianism, destroys moral and even logical consciousness.  Just and unjust, good and bad, true and false, lose their meaning; what men condemn as disgraceful and inhuman when done by others, they recommend in the same breath to their own people as something to be done to a foreign country.

By its very nature the study of history is frequently an antidote to nationalism and a threat to the politics of national identity.  Historians seek to learn as much of the truth about the past as the evidence will disclose and support.  Alternately. . . . they aspire at least to eliminate as many untruths as possible.  Nationalism and its variants, on the contrary, are predicated on omissions, distortions, anachronisms, myths, and in extreme instances, lies.  

