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7

The Permanent Crisis of a 
Divided Mankind: “Nation- 
State” and “Nationalism” in 
Historical Perspective

Everything is representative in the social state. It is to be found ev
erywhere in the private as in the public order; it is the mother o f 
productive and commercial industry as ofliberal and political pro
gress. . . . [I]t is identical with the very essence o f  social life.

E M M A N U E L  S IE Y E S , O P I N I O N  D E  S IE Y E S , 2 T H E R M ID O R  

D E  L 'A N  T R O IS IM E  D E LA R E P U B L IQ U E  ,1 7 9 5

The people, it will be said, exercise their sovereignty' by means o f 
their representatives. This begins to make sense. The people are the 
sovereign which cannot exercise sovereignty.

JO SE PH  DE M A IS T R E , S T U D Y  O N  S O V E R E IG N T Y ,  1 7 9 4

Is there a contemporary' crisis of the nation-state? Surely, before turning 
to the vexed issue of its “crisis,” one must first answer the question 
“what is the contemporary nation-state?” Is the term nation-state a solid 
and clearly understood category of political theory' and political science? 
Or could it be a corrupt and confusing expression with a vague and in
determinate field of reference? The answer depends on one’s ability to 
distinguish, by using the term nation-state, various forms of political 
community, such as state and nation, and a few others. The task of this 
chapter is to uncover some of the theoretical possibilities crammed into 
the familiar but by no means self-explanatory conjunction of “nation” 
and “state” in a single composite term. Is the nation-state the nation’s 
state? To assess the viability of such a reading of the term one ought to 
elucidate the relationship between nation-state and popular sovereignty'. 
Without a historically informed understanding of popular sovereignty' no
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448 Commercial Nation-State

clarification of the modern language of nation-state and nationalism is 
possible.1

First one needs to ask questions about state territoriality. Has it ever 
been possible to justify the existence of “nation-states” as sovereign 
owner-occupiers of specific tracts of the globe? Can the territorial security 
of states ever be expected to rest on more than de facto grounds? The 
insecurity of national states is a generic problem of all territorial occu
pation and not a product of some especially contemporary crisis of state
hood. The next question ought to be this: has the fact that modern 
Western European states are “democracies” effected the long-term histor
ical difficulty with territoriality or not? Western democracies are the result 
of the gradual transformation of early modern “composite” states into the 
modern unitary states of today. How does this process of unification re
late to the rise of modern popular sovereignty? More theoretically, what 
is the historical theory which best mapped this development? Does 
Hobbes’s theory of unified popular sovereignty, the most famous Western 
theory of its kind, capture the salient features of the modern nation-state 
as it emerged in European political theory and practice?

Chapter 7 offers an analysis of the link between Hobbesian sovereignty 
and the notion of national sovereignty that emerged in the French Rev
olution. The purpose is to show that in the political thought of Emmanuel 
Sieycs, the leading constitutional theorist of the Revolution, nation and 
representation were directly derived from Hobbes’s theory of indirect 
popular sovereignty. This impression can further be highlighted by a con
trast with the position of Sieyes’s republican opponents, the Jacobins. 
Their notion of the direct sovereignty of the people, rather than the na
tion, was a counterpoint to modern sovereignty and hence to the idea of 
the nation-state in general. A comparison of pre-nineteenth century and 
post-French Revolution notions of nationalism suggests that the French 
Revolution was an anti-nationalist revolt that failed. The Jacobins wished

1. Sec the oft-cited remark o f Hugh Seton-Watson in his Nations and States: An Enquiry 
into the Origins o f Nations and the Politics of Nationalism (London: Methuen, 1977), that the 
doctrine o f nationalism is simple and quite uninteresting, since “it is the application to 
national communities o f the Enlightenment doctrine o f popular sovereignty” (445), “with 
half-digested chunks o f socialism added to the broth in the course o f time” (p. 3). Seton- 
Watson nonetheless spent a great deal o f his energy distinguishing between various nation
alist movements which embraced different doctrines o f nationalism; although his view cor
rectly implies that there is no point in investigating doctrines o f nationalism without 
investigating the doctrines o f popular sovereignty.
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to terminate the idea of the state altogether. Their anti-nationalism, how
ever, turned into a virulent form of republican patriotism, designed to 
preserve, and perhaps expand, France’s traditional territorial integrity.

Chapter 7 suggests that the rise of modern nationalism after the French 
Revolution was not a single process, but a contest between divergent 
views about popular sovereignty and the possible connections between 
nation and state. The nature of modern republican statehood remained 
unresolved in the French Revolution. Its tensions survived as festering 
ideological wounds and haunted the subsequent “Age of Nationalism.” 
Repeated attempts to eliminate them contributed to the ascendancy of 
modern nationalism and earned its bad name. The idea of the nation-state 
still carries the burden of this ambiguous legacy.

The Permanent Crisis of a Divided Mankind 449

The “Nation-State” and the “National” Origins of
Private Property

It is a commonplace of historiography that “nation-states” replaced ter
ritorial states. But all states are by definition claimants of territory and 
“nation-states” are no exception.2 In contrast to the “territorial state,” the 
idea of the nation-state implies that its territory belongs to that population 
which actually inhabits it, and to no one else. The population that lives 
in a nation-state cannot be subject to a superior power. It has to have 
dominium or imperium over its own territory. The population inhabiting 
a “nation-state” is self-governing as a collectivity. No state that functions 
as the periphery of a core state or mctropole can be called a nation-state 
but a province of an empire. The nation-state, however, is the opposite 
of empire, defined as a kind of territorial state-system within which entire 
populations or nations can be either superior or inferior to each other.3

2. I use the word “state” here in its common or “weak” sense, in which the connection 
between state and territory is tautological, see Henry Sidgwick: “. . . it belongs to our or
dinary conception o f a State that the political society so called could be attached to a par
ticular part of the earth’s surface: and should have a generally admitted claim to determine 
legal rights and obligations of persons inhabiting this portion, whether they arc members 
o f the society or not. This is so much the case that we sometimes use the word ‘state’ to 
designate the portion o f the earth’s surface thus claimed.” See Sidgwick, The Development of 
European Polity, 3rd ed. (London: Macmillan, 1920), p. 26.

3. Michael W. Doyle, Empires (Ithaca, NY:, Cornell UP, 1986), “Defining Empire,” 
pp. 30-47. “Empire . . .  is a relationship, formal or informal, in which one state controls 
the effective political sovereignty of another political society. It can be achieved by force, by 
political collaboration, by economic, social, or cultural dependence” (p. 45).
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In the old political language of Europe a nation-state was an empire to itself. 
Sovereign states, it was claimed in the seventeenth century, existed in the 
“state of natural liberty,” in a condition where diere are no superiors or in
feriors. In the “state of natural liberty,” by definition, all states are equal.

The rise of the “nation-state” was the process whereby territorial rights 
were sorted out in such a way that national property belonged exclusively 
to the population group that lived and worked there. It was a rejection 
and devolution of empire, a renunciation of any rights to national terri
tory from outside or above. This was an obvious mission in the case of 
empires of conquest whose legitimacy became questioned. A “nation
state” is one in which the political community is cleansed of the residues 
of empire, a state whose associates consider themselves to be members of 
the same nation. Devolution can also happen to countries that were in 
no sense formalized empires, but nonetheless harbored systematic in
equalities between various ethnic groups within the state. Such secondary 
devolution often happens in states that secede from an empire. It stems 
from tensions between the newly “nationalized” population and various 
ethnic minorities they inherit from the former empire.

Nationalists hold the view that devolution is completed when a state is 
ethnically homogeneous. In an ideal typical “nation-state” territory be
longs to a community whose members share a “common birth.” When 
different ethnic populations live in an entirely mixed way and without 
considering each other in any relationship of superiority or inferiority, 
conflict resolution follows the territorial logic of statehood. Once antag
onism appears between such groups, the conflict can be resolved and the 
equality of ethnic groups reestablished only when they form their own 
separate “nation-states.” Ethnic cleansing is the natural procedural corol
lary of this line of thought. At the beginning of the twentieth century 
rational observers deemed it impossible that the nationality problems of 
the Austro-Hungarian monarchy, whose constituent populations lived to
gether for a considerable time, could ever be resolved in a neat territorial 
fashion.4 But to a large degree this is what actually happened in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, and Kosovo, and in the dissolution of the former Yugo
slav federal state in general. The Balkan wars of the late twentieth century

4. Sec the proposals o f the Austro-Marxist O tto Bauer who wanted to separate nationality 
entirely from its territorial basis and make nations within a multinational state.mere asso
ciations o f persons; see O tto Bauer, Die Nationalitätenfrage und die österreichische Sozialde
mokratie (Vienna: Ignaz Brand, 1907), Ch. 4, “Die Nationale Autonomie,” §21, “Das Ter
ritorialprinzip,” pp. 321-353; §22, “Das Personalitätsprinzip,” pp. 353-366.
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were just the last step in the protracted unscrambling of that region’s 
imperial heritage, a process that began in the late nineteenth century.

Sudden changes in state boundaries might easily be seen as indices of 
a crisis of the “nation-state.” They highlight weaknesses in the principles 
of territorial legitimation. It is thus important to realize how fragile such 
legitimation really is even at the best of times. Holding territory is a 
question of property rights. States, including “nation-states,” are collective 
owners of property in land. The legitimation of “nation-states,’’conceived 
as owners of territorial property, would require a clear principle that could 
help to decide precisely who can occupy what territory and for how long. 
Individual private property appears to have been an accepted principle of 
modern democracies and no longer constitutes the sort of great ideolog
ical divide that it was while socialism was still able to challenge capitalism. 
This outcome, however, has been due less to a victory of the theory of 
private property over its communal rival, than to the practical failure of 
socialist economic regimes.

Adam Smith, for example, was no opponent of private property. None
theless, he wisely explained to his students at the University of Glasgow 
in the 1760s that private property could never be justified to the same 
degree as the right to life and the defense of one’s personal bodily secu
rity.5 If the legitimation of private property remains contentious, national 
group property remains even more problematic. We still do not (and 
perhaps cannot) possess a theory that can provide an ultimate justification 
of national boundaries.

This is significant, because most early modern and modern property 
theorists assumed that the origins of individual private property were in 
the group property of the tribe or nation. There were remarkably few 
political thinkers in the Western tradition that attempted to short-circuit 
the legitimation problem of private property by claiming that it was the 
original mode of man’s appropriation of natural resources. The orthodox 
tradition held that originally there was no private property, or indeed any 
kind of property at all. According to time-honored doctrine, both pre- 
Christian and Christian, the territory of the globe was destined for the 
use of the human species collectively. God, as Locke asserted, gifted earth 
to mankind in common. Those who wanted to justify modern regimes of

5. Smith, LJ (A) i.24-25: “The only case where the origin o f natural! rights is not alto
gether plain, is in that o f property. It does not at first appear evident that, c.g. any thing 
which may suit another as well or perhaps better than it does me, should belong to me 
exclusively o f all others barely because I have got it into my power” (p. 13).
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private property had to explain and legitimate the epochal change from 
commonality to private individuation, especially in land use.

If the globe “belonged” to the human species as a whole, then its sub
sequent division among groups of populations, and later among private 
individuals, had to be legitimized through a quasi-historical explanation. 
Originally the relationship between the totality of available resources and 
the entirety of mankind was inclusionary, producing a general and inde
terminate entitlement to resources. In contrast, durable or permanent en
titlements to land were exclusionary. The beginning of exclusion was most 
often described as “first occupation.” This had an obvious plausibility as 
a procedural device for adjudicating contending claims to disputed terri
tory. Its criteria, however, proved to be notoriously elusive. The acqui
sition of sovereign dominion over territory by virtue of “first occupation” 
represented a leap from “fact” to “right.” Thus the weight of legitimation 
had to be shifted to complex theoretical histories of the various types of 
mankind’s economic organization. Such histories demonstrated how the 
use of basic resources became ever more individualized under the relentless 
pressure of population growth. The rise of private property could only be 
defended by reference to necessity. Exclusionary property rights, it has been 
claimed, are just because they offer unquestionable economic utility.

The aim of these conjectural histories was to explain away the inevitable 
consequence of private property: inequality. They linked the origins of 
the state to the necessity of legalizing private property. The state as an 
institution was designed to stop escalating contention over the inegali
tarian consequences of the private individuation of originally common 
economic resources. The idea of the state as the guardian of private prop
erty was a strictly domestic theory of territorial community building. It 
could not, and did not, explain how the community as a whole came into 
the possession of its national territory. The image of the ocean, the “great 
remaining common of mankind,” which signaled the difficulty with the 
idea of national ownership of natural resources, did not play an important 
role in controversies over the origins and limits of private property. The 
ocean was an important test case, because it could not be carved up into 
national or group property conveniently. John Locke, a strong defender 
of private property, regretted its world-historical rise. He, like many 
others, argued that the fatal first step took place when tribes or nations 
carved group property from communal property of mankind,6 from the

6. Locke, Two Treatises, 2.128: “. . . he and all the rest o f Mankind are one Community, 
make up one Society distinct from all other Creatures. And were it not for the corruption,
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“negative” community that was established by God. Samuel Pufendorf, 
in his influential discussion of the origins of private property, also em
phasized that “positive” (i.e., exclusionary) group property was first es
tablished not by individuals but by tribal communities.7 Individual private 
property was established when national regimes of communal property 
broke down under the pressure of population growth and the imperative 
to increase productivity.8

The right of nations to occupy their territory was an important issue 
for the natural jurists of the early modern era. They developed laws of 
war and peace precisely when rivalry for territory and resources intensified 
between emerging “nation-states.” The jurists also had a vital interest in 
justifying the early colonial projects that followed the discovery' of 
America. National territorial rights were anchored in first-occupation 
theory and in rights acquired by conquest. The legitimation deficit of 
national property was laid bare by the commonly held view that states 
inhabited the “state of nature” and hence could never be entirely secure 
in their ownership of territory. The natural lawyers’ efforts were attempts 
to regularize the rules of conflict in a world in which might, not right, 
had the upper hand. It was for this reason that Kant denounced the foun
ders of modern international law as “sorry comforters”;9 thinkers who 
could not lift their eyes above the power games of “nation-states” as an

The Permanent Crisis o f a Divided Mankind J 453

and vitiousness o f degenerate Men, there would be no need o f any other; no necessity that 
Men should separate from this great and natural Community, and by positive agreements 
combine into smaller and divided associations”; §45: “the several Communities settled the 
Bounds o f their distinct Territories . . . and die Leagues that have been made between several 
States and Kingdoms, cither expressly or tacitly disowning all Claim and Right to the Lind 
in the others Possession, have, by common Consent, given up their Pretences to their natural 
common Right, which originally they had co those Countries” (sec also §38); §117: “For 
there are no Examples so frequent in History, both Sacred and Prophane, as those o f Men 
withdrawing themselves, and their Obedience, from the Jurisdiction they were born under, 
and the Family or Community they were bred up in, and setting up new Governments in 
other places; from where sprang all that number of petty Common-wealths in the beginning 
o f Ages, and which always multiplied, as long as there was room enough, till the stronger, 
or more fortunate swallowed the weaker; and those great ones again breaking to pieces, 
dissolved into lesser Dominions.”

7. Pufendorf, Law of Nature, 4.4.2. 4.4.13.
8. Ibid., 4.4.6-7.
9. The original phrase is “Hugo Grotius, Pufendorf, Vattel u.a.m. (lautcr Icidige Trostcr)"\ 

see Immanuel Kant, “Towards Perpetual Peace. A Philosophical Project” [1795], in Kant, 
Practical Philosophy, trans. Maty' J. Gregor, The Cambridge Edition o f the Works o f Im
manuel Kant (Cambridge: CUP, 1996), p. 326.
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inescapable condition of human politics. Kant insisted that modern in
ternational law was merely a cleansed version of “reason of state.”10

The politics of territorial states has always been “realist,” to use the 
parlance of modern American international relations theory. In a world 
ruled by sheer power, “nation-states” had to follow their “national in
terest” and put their own survival first. There has never been a time within 
historical memory when Europe was a res nullius, no-man’s land. It had 
always been accepted that all modern European states were products not 
of first occupation, but military conquest. Their survival had always de
pended, and would continue to depend, upon their ability to hold on to 
territory by force. This need for national defense would only cease, as 
Kant suggested, when there were no more empires wishing to hold other 
nations in subservience, and when all the “nation-states” had liberated 
themselves from the grip of the “spirit of conquest.” If the crisis of 
“nation-states” is linked to a legitimation deficit of their territorial iden
tity, then the idea of the “nation-state” cannot currently be in “crisis,” 
because it has always been in “crisis.” The only solution to territorial 
insecurity is perpetual peace.

The “nation-state” would really be in crisis today if the multiplicity of 
independent country units were to be radically undermined. The rise of 
hyper-large and supranational states, or ultimately a world state, would 
put an end to the “nation-state.” Alternatively, a full-scale attack on “prop
erty,” national and private, would also lead to the end of “nation-states.” 
Marx, following Proudhon, denounced earlier communists for wishing to 
abolish private property in favor of national group property (state prop
erty). Such a move, he claimed, could not be the solution to the ills of 
modern society. Marx’s considered view was that state property7 would 
make matters worse.11 His particular brand of communism required a full 
return to the “negative” community of mankind, that is, to a world 
without either private or communal property. But neither of these two 
scenarios, the world state or world communism, could be seen as causing 
any crisis of the “nation-state” at the end of the twentieth century.

454 | Commercial Nation-State

10. Kant, “Perpetual Peace,” “Second Definitive Article for Perpetual Peace,” pp. 325- 
328, compare to Metaphysics o f Morals, in Kant, Practical Philosophy, “Public Right” Sect. II. 
“The Right o f Nations,” pp. 482—488.

11. Marx, Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts o f 1844, in Marx, Pearly Writings, ed. 
Lucio Ckilctti, The Pelican Marx Library (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books and New Left 
Review, 1975), “Appendix to page XXXIX o f the Second Manuscript [Private Property and 
Communism],” pp. 345-349.
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Concern over territorial integrity has been caused by the devolution of 
large states into smaller ones. Such devolutions either create or resuscitate 
“nation-states.” It is not clear why devolution is not the triumph, rather 
than the crisis, of the “nation-state.” The reason for anxiety, however, is 
clear. The new “nation-states” are ethnically purer than the states from 
which they have devolved. Since those states had also claimed to be 
“nation-states” once, the process of secession and devolution became a 
process of unmasking. It demonstrated that many recent “nation-states” 
had been empires, rather than genuine national polities. But if die “nation
states” tottering in front of our eyes have always in some measure been 
a fraud, then their crisis is not a crisis of the idea of the “nation-state.” 
Rather, devolution and fragmentation is the most plausible resolution to 
previous supranational developments. The escape of the Baltic States from 
the Soviet Union in the 1990s was simply the reversal of a quite recent 
conquest. The disintegration of the Soviet Union was not the dissolution 
of a “nation-state.” The Soviet Union was a federal state on paper and an 
empire of the sword in reality. The cases of Yugoslavia and Czechoslo
vakia are also less than pertinent instances of a crisis of the “nation-state,” 
since both had been federal entities rather than “national” states in the 
first place. In addition, their federative arrangements reflected the mess 
left behind by the decomposition of large early-modern empires following 
World War I. In the latest phase of their history these weak federal states 
made sustained attempts to turn themselves into proper “nation-states.” 
A study of their failures in this respect might be moderately instructive. 
But the events of the 1990s have turned out to be far less menacing than 
some have feared. The real issue is the possible devolution into smaller 
“nation-states” of states that today are taken to be the epitomes of the 
idea of the “nation-state.” One invariably thinks of the important states 
of Western Europe in this respect, or perhaps Canada or the United 
States.

If highly developed Western states disintegrate, which is currently no 
more than a distant possibility, there are three possible scenarios. The 
process might both begin and end with “nation-states,” different only in 
size. While this would be a crisis for some individual nation-states, it 
might not necessarily be a crisis of the “nation-state” as such. Second, 
some old “nation-states” that break up might be revealed as having been 
concealed empires all along, albeit in a far less transparently fraudulent 
manner than were die Soviet Union or Yugoslavia. Thirdly, it might 
happen that the small states produced by devolution would turn out to 
be not genuinely independent, as older “nation-states” used to be, but dc
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facto provinces of a new pan-European superstate (calling itself the Eu
ropean Union). All three options are theoretically possible. None of them, 
however, can be usefully analyzed in relation to a “contemporary crisis of 
the nation-state” if the concept of the “nation-state” cannot consistently 
distinguish between its true and false implementations. Despite its ubiq
uity in contemporary political science and historiography, it is hard to 
find a genuinely historical definition of the “nation-state” that would make 
dependable conceptual and historical analysis possible. Most discussions 
of the “nation-state” are riven by contradictions and inconsistency due to 
flaws in the very definition of the term itself.

From Mixed Constitution to National Monarchy:
State-Building and “Absolutism”

One common and influential narrative recounts the rise of important West 
European states, Spain, Britain, and France (perhaps even Russia), as the 
rise of the “great powers.” It places the origin of the “nation-state” in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and associates it with the birth of the 
modern doctrine (and practice) of sovereignty. Europe in 1500 included 
some five hundred more-or-less independent units; the Europe of 1900 
approximately twenty-five.12 The rise of nation-states was a grand process 
of unification. Those national monarchies that became “great powers” 
were the states, which managed most successfully to leave behind the 
weaknesses of the late medieval political system. They were literally con
structed as artifices in a historical manner that can readily be recognized. 
Everybody knows that the making of modern Italy and Germany involved 
a deliberate process of unification because it occurred virtually within 
living memory. But the older national states of Europe, Spain, France, 
Britain, and so on, were also products of deliberate drives for unification. 
Most people are aware of such facts in the case of their own nation-state, 
but not necessarily about the others. A German thinks of “England” as a 
“nation-state,” but the British (and, still more, the Irish) remember that 
the name of the country is the United Kingdom. Its flag, the Union Jack, 
is a superimposition of the original flags of England and Scotland (ex
cluding Wales, which had been conquered and then annexed). The 
modern state titles of Spain and France do not refer to the historical 
process that created them. Both are, however, results of protracted and

12. These oft-cited figures come from Charles Tilly, “Reflections on the History o f Eu
ropean State-Making,” in The Formation of National States in Western Europe, ed. Charles 
Tilly (Princeton, NJ: PUP, 1975), p. 15.
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complex unification processes that welded together previously separate 
territorial entities.

The historical sociology of national states holds that the modern Eu
ropean “nation-states” are the products of a process of “state building,” 
that is, the outcomes of “territorial consolidation, centralization, differ
entiation of the instruments of government from other sorts of organi
zation, and monopolization (plus concentration) of the means of coer
cion.”13 The “contemporary crisis” of the nation-state might involve the 
partial reversal of some of these very particular kinds of unification pro
cesses. A reversal of four hundred years of European history (not at all 
unprecedented by world historical standards) might imply the end of 
those artificially unified large states that the “state-building” theorists call 
the modern state. But if the issue is the fate of the “supranational”—and 
definitely supraprovincial—entities, one might be justified in describing 
some of the states that existed before (and might exist again in the future), 
as “nation-states,” and not the complicated historical entities that came 
after and have lasted until the present.

“State-building” theory is first and foremost an applied theory of the 
state, not the nation. It handles the term “nation” not as a genuinely 
constitutive agency, bur as an important supporting actor in playing out 
the teleology of “state-building.” “State-building” theory focuses on the 
process of unification and territorial coalescence that streamlined the com
plicated web of nations in Europe. Thus the ascent of the “nation-state” 
is seen as having begun with post-medieval confessional-dynastic unions. 
Modern historiography and historical sociology, following time-honored 
tradition, assume that the making of modern nation-states started with 
the union of the crowns of Aragon and Castile, creating Spain. Thereafter 
the history of the “nation-state,” it is argued, consisted of three successive 
stages of state unification and consolidation. The first was the creation of 
composite states under the leadership of a single dynasty, but without 
administrative and institutional unification. The second was the creation of 
modern sovereignty in its monarchical form, known as “absolutism” and 
later as “enlightened absolutism.” The third has been the transformation 
of monarchical absolutism into popular absolutism, or the sovereignty of 
the “nation.” This last stage is also described as the birth of the modern 
representative republic (that may still have a monarch as the highest public 
sen-ant of the nation).

The oldest of the European “nation-states” were composite monarchies,

13. Tilly, “Reflections,” p. 27.
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or what in the seventeenth century were called systems of states. These 
were territorial states made up of distinct “national” parts that had, for a 
variety of reasons, a high degree of political and cultural separateness, even 
though they were ultimately governed by one monarch or legislature, 
making the overall political representation of the state seem unitary.14 The

14. The term system was used by Hobbes in Leviathan (Ch. 22, “O f Systèmes, Subject, Poli
tical!, and Private”) to describe “any numbers o f men joyned in One interest, or one businessc” 
just like the parts which make up a “Body naturall.” In a regular system one man or one assembly 
represented the whole body politic; he called every other system irregular. Pufendorf, using this 
language, made a distinction between “systems” which were o f one political body, and “systems 
of states,” which arc made up from several preexisting states so that they “seem to compose one 
body,” but nonetheless retain some degree of their sovereignty (Law of Nature, 7.5.16). As op
posed to the policy o f some large states which “vastly increased their dominions by swallowing 
lip their little neighbours, and by reducing to the same body as themselves,” which was an ex
ercise in political bodybuilding as it were, in a system of states there was the creation o f a special 
kind o f “moral body,” which had no natural simile. This was an entity in which several bodies 
were linked and shared a single head between them. Systems o f states were of two kinds: mo
narchical personal unions (Pufcndorfs example being England, Scotland, and Ireland) or con
federations. The bodybuilders could afford to let lower-level institutions and customs continue 
in their new subordinate “muscles,” but not sovereignty. In “systems o f states,” however, sov
ereignty was retained in each o f the several bodies while a sort o f pooling or sharing o f sover
eignty took place in the singular head. It was this term, systems of states which Jean Barbeyrac, in 
his elegant French translation of Pufendorf, restyled as Etats composez (dropping both the Hob- 
besian and Pufcndorfian terminology o f system); see Pufendorf, Le Droit de Nature et des Gens, 
trans. Jean Barbeyrac, 2 vols. (Basel: E. and J. R. Thourneisen, 1732), vol. 2, 7.5.16-18, 
pp. 282-286. The term composite state then became part o f eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
historical theories o f the state. For the eighteenth century see the article “Etats composes” by the 
Chevalier de Jaucourt in Encyclopédie ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, par 
une sociétédegens de lettres, vol. 6,ed. d’Alembert and Diderot (Paris: Briasson, David, Le Breton, 
and Durand, 1756), pp. 19b-20a; a particularly clear nineteenth-century definition is in Henry 
Sidgwick, Elements o f Politics, 2nd cd (London: Macmillan, 1897), Ch. 26, “Federal and other 
composite states,” §1. This terminology has been recently revived by H. G. Kocnigsbcrger, 
“‘Dominium Regale or Dominium Politicum et R e g a le in his Politicians and Virtuosi: Essays in 
Modem History (London: Hambledon, 1986), pp. 1-25, and “Composite States, Representa
tive Institutions and the American Revolution,” Historical Research 62 ( 1989), 135-153, and 
following him by J. H . Elliott, “A Europe o f Composite Monarchies,” Past and Present, no. 137 
(1992): 48-71. Conrad Russell uses the term tmdtiple kingdoms to describe the same structure as 
applied to British history; see his The Gauses of the English Civil War (Oxford: OUP, 1990), 
p. 27. Joseph Straycr occasionally uses the perhaps less fortunate term, the mosaic state-, see his 
influential monographs On the Medieval Origins of the Modern State (Princeton, NJ: PUP, 1970) 
and Medieval Statecraft and the Perspectives ofHistojy (Princeton, NJ : PUP, 1971 ). A convenient 
brief summary is in Straycr, “The Historical Experience o f Nation-Building in Europe,” in 
Nation-Building, ed. Karl W. Deutsch and William J. Foltz (New York: Atherton Press, 1963), 
pp. 17-26; the “mosaic state” is on pp. 23-25.
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creation of composite states cannot easily be described in the language of 
voluntarism, although the modus opcrandi has stretched from conquest to 
dynastic compromise or other kinds of negotiated coalescence into larger 
composite state units.15 The motivation was often imperial. What distin
guished the new “composite” monarchies, however, from premodern em
pires was the effort to avoid the destabilizing consequences of harsh im
perial rule.

Central to this effort was the endeavor to establish as much equality 
between the constitutive parts as possible, governing them from the center 
in such a way as if the monarch were the sole sovereign of each separate 
country within his composite empire. This required the regular presence 
of the monarch in each of his dependent but co-equal states, and allowing 
day-to-day governance of each part of the empire to be conducted ac
cording to the customary political culture of each subordinate unit. The 
lessons of this practice were obvious, such as the eagerness to build com
posite states from territories that were as geographically contiguous as 
possible. The composite states that survived into the era of mature 
“nation-states” (Spain, Britain, France) were those that were the most 
successful in this respect. The rise of “absolutism,” a term invented in 
German historiography to describe the stage preceding the rise of the 
modern representative state, was a radical step forward from the com
posite monarchy toward a far more unified model for organizing and 
preserving large territorial states.

“Absolutism” replaced the divided or fragmented sovereignty of early 
modern polities with the modern idea of united and indivisible sover
eignty and dismissed the organizational mechanisms of both traditional 
mixed constitutions and composite multinational kingdoms.16 The tran

The Permanent Crisis o f a Divided Mankind | 459

15. See Mark Greengrass, “Conquest and Coalescence” in Conquest and Coalescence: The 
Shaping of the State in Early Modem Europe, ed. Greengrass (London: Edward Arnold, 1991), 
p p .1-24.

16. The term absolutism (Absolutismus) was first used for the definition o f an entire stage 
o f early modern European state formation by Eduard Gans (Hegel’s successor at the Uni
versity o f Berlin and the editor o f his Philosophy of Right) as an addition to the four-stages 
theory o f the history o f monarchy which he developed following Hegel, that is, “oriental 
despotism,” “Roman despotism,” “feudal monarchy,” and “enlightened or constitutional 
monarchy.” The newly added fifth type, called “absolutism,” was presented as a transitional 
stage o f monarchy inserted between the feudal type and modern constitutionalism, covering 
two hundred years starting from the end o f  the sixteenth century to the end o f  the eigh
teenth. It was the ancien regime (chiefly exemplified by France), and its historical function 
was to lay the foundations o f the modern constitutional monarchy by political unification
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sition was not driven simply by the need for efficiency in government, 
but by the imperative to equip large European states for success in military 
and economic competition. Large composite states achieved a modicum 
of operational unity while still maintaining the diversity of the political 
cultures of their nominally equal (or equally subordinated) provinces. In 
the composite state the constituent members were equal but different. 
The “absolutist” state resolved the tension between metropole and prov
inces by eliminating political diversity. External and internal challenges 
required the establishment of an ultimate and unchallenged center of de
cision making, enabling the absolute monarchy to deal with religious 
strife, political resistance, and other centrifugal forces that threatened the 
stability of all geographically and culturally diversified composite states.

and by freeing Europe from the manifold particularisms o f the Middle Ages. It could not 
last, Gans explained, because its unitariness lacked underlying coherence. See Gans, 
“Deutsches Staatsrecht” (Vorlesungnachschrift—Sommersemester 1834), in Gans, Philoso
phische Schriften, ed. Horst Schröder (Glashütten: Detlev Auvcrmann, 1971), pp. 175-179. 
For the original four-stages model o f monarchy see Gans’s lectures on “Naturrecht” (Vor- 
Icsungnachschrift—Sommersemester 1828-1829), in Philosophische Schriften, pp. 128-129. 
For an introduction to the formation o f the notion o f  absolutism in German political theory 
before Gans, sec Horst Dreitzcl, Monarchicbegriffc in der Eürstcngessclschaft: Semantik und 
Theorie der Einherrschaft in Deutschland von der Reformation bis zum Vormärz, 2 vols. (Co
logne: Böhlau, 1991), vol. 2, Theorie der Monarchie, Ch. 3, Sect. 25 “Theorien der absoluten 
Monarchie,” particularly pp. 775-777; and Dreitzel, Absolutismus und ständische Verfassung 
in Deutschland: Ein Beitrag zu Kontinuität und Diskontinuität der politischen Theorie in der 
frühen Neuzeit (Mainz: Philipp von Zabern, 1992), pp. 127-129. The term enlightened ab
solutism came to prominence not much later, in Wilhelm Roschcr’s 1847 attempt to rework 
the ancient classification o f state-forms (monarchy, aristocracy, democracy), in which he 
distinguished three stages in the development o f modern “absolutist” monarchies, confes
sional, courtly, and finally, from the middle o f the eighteenth century, enlightened abso
lutism; see Roschcr’s “Umrisse zur Naturlehrc der drei Staatsformen,” Allgemeine Zeitschrift 
fü r  Geschichte 7 (1847): 79-88, 322-365, 436-473, especially p. 451. A more developed 
later version can be found in his systematic Politik: Geschichtliche Naturlehre der Monarchie, 
Aristokratie und Demokratie (Stuttgart: Cotta, 1892), Bk. 3, “Absolute Monarchie,” and he 
also presented the idea in his much better known Geschichte der National-Ockonomik in 
Deutschland (Munich: Oldenbourg, 1874), in the chapter on “Der Nationalökonomik Fried
rich’s des Großen,” pp. 380-381. Sec V. Sellin “Friedrich der Große und der aufgeklärte 
Absolutismus. Ein Beitrag zum Klärung eines umstrittenden Begriffs,” in Soziale Bewegung 
und politische Verfassung, ed. U. Engelhardt, V. Sellin, and H. Stuker (Stuttgart: KJett, 1976), 
pp. 83-112, and H. M. Scott, “Introduction: The Problem o f Enlightened Absolutism” in 
Enlightened Absolutism: Reform and Reformers in Later Eighteenth-Century Europe, ed. Scott 
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1990), pp. 4-7.

Supplied by the British Library 17 Oct 2018, 10:02 (BST)



Absolutism initiated a relentless drive for state homogenization. Modern 
sovereignty implied the construction of a standardized machinery of gov
ernment that was capable of administering the “fiscal-military state.” It 
also required that all subjects accept their political obligations uniformly 
and equally, putting loyalty to the state and obedience to government at 
the top of all their various duties. This latter point connects the “abso
lutist” and “nationalist” stages of state-building and is crucial for under
standing the standard Western view of the birth of the “nation-state.”17

In the vague notion of “absolutism” two ideas came to be conflated. 
The first was the process of centralization, homogenization, and military- 
fiscal build-up just described. In the historical development of most coun
tries in Europe, however, the state-building process also required the 
monarchy to crush all opposition to such policies. This led to the notion 
of “absolutism” as unlimited executive power, exercised to achieve na
tional grandeur without observing traditional limits of the use of power 
or asking for the consent of representative institutions. It has long been 
the national myth of Britain that the country, after the Glorious Revo
lution of 1688, could dispense with “absolutism” in this second, “des
potic,” sense. Britain, however, could not become an effective “nation
state” without performing some kind of streamlining of its system of 
political and fiscal governance. Recent British historiography, finally, has 
demonstrated what generations of German historians and politicians had 
always suspected, namely that Britain was extremely successful in “state
building,” and that the country' had not only modern armed forces and a 
superior navy, along with a very’ advanced financial system (these were 
after all widely known and understood long ago), but also a very effective 
centralized “state-building” administration.18 The British limited mon
archy, it seems, enjoyed a much higher level of popular support than its 
Continental counterparts in its pursuit of military' and fiscal aggrandize
ment; and the success of its endeavors in the international arena gave rise

17. See the distinction between state-building and nation-building in G. A. Almond and 
G. B. Powell Jr., Comparative Politics: A  Developmental Approach (Boston: Little, Brown, 
1966), p. 35; the first refers to “penetration and integration,” the second to “loyalty and 
commitment.” See also Anthony D. Smith, “State-Making and Nation-Building,” in States 
in History, ed. John A. Hall (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), pp. 228-263.

18. John Brewer, The Sinews o f Power: War, Money and the English State, 1688-1783 
(London: Unwin Hyman, 1989). For an explanation o f the relationship between the thesis 
o f his book and theories o f the stare see Brewer, “The Eighteenth-Century British State: 
Contexts and Issues,” in^4„ Imperial State at War: Britain from 1689 to 1815, ed. Lawrence 
Stone (London: Routledge, 1994), pp. 52-71.
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to a British patriotism with strong military and imperialist undertones. 
The multiple or composite kingdom of Britain became a “nation-state” 
when the pressures of war required the mass production of warrior 
“Britons.”19

The “absolutist” state and the “nation-state” represent different stages 
of the very same “state-building” process. A “nation-state” is an “abso
lutist” state that is legitimate, whose subjects or citizens identify them
selves with it and regard it as a collective expression of themselves, con
ceiving the collectivity as a “nation.” The pairing of “nation” and “state” 
makes sense when people imagine their nationality and their state as fused. 
The belief that the historically emergent unitary state, with its grisly past 
of war and history of coercion, has become a true “nation” (a birth as
sociation ofpost-nati} provided the state with the greatest possible political 
security asset, the support of public opinion.

Providing the absolutist state with popular national legitimation has 
often required a revolutionary transformation. Conventional wisdom 
holds that the concept of the “nation” entered the charmed circle of key 
political concepts in the early phases of the French Revolution, giving rise 
to the composite notion of a “nation-state.” It is true that the term “na
tion” became a cornerstone of the French revolutionary understanding of 
the identity of their new republican “state.” To grasp its meaning, how
ever, it still remains to be shown how the new notion of the “state” as a 
collective entity of popular sovereignty mapped on to the spatial definition 
of the French “state” as the de facto outcome of centuries of territorial 
coalescence and occupation. Further, one needs to know how the concepts 
of “state” and “nation” became related in the French Revolution. The 
difficulty of replacing the monarchical system of government with the 
representative republic as a feasible device for ruling a large territorial state 
(in contrast to small city-states) should not be underestimated.

In the Revolution change and continuity proceeded hand in hand. A 
failure of the French fiscal-military regime caused the Revolution. In 
saving France, the overwhelming majority of the revolutionaries wanted 
to rescue France’s unitary state, rather than dismantling the territorial
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19. See Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation 1707-1837. Besides warfare itself, Colley 
insists, it was Britain’s aggressively Protestant worldview, the religious identity o f a militant 
and chosen people (a Protestant Israel destined to fight Catholic France), which shaped the 
making o f British patriotism. More than a mere expression o f anti-governmental politics, 
British patriotism was a major expression o f popular support for the British nation-state 
(pp. 368-372).
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heritage of the absolutist era. In territorial terms the borders inherited 
from the ancien regime constituted the emerging republic. The theory of 
“state-building” designates eighteenth -century absolutist states as “na
tional” monarchies. The Revolution created a successor state in the form 
of a “national” republic. It is important to emphasize the continuity' be
tween the two. Politically, however, this makes it even more necessary to 
explain how the absolutist monarchical state could transmute itself into 
its apparent opposite, the modern constitutional republic. To grasp the 
revolutionary' identity' of the entity' called “la France,” one needs to deal 
with those of its aspects that cannot be captured by a purely spatial def
inition of statehood.
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Hobbes’s “State” and Popular Sovereignty:
The Artificial Moral Person of the People

At its inception the idea of the “state” was not linked to the idea of the 
“nation.” Despite the universal acceptance today of the hyphenated term 
“nation-state,” originally such a conjunction would have been thought of 
as an oxymoron. The nation was a pre- or non-political category', or a 
term in Christian political eschatology. It referred to people of common 
origin, like groups of students from distant countries and regions at uni
versities, or social groups of a certain rank, primarily political elites (the 
“political nation”).20 Sometimes “nation” described relatively homoge
neous parts of composite territorial states (such as the English or Scottish 
nation within the composite British state). The “state,” in contrast, was 
introduced as a specifically political community. It was a new interpreta
tion of the civitas. In ancient Roman usage civitas and natio were far from 
being interchangeable or intimately connected terms (the civitas belonged

20. See Moses Hadas, “From Nationalism to Cosmopolitanism in the Greco-Roman 
World,” /owrwfl/ ° f  the History of Ideas 4 (1943): 105-111; F. W. Walbank, “Nationality as 
a Factor in Roman History,” Harvard Studies in C'.lassical Philology 76 (1972): 145-168; 
Guido Zernatto, “Nation: The History of the W ord,” Review of Politics 6 (1944): 351-366; 
Benedykt Zientara, “Populus-Gcns-Natio: Einige Probleme aus dem Bereich der ethnischen 
Terminologie des frühen Mittelalters,” in Nationalismus in rorindustriellerZeit, ed. O tto Dann 
(Munich: Oldenbourg, 1986), pp. 11-20; Jene) Szücs, “ ‘Nationalität’ und ‘National- 
bewußtscin’ im Mittelalter: Versuch eine einheitlichen Begriffssprache,” in Nation und Ges
chichte: Studien (Cologne-Vienna: Böhlau, 1981) and a critical review o f  the latter by J. 
Ehlers, “Nation und Geschichte? Zeitschrift fu r  Historische Forschung 11 (1984): 205-218. 
See also Ch. 1 “The Nation as Novelty” in E. J. Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 
1870: Programme, Myth, Reality, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: CUP, 1990), pp. 14—45.
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to the populus, not the natio). Nor were status (state) and civitas trans
posable. Nat io referred to a spatially or hierarchically defined group, de
marcated from other groups of a similar kind. Status or condition, on the 
other hand, was a temporally defined aspect of either individuals or com
munities, capturing their standing compared to others at a given time and 
serving as a marker by which one could evaluate possible directions of 
change. The notion of “status” helped in assessing whether one’s position 
was improving, declining, or remaining static. Increasingly, however, 
status became connected to the fear of decline, that is, the deterioration 
in one’s standing, and to the various strategies of preventing it.

The modern “state” emerged when the status of the civitas as a whole, 
understood as a respublica or commonwealth, became firmly privileged 
over the status of its individual parts. The modern doctrine of sovereignty 
claimed that the survival and greatness of a political community required 
the creation of an ultimate decision making agency whose task was to 
devise adequate responses to external challenges and stop infighting at 
home with an iron hand. Sovereignty replaced the various kinds of mixed 
constitutions that previously operated in Europe. The seat of ultimate 
decision-making had to be removed from the reach of any of the political 
agencies that competed for primacy within the polity. Sovereignty rested 
on a shared conception of legitimation that was supported by the entirety 
of the commonwealth, trumping the privileges of any of its constituent 
components (the prince, the aristocracy, the people). Political obligation 
had to be routed through the junction box of an all-encompassing sov
ereign agency that represented the entire political community. It became 
the sovereign’s task to preserve the political body as a homogeneous and 
united entity. This theory of the “state” started with Bodin in France and 
reached its classic formulation in the work ofThomas Hobbes. The deploy
ment of the word “etat” or “state,” appearing on its own, marks its rise.21

The new theory of the sovereign “state” was constructed in two fun
damental stages. The first redefined the political community. The second

21. Quentin Skinner, “The State” in Political Innovation and Conceptual Change, ed. T. 
Ball, J. Farr, and R. L. Hanson (Cambridge: CUP, 1989), pp. 90-131. For the protracted 
prehistory o f inventing the “state” see Skinner’s Foundations of Modem Political Thought, 2 
vols. (Cambridge: CUP, 1978), and for the beginnings o f “state” theory, in particular the 
“Conclusion,” vol. 2, pp. 349-358. For an argument analogous to Skinner’s explanation o f 
the emergence o f the “state,” see J. H . Bums, “George Buchanan and the Anti- 
Monarchomachs” in Political Discourse in Early Modem Britain, cd. Phillipson and Skinner, 
pp. 3-22.
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specified the mechanism whereby the community made its most crucial 
decisions. This latter required the formation of a unitary collective will. 
The emphasis on the political community as the starting point marked 
off the new idea of the “state” from theories of kingship that conceived 
the country as the monarch’s hereditary estate. The civitas had to serve 
the good of all (salus populi suprema lex esto). Thus the people ultimately 
owed a political obligation to no one but themselves.22 The civitas, the 
respublica or commonwealth was a popular state, understood in the broadest 
possible sense of the word. This construction, however, undercut not only 
the princely state but also traditional notions of popular sovereignty. In 
“pre-state” idioms of popular government it was the actual flcsh-and- 
blood commonality of the people that controlled ultimate decision 
making. Similarly, in princely or monarchical government the scat of 
power was in the actual person of the ruler or in the assembly of the 
aristocracy. The idea of the “state” destroyed the theory and practice of 
direct popular legitimation, as upheld previously by republicans and mon- 
archomachs. The purpose of substituting the term state for rcspublica or 
commonwealth was to make this change clear. The notion that a political 
community had to possess a temporally continuous identity or status, over 
and beyond its current regime form (whether monarchical or republican), 
was, in the words of Hobbes, the idea of the “great Leviathan, called a 
Common-wealth, or State (in Latin Civitas)”23 The addition of the word 
“state” signaled a change in the relationship between people and their 
sovereignty. Popular sovereignty became mediated, or represented, in
stead of direct.24
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22. See a particularly clear statement in De Cive, 13. 2-4, in the contemporary but unau
thorized English translation entitled Philosophical Rudiments Concemintj Government and So
ciety, pp. 157-158: “Now all the duties o f Rulers are contained in this one sentence, The 
safety o f the people is the supreme Law. . . . because dominions were constituted for Peace’s 
sake, and Peace was sought after for safeties sake; he, who being placed in authorin', shall 
use his power otherwise than to the safety o f the people, will act against the reasons o f 
Peace, that is to say, against the Lawes o f Nature.” From this Hobbes develops the whole 
doctrine o f the duties o f rulers and the aims o f states according to public utility, including 
the requirements o f defense and material flourishing. He also emphasizes that the “City was 
not instituted for its own, but for the subjects’ sake, and yet a particular care is not required 
o f this or that man.” Individuals may be sacrificed because o f  their own fault, or because of 
unavoidable necessity, and “it sometimes conduces to the safety of the most part, that wicked 
men doe suffer.”

23. Hobbes, Leviathan, “The Introduction,” p. 9.
24. “The People is somewhat that is one, having one mil, and to whom one action may be
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The idea of sovereignty as the representation of the entire political com
munity for decision-making purposes, superior to and independent of the 
form of government, was always easier to understand as an intellectual 
strategy, as a normative projection, than as a description of actual political 
reality.25 How could the people be sovereign indirectly? How could a 
multitude of individuals move from being a mere crowd to being a 
“people” or “demos?” Was coercion or fear of a common enemy intent on 
conquering them sufficient for the purpose? The image of the “state” as 
a “Leviathan”—an artificial manlike political body, possessing an artificial 
soul and an artificial will through representatives — was an evocative meta
phor, but the Leviathan was even more an imagined community than 
traditional politics.26 It had to remain essentially the totality of the COm-
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attributed; none o f these can properly be said of a Multitude. The People rules in all gov
ernments. . . .  in a Monarchy, the Subjects arc the Multitude, and (however it seem a Paradox) 
the King is the People" (Dc Cive, 12.8). De Cive, that is “O f the Citizen,” was a provocative 
title for a book that aimed at leveling the difference between democracies or republics and 
other legitimate states, and hence between citizens and subjects, arguing that there was no 
more liberty in a traditionally understood popular state than in a modern monarchy; sec De 
Cive 10.8, and compare to Leviathan, Ch. 21, pp. 145-154. For a penetrating discussion of 
Hobbes’s philosophical theory o f liberty and its critical deployment in the debates about the 
Commonwealth government against those who were “clamouring for liberty and calling it 
a birthright,” sec Quentin Skinner, “Thomas Hobbes on the Proper Signification o f Lib
erty,” in Visions of Politics, vol. 3, pp. 209-237.

25. The connection between the intellectual and the political strategy in Hobbes’s con
struction of sovereignty is brought out clearly and tracked consistently through the various 
versions o f Hobbes’s political theory from The Elements o f Law to De Give and the Leviathan 
by Richard Tuck, Philosophy and Government 1572-1651 (Cambridge: CUP, 1993), 
pp. 308-329. See also his “Conclusion,” pp. 346-348. The need for a political “state” to 
adjudicate between private judgment and to create a workable consensus or as a major mo
tivation o f Hobbes’s theory o f sovereignty is also shown, although by using a different 
technical route from Tuck’s, that is, the history o f rhetoric and rhetorical skepticism, by 
Quentin Skinner, “Thomas Hobbes: Rhetoric and the Construction o f Morality,” in Reason 
and Rhetoric in the Philosophy of Hobbes, particularly Ch. 9, “Hobbes’s Reconsideration o f El
oquence,” pp. 327-375, and “Conclusion: Why Did Hobbes Change His Mind?,” 
pp. 426-437.

26. For a discussion o f Hobbes’s method o f analysis behind his metaphor o f the state as 
“an automaton or artificiall man” see Noel Malcolm, “Hobbes’s Science o f Politics and His 
Theory o f Science” in Hobbes Ocffli, ed. Andrea Napoli and Guido Canziani (Milan: Franco 
Angeli, 1990), pp, 145-157. Malcolm argues that the emphasis in the phrase “artificiall 
man” is not on the fact that it resembles a man, but that it is “an artificial object, an object 
constituted by the intentions of the people who make it and use it” (p. 151).
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munity, impersonal and disembodied; its intended identity being lost as 
soon as it was mistakenly equated with any of the actual individuals or 
subordinate corporations that composed the civitas.

This difficulty of imagining the Leviathan was not so much solved as 
compounded by the theory of how the sovereign decision-making agency 
was to be generated. The entire political community authorized the sov
ereign. This traditionally presupposed the existence of a community that 
could perform the task of electing a sovereign without tearing itself apart 
by controversy. Hobbes, however, insisted that the move from the mul
titude to a people itself depended on a sovereign being in place who was 
capable of uniting the “state.” “For it is the Unity of the Representer, not 
the Unity of the Represented, that maketh the Person [i.e., the artificial 
person of the state] One. And it is the Representer that beareth the Person, 
and but one Person: And Unity, cannot otherwise be understood in Mul
titude.”27 Hobbes was careful to preclude the possibility of his theory 
being interpreted as a theory of resistance. That is why he disallowed the 
possibility that the multitude that had been shaped into a united entity 
only by the sovereign should be able to turn, in an organized fashion,
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27. Jonathan, Ch. 16, “O f Persons, Authors, and things Personated,” p. 114. For the 
beginning of the language o f “representation” in Hobbes, De Give, and the role o f Sorbicre’s 
1649 French translation in it, sec Tuck, Philosophy and Government, p. 327. Later, in the 
leviathan, the sovereign is consistently called “the representative.” On the relevance o f 
studying the language use in the Latin and English versions o f Hobbes, particularly re
garding concepts like the commonwealth, authority, actor, person, and so on, see François 
Tricaud, “language and Political Thought in the XVlIth Century: A Research on Hobbes 
as a Bilingual Philosopher” in Historiscbe Scmantik und Rcprifispcschicbte, ed. Reinhart Ko- 
selleck (Stuttgart: Klert-Cotta, 1978), pp. 303-313. The outlines o f the “personation” or 
“representation” theory involved are explained by H. Pitkin, “Hobbes’s Concept o f Repre
sentation,” /I w/rw«« Political Science Reviciv 58 (1964): 328-340, 902-918, and in a more 
concise version in H. F. Pitkin, The Concept of Representation (Berkeley: University o f Cali
fornia Press, 1967), Ch. 2, “The Problem of Hobbes,” pp. 14-37. Pitkin’s presentist bias is 
corrected in Deborah Baumgold, Hobbes's Political Theory (Cambridge: CUP, 1988), pp. 45 - 
55. See also Lucien Jaumc, Hobbes et PEtat représentatif moderne (Paris: PUF, 1986), pp. 82- 
117. Some of the conceptual distinctions are also laid out very clearly in David P. Gauthier, 
The Lopic o f Leviathan. The Moral and Political Theory o f Thomas Hobbes (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1969), Ch. 4, “Theory o f Authorization,” pp. 120-177, who emphasizes that al
though Ch. 16 of the Leviathan might have appeared to some past interpreters as a somewhat 
irrelevant appendix to Hobbes’s psychology and moral theory, it contains the cornerstone 
o f his political theory. See also the challenge to Gauthier’s interpretation in Jean Hampton, 
Hobbes and the Social Contract Tradition (Cambridge: CUP, 1986), Ch. 5, “Authorizing the 
Sovereign,” pp. 114-131.
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against the decision-making prerogative of the sovereign-representative.28 
The sovereign did not need to be a single person. Hobbes carefully 
worked out the preconditions of authorization, but he did not insist on 
any particular shape of the sovereign agency that was authorized. It could 
as readily be a committee (of various sizes) as a single man. He had a 
preference for monarchy, but this preference originated in traditional ar
guments about the difficulties of decision making in pluralistic or repub
lican forms of government.29

Despite the sequencing difficulties involved in explaining how the 
people appeared as a united entity by representation, Hobbes’s model 
clearly expressed the idea that the legitimate coercion applied by the sov
ereign was exercised in the name of the unitary popular state, in the name 
of the “people.”

Hobbes’s theory emphasized that successful states had to homogenize 
their populations in all aspects that affected their ability to secure the 
peaceful survival of the citizenry. Homogenization required individuals 
to accept their political obligations in exchange for the state guaranteeing 
their safety. Functionally, the “state” rested on the assumption that spe
cific territories were already occupied by real rather than imagined people, 
and that their survival, individually and collectively, depended on their 
ability to assert their political presence over the territory as long-term oc
cupiers. The new theory of the “state” said virtually nothing about the

28. Sec Noel Malcolm, “Hobbes and Spinoza” in The Cambridge History of Political 
Thought 1450-1700, cd. J. H. Burns and M. Goldie (Cambridge: CUP, 1991), pp. 541- 
542 and Richard Tuck, Hobbes (Oxford: OUP, 1989), pp. 66-67.

29. For Hobbes retaining some features (at the minimum as a procedural assumption) 
o f the principle o f an elective creation o f sovereignty by majority as the “institution” o f a 
“common-wealth,” see Leviathan, Ch. 18, p. 121. On the comparative merits o f monarchy, 
democracy, and aristtKracy see Ch. 19, “O f the severall Kinds o f Common-Wealth by In
stitution, and o f Succession to the Soveraigne Power,” pp. 129-135. The succession issue 
was important, as Hobbes explained, “as there was order taken for an Artificial! Man, so 
there be order also taken, for an Artificial! Eternity o f life” (pp. 135-138). For a challenge 
o f Hobbes over the comparative merits o f monarchical and democratic government and a 
plan to make the electoral procedures o f republican government compatible with a large 
modern country (making it an explicit precondition o f the working o f  such an electoral 
democracy that the country should be large enough, around a million voters, to make the 
corrupting influence o f family, kin and local circle o f acquaintances irrelevant), sec the in
teresting manuscript by Hobbes’s one-time disciple Sir William Petty, in The Petty Papers, 
ed. Marquis o f Lansdowne, 2 vols. (London: Constable, 1927), vol. 2, pp. 35-39, and in 
English translation in Frank Amati and Tony Aspromourgos, “Petty contra Hobbes: A Pre
viously Untranslated Manuscript,” Journal o f the History of Ideas 46 (1985): 127-132.
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legitimacy of its borders in spatial terms. The boundaries were de facto. 
They were defined by the sovereign’s ability to perform his chief task, the 
protection of the population living within the state’s territory. In other 
words, the size of a state was defined by power. Its boundaries were 
indeterminate in all other respects, including the language and ethnic ho
mogeneity of its populace.

The theory also said little about the world beyond the sovereign’s 
power to provide protection. The “state” lived in the state of nature, in 
the realm of pure might and competing reasons of state, where the laws 
of nature provided counsel but no enforceable international legality.30 The 
underdetermined character of the external shape of the state in Hobbes’s 
theory is particularly relevant if one considers it against the background 
of the history of European state-building. Most of the territorial states of 
Europe were composite or multiple entities stitched together from various 
preexisting territorial units. The “state,” in practice, was not invented to 
underscore the continuous and indivisible identity of small and self
consciously republican communities but of larger units of considerable 
heterogeneity. Similarly, the French constitutional revolutionaries wished 
to preserve their territorial state and reassert the continuity of France over 
the enormous breach opened up by the political and social revolution of 
1789.

Some of them choose the term “nation” to express an idea very similar 
to Hobbes’s idea of the state. By and large Hobbes’s theory of the state 
has always been taken as seriously, if not more, in France than in Britain,31 
and his ideas were actively present in French debates in the half-century 
leading up to the Revolution. Hobbes’s key ideas were critically reviewed, 
for example, in Diderot’s Encyclopedic.32 The Genevan J.-J. Rousseau re
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30. Hobbes, Leviathan, Ch. 13, “O f the Naturall Condition o f Mankind, as concerning 
their Felicity, and Miser)',” p. 90.

31. For the beginning o f this process see Quentin Skinner, “Thomas Hobbes and His 
Disciples in France and England,” in Visions of Politics, vol. 3, pp. 308-323. Richard Tuck 
claims that in the Leviathan in 1651 “the basic character o f Enlightenment politics was 
already in place. . . and the men o f the Enlightenment themselves recognised this.” See 
Tuck, Philosophy and Government, p. 348. For a survey o f Hobbes’s later influence sec Yves 
Glaziou, Hobbes cn France au XVIIP  Sieclc (Paris: PUF, 1993).

32. See the article LF.tat written by Jaucourt: “We can consider the state as a moral 
person whose head is the sovereign, and whose limbs are the individual citizens: accordingly 
we can attribute to this person certain specific actions and rights that are distinct from those 
o f each citizen, and that no citizen can arrogate to themselves . . . the state is a society 
animated by a single soul that directs all its movements in a consistent manner, with an
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vived the vital relevance of Hobbes’s De Cive and Leviathan, appropriating 
some of Hobbes’s ideas while pointing out repeatedly that the En
glishman’s conception of representation was a vehicle for despotism. 
Rousseau agreed that the multitude that existed before the social contract 
could acquire unity only if the respublica was conceived as a single political 
body or moral state person. His collective singularity of a state-person 
was animated, however, by a collective popular will that remained radi
cally democratic in its composition. For Rousseau there was no elective 
authorization of a separate representative agency. The awesome unifying 
powers of the general will remained lodged with all the actual human 
beings belonging to the republic, directly and collectively.

The collective sovereignty put the citizenry of the republic under a set 
of beneficial but draconian disciplines. By virtue of having authorized the 
sovereignty of the general will, citizens saw the laws as created by them
selves in their own interest. Consequently, they were under an undisputed 
obligation to obey, or leave. Rousseau’s republic was by no means a 
simple direct democracy. It was, however, direct in die sense that it in
volved all the citizens all the time, without allowing abstention or rep
resentation even temporarily. The “general will” achieved the sovereign 
unification of the political body without involving any agency with special 
privileges over the community. Rousseau’s idea was difficult. He saw the 
republic as a political body, superior and distinct from the multitude that 
existed before the state. Blit he denied that popular sovereignty could 
coexist with anything but the most strictly democratic collective self
representation. For Rousseau democratic popular sovereignty was inalien
able.

Rousseau recognized that the project of creating active sovereignty 
without any further human actuating agency amounted to attempting

orientation towards the common good” (Encyclopédie, vol. 6, pp. 19a-19b). Jaucourt, how
ever, also tried to distance the notion o f état from the modern notion o f souveraineté (ac
cusing Pufendorf, and thus perforce Hobbes, with conflating the two) and adopted Cicero’s 
definition o f société civile instead: “Multitude, juris consensu, &  utilitatis communione sociata” 
(p. 19a). On Diderot’s use and critique o f Hobbes (in “Hobbismc,” “Droit naturel,” “Au
torité politique,” “Cité,” “Citoyen”) via borrowing from Pufendorf and Jacob Brucker’s 
Historia Critica Philosophiae, and importantly using it as a vehicle for developing a contro
versy with Rousseau, see Robert Wokler, “The Influence o f Diderot on the Political Theory 
o f Rousseau” in Studies in Voltaire and the Eighteenth Century 132 (1975): 55-111. See also 
the “Introduction” and the translation o f some of these Encyclopédie articles in Diderot, 
Political Writings, ed. by John Hope Mason and Robert Woklcr, pp. ix-xv, 6-21, 27-29.
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something like squaring the circle. The dream was to have laws governing 
men without a judge or umpire to oversee them. In many ways the ideas 
of the Physiocrats run on parallel lines, particularly in their theory of 
“legal” despotism. They also wanted to place the laws, not men, in com
mand of the polity and the economy. But Quesnay, Mirabeau, and their 
disciples, who had France in mind as a model rather than tiny republican 
Geneva, could see no way of circumventing the appointment of a sover
eign who despotically enforced the rule of law.33 When they pressed their 
theory of despotisme legale on Rousseau, the Genevan heaped scorn on 
their naive failure to recognize that no human individual could be placed 
in such a powerful position without eventually succumbing to corruption. 
He was also quite clear about the starkness of the available choices. If his 
own squaring of the circle by the “general will” could not work (and he 
knew it could not), he preferred a Hobbesian despotism to the illusory 
attempt either to render it légale or to make a large country' like France 
submit to the austere discipline of a direct popular republic.34 The phi-
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33. The much misunderstood Physiocratic theory o f despotisme légale was presented in a 
fully-fledged form in Pierre Le Mercier de la Riviere, L'ordre naturel et essentiel des sociétés 
politiques and reviewed and defended by the Abbé Baudeau in the Epbétnérides du Citoyen ou 
Bibliothèque Raisonnée des Sciences A i orales et Politiques, vol. 12 (Paris: Delalain and Lacombe, 
1767), especially “[Explication des mots: despotisme légale],” pp. 190-209. The theory be
came incorporated into the doctrine o f the économistes by Du Pont dc Nemours, in his Dc 
l’origine et Propres d ’une science nouvelle and by Baudeau in his Premiere introduction a la 
philosophic economique ou analyse des états policés. Par une disciple dc l'ami des hommes (Paris: 
Didot, 1771). The sharpest and most substantial attack on despotisme légale came from the 
Abbé Mably, in his Doutes proposés aux philosophes économistes sur l'ordre naturel et essential des 
sociétés politiques (The Hague: Nyon and Veuve Durand, 1768). For an outline o f the birth 
o f the doctrine and the controversy surrounding it, see Georges Weulersee, lx  Alouwmcnt 
Physiocratique cn France (dc 1756 à 1770), 2 vols. (Paris: Felix Alcan, 1910), Bk. 3, Ch. 2, 
“Les principes dc l’ordre politique” (vol. 2, pp. 36-92) and Bk. 5, Ch. 2, Sect. 2, “Critique 
de principes politiques des Economistes” (vol. 2, pp. 654-667). For a modern account of 
eighteenth-century' notions o f despotism, including despotisme légale, see Melvin Richter, 
“Despotism” in Dictionary of the History of Ideas, ed. P. P. Wiener (New York: Scribner’s 
Sons, 1973), vol. 2, pp. 1-18.

34. “Your system is very good for the people of Utopia; it is worthless lor the children 
o f Adam,” wrote Rousseau to Mirabeau on July 26, 1767. “This is, as I used to sec it, the 
great problem of politics, which I compare to that o f squaring the circle in geometiy' and 
longitude in astronomy: to find a government that puts laws above man. If  such a form can 
be found—and I confess frankly that I believe that it is not to be found —I believe we must 
pass to the other extreme, and immediately put man as far as possible above the law; to 
establish, therefore, arbitrary despotism, and the most arbitrary possible. I wish that the 
despot might be God. In a word, I do not sec any tolerable mean between the most austere
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losopher-politicians who drafted the first constitutions of revolutionary 
France were aware of these debates and understood quite accurately both 
Hobbesian state theory and the difficulties Rousseau and the économistes 
had encountered in trying to modify it.

In many respects Louis XIV’s absolutism corresponded to Hobbesian 
state theory. France’s mixed constitution was swept away, leaving the all- 
powerful monarch standing at the apex of society as the symbol of a 
unified sovereignty. French subjects, however, were far from being citi
zens even in the Hobbesian sense and Louis had in no sense represented 
that artificial moral person which, according to contractarian theory, came 
into being as a democratic pact of individuals. With the failure of Louis’ 
grand project of European hegemony, the imperial legacy of aggressive 
monarchical absolutism gradually lost its legitimacy. In effect, France ran 
the course described in Hobbes’s state-building theory in the reverse. It 
began with the de facto unifying and homogenizing powers of a unitary 
sovereignty, and then proceeded, under pressure, slowly to reshape the 
underlying political community into the popular entity through represen
tation. In this retroactive legitimation of the absolutist achievement the 
starting point was the “state,” understood as the king’s état, and the sub
stratum, which increasingly it was made to represent, was the “nation.” 
The term itself had been in use for quite a long time, but as the Marquis 
d’Argenson remarked in the 1750s, the prominent deployment of the 
notions of état and nation in open political discourse would have been 
inconceivable in Louis XIV’s time.* 35 Having become associated with
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democracy and the most perfect Hobbism. For the conflict o f  men and laws, which puts 
the state into a continual civil war, is the worst o f all political states.” The letter was printed 
in the 1782 edition o f Rousseau’s work, for a modern critical edition see Letter 5991 (and 
draft in 599Ibis) in Correspondence complete de J.-J. Rousseau, ed. R. A. Leigh, vol. 33 (Ox
ford: Voltaire Foundation, 1978), pp. 238-246, English translation o.f the main passages is 
in The Indispensable Rousseau, cd. John Hope Mason (London: Quartet Books, 1979), p. 281 
and Rousseau, Social Contract, pp. 268-271. Mirabeau’s answer is in Letter 5998 (July 30, 
1767), Rousseau's Correspondence complete, vol. 31, pp. 255-264.

35. René-Louis de Voyer de Paulmy, marquis d’Argenson,/fl«nî«Z ft w w o/r«  ¿w marquis 
d'Argenson publiés pour la premiere fois d'apres les manuscrits autographes de la bibliothèque du 
Louvre, cd. E.J.B. Rathery, 8 vols. (Paris: Jules Renouard, 1866), vol. 8, p. 315. In English 
translation see [misdated to June 21, 1754] the Journal and Memoirs o f the Marquis 
d’Argenson, ed. E.J.B. Rather)', trans. K. Prescott Wormcley, 2 vols. (London: Heinemann, 
1902), vol. 2, p. 294. D’Argenson claimed that this sort o f political language originated 
from the parliamentary system of England. For his reform plans for France see his Consid
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rights and the defense of liberties, the nation became the battle cry of the 
critique36 of the absolutist monarchy.

The absolutist legacy of Louis XIV was attacked from a number of 
directions. One challenge came from continuing resistance to centraliza
tion in the name of the mixed constitution, which had been sidelined in 
the seventeenth century, but still had a residual presence in the various 
corporatist entities that survived from the pre-absolutist regime. Repre
sentation of the nation was a key slogan of the parliamentarian opposition, 
which believed the parlements to be substitutes for national representation 
by the Estates General.37 Another way of attacking the absolutist regime 
was to point out that it had failed to modernize itself and adjust its po
litical institutions to the emergence of the modern economy and modern 
warfare. The third type of critique contrasted the absolutist monarchical 
regime with the politics of free commonwealths and upheld the liberty of 
popular republics as a superior alternative to monarchies. When the Abbé 
Sieyès put the nation at the center of the constitutional reinvention of 
France in 1789, he was not simply attacking the ancien régime. He used 
his critical powers with devastating effects against those concepts of the 
nation that were embedded in the premodern corporatist tradition of the 
mixed constitution and in popular republicanism. Without understanding 
the dialectic o f Sieyès’s fight, it is impossible to understand what the word

eration sur le Gouvernement Ancien et Présent de la France (Amsterdam: Marc-Michel Rey, 
1764). The original title o f the manuscript was “Jusques ou la démocratie peut être admise dans 
le gouvernement monarchique." revealing the author’s view that the introduction o f a demo
cratic element into the monarchy would support, rather than subvert, sovereignty; sec Nan- 
nerl O. Keohane, Philosophy and the State in France: The Renaissance to the Enlightenment 
(Princeton, NJ: PUP, 1980), pp. 376-391, based on her Yale Ph.D. dissertation, “Demo
cratic Monarchy: The Political Theory o f the Marquis d’Argenson” (1967); and Joseph 
Gallanar, “Argenson’s ‘Platonic Republics,’ ” Studies in Voltaire and the Eighteenth Century 
61 (1967): 557-575.

36. For eighteenth-century notions o f “critique” see Reinhart Koselleck, Critique and 
Crisis: Enlightenment and the Pathogenesis of Modem Society (Cambridge, MA: M.I.T. Press, 
1988), Ch. 8, “The Process o f Criticism,” pp. 98-123, Kurt Röttgers, “Kritik,” in Geschicht
liche Grundbegriffe, vol. 3 (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1982), pp. 651-675; Martin Fontius, “Cri
tique,” in Handbuch Politisch-Sozialer Grundbegriffe in Frankreich 1680-1820, vol. 5, ed. by 
R. Reichardt, E. Schmidt, G. van den Heuvel, and A. Helfer (Munich: Oldenbourg, 1986), 
pp. 7-20.

37. See Keith Michael Baker, “Representation Redefined,” in his Inventing the French 
Revolution: Essays on French Political Culture in the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge: CUP, 
1990), section on “Parliamentary Claims,” pp. 228-235.
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nation meant when it was incorporated into his idea of the “nation
state.”38

Two Models of French Popular Sovereignty: The “Nation” of 
Sieyes and the “People” of the Jacobins

When the various attempts to rescue the war finance system of the ab
solutist monarchy from collapse failed, France was plunged into crisis. 
The country could in principle revert to its pre-absolutist mixed consti
tution. This was one possible implication of reconvening the Estates Gen-

38. For the concept of the “nation” in eighteenth-century France and the Revolution see 
Pierre Nora, “Nation,” in A  Critical Dictionary of the French Revolution, ed. François Furet 
and Mona Ozouf, trans. A. Goldhammer (Cambridge, MA: HUP, 1989), pp. 742-752; 
Elisabeth Fehrenbach, “Nation,” in Handbuch Politisch-Sozialer Grundbegriffe in Frankreich 
1680-1820, vol. 7., cd. by R. Reichardt, E. Schmidt, G. van den Heuvcl, and A. Hofer 
(Munich: Oldenbourg, 1986), pp. 75-107; Bernd Schönemann, “Exkurs: zur Entwicklung 
der Begriffe '’peuple' und 'nation' in Frankreich (1760-1815),” in the article by Reinhart 
Koscllcck, Fritz Gschnitzer, Karl Ferdinand Weiner, and Bernd Schönemann, “Volk, Nation, 
Nationalismus, Masse,” Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, vol. 7 (Stuttgart: Clett-Cotta, 1992), 
pp. 321-325; U. Dicrse and H. Rath, “Nation, Nationalismus, Nationalität” in Historisches 
Wörterbuch der Philosophie, ed. J. Ritterand K. Gründer, vol. 6 (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche 
Buchgesellscaft, 1984), pp. 406-414; P. Sagnac, “L’idée de la nation en France (1788- 
1789),” Revue d'histoire politique et constitutionelle 1 (1937): 158-163; R. R. Palmer, “The 
National Idea in France Before the Revolution,” Journal of the History o f Ideas 1 (1940): 95 - 
111 ; Eberhard Weis, “Die Bedeutung von Absolutismus und Revolution für den franzö
sischen Nationalstaat und das französische Nationalbcwußstsein,” in Dann, Nationalismus in 
Vorindustricller Zeit, pp. 101-112; Jacques Godechot, “Nation, Patrie, Nationalisme et Pa
triotisme en France au 18e siècle,” Annales Historiques de la Révolution Française 43 (1971): 
481-501; Jacques Godechot, “The New Concept o f the Nation,” in Nationalism in the Age 
of the French Revolution, ed. O tto Dann and John Dinwiddy (Ijondon: Hambledon, 1988), 
pp. 17-18; C. Buzon and C. Girardin, “La Constitution du Concept de Nation,” in Autour 
de Ferand, La Lexicographie en France de 1762 à 1835: Actes du Colloque International Organise 
à l’Ecole Normale Supérieure de Jeunes Filles les 7,8,9 Décembre 1984 (Paris: L’Ecole, 1986), 
pp. 185-191; Norman Hampson, “The Idea o f the Nation in Revolutionär)' France,” in 
Reshaping France: Town, Country and Region during the French Revolution, ed. A. Forrest and 
P. Jones (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1991), pp. 13-25; Norman Hampson, 
“Ui Patrie,” in The French Revolution and the Creation of Modem Political Culture, vol. 2, The 
Political Culture of the French Revolution, cd. Colin Lucas (Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1988), 
pp. 125-138; Maurice Cranston, “The Sovereignty o f the Nation,” in The Political Culture 
of the French Revolution, cd. Lucas, pp. 97-104; Gary Kates, “Jews into Frenchmen: Na
tionality and Representation in Revolutionary France” in The French Revolution and the Birth 
of Modernity, ed. Ferenc Fehér (Berkeley: University o f California Press, 1990), pp. 103- 
116; Liah Grecnfeld, “The Three Identities o f France” in her Nationalism: Five Roads to 
Modernity (Cambridge, MA: HUP, 1992), pp. 89-188.
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eral, which had been dormant since 1614-1615. Sieyès’s sizzling pam
phlet What Is the Third Estate? destroyed this attempt. As Sieyès made 
clear, the mixed constitution was wholly unsuited to the conditions of 
modern France. His political rhetoric was designed to mow down the 
claims of the aristocracy and the Church for separate corporate represen
tation (the aristocracy was denounced as descendants of conquerors, as 
unproductive drones who refused to work, or simply as a small minority 
intent on thwarting the will of the majority). The essence of Sieyès’s pam
phlet lay in his attempt to restate the demand for undivided sovereignty, 
or sovereignty as single unified decision-making power reflecting the will 
of an all-inclusive community'. No Estates General, Sieyès pointed out, 
could ever solve a serious conflict between the estates without appealing 
to a higher agency, in which case that agency would be the real sovereign 
(as French monarchs had realized when they suspended the Estates Gen
eral for a century and a half). Returning to the mixed constitution would 
have set up a vicious circle that was bound to lead to indecision and 
paralysis.39

A composite representative body such as the Estates General could not 
really adjudicate between its own constitutive parts. As Sieyès explained, 
the impasse of France could not be resolved by choosing between one or 
the other of the older (often medieval) techniques of representation. In 
order to address this problem he presented a conjectural history of how 
the political community emerged from the state of nature. The political 
entity created by free contracting individuals (a union, a society', a people, 
a nation) had to become a single body politic possessing a single common 
will. The sequence of stages ran from a mere multitude to a direct de
mocracy and then, as the community' grew in size, to indirect democracy. 
The latter Sieyès called the “system of representation.”40 For Sieyès the 
“nation” was the association of free individuals who united into a single 
body with one common will.”41 Where was the “nation” to be found

39. Emmanuel Joseph Sieyès, What Is the Third Estate?, in Political Writings, cd. Michael 
Sonenscher (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 2003), p. 139. Sieyès claimed that even a regularly 
convened Estates General would be a constitutional petitio principii. On Sieyès’s work see 
Murray Forsyth, Reason a Revolution: The Political Thought of the Abbe Sieycs (Leicester: 
Leicester University Press, 1987). Forsyth’s book makes extensive use o f the unpublished 
notes by Sieyès in the National Archives in Paris, some o f the material is printed in 
Emmanuel-Joseph Sieyès, Ecrits Politiques, ed. Roberto Zapperi (Paris: Editions des Archives 
Contemporaines, 1985), pp. 45-91. Sieyès’s works, pamphlets, and speeches are reprinted 
in O eum s de Sieyès, ed. Marcel Dorigny, 3 vols. (Paris: Editions d’Histoire Sociale, 1990).

40. Sieyès, What Is the Third Estate?, pp. 134-135. The third stage o f government Sieyès
called “government by proxy” (gouvernement exercé par procuration), p. 134.
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today, Sieyès asked? The answer was simple: it was in the “40,000 par
ishes covering the whole territory [of France], in all inhabitants and all 
the contributors to the public establishment.”42 Sieyès presented the no
tion of the complete nation as the working nation, excluding from it the 
non-working aristocracy. It was an expression of utilitarian or commercial 
sociability embedded in the reciprocities of the division of labor.43 A pop-

41. Ibid., pp. 136-137. Sieyès emphasized that the birth o f the nation cannot be ex
plained by any creation myth or contract theory, since it would involve imagining the nation 
contracting with itself which could not be binding. “A nation is all that it can be,” he 
explained, “simply by virtue o f being what it is.” This was so because a “nation is formed 
solely by natural law.”

42. Ibid., p. 140.
43. For the important theory o f the complete nation as the sum total o f the private and 

public activities that a nation is capable o f facilitating for ensuring its own material—eco
nomic, cultural, and military—political reproduction, see What Is the Third Estate?, Ch. 1, 
“The Third Estate Is a Complete Nation,” pp. 94-98. For a more explicit exposition o f the 
connection between commercial sociability and the principles o f modern politics, sec Sieyès’s 
1789 Preliminary to the Constitution (see also the commentary by Forsyth, Reason and Rev
olution, pp. 108-119), which makes him a socialist in the eighteenth-century sense o f the 
term, sec Chapter 1 in this volume. A socialist supported the idea that the état social was a 
commercial society tied together by the reciprocal satisfaction o f human needs and the di
vision of labor. Among Sieycs’s manuscripts there is a striking note about his intention to 
write a Traité du socialisme ou du but que se propose l’homme en société det des moyens qui’l a 
d’y  parvenir. (Archives Nationales, 284 AP3, dossier 13, undated.) For commentary see 
Jacques Guilhaumou, “ ‘De Société à socialisme’ (Sicyes): l’invention néologique et son 
contexte discursive. Essai de colinguismc appliqué,” Language et Société no. 83 (1998): 39- 
78. On the related term social science, which Sieyès himself used in the first edition o f What 
is the Third Estate? (p. 115), see Keith M. Baker, “The Early History' o f the Term ‘Social 
Science,’ ” Annals o f Science, 20 (1964): 211-226 and Brian W. Head, “The Origins o f ‘La 
science sociale’ in France, 1770-1800,” Australian Journal o f Trench Studies, 19 (1982), 115— 
132. Jcan-Jacques-Régis de Cambacérès, one o f the chief contributors to the revolutionary 
Code Civil projects, and later o f the Code Napoleon, defined science sociale as the truly modern 
form of the science o f the legislator, see “Discourse dc la science sociale,” in Mémoires de 
l’Institut national, Classe des sciences morales et politiques, 3 (1801): 1-14. Compare this to the 
contribution o f Dcstutt de Tracy, the inventor o f the term idéologie, in his A  Commentary 
and Review of Montesquieu’s ‘Sprit of the Laws’: To Which Are Annexed, Observations on the 
Thirty-First Book, by the late M . Condorcet: and Two Letters of Helvctius, On the Merits o f the 
Same Work, trans. Thomas Jefferson (Philadelphia, PA: William Duane, 1811), “Preliminary 
Observations,” pp. 3-4. Destutt dc Tracy claimed that “labor, and the employment o f our 
faculties . . . is . . . the basis o f all social science” (p. 149) and compared its scope to M on
tesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws. On Dcsrutt de Tracy sec Head, Ideology and Social Science: Destutt 
de Tracy and French Liberalism (Dordrecht: M. Nijhoff, 1985), pp. 109-127; Robert Woklcr, 
“Saint-Simon and the Passage from Political to Social Science,” in Pagden (cd.), Languages 
of Political Theory, pp. 325-338, and Martin S. Staum, Minerva’s Message: Stabilizing the 
French Revolution (Montreal, Ontario: McGill-Quecn’s UP, 1996), pp. 3-32.
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ulation that was brought together by the common effort of economic 
survival, Sieyés argued, could function as a single body only if it was also 
homogenized politically. Legalized inequality was divisive. Territorial uni
fication alone could not make the French into a true “nation.” It had to 
be complemented by civil egalitarianism.

The first step towards this goal was consummated when the Estates 
General transformed itself not into a House of Commons after the British 
model, or an Assembly of the Majority, or even an “Assembly repre
senting the People of France” (as Mirabeau had suggested), but into a 
united and indivisible Assemblée N aliónale on 17 June 1789.44 Defeating 
the mixed constitution (for the second time in the history of France) was 
only the beginning of Sieyes’s plan. The next issue was to turn the ho
mogenized “nation” into a properly functioning unitary political regime. 
Having rejected both absolute monarchical sovereignty and its historical 
opponent, divided sovereignty, Sieyés had to clarify the meaning of “na
tional” sovereignty. What sort of sovereignty was it? The various inter
pretations clashed when the drafting of the new constitution reached the 
issue of the royal veto.

When the first Declaration of the Rights of Man was endorsed by the 
Assemblée National at the end of August 1789,45 its Article III borrowed
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44. See Lynn H unt, “The “National Assembly,” in The Political Culture of the Old Regime, 
ed. Keith Michael Baker, vol. 1 o f The French Revolution and the Creation o f Modem Political 
Culture (Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1987), pp. 403-415; and Eberhard Schmitt, “Repracscn- 
tatio in Toto und Racprcscntatio Singularitcr: Zur Frage nach dem Zusammenbruch des fran
zösischen ancien régime und der Durchsetzung moderner parlamentarischer Theorie und 
Praxis im Jahr 1789,” Historische Zeitschrift 213 (1971): 529-576. The argument against 
Mirabeau turned on the interpretation o f the French word peuple, which for the deputies of 
the Third Estate meant the populus, the entire constituency o f the ciritas. For the nobility 
and the clergy the word carried the association o f the lower orders, the Latin plebs. It was 
decided that it was nation rather than peuple that correctly, that is, inclusively, defined the 
modern French equivalent o f  populus. For the ambiguity' of the term, sec the article “Peuple” 
in the Encyclopédie, by Jaucourt, which is almost entirely taken from the Dissertation sur la 
nature du peuple o f  the Abbé Coyer; see Coyer’s Dissertations pour être lues (The Hague: 
Pierre Gosse, 1755). For commentary see Jean Fabre, “L’article ‘Peuple’ de VEncyclopédie et 
le couple Coyer-Jaucourt,” in Images du peuple au dix-huitième siècle: Colloque d'Aix-en- 
Provence, 25 et 26 octobre 1969 ed. Henri Coulet (Paris: Armand Colin, 1973).

45. The final text o f the Déclaration des droits de l ’homme et du citoyen’ décrétés par l’Assemblée 
nationale dans les séances des 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 26 août et 1" octobre 1789, acceptés par le Roi 
le 5  octobre and the previous proposals are now conveniently collected in three collections 
published for the bicentenary celebrations o f the revolution in 1989: La Déclaration des droits 
de l ’homme et du citoyen, ed. Stéphane Riais (Paris: Hachette, 1988); Les Déclarations des droits 
de l’homme de 1789, ed. Christine Fauré (Paris: Payot, 1988); and!/«»  1 des droits de l ’homme
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the succinct formulation of national sovereignty first suggested to the 
constitutional committee by General Lafayette: “The principle of all sov
ereignty resides essentially in the nation.”46 Sieyès differed. He hated the

cd. A. de Baecque, W. Schmale, and M. Vovellc (Paris: Presses du CNRS, 1988). The most 
complete selection is that o f Rials, whose introduction is the best account o f the genesis of 
the Declaration. For the most complete list o f drafts and other projects tabled, see “Annexe 
I Les Projets de 1789” in Marcel Gauchet, La Revolution des droits de l’homme (Paris: Gal
limard, 1989), pp. 319-323. The sequence o f deliberations, the formation o f the three com
mittees entrusted with the editorial work, and the final discussion are presented in detail in 
Ch. 1 o f Rials’s “introduction T r travail déclaratoire’ ” pp. 115-319, and a useful overview 
is in K. M. Baker, “The Idea o f a Declaration o f Rights,” in The French Idea of Freedom: The 
Old Regime and the Declaration of the Rights of Man, ed. Dale van Kley (Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press, 1994), pp. 154-196. See also Georg Jellinck, Die Erklärung der 
Menschen- und Bürgerrechte: Ein Beitrag zur modernen Veifassungsgcschicbte (Leipzig: Duncker 
and Humblot, 1895), English translation as The Declaration of the Rights of M an and of the 
Citizen: A  Contribution to Modem Constitutional History, trans. M. Ferrand (New York: H. 
Holt, 1901); and Jürgen Sandwcg, Rationales Naturrccht als revolutionäre Praxis. Untersu
chungen zur “Erklärung der Menschen und Bürgeirechte” von 1789 (Berlin: Dunckcr und Hum 
blot, 1972). For an understanding o f the notion o f “right” in this period see Wolfgang 
Schmale, “Droit” in Handbuch politisch-sozialer Grundbegriffe in Frankreich, vol. 12, (Munich: 
Oldenbourg, 1992), pp. 78-85.

46. “Motion de M . le M iuu de La Fayette relativement à la déclaration des droits de l’homme 
( 11 juillet 89)”; sec Faure, p. 87, Riais, pp. 590-591, and, with the account o f the discussion 
that followed Lafayette’s presentation on the same day, de Baecquc et al., L ’an 1 des droits 
de l’homme, pp. 65-68. Lafayette’s was the very first draft o f the Declaration presented to the 
first special committee in charge o f drafting the new constitution, and it had a great influence 
on the decision that the constitution should be prefaced by a declaration o f rights after the 
American model. There are two drafts by Lafayette among the papers o f Jefferson, and 
the final version o f the Declaration (approved by the Assembly) represents a combination o f 
the wording o f the two. In the first (which reached Jefferson as early as January 1789) the 
word principe qualifying toute souveraineté is not yet there; in the second it is present, but 
the word essentiellement is replaced by the phrase “imprescriptibly.” Jefferson, whose com
ments on the margins on the draft survive, left the future Article III unchanged. Nonetheless, 
on the sheet o f paper that Lafayette finally submitted for circulation to the Constitutional 
Committee, the word “imprescriptibly” had been crossed out at the last moment (see the 
photocopy o f Lafayette’s original handwritten submission in Fauré, p. 85). Mounicr, the 
monarchist spokesman for the committee, reproduced this second version without change 
in his own shorter submission for the Declaration, and in the longer Article II o f the Con
stitutional Committee’s joint draft proposal, which he also presented. Both were submitted 
on July 27 (Fauré, pp. 109-117; 119-121; Rials, pp. 612-614, 606-608). The final text of 
the article, following the reconstitution o f the committee (twice) and the submission o f 
many further proposals, remained virtually the same, except that it yet again contained the 
moderating adjective “essentially” which was there in Lafayette’s very first draft. For these
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populist American idea of drafting a list of basic rights. When he was 
nonetheless prevailed upon to draw one up,47 he did not include an item
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drafts, and Lafayette’s letter making urgent requests o f consultation with the author o f the 
American Declaration of Independence on t he night before he presented his proposal to the 
constitutional committee, see Gilbert Chinard, The Letters of Lafayette and Jefferson (Balti
more, MD: Johns Hopkins UP, 1929), pp. 134-142, The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, cd. 
Julian P. Boyd (Princeton, NJ: PUP, 1958), vol. 14, pp. 438^139, and vol. 15, pp. 230- 
223, and Rials, pp. 528-529, 567-568. An analysis of the debate is given by Fauré on 
pp. 313-314 of her edition; for a detailed general analysis o f Lafayette’s activities in 1789, 
see L. Gottschalk and M. Maddox, Lafayette in the French Revolution: Through the October 
Days (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1969), pp. 13-16, 80-99,220-226. Lafayette’s 
influence on the final draft o f the Declaration is traced in detail in Chinard, “Déclaration des 
droits de l’homme,” Cahiers d’histoire de la dévolution française, 1 (1947): 66-90. Some 
apparent frcemasonic associations arc indicated by Serge Hutin, “Les sources initiatiques de 
la ‘Déclaration des droits de l’homme,’ ” in L ’Esprit républicain, Colloque d'Orléans, 4 et 5 
septembre 1970, ed. Jacques Viard (Paris: Editions Klinksicck, 1972), pp. 163-174. The first 
English translation was perhaps the one attached in the appendix to Richard Price’s famous 
sermon greeting the French Revolution, inadvertently reproducing Lafayette’s shorter first 
version: “The nation is essentially the source o f all sovereignty”; seeyl Discourse on the Love 
of Our Country, delivered on Nov. 4, 1789, at the Meeting-House in the Old Jewry, to the Society 
for Commemorating the Revolution in Great Britain, With an Appendix, containing the Report 
of the Committee of the Society; an Account of the Population of France; and the Declaration of 
Rights by the National Assembly of France (London: T. Cadell, 1789), “Appendix,” p. 6. This 
was then repeated in 1791 in Tom Paine’s own translation in “Part One” of The Rights of 
M an, p. 78. A somewhat different modern translation o f the first sentence o f Article III is 
in The Old Regime and the French Revolution, ed. Baker, University o f Chicago Readings in 
Western Civilisation, vol. 7 (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1987), p. 238: “The 
source o f  all sovereignty resides essentially in the nation.” Baker translated principe as 
“source,” see also his “Fixing the French Constitution” in Baker, Inventing the French Rev
olution, p. 271.

47. In the “Délibérations a prendre pour les Assemblées de Bailliages” which Sieyès 
drafted for the Instruction donnée par SA.S. Monseigneur Le Duc d ’Orleans, a scs représentant 
aux baillages ([Paris], 1789), under the rubric “Besoins nationaux les plus pressans,” he still 
listed in the first place the need for a “Déclaration des Droits,” pp. 39, 44, because it would 
give everybody access to the knowledge o f the “grands droits Socieaux.” An important doc
ument highlighting Sieyès’s thinking about the nature o f rights and the idea o f  declaring 
the rights o f humanity is in his manuscript draft from 1795, “Sur les Déclaration des droits 
en général, sur celle de 1789 en particular, sur leurs bases générales: Ecrit en l’an III,” printed 
in Fauré, Les Déclarations des droits de l’homme de 1789, pp. 319-324, see particularly Sieyès’s 
critique o f the false declarations o f the past and his explanation o f why he presented his 
1789 declaration as a “reconnaissance” o f  the “fins et des moyens” o f the social state as a 
“Préliminaire” to the “Constitution politique” (see p. 322). At the end the National As
sembly had to choose between the two genres—one that was sophisticated, coherent, and
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about sovereignty per se in his proposal.48 Although he concurred with 
the underlying drift of Lafayette’s somewhat vague “national” definition,49
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satisfying even the most “enlightened minds” (Sieves), and one that originated with Lafay
ette, which was disjointed and programmatic, but had the merit o f being simple and effec
tive; see Champion de Cicé, archbishop of Bourdeaux, National Assembly, July 27, 1789, 
Archives Parlamcntaircs dc 1787 a 1860. recueil complet des débats legislatifs et politiques des 
chambres françaises, fonde par MM. Madival et Laurent. Continué par l’Institut d’histoire de 
la Révolution française dc la Faculté des lettres et sciences humaines dc Paris, sous la direc
tion dc Marcel Reinhard, Georges Lefebvre, et Marc Bouloiseau, l crc série, 1787 à 1799, 
127 vols. (Paris: Libraire Administrative dc Paul Dupont, 1875), vol. 8, p. 282. For the 
debate on the wisdom o f  following the American model sec Gaucher, La Revolution des droits 
de l’homme, Ch. 2, “Surpasser l’Amérique,” pp. 36-59.

48. For the paucity o f Sieyès’s use o f the term sovereignty, sec Forsyth, Reason and Revolution, 
pp. 181-182. The first time he dealt with the issue o f sovereignty publicly and directly was after 
Thermidor, on July 20,1795, in his Opinion de Sieyès sur plusieurs articles des titres IV  et V du projet 
de constitution; prononcée àla Convention le 2 thermidor de l ’an troisième de laRépublique, reprinted 
in Paul Bastid, Sicycs et sa pensée (Paris: Hachette, 1939), “Thèse Complementaire”; sec espe
cially the section that Bastide entitled “Critique de l’idée de souverainité,” pp. 17-18. Sieyès 
here announced that sovereignty understood as unlimited powers was a “monstrosity in poli
tics, and a great error on the part o f the French people” (p. 17) and he criticized the French way 
of modeling the idea of the sovereignty o f the people after the example o f the traditional sover
eignty o f the French kings. It is clear that he wished to avoid these historical associations o f the 
word “sovereignty” and to underline the fact that his own notion o f  popular sovereignty was not 
unlimited in its area o f administrative competence. See also the important manuscript essay of 
Sieyès, on which the Opinion drew heavily, entitled “Bases de l’ordre social ou série raisonnée dc 
quclqes idées fondamentales de l’état social et politique: an III,” frequently cited by Forsyth, 
Reason and Revolution. For the immediate intellectual context o f the manuscripts on sovereignty 
see p. 181. The “Bases,” [ 284 AP 5-1 /6 J in Sieyès’s MSS, is now printed fully in Des Manuscrits 
de Sieyès 1773-1799, general editor Christine Fauré, with Jacques Guilhaumou and Jacques 
Valier (Paris: Honoré Champion, 1999), pp. 505-515. For interesting discussions see Bron
islaw Baczko, “Les Contrat social des français: Sieyès et Rousseau,” in The Political Culture o f the 
Old Regime, ed. Baker, pp. 493-513, particularly the section on “Ré-publique et ré-totalc." 
pp. 507-511, and Pasquale Pasquino, “La ré-publique contre la “ré-totale,” in Sieves et 
l’invention de la constitution en France (Paris: Odile Jacob, 1998), pp. 73-98. Pasquino also re
prints the relevant text “Contre la rc-totale(1792) [284 AP 1 (1) J,”  pp. 175-176.

49. It is probable that Lafayette’s idea o f substituting the “nation” for “people” as the 
source o f sovereignty was influenced by the usage o f the French parlements. Compare La
fayette’s phrasing to American formulations, such as the “Declaration o f the Rights o f the 
Inhabitants o f the Commonwealth of Massachusetts” in the Massachusetts Constitution of 
1780, Art. V. “All power residing originally in the people . . .” in The Founders’ Constitution, 
vol. 1, cd. P. B. Kurland and R. Lerner (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1987), p. 12. 
The Pennsylvania declaration was very similar except it used the word “authority” instead 
o f “power.” Rials juxtaposes Lafayette’s first draft to the “declaration des droits de la nation”
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he preferred to use the language of “people” and “power.” He stated that 
the nation should be understood as the entirety of the people acting as 
the pouvoir constituent. In his introductory explication of the principles of 
society and politics he explained that “all public powers . . . come from 
the people, that is to say, the nation,” and then added: “These two terms 
ought to be synonymous.”* 50

Once it was decided that France would have a new constitution, it 
became an uncontested idea that the sovereignty of France should be 
connected to its nationhood. It was nonetheless extremely contentious 
how “nation” and “sovereignty” could be made to correspond to each 
other. The debate on the royal veto was essentially a clash about the 
unitariness and indivisibility of national sovereignty and the respective 
roles of the king and the National Assembly within the new system.51 The 
idea of an “absolute” royal veto was supported both by proponents of a 
new ultra-civilized monarchy of the English variety, who thought in terms 
of separation of powers and checks and balances, and by most of the 
aristocracy who wanted to retain as much of the old royal prerogative as 
possible. A “suspensive” veto, essentially a moderating and delaying mea
sure like that in the American system, was championed by those who 
equally disliked, and indeed feared, the idea of unitary representation by 
the National Assembly, but rejected the idea that the counter-balance
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o f the parlement o f Paris from May 1788, which consistently formulates its political agenda 
in terms o f the “nation”; sec pp. 522-529. In the last sentence of his proposal Lafayette 
wrote: “Since the inrrcxluction o f abuses, and the rights o f succeeding generations necessitate 
the revision o f all human institutions, it should be possible for the nation to call, in certain 
cases, an extraordinary convocation o f the deputies, with the sole object to examine and to 
modify, if necessary, the vices o f the constitution.” In a later published version, entitled 
Premiere déclaration européenne des droits de l ’homme et du citoyen, however, the word “la 
nation” was omitted from this crucial sentence; see Rials, p. 591. For a likely explanation 
see Lafayette’s position concerning the royal veto and the “appeal to the people” below.

50. Preliminary to the Constitution, p. 100.
51. For a detailed analysis o f the debate see Pasquale Pasquino, “La théorie de la ‘balance 

du législatif1 du premier Comité de Constitution,” in Terminer la Révolution. Mounier et 
Bamave dans la Révolution française, ed. François Furet and Mona Ozouf (Grenoble: Presses 
Universitaires de Grenoble, 1990), pp. 67-89; on its apparent connection to the proper 
location o f the sovereignty o f the nation see Keith Baker, “Fixing the French Constitution,” 
in Inventing the French Revolution, pp. 252-305. See also W. Näf, “Die Metamorphose von 
Königtum und Königin in der französischen Verfassung von 1791,” Historisches Jahrbuch 74 
(1955): 373-382.
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should be provided by a strong monarchy. They feared that the monarch, 
armed with an absolute veto, would try to thwart the people’s will.

The discussants repeatedly surveyed the ancient theories of democracy, 
the more modern examples of resistance theory, and the various institu
tional ways that had been invented to limit the use of power. They also 
argued at length about the trustworthiness of the people in various situ
ations and about the role of the passions in modern politics. The 
spokesman for the English model, Mounier, incorporated Lafayette’s cau
tious definition of national sovereignty in his own proposals. Thus his 
opponents on the “patriot” side expressed their greater confidence in the 
people by rephrasing Article III of the Declaration of the Rights of Man 
and Citizen. Their formula was shorter and more radical than Lafayette’s 
original version. It stated without any further qualification that sover
eignty resided in the nation. The difference, namely the word principe at 
the beginning of Lafayette’s sentence, expressed one’s acceptance or denial 
of the full force of the principle of representation. It turned on the issue 
of whether the people exercised their sovereignty through the legislature 
directly, or only through various mechanisms of voluntary but binding 
mediation that could be imposed on the legislature by the king’s will. The 
partisans of the suspensive veto accepted that in a large and modern 
country centralized representative institutions were necessary, but hoped 
to retain the idea of direct popular sovereignty of the nation by allowing 
the king to appeal to the people against the decisions of the National 
Assembly.

Sieyes saw the danger in reneging on the identification of the “nation,” 
understood in its constituted capacity as the National Assembly, and the 
“people.” He became the strongest opponent of the idea of the royal veto 
(finding himself in this case on the same side as Robespierre).52 He saw 
representation as a fundamental fact of modern society, as something in
delibly inscribed in the division of labor and commercial sociability.53 He
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52. “Dire de M. de Robespierre, député de la Province d’Artois à l’Assemblée Nationale, 
Contre le veto royal, soit absolu, soit suspensif,” Ouevres de Maximilien Robespierre, vol. 6, 
Discours 1789-1790, cd. M. Bouiloiscau, G. Lefebvre, and A. Soboul (Paris: PUF, 1950), 
pp. 86-95. According to Robespierre, the “appeal to the people” demanded by the partisans 
o f the suspensive veto was a chimera, which would dc facto subordinate the judgment of 
the National Assembly to that o f the provincial assemblies (pp. 92-93).

53. This had been a leading idea o f Sicyes since the 1770s when he launched his intel
lectual career with a critique o f Physiocracy. For a very clear statement see his Opinion of 
July 20, 1795: “Everything is representative in the social state. It is to be found everywhere 
in the private as in the public order; it is the mother o f productive and commercial industry

Supplied by the British Library 17 Oct 2018, 10:02 (BST)



also deemed political representation a permanent necessity in any large 
and populous country where it was impossible to unite the voice of the 
people by any direct method. A country inhabited by a single nation 
always had the potential to be united. For purposes of decision making, 
however, a rigorous system of unifying political representation was also 
needed. To give a single voice to the nation, the constituted representative 
bodv of the nation—the National Assembly—had to remain “'one andJ *
indivisible.”™ To allow a direct appeal to the people against it, via regional 
assemblies that were closer to the “people” in their electoral base, was to 
introduce a practice that was highly divisive. A royal veto (whether ab
solute or suspensive), Si eyes claimed, would introduce an element of ar
bitrariness into the new system, a “sort of “lettre-de-caclje” directed against 
the national will, against the whole nation.”

The debate was not just about the unity of the “representative system.” 
It also had direct implications for the integrity and unity of France. Uv 
fayettc, a supporter of the suspensive veto, feared civil war and saw terrible 
dangers in the alliance of reformist inonnrebiens and aristocrats who 
wanted to use their provincial power base to oppose the revolution in 
case royal opposition crumbled. He wanted to avoid national disintegra
tion and provincial obstruction to centralized reforms: “I prefer an exec
utive power a little too strong a hundred times more than the plan of 
federative provinces which will divide France into bits.”54 55 Sieyes seconded 
this anti-federalist argument. He suggested that the deputies proposing 
the suspensive veto blindly followed the example of the United States. If 
they smuggled direct democracy into the new representative constitution 
by the back door, through the royal veto, they also had to accept its 
negative consequences for territorial unity. Allowing a royal appeal to the 
people against the National Assembly, he prophesied, would “cut, chop, 
and tear France into an infinity of small democracies, which then join 
together simply by the ties of a general confederation, rather as the thir
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as o f liberal and political progress. I would go further and say that it is identical with the 
very' essence o f  social life” (p. 16; see also Forsyth, Reason and Revolution, p. 144).

54. Dire de l'abbé Sieyès, sur la question du veto royal, a la séance du 7 septembre 1789, p. 27.
55. Letter to his friend Latour-Maubourg, September 10, 1789, in L. Mortimer-Ternaux, 

Histoire de la T em ur 1792-1794, 8 vols. (Paris: Michel Ixvy Frcres, 1862-1881), p. 43; for 
letters on the same subject, see also the Mémoires, Comspondcncc et manuscrits de general 
Lafayette publié par sa famille, 6 vols. (Paris: H. Fournier Aine, 1837-1838), vol. 2. p. 299. 
On the unfolding o f the debate on the royal veto, and Lafayette's role in it, see Louis 
Gottschalk and Margaret Maddox, Lafayette in The French Revolution: Through the October 
Days (Chicago: Chicago UP, 1969), pp. 227-255.
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teen or fourteen United States of America formed a confederation in a 
general convention.”56 Any attempt to tamper with the unity of the rep
resentative system, Sieyès asserted, could put the survival of France as a 
large and powerful nation in danger:

France must not be an assemblage of little nations, governing them
selves separately as democracies; it is not a collection of states; it is 
a single whole, composed of integral parts; these parts must not enjoy 
separately a complete existence, because they are not merely united 
wholes, but parts forming but one whole. The difference is immense; 
it is of vital interest to us. All is lost if we allow ourselves to consider 
the municipalities that are being established, or the districts, or the 
provinces, as so many republics united solely by the ties of common 
force or protection. Instead of a general administration spreading 
from a common center and falling in a uniform manner on the fur
thest reaches of the empire; instead of a legislation formed out of the 
citizens coming together in an ascending scale that reaches up to the 
National Assembly, the sole authorized interpreter of the general 
will; instead of this will that descends once again with all the weight 
of an irresistible force on the very wills that have concurred to form 
it—instead of all this we will have nothing more than a kingdom 
bristling with every kind of barrier, a chaos of local customs, regu
lations and prohibitions.57

Allowing the break-up of France, Sieyès insisted, would undo the 
previous work of civilization and enlightenment. Modern nations re
sembled ancient states very little. European states, he argued, were 
rather like immense workshops, geared towards the production of 
wealth and the consumption of goods. The democratic republicanism of 
the ancients was not a good guide for understanding the modern con
dition. Later, when he was entrusted with the design of the territorial 
reorganization of French administration, Sieyès further enlarged on the 
benefits of keeping France as a single and indivisible “nation,” instead 
of allowing it to devolve into a republican federation of small states 
united solely for the purposes of common defense. His thinking was 
entirely functional. Large states, he claimed, were in a much better po-
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56. Question du Veto Royal, p. 10.
57. Ibid., pp. 234-235; for the translation by Forsyth see his Reason and Revolution, 

p. 137.
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sition to provide internal peace, external security, and common welfare. 
Small states, and especially turbulent little republics, were frequently 
embroiled in war, a tendency enhanced by their close geographical 
proximity. To defend themselves, such small states were compelled to 
enter into treaty systems that were often highly unstable and open to 
divisive diplomatic intrigue. Such small states were also incapable of 
carrying out large public projects that could advance their economy and 
lead to technological and scientific progress.58

For Sieves, avoiding the fragmentation of France was simply a matter 
of grand political design. He realized that particularism (whether aristo
cratic or democratic) would always raise its ugly head while its historical 
territorial base in provincial institutions remained in existence. He urged 
his opponents in the debate on the royal veto to postpone any decision 
until the territorial administration of the entire country had been reshaped 
in a radically homogenizing fashion. Sieyès’s proposal for administrative- 
territorial reform aimed at making a unitary representative system for 
France possible, thereby keeping the country' united as a single nation. 
He advocated melting down the diverse nationalities of France into a 
single people. His aim was to get rid of the word “province” altogether.59 
A united nation needed uniform and internally homogenized primary' 
units of democracy, each governed by identical administrative principles. 
To make the people one, the nation had to be engineered into one nation. 
To describe this process of political nationalization Sieyès invented the 
neologism “political adunation” There could be no multiplicity of esprits 
de corps in a modern nation, only one. Sieyès envisaged a system of can
tons, communes, and departments, built up unvaryingly over the national 
territory' and integrated step by step. In this way the civic spirit could be 
properly replenished at the lower levels without giving rise to any dem
ocratic separatism.

Although the National Assembly accepted not all of Sievès’s ideas, those 
that concerned electoral reform and “adnnation ” or administrative nation 
building, were warmly embraced. But the success of this unificatory'
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58. These disadvantages o f small states are summarized in Forsyth, Reason and Revolution, 
p. 140, based on Sicycs’s manuscript preparatory draft for his Observations sur le rapport du 
comité de Constitution, concernant la nouvelle organisation de la France (Versailles: Baudoin, 
1789), in Ocitvers, vol. 2.

59. Sec Rabaut Saint-Etienne: “We had no longer any provinces: nay they very word 
province had disappeared from our vocabulary,” in J. P. Rabaut [Saint-Etienne], The History 
o f the Revolution in France, trans. J. White (London: J. Debrctt, 1793), p. 166.
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strategy created paradoxical results. While his departmental system be
came reality, Sieyès’s lost on the issue of the royal veto. The deputies 
wished to keep France together, but they approved the suspensive royal 
veto and thereby created a constitutional device that allowed for the pos
sibility of a direct democratic appeal behind the backs of the National 
Assembly. The National Assembly at this point unwittingly voted for the 
possibility of the “terror.”60 In 1793 Sieyès warned that if the partisans 
of republican liberty and direct democracy should succeed in discrediting 
the national “representative system in the name of liberty itself,” one 
should expect “a most disastrous era for the human species.”61 He sur
vived the republican holocaust of the Jacobin terror and provided its per
fect diagnosis. The coupling of the idea of national sovereignty to direct 
popular democracy produced not a ré-publique, but a ré-totale.61

Sieyès’s attack on the ré-totale in the name of the “nation” sounds re
markably prescient. Recently his accomplishment has enjoyed a powerful 
renaissance in revisionist interpretations of the French Revolution and in 
the history of French political thought.63 This is fueled by the recognition 
that Sieyès’s Hobbesian constitutionalism effectively laid the foundations 
for the dominant state form of the contemporary era. Democracy today

60. Baker, “Fixing the French Constitution,” p. 305.
61. “Des intérêts de la Liberté dans l’état social et dans le système représentatif,” Journal 

¿’Instruction sociale par les citoyens Condorcet, Sieyès et Duhamel, no. 2 (June 8, 1793): p. 33.
62. The innovative term was used in two overlapping texts by Sieyès, in the manuscript 

“Bases de l’ordre social” and then publicly in Opinion, o f July 20, 1795, p. 18; see also 
Forsyth, Reason and Revolution, pp. 145-146. The new terms were noticed and popularized 
by Pierre-Louis Roederer, in a review of the Opinion published in his Journal dc Paris on 
February 12, 1795 under the title “Du néologisme de Sieves,” reprinted in Oeuvres du comte 
P.-L. Rocdcrcr, cd. A.-M,. Roedcrer, 8 vols. (Paris: Firmin Didot Frères, 1853-1859), vol. 
4, pp. 204-207.

63. See the series o f influential articles by Pasquale Pasquino, “Emmanuel Sieycs, Ben
jamin Constant et le ‘gouvernement des modernes.’ Contribution à l’histoire du concept de 
représentation politique,” Revue Française de Science Politique 37 (1987): 214-228; “Citoy
enneté, égalité et liberté chez J.-J. Rousseau et E. Sieyès,” Cahiers Bernard Lazare, nos. 121— 
122 (1988-1989): 150-160; “Die Ixhre vom ‘Pouvoir Constituant’ bei Emmanuel Sieyès 
und Carl Schmitt,” in Complcxio Oppositorum: Uber Carl Schmitt, ed. Helmut Quaritsch 
(Berlin: Dunckcr und Humblot, 1988), pp. 371-385; “Le concept de nation et les fonde
ments du droit public de la Révolution: Sieyès” in L ’héritage de la Révolution française, ed. 
François Furet (Paris: Hachette, 1989), pp. 309-333; “The Constitutional Republicanism 
o f Emmanuel Sieyès,” in The Invention of the Modem Republic, cd. Biancamaria Fontana 
(Cambridge: CUP, 1994), pp. 107-117. Most o f this material subsequently appeared in a 
reconstituted and unified form in Pasquino’s Sicycs et l ’invention de la constitution en France.

Supplied by the British Library 17 Oct 2018, 10:02 (BST)



means a representative republic embedded in a commercial society.64 In
stead of seeing Sieves as a primitive precursor of these later developments, 
we ought to realize that later debates on the nation-state and nationalism 
are protracted reenactments of the fundamental dilemmas which first burst 
into the open in the debates about the Declaration of the Rights of Man 
and of the Citizen and the royal veto. In the short run Sieyès’s interpre
tation of the nation did not prevail. His practical influence was greatest 
in the wake of the publication of IFTwii Is the Third Estate?; his impact on 
the 1791 Constitution was much weaker than is sometimes assumed, 
since many of the new political formulations reflected successive compro
mises between the contending interpretations. Nonetheless, the 1791 
Constitution stated his position more clearly than the 1789 Declaration, 
claiming that “sovereignty . . . pertains to the nation” and the “nation . . . 
may exercise [its] powers only by delegation.” The language of the nation 
appeared everywhere in those years and replaced the adjective “royal” in 
the name of all institutions.65

The characterization of the people as indirectly sovereign through the 
unification of individual wills in a national “will” through representation 
was as difficult to comprehend in the age of the French Revolution as 
ever. Sieyès was no better understood on this point than Hobbes or Rous
seau had been. Neither the Girondins nor the Jacobins agreed with 
Sieyès’s definition of the political community. In February 1793 Con
dorcet gave powerful reinforcement to Sieyès’s idea and actually used the 
formula “national sovereignty,” adding that it was “essentially residing in 
the entirety of the people.”66 This latter formulation was accepted in the
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64. See Pasquino, “Emmanuel Sicycs, Benjamin Constant et le ‘gouvernement des mod
ernes’ Murray Forsyth, “Thomas Hobbes and the Constituent Power o f the People,” 
Political Studies 29 (1981): 191-203; John Dunn, “Liberty as a Substantive Political Value,” 
in his Interpreting Political Responsibility (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990), pp. 61-84, and 
Dunn, “The Identity o f the Bourgeois Liberal Republic,” in The Invention of the Modem 
Republic, cd. Fontana, pp. 206-225.

65. See Godcchot, “The New Concept o f the Nation,” in Dann and Dinwiddy, pp. 14- 
15.

66. Condorcet, “On the Principles of the Constitutional Plan Presented to the National 
Convention,” in Condorcet, Selected Writings, ed. K. M. Baker (Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs- 
Mcrrill, 1976), p. 150. The “Principles,” presented to the National Convention on behalf 
o f its Committee on the Constitution on February 15-16, 1793, was never adopted. The 
Projet de declaration des droits naturels, civils et politiques des hommes, which was presented 
together with the “Principles” (the relevant articles being 26 and 27), is reprinted in 
Gauchet, La Révolution des droits de Pbommc, Annexe II, pp. 324-326.
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Girondin Declaration of the Rights of Man in May 1793.67 In his consti
tutional plan Condorcet repeated Sieyès’s warning about the danger of 
France breaking up into a multitude of small democratic communities.68 
But the Jacobins, who from the beginning were much more inclined to 
retain the language of état than “nation,” did their utmost to expel the 
notion of “nation” from the definition of popular sovereignty. In the 
debate preceding the 1793 Declaration Robespierre suggested that the 
correct formulation should be that the “people is the sovereign: the gov
ernment is its work and its property, the public officials are its agents. 
The people may change its government and recall its deputies whenever 
it pleases.”69 The Constitutional Act of June 1793 then combined Con
dorcet and Robespierre’s version. It talked about la souveraineté nationale, 
but added that “sovereignty resides in the people.”70

If Hobbes’s theory of the “state” is understood as a defense of absolute 
monarchy and perhaps even as an advocacy of despotism, then the na
tional ré-totale might be understood as its natural successor. But if one 
accepts that the thrust of Hobbes’s notion of the state was to bring pop-
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67. Declaration des droits de l’homme, arrêtée le 22 avril et décrétée le 29 mai 1793, reprinted 
in Gauchet, La Révolution des droits de l’homme, Annexe II, pp. 326-328. The relevant article 
is no. 26.

68. Condorcet, “Principles”: “To divide a single state into a republic o f confederated 
states, or to unite confederated states into a single republic, there ought to be powerful 
motives o f public interest—as, indeed, there ought to be for introducing any change not 
strictly required for the preservation o f freedom and equality. But none o f these motives 
exists among us. We could only want such a change in obedience to systematic views o f 
perfection, to sacrifice the whole in favour o f some parts, or to sacrifice the present gener
ation to the uncertain good o f generations to come. To effect a new revolution within, to 
establish a system which would necessarily weaken the means o f defense o f the nation 
adopting it, would be to expose the safety o f the state to the threats o f a league o f powerful 
enemies” (pp. 145-146). See also pp. 170-171 concerning the argument against elected 
bodies o f particularistic representation, which would “transform France into a league o f 
confederated republics.”

69. Déclaration des droits de l’homme proposée par Maximilen Robespierre (April 24, 1793), 
Archives Rarlamentaircs, vol. 63, pp. 197-200; English translations in J. M. Thompson, 
Robespierre [1935] (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1988), pp. 355-356, and in a less careful ver
sion in George Rude, Robespierre (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1967), p. 55.

70. Acte Constitutionel du 24 Juin 1793, Articles 23 and 25. reprinted in Gauchet, La 
Révolution des droits de l’homme, Annexe II, p. 333. The fullest documentary account o f the 
1793 debate is in Lucien Jaunie, Les Déclarations des droits de l’homme (Du Débat 1789-1793 
au Préambule de 1946) (Paris: Flammarion, 1989), ‘Période de la Convention,’ pp. 215— 
309, texts, pp. 240-309.
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ular sovereignty within the orbit of modern political theory, then his ap
proach should be aligned not with the Jacobin notion of the popular state, 
but with Sieyès’s ré-publique.71 For Hobbes the indirect (that is, represen
tative) sovereignty of the people was the “state,” and he introduced the 
term “state” to distinguish it from the all-too-common understanding of 
the commonwealth as direct popular sovereignty. Sieyès similarly insisted 
that the people and the nation were the same, but he specifically redefined 
the term “nation” to signify that the people’s sovereignty7, its “constituent 
power,” could be exercised only through the unitary7 representative system 
of the National Assembly as a constituted power.72 This was precisely 
what Hobbes meant by the “state.” Twinning these specific versions of 
the words “state” and “nation” in the composite term of “nation-state” 
introduces not so much an oxymoron as a plain tautology. As definitions 
of the location of sovereignty7, Hobbes’s “state” and Sicy7cs’s “nation” are 
identical. Sieyès’s “nation” is Hobbes’s “Leviathan.” Both are powerful 
interpretations of the modern ciritas (cité or commonwealth).73

71. Sec rhe powerful argument presented by Murray Forsyth in his “Thomas Hobbes 
and the Constituent Power o f the People.”

72. One should not be misled here by apparent differences in the theoretical specification 
o f the best representative o f the “nation,” the most effective mechanism for ensuring rhe 
unity o f the constituted sovereign representative. Sieyès (like Kant and Hegel after him) saw 
the advantage in appointing a single monarchical chairman, president, or chef for the nation 
(who could be called a king if that helped): “What Monarchists would do by individual 
unity, the Republicans would do by a collective body. I do not accuse the last of tailing to 
perceive the necessity o f unity in action; and I do not deny that it may be possible to 
establish this unity in a Senate, or superior Council o f  Execution. But I believe, that it 
would be ill-constituted under a multitude o f Reports o f Committees; and that in order to 
presen e all the advantages o f which the unity o f action is capable, it should not be separated 
from individual unity'.” Sec Sieyès’s response to Thomas Paine’s letter defending republi
canism, published in the Moniteur on July 16, 1791, together with Paine’s letter of July 8, 
1791, reprinted in Oeuvres tie Sieyès, vol. 2, no. 30; translation in Sieyès, Political Writings, 
cd. Sonenscher, p. 169. For Sieyès the essence o f republicanism did not lie in the collective 
as opposed to the monarchic institutionalization o f the unity' o f representation.

73. In the 1799 Constitution, on which Sieyès had a considerable influence, the general 
introduction to  the description o f rhe republic’s institutions bore the title “De l’Exercise ties 
droits de cité,” sec Constitution de la République Française du 22 Primaire an VIII in L. Duguit 
and H. Monnier, Les Constitutions et les principales lois politiques de la France depuis 1789 (Paris: 
Libraire Générale de Droit et de Jurisprudence, 1932), p. 118. The other important thinker 
who cooperated with Sieyès in constructing this constitution was Pierre-Louis Roedercr (see 
Kenneth Margcrison, “The Legacy o f Social Science: Condorcet, Rocdcrer and the Consti
tution o f the Year VIII,” in Condorcet Studies II, ed. D. Williams (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 
1987), pp. 13-30), who during the terror prepared a new translation o f Hobbes’s De Civc
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The Jacobin notion of “national sovereignty” was very different from 
this. It aimed at reversing the whole development of modem sovereignty 
as it emerged from the late sixteenth century onwards. The Jacobins at
tacked both its domestic and its external context. Domestically the Jaco
bins attacked the restricted franchise underlying the electoral machinery 
of representative government.* 74 They also reversed Sieyes’s definition of 
the popular political community as incapable of acting without represen
tation. Indirect popular sovereignty was for Robespierre the most odious 
despotism ever invented, because it allowed no recourse to the people 
against the corruption of their own representatives.75 Robespierre defined 
“national sovereignty” as the people’s property, the people’s state or, by 
that point, the people’s republic. He also described it as a democracy. For 
him, domestic sovereignty was fully embodied, residing in the real people
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from Latin. Roedcrcr translated De Cive because Rousseau, he believed, t<xik the idea o f 
popular sovereignty from Hobbes. In the winter and spring o f 1793 Roederer gave his 
famous Cours ¿’organisation sociale at the Lycée de Paris, in which he discussed sovereignty 
in some detail; see Oeuvres, vol. 8, 10th discourse, “De la souveranitc—De la loi,” pp. 241- 
252, as a direct commentary on the debates concerning the 1793 version o f the Declaration 
of the Rights o f Man. Just before embarking on the Hobbes translation, Roederer was on 
the verge o f finishing his twelfth lecture, which took the form o f an imaginary conversation 
between Montesquieu, Rousseau, Hobbes, Locke, Bayle, Voltaire, Helvctius, and Sicycs on 
the difference between monarchical and republican government (including an only slightly 
veiled account o f the Painc-Sieyes encounter), but he never finished it because o f  the coming 
of the Terror. The unfinished text, entitled Entretien de plusieurs philosophes célébrés sur les 
gouvernements républicain et monarchique, was eventually published in the Journal d’économie 
publique in 1797 and reprinted in Roederer, Oeuvres, vol. 7, pp. 61-71.

74. Robespierre attacked Sieyes’s division o f the people into active and passive citizens, 
and demanded a full national franchise; sec his speech to the Constituent Assembly, “ [On 
the Right to Vote],” March 1791, in Oeuvres de Maximilien Robespierre, vol. 7, Discours 
Janvier-Septembre 1791, ed. M. Bouloiscau, G. Lefebvre, and A. Soboul (Paris: PUF, 1952), 
pp. 161-166; English translation in George Rude, Robespierre, pp. 13-22. For commentary 
see William H . Sewell, citoyen/la citoyenne: Activity, Passivity, and the Revolutionary 
Concept of Citizenship,” in The French Revolution and the Creation of Modem Political Culture, 
cd. Lucas, pp. 105-113.

75. Lettres de Maximilien Robespierre, membre de la Convention nationale de France, à ses 
commettants,” lsr series, no. 1, October 19, 1792, article 1, “Expose des principes et but de 
cette publication,” in Oeuvres completes de Maximilien Robespierre, vol. 5, Les Journaux: Lettres 
a ses commettants, ed. Gustave Laurent (Paris: GAP Imprimerie Louis-Jean, 1961), p. 19. A 
useful discussion o f the issue, with a list o f Robespierre’s various discussions o f this theme, 
is in J. L. Tahnon, The Origins of Totalitarian Democracy (New York: Pracgcr, 1960), pp. 98 - 
107, 298-299.
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and acting directly. The people were not an artificial political body. 
Rather, the sovereign was the corporation (or community) of people as 
a living collectivity. This kind of nation could not be paired with a Hob- 
besian definition of the “state.” Such a dyad would be not just an oxy
moron or incongruity, but a straightforward contradiction.

The Jacobins, using a simplified Rousseauian idiom of popular sover
eignty to support their case,76 thought that they had squared the circle by 
creating the rule of law without representation. In fact, they chose the 
option of an austere democratic republic against Rousseau’s advocacy of 
Hobbism as the better choice for the fallen “children of Adam.” What 
Sieyes called the rc-totalc was in fact an inappropriate reenactment of the 
ancient republic in large modern countries. Sieyes and Condorcct paid 
dearly for their insistence that France must be kept together as a unitary 
state. The Jacobins were their allies against the “federalists.” Having de
stroyed the mixed constitution —the traditional site of opposition to 
modern sovereignty—the “people” now found themselves in an absolutist 
political space.77 The national democracy of the people simply took over
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76. Sec Robespierre’s inrervention in the debate on “Sur les principes de la souverainité.” 
discussing article III o f the constitution of 1791 in the Assembly National, August 10,1791, 
Oeuvres, vol 7, pp. 612-617. The subject of the debate was whether the words imprescrip
tible or unalianable should be added after the adjectives “one and indivisible” when de
scribing sovereignty. Robespierre invoked the authorin' o f Rousseau twice (pp. 612, 615) 
in support o f the claim that the people cannot give all their legislative power over to the 
delegates, unless they wished to create a despotism in which the nation would cease to exist. 
On the Jacobin theory of sovereignty see Lucien Jaunie, lx  Discours jacobin et la démocratie 
(Paris: Fayard, 1989), particularly Pt. 3, Ch. 2, “La Réalisation de souveraineté, une con
troverse permanente,” pp. 282-323, and the “Conclusion,” pp. 389-403.

77. This is the central argument o f Reinhart Koselleck in Critique and Crisis. Sec also 
François Furet, Interpreting the French Revolution, trans. E. Forster (Cambridge: CUP, 
1981), particularly Pr. 2, Ch. 3, “Augustin Cochin: The Theory of Jacobinism,” pp. 164- 
204, and “Revolution Française et Tradition Jacobine” in The Political Culture of the French 
Revolution, ed. Lucas, pp. 329-338, which ultimately traces the argument back to Ttxquc- 
ville. The return to Cochin’s work helped to break the stranglehold of “neo-republican” and 
Marxist historiography on the French Revolution and helped Furet to return to focusing 
on the political ideas o f the main protagonists. This view holds that Jacobin ideology was 
grounded in the type o f sociability, which was articulated by prerevolutionary critiques o f 
politics in “philosophical societies” and freemasonic lodges. This ideology eventually pro
duced a patriotic model o f “direct democracy'" and “natural sociability,” which was destined 
to have disastrous consequences. See Michael Sonenscher, “The Cheese and the Rats: Au
gustin Cochin and the Bicentenary o f the French Revolution,” Economy and Society 19 
(1990): 266-274. A  major difference between Koselleck and Cochin is the central place
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France as it was, centralized and homogenized by monarchical power, 
and camouflaged it politically. The spirit of France did not change. As 
Sieyes complained, the Jacobins replaced his carefully-thought-out adun- 
ation with simple old-fashioned integration and unification, and suffused 
it with ascetic monastic communitarianism.* 78 Royal despotism gave way 
to the “despotism of liberty.”79 The Jacobins committed themselves to a 
heavily moralized political variant of ethnic cleansing. Conducted in the 
name of republican virtue, the terror was merely an extreme form of the 
internal political homogenization of the republican state.
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Kosellcck gives to Hobbes (rather than Rousseau) as the originator of the political philos
ophy o f the Enlightenment, sec Critique and Crisis, Pt. I, Ch. 2. “Hobbesian Rationality 
and the Origins o f the Enlightenment,” pp. 23-40. Lucien Jaunie adds Bossuet to Hobbes 
in the ancestry o f the absolutist features o f the Jacobin theory o f “representation”; sec 
Discours Jacobin, pp. 358-385.

78. “Why do all makers o f plans have an involuntary tendency to monasticizc people? 
It is because they are systematic spirits, and they wish to unify and integrate, instead o f to 
unite [aduner\. It is because they regard the individual as materials for a building, his in
dividual liberty is nothing to them; sec Sieyes, “Base et finde la socicté-respect de la liberté 
individuelle” [AP 5 -13J, in Manuscrits de Sieyes, 470, cited by Forsyth, Reason and Revolution, 
p. 127.

79. Maximilien Robespierre, “Sur les principes de morale politique qui doivent guider la 
Convention Nationale dans l'administration intérieure de la République, fait au nom du 
Comité de Salut Public (February 5, 1794),” Oeuvres completes de Maximilien Robespierre, 
vol. 10, Discours 27 Juillet 1793-27 Juillet 1794, ed. M. Bouloiseau and A. Soboul (Paris: 
PUF, 1967), p. 357; in English, “On the Principles o f Moral Policy that Ought to Guide 
the National Convention in the Internal Administration o f the Republic,” speech in the 
name o f the Committee o f Public Safety, February 5, 1794, in The Ninth o f Thermidor: The 
Fall of Robespierre, ed. R. T. Bienvenu (Oxford: OUP, 1968), p. 39. For Robespierre a 
democratic republican government (he equated the two adjectives) had two faces, or stages, 
as it were. In peacetime it was a constitutional regime o f justice, order, and the protection 
o f individual liberty (see pp. 33-34 for a full description o f the republican ideal). “Here the 
development o f our theory would reach its limit, if you had only to steer the ship o f the 
Republic through calm waters. But the tempest rages, and the state o f the revolution in 
which you find yourselves imposes upon you another task.” Under external challenge, as it 
tried to establish itself as a regime of liberty, the republic had to change into an emergency 
government and put the communal interest above the rights o f its enemies and detractors. 
This dualism was characteristic o f Robespierre’s policy statements throughout the Revolu
tion.
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Against Nationalism: The Brotherhood o f Peoples and the 
Expected Crisis of the “Nation-State”

The sharp divergence between the Jacobin national republic and the 
Hobbes-Sieyès type of French “nation-state” becomes fully visible only 
when one also considers Robespierre’s theory of the external conduct of 
his nation. Sieyès’s position was fairly straightforward on this point. The 
“nations of the world,” Sieyès explained in What Is the Third Estate?, were 
just “like men living outside society or in a ‘state of nature,’ as it is called.” 
The nation was a constituent power and by definition its will could not 
be subject to any other locus of decision making, including external ones. 
Although individuals could draw on certain moral powers to form 
nations, Sieyès explained, the same assumption could not be made on the 
level of national groups. A “nation of nations” was not possible. Nations 
remained in the state of nature forever. Nations lived in conditions of 
acute danger, and under such conditions a nation could “never have too 
many possible methods of expressing its will” in relation to the outside 
world. Consequently, Sieyès emphasized, the actions of the nation had to 
“remain independent of any procedures.”80

Sieyès’s understanding of external sovereignty was in harmony with the 
tradition descending from Grotius and Hobbes. All Sieyès claimed was 
that the substitution of indirect popular sovereignty for royal absolutism 
could not be expected to change the shape of the international arena. 
There is, however, a powerful interpretation of modern nationalism which 
holds that it was the retention of the exclusivist meaning of sovereignty 
in external affairs which gave the French revolutionary language of the 
“nation” its peculiar character. This oft-repeated complaint against 
modern nationalism has been most clearly expressed by Hannah Arendt 
in her Origins of Totalitarianism. “The secret conflict between state and 
nation,” she wrote,

80. Sieyès, What Is the Third Estate?, p. 128. The same idea is repeated in Deliberations, 
p. 40. For Sieyès’s thinking on the question o f war, see his Rapport du Comitée Defense 
Générale pour Organiser le Minstère de la Guerre (Paris: Imprimerie nationale, 1793), where 
he restates the view that the powers given to the military are ultimately unconstrained 
because the supreme law is the “salut de la République &  de Vannée” (p. 4). He acknowledged 
that the defense o f the country had to be democratic in its character, but normally the army 
was not organized democratically and had to be under the guidance o f representative gov
ernment, so that the temptation o f dictatorship could be avoided.
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Came to light at the very birth of the modern nation-state, when the
French Revolution combined the declaration of the Rights of Man 
with the demand for national sovereignty. The same essential rights 
were at once claimed as the inalienable heritage of all human beings 
and as the specific heritage of specific nations, the same nation was 
at once declared to be subject to laws, which supposedly would flow 
from the Rights of Man and sovereign, that is bound by no universal 
law and acknowledging nothing superior to itself. The practical out
come of this contradiction was that from then on human rights were 
protected and enforced only as national rights and the very institution 
of a state, whose supreme task was to protect and guarantee man his 
rights as man, as citizen and national, lost its legal, rational appear
ance and could be interpreted by the romantics as the nebulous rep
resentative of a “national soul” which through the very fact of its 
existence was supposed to be beyond or above the law. National 
sovereignty, accordingly, lost its original connotation of freedom of 
the people and was being surrounded by a pseudomystical aura of 
lawless arbitrariness.81

It is crucial to realize the historical provenance of this view. Arendt’s 
interpretation of the French revolutionary “nation-state” is identical to 
the radical Jacobin denunciation of the 1789 and 1793 Declarations of the 
Rights of Man. In an important speech on the Girondin version of the 
Declaration on April 24, 1793, Robespierre began by targeting their ab
solute notion of private property. But in the end he went out of his way 
to note that the most glaring discrepancy between the stated intentions 
of the Declaration, as a document addressed to men in general, and its 
actual social and political content, was the adoption of the notion of na
tional sovereignty. The Girondins, he claimed, had completely neglected 
“to record the obligation of brotherhood that binds together the men of 
all nations, and their right to mutual assistance.” “It would seem that 
your declaration has been drafted for a human herd planted in an iso
lated corner of the globe,” he continued, “and not for the vast family of 
nations to which nature has given the earth for its use and dwelling.” 
Accordingly, Robespierre proposed adding four articles to the Declara
tion in order to remedy Girondin incoherence. The enemies of any one 
national section of the “people,” he claimed, were the enemies of the 
people of all nations. If sovereignty' meant anything, then it had to be

81. Hannah Arcndr, The Origins of Totalitarianism, 2nd cd. (New York: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, 1968), pp. 230-231.
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inclusive; uniting rather than dividing peoples. The “sovereign of earth,” 
he claimed, was the “human race” and the “legislator of the universe” 
was “nature.” The expression “nation” still played a significant role in 
Robespierre’s text, but it only denoted the local branches of the human 
species, understood as the “people.” Conflict between nations was caused 
by malicious human agents who rose above the people of their nation in 
order to dominate them, first locally and in due time internationally. 
These pests were the kings, aristocrats, tyrants, and other enemies of 
virtue and the people’s rights. They committed crimes against man
kind. To reverse the modern international order, Robespierre claimed 
that “the men of all countries are brothers, and the different peoples 
must help one another, according to their power, as citizens of the same 
State.”82 His doctrine required political homogenization and moral 
cleansing on a global scale.83

When, following Robespierre, Saint-Just was called to present his con
stitutional draft, he revealed the full extent of the Jacobin attack on sov
ereignty.84 He wrote a theoretical introduction to the proposed consti
tution, just like Sieyès did for his in 1789. Saint-Just based his text on 
an earlier preparatory essay entitled “De la nature, de l’état civil, de la cité 
ou les régies de l’indépendance du gouvernement.”6* Saint-Just’s draft consti-

82. “Déclaration des droits de l’homme proposée par Maximilien Robespierre,” Archives 
Parlementaires, vol. 63, pp. 197-200. Robespierre also printed the text (with minor revi
sions) in the last number o f his Lettres à ses commettants, 2nd scr., no. 10 (April 23, 1793), 
in Oeuvres complètes, vol. 5, pp. 360-363. The draft “Déclaration” was reprinted several times 
in the nineteenth century, most prominently in Ernest Hamel, Histoire de Robespierre, 23 
vols. (Paris: Libraire Internationale and the author, 1865-1867), vol. 2, pp. 685-688. In 
English (with commentary) sec Thompson, Robespierre, Ch. 12, Sects. 3-7, pp. 349-366. 
The four clauses, articles 34-37 o f the Declaration, are on p. 353; the whole Declaration is 
on pp. 354-357. Another translation, under the title “On Property (April 24, 1793),” is in 
Rude, Robespierre, pp. 51-57.

83. Sec Hans Kohn, Prelude to Nation-States: The French and German Experience, 1789- 
1815 (Princeton, NJ: D. van Nostrand, 1967), pp. 53-54. The precise meaning o f Robes
pierre’s clauses was the subject o f considerable controversy in early-twentieth-century French 
revolutionary historiography. Thompson cites Alphonse Aulard’s view that the four clauses 
were “violent, intolerant and intolerable propaganda” (p. 366), but the judgment o f Albert 
Mathiez was to the contrary, claiming that it was “an outline o f a Society o f Nations” which 
could be used for setting the limits of polity making; see his discussion o f Robespierre’s 
four clauses in “Le Constitution de 1793” in his Girondins et Montagnards (Paris: Firmin 
Didot Frères, 1930), pp. 101-102.

84. For this sequence o f events in the Constitutional Assembly see Archives Parlamcntaires, 
vol. 63, p. 200. Saint-Just spoke immediately after Robespierre.

85. Louis-Léon Saint-Just, “Dc la nature, de l’état civil, de la cité ou les règles de 
l’indépendance du gouvernement,” in Oeuvres complètes, ed. Michèle Duval (Paris: Editions
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tution injected the maximum amount of radicalism into all the issues 
concerning sovereignty. He made it clear that the people’s sovereignty 
could not be represented, that it belonged directly to the body of the 
people as organized into local communes. Sovereignty was emphatically 
not an expression of territoriality inherited from previous conquest,* 86 87 but 
a property of peoples, and if the French territory had to remain united 
and indivisible this was precisely because it was under the protection of 
the indivisible sovereignty of the people’s general will. The draft consti
tution declared France the friend of mankind. It provided extensive 
asylum rights (except for murderers and tyrants) and forbade both the 
use of armies to oppress others and the signing of treaties whose aim was 
contrary to the peace and happiness of nations. Its last sentence was: “Le 
pcuple fran$ais vote la liberté du monde.’*7

Saint-Just explicated the notion that the French patrie had to be kept 
open for all the people of the earth and identified the territorial division 
of the globe between separate nations as the source of most of mankind’s 
ills. His Urtext was not so much Rousseau’s Social Contract, but the Second 
Discourse; and his aim was to engineer the return of mankind not to a

Gerard Lebovici, 1984). The dating o f the manuscript is somewhat controversial, and the 
most likely is the one suggested by Miguel Abcnsour who places it between September 
1791 and September 1792. Sec his “Saint-Just and the Problem of Heroism in the French 
Revolution,” in Fehcr, The French Revolution and the Birth o f Modernity, pp. 133-134. The 
significant borrowing o f the Discours sur la Constitution de la France (April 24, 1793) from 
Dc la nature is generally accepted, and, as Abcnsour warns, we would be “inevitably dum b
founded” in our attempts to interpret Jacobin thought if we did not take the interaction 
between the anti-political theories expressed o f Saint-Just and his subsequent political prac
tice seriously (p. 134).

86. He repeated this important argument in his “Discours sur la division constitutionellc 
du territoire, prononce a la Convention Nationalc dans la seance du 15 Mai 1793,” em
phasizing that the territorial principle of division was a monarchical principle aimed at di
viding the people and charged that the United States therefore was not an embodiment of 
the true republican principle o f the people’s unity, see Oeuvres completes, pp. 443—446. On 
this issue he was, like Robespierre, very close to Sieyes.

87. “Essai du constitution,” Oeuvres completes, pp. 425-442. For the possible origins of 
Robespierre’s critique o f the Declaration as “drafted for a human herd planted in an isolated 
corner o f the globe,” see Saint-Just’s attack on the state o f the world as depicted by the 
social contract tradition: “By the contract everyone lives armed against everyone else like a 
herd of animals from different species, each unknown to the others, each ready to devour 
the others. The security o f each person lies in the possible annihilation of everyone else, 
instead o f simply in their independence” (“Dc la nature,” Oeuvres completes, p. 924).
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state of nature, but to that happy early stage of society that Rousseau 
claimed had existed until the point when right replaced violence and na
ture was subjected to law.88 Like Rousseau, Saint-Just saw the modern 
world as Hobbesian. Taking a leaf from the Christian critique of mo
dernity, he opposed it in the name of the pure natural sociability of uni
versal love.89 The social state was a global nexus between individuals, 
while the modern Hobbesian system, the system of politics, was a rela
tionship between peoples. Political states emerged under the pressure of 
population growth, and triumphed when princes usurped the people’s 
sovereignty over themselves and instituted instead the politics of reason 
of state, guided by the spirit of conquest. Saint-Just was against mutual 
dependence between men and any social contract, which he saw as an 
instrument of the political but not the social state of mankind. His “an
archism” was thoroughgoing. He literally wanted to rescue the “social” 
from the “political,” to create a world without any power altogether. In 
the social condition the lack of coercion did not imply anarchy: “laws 
merely repel evil,” Saint-Just wrote, “innocence and virtue walk in inde
pendence in the world.” The task of republican institutions was to re
establish benevolence and the love of mankind as the primary social pas
sions.90 The only concession Saint-Just made to the political world was 
allowing the government to discharge the duty of self-defense, but even 
for this purpose he wished only to institute a sort of temporary military

The Permanent Crisis o f a Divided Mankind 497

88. See Ch. 6 o f  “De la nature,” entitled “Du principe de la legislation”: “I am confident 
that one can distinguish between a democracy where the people arc subjected to themselves, 
from the social state where it should be said that there is no prince rather than that the 
people are prince. I do not see any difference between the different forms of legislation; in 
the one the people are subjected to a single person, in another to several persons, and in 
this one to themselves” (Oeuvres completes, p. 929). Saint-Just’s rejection of the Contrat Social 
was quite violent; in his search for the arguments against slaver)', he claimed, Rousseau 
forged the weapons o f tyranny and ended up with a kind o f state that was the most vigorous 
imaginable (p. 929). For a commentary see B.C.J. Singer, Society, Theory and the French 
Revolution: Studies in Revolutionary Imaginary (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1986), Ch. 9, “Saint- 
Just against the Social Contract: Society without a Polity,” pp. 109-123.

89. See Ch. 3 o f “De la nature,” entitled “De l’homme social, ou des premiers hommes” 
(Oeuvres completes, pp. 926-927), where Saint-Just engages with Hobbes via Montesquieu’s 
critique o f Hobbes in Pt. 1, Ch. 3, “On the Laws o f Nature” o f The Spirit o f the Lam  (see 
the translation o f A. M. Collier, B. C. Miller, and H. S. Stone [Cambridge: CUP, 1989], 
p. 6), and then criticizes Montesquieu’s Hobbes critique as well. Saint-Just’s deep debt to 
Montesquieu is obvious in his Esprit de la Revolution et de la constitution de France, in Oeuvres 
complètes, pp. 276-348.

90. “Fragments d’institutions républicaines,” OrwiTSi completes, pp. 966-1009.
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dictatorship. For Saint-Just’s anti-political system of love and moral in
dependence, the relevant category for group formation was not the na
tion, but the entire human species.

Arendt’s striking argument suggests her vague awareness that Sieyes’s 
“nation” could indeed be paired with Hobbes’s notion of the “state,” but 
she also seems to suggest that such a pairing entails a sinister tension at 
the very foundations of the modern “nation-state.” As with Robespierre 
and Saint-Just, her objection to national sovereignty is really a complaint 
about modern sovereignty tout court. What confuses the reader at first is 
Arendt’s strange inversion of the categories. In her idiom it is not state 
sovereignty that corrupts the “nation,” but the other way around. It is 
the “nation” that corrupts the “state.” Her consequent definition, that 
“nationalism is essentially the expression of this perversion of the state 
into an instrument of the nation and the identification of the citizen with 
the member of the nation,” is an expression of this highly polemical idea. 
Lafayette’s Article III of the first Declaration of the Rights of Man grew 
out of a debate on the correct location of sovereignty within a state.91 It 
did not question the fact that there were such entities in the world as 
separate and sovereign countries. What it stated was that sovereignty had 
to be deposited not in the hands of kings, but of the “nation.”

With Sieyes it was not the ordinary sense of the word “nation” that 
came into play. Sieyes had no difficulty in describing those federated en
tities into which France might devolve as “small nations” or “small states” 
and in the same vein it is not clear why the term “nation-state,” anach
ronistic as it is, could not be applied to both. They could either be a re- 
publique or a re-totale (both of which were applicable to the same spatial 
entity, chiefly France). This confusing lumping together of various “na
tional” entities, which existed then as now, is best avoided. A great deal 
of Sieyes’s intellectual and political effort was channeled into distin
guishing his “nation” as the embodiment of indirect popular sovereignty
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91. Sec this clearly in Richard Price’s sermon on “The Love o f Our Country,” where he 
praised Article III o f the Declaration of the Rights o f M an  as stating that “civil laws are 
regulations agreed by the community,” after discussing at length the problems created by 
external sovereignty, obviously failing to see that the sovereignty o f the nation might vitiate 
the Declaration's cosmopolitan credentials; sec “A Discourse on the Love o f Our Country, 
delivered on November 4, 1789, at the Meeting-House in the Old Jewry, to the Society 
for Commemorating the Revolution in Great Britain,” in Price, Political Writings, cd. D. O. 
Thomas (Cambridge: CUP, 1991), pp. 184-185. (Thomas reprints the text from the fourth 
edition; for the original see Discourse on the Love of Our Country, pp. 20-22.)
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from its various direct democratic alternatives. He rejected democracy 
twice over. If democracy were to lead to “small-nationism,” then it would 
cancel out two hundred years of efforts to form larger and more con
trollable states in Europe. Such re-fragmentation of Europe would desta
bilize the international order and thus reverse the growth of commercial 
civilization. The other possibility was even more threatening. If large 
states like France were to become democratic, then a new era of despotism 
could come into being, exacerbating the already sufficiently vicious fea
tures of monarchical large-state absolutism. In contrast to Sieyes, Arendt’s 
“nationalism” did not refer to complicated constitutional debates about 
defining modern sovereignty. She used the word “nation” in its ordinary 
signification, meaning distinct political communities that were indepen
dent of each other. This kind of use of the notions of “nation” and “na
tionalism” is an authentic (even if unwitting) borrowing from the political 
imagery of Jacobin direct democratic political thought.

The curiously worded formulation nationalists was a borrowing from 
German sources. Its only relevant late-eighteenth-century occurrence in 
French can be found in the Jesuit counter-revolutionary Augustin Bar- 
ruel’s investigations into the origin and nature of Jacobinism. Nationalisme 
was a translation from an initiation manual of the Bavarian secret society 
of Illuminati, written by its founder Adam Weishaupt,92 which Barruel 
connected to the Jacobins as part of his explanation of the revolution as 
a giant intellectual conspiracy. The Illuminati had indeed produced an 
argument that was very' close to the tenor of Robespierre’s four clauses 
in his Declaration of the Rights of Man, and even closer to Saint-Just’s ideas. 
In his version of the history of mankind, which shadowed Rousseau’s 
Second Discourse, Weishaupt specified a stage where the dispersed members 
of the human species reunited and formed nations. After that, he claimed,

they ceased to acknowledge a common name—Nationalism (nation- 
alisme, Nationalismus), or love for a particular nation (amour national), 
took the place of general love (amour general, Menschenlicbe). With 
the division of the globe and of its states, benevolence was restrained

92. For a general background o f Weishaupt and the Bavarian Illuminati see Ch. 2, “Ma
sons, Illuminati, and Rosierucians” and Ch. 10, “The Conspiracy Theory o f the Revolution,” 
in Klaus Epstein, The Genesis of Gentian Conservatism (Princeton, NJ: PUP, 1966), especially 
pp. 86-104, 504-505; and also Richard van Diilmen, Dcr Gebcimbnnd dcr Illuminatcn: Dar- 
stelluiyj, Analyse, Doknmcntation (Stuttgart-Bad-Cannstatt: Frommann-Holzboog, 1975); 
Manfred Agethen, Gcbcimbund und Utopic: llluminaten, Freimaurcr mid deutsebe Spataufkla- 
rung (Munich: Oldenbourg, 1984).
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within certain limits, beyond which it could no longer trespass. Then 
it became a merit to extend the bounds of states at the expence of 
the neighbouring ones. Then it became lawful to abuse, offend, and 
despise foreigners, to attack that end—and this virtue was styled pa
triotism; and he was styled a patriot who, just toward his coun
trymen, and unjust to others, was blind to the merits of strangers, 
and believed the very vices of his own country to be perfections. In 
such a case, why not restrain that love within a narrower compass, 
to citizens living in the same town, or to the members of one family; 
or why even should not each person have concentrated his affections 
in himself? We really beheld Patriotism generating localism, the con
fined spirit of families, and at length Egoism. Hence the origin of 
states and governments, and of civil society, has really proved to be 
the seeds of discord, and Patriotism has found its punishment in 
itself.93

93. Abbe Barruel, Mémoires pour servir à l'histoire du jacobinisme, 4 vols. (London: Im 
primerie Française, 1797-1798), English translation as Memoirs Illustrating the History o f 
jacobinism, 4 vols. (London: printed for the author, 1797-1798), vol. 3, Pt. I ll , “The Anti- 
Social Conspiracy,” Ch. 9, p. 181. Weishaupt’s text, which Barmel translated faithfully 
(though in a slightly abbreviated form), appeared in Die neusten Arbeiten des Spartacus und 
Philo in dem Illuminaten-Orden, jetzt zum erstmal gebrucht, und zur Beherzigung bey gegen
wärtigen Zeitläuften herausgegeben, [ed. Ludwig Adolf Christian von Grolmann] ([Frankfurt]: 
n.p., 1793), partially reprinted from the 1794 edition in Die Illuminaten: Quellen und Texte 
zur Auklärungsideologie des Illuminatenordens (1776-1785), cd. Jan Rahold (Berlin: 
Akademie-Verlag, 1984), Abschnitt I: “Kleine Mysterien,” “Unterricht im ersten Zimmer,” 
pp. 247-248. (Spartacus in the title was Adam Weishaupt, and Philo refers to Adolf Freiherr 
von Knigge.) Compare Weishaupt’s thoughts to the article “Cosmopolitain, ou cosmopolite” 
in die French Encyclopédie, which offers the view of an “ancient philosopher”: “I am a Cos
mopolite, that is a citizen o f the universe. I prefer . .  . my family to myself, my fatherland 
to my family, and the human species to my fatherland,” vol. 11 (Neuchâtel: Samuel Faulche, 
1765), p. 279b, and to Voltaire: “The man who would wish his country never to be cither 
larger or smaller, richer or poorer than it is, would be a citizen o f the world,” article “Patrie” 
in his Philosophical Dictionary, trans. Peter Gay, 2 vols. (New York: Basic Books, 1962), vol. 
2, p. 413. Views on the international state-system, similar to Weishaupt’s in 1790, had 
already been cited in Ernst August Anton von Göchhausen’s widely noticed attack on the 
idea o f cosmopolitan democracy or republicanism adopted by the Illuminati, which was 
tellingly entitled Enthüllung des Systems der Weltbürger-Republik. In  Briefen aus der Verlassen
schaft eines Freymaurers. Wahrscheinlich manchem Leser zwanzig Jahre zu spät publiziert (Rome 
[Leipzig], 1786), pp. 235-236, where the Master o f the Lodge defines the chief aim o f the 
masons as the abolition o f political slavery: “When nations are no longer separated from 
one another; when citizens arc no longer influenced by the exclusive interest o f any state or
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Barrii el, naturally, opposed this kind of cosmopolitan denunciation of 
patriotism and pointed out that the huge geographical diversity of the 
globe and the multiplicity of its population made separation into nations 
both necessary and useful. For him the anti-nationalism of die freemasons, 
Illuminati, and French revolutionaries represented the highest and most 
vicious level of plotting against the existing order and religion of Europe. 
He characterized the “Anti-Social Conspiracy” of the freemasons as an
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the parochial system o f patriotism, which binds them to a particular plot o f earth and thereby 
makes them useless for the great concerns o f mankind; when we have finally ceased to be 
slaves in any sense o f the word; when the whole world has become one band o f brothers— 
will not all despots with their special interests disappear? together with the numerous evil 
conditions which have been created for the sole purpose o f serving the interests o f despots?” 
(cited by Epstein, Genesis of German Conservatism, p. 98). For an interpretation o f Weis- 
haupt’s theories and Gochhausen’s report on the Illuminati, with an emphasis on the dangers 
inherent in the radical critique o f the political state, see Koselleck, Critique and Crisis, 
pp. 131-137. For a French example see the announcement o f a freemasonic Grand Master 
in 1740: “The entire world is only one great republic, of which each nation is a family and 
each individual an infant. It is in order to revive and spread these essential maxims found 
in the nature o f man that our society' was first established,” cited by Gaston Martin, La 
Franc-Maçonnerie Française et la Preparation de la Revolution (Paris: PUF, 1926), p. 47; sim
ilar instances are cited by Margaret C. Jacob, Living the Enlightenment: Freemasonry and 
Politics in Eighteenth-Century Europe (Oxford: OUP, 1991), pp. 147-150. In all these state
ments the influence o f Fenelon’s Télémaque is manifest: “the just gods, who formed and 
love the human race, would have them united in an everlasting bond of perfect amity and 
concord. All mankind but one family dispersed over the face o f the whole earth. All nations 
arc brethren, and ought to love one another as such. May shame and infamy overtake those 
impious wretches who seek a cruel unnatural glory’, by shedding the blood o f their brethren, 
which they ought to regard as their own”; see Tclcmachus, Son of Ulysses, ed. Patrick Riley 
(Cambridge: CUP, 1994), p. 147. There is a debate about the veracity and seriousness of 
Barruel’s book, which mixes up the text as a testimony o f contemporary' ideas with naive 
acceptance o f its conspiracy' theory. The latter option was effectively dispatched as early as 
1801 by J.-J. Mousnier (of “Declaration o f the Rights o f Man and Citizen” fame) in his On 
the Influence Attributed to Philosophes, Free-Masons, and the Illuminati on the Revolution of 
France, trans. J. Walker (London: J. Wallis, 1801). Sec also the famous review of Mousnier’s 
book by Francis Jeffrey in the very first number o f the Edinburgh Review, No. 1 (October 
1802): 1-18. For Barruel as a sophisticated political theorist, see his Question nationale sur 
l’autorité et sur les droits du peuple dans le gouvernement, parM . l ’abbé Barruel (Paris: Crapart, 
1791), commented upon by Marc A. Goldstein, The People in French Counter-Revolutionary 
Thought (New York: Peter Lang, 1988), pp. 21-37. For Barrucl’s handling o f his sources 
see Paolo Bianchini, “Lc annotazioni manoscritti di Augustin Barruel ai Mémoires pour servir 
ci l’histoire du jacobinisme,” Annales della Fondazione Luigi Einaudi 33 (1999): 367 444.
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anarchist movement “against every government, without even excepting 
the republican, against all civil society and all property whatsoever.”94 No 
matter what they claimed publicly, Barruel charged, people with such 
views were false patriots.

The Jacobins saw patriotism as a crucial pillar of the people’s republic. 
Echoing Montesquieu, Robespierre defined virtue as nothing else but the 
love of one’s country. For Robespierre and Saint-Just the brotherhood of 
nations and patriotism were compatible notions. Late-eighteenth-century 
critics of “reason of state” dismissed patriotism as a dangerous and divisive 
sentiment, the source of crass xenophobia and the “last refuge of a scoun
drel” (in Dr. Johnson’s memorable phrase). Voltaire, in his Philosophical 
Dictionary, regretted “that men often become the enemies of the rest of 
mankind in order to be good patriots.” “To be a good patriot,” he con
tinued his argument, “is to want one’s city to enrich itself by commerce 
and to be powerful in war. . . .This, then, is the human condition: to 
wish for the greatness of one’s country is to wish evil to one’s neighbours. 
The man who would wish his country never to be either larger or smaller, 
richer or poorer than it is would be a citizen of the world.”95 Many 
claimed, and the article “Paix” in the Encyclopédie was a good example, 
that reason of state was fueled by the passion of kings.96 Patriotism was 
an easily exploitable sentiment to foster their corrupt aims. There was also 
a close connection between patriotism and republicanism of the ancient 
and milita^ kind. Some republicans, those who were enamored of the 
examples of Sparta and Rome, turned patriotism into a handmaiden of 
the spirit of conquest and military valor.

A cosmopolite wished for the good of all nations individually and ulti
mately the good of mankind.97 Critics of patriotism combined being a

94. Barruel, Mémoires, vol. 1, p. iv.
95. Voltaire, Philosophical Dictionary lf4c\.vA\2.tcY. S. Faulche, 1765), vol. 2, “Patrie,” p. 413.
96. “Paix,” Ewcyr/opcrftc, vol. 11, pp. 768b-769a.
97. From the vast literature see Gerd van den Heuvel, “Cosmopolite, Cosmopoli(ti)smc,” 

in Handbucb politisch-sozialcr Grundbegriffe in Frankreicb, vol. 6. pp. 41-55; Max H. Boehm, 
“Cosmopolitanism,” in Encyclopaedia of the Social Sciences, ed. E.R.A. Seligman and A. 
Johnson (New York: Macmillan, 1931), vol. 4, pp. 457-461; Thomas J. Schlcreth, The 
Cosmopolitan Ideal in the Enlightenment: Its Form and Function in the Ideas o f Franklin, Hume, 
and Voltaire, 1694-1790 (Notre Dame, IN: University o f Notre Dame Press, 1977), Virginie 
Guiraudon, “Cosmopolitism and National Priority,” History o f European Ideas 13 (1991): 
591-604. See also Hans Kohn, The Idea o f Nationalism: A  Study in Its Origins and Book- 

ground (New York: Macmillan-Collier, 1967), Ch. 7.

502 | Commercial Nation-State

Supplied by the British Library 17 Oct 2018, 10:02 (BST)



citizen of the world with national patriotism and contrasted this symbiosis 
to the kind of narrow-minded patriotism that blindly served the compet
itive ambitions of governments. They made the transcendence of the latter 
an essential element of modern republican patriotism. Richard Price, for 
example, in his famous Discourse on the Love of the Country, decried “that 
spirit of rivalship and ambition which has been common among nations.” 
True patriotism, he claimed, implied that one took the best care of one’s 
own country while considering oneself a citizen of the world who sought 
“to maintain a just regard for the rights of other countries.”98

It is often stated that Johann Gottfried Herder’s use of the word “na
tionalism” in Germany in the 1770s emerged from a completely different 
intellectual milieu. As Arendt remarked, the sovereignty of the nation was 
turned in Germany into mystical and nebulous nationalism. This is not 
quite correct. Herder, in his brilliant satire of Enlightenment conjectural 
histories of mankind (entitled Yet Another Philosophy of History for the Ed
ucation [Bildung] of Mankind} did indeed defend the sort of narrow
minded xenophobic patriotism which his enlightened contemporaries 
thought was the shame of modern civilization. When nations come into 
contact with one another, Herder pointed out ironically, one could ob
serve the sort of “prejudice! loutishness! [Pobelei], narrow nationalisml^

98. Price, Discourse on the Low of Our Country, pp. 178-179, 181. Price's view of ordinary 
patriotism corresponds to what the Illuminati meant by nationalism: “What has the love o f 
the country hitherto been among mankind? What has it been but a love o f domination; a 
desire o f conquest, and a thirst for grandeur and glow, by extending territory, and enslaving 
surrounding countries? What has it been but a blind and narrow principle, producing in 
every country a contempt o f other countries, and forming men into combinations and fac
tions against their common rights and liberties? 'Phis is the principle that has been too often 
cried up as a virtue o f the first rank: a principle o f the same kind with that which governs 
clans o f Indians or tribes o f Arabs, and leads them to plunder and massacre. As most of the 
evils which have taken place in private life, and among individuals, have been occasioned by 
the desire o f private interest overcoming the public affections; so most o f the evils which 
have taken place among bodies o f men have been occasioned by the desire o f their own 
interest overcoming the principle o f universal benevolence: and leading them to attack one 
another’s territories, to encroach on one another's lights, and to endeavour to build their 
own advancement on the degradation o f all within the reach o f their power. . . . What was 
the love o f their country among the old Romans? We have heard much of it; but I cannot 
hesitate in saying that, however great it appeared in some of its exertions, it was in general 
no better than a principle holding together a band o f robbers in their attempts to crush all 
liberty but their own” (pp. 5-6). On Price’s attack on sovereignty and empire see Peter N. 
Miller, Defining the Common Good: Empire, Religion and Philosophy in Eighteenth-Century 
Britain (Cambridge: CUP, 1994), pp. 373-391.

99. J. G. Herder, [Yet] Another Philosophy o f History for the Education of Mankind: One
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which enlightened cosmopolitans complained about. The phenomenon 
was natural; it was already present among ancient Egyptians when they 
came into contact with pastoral nomads and the Greeks; and Herder 
maintained that such prejudices did play an essential role in the formation 
of national communities. It assisted people in acquiring a cultural identity, 
a bounded national universe within which each nation could attain a mod
icum of happiness. Herder condemned the brotherhood of men as an 
empty phrase.* 100 For him the proper seat of cultural development was 
always the locality, where one was born and destined to live. But despite 
his emphasis on national feeling as the key to personal and group identity, 
in his politics Herder had a great deal in common with those of his 
contemporaries who counterposed patriotism to reason of state. In some 
respects his theoretical inspiration was quite close to Saint-Just’s desire to 
return from the état politique to the état social.

Underlying Herder’s notion of the nation was a Christian under
standing of natural sociability, which he contrasted to the artificial socia
bility of the political state. He was an implacable enemy of Hobbes and 
attacked his teacher Kant for arguing that because man was an animal

among Many Contributions of the Century [1774], m Another Philosophy of History and Selected 
Political Writings, trans. Ioannis D. Evrigcnis and Daniel Pellcrin (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 
2004), p. 29; see the original German in Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte zur Bildung der 
Menschheit, with an afterword by Hans-Georg Gadamer (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1967), p. 46. 
In Riga, where he got his first job after his studies in Königsberg, Herder became the 
secretary o f the local lodge o f freemasons, the North Star, and became familiar with the 
freemasonic critique o f egotistic patriotism. H e became a republican patriot in the Baltic 
city, which he compared to Geneva. The Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte is from his 
Bückeburg period, written after his eye-opening travels in France in the late 1760s, and after 
abandoning his earlier theological libertinism in favor o f Christian moral theology. The best 
biography of Herder is still Rudolf Haym, Herder nach Seinem Leben und Seinen Werken, 2 
vols. (Berlin: Rudolph Gaertner, 1885-1887).

100. It is revealing o f the intellectual background o f the famous slogan o f  the Jacobins 
in the French Revolution that Herder used the word “sociability” interchangeably with 
“brotherhood” or “fraternity”: “Liberty, sociability and equality, as they are sprouting every
where at present, have caused, and will cause, a thousand evils to be committed in their 
name” (in English translation as Yet Another Philosophy of History for the Enlightenment of 
Mankind (selections), in]. G. Herder on Social and Political Culture, ed. F. M. Barnard (Cam
bridge: CUP, 1969), p. 219. Herder specifically associates the deterioration o f  “sociability” 
into universal “brotherhood” with the worst kind o f reason o f state: “The garment o f gen
eralities which characterizes our philosophy and philanthropy can conceal oppression, in
fringements on the true personal freedom o f men and o f countries, o f  citizens and peoples, 
in a manner which would have appealed to Cesarc Borgia” (p. 220).
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living in the perpetual antagonism of “unsocial sociability,” he was in need 
of political disciplining forever. For Herder, human beings needed no 
master. Ideally they had to govern themselves and the state was dispens
able.101 The modern world, he claimed, “finds its most sublime political 
expression in the new-fangled concept of sovereignty. If you want to know 
what this so-called political sovereignty rests on, you only have to look 
at our coins with their famous sun-eagle, their crowns and royal insignia, 
their drums, standards, bullets and the caps of servile soldiery.”102 Herder 
was an enemy of state building and the homogenization of large com
posite countries. He criticized the leading lights of the Enlightenment for 
fanning the flames of new secular enthusiasms and for proselytizing on 
behalf of the metropolitan intellectual and social milieu of civilized mon
archies. He feared that the aggressively skeptical culture of the Enlight
enment would provoke a backlash of superstition in the nineteenth cen
tury. His idea of the nation was part of his effort to find a way to prevent 
this kind of “wretched vicious circle” of action and reaction.103 He un
derstood the causal origins of the modern European order very clearly. 
He recognized the political role of the towns, the impact of commerce, 
and the positive and negative consequences of inter-state rivalry.104 Under

101. See his Idcen zur Philosophic dcr Geschichte dcr Mcnscbbeit [ 1784-1789], in Sammtliche 
Wcrkc, ed. Bernard Suphan, 33 vols. (Berlin: Wcidmannsche Buchhandhmg, 1877-1913), 
vol. 13, pp. 338-339, 383-384. The Idecn was first translated into English by T. Churchill 
as Outlines of a Philosophy of the History' of M an (London: J. Johnson, 1800). 'Hie passages 
cited here arc available in a new translation in Ideas for a Philosophy of the History ofMankind 
(excerpts), in J. G. Herder on Social and Political Culture, pp. 309-310, 322-323. Herder 
was attacking Kant’s “Idea o f a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan Point o f View” 
[1784], “Sixth Proposition,” in Kant, Political Writings, ed. Hans Reiss, trans. H. B. Nisbet, 
2nd ed. (Cambridge: CUP, 1991), pp. 46-47. Kant answered Herder in his review essay 
of Part II o f the Idcen-, see Political Writings, pp. 213-220, especially p. 219. For an analysis 
o f this debate see H. D. Irmschcr, “Die Geschichrsphilosophische Kontrovcrse Zwischcn 
Kant und Herder,” in Hamann-Kant-Hcrdcr: Acta des Vicrtcn Intcmationalcn Hatnann- 
Kolloquiums, ed. Bernhard Gajek (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1987), pp. 111-192. 
W ithout grasping the various notions o f “sociability” the political theory debates o f the 
second half o f the eighteenth century (and the French Revolution) cannot be properly un
derstood.

102. Herder, Yet Another Philosophy of History, p. 197.
103. Ibid., p. 221.
104. Idccn, Bk. 20, “The Origins o f Modern Europe” sec the abbreviated reprint of 

Churchill’s old translation, ed. Frank. E. Manuel, entitled Reflections on the Philosophy o f the 
History o f Mankind (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1968), pp. 357-398. For a state
ment on the division o f Europe into mcxlern nations, sec Herder’s assessment ol the uni- 
tariness o f Christendom in the Middle Ages and its apparently chaotic “nationalist” after-
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the pressure of competition, he claimed, despotic regimes became consti
tutional monarchies. At the same time, however, they initiated a spiraling 
expansion of colonization and brutal warfare. Modern states adopted a 
heavily camouflaged and vulgarized monarchical Machiavellianism as 
guide to their foreign policy.* 105 Herder’s sympathies were republican and 
anti-aristocratic; he welcomed the French revolution, although he was 
disappointed by the terror. After it he continued to think about the fate 
of humanity even more than before.106 He eloquently explained in his

506 | Commercial Nation-State

math, in the conclusion o f his book: “Had Europe been rich as India, unintersected as 
Tatary, hot as Africa, isolated as America, what has appeared in it would never have been 
produced. . . . The pressure o f the Romish hierarchy was perhaps a necessary yoke, an in
dispensable bridle for the rude nations of the Middle Ages. W ithout it Europe had probably 
been the prey o f despots, a theatre o f eternal discord, or even a Mungal wilderness. Thus 
as a counterpoise it merits praise: but as the first and permanent spring it would have 
converted Europe into a Tibetian ecclesiastic state. Action and reaction produced an effect, 
which neither party had intended: want, necessity, and danger, brought forward between 
the two a third state, which must be the life-blood o f this great active body, or it will run 
into corruption. This is the state o f science, of useful activity, of emulative industry in the arts; 
which necessarily, yet gradually, puts an end to the periods o f chivalry and monasticism” 
(pp. 397-398). Herder was no hero o f the “counter-Enlightenment.” It is more productive 
to investigate his links to Montesquieu, whose Spirit of the Laws he intended to  revise and 
reorganize in a new form, and to the two Discourses o f Rousseau, whose impact on the later 
eighteenth century (including the French Revolution) was far greater than that o f the Contrat 
Social and generated one o f the most important new philosophical genres o f the period, the 
various “histories o f mankind.”

105. Herder despised the Anti-Machiavel o f Frederick the Great and Voltaire’s praise for 
it; note the scathing irony: “There is no doubt that even Machiavelli, in our age, would not 
have written as he wrote, and Cesare [Borgia] would not, in another setting, have been per
mitted to act as he once did. At bottom, it is only alterations in the dress [o fphilosophy} that 
are at issue here; still, it would be a blessing if these changes were made, and everyone in 
our day who wrote like Machiavelli were stoned” (Another Philosophy o f History, p. 90). For 
the background o f  Frederick’s “refutation” o f Machiavelli and the connections with Voltaire, 
sec the “Introduction” by Paul Sonnino in Frederick o f Prussia, The Refutation ofMachiavelli’s 
Prince or Anti-Machiavel, trans. Paul Sonnino (Athens, OH: OUP, 1981).

106. See Frederick C. Bciscr, Enlightenment, Evolution and Romanticism: The Genesis of 
Modem German Political Thought 1790-1800 (Cambridge, MA: HU P, 1992), Ch. 8.7 
“Herder and the French Revolution,” pp. 215-221. In the first phase o f the Revolution 
Herder hailed France’s patriotic war in defense of its new constitution as a just war. After 
the execution o f the king and the queen, he began to talk about mob rule and mob gov
ernment, and criticized the Jacobins for resurrecting despotism. Even later he criticized 
foreign interference with French affairs. Finally Herder invested his hope in Napoleon’s 
rising imperial regime.

Supplied by the British Library 17 Oct 2018, 10:02 (BST)



The Permanent Crisis o f a Divided Mankind 507

essay on ancient and modern patriotism that he published as a part of his 
Letters on the Advancement of Mankind: “Cabinets may deceive each other; 
political machines may be moved against each other until one blows the 
other to pieces. But fatherlands do not move against each other like this; 
they lie quietly side-by-side and assist each other as families do. . . . Fa
therlands against fatherlands in bloody struggle — that is the worst bar
barism of the human language.”107

It has been necessary to discuss the debates about sovereignty and “na
tionalism” in the French Revolution in some detail in order to clarify how 
the notion of the “nation” and “nationalism” entered European political 
language at that time. It helps us to reformulate Arendt’s point, that 
modern nationalism is the perversion of the state into the instrument of 
the nation. We have already seen that in her cosmopolitan opposition to 
nationalism she effectively sided with the Jacobins. The logic of her ar-

107. Briefe zur Beförderung H um anität 5rh Scr. [1795], Pt. II o f  the Supplement to 
Letter 57, on the peace plans o f Comenius and the Abbe dc St. Pierre, “Haben wir noch 
das Vaterland der Alten?,” in Sämmtlichc Werke, vol. 17, p. 319. The translation is from “Do 
We Still Have the Fatherland o f the Ancients?,” in Another Philosophy of Histoty and Selected 
Writings, trans. Evrigenis and Pellerin, pp. 116-117. Meinecke cites this particular sentence 
in support o f his view that Herder did not genuinely belong to the “pre-history” o f modern 
nationalism, because o f his staunch opposition to the state and most forms o f power; see 
Cosmopolitanism and the National State [1907], trans. R. B. Kimber (Princeton, NJ: PUP, 
1970), p. 29. Although the 1795 publication date is significant, the essay annexed to the 
letter on famous peace plans was the resurrection of an old piece, first written as a voluntary 
offering to the Czarina Catherine II, on the occasion o f her visit to Riga in October 1765. 
It was virtually Herder’s first serious writing on politics; see “Haben wir noch jetzt das 
Publikum und Vaterland der Alten? Eine Abhandlung zur Feier der Beziehung des neuen 
Gerichthaus,” in Sämmtlichc Werke, vol. 1, pp. 13-28; English translation o f the second 
section in Another Philosophy of History and Selected Writings, trans. Evrigenis and Pellerin, 
pp. 104-108. The early and the later versions, however, arc quite different, and the horror 
o f interpatriotic warfare appears only in 1795, contemporaneously with Kant’s Perpetual 
Peace. In the fifth series o f the Letters, Herder was running a serialized commentary on 
important contemporary writings on politics and culture in order to rethink the state o f the 
political theory in the last two hundred years. Letter 58, which followed the revised essay 
on ancient patriotism, was a commentary on Machiavelli and included a call for an annotated 
reprint o f Gabriel Naude’s famous reason o f state tract, the Considerations Politiqucs sur les 
Coups D ’etat (p. 324). The subject o f Letter 59 was Grotius, whom Herder considered, in 
contrast to Frederick the Great, the true Anti-Machiavcl. On Herder’s concept o f humanity, 
see Hans Bodekcr, “Menschheit, Humanität, Humanismus” in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, 
vol. 3 (Stuttgart: Klctt-Cotta, 1982), pp. 1063-1128; and F. M. Barnard, Herder’s Social 
and Political Thought: From Enlightenment to Nationalism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1965), 
Ch. 5, “From Nationalism to Internationalism: Humanität,” pp. 109-127.
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gument leads her to pin the responsibility for the rise of nationalism on 
the proponents of national sovereignty. It is surprising that her argument 
could find a place in a book on The Origins of Totalitarianism. Strangely, 
she pinned the blame for nationalism not on the authors of the ré-totale, 
but the ré -p u b liq u e .Arendt’s dream —shared with the Jacobins and 
Herder—was to turn the world into a brotherhood or family of republics. 
What appalled her was the actual realization in the “Age of Nationalism” 
(and subsequently by the German National Socialists) of Herder’s night
mare, the blood feud of patrie against patrie, fatherland against fatherland, 
in a patriotic world war. Against this background Arendt saw sovereign 
states as more stable and reliable entities than “nations,” “people,” or 
“Volk.” Also, alienation from one’s state could be handled more easily than 
alienation from one’s own “people.”108 109 In fact, we can now see that Arendt 
reversed the contrast between national sovereignty and the people’s de
mocracy. Sieyes’s nation now appears as a bulwark against the worst kind 
of nationalism, while the Jacobins emerge as chief contributors to its rise. 
The Jacobin experiment of radical republicanism did indeed go disas
trously wrong. The two faces of Jacobin nationalism reflected the dy
namics of their failure.

Ancient Republican Patriotism and the “Age o f Nationalism”

Contrary to Arendt’s interpretation, the Jacobins understood “nation
alism” not as the contamination of the state by the nation, but the other 
way around, as the état politique corrupting the état social. The historio

108. In her later book, On Revolution, Arendt condemned the Jacobins as the precursors 
o f the one-party state o f the Russian Bolsheviks and painted them as relentless centralizers 
in the name of the fallacious principle o f popular sovereignty “one and indivisible.” Her 
sympathies were with American republican federalism and the ideas o f Jefferson. In the 
French context she saw the sociétés populaires as the only institutions that could have saved 
the true revolutionary spirit. She acknowledged that the Jacobins, and particularly Saint- 
Just, supported the sociétés until they came into power, but she regarded their later activities 
as supporting a tyranny against popular associations; On Revolution (Harmondsworth: Pen
guin, 1973), pp. 239-248, 254-255, 266.

109. Arendt, Totalitarianism, p. 231. She refers to the viciousness o f the Pan-German 
distinction between Staatsfrcmdc and Volksfremde, aliens o f the state and aliens to the people 
or the nation, respectively. On Arendt’s complicated views on nation, state, and the “decline 
o f the nation-state,” particularly within the context o f her work on totalitarianism, see Mar
garet Canovan, Hannah Arendt: A  Reinterpretation of Her Political Thought (Cambridge: 
CUP, 1992), especially pp. 28-36, 243-249.
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graphical common-place that the French Revolution was the origin of 
nationalism is not supported by the evidence concerning the use of the 
word “nationalism,” rare as it was, in this period. The two relevant and 
oft-quoted occurrences of the word nationalism in the late eighteenth cen
tury clearly referred to phenomena that took place before the French Rev
olution. What they point to is the entire history of the separation of 
peoples, and in particular to the rise of modern European states after the 
medieval period. More specifically, “nationalism” as a term was deployed 
to criticize modern sovereignty and reason of state. “Nationalism” referred 
to the entire system of corrupt interstate power relations in the modern 
era. There are two kinds of histories of nationalism in modern scholarship. 
The majority view is that nationalism developed in the wake of the French 
Revolution. Another variety, however, makes the process start with the 
formation of post-Rcnaissance composite states of Europe, and virtually 
equates the rise of nationalism with the rise of absolutism. In this view 
Henry VIII of England, Louis XIV of France, Gustavus Adolphus of 
Sweden, or Frederick the Great of Prussia are seen as the makers of 
modern “nation-states” and hence of modern “nationalism.”110 This is pre
cisely the pre-Revolutionary view, which originally informed the cosmo
politan critique of nationalism and the Jacobin dismissal of narrow patri
otism. The word “nationalism” expressed a total opposition to the politics 
of Machiavelli’s Prince. Quentin Skinner has called the rise of Bodin and 
Hobbes’s notion of indirect popular sovereignty a “counter-revolution” 
against popular republican politics. In the second half of the eighteenth 
century there was rising opposition to modern sovereignty, and the 
ancient-republican faction of the French Revolution aimed precisely at 
reversing this Hobbesian “counter-revolution.”

The rise of the large “national” monarchies in the wake of the military 
revolution, and their policies of internal homogenization and external mil
itary and economic competition, attracted a great deal of criticism

110. Medievalists extend this backwards to the thirteenth century; sec Kantorowicz, The 
King’s Two Bodies Ch. 5, Pt. 1, “Pro Patna M on," pp. 232-272; Gaines Post, “Two Notes 
on Nationalism: I. Pugna Pro Patria, II. Rex Impcrator," Traditio 10 (1953): 269-300; 
“Ratio Publicae Utilitatis, Ratio Status, and ‘Reason of State’ 1100-1300,” in Post, Studies in 
Medieval Legal Thought: Public Ijiw  and the State, 1100-1322 (Princeton, NJ: PUP, 1964); 
and Strayer, “Historical Experience,” p. 23, “where a whole regnum became a state, nation
alism developed early and naturally”; in his view England was a nation-state by the fifteenth 
century' (p. 24). On the latter issue sec G. R. Elton, “English National Self-Consciousness 
and the Parliament in the Sixteenth Century,” in Dann, Nationalismus in Vorindustricllcn 
Zeit, pp. 73-82.
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throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In France such 
thinking was perhaps more prevalent in the eighteenth century than any
where else in Europe, precisely because under Louis XIV it was France 
that developed the new kind of “nationalist” statecraft to its highest level. 
The failure of Louis’ experiment of establishing a universal monarchy in 
Europe under French leadership required a long process of rebuilding the 
French fiscal-military regime. The immediate cause of the monarchy’s col
lapse, the failure of the public debt system, was intimately connected with 
the structural imbalances of the international world. The Revolution, from 
the beginning, was also a revolution against the prevailing “nationalist” 
system of international relations. It was clear to all the participants in the 
Revolution that France’s relationship to the international power system 
would have to change, with repercussions for the entire European and 
world security system. It was a widely held opinion that the system of 
balance of power needed reform. Those radical revolutionaries who op
posed the modern concept of sovereignty would have thought it absurd 
to see in the Revolution the beginning of the career of the “nation-state.” 
What they fervently hoped for was that it was the beginning of the nation
state’s end. They wanted its crisis to deepen.

The Jacobins saw this as an absolutely crucial issue. Building a new 
republic (and a fortiori a democracy) in one country was a difficult en
terprise and depended on a favorable external political environment. The 
issue of patriotism lay at the heart of their political system. Nationalism 
is often understood as the opposite of patriotism. It is assumed that na
tionalism is a pathology of patriotism that developed chiefly after the 
French Revolution. Yet patriotism became vitiated if it was conceived 
within the constraints of single nations, in isolation from others.111 Ac-

i l l .  Mary Dietz argues that the “blurring o f patriotism into nationalism, or even the 
acknowledgement o f nationalism as a ‘species’ o f patriotism, reveals that we have literally 
lost touch with history, with a very real past in which real patriots held to a particular set 
o f political principles and their associated practices—to a conception o f citizenship that 
bears scant resemblance to modern nationalism” (“Patriotism,” p. 191). Compare this re
construction o f the British commonwealthman tradition with the views o f the important 
Scottish Commonwealthman, Andrew Fletcher o f Saltoun, who in 1703 understood that 
removing the “nationalist” clement from republican patriotism was tantamount to the re
construction o f the entire modern political theory tradition: “N ot only those who have ever 
actually formed governments, but even those who have written on that subject, and con
trived schemes o f constitution have, as I think, always framed them with respect only to 
particular nations, for whom they were designed, and without any regard to the rest of 
mankind. Since, as they could not but know that every society, as well as every private man,
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cordingly, in a world divided among peoples, patriotism ultimately be
came a species of group egoism, a collective amour propre, often xeno
phobic, competitive, and militaristic. The popular patriotism of the 
modern monarchies faithfully expressed their power politics as guided by 
reason of state. The Jacobins rejected patriotism of this kind. They 
wanted a love of country7 that was neither exclusive, nor competitive. 
This was not simply a policy issue but a basic principle that had to be 
embodied both in the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Consti
tution. Opting out of the international system of competing nationalist 
monarchies was a necessary7 precondition for the success of the Revolu
tion. If that was impossible, then the survival of the new republic de
pended on its ability7 of forcing a change in the international environ
ment."2

Originally the Jacobins were not the party7 of war. France was in the 
aftermath of the monarchy’s colossal debt crisis and had just introduced 
a new paper money system. The Jacobins wanted to isolate France eco
nomically and turn it into a geschlosscnc Handclsstaatf'3 Robespierre also
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has a natural inclination to exceed in everything, and draw the advantages to itself, they 
might also have seen the necessity o f curbing that exorbitant inclination, and obliging them 
to consider the general good and interest of mankind, on which that of every' distinct so
ciety' does in a great measure depend. And one would think that politicians, who ought to 
be the best o f all moral philosophers, should have considered what a citizen o f the world 
is.” Sec 4 »  Account of a Conversation concerning the Right Regulation of Governments for the 
Common Good of Mankind. In a Letter to the Marquiss of Montrose, the Earls of Rothes, Rox- 
burg and Haddington, from London the first of December, ¡703 [1704], in Fletcher o f Saltoun, 
Political Writings, ed. John Robertson (Cambridge: CUP, 1997), pp. 175-215. On 
Fletcher’s republicanism and the Conversation see John Robertson, “Andrew Fletcher’s Vi
sion of Union,” in Scotland and England 1286-1815, cd. R. A. Mason (Edinburgh: John 
Donald, 1987), pp. 203-225; and J.G.A. Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment: Florentine Re
publican Thought and the Atlantic Republican Iradition (Princeton, NJ: PUP, 1975), 
pp. 426-447.

112. See T.C.W. Manning, The Origins o f the French Revolutionary W ait (London: 
Longman, 1986), particularly Ch. 3, “The Origins o f the War o f 1792,” pp. 69-130; Gun
ther E. Rothenberg, “The Origins, Causes, and Extension o f the Wars o f the French Rev
olution and Napoleon,” in The Origin and Prevention o f Major Wars, ed. R. I. Rotberg and 
T. K. Rabb (Cambridge: CUP, 1989), pp. 199-221.

113. J. G. Fichte, Der Gcschlossnc Handelsstaat: Ein philosophischer Entwurf als Anhang zur 
Rechtslehrc, und Probe einer künftig zu liefernden Politik (Tübingen: Cotta, 1800) was an 
authentic extrapolation of the Jacobin idea. See particularly Fichte's introduction: “Vom 
Verhältnisse des Vernunftstaates zu dem wirklichen, und das reinen Staatsrechts zui Politik,” 
in English translation, “The Relationship of the Rational State to the Actual State, and o f
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saw war as increasing the power of the executive, and he also feared that 
the war would seduce the people into traditional patriotism. The only war 
that was compatible with virtuous patriotism was defensive war. De
fending the revolution by carrying it abroad through wars of liberation 
in order to establish a universal republic (with Paris as the center, as 
preached by Anacharsis Cloots)* 114 was not what the Jacobins wanted. 
Robespierre did not believe in the humanitarian liberation of other 
nations. He rejected the idea of the tricolor flying “on the palaces of 
emperors, sultans, popes and kings” and opposed the war plans of the 
early revolutionary government and the Girondins.115 The Jacobins were

512 | Commercial Nation-State

Pure Constitutional Law to Politics,” in The Political Thought of the German Romantics 1793- 
1815, cd. H. S. Reiss (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1955), pp. 86-87.

114. For the ideas o f Anacharsis Cloots [Jean-Baptiste, Baron dc Cloots du Val-de- 
GrâceJ, see his Oeuvres, cd. Albert Soboul, 3 vols. (Munich, Kraus Reprint, 1980), vol. 3, 
Ecrits et discours de la période révolutionnaire. The two most ambitious and important pam
phlets are La République universelle ou adresse aux tyrannicides par Anacharsis Cloots, orateur 
de genre humain (1793), Ecrits, vol. 3, pp. 331-389, and the Bases constitutionnelles de la 
republique du genre humain (1793), Ecrits, vol 3, pp. 605-652. In the second book Cloots 
claimed that he took his inspiration from Sallust: “Studium reipublicae omnia superaP’ (p. 629); 
he wanted “perpetual liberty” under “une nation, une assemblée, un prince” (the latter, he empha
sized, to be understood strictly in the philosophical sense, p. 346), with the universal republic 
replacing the Catholic Church as the unifying institution, and the national assembly the ecu
menical council, forming a truly free version o f the Roman Empire (which was an empire o f  ser
vitude) with a billion co-citizen brothers, instead o f the 25 million in France.

115. Maximilien Robespierre, “Sur le parti que l’assemblée Nationale doit prendre rela
tivement à la proposition de guerre, annoncée par le pouvoir exécutif, prononce à la Société 
le 18 Décembre 1791,” in Oeuvres de Maximilien Robespierre, vol. 8, Discours Octobre 1791- 
Septembre 1792, ed. M. Bouloiscau, G. Lefebvre, and A. Soboul (Paris: PUF, 1953), 
pp. 47-52, 58-64. English translation “On War and Peace” (December 18, 1791) in Rude, 
pp. 32-39. The speech, in which Robespierre turned against the majority opinion in the 
Jacobin Club for war, was a reply to Jacques Pierre Brissot de Warville’s speeches on De
cember 9 and 16. Brissot spoke again on December, 29 and 30, and Robespierre answered 
on January 2 and 11, 1792. On January 20, after Brissot’s last great speech for the warf 
Robespierre and Brissot apparently made peace with each other, but from then on the gulf 
between them became more and more unbridgeable. Brissot’s judgment o f  the international 
situation and the likely domestic effects o f the patriotic war was much more optimistic than 
Robespierre’s, but in any case his support for a “crusade for universal liberty” fundamen
tally rested on two assumptions. First, he relied on the republican idea o f the superiority 
o f a patriotic national militia: “ . . . every advantage is on our side—for now every French 
citizen is a soldier, and a willing soldier at that! And where is the power on earth, where 
is the Genghis Khan, is the Tamerlaine, even with clouds o f slaves in his train, who could 
hope to master six million free soldiers?” (December 29, 1791, Archives Parlamentaires, vol. 
36, p. 607). Second, he counted on the expected positive response o f the ordinary foreign
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also against liberation by annexation in February 1793. Lazare Carnot, 
the “organizer of victory” under the later Jacobin regime, expressed the 
Jacobin worry that by invoking the sovereignty of the “universality of 
mankind” France would be reduced to “no more than a portion of the 
sovereign” and “consequently she [would have] no right to establish at 
home the laws that suit her best.” The Jacobin principle was the preser
vation of France’s new system of liberty. Any dilution of France’s new 
political system by the incorporation of neighboring states with their po
litically unreformed populations was highly risky. Under prevailing con
ditions the best defense was to “adhere to the principle that every people, 
however small the country it inhabits, has an absolute right to be its own 
master.”116 For the Jacobins the principle of state sovereignty was a pro-
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soldicr to revolutionary liberation: “Each soldier will say to his enemy: Brother, I am not 
going to cut your throat. I am going to free you from the yoke you labour under; I am 
going to show you the road to happiness. Like you, I was once a slave; I took up arms, 
and the tyrant vanished, look at me now that I am free; you can also be so too; here is 
my arm in support” (cited by Alphonse Aulard, “La Diplomatie du Premier Comité de 
Salut Public,” Etudes et leçons sur la Révolution française 3rd ser. vol. 3 [Paris: Félix Alcan, 
3rd cd., 1914], p. 53). Brissot’s ally, Isnard, made the same point: “Let us tell them that 
conflicts begun between peoples on the orders o f despots resemble blows exchanged in the 
dark by two friends against each other by some evil intriguer; once day has dawned, they 
throw away their weapons, embrace and then take revenge on him who deceived them 
(noise and applause). In the same way, at the moment that the enemy armies begin to fight 
with ours, the daylight o f philosophy will open their eyes and the peoples will embrace 
each other in the face o f their dethroned tyrants and an approving heaven and earth (spir
ited applause)” (November 29, 1791, Archives Parlamcntaires, vol. 35, p. 442). For the 
shape o f the debate sec Blanning, “The Brissotin Campaign for War” and the “Conversion 
o f the Deputies,” in Origins of the French Revolutionary Wars, pp. 99-113; François Furet, 
“Les Girondins et la Guerre: les Débuts de l’Assemblée Législative,” in François Furet and 
Mona Ozouf, La Gironde et les Girondins (Paris: Payot, 1991), pp. 189-206; and in Inter
preting the French Revolution, pp. 64-69; Lucien Jaunie, “Le Duel Robespierre-Brissot sur 
la Guerre,” in his Le Discours jacobin, pp. 71—75; Michael L. Kennedy, The Jacobin Clubs in 
the French Revolution: The Middle Tears (Princeton, NJ: PUP, 1988), Ch. 9, “Peace or 
War,” Ch. 12, “England: Friend or Foe?,” pp. 123-132, 150-156; and Thompson, Robes
pierre, Ch. 7, “The Opponent o f War” (November 1791—April 1792), pp. 195-226. On 
Brissot and his brand o f republicanism see two articles by Patrice Gucniffey, “Brissot,” in 
Furet and Ozouf, La Gironde et les Girondins, pp. 437-464, “Cordeliers and Girondins: the 
Prehistory o f the Republic?” in The Invention of the Modem Republic, ed. Fontana, pp. 86- 
106; and the chapters on Brissot by Norman Hampson in Will and Circumstance: Mon
tesquieu, Rousseau and the French Revolution (London: Duckworth, 1983), pp. 84—106, 
171-192.

116. See Lazare Carnot’s report in the name of the diplomatic committee concerning the 
annexation o f the Principality o f Monaco etc., February 14, 1793, Archives Parlementaires,
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tective device, which could shield their revolution and buy time for radical 
domestic reforms. Saint-Just asserted that independence from the system 
of état politique was the key to the creation of a new world. Carnot stated 
that what France needed was not a Declaration of the Rights of Man but a 
Declaration of the Rights of Citizen, and accordingly Article II of his draft 
Declaration announced that “every people has the right to isolate them
selves.”* 117 Even when war became inescapable and the Jacobins took

vol. 58, p. 547. Florence Gauthier claims that Carnot was refuting in advance, as it were, 
not only Cloots, but also Robespierre and Saint-Just’s ideas as presented in their draft Dec
laration of Rights and the project for the new constitution in April, and that he announced 
a “new political theory, that o f national interest and untrammelled sovereignty.” See her 
“Universal Rights and National Interest in the French Revolution,” in Dann and Dinwiddy, 
Nationalism in the Age o f the french Revolution, pp. 34-35 and Triomphe et Mort du Droit 
Naturel en Révolution 1789-1795-1802 (Paris: PUF, 1992), pp. 128-145. In fact, Carnot 
was rehearsing time-honored arguments about the primacy o f the right o f self-preservation 
o f both individuals and nations (which were just like individuals in the state o f nature), 
claiming that the law o f nature did not oblige individuals to sacrifice themselves for their 
fellows and that the first law for nations was the “salut de l’Etat,” which also allowed en
croaching on the interest o f others \f  “nécessité pour soi-meme” required it. The interest o f the 
republic, he argued, may consist in increasing national prosperity; greater security of the 
frontiers o f the state, and glory, which “a powerful nation may derive from attaching to 
itself a people which is weak but worthy o f the benefit o f liberty” (p. 547). For some of 
the issues involved in the annexation debates, particularly the annexation o f Belgium, see 
Sophie Wahnick, “Les Républiques-Soeurs, Débat Théorique et Réalité Historique, Con
quêtes et Reconquêtes d’identité Républicaine,” Annales Historiques de la Révolution Française 
296 (1994): 165-177.

117. “Projet de déclaration des droits du citoyen (19 February 1793),” in Lazare Carnot, 
Révolution et Mathématique, cd. Jean-Paul Charnay (Paris: L’Hernc, 1984), p. 230. In the 
preamble Carnot stared that since in the state o f nature the primitive rights o f  man were 
indefinite, the notion o f  rights as defined for such conditions was necessarily illusory, only 
a discussion o f the rights (and even more the duties) o f citizens which could make any sense, 
in the context o f a tacit social pact which has been established for mutual protection. From 
these quasi-Hobbcsian origins Carnot went on to discuss Rousseau’s principles in the Second 
Discourse, reiterating that the amour de soi-meme was the final motivation o f all individuals, 
as l’utilité commun was that o f the state (pp. 227-229). Cloots, like Florence Gauthier today, 
saw a contradiction here between this idea and the Declaration o f the Rights of M an, and in 
his swan song Appel au Genre Humain, par Anacharsis Cloots [en réponse à Robespierre et à 
son exclusion de la Société des Jacobins, le 12 Décembre 1793J, Oeuvres, pp. 689-708, 
denounced Robespierre as a hypocrite, referring to Robespierre’s agreement with him on 
the “sovereignty o f the world” in his April 1793 draft for the Declaration of Rights, and 
alluding also to Robespierre’s complaint that the “droits de l ’homme” should not be simply 
“les droits du français," leading to the adoption in the draft Declaration “formellement la sou
veraineté du genre humain” (p. 695). See Cloots’s visionary speech in the National
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charge of the republic militarily, their rhetoric remained resolutely defen
sive. Although patriotic, they spoke as anti-nationalists and anti
imperialists. If France were dismembered or destroyed, Robespierre 
claimed, the whole world would be defeated and Europe would be in 
chains. If France were victorious, the whole world would gain by it. The 
Republic and its citizen army were acting on behalf of all the peoples of 
the world. For the Jacobins, revolutionary France was not only the de
fender of her own liberty, but also of true humanity and civilization. As 
the terror started, however, Jacobin republicanism was transformed into 
the most dramatic form of national patriotism. It was marked by the 
systematic persecution of foreigners and “cosmopolitans.” Robespierre 
specifically complained about the malign influence of international fi
nance, which made the public order of the republic “dependent on the 
whim of foreigners.” Facing both civil war and foreign war, the two classic 
problems which the idea of modern sovereignty was invented to solve, 
the Jacobins embarked on a spectacular application of reason of state. The 
Comité de Salut Public could hardly fail to understand that saluspopuli was 
the supreme law. Ruling directly in the name of the populus, the Com
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Convention on April 26, 1793 and the proposed decree o f human rights {Archives Parle
mentaires, vol. 63, pp. 389-403), just two days after Robespierre’s, suggesting that the only 
kind o f sovereignty that was acceptable was the “sovereignty o f the human race” (p. 402) 
and announcing that otherwise those who “say sovereign, say despot” (p. 391). On that day 
the clearly “republican” François Roberts, who spoke just before Cloots, delivered a “na
tionalist” attack on the idea o f a “Declaration o f the rights o f man and the sovereignty of 
mankind.” Roberts announced “Let us leave to them the problem of examining humanity, 
in all its relationships: we are not the representatives o f the human race. I wish therefore 
that the legislator o f France would forget the universe for a moment to concern himself 
with his country alone. I desire that kind o f national egoism without which we shall be false 
to our duties, without which we shall legislate more for those who have not mandated us, 
and not in favour o f those for whose profit we can legislate on all matters” (Archives Par
lementaires, vol. 63, p. 385). The short-term policy of the Jacobins, and particularly of 
Robespierre, had always been based on prudential considerations o f the interest o f revolu
tionary France. The complaint against the “cosmopolitanism” was against imprudential and 
naive adventurism that could cost France its independence. See Robespierre’s final critique 
o f Cloots (shortly before Cloots’s execution): “Such a man, who was calling France to the 
conquest o f the world, had no other goal than to call the tyrants to conquer France. The 
foreign hypocrite, who for five years has been proclaiming Paris the capital o f the globe only 
expresses, in another jargon, the anathemas o f the vile federalists who designated Paris for 
destruction”; see “Sur les principes de morale politique,” Ocums, vol. 10, p. 361, English 
translation in Bienvenu, The Ninth of Thermidor, p. 43.
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mittee’s duty was to put the people’s safety before all other considerations. 
The revolutionary government, Robespierre claimed, had the right to act 
with less constraint and more energy than ordinary government, because 
it was authorized by the most indisputable of entitlements, “la necessité.■W118

Those histories of the nation-state and nationalism which stress its mo
dernity usually start with the impact of the victories of the conscript Jac
obin army and with the subsequent successes of the Napoleonic conquests 
of the “grande nation.” The usual narrative runs from the establishment 
of the principle of national sovereignty in the first French Declaration of 
the Rights of Man and the Citizen and Sieyés’s conception of the “nation” 
in What Is the Third Estate?, to the successes of French national army, and 
then to the reaction, both positive and negative, to these developments 
in the rest of Europe. This kind of history ignores the distinctions be
tween the various conceptions of nation and sovereignty involved in this 
sequence. Also, it obliterates the specifically Jacobin contribution to this 
process. Compared to Jacobin expectations, the European impact of the 
Revolution was an unmitigated disaster. The “Age of Nationalism” was 
not what they wanted. The European crisis for which the Jacobins hoped 
for failed to materialize. Their anti-political and internationalist vision, 
however, did not disappear. It was passed on to the modern socialist 
tradition, and became a hallmark of Marxism.118 119

The Jacobins themselves contributed to the frustration of the anti
nationalist dream. When they insisted that France should be preserved as 
a united and indivisible republic within its inherited monarchical bound
aries, they laid the foundations for the success of the French armies. 
France, as a large, populous, and wealthy state, could wage war far better 
than those successor states that would have been formed had the country 
been allowed to fragment into a mosaic of smaller state entities. The Jac
obins hoped that their conscript army would be motivated by friendship 
towards other peoples and by hatred towards tyrants and the aristocracy.
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118. Robespierre, “Rapport sur les principes du gouvernement révolutionnaire, fait au 
nom du Comité de Salut Public” (December 25, 1793), Oeuvres, vol. 10, p. 275; English 
translation in Rude, Robespierre, p. 60.

119. See Gregor)' Claeys, “Reciprocal Dependence, Virtue and Progress: Some Sources 
o f Early Socialist Cosmopolitanism and Internationalism in Britain, 1750-1850,” in Inter
nationalism in the Labour Movement 1830-1940, ed. F. van Holthoon and M. van der Linden 
(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1988), pp. 235-258; Théodore Ruyssen, Les sources doctrinales de 
l ’internationalisme, vol. 3, De la Révolution Française au milieu du XLXe siècle (Paris: PUF, 
1961), pp. 462-529.
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However, their initial worry that the war would become a vehicle for 
“nationalist” patriotism was well founded. Rather than selflessly interna
tionalist, the sentimental motivation of the French army was passionately 
republican. They fought because they loved their country.

As the internationalist army degenerated into an army of republican 
patriotism, the brotherhood of nations gave way to a reenactment of the 
imperial conquests of the ancient Roman Republic. Critics of the Jacobins 
understood this corruption quite clearly. Since the French Revolution 
every modern revolution is analyzed, and in many cases analyzed itself, in 
terms of a neo-Roman model of political dynamics. This had actually been 
predicted in late-eighteenth-century France, where the future of modern 
republican revolutions was understood as having been prefigured in the 
fate of the ancient Roman Republic. As the Jacobins achieved success in 
war, the limits of their policy of reason of state needed to be explained 
more thoroughly. Robespierre had to dispel the accusation that “the plan 
of the French Revolution was written out in full in the books of Tacitus 
and Machiavelli” and that the prudence of “the people’s representatives” 
could be found “in the histories of Augustus, Tiberius, or Vespasian, or 
even that of certain French legislators; because, except for a few nuances 
of perfidy or cruelty, all tyrants are alike.”120 121

Robespierre was answering, almost point by point, Camille Desmou
lins’s critique of the terror, which revived the time-honored republican 
critique of the final phase of the Roman republic, drawn from classical 
sources, chiefly from Tacitus (albeit through the mediation of the British 
commonwealthmen tradition, particularly the commentaries on Tacitus 
by Thomas Gordon). Publishing the first three numbers of the Lc Vieux 
Cordelier with an epigraph taken from “notre grand professcur Ma- 
chiavel}}{2} Desmoulins accused the terror’s initiators of placing so thick

120. “Sur les principcs dc morale politique,” Ocwi’itj, vol. 10, p. 351; English translation 
in Bienvenu, The Ninth ofThcrmidor, p. 32.

121. Camille Desmoulins, Lc Vieux Cordelier, cd. Pierre Pachet (Paris: Belin, 1987), no. 
4, p. 67. See particularly nos. 3, 4, and 6, as well as the proofs o f no. 7 (with handwritten 
emendations) which survived and were published later, although their publication in the 
spring o f 1794 was impossible. For the chronology of Le Vieux Cordelier from no. 1 (De
cember 1793) to no. 6 (effectively January 25, 1794) sec Pachct’s “La restitution du textc 
dc Camille Desmoulins: une exigence politique,” pp. 13-31. Gordon sur Tacite is mentioned 
in no. 3, p. 60, and no. 6, p. 100; the epigraph might have been derived from Machiavelli 
through Gordon as well. Gordon’s original English work was The Works of Tacitus in Four 
Volumes, to which are prefixed Political Discourses upon that Author, 2nd cd., 4 vols. (London: 
T. Woodward and J. Pccie, 1737). The French translation appeared in 1742, printed in
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a veil over the statue of liberty that it had become a funeral shroud, and 
suggested that the Jacobins’s indiscriminate use of the “jurisprudence of 
despots” was bound to destroy France’s republican spirit to such a degree 
that a descent into a tyranny might easily follow.

In the last number of his flysheet, drafted after his expulsion from the 
Jacobin Club (and not long before his arrest and execution), Desmoulins 
recorded how quickly Robespierre’s policies fulfilled his prophecy that the 
republic would turn into a warlike empire. Referring to Robespierre’s 
frenzied attack in the Jacobin Club on the despotism of the English gov
ernment and the slavish patriotism of the English people, he denounced 
Robespierre as a total hypocrite. The Jacobin leader had denounced 
Brissot, because the latter had wanted to “nationalize the war,” and Cloots 
because he wanted to “municipalize Europe.” But now, claimed Desmou
lins, Robespierre himself had become the tyrannical apostle of a “demo
cratic” war to liberate the English people by force.122 Was this the same

Amsterdam, sec Discours historiques, critiques et politiques sur Tacite, traduits de Langlois de M . 
Th. Gordon, par M.D.S.L. (Amsterdam: P. Changuion, 1742). For the republican back
ground see Michael Sonenscher, Work and Wages: Natural Law, Politics and the Eighteenth- 
Century French Trades (Cambridge: CUP, 1989), Ch. 10, “Artisans, ‘Sans-Culottes’ and the 
Politics o f Republicanism,” pp. 333-361; for a general overview of Tacitus in eighteenth- 
century French culture see Catherine Volpilhac-Augcr, Tacite en France de Montesquieu a 
Chateaubriand (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 1993). Herder in Letter 52 o f the 4th Scries 
o f his Briefe zur Beförderung Humanität [1794] also discussed “Thomas Gordon über dem 
Tacitus” at length, claiming that the book was one o f Diderot’s favorites and citing it from 
the German translation of 1764, interestingly entitled Die Ehre der Freiheit der Römer und 
Britten nach Gordons Staatskluge Betrachtungen über dem Tacitus, see Herder’s Sämmtliche 
Werke, vol. 17, pp. 252-256.

122. Desmoulins was referring to the debate that followed Robespierre’s request on 
January 7, 1794 that the Jacobin Club should discuss the crimes o f the English government 
and the vices o f the British Constitution. On January 28 Robespierre interrupted the debate 
by announcing that the participants had missed his point entirely and that their naive trust 
in the patriotic brotherhood o f the English people was misplaced. N o appeal to the English 
people could succeed, he argued, because they succumbed to a corrupted and xenophobic 
sort o f patriotism: “No, they are two hundred years behind you. And they hate you, because 
. . . for centuries the policy o f their government has been to arm the English against the 
French and to use war as a means o f defeating the opposition party. It does not follow that 
the English will never have a revolution. They will, because they have been opressed and 
ruined. The revolution will be the work o f [the] French navy [he referred to a possible 
French naval blockade ruining English trade] and it will come about because the British 
Ministry is corrupt. Pitt will be ovethrown, because despite his vastly inflated reputation, 
he is an imbecile.” (See Société des Amis de la Liberté et de l’Egalité, Seance du 9 Pluviose
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Robespierre, Desmoulins asked, who in December 1791 declared his fun
damental opposition to war as the “resource of despots” and who declared 
that it was not possible to give a people their liberty by the sword?123

The success of military republicanism was not unexpected. The supe
riority of citizen armies over the professional armies of monarchies had 
been one of the central tenets of republicanism since Machiavelli had so 
eloquently affirmed it in The Prince. The military success of large national 
states depended on the degree to which their armies could utilize “na

an II (28 Janvier 1794), 2e intervention, les moyens de dénoncer les crimes du gouvernement 
anglais," Oeuvres, vol. 10, p. 345.) At the next session, on Januar)' 30, Robespierre objected 
to the naive Anglophile view that the reputation of the English people should not be tar
nished by the crimes o f their government. The question was not the character o f  individuals, 
but o f an entire nation, and Robespierre emphasized that there could be neither peace nor 
truce with corrupt or jealous peoples. His profession de foi was to detest the English people 
for their servile support o f their despot. “As a Frenchman, as a representative o f the people, 
I declare that I hate the English people (applause). I will increase the hatred o f my com
patriots against it as much as I can. What do I care what they think! My only hope is in 
our soldiers and in the deep hatred which the French have for the English” (Seance du 30 
Janvier 1794, 2e intervention, “Sur la difficulté de séparer le peuple anglais de son gouver
nement,” Oeuvres, vol. 10, pp. 348-349).

123. Le Vieux Cordelier, no. 7 [February-March 1794, with handwritten additions to the 
proofs], pp. 116-117. In a last section (which is also handwritten), entitled “Suite de mon 
credo politique? Desmoulins also makes the point that Montesquieu was in palpable error 
claiming that virtue was the foundation o f the republic, for who would have needed a 
republic if the citizens were already virtuous? In developing his conclusion he depicted a 
sequence o f politicization, nationalization, and then militarization, showing how the cor
rupting effects o f the governmental enforcement o f  virtue and patriotism would lead to the 
ruining o f the republic and eventually to the use o f “I’cnergie nationale et l’impétuositéfrançaise, 
doublée par le revolution” for imperialistic military exploits by a new model mass citizen army 
under the command of vain-glorious generals imprudentially following the worst kind o f 
ancient examples (pp. 142-144). Robespierre in his speech at the Jacobin Club in Januar)' 
1792 said that “N o one likes an armed missionary, and no more extravagant idea ever sprang 
from the head o f a politician than to suppose that a people has only to enter another’s 
territory' with arms in its hands to make the latter adopt its laws and Constitution.” In 1794 
he was still essentially repeating the same argument, and emphasized the need for armed 
“nationalist” patriotism in conscious opposition to the old Brissotin republican “interna
tionalist” doctrine. While Brissot supposed a French patriotic army, facing a soft monarchical 
enemy whose army could be turned into an anti-despotic revolutionär)' force, Robespierre 
now had to prepare the French patriotic citizen army to fight similarly fervent patriotic 
armies, even if their patriotism was o f the misguided variety. The effective motivating force 
in war was now not “internationalist” patriotism, but its ordinär)' “nationalist,” albeit rev
olutionär)', alternative.
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tionalist” patriotism to motivate their soldiers. James Harrington, writing 
in the middle of the seventeenth century, saw the essence of postmodern 
politics (Harrington’s “modern” meant period of the Roman Empire and 
the Gothic era after the Roman Republic) as a return to the politics of the 
ancient republicanism, and he declared that in the accelerating competition 
between modern monarchical states for European domination the winner 
would be that state which first succeeded in adopting the principles of an
cient Roman patriotic politics. The military power of such a state would 
prove invincible. He guessed that it would be the French monarchy that 
first accomplished this feat.124 Those observers of the French Revolution 
who were schooled in neo-Harringtonian politics understood the un
folding story all too well. As they saw it, the revolutionary armies and 
Napoleon had succeeded where Louis XIV failed because the revolution
aries followed the patriotic example of the ancients much more faithfully.125

The impact of this republican resuscitation of Roman militarism ex
plains a great deal of the paradoxical origins of modem nationalism. The 
failure to put an end to nationalism did not mean that after the Revolu
tion Europe simply returned to the status quo ante of the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries. The European monarchies did not simply revert to

124. “Though the people o f the world, in the dregs o f the Gothic empire, be yet tumbling 
and tossing the bed o f sickness, they cannot die, nor is there any means o f recovery for them 
but by ancient prudence, whence of necessity it must come to pass that this drug be better 
known. If France, Italy and Spain were not all sick, all corrupted together, there would be 
none o f them so, for the sick would not be able to withstand the sound to preserve her 
health without curing the sick. The first o f these nations (which, if you stay her leisure, will 
in my mind be France) that recovers health o f ancient prudence shall assuredly govern the 
world, for what did Italy when she had it?” James Harrington, Oceana, p. 332.

125. For an exemplary analysis o f this kind see Adam Ferguson’s manuscript essay on 
Britain’s options in dealing with Napoleon, entitled “O f the French Revolution with Its 
Actual and Still Impending Consequences in Europe,” in “Collection o f MSS Essays in the 
Posession o f Sir John Macpherson, Bt,” Edinburgh University Library, D c.l.42u , published 
in Ferguson, Collection of Essays, cd. Yasuo Amoh (Kyoto: Rinsen, 1996), pp. 132-141. For 
a discussion o f  the various connotations o f empire at the time of Napoleon’s assuming the 
title “emperor” and the transformation in its republican meaning, see Richard Koebner, 
Empire (Cambridge: CUP, 1961), pp. 276-285. The classic analysis o f the Napoleonic ex
perience o f militaristic postrevolutionary empire and its connection to the political ideologies 
o f the age is Benjamin Constant’s The Spirit o f Conquest and Usurpation and Their Relation 
to European Civilization [1814] in Constant, Political Writings, cd. B. Fontana (Cambridge: 
CUP, 1988), pp. 45-173. Constant did not have an explicit theory o f the “nation”; for a 
piecemeal reconstruction, sec Maria Zenner, “Dcr Begriff der Nation in den Politischen 
Theorien Benjamin Constants,” Historische Zeitschrift 213 (1972): 38-68.
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the early modern monarchical patriotism, which they had begun to cul
tivate in earnest with the experience of the Seven Years’ War. Precisely 
this kind of patriotism had served as the mobilizing force during the 
Revolutionary Wars. But mixed in was the new element introduced by 
the French: the revival of the spirit of ancient military patriotism and its 
skillful deployment under the conditions of modern warfare. It was this 
spectacular neo-classical réintroduction of the passions and the politics of 
the ancients into modern war that provided nineteenth-century nation
alism with its energy, and subsequently caused its deadly unfolding in the 
twentieth century.

The role of this “ancient” clement in the making of modern nationalism 
is reflected in the kind of modern historiography which blames not the 
absolutist and enlightened absolutist monarchs like Louis XIV or Fred
erick the Great for it, but the republican patriotism of Machiavelli, Rous
seau, and the Jacobins.126 This is a garbled history, but it is not difficult 
to sec how the failed Jacobin experiment led to such ideas. The Jacobin 
contribution to the revival of neo-classical patriotism became associated 
with the energy of their revolutionary ré-totale, with their emphasis on 
reason of state, and also with their direct democratic politics, conceived 
in opposition to the system of representation.127 Nationalist movements

126. Rousseau is often nominated as the chief eighteenth-century forerunner o f nation
alism; sec E. H. Carr: “The founder o f modern nationalism as it began to take shape in the 
19th century was Rousseau, who, rejecting the embodiment o f the nation in the personal 
sovereign or the ruling class, boldly identified ‘nation1 and ‘people1; and this identification 
became the fundamental principle both of the French and American revolution” (Nationalism 
and After [1945] [London: Macmillan, 1968], p. 7). This view was anticipated in the famous 
Nationalism: A Report by a Study Group o f Members of the Royal Institute ofInternational Affairs 
(London: OUP, 1939), which was supervised by Carr. Rousseau looms large in the chapter 
on “The Growth o f the Idea of Nationalism,” pp. 23-34, probably providing Seton-Watson 
with his belief that the connection between the doctrine o f nationalism and eighteenth- 
century ideas o f popular sovereignty had been clarified adequately. See also Anthony H. 
Birch, Nationalism and National Integration (London: Unwin Hyman, 1989), pp. 14-16, or 
Roman Szporluk, Communism and Nationalism: Karl M arx venus Friedrich List (Oxford: 
OUP, 1988), pp. 82-83. A fuller but theoretically misguided account is in Anne Cohler, 
Rousseau and Nationalism (New York: Basic Books, 1970).

127. All these themes appeared together in a manuscript work of Mme. de Staël’s written 
in 1798 (and revised with the help o f Benjamin Constant in 1799), entitled Des circonstances 
actuelles qui peuvent terminer la révolution et des principes qui doivent fonder la république, ed. 
Lucia Omacini (Geneva: Droz, 1979). For commentar)' see Biancamaria Fontana, “The 
Thermidorian Republic and Its Principles,” in Fontana, Invention of the Modem Republic, 
pp. 118-138. “The first basis o f the republic is national patriotism,” wrote Staël, “now, as
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of the subsequent period fought under the banner of Jacobin democratic 
republicanism, and their political thought suffered the same deformation 
as that of their French revolutionary predecessors when they substituted 
the direct sovereignty of the people for the system of indirect popular 
representation. It would be a mistake, however, to believe that the revival 
of neoclassical republican patriotism impacted only on the nationalist 
movements of the later period. Its influence reached all aspects of the 
modern state-system.

The impact of the French Revolution and the revolutionary and Na
poleonic wars resembled the influence of late-Renaissance neoclassical re
publicanism on the political thought of Europe after the decline of the 
Italian city-republics.* 128 In both cases revolutionary politics became trans
planted into a postrevolutionary world and its principles absorbed into 
the politics of the large “nation-states” o f Europe, which had stood against 
the revolution. Herder, and many others, saw the danger coming. He 
complained about the enormous damage that might be inflicted by mis
understanding Machiavelli’s politics and applying reason of state to the 
politics of large modern monarchies.129 What the opponents and vic

long as the French government makes appeal to circumstances to resort to revolutionary 
means, the spirit o f a free people will never be formed. In France, while the continuation 
o f the war will force six hundred thousand men to remain in arms, the government will 
never need public opinion, and public opinion will never regain strength. France will be 
governed in a hundred years’ time as it is now and the nation will never become republican” 
(Des circonstances actucllcs quipeuvent terminer la revolution, p. 321, cited by Fontana, p. 134). 
For an analysis o f the inability o f the Thermidorians to stop the combined patriotic war 
that was a legacy o f the Girondins and the Jacobins, see Furct, Interpreting the French Rev
olution, pp. 71-72.

128. Tuck, Philosophy and Government 1572-1651, charts this change very clearly, effec
tively continuing Skinner’s account o f the foundations o f modern political thought, picking 
up the thread from Skinner’s “Conclusion” to Foundations of Modem Political Thought, vol. 
2, pp. 349-358. See also Maurizio Viroli, “The Revolution in the Concept o f Politics,” 
Political Theory 20 (1992): 473-495, and at greater length From Politics to Reason o f State: 
The Acquisition and Transformation of the Language of Politics 1250-1600 (Cambridge: CUP, 
1992). Viroli’s “revolution” is an aspect o f what Skinner called a “counter-revolution” in 
politics, and his account provides a useful background for the understanding o f Robespierre’s 
definition o f  the two faces o f republicanism, in peace and in war (or revolution) in his 
speech “On the Principles o f Moral Policy that Ought to Guide the National Convention 
in the Internal Administration o f the Republic,” February 5, 1794. For the origins o f  the 
image o f the supremely peaceful constitutional republic, see also Viroli’s “Machiavelli and 
the Republican Idea o f Politics” in Machiavelli and Republicanism, ed. G. Bock, Q. Skinner, 
and M. Viroli (Cambridge: CUP, 1990), pp. 143-173.

129. Sec Herder, “Letter 58,” “Von den Mcinungen des Volkcr in der verschiedenen
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tims of the neo-classical republican imperialism of the French learned was 
how effective the innovations of the Revolution could be as tools of 
power politics. The success of the French patriotic army was attributed 
to a combination of patriotism and the thorough homogenization of the 
French state. The way forward was to persevere in the quest for national 
power by further applying the policy of unification and homogenization 
that had begun with the “absolutist” monarchies.130

The terms “national-state” or “nation-state” came into prominence in 
the nineteenth century as a consequence of the French revolutionary 
lesson.131 The term itself was almost certainly devised to support the uni-
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Zciträume ihrer Geschichte. Von Machiavells Fürsten” in the 5th series o f his Briefe zur 
Beförderung der Humanität, Sämmtliche Werke, vol. 17, pp. 319-324. Herder complains o f 
two hundred years o f misunderstanding Machiavelli (compare this to Gans’s two hundred 
years o f “Absolutismus”). Herder understood that Machiavclli’s Discorsi was republican and 
that The Prince was a source for “Staatsraison (la ragionc del stato)” (p. 322). Cicero and 
Machiavclli were taken up in Germany in the 1790s and the beginning o f the nineteenth 
century; see particularly Fichte’s highly interesting 1807 essay on Machiavclli accompanied 
by Fichte’s selections from Machiavelli’s thought, “Über Machiavcll, als Schriftsteller, und 
Stellen aus seinen Schriften,” reprinted in J. G. Fichte, Machiavell. Nebst einem Briefe Carls 
von Clauscwitz an Fichte, ed. Hans Schulz, 2nd cd (Leipzig: Felix Meiner, 1918). For the 
background o f  “Über Machiavell” and on Fichte’s signaling o f his continuation o f Herder’s 
interpretation o f Machiavelli, see D. Moggach, “Fichte’s Engagement with Machiavelli,” 
History o f Political Thought 14 (1993): 573-589. Some of Fichte’s essays published around 
the same time in his periodical, the Vesta, are also relevant for understanding the roots and 
character o f Fichte’s evolving brand o f patriotic “nationalism.” Shortly before publishing his 
Machiavcll Fichte wrote in his dialogue Die Patrioten: “Cosmopolitanism is the will that the 
purpose o f humanity be really achieved. Patriotism is the will that this purpose be fulfilled 
in that nation to which we ourselves belong and that the results spread from it to entire 
humanity. . . . Cosmopolitanism must necessarily become patriotism” in Nachgelassene 
Werke, cd. I. H. Fichte, 3 vols. (Bonn: Adolph Marcus, 1834-1835), vol. 3, pp. 228-229.

130. The shape o f this policy and its disastrous dynamics were laid out very clearly in 
the famous 1862 essay o f Lord Acton on “Nationality,” in John Emerich Edward Dalberg- 
Acton, The History o f Freedom and Other Essays, ed. J. N. Figgis and R. V. Laurence (London: 
Macmillan, 1907), pp. 270-300. For a very clear modern statement about the military- 
ideological consequences o f the French Revolution sec Theda Skocpol and Meyer Kestcn- 
baum, “Mars Unshackled: The French Revolution in World-Historical Perspective,” in The 
French Revolution and the Birth of Modernity, cd. F. Feher (Berkeley: University o f California 
Press, 1990), pp. 13-29.

131. English readers o f Hegel can read in his Philosophy o f Right that the “nation state is 
mind in its substantive rationality and immediate actuality and is therefore the absolute 
power on earth.” This is an expression, and indeed a celebration, o f the importance o f the 
modern doctrine o f  absolute “popular” sovereignty (it can be found in Hegel’s chapter on 
external sovereignty), and accordingly Hegel’s expression was “das Volk als Staat,” the

SuDD lied  b v  th e  R rit ish  I ih ra ru  17  O r t  901 ft  1 0 0 9  i n e n



524 Commercial Nation-State

fication of Germany and Italy and to celebrate its success. It signified the 
formation of large “national” states out of the areas of political fragmen-

“people qua state,” and not “nation-state” (§331; sec the translation by T. M. Knox [1942], 
Hegel’s Philosophy of Right [Oxford: OUP, 1952], p. 212). H . B. Nisbet in his new translation 
defers to Knox’s distorting but traditional translation, and signals the conceptual discrepancy 
by supplying the German original in brackets, see Elements of the Philosophy of Right, cd. 
A. W. Wood (Cambridge: CUP, 1991), p. 366, sec also §344, 347, etc., but quite incon
sistently not in §347 where “welthistorischen Volk” is given as “world-historical nation,” etc.). 
Although the term “die Nation” was available for and used by Hegel in some contexts (such 
as “civilised and barbarian” nations; see §351, 355, etc.), German usage deployed the term 
“das Volk,” the people, where the French and the English, at least from the eighteenth century 
onward, used “nation”; see Wilhelm Traugott Krug’s Allgemeines Handwörterbuch der phi
losophischen Wissenschaften nebst ihrer Literatur und Geschichte, nach dem heutigen Standpunkt 
der Wissenschaft, 2nd ed. (Leipzig: Brockhaus, 1833), vol. 3, pp. 13-14, who lists eleven 
combinations o f “national” with various nouns and names o f institutions, but not the N a
tionalstaat. (Compare this with his article “Stoat,” where the concept o f “nation” also fails 
to appear; vol. 4, pp. 1-8.) Heinrich von Treitschkc, at the end o f the century, still informed 
his students that Nationalität was a French word which the Germans only borrowed, al
though he took pride in the robustness o f the German language in assimilating French 
concepts so accommodatingly; see his lectures on Politics [1897-1898], ed. Hans Kohn, 
trans. B. Dugdalc and T. de Bille (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1963), Ch. 8, 
“Races, Tribes and Nations,” p. 122. The Swiss-German Johann Caspar Bluntschli, in his 
famous Deutches Staatswörterbuch 11. vols. (Stuttgart and Leipzig: Expedition des Staat
swörterbuchs, 1857-1870) had a separate article about “Nation und Volk, Nationalitätprinzip, 
Volkstümlichkeit der Verfassungen” (in vol. 7, pp. 152-160) repeating that the term nation in 
French and English usage is the equivalent o f the German “Volk,” while Nation in German 
means a cultural or an ethnically defined community, Volk refers to a political community 
(populus) living in a state. (Nationalsouveranität corresponded to the Volk and Volksouveranität 
to the politically unorganized Nation.) For Bluntschli the proper theory o f popular sover
eignty o f the Volk was the Bodin-Hobbes theory of state sovereignty, emphasizing that the 
nation was the unorganized multitude o f individuals, while the state was the Volk represented 
as a single state-person (a Volksstaat standing for the most free version o f it, as the republic 
or free state; see the article “Staat,” vol. 9, pp. 612-628). The nationaler Staat was a mere, 
and quite unfortunate, modern subcategory o f the state as popular sovereignty, expressing 
the application o f the “principle o f nationality” to the state which claimed that “Every People 
has a call at a right to form a State. As mankind is divided into a number o f Peoples, the 
world must be divided into the same number o f States.” See the first volume o f Bluntschli’s 
Allgemeines Staatsrecht which under the title, The Theory of the State, trans. D. G. Ritchie, 
P. E. Mathieson, and R. Lodge (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1885) served as the Oxford 
textbook for political theory, sec particularly Ch. 4, “Nationality as a Principle in the For
mation o f States,” p. 95. In this text Bluntschli noted that the “principle o f  nationality” had 
little to do with the French Revolution, where both nation and peuplc were interpretations 
o f the collective body of the citizens, the demos, and not o f ethnic nationhood. See also his 
pamphlet Die nationale Staatenbildung und der moderne deutsche Staat (Berlin: Lüderiss’sche
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tation that had escaped the impact of the first phase of European state 
consolidation.* 132 The use of the term “national state,” or in an Anglicized 
form “nation-state,” became linked with the rise of the unified German 
state under Bismarck, who assumed the mantle of such great former “na
tionalists” as Louis XIV or Frederick the Great in the iconography of 
state-building theory.133 The Oxford English Dictionary gives the first use 
of the term “nation-state” in the English language to the Oxford historian

Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1870), which freely acknowledges his debt to the German-American 
moral and political philosopher, Francis Lieber, whose English usage reads more modern 
than the German vocabulary' used by contemporaries in Europe; see Francis Lieber, “Na
tionalism and Internationalism,” in vol. 2 o f his Miscellaneous Writings, entitled Contributions 
to Political Science, including Lectures on the Constitution of the United States and Other Papers 
(Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott, 1881), pp. 225-243.

132. For a long-term political geography o f European state consolidation and for a revival 
o f the genre o f eighteenth-century conjectural history' for explaining the relative lateness o f 
the unification o f Germany and Italy in terms o f their unusually dense network o f surviving 
Roman cities, sec Stein Rokkan, “Cities, States, and Nations: A Dimensional Model for the 
Study o f Contrasts in Development,” in S. N. Eisenstadt and S. Rokkan, Building States and 
Nations: Models and Data Resources (Beverly Hills, CA: Sage, 1973), pp. 78-87.

133. The first self-conscious and positively self-descriptive use o f “nationalism,"according 
to Robert’s Dictionnaire Alphabétique et Analogique de la Langue Française, comes from the 
period o f the Boulanger and Dreyfus affairs, in the work of Maurice Barres, Scenes et Doctrines 
du Nationalisme, 2 vols. (Paris: Plon, 1925); see particularly “Que le nationalisme est 
l’acceptation d’un déterminisme,” vol. 1, pp. 3-21. Barrès’s right-wing “nationalisme” ex
pressed disappointment with the failure o f the republican ideology o f the “nation” to deliver 
France’s promised greatness, and revealed a fear o f decadence, social decomposition, loss of 
international status, and dismay concerning the growing influence o f the (German-inspired) 
internationalism of the working-class movement. On Barres and the development o f the 
vocabulary' o f “nationalism,” see the near contemporary German account in Ernst Robert 
Curtius, Maurice Barres und die Geistige Grundlagen der Französischen Nationalismus [1921], 
2nd ed. (Hildesheim: Olms, 1962) and Zeev Sternhell, Maurice Barres et le Nationalisme 
Français (Paris: Armand Colin, 1972); for an overview of the French nationalism ofrhcjî»- 
de-siecle, see Raoul Girardet, Le Nationalisme français 1871-1914 (Paris: A. Colin, 1966), 
Eugene Weber, The Nationalist Revival in France 1905-1914 (Berkeley: University' o f Cali
fornia Press, 1968), and Caroline C. Ford, “Which Nation? Language, Identity' and Repub
lican Politics in Post-Revolutionary' France,” History of European Ideas 17 (1993): 31-46. 
For the development o f the German usage, see Reinhart Kosellcck, “Nationalismus,” Sect. 
XIV, article 3, in “Volk, Nation, Nationalismus, Masse,” Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, vol. 7, 
pp. 398-402. In Germany the self-consciously positive usage appears after 1918, unlike in 
France where the turning point is 1871, and it is associated with the “constructive hatred” 
o f the Pöbel, the crowd or the rabble, as well as having an open militaristic and imperialist 
connotation. As Ernst Jünger, one o f the first self-titled German nationalists put it: “The 
father o f this nationalism is war” (p. 400).
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J.A.R. Marriott. The citation for first use might be unreliable. Nonethe
less, it is worth noting that Marriott’s book, entitled The European Com
monwealth, was grappling with the effects of the First World War. The 
German “nation-state” looms large on his pages. Marriott’s aim was to 
denounce the English admirers of the “unification of great States on the 
basis of nationality,” the adherents of the Teutonic school of history like 
Stubbs in Oxford and Seeley in Cambridge, who fanned the flames of 
“the cult of the great Nation-State” and predisposed their English students 
to become admirers of Bismarck.134

As a historian of diplomacy and state formation in modern Europe, 
Marriott had no difficulty seeing that the Germans were attempting to 
achieve just what their monarchical predecessors in Spain and France had 
failed to secure, a universal empire which would secure peace in Europe 
under the hegemony of a single state. He quoted the most extravagant 
German rhetoric of imperial nationalism, which claimed that the German 
sword would give peace to Europe of a kind which “it has never known 
since the dissolution of the Empire of the Caesars” and would “realize 
the ideal at once of Dante and Machiavelli”; but he also warned that it 
would be folly to ignore the passion and idealism behind this bombast.135 
Even the most sober and thoughtful German thinkers of the time realized 
the dilemmas of the “nation-state” and saw, as Max Weber had pro
claimed pointedly in his inaugural address at the University of Freiburg, 
that the policies of the German national state must be guided by its na
tional interest. Consequently, the standard by which Germany must for-

134. J.A.R. Marriott, The European Commonwealth: Problems Historical and Diplomatic 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1918). Ch. 7, “The Problem of Small Nations and Big States” 
[1915], p. 143. He quotes Seeley’s Life and Times o f Stein, where Seeley claimed that the 
German wars o f 1813, 1866, and 1870 “in a manner, reconciled the world to war, for they 
have exhibited it as a civilising agent and a kind o f teacher o f morals.” Marriott repeated 
this attack in a more extended form during World War II, in his Federalism and the Problem 
of the Small State (London: Allen and Unwin, 1943).

135. Marriott, European Commonwealth, Ch. 1, “Nationalism, Internationalism, and Su
pernationalism,” pp. 6-7. Marriott’s view was that the Germans were following in the foot
steps of the wars o f  the French Revolution and fighting a war o f “an armed doctrine” in 
Burke’s sense (p. 113). For a reaction o f the German left to these developments see the 
formulations o f Karl Liebknecht, who argued that “Militarism, together with the Catholic 
Church, is the most highly developed Machiavellianism in the history o f the world, and the 
most Machiavellian o f all the Machiaveliianisms o f capitalism,” cited in Nicholas Stargardt, 
The German Idea o f Militarism: Radical and Socialist Critics 1866-1914 (Cambridge: CUP, 
1994), p. 101.
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mutate its policies was “reason of state.”136 After completing his history' 
of German nationalism under the title Weltbürgertum und Nationalstaat 
before World War I, Friedrich Meinecke wrote its intellectual sequel in 
the aftermath of the war under the title The Idea of Reason of State in 
Modem History. Meinecke began the story not with the cosmopolitan and 
humanitarian tendencies of the French Revolution, which he claimed had 
prompted the rise of German conservative nationalism as a reaction to it, 
but with Machiavelli and The Prince.137

It would be an intellectual fallacy to construct a history of the modern 
world, and modern nationalism, out of the impact of the revival of neo
classical republicanism in the French Revolution, or to blame the resus
citation of reason of state on the Jacobins. But any history of the “nation- 
state” and nationalism which ignores the peculiar internal dynamics of the 
revolution itself and its Janus-faced impact —and either sees them as a 
straightforward continuity in state-building since the early modern period 
or presumes a rupture at the time of the French Revolution, with the 
history of nationalism commencing only in its aftermath—will fail to ex
plain the modern conundrum of popular sovereignty. Whether the large 
“nation-states” of Europe can preserve their territorial integrity' against

136. Max Weber, “The Nation-State and Economic Policy” [1895], in Weber, Political 
Writings, ed. P. Lassman and R. Speirs (Cambridge: CUP, 1994), pp. 1-28. See Nicholas 
Xenos, “Nation, State and Economy: Max Weber’s Freiburg Inaugural Lecture,” in Re- 
imagining the Nation, ed. M. Ringrose and A. J. Lerner (Buckingham: Open UP, 1993), 
pp. 125-138; and also Harry Liebersohn, “Weber’s Historical Concept o f National Iden
tity,” in Weber’s Protestant Ethic: Origins, Evidence, Contexts, ed. H. Lehmann and G. Roth 
(Cambridge: CUP, 1993), pp. 123-131, which reports Weber’s exasperation with the way 
sociologists dealt with the concept o f nationhood at the 1910 and 1912 Annual Meetings 
of the German Sociological Asstx'iation (pp. 129-130). See also his elucidation in §5, “The 
Nation,” in his chapter on “Political Communities” of Part 2 o f his Economy and Society: An  
Outline of Interpretive Sociology, ed. Guenther Roth and Claus Wittlich, 2 vols. (Berkeley: 
University o f California Press, 1978), vol. 2, pp. 921-926. Following through the impli
cations o f his argument concerning the Nationalstaat as an embodiment of reason of state, 
Weber remained a consistent “political nationalist,” seeing the nation-state as a political 
concept reflecting the meeting point, as it were, o f “political events and the state.” Corre
spondingly, he defined “politics” as the proclivity for “striving for a share o f power or for 
influence on the distribution of power, whether it be between states or between the groups 
of people contained within a single state” (“The [Profession and] Vocation of Politics,” in 
Political Writings, p. 311).

137. Friedrich Mcinecke, Machiavcllism: The Doctrine of Raison d'Etat and Its Place in 
Modem History [1924], trans. D. Scott, cd. W. Stark (London: Routledgc, 1957). “Ma- 
chiavellism” as a title was supplied by the editor of the English translation to “help” the 
English reader with the foreign concept o f reason o f stare.

Supplied by the British Library 17 Oct 2018, 10:02 (BST)



528 Commercial Nation-State

internal pressure—whether they break up or not —depends on their effi
cacy in providing their populations with security and high living stan
dards. The alternative is having more local states that the population con
siders more authentically their own. In other words, the choice depends 
on the intersection between democracy and reason of state in each of the 
states in question. The prospect of conflict between our key political prin
ciples at this particular intersection is not in itself an event of sufficient 
novelty. It is deadly serious, but it does not warrant the diagnosis of 
“crisis,” it fails to justify calls for a global state (even if “democratic”), and 
it does not excuse the resurrection o f the anti-political critique of the state. 
A historical perspective on the debates in the French revolution on de
mocracy and reason of state, based on a comparison of the thought of 
Sieyes and the Jacobins, can still direct our attention to the most funda
mental issues facing the contemporary “nation-state.”
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