What is Nation

Ernest Renan
What I propose to do today is to analyze with you an idea which, though seemingly clear, lends itself to the most dangerous misunderstandings.

If one were to believe some political theorists, a nation is above all a dynasty, representing an earlier conquest, one which was first of all accepted, and then forgotten by the mass of the people. According to the above-mentioned theorists, the grouping of provinces effected by a dynasty, by its wars, its marriages, and its treaties, ends with the dynasty which had established it. It is quite true that the majority of modern nations were made by a family of feudal origin, which had contracted a marriage with the soil and which was in some sense a nucleus of centralization. France’s frontiers in 1789 had nothing either natural or necessary about them. The wide zone that the House of Capet had added to the narrow strip of land granted by the partition of Verdun was indeed the personal acquisition of this House. During the epoch when these acquisitions were made, there was no idea of natural frontiers, nor of the rights of nations, nor of the will of provinces. The union of England, Ireland, and Scotland and likewise a dynastic fact. Italy only tarried so long before becoming a nation because, among its numerous reigning houses, none, prior to the present century, constituted itself as the centre of [its] unity, strangely enough, it was through the obscure island of Sardinia, a land that was scarcely Italian, that [the house of Savoy] assumed a royal title. Holland, which- through an act of heroic resolution- created itself, has nevertheless contracted an intimate marriage with the House of Orange, and it will run real dangers the day this union is compromised.


Is such a law, however, absolute? It undoubtedly is not. Switzerland and the United States, which have formed themselves, like conglomerates, by successive additions, have no dynastic basis. I shall not discuss this question in relation to France, for would need to be able to read the secrets of the future in order to do so. Let me simply say that so loftily nation had this great French loyal principle been that, on the morrow on its fall, the nation was able stand without her. Furthermore, the eighteenth century had changed everything. Man had returned, after centuries of abasement, to the spirit of antiquity, to [a sense of] respect for himself, to the idea of his own rights. The words patrie and citizen had recovered their former meanings. Thus it was that the boldest operations ever yet put into effect in history brought to completion, an operation which one might compare with the attempt, in physiology, to restore to its original identity, a body from which one had removed the brain and the heart.


It must therefore be admitted that a nation can exist without a dynastic principle, and even that nations which have been formed by dynasties can be separated from them without therefore ceasing to exist. The old principle, which only takes account of the right of princes, could no longer be maintained; apart from dynastic right, there is also nation right. Upon what criterion, however, should one base this nation right? By what sign should one know it? From what tangible fact can one derive it?


Several confidently assert that it is derived from race. The artificial divisions, resulting from feudalism, from princely marriages, from diplomatic congresses are, [these authors assert], in a state of decay. It is a population’s race which remains firm and fixed. This is what constitutes a right, a legitimacy. The Germanic family, according to the theory I am expounding here, has the right to reassemble the scattered limbs of the Germanic order, even when these limbs are not asking to be joined together again. The right of the Germanic order over such-and-such a province is stronger that the right of the inhabitants of that province over themselves. There is thus created a king of primordial right analogous to the divine right of kings: an ethnographic principle in substituted for a national one. This is a very great error, which, if it were to become dominant, would destroy European Civilization. The primordial right of races is as narrow and as perilous for genuine progress as the nations principle is just and legitimate. 

The truth is that there is no pure race and that to make politics depend upon ethnographic analysis is to surrender it to chimera. The noblest countries, England, France, and Italy, and those where the blood is the most mixed. Is Germany an exception in this respect? Is it purely Germanic country? This is a complete illusion. The whole of the south was once Gallic; the whole of the east, from the river Elbe on, is Salv. Even those parts which are claimed to be really pure, are they in fact so? We touch here on one of those problems in regard to which it is of the utmost importance that we equip ourselves with clear ideas and ward off misconceptions. 

The fact of race, which was originally crucial, thus becomes increasingly less important. Human history is essentially different from zoology, and race is not everything, as it is among the rodents or the felines, and one does not have the right to go through the world fingering people’s skulls, and takings them by the throat saying: “You are of our blood; you belong to us!” Aside from anthropological characteristics, there are such things as reason, just, the true, and the beautiful, which are the same just for all. Be on your guard, for this ethnographic politics is no way a stable thing and, if today you use it against others, tomorrow you may see it turned against yourselves. Can you be sure that Germans, who have raised the banner of ethnography so high, will not see the Slavs in their turn analyse the names of villages in Saxony and Lusatia, search for any traces of the Wiltzes or of the Obotrites, and demand recompense for the massacres and the wholesale enslavements that the Ottoss inflicted upon their ancestors? It is good for everyone to know how to forget.

What we have just said of race applies to language too. Language invites people to unite, but it does not force them to do so. The United States and England, Latin America and Spain, speak the same languages yet do not from single nations. Conversely, Switzerland, so well made, since she was made with the consent of her different parts, numbers three or four languages. There is something in man which is superior to language, namely, the will. The will of Switzerland to be united, in spite of the diversity of her dialects, is a fact of far grater importance than a similitude often obtained by various vexatious measure.


Religion cannot supply an adequate basis for the constitution of a modern nationality either. Originally, religion had to do with the very existence of the social group, which was itself an extension of the family. Religion and the rites were family rites. 


In our own time, the situation is perfectly clear. There are no longer masses that believe in a perfectly uniform manner. Each person believes and practices in his own fashion what he is able to and as he wishes. There is no longer a state religion; one can be French, English, or German and be either Catholic, Protestant, or orthodox Jewish, or else practice no cult at all. Religion has become an individual matter, it concerns the conscience of each person. The division of nations into Catholics and Protestants no longer exists. Religions, which, fifty-two years ago, played so substantial a part in the formation of Belgium, preserves all of its [former] importance in the inner tribunal of each; but it has ceased almost entirely to be one of the elements which serve to define the frontiers of peoples.


A community of interests is assuredly powerful bond between men. Do interests, however, suffice to make a nation? I do not think so. Community of interest brings about trade agreements, but nationality has a sentimental side to it; it is both soul and body at once; a Zollverein is not a patrie.
A nation is a soul, a spiritual principle. Two thins, which in truth are but one, constitute this soul or spiritual principle. One lies in the past, one in the present. One is the possession in common of a rich legacy of memories; the other is present-day consent, the desire to live together, the will to perpetuate the value of the heritage that one has received in an undivided form. Man, Gentleman, does not improvise. The nation, like the individual, is the culmination of a long past of endeavours, sacrifice, and devotion.  Of all cults, that of the ancestors is the most legitimate, for the ancestors have made us what we are.  A heroic past, great men, glory (by which I understand genuine glory), this is the social capital upon which one bases a national idea.  To have common glories in the past and to have a common will in the present; to have performed great deeds together, to wish to perform still more-these are the essential conditions for being a people. One loves in proportion to the sacrifices to which one has consented, and in proportion to the ills that one has suffered. One loves the house that one has built and that one has handed down. The Spartan song- “We are what you were; we will be what you are”-is, in its simplicity, the abridged hymn of every patrie. 


More valuable by far than common customs posts and frontiers conforming to strategic ideas is the fact of sharing, in the past, a glorious heritage and regrets, and of having, in the future, [a shared] programme to put into effect, or the fact of having suffered, enjoyed, and hoped together. These are the kinds of things that can be understood in spite of differences of race and language. I spoke just now of “having suffered together” and ,indeed, suffering in common unifies more than joy does.  Where national memories are concerned, griefs are of more value than triumphs, for they impose duties, and require a common effort.


A nation is therefore a large-scale solidarity, constituted by the feeling of sacrifices that one has made in the past and of those that one is prepared to make in the future.  It presupposes a past; it is summarized, however, in the present by a tangible fact, namely, consent, the clearly expressed desire to continue a common life.  A nation’s existence is, if you will pardon the metaphor, a daily plebiscite, just as an individual’s existence is a perpetual affirmation of life.  That, I know full well, is less metaphysical than divine right and less brutal than so-called historical rights.  According to the ideas that I am outlining to you, a nation has no more right than a king does to say to a province: “You belong to me. I am seizing you.”  A province, as far as I am concerned, is its inhabitants; if anyone has the right to be consulted in such an affair, it is the inhabitant.  A nation never has any real interest in annexing or holing on to a country against its will. The wish of nations is, all in all, the sole legitimate criterion, the one to which on must always return.


Let me sum up, Gentlemen. Man is a slave neither of his race nor his language, not of his religion, nor of the course of rivers not of the direction taken by mountain chains.  A large aggregate of men, healthy in mind and warm of heart, creates the kind of moral conscience which we call a nation. So long as this moral consciousness gives proof of its strength by the sacrifices which demand the abdication of the individual to the advantage of the community, it is legitimate and has the right to exist.  If doubts arise regarding its frontiers, consult the populations in the areas under dispute. They undoubtedly have the right to a say in the matter.  This recommendation will bring a smile to the lips of the transcendants of politics, these infallible beings who spend their lives deceiving themselves and who, from the height of their superior principles, take pity upon our mundane concerns. “Consult the populations, for heaven’s sake! How naïve! A fine example of those wretched French ideas which claim to replace diplomacy and war by childishly simple methods.”  Wait a while, Gentlemen; let the reign of the transcendants pass; bear the scorn of the powerful with patience.  It may be that, after many fruitless gropings, people will revert to our more modest empirical solutions.  The best way of being right in the future is, in certain periods, to know how to resign oneself to being out of fashion.
