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Roots of Eastern European Nationalism g

that the changes originated mainly in western Europe, just as the
preceding sketch devoted to the definition of our tòrmi, followed
events that occurred in that part of our earth. Nationalism in its
various forms penetrated into easterrr Europe from the West, but
in this migration it underwent important chànges. We will explore
the reasons and nature of these changes in the remaining pages of
this chapter.

II
Professor Hans Kohn recognized the basic problem of eastern

European nationalism when he stated that

so strong was the influence of ideas that, while the new nationalism in
We_stern Europe corresponded to changing social, economic, and political
realities, it spread to central and Eastern Europe long before a corre-
sponding social and economic transformation . . . The new ideas en-
countered in the different countries a great diversity of institutional and
social conditions, bequeathed by tìre past, and were shaped and modiffed
by them. Their different interpretations produced different types of
nationalism-one based upon liberal middle-class concepts and pòinting
to a consummation in a democratic world society, the other based
upon irrational and pre-enlightened concepts tending towards exclusive-
ness . .n

Some of the implications of this analysis are clarified further by
Kohn.

Nationalism in the west arose in an efiort to build a nation in the
political reality and struggle of the present without too much sentimental
regard for the past; nationalists in central and Eastern Europe created,
often out of myths of the past and the dreams of the futurè, an ideal

L*"".a w. Doob, Patriotism, and, Nationalistn: Their Psychological Foundation ( New
Haven: Yale university Press, 1964); Karl w. Deutsch, Nationalism and, socìal com-
munications; An Inquiry into the Foundations of Nationality (cambridge, Mass.:
M.I.T. Press and New York: Wiley, 1953); Hubertus C. J. Duijker and N. H. Frijda,
National charucteristics and National stereotypes (Amsterdam: North Holland pub-
Iishing Co., 1960); Leonard Krieger, "Nationalism and the Nation-State System,,,
clwpters in western cioilization, ed. contemporary civilization stafi of cirlumbia
College (Srd ed.: New York: Columbia University Press, 1g62); Karl W. Deutsch and
William J. Foltz (eds.), Nation Build,ing (New york: Atherron, 1968); Louis L.
Snyder, The_Mea-ning of Nationalism (New Brunswick, N.H.: Rutgers press, tg54).

a Kohn, The ld,ea of Nationalism, p. 457.
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fatherland, closell' lilked *'ith the past, devoid of anr- immed-iate con-
nection u.-ith the present, and expected to become sometime a political
reality. Thus they were at liberty to adorn it with traits for the realiization
of which they had no immediate responsibility, but which influenced the
nascent nation's wishful image of itself and its mission . . . .u

Western nationalism, Kohn suggests, was based on reality, eastern
nationalism on myths and dreams. Nationalism makes sense, at least
according to tlle explanation oflered in the preceding pages, only
in a centralized nation-state. In the nature of the state we might ffnd
the ffrst clue why eastern and western European nationalism were
so different.

In the Western world, in England and in France, in the Netherlands
and in Switzerland, in the United States and the British dominions, the
rise of nationalism was a predominantly political occurrence; it was pre-
ceded by the formation of the future nation state, or, as in the case ofthe
United states, coincided with it. outside the western world, in central
and Eastern Europe and in Asia, nationalism arose not only later, but
also generally at a more backward stage of social and politiòal develop-
ment: the frontiers of an existing state and of a rising nationality ,urày
coincided; nationalism there grew in protest against and in conflict witl
the existing state pattern-not primarily to transform it into a people's
state, but to redraw the political boundaries in conformity with ethno-
graphic demands.6
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This difference between the situation in western and eastern
Europe is not difficult to understand when one considers that

unlike western Europe, where relative national homogeneity was achieved
before the nineteenth century eastern and east-central Europe has
nurtured difierences to the present day. The reasons ur" *urifold.
Whereas migrations had ceased in the West at an early date, in the East
they continued far into modern times, often in the form of deliberate
colonization . . . . The borders of the eastern states, too, remained
fluid . and each acquisition of territory . . . brought masses of peo-
ple differing nationally and culturally from the dominant statebuilàing
group" Moreover, the influence of Rome, particularly that of the Roman
Catholic Church, operated during the Middle Ages to slough ofi dis-

5lbìd,., p. 330.
6lbid,., p. 829.
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Roots of Eastern European Nationalism lt
similarities in the west, while in the East it only accentuated distinctive
differences as it met and clashed with Byzantine culture and the Greek
church. 

Jhe-unifyilg efiect of royar power rvas potent in the west partly
because- the linguistic and culturar coìsciousnesi of the masses was as yet
in a rudimentary stage in early modern times. Therefore efiective resist-
ance to the proc,ess of assimilation failed to develop. In the East, on the
other hand, feudal and local partieurarism did not'yield to political and
administrative centralization until the nineteenth century, wlien national-
ism was becoming a conscious force. what had been tÉe privileges and
prerogatives of local salapl in previous centuries *u, pr"r'rr*ed t"o be in
the nineteenth the birthright of th" people, sanctionà by the national
ideal ....?

No wonder that eastern European nationalism did not tend to-
wards "a consummation in a democratic world society," but was"tending towards exclusiveness," seeking to ffnd a iritiff"ation, a
specific missìon for a given group that qlite often fih not even in-
clude all members of ihe nation àr natioiarity. when ,rrJ * group,
the Polish or H-u1g1rian nobility for exampre, was wiling to iicrude
all members of their nationality in their iationalism, 

""It"r, Euro-
pean nationalism becam e messi,anic. Messianisrn cannot be egalitar-
y."i jt claims rights for a chosen peopre, the vork, not for the in-
dividual or the citizen. Thisvolk ionJept is practically totalitarian.
It 

,stands.for a sg"p that has its histoìy, nàtionar ciraracteristics,
culfure, rights, and mission. It has to aqirieve this mission because
some vagu_ely conceived laws (God_given, historical, natural) de_
mand it. The individual, as a membei of this vork-community, has
n_o }istory, no characteristics, rights, or so on, on his own. He is a
volks-genossa ruled by rhe wir af the vork, and if h" offor", it h"
is considered_by the majority as onry srightry better thài a haitor.

This will, volksui,lle,-should not be 
"corrfrsed 

with Rousseau,s
general will. Rousseau's will was the result of a social contract, a
freely performed human action excluding 

",n", *uj*iiy ,,rle. A
member of a volk was subject to the volkstoirn from birth. This
confusion of nationality anà nation, of cultural, poriticai, 

""a r"guistic characteristics was further extended to pstify t:he volk's
mission' This mission could be accomprished onry fu it É"a free play

7 oscar J' .fanowsky, Nationarities and Nationar._Minorities (with speciar Refer-ence to East-Central Europe) (New york: Macmillan, 1945), pp. tg_àl.-'



12 PETER F' sucAR

in a Volkss taat, nation-state' Once again one must be careful' The

nation state of western Europe developed along lines discussed in

ifr" ftrt section of this chapter' It was ti-Ply the result of the proc-

ess of democratization, tÉe transfe'"'"" 
-oi 

sovereignty from the

*i", to the subiects, now transformed into citizens' the members of

ih" ,r"tior. The'Volisstaat was a similar political unit, but it existed

to fulffll the mission of the volk, and. sovereignty rested-with those

ià*-*fro supposedly expressed theYolksuillb, the members of the

political nation' Corr"q,""tly the specifi-c gr?"Pt. th,at griginaly

;;;il;;"*hr- f.o- the West còuld broaden the basis of their

op"àtio, Uy ,o*irruting themselves as the depositories of the

Yolksuilleby using th" a?g'me'ts developed in ttie West to justify

the existen"É of tÈit continued hegemony in their states'=-iil 
;*, roughly speaking, rhe iolk concept in eastern Europe.

It àif".. u. ,frur"pty fàm the"humanistic-ro*urti" concept-ffrst de-

veloped in Germany 
-as 

the wcstern nation-state difiered from the

eastern European iolksstaat' Germany was the main transmitter of

most western ideas, including nationalism' to eastern Europe al-

;h;;gh àirect influences *"'"iy no means negligible' Western ideas

;r"o,,* only modified by thé German thinkeis, they were often

.rr"a,oprodrr""newinterpretationsofoldbeliefs'Thiswasinevi-
table. Human experience is not uniform' and ideas cannot be sepa-

rated frorn the other aspects of reality' At least since the days of

òhurl"*rgrre, Germany wal in close contact with the West' was

oart of the cultural *oita of western Christianity, and in the eight-

I"r,itt """t"ry 
had numerous towns and cities' a bourgeoisie' a com-

*on tia".urf lr"g";;;, u"d was ruled by-native,princes' On the

other hand, Getma"j' was not a state in the modern sense of the

word, suffered fro*-!r"ut internal tensions that became acute after

,h" ;*b;"uk of th"-e"strian War of Succession that was fought

*fr"r, the ideas of nationalism were germinating' Germany' further-

;;;;, was behind Eng1and, France,-and the Netherlands in terms

oi-""oro*ic dev"lopnient and sociopolitical progress.,If 
. 
shadings

;;JàA;;, ur" r"fiiJde it might ue àia that Germany had as much

ir, "o*"-o, 
with eastern as ùith western Europe' As wester:ners'

Germans *"r" t"r"lrrut"Juy tt " 
enlightenment and were influenced

hvmod.ernnationalism,buttheywe"reeasternersenou8!'tnfeela
;àJ;ffi1"ìitf," various o"* id"ut to the realities of their quasi-

feudal economy anJ pohtical structure' The German variants of
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basically western European ideas were more easily adaptable to
eastern European needs than the originals. By the time they became
operating forces east of Germany they were at least twice removed
from their western models.

Liberty to the French and British meant the absence from op-
pressive government. The same word in Germany stood for the ab-
sence of too many oppressive governments and thus carried a con-
notation of the creation of a German nation and state. In eastern
Europe Iiberty represented the absence of oppressive foreign r-ule,
religious freedom, and the creation of states, but not yet nations be-
cause those educated enough to understand (or misunderstand ) the
new ideas-the Polish szlachta, the Romanian boyars, the Hungar-
ian and Croatian nobility, the leading churchmen, and the bureau-
crats-wele unwilling, at least in the eighteenth century, to give up
their privileges. Moving from west to east the same word acquired
at Ieast tlree meanings.

The same adaptive transformation can be observed in the con-
cept of the Volk. Although he did not invent the Volk concept,

Johann Gottfried von Herder's name is associated with it as closèly
as Rousseau's is with the social contract. Herder's Volk comes close
to our definition of nationality. He never confused it with nation.
When he wrote about the latter he always used the German word
Nation. He contrasted the interests of nationality with the effects of
national policy sharyly in his letter No. 121 written in L7g7 in which
he asked: what are the rules of justice in history? He observed that

. . . cold history judges in accordance with the goals of states in con-
formity with a supposedly positive right, and even it [history] becomes
often very hot in following this approach. The good of the fatherland,
the honor of the nation becomes its [history's] battle cry and, in the case
of underhanded action, the motto of the state.6

Herder pointed out that this approach, going back to ancient Ath-
ens, made humanity unhappy and finally culminated in the spirit of
the Spanish-French state polity that "blackened the most brilliant
with the shadow of vanity Humanity . . is forgotten because

8Berrhard Suphan (ed.), Herders Siimmtliche Werke, XXKII (Berlin: Weid-
mannsche Buchhandlung, 1877-1913), XYIII, Briefe zur Befòrdentng der Humanitiit,
282.
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according to [this polityl it exists only for the state, namely for kings
and ministers."e Herder went on to point out that his contempo-
raries, who had rejected this approach, were pursuing a similarly
dangerous 'phantom of light"'o when they tried to find an ideal state
structure applicable to the needs of all nationalities. Herder justified
his criticism of the state and its actions by pointing out that "the
happiness of one nationality cannot be forced upon, trusted rFon,
or loaded on another or all others. The roses in the wreath of liberty
must be gathered by everybody's own hands and must spdng with
pleasure from one's own needs and own desire."" On the one hand
we have the state and the nation, on the other nationality lVolk) and
liberty that must correspond not to polity or an ideal state forrn, but
to the need of each nationality.

In another letter written during the same year, (No. 123), Herder
tried to explain that for eacrh nationality liberty is essential because

we cannot be either h"ppy, nor digniffed or morally good until, for
example, a single slave is unhappy because of the guilt of men . . . . The
essence of human nature encloses a universe whose motto is: "Nobody for
himself alone, all for one. Therefore let us all be happy and valuable for
each other. An endless variety tending towards unity is in all and ad-
vances all.""

This is a romantic and, even more, a humanitarian concept. It
condemns those who place the state, even the ideal state, ahead of
people. People are, admittedly, of an endless variety; nationalities
are the units in which people gather in accdrdance with their differ-
ent desires. Each nationality must be free because, in spite of all
differences, humanity tends toward unity that profits all and that
can be achieved only by the cooperation of all nationalities. "By its
own efforts not a single nationality of Europe was raised to the level
of culture,"" wrote Herder elsewhere.
.. Herder's nationalities had but one common mission: to add their

e tbid.
ao lbid., p. 283.
aa lbid.,
12 lbid, pp. 299*300.
13 Eugen Kùhnemann (ed.), Herders Werke, Part IV, Section lll, Ideen zur Phì-

lasophì,e der Geschichte d,er Menschheit, p.677 in Joseph Kùrschner (ed.), Deutsche
NationaLLitteratur, LXXYII (Stuttgart: Union Deutsche Verlagsgesellschaft, n.d.).
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bit to the total of human culture and happiness. They had to find
themselves first by rediscovering their languages and history. But,
warned Herder,

. . . the historian of humanity should be careful in this [the rediscovery
of the past] not to make one nationality into his exclusive favorite and
thus slight all others whom circumstances had deprived of happiness and
fame. The German learned even from the Slav; the Kymr and the Lett
might have been Greeks if their situation among people would have been
different.la

We can see, without difficulty, how different Herder's concept of
theVolk and its mission was from those of his eastern European fol-
lowers. His goal was a hrppy humanity composed of free nationali-
ties cooperating with each other peacefully as equals. He was a hu-
manitarian and a champion of nationality. Those who later used his
words and ideas in eastern Europe were statists and nationalists.

III
Herder was very influential in introducing nationalism into east-

ern Europe. We have just discussed what happened to his Vorlc
concept and its mission when it migrated eastward into non-Gernan
regions. His infuence on the Slav revival is an even better known
and equally important subject. The Slav movement began among
the Czechs and Slovaks. With the exception of ]osef Dobrowskf
(1753-1829) all Czechs and Slovaks from ]an Koll6r (1793-1852)
and Pavel Josef Safarik (1795-1861) to Franti§ek Palackf (1798-
1876) acknowledged, to a greater or lesser degree, their and their
fellow nationals' debt to Herder. Yet their reading of Herder was
entirely their own and certainly not in their master's spirit. Exami-
nation of a short passage from Herder's Ideen zur Philosophie der
Geschichts der Menschheit will illustrate: On only three printed
pages did Herder discuss "slavische Vòlker."'u Half of this short
section is devoted to a description of the region inhabited by Slavs
and to praising their pacific nature, their concentration on agricul-
ture, commerce, and miningi, their cultural activity and military
passivity. These paragraphs end with the lines:

t4 lbid., p. 676.
L6 lbid., pp. 667-70.


