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In 1967, Hans-Ulrich Wehler penned a small book, entitled Das
Deutsche Kaiserreich, 1871–1918, for a series on modern German histo-
ry. The book initiated an immensely successful assault on German
history as it was then practised and known, namely, as intellectual
history and as the history of politics, with foreign policy primus inter
pares. Currently in its eighth edition, this ‘youth pamphlet’ as he once
called it, shaped the writing of German history for the next two
decades, until its root assumption, a German Sonderweg based on the
putative political predominance of the nobility over the middle class-
es in a period of rapid industrial change, was shown—mainly by
Geoff Eley and David Blackbourn—to be mistaken. Much has
changed in the intervening years. The ensuing Sonderweg debate, as
John Dewey would have predicted, was not so much solved as aban-
doned, and the Bielefeld School, like the Grand Armée in the spring of
1812, was both predominant in the field and embattled on too many
fronts. Its latest conflict concerned its founding fathers—Theodor
Schieder and Werner Conze. As we now know, they worked out
plans for massive population displacement in the East during the
Second World War and in this capacity participated actively in the
deportations of Jews to their death in the Holocaust. Like the literary
theorists of deconstruction in the case of Paul de Man, ranking mem-
bers of the Bielefeld School, Wehler among them, rallied to the qual-
ified defence of their academic mentors. Wehler demanded a histori-
cization of the deeds of Schieder and Conze—diachronically into
their good years in the Federal Republic and synchronically with
respect to other historians, like Eric Hobsbawm, who also followed
allegedly false gods. Wehler, moreover, plausibly argued that no
continuity existed between the Bielefeld School and its brown roots
in the Nazi past.1

The last twenty years have witnessed new areas of emphasis in
Bielefeld: concentration on the bourgeoisie as a field of serious study;
the discovery in the late 1980s of religion as force in its own right; the
reluctant embrace of gender as a category of analysis; and the hesi-
tant, belated, opening to cultural history as an ‘enrichment’ of social
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history. A quieter development has received less attention. In the late
1980s, Hans-Ulrich Wehler turned to a topic close to the heart of his
academic mentors: the study of nations and nationalism. He not only
directed a stream of dissertations on the subject, but also wrote
insightfully about it in his widely acclaimed masterwork: Deutsche
Gesellschaftsgeschichte. Wehler has now produced a small volume, a
pamphlet he might say, that brings together his reflections on this
critical topic.

The book was written with unusual speed and considerable pas-
sion. But unlike some of Wehler’s polemical essays, which are often
quick to dismiss innovation, this book is based on serious thought
and wide reading. It is an exceptional work, and easily the best very
short book on nationalism. Despite its brevity, and precisely because
of Wehler’s status, it is important to consider its assumptions criti-
cally and not glide over them in an elegant skate-slide of praise. 

Wehler starts with the annus mirabilis of 1983, in which Ernest
Gellner published Nations and Nationalism, Eric Hobsbawm (along
with Terrence Ranger) edited The Invention of Tradition, and Benedict
Anderson wrote Imagined Communities. Wehler is critical of each. He
concurs with Gellner’s dictum that nationalists make nations, not the
reverse, but contends that Gellner’s more controversial postulate—
that the nation represents an answer to the homogenizing demands
of an industrializing society—cannot be true, as nationalists existed
before the beginning of industrialization. He is equally critical of
Hobsbawm’s notion of ‘invented traditions’. Early nationalists,
Wehler maintains, did not merely conjure the cultural material of the
nation but moulded and shaped something already there. Cultural
construction yes, but not wholly—this seems to be Wehler’s emi-
nently sensible, if not especially novel, position. While the concept of
invented traditions has certainly been generalized, it should never-
theless be noted that the book, The Invention of Tradition, and
Hobsbawm’s particular contribution to it, represents less a theory of
nationalism than an empirical analysis of select cultural practices of
(mainly) official nationalism. Benedict Anderson represents a more
serious challenge, particularly since Imagined Communities was per-
haps the most widely cited work of Anglo-American social theory in
the 1990s and a touchstone of the cultural turn. 

Anderson situated nationalism primarily in the realm of culture,
not politics or society; he thus emphasized the political salience of
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poems and novels, and in the second edition, maps and the cultural-
ly constructed censuses. Military battles, railways, and iron foundries
fared less well. In Anderson’s dexterous hands, nationalism emerged
not as an inevitable product of the transition to capitalism (though
there was some of this in his reflections on print culture), or as the
legitimizing ideology of the bourgeoisie, but rather as a culturally
constructed belief system, more akin to the great religious systems
than to political ideologies like liberalism. The latter point was espe-
cially important, as it fortified an argument that nationalism was
about something more than just politics. 

Wehler, who once scoffed at cultural history if it pretended to be
anything more than a baroque curlicue adorning the solid pillar of
social history, embraces Anderson’s text as a work that significantly
advances our understanding of nationalism. He also chastises tradi-
tional historians of nationalism, like Otto Dann, who seemed to be on
vacation during the ‘miraculous year’. But Wehler draws a battle
line. Anderson’s theory has a blind spot for ‘real historical’ struc-
tures, which are not linguistic in nature, ‘such as the experience of
war and revolution’ (p. 10). 

If in life the devil resides in the details, in theory it often rests on
a word. Wehler is far too well-read to have missed the debate about
‘experience’, especially as it turned—in the Anglo-Saxon world—on
its usage in E. P. Thompson’s The Making of the English Working Class.
Thompson, who intuited the problem, argued that the working class
arose as the result of the common experience of exploitation, but in
both the structure of his masterpiece, and in revealing formulations,
he understood that ‘the working class did not rise like the sun at an
appointed time’, but ‘was present at its own making’.2 An idea—lib-
erty—shaped the experience of exploitation; culture preceded, or at
least co-existed with, the event; in the beginning there was the word.
Wehler simply passes this point by, and for the purpose of discus-
sion, we should as well. His main interest is in tying the new history
of nationalism to a social history of politics—bringing it to the
ground, his ground, as it were. The attempt makes the book original
and full of unresolved tensions. For historians of nationalism, it is a
roadmap through the uncharted land between the Weber of Parsons
and the Weber of Geertz, along byways staked out in large measure
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by Hans Kohn, from whom the idea of nationalism as secular mes-
sianism comes, and John Breuilly, the most insistent voice arguing
that nationalism has always been, and still remains, a political phe-
nomenon. 

Wehler follows this road. Nationalism, he argues, ‘emerged as the
answer to structural crises of early modern western societies and
their once all-encompassing world views’ (p. 17). In the abstract, this
is plausible, but the same might be said of either liberalism or con-
servatism. It is also relevant that Wehler situates the emergence of
nationalism centrally in the west, and ignores the criticism levelled at
Benedict Anderson for advancing the same claim. Wehler’s argument
is more specific, and interesting. The emergence of nationalism was
‘in its core a political phenomenon in the struggle for rule and legiti-
mation’ (p. 18), and it began with a revolution: that of the Dutch in
1581.

The revolt of the Dutch constituted the first successful rebellion of
a peripheral land against a centralized imperial power. A ‘pioneer
society’ powered by merchant capital, the Dutch developed ‘a proud
self-image’ (ein stolzes Selbstbewusstsein), which ‘already betrayed ele-
ments of a future nationalism’ (p. 19). Wehler, unfortunately, desists
from adducing evidence for the claim, or even telling us exactly how
a proud self-image foreshadows an emerging nationalism (for cer-
tainly the Dutch were not the first citizens to evince a proud self-
image). Still, the point must surely be that this self-image (a) is in
opposition to an imperial power, the Spanish Habsburgs under
Philip II; (b) suggests a way in which the Dutch were special (as mod-
ern, cosmopolitan capitalists); and (c) is tied up with religious oppo-
sition—in this case Dutch Calvinism against Counter-Reformation
Catholicism. 

Wehler stretches the model to cover successive revolutions in the
Atlantic World: the English Revolt between 1642 and 1659, which
rendered England temporarily into a ‘pioneer society’, and the
American Revolution. The English Revolt, we are informed, drew its
élan from the Republican traditions and from the egalitarian senti-
ments of the Levellers and Diggers. It also conforms to Wehler’s
model—liberation from monarchical dominance, sense of one’s own
special mission, and religious piety coupled with anti-Catholicism.
Wehler already refers to this as nationalism (‘dieser Nationalismus’
p. 20), though the scholarly literature by no means supports his view
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without reserve.3 If the English model assumes a minor role in
Wehler’s narrative, the same cannot be said of the USA. The Amer-
ican Revolution started as a tax revolt, but it nevertheless quickly
assumed the political dimensions of proto-nationalism: it represent-
ed a challenge to an imperial power; it drew its emotional force from
a mixture of republicanism and sense of divine mission, and, if not
anti-Catholic, it nevertheless manifested a distinct aversion to the
religious hegemony of the established Anglican church. Wehler is
careful to emphasize the religious dimension, but the case for nation-
alism is less clear—partly because difference was not defined in eth-
nic terms, partly because the discursive justification for home rule
was cast in a gendered, enlightened idiom of human rights: ‘that all
men (not all Americans!) have the right to life, liberty and the pursuit
of happiness.’ Jefferson’s language is all the more striking because a
nation-based language of liberty already existed in the rights dis-
course of ‘free-born Englishmen’.

From the start nationalism dressed itself in the garments of Clio.
It preferred roots to rules, metaphors of depth to images of light, and
it more often appealed to the ear—Herder’s lyre—than to the eye.
Wehler does not mention the Counter-Enlightenment in his discus-
sion of the late eighteenth century. In a famous essay entitled ‘Two
Concepts of Liberty’, Isaiah Berlin distinguished between negative
and positive liberty: the first kind belonged to the tradition of
Jefferson, and called for liberty from the intrusions of one’s own
tyrannical government; while the second kind referred to the right of
a group—religious, ethnic, or national—to determine its own way of
life. Positive liberty, the second way of understanding liberty, fuelled
the Counter-Enlightenment revolt, with Vico and Herder its most
prominent exponents. Wehler does not mention either (Herder only
in connection with an aside about Liah Greenfeld’s admittedly prob-
lematic narration of German nationalism from Herder to the
Holocaust). Consequently, it remains unclear why early forms of
political nationalism arose in the Atlantic world but the most intri-
cate expression of cultural nationalism should flower in central
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Europe, more precisely in Köngisberg and Riga, on the periphery of
the Enlightened world. In Wehler’s scheme, history moves from west
to east, the latter imitating the former; the Counter-Enlightenment is
not a force in its own right.

The thesis works for Germany only if either of the following two
conditions holds. Either the pre-1790s discussion of the nation
between German Aufklärer is taken to be relatively unimportant for
the subsequent development of German nationalism, or the British
and the American Revolutions primarily influenced that discussion.
The case for the influence of the American Revolution is well docu-
mented. Wehler himself claims that more than 3,000 German titles
were devoted to the American Revolution in the years 1770 to 1790.
Yet Horst Dippel, who not only counted but also read many of these
titles, argues that republicanism, not independence, sparked so much
interest in the Americas. What attracted the German Aufklärer, then,
was not so much the intrinsic value of the nation itself as the percep-
tion that the American Revolution ‘proved that the liberal ideas of
the Enlightenment might be put into practice’.4 The case for France
can only be made in the 1790s, though obviously the influence of the
Philosophes, in particular Rousseau, cannot be ignored in this context.
The decisive question, then, concerns the politicization of German
nationalism. Most commentators, including Wehler, agree that this
took place in the first decade of the nineteenth century. On what cat-
egories, then, does this nationalism turn? What are its sources? And
where does its emotional élan come from? 

The answer should be—pace Wehler—the experience of war and
foreign rule. But Wehler, one might argue, chooses the wrong war:
there is now a considerable literature that places the beginning of a
new discourse of German nationalism not during the Wars of
Liberation but in the midst of the Seven Years War. This discourse
had little to do with religious revolt or overcoming the ever-present
crises of modernity—it had to do, instead, with Prussian expansion,
military power, and external threats. The ‘fatherland discourse’,
Hans-Martin Blitz has recently argued, already evinced many of the
xenophobic and masculine-heroic attitudes we typically associate
with the latter phases of nationalism. It is true that in history some-
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thing always precedes something else, but in this case, the periodiza-
tion has consequences for Wehler’s central argument, namely, that
the constructivists have overlooked those ‘real historical’ structures
‘such as the experience of war and revolution’ (p. 10). It is at least
arguable that Thomas Abbt and Johann Wilhelm Ludwig Gleim had
already aestheticized the ‘experience’ of war in the 1760s. They thus
rendered war as something that bound a community (albeit not yet a
national community) together; it was no longer simply a scourge vis-
ited upon the innocent or the retribution of the Lord on the fallen.
This paradigmatic shift, however hesitant, combined with subse-
quent discussions, like the national spirit debate of the mid-1760s,
and the poetry of Sturm und Drang, shaped the way German intellec-
tuals ‘experienced’ the two greatest ‘real events’ of the age: the
French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars.

This is not to dismiss the hard materiality of revolutionary vio-
lence and the suffering brought about by Napoleon’s wars, nor to
downplay the obvious ways in which people with guns can change
history and force others to submit to their will. But as Clifford Geertz
always insisted, cultural history ‘does not make the world go away,
it brings it into view’.5 Mutatis mutandis, nationalism was not a reac-
tion to the real but a political doctrine that structured how the real
was perceived and acted upon; it is at once a model of and for the
world. The Napoleonic Wars, which for Wehler must be counted as
one of those real structures, illustrate, in fact, the point. Nationalist
myths portray them as popular wars of liberation, yet the vast majori-
ty of German troops—in Prussia, roughly 90 per cent—were regular
soldiers, not volunteers.6 Not the sheer fact of the war, but the discur-
sive constructions of the German nationalists—most conspicuously
Ernst Moritz Arndt’s bloody-mindedness and Fichte’s radical identity
politics—structured the war so that it became a significant chapter in
the emergence of German nationalism, especially in the north, and in
contradistinction to Austria, equally affected by war’s grim realities.
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There is much in this pithy volume that protagonists on both sides
of the cultural turn can agree upon: the importance of different kinds
of nationalist contexts (here ideal types), the centrality of carrier
groups who are increasingly organized into clubs and associations,
and the importance of cultural work. Thus for Wehler railways are
important, but not more than the dictionaries that helped standard-
ize language, the book trade that multiplied the impact of cultural
labour, and the rise of literacy, which ensured nationalism increasing
social depth. 

More open to question is his location of these factors exclusively
in the west of the long nineteenth century. The argument cascades
down like an avalanche. Only in the west were there consolidated
states that drew legitimacy from established ethnicities. Only in the
west could revolutionary crises of modernization call forth a nation-
alistic utopia based on popular sovereignty and self-determination.
Only in the west did nation and religion converge in a secular mes-
sianism. And only the west possessed a public sphere, highly influ-
enced by a capitalist market economy, in which nationalist intellec-
tuals organized in associations. Finally, only in the west was it plau-
sible for nationalist intellectuals to seize state power and remake pol-
itics in a new key. In this narration, subsequent nationalist move-
ments in the Third World are essentially imported wares. Perhaps
this is true, but it has all the strategic subtlety of the otherwise bril-
liant Hannibal dragging his elephants across the Alps before march-
ing on Rome. More precisely, it renders irrelevant the local contexts
of nationalism, and how these contexts shaped national movements.
Yet it is precisely on this point that subaltern studies have enriched
not only what we know, but also how we conceptualize this knowl-
edge. Partha Chatterjee, for example, has argued that colonial nation-
alism developed not in identity but in opposition to western forms of
nationalism, granting the west the material but not the spiritual
domain.7 In fact, the discipline of colonial history, at least since
Robinson and Gallagher, is predicated on the notion that one cannot
write it from the perspective of the metropolitan centres alone. It fol-
lows that one must develop a conceptual framework that conceives
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of nationalism in the Third World as something other than merely
‘transfer nationalism’.

Wehler considers two cases of nationalism more specifically: the
USA and Germany. The first should not detain us long. The eight
pages Wehler devotes to the USA centre on the insight—old, obvi-
ous, simple, and not altogether false—that a strong missionary
impulse fuels American nationalism. Wehler also argues that there is
an American tradition of externalizing evil, which helps us under-
stand why there is a Holocaust memorial in Washington and not a
monument to slavery. As with Goldhagen’s thesis, one just does not
know where to start, except to be crestfallen about the evident influ-
ence of Peter Novick on German intellectuals.

Let us move on, as Wehler’s thoughts on German nationalism are
of immensely greater complexity, and consider two aspects of his
narration. The first concerns religion. For Wehler, German national-
ism, like its American counterpart, derives its force from religion,
and indeed nationalism as such counts as a ‘political religion’, with
all that this implies for its messianic, sacral, and symbolic character-
istics.8 The argument would have been sharper had he discerned its
specifically denominational contours, for German nationalism self-
evidently assumed different patterns among Protestant intellectuals
than among Catholic or Jewish thinkers. The second aspect concerns
Wehler’s emphasis on the Janus-faced nature of early nineteenth-cen-
tury nationalism, its mixture of participatory and exclusionary rhet-
oric. The argument exists in uneasy tension with his claim that ‘taken
as a whole’, German nationalism remained a liberal reform move-
ment until 1871. After 1871, the radicalization of German nationalism
occurred in the main under the auspices of conservatives, who, in
their familiar way, retreated to nationalist positions in order to com-
bat the overwhelming pressure of modernization and the ongoing
crises that beleaguered them.

Really, however, one cannot have it both ways. If nationalism was
exclusionary at the start (and Wehler is right on this point), its sub-
sequent history cannot be narrated as an odyssey from left to right,
liberal to conservative, opened to closed. Wehler sees the problem,
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and towards the end of the book points out that exclusionary ten-
dencies, directed particularly at Jews, had always inhered in German
nationalism (p.100). But the narrative works otherwise, for it is still
beholden, like a ship that has not cut its last frayed lines to an old
mooring, to a schema that plots nationalism as initially progressive,
which it was, and therefore open, which it was not. 

The book closes with an impassioned argument for recognition of
the non-nationalist achievements of modern states—a programme of
democracy, the rule of law, social security, and an economic system
checked by environmental concerns. Wehler believes that in the long
run these achievements will outlast the forces of nationalism. ‘The
longer that peace lasts and the more stable the programme becomes,
the more the socially integrative, politically legitimizing power of
nationalism will diminish’ (p. 115). One prays that he is right. 
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