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SHANE NAGLE, Histories of Nationalism in Ireland and Ger many: A
Comparative Study from 1800 to 1932 (London: Blooms bury Academic,
2017), vii + 259 pp. ISBN 978 1 4742 6374 0. £85.00

By focusing on the era in which the modern idea of na tionalism
emerged as a way of establishing the prefer red political, cultural, and
social order for society, Shane Nagle demonstrates that across differ-
ent European societies, the most important constituent of nationalism
has been a specific understanding of the nation’s historical past.
Analysing Ireland and Germany, two largely unconnected societies
in which the past has been peculiarly contemporary in politics and
where the meaning of the nation has been highly contested, this work
examines the narratives of origins, religion, territory, and race. All of
the investigated historians were actively engaged in the politics of
their respective countries and all were in some way influenced by the
reality of confessionalized society during this period. These histori-
ans made conscious efforts towards authenticity, or at least authori-
ty, to establish definitive interpretations of national history. The his-
torians investigated in this work include for Ireland Thomas D’Arcy
McGee (1825–69), Thomas Davis (1814–45), John Mitchel (1815–75),
A. M. Sullivan (1830–84), Standish O’Grady (1846–1928), W. E. H.
Lecky (1838–1903), Eoin MacNeill (1867–1945), and Alice Stopford
Green (1847–1929); and for Germany Leopold von Ranke (1795–
1886), Heinrich von Sybel (1817–95), Johannes Janssen (1829–91),
Felix Dahn (1834–1912), Gustav Freytag (1816–95), Heinrich von
Treitschke (1834–96), and Johannes Haller (1865–1947).
Nagle emphasizes that a national historical narrative inevitably

commences with a story of origins. The challenge in the representa-
tion of origins for historians is how to depict historical periods gen-
erally thought to be distinguished by disunity and dynastic and
ethno-religious conflict, as the foundation of a coherent national his-
torical narrative. In German and Irish national historiography, narra-
tives of origins were located in these foundational epochs in which
the nation had failed to secure its own unity, resulting in inevitable
defeat and catastrophe both immediately and over the course of cen-
turies. As Nagle points out, the views held by these historians of the
nation’s origins were linked with those of the significance of the
nation’s geographic nature: Irish insularity and Ger many as Mit tel -
europa (Central Europe) had determined each nation’s political and
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cultural history from its origins. Generally it can be said that in both
contexts, the cultural achievements and mission of the early medieval
nation were positively emphasized; medieval kings and princes and
early modern heroes were seen as being constitutive of the nation’s
historical character.
Historians in both countries considered the significance of reli-

gion in the nation’s political and cultural history. In Germany, ac -
cording to Nagle, the historical role of Prot est antism appeared to offer
an ideal and graspable foundation for modern Ger man culture and
state power. It had formed the intellectual foundation and core for the
German significance of Prussia, formed the foundation for the mod-
ern Kultur nation, and had given expression to a distinctively Ger man
form of religiosity and Chris tianity.
In Ire land, in Nagle’s opinion, it was advantageous for both

Catholic and Protestant historians to maintain the particularly
Catholic character of the Irish nation. It was not so much the finer
points of Catholic doctrine that made Catholic identity important to
the historical narrative as the apparent ease with which Catholicism
could be presented as a central part of the Irish nation’s resistance to
persecution and one of the few, if not the only, truly continuous ele-
ments of Irish national life through history. In both Ireland and
Germany the linking of confessional allegiance and the nation’s his-
tory was a means of establishing continuity of national character in
the midst of a national past of frequent discontinuity, rupture, and
disturbance. Yet, according to Nagle, the importance of the early
modern era for the historical nationalization of religion meant that
the national religious identity became closely associated with resist-
ance to foreign aggression, de fence of unity, and national revival
after some period of decline or defeat, or simply endurance, of the
nation.
In the course of the nineteenth century political language became

saturated with racial idioms and distinctions, as did the language of
nationalism. If nationalist historical narratives worked to define who
was to be included within the nation, they also had the function of
defining who and what was to be excluded. National communities
inevitably define other groups as the negation of their own self-
image, with history being a most powerful means of framing this def-
inition. In both Ireland and Germany the demarcation of the nation-
al community vis-à-vis external others was entwined with internal



delineations against certain social, linguistic, cultural, or religious
groups whose traditions and customs made them seem in some way
alien to the core community. ‘Othering’ had as much to do with indi-
rectly defining the national community as with what was not of that
community. In Ireland the historical conception of race in relation to
the nation was always caught between notions of an Irish originality
and distinctiveness, and the reality of different ethno-cultural com-
munities in Ireland. In Germany, during the course of the nineteenth
century, originality came to be regarded in terms of continuity and
purity, and an increasingly uneasy attitude towards foreign influ-
ences and cultural mixing. This explains the absence of the Jews as a
theme in Irish national historical narrative: there was simply no
minority community in the Irish context that carried the role of the
Jews as in the German context.
Nagle finds in his study that the representation of Irish and

German national histories has been, in many respects, quite similar in
the period under consideration. Historians in both contexts have pro-
ceeded from a sense of their nation as possessing a fractured past, a
belated or arrested development, a past of historical weakness vis-à-
vis its powerful neighbours, the absence of a nation-state since the
Middle Ages or even earlier, and manifesting serious religious and
regional heterogeneities. The enterprise of nationalist history-writing
in these two countries, as different as they and their historical expe-
riences were, was nonetheless driven by parallel concerns and took
parallel forms in discourse and narrative. As Nagle has shown in
both contexts, the professionalization of national history-writing was
closely linked with medieval historiography in particular, as the
search for reliable, historically authentic primary sources upon which
a national history could be built was directed towards the earliest
period in which such sources could be found, the Middle Ages. In
both contexts the relationship between scientific and amateur forms
of national historiography was a complex one, but unscientific histo-
riography maintained dominance in Ireland for far longer than in
Germany. Or, to put it another way, professionalization came much
later in Ireland, and this naturally influenced the way Irish history
was written and influences historical writing to the present day.
Revisionist controversy over Irish political history during the revolu-
tionary and post-revolutionary period has framed the Irish historical
debate and stayed captive to the dictates of ‘methodological nation-
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alism’. German historiography, by contrast, contains much more in
the way of comparative or theory-based study.
This monograph mainly focuses on the historical writing of the

nineteenth century, and only approximately a quarter of the book
deals with the time period of 1900 to 1932. Only four of the fourteen
investigated historians would have impacted on this time period. It
would have been of great interest to read of a comparable female
Ger man historian, such as Clara Viebig (1860–1952), to contrast/com-
pare with the case study of Alice Stopford Green. I believe that chap-
ter five, the comparative and the transnational aspect of historical
writing, is too brief in comparison to other chapters, which is a shame
as it is a strong assessment of transnational historical connections and
the account would give us a better idea of just how much we can
speak of a common European path for the intellectual development
of national thought in modern Europe. Despite the brevity of the
chapter, I was pleased to find Leopold von Ranke and his transna-
tional writing was mentioned but, more surprisingly, not at all in
chapter four on race, descent, and national enmity in the nation’s his-
tory. This is something on which most international and, in particular,
German scholarship usually references Ranke as a nationalist– monar-
chist historian.
The aim of producing a more or less hegemonic national histori-

cal narrative in Germany and Ireland is fraught with difficulty in four
fundamentally important areas: establishing a narrative of origins
that could historically mandate nation-statehood; overcoming the
legacy of the confessional divide; integrating historicist race thinking
and historical narratives of the nation; and historically mandating the
territorial outline of the nation. Nagle has had to battle with scarce lit-
erature on comparative history. For this reason alone, credit must be
given to him for presenting us with this book. His publication draws
attention to cultural and intellectual links between the Irish and the
Germans, and what this meant for how people in each society under-
stood their national identity at a pivotal time for the development of
the historical discipline in Europe. His investigation of a common
form of nationalism in Europe’s writing of transnational history has
given us new insights into the development of nationalism, defining
nationhood as well as historiography. I believe that Nagle’s work
will open new pathways in the approach of historical and interna-
tional studies. His book will become an important standard work in
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a field of historical study that is under-researched and under-pub-
lished at present.

ANDREAS BOLDT is Senior Tutor at Maynooth University, Ireland.
He specializes in historiography, German and European history, his-
torical theory, and environmental history. Two recent publications
are Das Leben und Werk von Leopold von Ranke (2016) and Historical
Mechanisms: An Experimental Approach to Applying Scientific Theories to
the Study of History (2017). He is currently working on a detailed biog-
raphy of the German historian Leopold von Ranke to be published
early in 2019.
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