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Nationalism
By John Paul Newman

This article offers an overview of the progress of nationalism and the national idea starting
with its origins as a mass political programme during the French Revolution and tracing its
passage up to the beginning of the First World War. It looks at a number of "pivotal" points in
the history of nationalism: notably the French Revolution itself and its aftermath, the
Congress of Vienna in 1815, the European Revolutions of 1848-49, the unifications of
Germany and Italy in the latter-part of the 19th century, and the apparent rising tide of
nationalism in the Ottoman Balkans, especially in the last quarter of the 19th century.
Throughout, the idea of nationalism's uni-linear and irresistible rise is challenged, and this
article shows instead the role of accident and contingency, as well as alternative programmes
of political organization that challenged the national idea.
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Introduction
The history of nationalism in the pre-1914 period has often been refracted through the outcome of the
First World War: 1918 is the point of departure, and preceding events and developments are selected
and laid out in order to explain our arrival at this final station. The historiographies of the new nationstates of eastern and central Europe, and especially the war’s “victor states” of Poland, Romania,
Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia, are very often representative of such national teleologies. Like the
English Whig tradition, they tell of the forward and irresistible march of the national spirit, overcoming
myriad obstacles and difficulties en route to its final affirmation. A corollary to the irresistible rise of
the national idea is the decline of its imperial counterpart. Thus, historians have often looked for and
found harbingers of imperial doom in the pre-war years. An early and influential study of AustriaHungary’s last years saw a “multi-national” state wracked by “centrifugal” and “centripetal” forces,
with the latter eventually proving terminal.[1] Even more dire was the case of the Ottoman Empire,
whose decline was evident perhaps as soon as the early-modern period and could not be arrested
by the various attempts at political, military, and bureaucratic reform in the 19th century.[2] The
Sarajevo assassination that sparked the First World War becomes an over-determined event: Franz
Ferdinand, Archduke of Austria-Este’s (1863-1914) death at the hands of Gavrilo Princip (1894-1918)
symbolizes the death blow dealt to Austria-Hungary by Serbia, which in turn symbolizes the death of
the imperial, dynastic principle and its replacement with nationalism.
In reality the story is not so uni-linear: nationalism was one of many political forces at play in the prewar period; a potent force, to be sure, but one with powerful opponents, and one whose allconquering victory in 1918 was far from pre-ordained, owing as it did much to the war itself and its
unexpected outcome. This article charts the expansions and contractions of nationalism and the
national idea throughout the 19th century by highlighting a series of pivotal points in the modern
period (post-1789), wherein nationalism as ideology and political programme took shape. Those
points are: the revolution in France and its impact throughout Europe, 1789-1815; the liberal and
national revolutions of 1848-1849 and their aftermath (especially in the Habsburg lands); the national
unifications of Italy and Germany in the second half of the 19th century and their consequences on
the system of alliances in international relations in the latter-half of the 19th century; and, in the same
period, the “Eastern Question”, that is, the diminishing authority of the Ottoman Empire in Europe and
the attempts of the remaining Great Powers to manage the changes to the balance of power in
international relations that this caused. The final section covers the decade before the outbreak of the
war, focusing primarily on developments in the Balkans (especially during the wars of 1912-1913)
and this region’s role in international relations on the eve of the First World War. The intention
throughout is to undercut the “inevitability” thesis of both the rise of nationalism and the decline of
empire, and to show instead that whilst nationalism seriously unsettled internal politics and
international relations in Europe before the war, there were many who believed it could be
suppressed, or managed, or even reconciled to the existing order. Only the violence of the war and
its outcome shattered such beliefs.

Ideologies of Nationalism, 1789-1815
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Ideologies of Nationalism, 1789-1815
The ideology of nationalism is intimately connected to the revolutionary turmoil that began in France
at the end of the 18th century and thereafter spread across Europe. The end of Bourbon rule in
France offered a glimpse of a political order in which sovereignty was not concentrated in a single
monarch, divinely ordained, but instead resided at a popular level, with the people: the “nation.” The
levée en masse and the Napoleonic wars that followed the revolution swept these ideas throughout
the continent and beyond, bringing the revolutionary programme as far as Spain in the west,
partitioned Poland in the east, and Dalmatia in the south. The many locations inscribed unto the Arc
de Triomphe in Paris are a testament to the military prowess of the levée en masse and the
Napoleonic armies; they also give a partial sense of how many lands and peoples came into contact
with the revolution’s programme and ideals. Partial, because the Arc does not include any locations
in the Habsburg, Russian and Ottoman Empires, regions that were not occupied by the Napoleonic
armies, but where the ideals of the French Revolution also spread. The radical challenge of the
French Revolution to the absolutist order throughout Europe provoked a response, a “counterrevolution”, in which various international coalitions attempted to halt the revolution’s progress. In
these conflicts at the beginning of the 19th century, the counter-revolution was eventually triumphant,
and absolutist rule was re-asserted and confirmed at the Congress of Vienna in 1815. However, as
we shall see, the men who conducted the Congress of Vienna could not erase the memory of the
revolutionary years, and the forces of revolution and counter-revolution, of absolutism and
Enlightenment, and of nation and empire would continue to collide throughout the 19th century.
Political sovereignty and political organization were now hotly contested spheres, and this was true
not only in Paris, but also in Vienna, Warsaw, Moscow, and Constantinople. Nationalism, then,
introduced a disequilibrium into the political order throughout Europe, one that would continue to
shape international relations until the outbreak of the First World War.
The French Revolution was the child of the Enlightenment, but it was also the parent of modern and
mass politics. The notion that sovereignty was the property of the people obviously called for a much
broader level of political participation and mobilization than had existed previously. No longer were
the people the passive subjects of absolutist rule, they were the “nation”, the very life-blood of the
body politic. The success of the levée en masse and the French army’s victories throughout Europe
(at least until 1815) seemed to provide a living example of this maxim. Indeed, the orthodox opinion
(not entirely undisputed) amongst theorists is that nationalism is a modern phenomenon.[3]
Moreover, its successful dissemination and promotion at a mass level requires a modern
infrastructure of communicative technologies and institutions, literacy, print culture, at least a primary
level of education, and perhaps some form of associational life.[4] Thus, according to the influential
study by Eugen Weber (1925-2007), Peasants into Frenchmen, the spread of the national idea
throughout France was not achieved until towards the end of the 19th century, when education, print
culture, and literacy, the vessels of the national idea, had taken root across the country, dissolving
the local and regional identities of French men and women and replacing them with a unitary sense
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of national identity.[5]
The men of the French Revolution were educated bourgeoisie, lawyers, journalists, acting and
speaking on behalf of the masses, but themselves part of a social elite. Their job, and that of their
successors, was to help the national idea trickle down to the broader strata of the nation itself: “the
masses.” This was true wherever a national programme existed. In an important sociological study
of the spread of nationalism in East Central Europe, Miroslav Hroch identifies a three-stage process
to the dissemination of the national idea, starting with its incubation within a tiny group of intellectuals,
moving to a broader strata of patriots and nationalist activists, and finally permeating the population at
large.[6]
The spread of nationalism, then, could be helped or hindered depending on the extent to which the
lands in question had been touched by modernization. Nationalism penetrated more slowly, or not at
all, in pre-industrial and agrarian parts of the country, East Central and South Eastern Europe,
Russia, the Ottoman lands in Anatolia, and so on.[7] Thus, nationalist activists, promoters of the
national cause in “pre-awakened” societies, might face two obstacles: on the one hand, from above,
the conservative forces of empire and absolutism, attempting to suppress the national idea, and on
the other, the people themselves, the material of the nationalists' political project who did not (at least
not yet) acknowledge their national identity, embracing instead local or regional identities. Moreover,
nationalist activists in central and eastern Europe were both impressed by the progress of national
programmes in the industrialized and modern parts of Europe to their west, and were also somewhat
ashamed that their own societies were falling behind. National ideologies spread unevenly throughout
Europe in the 19th century, but the states in which they had made most advances (France, and later
Italy and Germany) became the blueprint for less developed “nations.” Looking forward, the post-war
settlement of 1918 reflects to a great extent the aspirations of nationalist activists in central and
eastern Europe to “catch up” with their western neighbors, a desire which had remained constant
throughout much of the 19th century.
Part of the process of making nationalism a programme attractive and comprehensible to the
masses involved veiling its modern and novel character. Often national activists would cast the
nation and the national idea back into a primordial past, asserting that the nation had existed always
and throughout time, instead of owning that it was a product of the modern age. Theorists of
nationalism have almost uniformly rejected the idea of the nation as a perennial and primordial force;
although a significant few have noted that the historical materials out of which national identities are
constructed are not produced out of thin air, and that modern nationalisms have at least some basis
in pre-national and pre-modern “myths” and “memories.”[8]
Such myths and memories were especially prevalent in central and eastern Europe: during the earlymodern period the Habsburg, Ottoman, and Russian Empires had defeated and subsumed
numerous medieval states in this region, upon whose ruins they now stood. Thus, Serbian nationalist
awakeners stoked the embers of the medieval Serbian kingdom/empire, lost to the Serbs following
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the defeat of “Tsar” Lazar Hrebeljanović (1329?–1389) to the Ottomans at the Field of Blackbirds
(Kosovo polje) in 1389. Bulgarian national awakeners spoke of Simeon I, King of Bulgaria’s (864?927) great state, the largest of the medieval Balkan kingdoms.[9] Czech historian and “father of the
nation” František Palacký (1798-1876), speaking of his own nation, told of how “we were in existence
before Austria and we will still be here after she is gone.”[10] The history that these nationalists
selected was usually of a certain kind, as Timothy Snyder has noted: they most frequently evoked
the medieval period, choosing a romanticized and, importantly, ethnically exclusive conceptions of
nation over a multi-confessional or latitudinarian one. This move was most apparent in the case of
Poland, where, in the 19th century, nationalists overlooked the “multi-national” and noble earlymodern kingdom of Poland-Lithuania in favor of the medieval Polish state, highlighting its victories
against the Teutonic Knights.[11]
This, of course, was an eminently usable history for nations that were still subsumed into empires
(Habsburg, Ottoman, Russian). Romantic nationalism of this kind tended to take the form of a
triptych: the first panel depicted the glory of a golden age; the second panel, its fall; and the third, still
to be painted, its restoration, which would be achieved in the near future at the expense of imperial
masters. The goal was not cohabitation, which was, in most cases, already in existence, but rather
the creation of an autonomous or even independent nation. The goal was to break out of the “prison
of nations”, not to co-exist with other groups within it. Nationalism and national identity was in this
way established as an oppositional force against empire, and was thus seen, quite correctly, as a
potential threat to the imperial status quo in the Habsburg and Ottoman lands. As we shall see, this
threat became ever starker as nationalism gained traction throughout Europe following the
integrations of Italy and Germany in the latter part of the 19th century.

The Era of Metternich, 1815-1848
As noted, the French Revolution sent shockwaves throughout the continent, both in terms of the
immediate military successes of the Napoleonic armies and in the longer-term example of its popular
challenge to the absolutist order in Europe, an example which could be emulated by peoples across
the continent, even after the original revolutionary flames had been dowsed. Nowhere was this truer
than in the Habsburg empire, which was at the beginning of the 19thcentury an absolutist state held
together through its imperial institutions and the dynastic principle, but whose subjects were divided
by numerous languages, religions, and historical traditions, all of which had the potential to serve as
the material for nationalist awakening in the wake of 1789. To an extent, this apparent fragmenting of
imperial rule during the 19th century along national lines was related to modernization; since
nationalism and national identity are closely linked to modernity and modernization, the passing of
the Habsburg monarchy into the modern era was also the passing of the traditional means of
imperial rule and life and the rise of discrete national forces.
The Habsburg Empire was a member of the international coalition that defeated Napoleon in 1815,
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and it was in the Habsburg capital, Vienna, in the same year that the victorious forces of “counterrevolution” met to agree on the re-establishment of absolutism in post-Napoleonic Europe. One of the
guiding forces behind this re-establishment was Klemens von Metternich (1773-1859), the Austrian
chancellor who saw in the French Revolution and its legacy as both a foreign and a domestic threat
to the Habsburg Empire. In the wake of the revolutionary turmoil that had engulfed Europe,
Metternich hoped to establish a system of international relations, a “concert”, wherein the states of
Europe, in spite of their many differences and rivalries, could work together to ensure revolutionary
forces were kept in check. The “Concert of Europe” became the governing factor in international
relations for the entire 19th century and up to the outbreak of the First World War.[12] It was, in fact,
simply an informal arrangement between the conservative powers of Europe based on an
understanding that their mutual interests outweighed their various economic and political rivalries,
and that it was therefore in their interests to work together.[13]
Yet as the 19th century wore on and the rivalries between the Great Powers became more
entrenched, Metternich’s concert was increasingly unharmonious. The Great Power rivalries and
vested interests tied up with the Eastern Question (see below), and the establishment of entrenched
and adversarial political and (potentially) military alliances at the end of the 19th and beginning of the
20th century, drastically diminished the common ground upon which the Concert of Europe had once
stood. This, then, was Metternich’s first legacy, a less than sturdy system of international relations
that, despite its successes, was perhaps incapable of bypassing the realist political and economic
concerns of its members, and certainly incapable of bringing Europe back from the brink in 1914.
Metternich’s second legacy was domestic, for the Austrian chancellor recognized that the
revolutionary spirit of 1789 was an example to many subjects within the Austrian Empire. The
challenge of nationalism to the Habsburgs was, potentially, very severe, for the monarchy,
dominated politically and culturally by its Germanic subjects, was, as noted, made up of disparate
“peoples” with various languages, religions, and historical traditions. Nationalism, should it seep into
the Habsburg monarchy, threatened to turn the empire from an integral state into a multi-national and
fragmented empire. Metternich’s answer to this challenge was a comprehensive system of
surveillance, policing, and censorship that has made his domestic policies a byword for oppression
and reaction.[14] Yet Metternich’s chief concern was the risk of nationalism (and liberalism)
manifesting themselves in the politics of the Habsburg empire: the chancellor considered cultural and
literary expressions of national identity to be more innocuous and manageable.[15] Thus, the period of
absolutist reaction after 1815 is also the period of the first flickers of cultural national renaissance in
the Habsburg lands, especially among the Slav population. It marked the appearance of vernacular
newspapers and reading rooms, for example, as well as early forms of nationalist associational life,
sporting and singing societies, and gymnastic organizations. The impact of these initiatives was
often very restricted: the actual and indeed potential readership for vernacular newspapers was in
most cases very low, given the levels of literacy in certain parts of the monarchy, and membership
to nationalist associations was not nearly as high as many activists had hoped. Metternich’s
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absolutism was often not the only obstacle standing in the nationalists’ path: there was also the
“national indifference” of the very people being targeted. As Pieter Judson and others have shown,
national identity in the 19th century was very often subordinate, or even non-existent, with people
turning instead to local, regional, or other forms of identification.[16]

The “Springtime of Peoples”, 1848 and its Aftermath
Metternich’s energetic censorship and policing did not render the Habsburgs immune to the
transnational revolutionary temper in Europe during the so-called “Springtime of Peoples” of 18481849, which challenged the absolutist order that had been established at the Congress of Vienna
almost everywhere.[17] In many parts of Europe, the challenges to the absolutist status quo came
from liberals demanding, for example, a constitution that curtailed imperial or monarchic rule, or a
parliament that allowed for some kind of popular representation. The turmoil of 1848-1849 in the
Habsburg lands, however, was also an attempt at national revolution, with many of the nonGermanic peoples in the Habsburg Empire calling for some kind of autonomy, even independence.
The most serious threat to the Habsburgs in this respect came from Hungary, where, during the
unrest of 1848-1849, the nationalist torch passed from István Széchenyi (1791-1860) to Lajos
Kossuth (1802-1892), that is, from an evolutionary and pragmatic approach to the Hungarian national
question, to a revolutionary one.[18] Just as in 1815, the international forces of counter-revolution
eventually defeated the men and women of 1848-1849. Nevertheless, after the military successes of
1848-1849, and a subsequent period of “Neo-Absolutism” lasting from 1849-1860, Habsburg rulers
could no longer hope to exclude outright the national question from the political sphere in the manner
attempted by Metternich (who fell from power as a result of the events of 1848). A fact that was
essentially acknowledged with the Ausgleich (Compromise) of 1867, when, following a disastrous
defeat at the hands of Prussia (see below), the Habsburg Empire was reorganized on a dualist basis
as “Austria-Hungary”, devolving large amounts of political and economic power to the Hungarians.
The Austro-Hungarian agreement showed that nationalism was not necessarily an irresistibly
corrosive force seeping through the sinews of the Habsburg State. The Ausgleich complicates the
notion, long-held in the historiography of the origins of the First World War, that nation and empire
were diametrically opposed forces, irreconcilable to each other and thus bound to clash violently. To
be sure, and as already noted, many national activists set out their programmes in strict opposition
to empire, but many were also ready to accept that the national idea would need to accommodate
itself within the empire, just as the more far-sighted of the monarchy’s rulers accepted the existence
of nationalism and the need for it to be managed within the imperial framework. The example of
Hungary’s compromise with Vienna in 1867 showed precisely this (although admittedly there had
been much blood and toil on the path towards this arrangement). Timothy Snyder’s biography of
Wilhelm von Habsburg, Archduke of Austria (1895-1948), a minor figure in the Habsburg dynasty,
shows how the royal family understood, at least after 1849, that nationalism could not be smothered
under oppressive policing and censorship, and rather that the empire, in order to survive, would have
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to adapt to this new ideology. For Wilhelm’s family, this meant the sponsoring of a “friendly” nation
such as the Poles, who could be enticed to work towards national goals within the empire.[19]

German and Italian Unification, 1860-1871
In the last quarter of the 19th century, the Habsburg approach of squaring nationalist forces with
imperial realities was looking increasingly anachronistic. This was not only because of the evergreater appeal of nationalism to the subject peoples of the Habsburg Empire; it was also due to the
emergence, in quick succession but under very different circumstances, of two powerful new
national states onto the European stage: Italy and Germany. The emergence of Germany, in
particular, dramatically altered the balance of power in Europe and changed the nature of
international relations in the last quarter of the 19th century.
The unification of Italy, however, came first in 1859-1860, following important military victories for
Italian nationalist forces (in alliance with imperial France) over the Habsburgs at Magenta and
Solferino. It marked the culmination of the Italian “Risorgimento”[20] of the second-half of the 19th
century,[21] a nationalist awakening with political, social, and cultural dimensions. The Risorgimento
had two main tributaries in the political sphere: the liberal, political vision of Camillo di Cavour (18101861), Prime Minister of Piedmont-Sardinia (the Kingdom of Sardinia), who hoped that the
economically and socially disparate Italian territories would coalesce under the liberal tutelage of
Piedmont; and the popular, romantic, and revolutionary vision of Giuseppe Mazzini (1805-1872),
founder of the secret society “Young Italy”, a group that hoped to galvanize the Italian masses
through revolutionary action. Whereas Cavour believed that Piedmont, with its liberal politics and its
constitutional monarchy, should serve as the nucleus of the new unitary Italy, enlarging its political
system and institutions so as to cover the entire country, Mazzini saw such political traditions as too
sterile to ignite the passions of the masses.
The unification, achieved with assistance in Sicily from the colourful adventurer and Mazzinian
Giuseppe Garibaldi (1807-1882), left a number of matters still unresolved. The Roman Papal States,
which rejected the secular forces of the Risorgimento, were now a Catholic and autonomous zone
“imprisoned” in the Vatican. There were also many territories coveted by the men of the
Risorgimento that remained outside of the unified Italian state: the unredeemed lands, or Italia
Irredenta: the Trentino in the Austria Tyrol and various cities and towns on the Adriatic coast, most
importantly the key port of Trieste. The desire for “repossession” of these lands would strongly
influence the decision in favour of intervention in the war in 1915, and would continue to shape Italian
foreign policy throughout the interwar period and even into the Cold War. Of even greater urgency
was the fact that, in spite of the political union of Italy, many subjects of the new state did not identify
strongly - or indeed at all - with the Italian nation. The great differences in social and economic
fortunes in the various parts of the new state, the prevalence of regional, local, or confessional
identities, were all great enemies of the Cavourian and Mazzinian dream of a united and integral Italy.
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The Italian statesman, novelist and painter Massimo d’Azeglio (1798-1866) wrote plaintively in his
memoirs in the wake of the unification of 1861 that, “Italy has been made, now it remains to make
Italians.” No doubt national activists of all stripes and from across the continent could sympathize
with d’Azeglio’s desire to awaken in the masses a coherent and permanent sense of national
affiliation. No doubt also there were many national activists who would have settled for a national
state of the Italian kind regardless of whether the masses knew what it was or why they should be
loyal to it: the work of national awakening could be carried out to great effect when the political,
bureaucratic, and educational institutions of a national state were at one’s disposal.
Both the Cavourian and Mazzinian approaches to state- and nation-building served as inspiration and
example to national activists throughout Europe. “Piedmont” became synonymous with the process
of a political and national integration carried out under the benign and paternal leadership of a large,
politically advanced region that would serve as the instrument of national unification. Many Poles
came to see Galicia, in Austrian Poland, as the “Piedmont” that would embrace and assimilate the
lands of Prussian and Russian Poland.[22] Once Serbia had achieved national independence in the
last quarter of the 19th century (see below), many Serbs believed it was their country’s historic role
to act as the “Piedmont” of South Slav unification. There was also a Mazzinian legacy. Mazzini had
seen nationalism as the way of the future not just for Italians but for all peoples throughout the
continent: a universal and propulsive “young” force that would sweep away the aging and moribund
European empires. “Young Italy” in this sense was just one part of a larger network of nationalist
groups included in “Young Europe.” In the Mazzinian vision, Europe would achieve true harmony and
equilibrium through its reorganization along national lines and into nation-states. Here was a dream of
peaceful coexistence, not of violent confrontation. It was not far removed from the Wilsonian vision
that was applied to Europe after the First World War. Indeed, many Europeans were duly impressed
with the vigour of Mazzini and the success of this underground, conspiratorial network. Perhaps the
most notorious group to try and emulate Mazzini’s example was “Young Bosnia”, the loosely-knit
group of revolutionary South Slav youths whose number included Gavrilo Princip, the assassin of the
Habsburg Archduke Franz Ferdinand.[23]
The other great national unification of the second-half of the 19th century, that of Germany, took place
under very different circumstances. Whereas Italy was unified largely through the efforts of the
constitutional monarchy of Piedmont-Sardinia, and thus came to adopt the liberal traditions of that
state at a national level, the German principalities came together by the force of the largest pre-1871
German state, Prussia, and with the political, diplomatic, and military efforts of the Prussian Prime
Minister Otto von Bismarck (1815-1898), Prime Minister from 1862. Prussia was a far more
conservative state than Piedmont, and a far more conservative state than many of the remaining
German principalities, which it dwarfed in terms of political and industrial might. The sources of
political power in Prussia were almost uniformly conservative in outlook: the ruling Hohenzollern
dynasty was supported by the ambitious and powerful “Junker” class, a group of large landowners
vehemently opposed to liberal politics within their own state. This class was well represented in the
officer corps of the Prussian army, a disproportionately large institution that enjoyed great prestige
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within the state.[24] Bismarck’s goal of national unification was not shared by all Junkers, many of
whom remained sceptical about the subversion of Prussia within Germany.
Bismarck, himself the heir of a Junker family, sought to create a strong, unified German state under
Prussian auspices, in which the autocratic political tradition from which he hailed would not be too
diluted. He was an exponent, then, of the Kleindeutsch solution to the question of German unification,
in which the putative German state, once unified, would exclude the Austrian lands and be dominated
by Prussia. The alternate vision, the Großdeutsch solution, sought a larger German state that would
include, and therefore be dominated by, Austria. Ultimately, it was Bismarck’s vision that sealed the
unification of Germany. Following a series of wars that the Prussian army and government
prosecuted successfully from 1864-1871, beginning in Schleswig-Holstein against the Danes, then
against Austria in 1866, and finally, most spectacularly, against France in 1870-1871, the unification
of the German states was completed.[25]
The triumph of the Kleindeutsch over the Großdeutsch solution to German unification was also a
great triumph of the Bismarckian programme of integral nationalism over the Habsburgs’
multinational imperialism. Seen in comparison to the dynamism and potency of the newly unified
German national state, Austria-Hungary looked increasingly out of step with the times, which
seemed to belong to the likes of Bismarck, Mazzini, Kossuth, to name but some. The arrival of a
powerful industrial state hailed a new balance of power in European international relations: a new
force with which the Great Powers would have to reckon.

The Eastern Question up to 1878
The new sources of military and industrial power in Europe following the unification of Italy and,
especially, Germany, also created a new climate in international relations. The Concert system
established by Metternich in the first half of the 19th century, despite its numerous successes in
maintaining an equilibrium in the continent, was looking increasingly incapable of meeting the
challenges of the Realpolitik of the late 19th century and of the more solid and potentially antagonistic
alliance blocks which were formed around this time. The most pressing concern in international
relations in the latter part of the 19th century was the weakening of the Ottoman Empire, a state
which was apparently unable to compete in the power politics of the period. The crisis this caused
was known as the “Eastern Question”, and for each of the remaining Great Powers the Eastern
Question meant at best expanding their own interests and influence into the vacuum that Ottoman
decline would inevitably create, especially in the Balkans. At worst, it meant maintaining equilibrium
in the international balance of power by preventing any other of the Great Powers from capitalizing on
the Ottoman Empire’s difficulties.
Within the Ottoman Empire itself there were a number of national activists who hoped also to
capitalize on the declining power of the empire. Their work, however, was cut out by the social
structure of the empire itself. It had never been a requirement of the subject peoples of the Ottoman
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Empire to convert to their rulers’ religion, Islam. Instead, the Ottoman Empire organized its nonMuslim peoples into broad confessional categories that were subordinate to Islamic institutions and
subjects, the so-called “Millet” system.[26] Once this subordinate position in the social and political
hierarchy was accepted, non-Muslim subjects could expect a level of autonomy and tolerance that
was unmatched in the Christian empires (especially during the early modern period). Without the
threat and practice of force there were few examples of mass and sustained conversion of Ottoman
subject peoples to Islam (with notable exceptions in Bosnia, Albania and parts of Bulgaria). The
broad confessional categories created and upheld by the Millet system also stymied the
development of discrete national identities and national groups, since it divided peoples not by
language or territory but by religion. Greek Orthodox Christians shared a Millet with Bulgarian and
Serbian Christians. Thus, national awakeners of the kind we have encountered previously were, in
the Ottoman lands, faced with the challenge of disaggregating their putative national group from
subject peoples with whom they shared a Millet. This was in addition to the challenges of separating
their group from imperial rule itself. For this reason, the struggles of the national awakeners in the
Ottoman lands were waged both against the Ottoman state and against rival programmes of national
awakening. This second aspect of the national conflict became ever more pronounced in the last
quarter of the 19th century, since the entropy of Ottoman institutions and rule in Europe was
becoming ever more apparent, and nationalists saw the greatest threats to the realization of their
goals as coming not from the empire itself, but from other nationalists.
The first stirrings of what would become known as the “Balkan revolutionary tradition” took place in
Serbia at the beginning of the 19th century. In these parts, an absence of centralized Ottoman control
and severe corruption of local administrators created the conditions for a largely spontaneous
uprising on the part of the peasant Christian subjects. This uprising, which began in 1804, was
directed in the first instance not against Ottoman rule itself, but rather against the Janissaries, the
Ottoman military caste who were using their considerable powers to prey upon the local population.
Eventually this transformed from a local dispute against the Janissaries into a more concerted
attempt to gain political autonomy from the Ottomans. A subsequent revolt lasted from 1815-1817,
and ended with the Porte conceding significant measures of self-government to the Serbs, thus
creating the basis for what would become the Serbian national state. Yet another attempt at “national
revolution” took place in the Greek lands during the 1820s, the so-called “Greek War of
Independence”. This revolt was inspired by, and related to, the Serbian uprisings of the previous
decades, but in many respects it was a more sophisticated and concerted challenge to Ottoman
authority. The Greeks had better cultural and political representation than the largely socially
undifferentiated Serbs. Notably, the Phanariot Greeks of Constantinople (so-called because they
were based in the Phanar district of the imperial capital), were able to support and direct the efforts of
the Greek revolution from outside its staging ground. Importantly, the Greek war had the support of
France, Britain, and Russia, who, after initial hesitation, intervened militarily on behalf of the Greeks,
a decisive factor that led to the creation of an autonomous Greek kingdom in 1830.[27]
For many enlightened Europeans the national revolutions in the Balkans represented the casting off
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of oriental and backward Ottoman despotism and the redemption of Christian subjects through
national revolution. Coming so soon after the revolutionary transformations in France, the uprisings in
Serbia and Greece were seen by many as an example of the kind of universal and progressive
revolution that had taken place in France. This was especially true in the case of the Greek
revolution, which was understood by many Westerners as a battle of a once great, classical
civilization to throw of the shackles of an infidel and primitive imperial master. Thus, for example,
George Gordon Byron, Lord Byron (1788-1824) travelled to Greece in order to take part in its
struggles, seeing in the War of Independence the poetry of national emancipation and the redemption
of Greece’s classical heritage. As the 19th century progressed, the cadres of national awakeners did
indeed internalize the ideals of the French Revolution, and hoped that they would be able to enact
them among their own peoples and in their own lands. They also internalized the romance of their
own nation’s imagined past, recasting the medieval period as a time of proto-national independence,
caricaturing the period of Ottoman rule as centuries-long dark age of vegetation under foreign rule,
and pointing towards the redemptive future, at once a new national beginning and a return to lost
glories.
The Greek War also established the pattern of Great Power intervention and involvement in Ottoman
affairs and therefore, also, of Great Power involvement in the Balkan national revolutionary
movements, which would continue until 1914. For this reason the national revolutions in the Ottoman
Balkans were inextricably linked to the foreign policy interests of the Great Powers: they could be
made and unmade through the sponsorship and support of one or more of the Great Powers. Thus,
Andrew Rossos points out that Macedonia’s “non-emergence” as a national state has less to do with
a lack of Macedonian national identity and a Macedonian national movement than it does with the
absence of powerful foreign support of the kind enjoyed by, for example, Serbia, Bulgaria, and
Greece, during the period in question.[28] To be sure, the development/non-development of
nationalism in the Ottoman Balkans owed much to local and situational factors, as historians such as
Isa Blumi have argued,[29] but, as the Treaty of Berlin and the subsequent creation of an Albanian
state in 1912 demonstrated, the Great Powers still had enormous sway over the borders and even
the existence of the Balkan national states.
The confluence of foreign, Great Power interests and native revolution can be seen during an
uprising of Christian peasants in Ottoman Bosnia which quickly spread to Serbia and Bulgaria,
becoming a matter of international concern and foreign intervention when Russia declared war on the
Ottomans in 1877.[30] Western leaders expressed concern at the violence of the Ottoman army’s
reprisals on its Christian subjects, just as they had done during the Greek War of Independence.[31]
The Great Powers’ concerns in the Balkans were not exclusively humanitarian however: the deep
involvement of Russia in the military and political aspects of the Eastern Question raised the issue of
competing Great Power interests in the Balkans. So too did the initial Russian-sponsored settlement,
the “Treaty of San Stefano” (March 1878), which created a large Bulgarian national state, a powerful
regional client for Russian interests. But the remaining Great Powers arranged for the hasty revision
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of San Stefano with the “Treaty of Berlin” (July 1878), a settlement intended to undo many of
Russia’s gains from the previous treaty, and to create a greater balance between the interests of the
Great Powers in the region. The significance of the Treaty of Berlin is great and varied: the
settlement was, in a sense, a blueprint for the settlements that would decide the borders in central
and Eastern Europe after the First World War. They established the nation-state as the principle of
post-Ottoman political organization in the region, just as the Paris peace treaties at the end of the
First World War established nation-states as the principle of post-Habsburg political organization.
They also enhanced the rivalries of the Balkan states themselves, creating overlapping territorial
claims and the tantalizing prospect that still more gains at the expense of the Ottoman Empire would
be tolerated and perhaps even encouraged. Serbian, Greek and Bulgarian nationalists all coveted
Ottoman lands in Macedonia and Thrace, and each now attempted to stake a claim on these lands
through the promotion of cultural work, including the establishment of churches and schools, and so
on. The revision of Bulgaria’s borders established a ready-made programme of irredentism that
would shape the political culture and foreign policy of the Bulgarian state all the way up to the First
World War, and even beyond.

Towards Sarajevo
We have already seen that the ascendant forces of nationalism in the second half of the 19th century
called into question the very fundamentals of the Austrian and Ottoman Empires, namely, the
dynastic principle and the possibility of a state being able to contain numerous national groups within
a single imperial framework. The decline of the Ottoman Empire as a force to be feared and
reckoned with in Europe also meant the loss of the Habsburg Empire’s importance as an Antemurale
Christianitatis; whilst the unification of Germany and its emergence of as a front-rank power in
Europe relegated the monarchy to an even lower position in the hierarchy of the Great Powers.
Austria-Hungary faced an additional problem with the establishment of an independent Serbian
national state on its borders, since this risked inflaming nationalist sentiment among the monarchy’s
large South Slav population.
This population, in fact, had expanded in the aftermath of the Bosnian uprising and the Treaty of
Berlin. The settlement of 1878 had called for the occupation of Bosnia-Hercegovina (as it became
known after the Berlin Treaty), still de jure a province of the Ottoman Empire, by Austria-Hungary.
After the Austro-Hungarian army waged a costly military campaign to bring the region under imperial
control, the monarchy set out its long-term occupation goals in Bosnia. Its chief concerns were the
rising tides of Croatian, and (especially) Serbian nationalist sentiment, among the Catholic and
Orthodox Christian populations within Bosnia, which would compete with imperial attempts to win the
loyalty of the population. The monarchy’s solution to this problem was to attempt to construct and
promote a Bosnian “national identity”, chiefly among the province’s Slavic Muslim population, as a
means of securing the province and its population to the remainder of the monarchy. This, in fact,
was an attempt to synthesize nationalist forces with imperial interests. Bosnia, then, served as a
kind of laboratory wherein the Habsburgs could experiment with the process of “taming Balkan
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nationalism” (and perhaps taming nationalism more generally) so that it could co-exist and even
strengthen the monarchy itself.[32]
Another prong of Austria-Hungary’s policies towards the Eastern Question was a diplomatic alliance
with the new Kingdom of Serbia and its ruling dynasty, the Obrenovićs, according to which the Serbs
would abandon territorial claims in Bosnia in favor of those in the Ottoman Balkans (principally in
Macedonia). This suited the ruling houses of both states (although certain militarist and nationalist
societies within Serbia sought a more belligerent line in Bosnia), but the arrangement ended soon
after a military coup in Serbia in 1903 deposed the autocratic Alexander Obrenović, King of Serbia
(1876-1903), who was replaced by the exiled claimant Petar Karadjordjević (1844-1921).[33] This
change of guard in Belgrade ushered in a more aggressive stance within Serbia towards its
unredeemed territories, and also a change in the foreign policy alignment of the Balkan kingdom,
away from the tutelage of Austria-Hungary and towards that of Russia. This, in turn, introduced new
tensions into the Eastern Question, as now Austria-Hungary was faced with a potentially antagonistic
neighbour with designs on imperial territories in Bosnia, and which enjoyed the support of Russia, a
great rival to Austro-Hungarian interests in the region. The years after 1903 are marked by a series
of confrontations between Austria-Hungary and Serbia, the most serious of which came following
Austria-Hungary’s decision to annex outright occupied Bosnia (1908).[34] For many Serbs, AustriaHungary’s annexation rudely disabused any notions that the occupation of Bosnia was a temporary
measure that might be rescinded should the winds of international diplomacy change. The
monarchy’s possession of these lands now seemed like a permanent arrangement, a fait accompli.
In fact, after some initial bluster, the Serbian government pragmatically accepted the new realities to
the west of the country and decided instead to pursue with greater vigour the “unredeemed” Ottoman
lands to the south. The same could not be said of the militarist and nationalist societies in Serbia,
many of which were inspired by Mazzini’s Young Italy, and many of which saw the annexation as a
terrible affront to the national dignity of the Serbian state.[35]
The cycle of conflict which led to the First World War began in the Ottoman Balkans in 1912 following
the formation of a shaky military alliance of the Balkan states (Greece, Bulgaria, Serbia and
Montenegro, the so-called “Balkan League”) directing against the Ottoman Empire. This empire was
significantly weakened following its defeat by Italy in Tripoli, for the purpose of “liberating” the
Christian Balkans from imperial rule.[36] The rapid successes of the Balkan League soon exposed
the absence of common interests between the states, aside from a mutual desire to expel the
Ottoman Empire from Europe. With this largely achieved, pre-existing rivalries between the Balkan
states once again came to the fore. A particularly severe dispute soon opened up between Serbia
and Bulgaria over which country was entitled to territories in Macedonia that were claimed by both
states. The dispute showed how inter-communal rivalries, that is, rivalries between the Christian
Balkan states themselves, were just as important on the eve of the First World War as were rivalries
between nation-states and empire. Bulgaria experienced its first “national catastrophe” in the
summer of 1913 when it attacked Serbian positions in Macedonia and its armies were quickly routed
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by a combined force of Serbian, Montenegrin, Greek, Romanian and even Ottoman armies, a defeat
which lost Bulgaria almost all its Macedonian territory to Serbia. Serbia, on the other hand, emerged
from the two Balkan wars greatly expanded, almost doubling the size of its territory and leaving only
Habsburg Bosnia among the its un-redeemed territories. The political leaders of Serbia, their state
replete in victory and their army spent on the battlefield, would have looked forward to a period of
consolidation and preparation for future expansion. However, such patience was not a characteristic
of certain militarist and youth groups in the South Slav lands. The fruits of their collaborations fell in
Sarajevo, June 1914, and with consequences felt by the entire world.

Conclusion
There can be no doubt that nationalism was a potent political force in 19th century Europe: a means
of mass mobilization embraced by many millions of people; an ideology of transformation and
revolution born in the French Revolution, intrinsically linked to the rapid modernization of the
continent, whose spread threatened to alter the political, social, and cultural landscape of Europe.
The political map of Europe in the 21st century has changed, but it is not beyond recognition when
held alongside the political map of 1918. The Europe that emerged from the First World War was
utterly unlike that of 1815. Everywhere changes were wrought by the forces of nationalism: the
unifications of Germany and Italy and the rise of national-states in the Balkans are prime examples
of this. So it is quite right that we recognize in nationalism an historical agent of great force and
consequence. It is also right, however, that we acknowledge the role played by contingency and
accident in its rise. After all, the political map of Europe in 1918 was also very different from that of
1914: the War itself effected the many of the most momentous changes to Europe’s political
landscape, especially in eastern and central Europe. The reforms within Austria-Hungary, the
compromise with the Hungarians and the occupation of Bosnia, demonstrate that nationalism and
imperialism were perhaps, after all, not irreconcilable forces. The political sphere of Europe in the
19th century was a contested space, and in the early 20th century, nationalism and the nation-state
were the almost undisputed victors of this contest. It has been the intention of this article to show that
its victory was far from inevitable.

John Paul Newman, National University of Ireland, Maynooth
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